Salt, Flour, and Time

The life of Elena Moreira

8 stories across 5 chapters
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A Village by the Sea

1948 — 1960

BorntotheTide

| was born in 1948 in Nazaré, a fishing village on the Atlantic coast of Portugal, in a house so
close to the water that on storm nights the spray reached our windows. My father, Joaquim, was
a fisherman, as his father had been. My mother, Rosa, mended the nets by lamplight and sang
while she worked.

There were five of us children, and | was the middle one — the one, my mother said, who was
always watching. | watched the boats leave at dawn and counted them home at dusk. | learned
early that the sea gives and the sea takes, and that a family holds together in between.

My Grandmother's Bread

When | was eight, my grandmother Amélia taught me to bake bread. Every Saturday before
sunrise we lit the old wood oven behind the house, and she would let me knead the dough until
my arms ached.

"You must be patient with bread,” she told me. "It rises in its own time, never yours." | did not
understand her then. | understand her now. Those Saturday mornings — the warmth of the oven,
the smell of the rising loaves, her hands guiding mine — are the first thing | reach for when |
close my eyes.






The Crossing

1965 — 1966

A Ship Called theVera Cruz

In 1965, when | was seventeen, my older brother Tomas had aready gone to America and
written home about work and wages we could scarcely believe. My parents decided | would go
next.

| left on a ship called the Vera Cruz with one suitcase and my grandmother's recipe for bread
folded into my coat pocket. | remember standing at the rail as the coast of Portugal thinned to a
grey line and then to nothing. | was frightened and | was free, both at once, for the first time in
my life.

First Winter in Newark

America was colder than anything | had imagined. That first winter in Newark, | shared a room
above a grocery with two other Portuguese girls and worked in a garment factory, pressing
collars twelve hours a day.

My English was three words wide. But on Sundays | baked, in the landlady's kitchen, the bread
my grandmother had taught me — and the smell of it brought the whole building to our door.
That was when | first understood that | had carried something across the ocean that could never
be taken from me.






BuildingaLife

1968 — 1985

How | Met Antonio

| met Antonio at a wedding in 1968. He was a carpenter with sawdust till in his hair and the
loudest laugh in the room, and he asked me to dance three times before | said yes.

We were married within the year. He built our first kitchen table with his own hands; we ate at
that table for forty years. People asked me later what the secret was. There was no secret. We
simply decided, every morning, to keep choosing each other.

The Bakery on Ferry Street

In 1974, with money we had saved coin by coin, Antonio and | opened a small bakery on Ferry
Street. | baked my grandmother's bread; he built the shelves and the counter and the sign above
the door.

The first months nearly broke us. Then one morning a line formed outside before we had
opened, and it never really stopped. We raised our two children, Sofia and Miguel, in the warm
air of that shop. They did their schoolwork on flour sacks and fell asleep to the sound of the
mixers.






Storms
1991 — 2003

TheYear | Lost Him

Anténio died in the autumn of 1998. It was sudden — a heart that simply stopped one evening at
the table he had built.

For along time | could not bear to open the bakery. But on the fortieth day my daughter Sofialit
the ovens before dawn without telling me, and when | came down the whole shop smelled of
bread. | wept, and then | tied my apron, because that is what he would have wanted, and because
the sea gives and the sea takes, and a family holds together in between. My grandmother had
taught me that, long ago, without ever saying the words.






What Remains
2010 — today

Sunday Mornings, Again

| am an old woman now, and the bakery belongs to Sofia. But on Sunday mornings my
granddaughter Lara comes to my kitchen, and | let her knead the dough until her small arms
ache.

"You must be patient with bread,” | tell her. "It rises in its own time, never yours." She does not
understand me yet. One day she will. That is how it travels — not in money or in things, but
hand to hand, across an ocean and across the years. That is what remains.






The End



