The Day They Understood

4y o one could say afterward what had caused it. Had some unseen comet passed over-

" head in the night? Had some strange herb drifted into the village well? All anyone
— “e knew was that on an otherwise ordinary Friday morning, the people of Sant’Anima
woke up understanding each other perfectly.

Not just the words. The words behind the words.

The Mayor had governed for eleven years on the strength of a particular smile — the one that
said "I hear you” while meaning "next.” That morning, he used it yet again on old Ferrante,
who was complaining once more about the drainage ditch. This time Ferrante’s face went
still. Not angry. Just done. The Mayor froze, his expression like a man who has drawn his
sword and found the blade broken off at the hilt.

Fourteen years of marriage, approximately four thousand “I'm fines.” That morning, she said
it again over breakfast, reflexively, and they both heard it — the exhaustion and the love and
the thing she could not say and the sorrow about that fact, all of it arriving in those two words
like a wound waiting for someone to remove the bandage. He put down his fork. She put
down her tea. There was nothing to add.

The Priestess had preached for thirty years about the peace that passes understanding. That
morning, she understood, with quiet precision, that a third of her congregation endured her
affectionately, a third thought she was brilliant, and a third was thinking about lunch. She
also understood how much she loved them anyway — all of them — with a ferocity she had
not realized. Her homily was four minutes long, her best ever.

Bettini and Corso had not spoken in nine years over a property line and a fig tree. That
morning, they passed in the marketplace and understood each other completely — the spe-
cific wound behind each man’s position, the pride, the original moment when repair had still
been possible, and both had chosen not to. They stood a long time. Neither apologized. But
Corso said, "The figs were good this year.” And Bettini said, "Good weather for them.” Both
of them knew everything had been said.

Mara was seven. For her, nothing much seemed different. Don’t grownups always say what
they mean?

By evening, people moved through the village quietly, carefully, the way you move in a dark
house where someone is sleeping, trying not to trip over the furniture.

The widow at the well finally told her friend about her Tuesday afternoons — not the grief,
everyone understood grief, mostly — but the specific challenge of HER Tuesday afternoons.
Her walk home felt shorter than it had in years.

The baker, standing next to his apprentice at the oven, grasped the full weight of the boy’s
longing to be somewhere else entirely, to be someone else entirely — at sea perhaps? — and
felt, for just a moment, the vertigo of understanding that every person around him contained
an entire world, vast and ungovernable, and that he had been surrounded by it his whole
life without knowing it.
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By the morning of the second day, it had passed.

They woke to the familiar, comfortable fog of ordinary speech, ordinary inference, ordinary
misunderstanding. Some felt relief they were not proud of. Some reached for what they'd
understood and found only the memory of it — the echo of an open door, now closed.

The Mayor tried his smile on Ferrante at the market. Ferrante accepted it, as before.

The couple said “good morning” and meant it, mostly, which is what "good morning” has
always meant.

Only Mara seemed puzzled by the fuss. "Why can’t everyone keep talking like that?” she
asked her mother.

Her mother said, ”It’s complicated, love.”

Mara thought for a moment, then —

”Why?”

— William Zeitler
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