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Chapter One. The Road
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The cart jolted over every stone, and on this road there were more stones than road.

Don't look away. My head has been splitting since dawn, the left temple, you know the one. But that's not what I mean. What I mean is that we're being dragged through this furnace, down this road, and nobody (do you hear me, nobody) asked whether we needed this particular road at all.

The assistant looked straight ahead. A folder tied with a leather cord lay on his knees.

Though what's the point of asking. He has decided, so that's how it will be. Do you know what I call that? Not willpower. A habit of not listening. A man of will hears you out first and then does it his own way. This one doesn't listen at all, and so he imagines he is the will.

A wheel dropped into a rut and the folder slid. He steadied it with his palm.

I keep count. When they ask (and they always ask), a man in my position must have an inventory. For yesterday alone I have six lapses. The first at breakfast, when the crowd's foreman complained about the heat and he, instead of saying "bear it," said: "Yes, perhaps a break." On the very first day! The second in the evening. The third and fourth when he agreed with the scribe in front of everyone. A chief who agrees in front of everyone stops being a chief. He becomes a conversation partner.

The road began to climb. The dust rose in a thin red veil and settled on Giovanni Marcello's sleeve, and he flicked it off with two fingers, fastidiously, the way one flicks off a fly.

And the fifth and sixth, those are the letter. In the evening a packet came for him from the capital, sealed, on good paper. He didn't come out to dinner. He read, he wrote, he read again, and his light burned until deep in the night. I walked past twice. On business. The light was on.

When a letter comes from the place where they decide whether you are or you aren't, you read it once, with composure, and you answer briefly, in proper form, the way my father would have answered, rest his soul. This one writes as if some good friend were sitting up there, someone he has to explain to why today didn't quite work out.

The driver, without turning round, eased the reins: the climb ahead was steeper.

Don't think I hold a grudge. I simply remember. Those are different things. And the migraine is because I notice too much. The doctor said so himself: "You are too attentive to detail." Unlike some, who fall asleep the moment their head touches the pillow. He sleeps, you know, like a baby. With a burden like this on his shoulders. That isn't calm. That's insensitivity.

They passed a dry riverbed where someone had already set little flags of red cloth on the stones. Giovanni Marcello followed them with his eyes, and his lips twitched.

Flags. Who thought of those? Not I. Nobody asked me. They told me this morning, in passing, the way one reports the weather: "There will be flags along the riverbed." And the fact that red on that stone will look like blood, like a cheap hint, and anyone with half a brain will say, "How crude!" I won't say it. I have a sense of proportion. But he needs scale. He needs the people to "show themselves." I heard it myself: "Let the people show themselves." The people are an element, and an element must be kept within bounds. I'm against disorder. And he has a weakness for disorder. That's the seventh.

He took a handkerchief from his sleeve, wiped his forehead, and folded it in four.

Remember: if they ask, it was I who named the seventh.

The assistant inclined his head, barely. It was impossible to tell whether that was agreement or just a movement of the neck.

There, you understand everything. You're the quiet type, and I value that: not everyone has the sense to keep quiet. You might object that I'm strict, but you don't. So you agree. Or you think the same and are afraid to say it. That's respectable too. I'm afraid sometimes myself, by the way. Well, not afraid, but... choosing my moment. There are people who throw themselves into battle at the first call. Then they're carried out.

Far ahead, in the blinding light, a line of people appeared. They walked unevenly, in twos and threes, some carrying long poles on their shoulders, some dragging bundles. Dust hung over them.

Look at them. No formation, no order. And he thinks that's beautiful. When a man mistakes disorder for truth, it's called naivety. In high office they call it breadth of vision. But for us plain working people, naivety is just naivety.

The cart turned, and a distant hill came into view, bare and red, like a shaved nape.

The hill, look at that. He picked the most conspicuous one, so that later they'd say: "There, he thought of that." Though, as a matter of fact, it wasn't he who thought of it. I know where he got the idea. When the time comes, and it will come, I won't keep silent: I'll say who thought of what, and who merely signed his name.

His face, lively a moment ago, suddenly turned tired and gray, as if the color had been washed off it.

My head. The temple again. Could you hand me some water?

The assistant unscrewed the cap of the flask and passed it over. Giovanni Marcello took it without looking, drank, and gave it back, also without looking.

Thank you. No, not for the water. For not arguing.

The wheels creaked. Down at the foot of the hill someone was already positioning people, and above it all, in the blazing sky, there wasn't a single cloud.

Twenty-one days, they told me. And I say: with leadership like this a week is enough for everything to fall apart. And do you know what hurts most? It will fall apart, and I'll be the one blamed. Because I stood next to him. Because I have a position, and he, you see, has a vision.
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Chapter Two. How He Arrived
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The cart stopped at the foot of the hill. The driver jumped down and withdrew into the shade as if he had never been there.

We get out here. No, wait, give me a minute. My head.

Giovanni Marcello was in no hurry. He smoothed the folds of his clothes, checked that his signet ring was in place, wiped his forehead, his palms and, unexpectedly, the soles of his shoes with a handkerchief. Only then did he step down onto the ground and look around with the air of a man arriving for an inspection.

On the slope above the yard, past an avenue of overgrown cypresses, stood a white villa, enormous, with columns and a long terrace, long uninhabited and patched up for their arrival. Lower down, on the trodden-flat ground, spread a temporary compound: houses, awnings, storerooms, long benches.

Nothing has changed. That's what work without the master's eye gets you. Though no, the eye is there, it just looks the wrong way.

Do you remember how he arrived? No, don't answer, of course you do. Twelve days ago, in the same heat. They lined us up at the villa gates, everyone from the cooks to the scribes. I gave orders that everyone be in clean clothes, and I inspected each one myself.

They set off along the path at the foot of the hill, past people hauling poles, past crates, past wooden ladders leaning against walls. People stepped aside, though not especially quickly.

And he came without























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
(GOLGOTHA






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





