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The Last Roman
Tom Heaton

After his death, Gaius Servius Marcellus encounters an
extraordinary sheet of ice. It has an unworldly perfection: as
transparent as water, flattened and delicately curved like
hammered bronze. It surrounds him. Flowing across the inner
surface are strange marks he recognises eventually as
distorted and ghoulish reflections of his own face. Lights
dazzle through the ice and reveal towering figures, robed and
masked. He is with the Gods.
***
The bird room. He spends his days in a glass box. The birds
are nothing special: starlings, goldfinches, nightingales. They
leave footprints like arrow heads in the dust and perch on
olive branches. The air throbs with their insistent music, their
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shrill questioning. It’s the only familiar thing in this new life.
He closes his eyes and imagines himself in the orchard at
Ambianum with Little Bee pressed against him, her hair
pooling in the dip of his neck. He can almost hear the murmur
of the stream, feel the sun hot on his face, but there’s a strange
whirring, like a rope being swung in the air. He doesn’t
understand that sound.
The director taps the glass. Time for the daily session.
He wants to talk about where Marcellus comes from, the
curious memories he has, the dreams of falling. But Marcellus
knows most of it. He remembers the barbarian yelps, the glint
of the descending axe, the perilous, lurching fall into the frigid
darkness.
The director is dressed in the white costume that
completely covers him. He explains that it is hundreds of years
later, that the world got warmer, that they found Marcellus’s
head staring out beneath the melting ice.
Hundreds of years. Marcellus is stuck on that bit.
***
Little Bee because she stung. Words were her poison and they
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went in deep. He’d laugh at her and shake his head. Never fall
in love with a slave, they said. How could he not?
***
He stares at olive trees for most of the day. He’s given names
to all the birds. He watches the birds and waits for Oonagh.
There’s still the constant whirring, inside and beneath him: it’s
part of him now. Oonagh takes his readings and talks to him
in bad Latin, teaches him English swear words and Jamaican
patois. She shows him a new feature of his glass box. If he
turns to one side, the box will rotate. He can look round the
room, but behind him is only a black wall. ‘Do you feel
nausea?’ Oonagh asks. ‘If you feel nausea, then stop, take time
to get used to it.’ But he doesn’t feel nausea. He rotates a full
circle, again and again.
***
Marcellus is lucky. His head was severed cleanly and slid
straight into the crevasse, hadn’t sat waiting for the
executioner’s boot to nudge it over. Its fall was cushioned by
soft, fresh snow, and more snow fell on top. Everything
aligned perfectly to preserve him.
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The director doesn’t have to wear the white costume
any more, and his Latin is no longer crabbed and blunted.
Marcellus’s men were less fortunate. The blade twisted
and sheared through their spinal nerves, their faces were
abraded by the rough ice, their skulls smashed on the bedrock
or became wedged between the frozen walls.
‘What did they do with my body?’ But even as
Marcellus asks the question, he remembers the cart piled with
firewood. He feels his stomach grip even though he doesn’t
have a stomach.
The director is not much older than Marcellus. ‘We’ve
got a lot to learn from you,’ he says. ‘We might be clever – we
can bring a head back to life – but we’re still not wise. We’re
making big mistakes. Perhaps you can teach us some Roman
wisdom.’
***
‘You’ll go,’ Little Bee said. ‘Soldiers always abandon us. We
just hope it won’t happen today, or this month, or before
spring.’
‘Never,’ he said. He wished he had better words.
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‘Just you wait,’ she teased.
But it was she who stole away one winter night and left
an empty bed: the final sting, the nastiest of the lot.
***
Marcellus is guest of honour at glamorous celebrity events.
He’s introduced to politicians and intellectuals, sees the
wonder in their eyes. He’s a living miracle, a breathing relic
from a time they thought lost. They question him intently
about Rome, about history and culture.
‘You knew Horace?’
‘Who?’
‘What about Julius Caesar?’
‘Way before my time.’
Oonagh translates for him, her hand resting at the back
of the glass box with a maternal pride.
‘You were present during the great period of Rome’s
decline, an astonishing privilege to see a civilization in reverse.
Were the common people aware of that?’
Marcellus doesn’t understand. Decline? Reverse? All
he remembers is border skirmishes, tax rises, arguments about
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foreigners.
***
Oonagh leans close over him. The glass box is removed so she
can shave him. Marcellus feels the warmth coming off her. Her
face mask is white against the dark of her skin. She holds a
razor in green latex gloves and is attentive around the scars on
his jaw. Oonagh brings him gels in the morning, asks what
flavour he would like and selects the sense perceptions from
the drop-down menu on the screen. She feeds him the gel and
it tastes like the image. All this is alien to him – the screen,
gels, disposable razors – he has no words for these things, but
it’s all simple enough.
Oonagh has a doctorate in neuroscience from the
University of the West Indies. She designed the whirring
machines under Marcellus’s box. Oonagh lifts the brass collar
and shows him her handiwork. She points out the coloured
pipes. ‘Red supplies blood and blue carries it away. This is the
interface to the brain stem, a bit complicated to explain that.’
She pushes him round the museum. ‘The museum is
all about you,’ she says. ‘The Museum of the Living Roman.’
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She shows him exhibits relating to his life: pottery from the
village he grew up in, a helmet bitten with flaking rust, a silver
brooch – he peers at it – in the shape of a bee. He has never
seen such ancient things, beaten out of shape by the years,
barely recognisable.

She pushes the buttons on a display

about the life of a centurion and lets him read the screens. ‘Let
us know what we got wrong.’
She feeds him like a baby. ‘The gels don’t do anything.
Psychologically you need to eat, but we supply all the energy
and nutrients through concentrates piped into your blood
stream. We remove and discard the gels, same with drinks.’
She shows him a plastic bag full of mush and pulls a face.
She cuts his hair and tells him what an honour it is to
be working with him, that Marcellus is the premier
neuroscience project in the world, that the museum is a major
British tourist attraction as well as a research centre. She says
they can’t get a regular hairdresser in to cut his hair because
there are many precautions to be taken when his box is
removed, to prevent infection and to maintain a sterile
environment.
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‘Britain,’ he says. ‘Up in the north. Is that where I am? I
thought I was in Rome.’
Oonagh keeps cutting his hair while she explains.
Rome is a desert, nothing lives there. The world is changing
very quickly. Now, in summer, Britain is as hot as Rome used
to be, but in winter it’s like the Arctic. She tuts her tongue
against her teeth at the state of things.
To what does he owes a vow, if not to Rome?
***
The paint around the doorway is curling and flaking off.
Raucous music makes the walls thump. The lights in the
corridor dim and flicker.
‘Who is it tonight?’ he asks.
The director pulls a face. ‘Regional sales managers.
Home defence equipment. Be nice to them.’
Marcellus gives his usual speech. The corporates have
been plied with strong Italian-style wine and wear sheets
pinned at the shoulder like togas. They cheer and egg him on
when he tells the story of his death.
Marcellus and his men were ambushed by barbarians
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and were outnumbered. The barbarian chieftain offered them
their lives if they would renounce Rome. That was all it took: a
few muttered words snatched by the alpine gales. No one of
any consequence would hear them, and if they ever got back
to Rome they could tell any story they liked. But Marcellus
instructed his men to do otherwise. They would never
renounce their vow; they would go to their deaths pledging
allegiance to the emperor. The barbarians took them to the
frosty expanse of the glacier, and the offer was made again.
One by one, they refused, under Marcellus’s orders. They died
with dignity, mouthing their vow as the axe fell. Only
Marcellus was left. The barbarian chieftain wept and revoked
the order. He would let Marcellus live. But Marcellus said,
‘How can I live when I have compelled my men to die? I am
already dead. Your executioner must merely prepare the body
for funeral.’ The chieftain embraced him like a brother.
Marcellus put his head on the wooden block above the great
fissure in the ice, and he stared down into the freezing
blackness and renewed his vow to Rome. Thus he met his
death with dignity, the greatest of Roman virtues.
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This shuts the corporate crowd up, every time. Perhaps
Marcellus embellishes some details. Who would know? Who
could ever call him out?
***
Dust settling, airless rooms, the silence between distant doors
closing. There are no visitors any more. A flickering screen
asks, ‘Which famous Roman would you bring back to life?’
Portraits of Seneca, Julius Caesar, Cicero. In the next room is a
letter Marcellus wrote to a friend. Marcellus doesn’t remember
writing it, but it’s his handwriting and certainly the sort of
thing he would have written. It discusses the Roman virtues.
The Marcellus of the letter professes a love of honesty, but
despairs of how men use it as a blunt weapon and dress
forthright rudeness as integrity. For Marcellus the greatest
virtue is dignity: the noble bearing, behaviour unperturbed by
the injustices the gods hurl at men. Dignity is the essence of
the Roman spirit.
***
The director comes to see Marcellus in the bird room. There
are no birds, just the skeletons of trees and green moss
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growing up the glass. The director is a lot older than
Marcellus, his hair grey and thin, his gaunt face lined like old
leather. A tremor has made a home in his voice. He doesn’t
meet Marcellus’s eye. He talks about the riots, the war in
Europe. He says he has to go away and find his family. Phones
aren’t working. There is no internet. Marcellus will remain
here, and the director will return as soon as he can.
Marcellus says, ‘I’ll do what you advise.’
What choice does he have?
An orange flash fills the skylight above them,
illuminates the room like lightning.
‘There are supplies,’ the director says. ‘Enough for a
long time.’
***
Oonagh pushes the trolley over the bridge. It’s hard work for
an old woman, and she has to lean her weight into it. The
trolley contains a spare battery and gels and Marcellus’s head
in its box. The machines whir away beneath him. Frost forms
on the inside of the glass, but he can see flames tearing up vast
buildings, taller than forests, square and lumpen and now
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buckling, blazing orange above the frozen river.
In the evening, they arrive at a small house on a street
of identical houses. The woman who opens the door knows
Oonagh. She has the same brown skin, but she’s younger. The
women embrace. They are crying. Oonagh’s daughter looks at
Marcellus and tuts her tongue against her teeth.
Oonagh protests. ‘How could I leave him?’
***
Oonagh has gone. The other people who brightened the house
with beautiful bitter laughter have gone. Marcellus’s beard
fills his glass box. The room he’s been left in is always dark,
but the birds chirp outside the window and he uses them to
keep track of the days. He listens to the whir of his machines
and wonders how long the battery will last. Oonagh said six
months, but he doesn’t know when the six months started.
Waiting for the battery to run out is like waiting for an
executioner’s axe to fall.
***
She wasn’t Little Bee any more. They said her name was Rosa.
She was bruised around the face and her hair had been cut
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short. When she tried to speak the trader hit her and she fell
silent. The sting had been plucked.
He stopped and said, ‘How much is this one?’ He had
the money.
‘Gaius,’ she begged, and the trader smirked. He
thought he had a sale.
Never fall in love with a slave.
Why did he move on?
Because of the smirk. To maintain dignity.
***
Men find him. They wipe the dust from the glass and peer in.
They speak a strange guttural language. They drag him out
into the street. There are no more buildings burning, just a
world of straight lines blanketed in curling ice. The men kick
Marcellus along the frozen pavement. They rip open the front
of his machine and look at the parts.
Marcellus shouts at them. ‘I am Servius Gaius
Marcellus, a centurion of the fifth legion. I am a citizen of
Rome.’
The men are astonished. They point and laugh. They
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rip the glass box away from the machine and for the first time
the familiar whir is distant, not part of him. They smash the
glass, tear away the brass collar and the trunking and throw
Marcellus’s head over a railing.
This is his last perception: falling, rolling, the white
river hurtling towards him, smacking into the ice and
skidding across the surface, skidding fast, his eyes sideways so
the river ice is like a wall. The air rushes on his face. He feels
pain from the fall and a strange light sense of possibilities, like
a freed slave, like a soldier at the end of a long commission. He
comes to rest against a clump of vegetation breaching the ice,
the gurgle of a stream beneath him. A bird alights on his ear
and reels off a sequence of delicate notes and trills. A line of
alpine flowers like pink stars draws a hum from the air: a bee
curling on the petals, a striped barbarian plundering nectar.
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The Secrets We Wear On Our Skin
Laurie Raye
Did you know that even though most cephalopods can
camouflage themselves by changing their pigmentation to
match the surrounding environment, that they are actually
colour-blind? Which is exceptionally fascinating when you
realise that they don't just change their patterns and pigments
to hide from other, more visually gifted creatures, but also to
attract a mate. They change their hues to appear agreeable to a
colour-blind

creature,

how

foolish!

Still,

though,

the

chromatophores in their skin which change colour can also
change their texture. Perhaps it is not so much the visual
display their mates enjoy, but the feel of their lover’s skin as it
warps and shifts beneath their probing tentacles.
This is how I felt when I met Lucy.
I could feel it spread as a sort of warmth across my chest, a
rippling wave of colour. I lit up like a summer lantern,
bioluminescent stripes reaching out over my skin, scintillating
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in pulses to the beat of my heart.
"Are you quite all right, um…?"
Luckily, I had on quite a heavy coat, and my body did not
betray my emotions. Not this time, anyway.
"Please, call me Morgan." I managed to say while awkwardly
arranging my scarf to make sure no glimmering hints escaped
its folds.
"Morgan." She said, and my heart leapt.
"Morgan." She said later, as we sat together on the edge of the
bed, nervous hands scrunching linen. "Would you like to take
off your dress?"
I shimmered at these words and told her I had something to
show her.
Shaking fingers fumbling over buttons, fabric falling in a heap
to the floor.
I revealed to her my incandescence, the beating heart glowing
in my chest. Tentacles wrapped themselves around my hips,
nervous at being visible. At not having to hide. My skin was a
maze of churning ink, spelling out a language that no-one
understood but me.
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And she said "Oh" and "I didn't realise you were one of those
kinds of woman" and "I have to go" and maybe some other
words but I couldn’t hear her.
And she left my flat.
And I left the city.
I wrapped my scarf tighter, buttoned up my camouflage and
walked back into the ocean.
Perhaps the sea will be kinder to the colourful ones like me.
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