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LEGACY

The late afternoon light turned to golden warmth as it streamed through the large 

windows of Cambridge's Restoration Ecology Lab, where four graduate students, including me, 

were searching for ways to restore the world's natural places. Spread before me on a large 

computer screen was a host of images of forest undergrowth, data on soil quality and wildlife 

counts. I was attempting to restore a forest that was fragmented decades ago in a corner of 

Indonesia, but after weeks of work I was still missing something. A fungus that could have  

restored the nutrients to the soil, or perhaps a long-lost animal that could have spread seeds 

from the trees in a way we couldn't mimic. I sighed heavily as the figures on the screen began 

to blur.

“Everything all right Lily?” asked one of my lab mates, Pieter, a soft-spoken Dutch 

student examining the detoxifying properties of fungi. “Maybe it's time we finished here for the  

day and got some dinner,” he suggested. My other two colleagues, Aubrey, an energetic 

American and Kaito, a composed young Japanese woman, brightened at the suggestion. Both 

were working on the same multi-national project that sought to remove petroleum-based 

plastics from the oceans.

I sighed again. “I don't know Pieter. If I don't figure out what's missing from this  

ecosystem, I won't have much to put in my end of term report, and my funding could be at  

risk, not to mention my degree. I might just go up to the hydroponics kitchen, pluck a salad,  

and keep on working.”

“Well, if you're stuck on the same problem, you should probably take a break and get a 

change of scenery,” Kaito reasoned sagely. “Why don't we go to The Anchor and sit by the 

river?”

I turned back to my computer screen, which was in the same stale state it had been in 

for hours. Even in the very bright and pleasant space of the lab, surrounded by views of 

Cambridge  through the floor to ceiling windows to my left and a tall green atrium to my right,  

I suddenly had a desire to be anywhere else but here. “All right,” I agreed, and the others 

didn't hide their collective sense of triumph.

Just as I was beginning to shut off my computer console, an alert from the University's 

messaging system came onto the screen. There was a package addressed to Lily Micklethwaite 

waiting at my college's porter's lodge. A glimmer of excitement sparked within me as it was 

probably the latest samples I had been waiting on. Field work only took me away from the lab 

in Cambridge once a term and at other times a local field station took the data I needed and 

sent it here. Perhaps there was something new in the samples that would move my work 

along.

“I'm going to make a quick stop at Trinity Hall,” I told everyone. “But I promise I'll join 

you at the pub right after, OK? Save me a seat.” As no one objected I quickly finished turning 
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off the computer console, slung my bag over my shoulder and departed the lab. 

The lab resided in a large circular building known as the Institute for Ecological 

Understanding and Application. Labs, offices and classrooms were connected by a massive 

spiral ramp that wound its way around a four-story indoor forest. I always took the long way in 

and out of the building, taking in the view of the atrium's magic. There were layers of  

undergrowth, trees and creeping vines, a trickling waterfall, crystalline pools that purified and 

stored the building's water supply, while microfauna like birds and frogs added movement and 

sound to the environment. The building was a marvel of engineering, completely integrated 

into the local ecosystem and producing enough energy from its solar skin to power several 

colleges. It was sometimes difficult to remember you were indoors with light and air filtering in  

from outside, and natural life always within view. The IEUA was so impressive that it was now 

one of Cambridge's latest tourist attractions, as evidenced by the tour group wedged in the 

lobby. I squeezed past them and headed for the bicycle shelter covered in a greenroof 

microhabitat, found my bicycle and scanned my fingerprint on its locking mechanism. The  

bicycle locks retracted, and I began pedalling along the cycle lanes towards Trinity Hall.

As soon as I arrived in the porter's lodge I discovered my samples had not arrived. In 

their place was a large old-fashioned cardboard box, about a half a metre cubed, with an 

identity tag that identified my mother, Caydence Micklethwaite, as the sender. But she rarely  

sent me care packages any more, not since I was an undergrad overseas in Canada. What 

could this be? 

I ducked back outside with the box and scanned the label with my communicator. My 

mother's frozen face came onto the small screen and I tapped the screen to play the message. 

“Hello Lily, hope you're well in Cambridge. The weather here in Edinburgh is dreadful,  

as usual. I had to remove your grandmother's things from storage because the building is  

being  replaced by a new composting facility. This box was labled, odds and ends, for Lily .” My 

mother looked slightly stiff, like she was holding back what she really wanted to say. My 

grandmother had died unexpectedly almost 10 years ago when I was 12, and I remember my 

mother being devastated by the loss. I suppose she had just put away all of my Grandmother's 

things into storage so she didn't have to think about them until now. “So I thought I would 

pass it along,” she finished, wished me well and said she would talk to me soon. The message 

ended and the image disappeared. 

Odds and ends, I thought, looking at the box curiously. I would have to explore it when 

I got to the pub. I attached it to the back of my bicycle using its retractable magnetic ropes  

and resumed cycling, distracted by thoughts of the woman who had more or less just sent me 

a gift from beyond the grave.

My Grandmother used to live in Cambridge herself, and as a child I adored the times we 

would visit her during the summer and winter holidays. My impressions of her were the 
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idealistic ones of a child who looked up to a faultless, warm woman who seemed to know 

everything about the weather, animals, and making plants grow. She could turn vegetables  

from the garden into a delicious dinner, magically in just a few minutes. She showed us all of  

the colleges, inspiring my brother and I to want to study here one day, which I was finally  

doing. Even now I mourned the loss of that special world where long days of discovery under 

my Grandmother's skilful tutelage left us fascinated and delightfully exhausted. What  

treasures, disguised as “odds and ends” could she have left me?

A few minutes later I arrived at The Anchor and spotted my three colleagues at an 

outdoor table next to the River Cam where students were swimming to combat the day's heat. 

I struggled over to them through the busy pub as the mysterious box tested the limits of my 

arm span.

“Look what Lily's got. I hope that's filled with chocolate,” remarked Aubrey 

mischievously.

“I doubt it,” I replied as I dropped the box onto a spare seat with a sigh of relief and sat 

down. “It's my long-lost inheritance from my Grandmother who died almost a decade ago, but 

I'm not sure what it is.”

“Really?” Aubrey breathed . “How exciting, are you going to open it?”

I didn't answer her though, as I was already beginning to attack the biodegradable 

sealant on the box with a knife from the table. I sliced through the label that declared “shipped  

by wind-powered train” and the flaps came apart. For several moments I was flabbergasted.

Pieter leaned over and looked inside. “What is all of this?”

“I don't know,” I replied, and then told the other two who couldn't see and had puzzled 

looks on their faces, “it's just random objects, some of them I've never seen before.”

“May I?” asked Pieter, indicating he wanted to start digging through some of the items, 

and I nodded. “Check this out,” he said, “it's one of those really old-fashioned light bulbs, we  

haven't used these for, what, 30 years?”

Aubrey giggled. “Incandescents?” she asked, reading off the box it came in. “I've only 

seen these when we had to study them in school!”

“Look at this,” I said, and produced a computer pad that looked familiar, but was 

thicker and heavier than what we used today.

“It doesn't have a photovoltaic skin,” noted Kaito immediately. “How was it powered?”

Pieter pointed to one end of the device, “I think this hole right here is where it was 

connected to a charger, like we use to plug in cars.” 

“Why would your grandmother want you to have a box of old...” Aubrey trailed off, 

unable to find the proper word.

“Detritus?” I suggested. “I have no idea. I guess she thought I might find it  

interesting.” I didn't want to show it to the others but truthfully I was a little disappointed.  
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After all of that time we spent together in Cambridge, the influence she had on my love for 

nature, this was all she left to me? Some outdated antiques? 

Pieter continued to take items out of the box. “Here's a poster for the First Annual 

Cambridge Fruit Harvest. Gosh this is old, isn't this year the 25 th anniversary of the Harvest?”

“My Grandmother used to live here.” I informed him. “She must have held onto this 

knowing it would become a tradition.” 

“Hmm, a plastic shopping bag,” Pieter said, “but it feels funny. Do you think it's  

petroleum-based?” he asked, passing it to me for a second opinion. 

“I suppose it must be. If it was corn or sugar-based plastic it probably would have 

broken down after at least 10 years of storage, even without proper composting conditions,” I 

reasoned. “There seems to be a few petroleum-based plastics in here,” I said, taking out a 

bottle that once held shampoo, which was odd, because today all of our shampoo came in solid  

form. 

“It's unthinkable that people would make things like this that would never biodegrade!”  

said Kaito. “What a waste.” Her comment was met by a round of disapproving head-shaking.

“Well,” Aubrey said, clapping her hands together, clearly wanting to change the subject  

from eternal plastics, which she dealt with all day at the lab. “I'm starving, can we order some 

food?” 

The others began to get up from the table to place orders at the bar and I put away the 

objects we'd handled back into the box with the rest of my Grandmother's strange collection. 

But for the remainder of the night, my thoughts were still on why she left me a box of old junk 

instead of something a little more meaningful.

Later that night exhaustion and the disappointment that the package hadn't been my 

samples after all had taken over my zeal to go back to the lab. Instead I went home to my 

college-provided room and after great consideration as to whether the box was just a bunch of 

useless bric-a-brac or if there might still be something I missed earlier, I reopened it and 

spread all of the contents over the floor. 

The last item I pulled out was a carefully constructed album full of photos, newspaper 

clippings, posters and brochures from old events and causes stretching from when my 

Grandmother was a student to a few months before her death. Turning the pages I started to 

become aware of part of my Grandmother's life that I was never aware of as as child. 

There were articles she had written and that quoted her, photos of her taking part in 

rallies for renewable energy and at celebrations for integrated buildings and reclaimed natural 

sites all over Cambridge. Her name was on the organizing committee for the Cambridge Fruit 

Harvest for its first five years and there was a section on all of the community and potted 

gardens she helped people to start. I felt a small thrill as I picked my grandmother out of a  

crowd from the opening of the city's materials garden, a hydroponics facility where they grew 
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hemp, cotton and bamboo for all sorts of items like fabrics and paper.

 The other objects, like the computer pad, weren't just randomly collected for a time 

capsule or tossed in a box for lack of a reclamation facility, I thought. They probably belonged 

to her, and were used in her daily life for years until they were replaced by the improvements 

that I now thought of as quite day-to-day. Hers was a world of transition and because of it,  

mine was a world without the foolishness of waste, a place where I never knew the smell of 

pollution or the desperation of using a dying resource.

My Grandmother was now finally showing me the woman who dug her fingers into the 

heart of this city, who nourished it and helped to guide its character. She had been the kind of  

woman I wanted to introduce all of my friends to, to tell her about my work over dinner and 

ask her about how the world had changed since she was my age. It was cruel that now, as I 

finally made this realization, the opportunity was gone. I couldn't help but cry a little, even if it  

was  somewhat selfish since I was the one still alive and she was the one who had died. But of  

course, I reasoned, she must have realized that if she wasn't able to do those things with me 

when I was older, at least I would have these objects, this legacy in a cardboard box to know 

her by. The thought filled me with both pride and regret for us both but I smiled fondly as I  

chose a printed photo from her collection. Tomorrow I would put it next to my computer 

screen as I renewed my efforts to restore the Earth in what I now knew was a continuation of 

my Grandmother's life's work.

 

THE END


