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Chapter 1
Fruitful Beginnings 


The scarecrow, whom Mrs. Hoskins had lovingly named Harold, seemed to almost come to life as the wind whipped through the garden. His straw arms reached out as if trying to join in on the dance, much to the amusement of the serious-looking cat who sat perched on the fence, watching intently.
	Mrs. Hoskins continued to twirl and spin, her laughter filling the air as she moved gracefully around her creation. The sun shone brightly overhead, casting a warm glow over the garden that she had nurtured and cared for over the years.
	As she danced, Mrs. Hoskins couldn't help but feel a sense of joy and freedom wash over her. The worries and troubles of everyday life melted away as she lost herself in the music of the wind and the rustling of the leaves.
	The cat, sensing her happiness, let out a contented purr and hopped down from its perch to join in on the fun. It weaved in between Mrs. Hoskins' feet, nuzzling her ankles as if to say thank you for including it in the impromptu dance party.
	Together, the unlikely trio - Mrs. Hoskins, Harold the scarecrow, and the serious-looking cat - danced in the garden. As the sun began to rise casting long shadows across the lawn, Mrs. Hoskins couldn't help but feel grateful for the beauty and magic that surrounded her.
The waistcoat that Harold was wearing had belonged to her late husband, who she missed dearly. It was two sizes too big for Harold. It had many little pockets in which Mr Hoskins used to store trinkets and whatnots which would often unexpectedly come in handy, and because of this she felt as if he was watching over her from the afterlife.
Mrs Hoskins was in her early sixties and petite in stature. Her silvery-grey hair, thick and plentiful, curled loosely and fell on her shoulders, and her eyes were the colour of thick, warm honey. She wore bulky, heart-shaped spectacles that seemed to cover almost half of her face. They were a bright shade of green that matched her wellington boots. In fact, almost everything she wore was some shade of green or other. She also wore a pair of green cargo trousers which she tucked into her boots and a bottle-green polo-neck jumper.
Her garden was renowned for its beauty and attracted visitors from all over town. Her plants were like her very own children, all of which she cared for deeply. She had names for all of them; she had a pink rose named Daisy and a white daisy named Lilly. It was all delightfully odd.
Harold’s beady eyes seemed to follow her as she danced while humming a tune. Although incapable of conversation, he gave her the company she was missing and made her feel as if she wasn’t alone. Of course, Freddie, the cat, did that too, in his own way – but often he’d wander off to visit one of the neighbours; the scarecrow of course never did that.
‘I expect you want me to wash your waistcoat with all these paw prints?’ She carefully removed the waistcoat from Harold.
On her way to the laundry room, she dug her hand into the waistcoat’s pockets to make sure they were empty – a habit she couldn’t get out of, even though it hadn’t been worn in years. But there was something … what appeared to be seeds. Curious, and a little confused as to how they had got there, she pulled a few out to examine them in the palm of her hand. The seeds were the same size and shape as raindrops.
She placed the seeds in a bowl of cold water and watched them sink to the bottom. They’re still viable! I wonder what they’ll grow into – how exciting!
Mrs Hoskins went back outside and scanned her garden. It was adorned with an assortment of flowers and bushes. She had been gardening for years, but she had become more fixated on it after her husband passed away. It was the only thing that kept her from feeling sorry for herself. Keeping her hands busy with watering and pruning stopped her from burrowing under her blankets and shutting out the world.
She took the seeds and walked over to an empty garden bed and planted them in the soil. Will they grow into flowers, or some sort of exotic plant? Will they bear fruit?
The wind was beginning to pick up, causing Harold to sway more violently. Mrs Hoskins glanced at the sky. The day had begun with sunshine, but now spring storms were looming with their heavy, dark clouds. Lightning forked the sky in the distance. Good, Mrs Hoskins thought. These seeds could really use some rain. Now all she had to do was wait, maybe weeks or months, before she’d know what type of plant the seeds belonged to. She had to be patient, which thankfully was one of her biggest virtues.
Most sensible people choose to seek comfort and safety in the warmth of their homes should they notice a storm brewing outside. Particularly if the storm is one of a ghastly nature that uproots trees and causes animals to fly around as if they were birds. On the particular day in question, such a storm was on the way. But Mrs Hoskins, adamant and strong-willed, would not allow frightful weather to derail her usual Thursday plans. For every Thursday, without fail, for the last forty-five years, Mrs Hoskins would drive two hundred and fifty-six miles to a very important appointment. The weather was not always pleasant, and the drive was not always without incident, but the little old lady’s mind was set on her destination. The possibilities that awaited fired and fuelled her to continue.
Mr and Mrs Hoskins had lived together for many wonderful years in a small coastal village in the north-east of Scotland called Gardenstown. They had spent their days in a beautiful little cottage near the water’s edge, surrounded by greenery and plants that bore the most magnificent coloured flowers. The two of them had spent most of their lives working tirelessly for large corporations. Mrs Hoskins had worked as a seamstress for a global manufacturing company, and Mr Hoskins had worked as a mechanic, tending to the machines in a toothpaste factory that produced flavours such as bubblegum and Neapolitan, in addition to the standard fresh mint. Working for large corporations that only cared about making money (and lots of it!), it was always a dream of the couple to have their own business. One that they felt would make a difference in the world, and that they could one day pass down to their children. There was just one teensy-weensy problem with their plan: they didn’t have any children.
After trying for many years to have a family of their own, they met with numerous doctors in the hope of one day becoming parents. Alas, it was simply not meant to be. They had forked-out out a large sum of their savings to pay for medical treatment, but nothing worked. Nevertheless, the Hoskinses were resilient people who believed in the will of the universe and were not the kind to give up at the first hurdle or even the three-hundredth. As Mr Hoskins would sing joyfully on their long drives to the neighbouring town:

It’s the right option to opt for adoption,
As long as we live, we have love to give
A child should not roam, we’ll give ’em a home
We’ll bathe ’em and feed ’em till they’re fully-grown!

Mrs Hoskins hummed her husband’s song as she drove through the terrible storm.
‘If you’re in your car and headed south, our advice is to turn back now and head home,’ the man’s voice crackled over the radio. ‘It is not safe to be driving in this weather. I repeat. IT IS NOT SAFE TO BE DRIVING IN THIS WEATHER!’
‘Safe,’ Mrs Hoskins chuckled to herself, nodding towards the radio. ‘If the storm is as dangerous as you seem to think, then I’m no safer in my home than I am in my car. There’s no stopping me, deary, for I have a very important appointment.’ Then she continued to hum Mr Hoskins’ adoption song.
Mrs Hoskins was quite used to awful weather, for she had lived in Scotland for a large portion of her life. That’s the thing with that part of the world. Even in the summertime, you can count the number of warm, sunny days on the fingers of just one of your hands. Her green VW Beetle, shook wildly on the road, struggling against the the wind and rain.
‘Come on, dear, you can do it!’
As she changed gears and encouraged her little car, a sheep whizzed through the air in front of her, before being carried away into the distance by the sheer strength of the wind.
‘Oh, deary me.’ Mrs Hoskins continued her drive.
She neared her destination. The bits of debris flying past her windows decreased and the sky turned from dark, menacing charcoal to a cheerier light blue. By the time Mrs Hoskins arrived, the rain had stopped and the wind was calm. It was all very peculiar and as if there hadn’t been a storm at all.
She sat in her car for a moment and stared at the building ahead, thinking about her husband. She reached for her purse on the front passenger seat and pulled out a photo of her wedding day. The two of them were holding a small potted plant and smiling happily. That same day they had begun saving for their future.
You see, the Hoskinses didn’t trust banks; they saw them as greedy. To them it didn’t make sense to entrust someone else with their money. What if they didn’t give it back? On their wedding night they came up with the ingenious idea of storing the money they saved at the bottom of their plant pots. They had so many plants that there was ample space for their savings, and they were certain that should they be robbed, a burglar would have to be completely bonkers to go looking for money at the bottom of lemon trees and begonias. Mrs Hoskins never told anyone, but for years she had had the feeling that there was magic at play among the plants in her garden. There is an old saying, ‘Money doesn’t grow on trees.’ However, Mrs Hoskins swore blind that it grew underneath them! Whenever she unearthed the plant pots to retrieve some money, it had always doubled! Mr Hoskins denied having anything to do with it and she believed him – that was until he passed away and the money stopped appearing. That was the day she stopped believing in magic. 
[bookmark: _dreple4hy5r6]Mrs Hoskins placed the picture back in her bag before leaving the car and making her way towards the building at the far end of the car park. Mr Hoskins had had only one wish for his lovely wife: that she should never give up her dream of becoming a mother. So he’d made his wife promise that she’d do just that. And she had. It had been almost five years now since Mr Hoskins was no more, and still – every Thursday without fail – Mrs Hoskins would make her way to her appointment at Fort West Child Adoption Agency.
She walked towards the huge, church-like building made of dark grey stone that towered over her rather ominously. Her eyes fell on the two large gargoyle statues facing each other at the very top. Although she was a regular visitor, the building still made her feel uneasy; she always felt as if the gargoyles were watching her. She slowly climbed up the steps to the door and heard the familiar sound of two miniature, fluffy white dogs approaching. They always made her think of a pair of slippers she had owned as a younger woman. They were being walked by their owner, a stout, bald man, as they had been every Thursday for as long as she could remember. Instinctively, she turned towards them and waited for the young mother with her pudgy baby to arrive at the park. She had become so used to her Thursday trips that they were now as predictable as the weather forecasts. But even she could not have predicted how that Thursday was going to end.
She waved at the pudgy child and his mother and walked up to the door and knocked loudly, three times. The security camera above the top-right corner of the door made a mechanical sound as it turned to focus on her. Then the intercom on the right of the door buzzed.
A man sighed, then spoke. ‘We’ve sent you a letter in the post, Mrs Hoskins. Did you not receive it?’
‘Letter?’ Mrs Hoskins replied as if confused, knowing full well that it was currently at the bottom of her kitchen bin.
‘Yes, Mrs Hoskins. A letter,’ the man repeated in a firmer tone.
‘I’m not sure what you mean, young man,’ Mrs Hoskins fibbed. ‘What was this letter about, exactly?’
The man sighed over the intercom again. ‘Unfortunately, Mrs Hoskins, after careful consideration, we have decided to refuse all future child adoption applications based on your current situation. I’m truly sorry, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave the premises.’
 Mrs Hoskins stood in shock. Part of her wanted to give up on her dream, but another part of her was pushing her forward, not wanting to break the promise she had made to her husband. She had filled out one thousand eight hundred and twenty application forms over the years, all of which had been denied. She wasn’t about to give up now. She was still desperate to become a mother.
‘Wait,’ Mrs Hoskins spoke into the intercom. ‘Are you there, young man?’
‘Yes, Mrs Hoskins, I’m here. What is it?’
‘Don’t you have to honour my application if there’s been a sudden change in my circumstances?’ She realised she had just quoted a passage from the letter they had sent, which she had denied receiving altogether. Still, she stuck true to her course, hoping that the young man would not notice the inconsistency.
There was a long pause, then the man replied. ‘I do hope you’re not wasting our time, Mrs Hoskins. Please tell me what this significant change in your circumstances is, exactly.’
Mrs Hoskins fiddled with her fingers and thought hard. She knew that there were only two changes in circumstances that mattered in this particular case – wealth and youth. Neither of which she possessed. She swallowed hard before telling her second fib of the day. ‘I’ve … won the lottery, dear.’
‘You’ve won the … lottery?’ Annoyance and disbelief were apparent in his tone.
‘Yes, that is correct.’ Her confidence in the lie was increasing.
‘Well, as per the process, we’re going to need to see evidence of this. Do you have a bank statement or letter from the lottery officials to hand?’
‘Not with me right now. But I can come back with it in a few days’ time.’
‘Very well,’ replied the man.
And that was the end of the conversation.

***

When Mrs Hoskins arrived home that evening, it was starting to get dark. Freddie was waiting for her beside his food bowl, but she didn’t see him and threw her keys onto the kitchen table as she sat down. She placed her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. Her gaze fell on the kitchen window and she gasped. A large, purple willow tree towered over the rest of the plants. Strange … she had never had a willow in her garden before. It was in the exact same spot where she’d planted the seeds earlier that morning.
But that wasn’t possible – there was no way a tree could grow in a matter of hours. And why was it purple? She knew her memory wasn’t what it used to be, so she rushed over to her calendar hanging on the fridge, only to confirm that it was still the same day. Freddie meowed.
‘It’s the third of October today, isn’t it?’ Mrs Hoskins asked her cat.
He meowed in response.
‘Yes, it is, and I planted those seeds this morning. Willows take years to grow fully, so how is this even possible? You know what? Maybe I’m just getting old and losing my marbles. To think I actually thought that I could take care of a baby. Perhaps they were right to refuse my application!’ She sat back down at the kitchen table and smiled at Freddie. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got a few million pounds stashed away somewhere that I can borrow, do you, Freddie?’
Freddie purred and circled Mrs Hoskins’ feet, rubbing his body up against her leg. The kitchen table was covered in various bills, most of which were overdue and needed to be paid. Mrs Hoskins was quite aware that delays in paying her bills would risk her losing her home as well as her beloved plants. Freddie jumped up onto the kitchen table and looked at her curiously. She reached out and gently stroked him.
‘What would Mr Hoskins do?’ she asked.
Just as the words escaped her lips, the lights switched off. Mrs Hoskins found herself surrounded by darkness. She put her hands on the table and rose to her feet. She felt her way around the edge of the kitchen table until she reached the light switch. She flipped it up and down a couple of times, but the light didn’t come on so she pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned its flashlight on. Oddly, all she could think about were her rare chompchog plants from Peru. It had taken her several tries to get them to start flourishing, and if they didn’t get light in the next thirty minutes, they were bound to start deteriorating.
She had only just received the bill from the power supply company so was annoyed at their impatience in cutting her off. She hurriedly searched through the letters in the jumbled mess on the kitchen table and finally found the one from the power supply company. She called the phone number at the bottom of the page.
‘Thank you for calling Scottish Electric. This is Amy speaking,’ answered a cheery voice. ‘How may I assist you?’
‘Hello, dear. I would like to discuss entering into a payment plan so that my electricity can be switched back on immediately, please. I don’t have much money, you see, dear, and I’ve only just received your payment demand notice. My account number is 4568921 – Mrs Hoskins.’
‘Certainly. Let’s see … Oh, there you are, Mrs Hoskins. I can see that we sent you a reminder about four days ago. Let me just check … Did you say that your electricity has been switched off?’
‘Yes, dear, it’s as dark as a cave in here, and getting colder by the minute, being winter and all.’ Mrs Hoskins was already shivering.
‘I’m very sorry for the confusion, but we aren’t the reason behind your lack of electricity. We actually don’t require a payment from you until next week.’
‘Excuse me, dear. Do you mean to say you haven’t cut me off?’
Mrs Hoskins was beginning to worry. If the power company hadn’t switched off her electricity, then who had?
‘Not at all. Perhaps it’s something to do with the fuse box?’
‘Yes, perhaps you’re right. Well, thank you, Amy. Goodbye, dear.’ Mrs Hoskins ended the call before the friendly young lady could bring up the business of payment next week.
She lifted Freddie off the table and held him close, appreciating the warmth of his furry body as he thrummed with a deep, comforting purr. ‘Come on, Freddie. Let’s go and have a look at the fuse box.’
Unfortunately, the fuse box was in the basement, which was under the furthermost corner of the garden. That particular box controlled the entire property, but she’d never had trouble with it before. She slowly made her way towards the kitchen door, holding her phone in front of her to light the way, with Freddie in her other arm. Her phone beeped, causing her to jump with fright. A notification popped up: her phone’s battery was at two per cent!
‘Oh no, Freddie. We’d better hurry along now.’ She picked up her pace and walked out into the garden, where she came to an abrupt stop, her mouth open and her eyes wide.
The air around her had the faint glow of purple. She edged forwards to where the now fully-grown willow tree stood. The light grew brighter and brighter. Freddie was not a fan of the purple hue engulfing the garden and took advantage of Mrs Hoskins’ surprise to wriggle out of her grip and scurry back to the house.
The light drew Mrs Hoskins ever closer. She was fixated on the beauty of this strange glow. The neon purple lit up the surrounding plants. Although she was certain there wasn’t any wind that evening, the plants swayed in the still air. She felt almost as though she were underwater, surrounded by a colony of bioluminescent purple jellyfish, gently waving in the current. She stopped before the willow tree, the source of all the purple light. It was the most beautiful thing that she had ever seen. She felt her phone buzz in her hand and, although reluctant to turn her gaze away from the mesmerising sight of the glowing tree, she glanced at her screen to find that her phone’s battery was now at one per cent!
I must be dreaming. But what a delightful dream this is, Mrs Hoskins thought as she took it all in. She sat down and a burst of bright light in front of her caused her to shield her eyes. When she finally lowered her arms, she saw hundreds of little spheres of light floating like bubbles in the air around her. She was hypnotised by the magnificent scene before her, and although uncertain about exactly what was going on, she felt strangely at peace. Mesmerised, she placed her hand on the tree’s bark. Suddenly, the dancing bubbles of light disappeared into thin air. The tree’s glow dulled a little, and a thick, deep purple branch with a large purple fruit on the end emerged and swung towards her. She pulled her hand from the tree but the branch reached down and gently placed the fruit into it. It was, in fact, not a fruit at all, but a soft bundle of purple blankets, all beautifully layered into the shape of rose petals. The branch carefully pulled away some of the blanket to unravel what lay underneath, then retreated.
Mrs Hoskins looked down at the bundle. Though it didn’t appear to weigh much, something inside her told her she needed to treat whatever it was with delicacy. Her heart began to beat fast and her eyes grew even wider with curiosity and excitement. The bundle began to wriggle about underneath the blankets. A tiny hand then poked through one of the layers, causing Mrs Hoskins to jump. Maybe it’s a monkey?
The blankets fell away to reveal the surprise underneath. Mrs Hoskins felt her eyes grow heavy with tears. Her mouth widened into a smile as wide and curving as a slice of watermelon. For in her arms, she was holding a beautiful baby boy.
‘How can this be …? It’s impossible!’ Mrs Hoskins gasped, short of breath. She stared at the boy, then looked up at the tree. Nodding slowly at it, she murmured, ‘I was always taught not to question when good things happen, so that’s exactly what I’ll do.’
She looked around her garden and saw an Adam’s needle yucca plant. ‘Perhaps I will call you Adam … How does that sound?’ Adam’s eyes opened and he smiled in approval before yawning and returning to his nap.
‘I really hope I’m not dreaming. I wish Mr Hoskins were here to witness what the Earth has gifted me. I only assume this is because I take such good care of you all.’ She looked around her garden, wondering whether she should bow at the still-waving plants.
Adam wriggled in Mrs Hoskins arms to get himself into a more comfortable position. She gazed lovingly at the little boy, feeling happier than she had in a long time.
‘My prayers have finally been answered! Perhaps magic does exist after all.’






Chapter 2
The Botanical Child


Four years had gone by since the mysterious willow tree had gifted Mrs Hoskins a baby boy. Adam had bounded through his toddler years and was now a happy, lively little boy. He enjoyed jumping into muddy puddles and tossing his spaghetti hoops across the kitchen, just like any other four-year-old. Mrs Hoskins considered her son to be like all the other children and her earlier fears about him being different had altogether gone from her thoughts.
It was two o’clock in the afternoon when Mrs Hoskins arrived at Dr Andrews’ office. Her appointment was scheduled for much earlier in the day, but she had lost track of time tending to the gazillion plants in her garden. If Adam hadn’t woken from his nap when he had and called out for her, she probably wouldn’t have noticed the time at all. As she carried him from the car to the doctor’s office, she couldn’t help but notice how heavy he was becoming. Soon, she thought to herself, she wouldn’t be able to lift him up at all, for little Adam was no longer little.
Mrs Hoskins walked up to the receptionist desk and smiled at the young lady sitting behind it. This was the first time she was meeting Dr Andrews’ new receptionist.
‘Hello, dear,’ Mrs Hoskins said. She leaned in to peer at the receptionist’s name badge. ‘Linda, is it? I’m here for my check-up.’
‘Hello. That’s right, and you must be Mrs Hoskins. And who do we have here?’ She grinned at Adam.
‘This is Adam. Say hello, darling.’ Mrs Hoskins gently took Adam’s hand in hers.
‘Hello!’ he said in his little voice. Now that he was four, he was chattier than ever and never wasted an opportunity to show off his ever-growing vocabulary. His white-blonde, wavy hair sat just above his shoulders and his emerald eyes dazzled in the light of the day.
The receptionist was enamoured. ‘He’s utterly adorable, Mrs Hoskins.’ She motioned to the chairs against the wall across the room. ‘Please, take a seat over there. Dr Andrews will be with you in just a moment.’
Mrs Hoskins sat in the chair at the end of the row closest to a large fish tank filled with bright tropical fish. Adam stood at the tank with his hands and the tip of his nose pressed up against the glass. He laughed as the fish swam around as if to entertain him. The fish formed in pairs and even to Mrs Hoskins it looked as though they were attempting to perform some sort of dance, a tango perhaps. Towards the middle of the room there was a little table with some coloured pencils and a few blank sheets of paper. When Adam noticed it, he immediately ran to it and proceeded to draw something that resembled a fish. The colourful fish in the tank seemed to watch him attentively, forming a line against the front of the glass tank and fixing their eyes on him. When he had finished the drawing, he ran over to show it to Mrs Hoskins. The line of fish snaked across the tank to follow his path. When Adam ran back to the table to start on his next creation the fish continued to follow his every move.
Mrs Hoskins smiled at the fish and then looked at Adam. The receptionist slowly stood, her eyes drawn to the fish, a look of utter awe on her face. Mrs Hoskins noticed the receptionist’s interest, so she did what any loving parent would do … she covered up for her child by pretending to sneeze loudly to draw the attention to her and then hit the palm of her hand against the fish tank with the loud thud, dispersing the fish and sending them swimming in all different directions. She smiled at the receptionist, who sat back down with a confused look on her face.
Mrs Hoskins and Adam waited for half an hour before a man wearing a white coat and spectacles welcomed them into his office.
‘Let’s get started, shall we?’ the doctor said, smiling down at the little boy as he picked up a file. ‘Hmm, let’s see. It’s your annual check-up isn’t it, Mrs Hoskins? Do take a seat. You too, Adam.’ He nodded towards the chairs opposite his desk.The check-up didn’t take long, but when he was finished, Dr Andrews asked Mrs Hoskins to stay seated. He retrieved a few sheets from his printer, which he studied before placing them in the file.
‘Well, Mrs Hoskins, everything seems to be alright and in working order,’ he said.
‘Yes, well, I hate to say I told you so, dear,’ Mrs Hoskins joked.
‘Yes. Yes.’ Dr Andrews chuckled. ‘I think I’ve only seen Adam once before, when you first adopted him. Does he still visit the surgery on the other side of town? He looks a little tired.’ He nodded to Adam, who was in the early stages of dozing off in Mrs Hoskins’ lap.
‘Yes, it’s just about his nap time. Yes, he still sees the doctor over the other side of town.’
‘Mrs Hoskins,’ the doctor said in a concerned tone, ‘you know that you can be honest with me. Are you alright? I only ask because regardless of what the tests say, you do look a little tired lately. Forgive me for saying so, but worn out, even. I know it can’t be easy to run around after Adam every day. And taking care of him by yourself must be a little overwhelming at times.’
‘Everything is alright, isn’t it?’ she replied, a little taken back.Dr Andrews was right. Mrs Hoskins had been feeling a little more tired than usual these days. It had been fine when Adam was younger and all she’d needed to do was to feed, burp, bath and change him. Now he was growing more curious and even more adventurous. It was tiring for her to be running around after him all the time at her age.
‘I just need a little rest. Adam starts school next week so I will have my opportunity then.’
‘Well, if you need anything at all, all you need do is ask.’ He smiled and handed her a leaflet on general wellness. ‘You know, since Adam is starting school, he will be required to have his four-in-one vaccine. I am happy to administer it for you today unless his other doctor has already done it? The school are very strict on this stuff, as I’m sure you know.’
Mrs Hoskins didn’t know what to say. Adam had never taken any sort of vaccine before and she was worried about how he would react. So far, she had managed to keep him away from doctors and hospitals – of course she hadn’t signed him up to see a different doctor, what would be the sense in that? She’d always liked Dr Andrews, he’d been so kind during her husband’s illness. But Adam was different from other children. Just how different remained to be seen. Dr Andrews read the concerned look on Mrs Hoskins’ face and reassured her.
‘It’s a standard vaccine, Mrs Hoskins, there’s absolutely nothing to worry about. When you take him to school on Monday, they’ll need proof that he’s taken it. Although—’ he stood up and walked around his desk then squatted down and touched Adam’s face with the back of his hand, ‘—he’s looking a little pale, actually. He had more colour to his face when I saw him in the waiting room earlier. I think we should take a sample of blood before we administer the vaccine, just to be sure all is well. I’ll send it off to the lab at the hospital today and we should get the results back by tomorrow afternoon.’
‘What exactly does the blood test look for, dear?’ Mrs Hoskins asked.
‘Just your typical diseases and infections.’
‘Is that really necessary, Jake dear?’ Mrs Hoskins was gearing up to dissuade him from taking Adam’s blood, but Dr Andrews stopped her.
‘It’s extremely necessary, Angie.’ He gave her a wry look that told her he knew exactly why she’d suddenly started using his first name. ‘Adam won’t be able to have his vaccine without it, which means he won’t be able to attend school. I’m sure they will have told you that when you were registering him, won’t they?’
Adam had now dozed off altogether in Mrs Hoskins lap and really was looking a little too pale for her liking. As with all her problems, she’d been hoping this one would just go away by itself. Well, it seemed something was happening by itself, even if she wanted nothing to do with it.
The good doctor prepared his needle and syringe and spoke in a comforting tone. ‘In fact, if the adoption agency is still liaising with you, they too may need to see proof of his vaccine.’
‘Adoption agency? Ah yes, the adoption agency. You’ll have to excuse me, dear. Adam’s health has never given me a moment’s worry before and I’m feeling a bit flustered.’
‘Not to worry, Mrs Hoskins. Now, I’ll take a little bit of blood while he’s still asleep, and he’ll know nothing about it.’
With that, he attempted to insert the needle into a vein on the inside of Adam’s elbow, but his skin, although soft and supple like any young child’s would be, seemed impenetrable. Dr Andrews stood up and looked at the needle, now slightly bent at the tip. He looked embarrassed by the mishap.
‘I’m sorry Mrs Hoskins, I think my supplier must have sent me some defective needles. Let me try a needle from another batch.’ He got another packet of needles, this time from the cupboard opposite his desk, but that too resulted in the needle bending. After destroying eight needles he gave up. He had never experienced this before.
The doctor reached into his drawer and for some reason even beyond his own understanding, decided to use a larger needle that was reserved for adults, not young children such as Adam. He proceeded to insert the large needle into Adam’s inner arm, still with a little difficulty, but eventually managed to draw some blood. He then proceeded to take another two samples ‘just in case’. In the process, even the prick of the needle failed to wake the boy. Dr Andrews pressed a ball of cotton wool over the needle mark, then covered it with a small plaster.
The doctor and Mrs Hoskins said their goodbyes. Too tired to carry Adam now, Mrs Hoskins woke him up and held his hand as they walked to the car. By the time they had reached the main road, Adam was snoring quietly and babbling in his sleep, as per usual.

***

Later that evening, just as Dr Andrews was thinking of going home, an email notification popped up on his computer. The subject line read: Patient results inconclusive.
Adam’s blood results had come back from the lab amazingly quickly. The email stated that the blood sample had been contaminated with the cells of plants. The report also stated that the seal ensuring the blood specimen had not been tampered with was ‘intact’.
The doctor was bemused. The process he used guaranteed zero possibility of contamination with other patient samples, let alone plant matter.
It had been a very strange day indeed and it seemed to be getting stranger by the minute. Curious to get to the bottom of it he decided to re-test one of the remaining blood specimens himself. Before becoming a doctor, he had studied chemistry, and he still loved playing with his microscope. He’d often found it a surprisingly useful skill to have, though he relied on the lab for most of his patient tests.
Part of him was curious as to what he would find. After all, he had never experienced a needle bending the way all those needles had when he’d tried to extract some blood from Adam’s arm. Come to think of it, there were lots of odd things around Adam and his adoption. Why hadn’t Mrs Hoskins registered the boy with him, her own doctor, after all? And why hadn’t the adoption agency ever contacted him before allowing the adoption to take place, to check that Mrs Hoskins was in good health herself? He’d had to do this for some of his other patients in the past. He shook his head – why had he never stopped to wonder about this before? He shrugged – he’d worry about that later, there was a more immediate mystery to solve right now.
He opened the fridge door in his office and removed another of Adam’s blood samples, carefully carrying it across to his lab area. He broke the white seal around the outside of the tube and carefully unscrewed the lid. He placed a single drop of Adam’s blood between two extremely thin pieces of glass and slid the sample under the microscope, holding his breath as he peered through the lens.
At first, he saw the nucleus, composed of four parts – the membrane, nucleoplasm, nucleolus and chromatin. But then he spotted something odd. The cell wasn’t circular as it should have been; instead it was shaped like a rectangle. The membrane that housed all the other elements was also more like a thick wall.
I haven’t seen anything like this in a human before. He marched out of his office and over to the plant in the corner of the reception area. He placed both hands on his hips and studied it for a brief moment before dragging it across the floor and into his office, leaving a trail of soil behind him. Once the plant was inside, he shut the door. He paused, then even though it was late and everyone had gone home, he locked it behind him. He opened his desk drawer and took out a large needle, similar to the one he’d used on Adam, and inserted it into the stem of the plant. He was only able to extract a small amount of green fluid from the plant but it was just enough for him to prepare another microscope slide. Once again, he peered through the lens.
‘Oh, my!’ he shouted.
Adam’s blood hadn’t been contaminated – his blood cells really were closer to those of a plant than those of a human. Doctor Andrews’ mind raced at a million miles per hour. Was Adam the only one or were there others? Did Mrs Hoskins know? She must know – that would explain her reluctance to have the vaccine! Did the adoption agency know? I bet there isn’t an adoption agency! Where did he really come from?
Doctor Andrews was beyond confused. He searched an online scientific forum – of course, nothing like this was mentioned there – and posted the pictures and details of Adam’s blood results, asking if any fellow doctors had seen anything like this. Perhaps it was a virus, or a mutation. He needed to know what was going on – he was a man who liked to ask questions and get them answered – but then a chill sank to the bottom of his stomach, as swiftly and heavily as a boulder in a lake. He doubted anyone had seen what he had seen. Plant cells in a human body was bizarre, and would cause a frenzy in the science world, and if the frenzy grew to be big enough, then the government and media might get involved.
That was never a good thing.
He quickly returned to his post and deleted it. The last thing he wanted to do was draw attention to himself, or put Adam in any sort in danger. How had he managed to forget about his duty of patient confidentiality?The best thing for him to do was to ask his receptionist to schedule an appointment with Mrs Hoskins first thing in the morning. He needed to know what he was dealing with exactly, but, for everyone’s sake, he needed to keep it a secret.

***

Mrs Hoskins barely slept that night. Adam cried the whole night, and nothing she did soothed his fearful screeching. Only when the sun rose and the birds started chirping their song of the first light, did Adam finally fall into a deep sleep. Mrs Hoskins would have as well, if it hadn’t been for her never-ending thoughts. She wondered what the new day would bring – because as far as she was concerned, nothing was going to be normal from now on. She would have to come up with a story about Adam, and whatever he was; she needed to make sure he had a normal yet amazing life. The willow tree could not have given him to her by accident.
Mrs Hoskins planned to spend the day with her son and do some gardening while she waited for the test results from the doctor. First though, she spent a few hours basking in the sun with her eyes closed. Freddie curled into a ball of fur in her lap. It was a peaceful interval that helped soothe Mrs Hoskins’ nerves.
Beside her, her phone buzzed, but she chose to ignore it. It buzzed again.
‘Leave me alone, it’s too early for this,’ she muttered.
As if in defiance, the phone buzzed again. An annoyed Mrs Hoskins opened her eyes, grabbed the phone and read the caller ID. A call from the doctor’s surgery.
She answered at the speed of light.
Linda’s voice came through the speaker, ‘Good morning, Mrs Hoskins.’
‘Good morning, Linda.’ Mrs Hoskins’ heart was racing with anticipation. What had they found?
‘Doctor Andrews would like to see you and Adam. Is this morning good for you, say ten o’clock?’
‘Yes, no problem.’
‘Great. I’ve booked you in.’
‘Thank you.’
Mrs Hoskins got up quickly, forgetting Freddie was sleeping on her lap; luckily the cat jumped, landing on his feet with an irritated meow. Mrs Hoskins scurried around the house, packing everything that Adam might need while at the doctor’s into a backpack. She was meticulous in trying not to wake him up while getting everything ready. Still, she was anxious – she didn’t know what to expect. It could be good, or it could be bad. But she couldn’t bury her head in the sand like an ostrich; Adam was starting school the following week and needed the vaccine.
Her phone buzzed again, and she picked up without checking the screen. She assumed it was the doctor’s surgery again but to her surprise it was the hospital.
‘Mrs Hoskins, this is Julie calling from the Pathology department at Milner’s Hospital. We need to see Adam as soon as possible. He will become gravely ill unless he receives medical treatment straight away.’
‘What! I’ve just had a call from my doctor’s surgery, and they said nothing about that! I’m just on my way to see him now –is this hospital visit really necessary?’ Mrs Hoskins could feel her heart pounding. This sounded all wrong.
‘No, don’t waste your time going to the doctor, he’ll just send you here. You need to be at the Pathology department at Milner’s Hospital as soon as possible. We’ll see you shortly.’ Julie hung up the phone.
As fast as she could, Mrs Hoskins bundled Adam into the car and drove to the hospital. She was greeted by a nurse as soon as she walked through the main entrance. The nurse escorted her to the X-ray department.
Mrs Hoskins’ head was spinning. She was confused. ‘Should we not be going to Pathology?’ she asked the nurse. Adam was becoming restless.
‘Change of plan. Your child needs an X-ray.’ The nurse held her arms out for Adam. She explained that due to the high levels of radiation, only Adam was allowed inside. Mrs Hoskins was reluctant to leave him on his own, feeling protective, but she eventually gave in. Just outside the X-ray room, a male radiologist took Adam from the nurse and walked inside the room, closing the door behind him. The nurse asked Mrs Hoskins to wait in the waiting room area and walked off back towards the hospital entrance, presumably to collect her next patient of the day.
Mrs Hoskins waited and waited. She waited for almost an hour, praying that everything would be all right, until she couldn’t wait anymore, and went to find out what was taking so long. Maybe they’d discovered Adam’s secret!
She knocked on the X-ray room door. No reply. She knocked again, this time a little louder. Again, no reply. More worried about Adam than the radiation, she pushed opened the door.
‘What’s taking so long?’ she exclaimed.
As she entered, the first thing she noticed was an open window and some curtains blowing violently in the wind. There was no one there. In fact, it was just an empty room with a desk and chair with no X-ray equipment.
And just like that – Adam was gone.
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