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Emily had to
admit that men sometimes had their uses, as she struggled to fill
in the trench in the back garden. They were good for lifting heavy
things and carrying shopping, for example, and they seemed to know
about things like cars and computers and mending washing machines,
though, sadly, they didn’t seem to have the same instinctive
knowledge about how to use washing machines. They were good for
changing light bulbs and reaching high shelves, even if they
weren't so good at picking up discarded clothes or shutting down
toilet seats. Sometimes they even came in handy for unblocking
drains or tuning in the television, even if they did walk across
the white carpets in outdoor shoes, or seem to have a complete
inability to understand how to work the vacuum cleaner.

She sighed as
she continued her work. Life was a compromise, she supposed. Men
had their plus points even if they also had just as many, if not
more, minuses. The last one hadn't been too bad, though. At least,
until she'd found him using her lady shaver to de-burr his
pullover. That had been the final straw which broke the proverbial
camel's back and cooked his goose.

She raked the
soil level over the newly filled trench and patted it down gently
with the back of her spade.

She would be
lonely, though. She knew that. She wasn't built for living on her
own. She knew that some women were. Some women went a whole
lifetime on their own and claimed to enjoy it. Some preferred to
live with another woman, but Emily was a traditionalist. She did
like the company of a man, irritating as they could be. She liked
the conversation, if they could be bothered, she liked the
companionship and, yes, she liked the sex, when they could be
bothered.

She gave
another sigh as she put away the garden tools in the shed. How long
had it been now since she had been with a man? Almost a month, she
concluded. Too long.

She wasn't an
unattractive woman. About five foot five inches tall, slim, blonde
– well, bottle blonde if we're being strictly accurate, and she
always presented herself well. Smartly dressed, but not expensively
dressed. Couldn't afford to be on her income.

She needed a
man. Preferably a tall one with money and a decent car. Hers was
definitely showing signs of age now.

The last man
had come courtesy of a speed dating evening, but she wasn't sure
she really wanted to put herself through that experience again
quite yet. It seemed that you had to kiss an awful lot of frogs
before you found a slightly less objectionable one. She'd almost
given up thinking that she would ever find a prince.

Over the years
she'd tried the lonely hearts ads, she tried the dining clubs,
she'd gone out on blind dates set up by well meaning friends and
she'd even gone into a few bars on her own, though that seemed to
attract the wrong kind of attention. She'd tried learning bridge,
gone to the gym, and played golf. She tried the holidays for
singles and had even gone roller blading in her search for the
perfect partner over the years. And there had been some successes,
for a while at least. She'd been married three times and had had a
series of partnerships of differing levels of intensity or
duration. They all started with promise, but eventually, there was
always something that brought the relationship to a close. Usually,
she simply got bored with them, and they did seem to be an unlucky
lot. Not one, but two, had died from eating poison mushrooms and
one had fallen off a cliff. A couple had simply left, or been
thrown out when their annoyance factor had exceeded their
entertainment value.

She was ever
the optimist, though. The next one would be the one. The next one
would be loving, kind, considerate, generous and wealthy. Yes,
definitely wealthy, she thought.

Idly she
scanned the lonely hearts ads in the local paper, but they were the
usual hopefuls and losers. Every one of them with a great sense of
humour, wide ranging interests and good looks, … until you got them
home, of course.

She tired of
reading the lonely hearts and drifted on to the 'miscellaneous for
sale' items. The usual assortment of three piece suites, bicycles,
table lamps and hamster cages. And then she saw a small advert
hidden in the 'under a tenner' section. Grow your own man, it said.
That was all. Grow your own man. £5. and a phone number. Had to be
a joke she smiled and put the paper in the pile for the bin.

Sometimes,
though, an idea gets under your skin. A tune that goes round and
round in your brain all day until it drives you mad. A craving for
bacon when you're nowhere near any sort of eating place. An
advertising slogan that just seems to pop into your mind every five
minutes.

All Emily could
think of the whole day was that advert to grow your own man. It had
to be a joke. Couldn't be anything else. But she couldn't let it
go. Eventually she found herself unloading the dustbin and
searching through the thrown out papers for the advert. Even when
she'd found it again she delayed phoning for hours.

Afterwards,
though, it seemed so trivially easy. There were no lengthy
explanations. No difficult conversations. No embarrassing questions
and the voice on the other end of the phone made the whole
transaction as matter of fact as ordering a take away pizza. She
paid by MasterCard, gave her address and that was it. The
instructions would be in the packet, the voice said.

When she put
the phone down she could hardly believe she'd been so stupid. Oh,
she thought. It's only a fiver. What can you get for a fiver these
days? Not even a take away pizza, she laughed.

That would
probably have been the end of it, but two days later a small
package dropped through the letter box and inside it was an even
smaller brown packet, anonymous apart from the hand written words
'Grow your own man'. There was a typed, folded scrap of paper, too,
with growing instructions as promised by the voice on the
phone.

Emily laughed
at the joke. Inside the brown packet there were five beans. They
looked just like the runner beans she'd recently planted in her
vegetable garden. Ah well. An expensive way to buy runner bean
seeds, perhaps, but it had made her smile.

She put the
packet on the side by the sink, but, just out of curiosity, she
pushed one of the beans into the pot of soil that was sitting on
the windowsill. It had once contained parsley, but that seemed to
have died out. For weeks there had just been a pot of tired compost
sitting there that she'd been meaning to throw out. She watered the
saucer under the pot and watched the water level drop as it was
sucked up into the dry compost.

The following
morning she was doing the breakfast washing up and was surprised to
notice that the soil in the flower pot was already bulging
slightly, as though something was coming through from below. It
can't have germinated already, she thought to herself. Nothing
grows that quickly.

By lunchtime,
however, it was clear that the seed had indeed germinated. A shoot
was clearly showing above the soil. By teatime two seed leaves had
appeared. Emily retrieved the typed instructions from the packet
and read them for the first time.

Grow your own
man, it read. Plant beans singly, two inches deep, in a large pot,
in a frost free greenhouse, or, outdoors when danger of frost has
passed. Do not allow to dry out and feed with general purpose
fertiliser when six true leaves have appeared. When the fruit has
formed, ensure that the plant gets maximum sunshine. Do not pick
until fully ripe.

There was a bit
more about pests and diseases, but Emily didn't read that far. She
looked back at the small pot on the windowsill. It must be her
imagination, but the seedling looked bigger already and it was
clear that it would quickly outgrow the small pot. Fortunately she
had plenty of large pots and bags of multipurpose compost in the
greenhouse. Transplanting beans wasn't usually a good idea, but if
she did it now, before the plant got too big, she'd probably get
away with it.

By the
following morning the shoot was already six inches high and had
four leaves. By lunchtime it had grown another two inches and a
further two leaves. Emily had never seen anything grow at such a
prodigious rate. Not even dandelions.

Now that the
plant had six leaves, she followed the typed instructions and began
to feed it daily with a dilute solution of general purpose
fertiliser. The man bean responded by growing even faster. It was
not only growing several inches taller each day, but it was putting
on new leaves, and the leaves were getting larger. She had to move
stuff around in her greenhouse to accommodate the exuberant growth.
It was already taller than her tomato plants and after only a week
had almost reached the roof. She worried that the leaves might
scorch in the sun, but the instructions did say full sun, so she
let it be.

The single
flower appeared on the eighth day. It was trumpet shaped and a
delicate pale blue. She wondered whether it needed pollinating, but
there was no instruction about this and with only the one flower
there wasn't much opportunity to do any cross pollination, so she
left it alone. By the following day the flower had already wilted,
but there was a bulge at it's base that looked very much like the
start of a swelling fruit.

The plant's
take up of water and feed was remarkable. Emily found herself
watering it at least twice a day. Now that the fruit(?) was
swelling it seemed that the plant had stopped growing taller or
adding more leaves. That, at least, was something of a relief. The
swelling of the fruit continued apace.

By the end of
the second week the fruit had reached the size of a grapefruit and
began to elongate. There were protrusions and knobbles beginning to
show on it's surface and Emily worried initially that they might be
signs of disease. It quickly became apparent, however, that these
knobbles were turning into limbs.

"Oh, my god!"
she said. "It really is starting to look somewhat human like." She
had no idea how it had been done, but someone had clearly managed
to engineer a plant with a fruit that looked vaguely human in
shape. She laughed. "Good joke," she thought to herself.

The fruit
continued to swell, however, and the limbs continued to grow. Each
day the fruit looked less like a fruit and more like a person. It
had a distinct 'head', though there were no facial features and
four limbs that differentiated themselves more day by day into two
legs and two arms. As the fruit continued to elongate and gain
weight, the plant began to bend over under the load. By the end of
the third week the 'feet', for that was indisputably what they now
looked like, were resting on the ground and the man bean stood
about three feet high.

He was joined
to the plant by his belly, or what would have been his belly if
he'd been a real man.

His features
continued to develop as he grew. There were now facial features
like a nose and a couple of sunken patches that were where his eyes
should be. He was developing fingers and toes, too, and he was now
indisputably a 'he'. She blushed the first time she noticed his 'he
–ness', but found herself inextricably drawn to checking it out
each time she watered the plant. She decided that she should apply
some white greenhouse shading to the glazing on the greenhouse on
the side facing her neighbours. The bean man, for he could no
longer be described as a man bean, would have been clearly visible
to the neighbours had they looked over the fence and she decided to
fend off any embarrassing questions before they arose.

Bean man was
now nearly as tall as she was. His features were becoming more
clearly defined by the day and she began to wonder whether he would
continue to grow much bigger. Apart from his skin colour, which was
pale green, like an unripe tomato, he was looking remarkably life
like.

He stopped
growing when he reached six foot one. By then, Benny, for she had
somehow given him a name, was well developed in all departments. He
had fingers and toes, nose and ears and even rudimentary hair. His
other attributes seemed to be anatomically correct, too, as far as
she could see, though she was too shy to examine him too
closely.

She reread the
growing instructions. Do not pick the fruit until fully ripe, it
said. She wondered how she would know. She also wondered quite what
she would do with him when he was fully ripe. Somehow it seemed a
bit churlish to consider eating him. That's if he was even edible,
of course.

The question of
ripeness turned out to be ridiculously simple to judge. The pale
green skin gradually turned to a pale pink over a couple of days.
She took to squeezing Benny's buttocks gently to see whether they
felt any softer and one afternoon on the fifth week he simply came
away from the plant like a ripe apple lifting gently from a
branch.

One moment she
was running her hand over his bottom and the next she found herself
losing her balance as he detached. She was astonished when his arms
reached round her to stop her falling and stood for a few moments
in shocked silence. A middle aged, blonde haired woman wearing her
gardening apron being embraced by a naked, perfectly proportioned,
six foot Adonis who looked about thirty.

It was clearly
ridiculous. The whole notion was ridiculous. Growing a man from a
bean was ridiculous, but here he was. Benny. A vegetable man. No,
not a vegetable man. A moving, living, breathing real man. No. It
was too ridiculous for words.

Benny released
her from his grip and smiled. She eyed him from top to toe and back
up to .., well, just back up. Benny seemed to become aware of his
nakedness at about that moment and blushed slightly. He turned and
broke off his mother bean plant near the base and tied it around
his waist so that the leaves formed a short skirt. A bit too short,
thought Emily, but not bad for a bit of improvisation.

"I've got some
of my husband's old clothes indoors," she said. "They'll be a bit
small, but they'll be better than nothing." Benny just smiled and
held her hand as she led him indoors.

She quickly got
used to having a man about the place again, especially one who was
totally uncorrupted, literally naive. He very soon learned to
speak, probably because he'd absorbed so much of Emily's chatter as
she talked to the plants in the greenhouse. He was also very
willing and able to pick up new skills around the house. She showed
him how to load the dishwasher, how to operate the Hoover and how
to make the beds. They shopped together, new clothes for him and
groceries for them both. She did decide that it would probably be
better if she kept the driving. Her initial worries about what to
feed him on proved to be unfounded. Apart from being a vegetarian,
he ate what she ate.

She introduced
him to romantic films on TV and to the weekly soaps. He lapped it
up like a sponge.

She explained
away his presence to her admiring girlfriends by saying that he was
visiting from abroad. They looked unconvinced, or, maybe the look
was simply envy.

She had to show
him how to use the shower and the other bathroom features, but he
was a willing pupil and always flushed the loo and replaced the
seat.

The sleeping
arrangements had bothered her initially and on the first few nights
she'd put him into the spare bedroom, however, it wasn't long
before they somehow found themselves sharing the same bed. Now, if
you are expecting this to be some sort of salacious description of
strange practices with single ladies and vegetables then I have to
tell you that this isn't that kind of story. Suffice it to say that
she found that all his features appeared to be in full working
order, and we'll leave it at that.

For a few weeks
everything was fine. In fact it was better than fine. Emily hadn't
been happier. Benny was the perfect man. He always agreed with her.
He always wanted to do what she wanted to do and she'd even taught
him how to do the ironing. She had constant companionship and even
bed time was something she looked forward to now. Could life get
any better, she wondered?

It was probably
about three months after Benny had been picked that she first began
to notice the change. She found him in the sitting room gazing at
the television. Surprisingly, it didn't appear to be one of her
films or soaps he was watching, but a football match. She supposed
he had switched channels by accident and flipped it over to a
daytime soap, however, when she went back out to the kitchen it
sounded as though he'd switched it back over to the football.

And that was
how it began. Little things. One day she found his socks on the
floor. The next day there was hair in the washbasin. Little by
little the relationship changed. He didn't seem quite as
enthusiastic about going shopping with her as he had, and when she
got back one day from shopping on her own, she found that he'd
forgotten to empty the washing machine. Also, he appeared to have
greenfly, despite the anti dandruff shampoo she bought him.

The
conversation dried up, too. No longer would he stand for hours
listening to her chattering on. Sometimes he would appear not to be
listening at all, or even wander off while she was still
talking.

One night he
didn't turn in at bedtime when she did and she found him watching a
late night horror film on the TV.

She found
herself thinking about some of her previous relationships and
realised that her arrangement with Benny hadn't, perhaps, been
quite as perfect as she'd thought. He'd never bought her flowers or
perfume, for example. He'd never arranged any surprise outings,
dinner or theatre. He hadn't introduced her to any new friends. He
didn't have any money. In fact, the more she thought about it, the
more shortcomings she thought of.

Benny took to
slouching about most of the day in front of the TV, flicking
aimlessly from channel to channel. He never wanted to watch the
same programmes as her these days. She couldn't remember when he'd
last done the ironing or emptied the dishwasher. In fact, he was
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