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CHAPTER ONE 
So Deer to my Heart 

 
Between Portland, Oregon, the Rose City, and Seattle, Washington, with its annual rain 

festival from January 1 to December 31, lies a ribbon of cement and farms and grassy leas and 
dark forests called the I-5 corridor. Driving south on the Interstate, you leave behind the 
bumper-to-bumper chaos of Seattle, the unique Tacoma aroma (courtesy the local pulp mill) 
and the tree-lined bustle of Olympia. You cruise amid the greenest green, meadows, trees, 
lawns, and moss on roofs. And should you abandon the double thread of cement to venture 
upon a byway, you leave behind the false comforts of civilization as well. 

Not to mention decent roads. 
Arlayne Welles dropped from fourth to third and let up on the gas a little. It wasn't that 

she feared her teeth would shake loose; they were on their own. It was simply that she didn't 
want  her plants damaged. Tree roots and frost-heaving had raised speed bumps in unlikely 
places all along this back road. Potholes lurked on tight corners where you couldn't dodge them. 
And lining both sides of the road, shoulder to shoulder, huge old-growth firs and cedars blocked 
the sun itself. She met no traffic, and with a road this lousy, no wonder. Except for a huge, 
waddling recreation vehicle half a mile behind her, she was the only person left in rural 
Washington state. 

The road spilled out into a brushy, open clearcut. With a smile of relief she pushed the 
gearshift back up into fourth. 

One moment she was driving along on her way to Overcreek Lodge, thinking about the 
upcoming horticultural conference, or perhaps about nothing at all. A small buck in its first 
sprouting of velvet bounded across the road. She hit the brakes; bucks moved in groups this 
time of year; there might be others. The next moment she was looking at an airborne deer right 
in front of her windshield. 

She had no time to consider the question, "shall I swerve or dare I not?" Her windshield 
caught the deer in mid-leap. Her world exploded in a spray of glass and darkness. Specific 
thoughts flew in and out of her head as insane noise destroyed her ability to think. She was 
flung about and all she could think of was "Oh, no! My plants! 

"My plants!" 
"Yeah, I know, your plants. Shut up. You're almost free." 
That was a man's voice, a very warm and resonant baritone. Strong hands were tugging 

at her. And like a bat in a cave she was hanging upside down. 
"They're destroyed! I know it!" She started sobbing, and she couldn't help it. She 

reached up with her only free hand and felt blood on her face but she wasn't sobbing for herself. 
Her little van upside down in the ditch was surely totalled, but that wasn't it. Her plants. Her 
plants were ruined, every one. There was no way they could have escaped. 

The helpful hands got her seatbelt unpopped; she could feel it give. She dropped loose, 
but not very loose. 

"Help me," said the voice. "That blankety-blank deer's pinning you to the seatback. You 
have to scoot this way." 

Obediently she scooted. The hands tugged. Arms wrapped around her and she gripped 
them desperately. Pungent gasoline fumes made her eyes burn. Finally her legs dropped free 
into the cool grass and weeds. The strong arms kept dragging her through the damp weeds until 
the van was forty feet away. 

She struggled to sit up, and he let her. She struggled to stop sobbing, but that took 
longer. She looked at her crumpled van and shuddered. 

He held her gently, tenderly.  "My RV doesn't have CB and there’s no cell service, so we 
don't have any help on the way yet." 

And she looked at him for the first time. He was probably six feet; he appeared well built 
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and she could certainly attest to his brute strength. What strangely compelling eyes he had, 
dark and snapping and hard, like anthracite. His shock of brown hair would probably be unruly if 
he didn't spray it into perfect submission. In all this frantic rescuing, not a hair had dropped out 
of place. 

She couldn't say the same for her own. She had heard that in violent accidents unusual 
things happen. For example, in this one her hair bun had shaken loose completely; her hair 
tumbled like a black veil all over her face. It stuck to the blood in places and made a general 
mess of itself. 

She'd be ashamed of her appearance if she had any heart left, but all her heart was 
gone. "My plants. Maybe we can save some." 

"Forget your plants. You're lucky you got out of that alive. And you're lucky I happened 
along right behind you, too. Your tank spilled gas all over. The thing could blow any moment." 

"You mean catch fire? No!" She lurched forward. He started to sputter something and 
drag her back, but she managed to get onto her feet. How she would make her legs operate she 
didn't know, but she must reach her plants! 

"Hey!" he yelled, but she was on her way. 
The grass and weeds clutched at her ankles and tried to hold her back. She mustn't let 

the plants get caught in a fire. Even if they were broken, she could salvage the roots so long as 
they didn't burn or cook. She fell against the back door and yanked it open. 

It was worse than she feared. Everything had tumbled about horribly. Here were broken 
flower stalks and broken-off leaves and pots and iris blooms lying forlorn on the van roof, 
dismembered. Dirt covered everything, absolutely everything. Wet vermiculite clung 
everywhere. Her own suitcase here was crushing her favorite specimen. Maybe it wasn't her 
favorite; these poor iris plants were so mangled she couldn't even tell which flower stalk 
belonged to what plant anymore. 

The sobbing began again, but now it became a spur to goad her on. She grabbed the 
nearest potted plant and carefully disengaged it from that other pot lying on it. 

And here he was, this man, at her side. He took the pot from her hands. She gave him 
the other one as well and reached for a third. Together they worked, he and she, saving not 
beautiful specimens but the roots that were her only hope. She knew he was right about the 
danger; they breathed gas fumes the whole time. 

Another car came along and stopped. A bouncy, rotund little man, after about twice too 
many questions, fell to helping. He was huffing and puffing in moments. 

"Do you want parts and pieces?" Her rescuer handed her her vermiculite-festooned 
suitcase. 

"I don't... No." 
"If it hasn't blown by now it's probably not too dangerous, as long as nobody lights a 

cigarette." 
"Then grab those blossoms, please, and maybe I can…No, never mind. Oh, I don't 

know!" 
He crawled in, getting his dirty clothes dirtier, and scooped up the loose, broken 

blossoms. He came backing out and stood up. "I'll put these in water." His dark eyes looked her 
up and down. "You come on in, too, and we'll clean you up a little. You're a mess." 

The rotund gentleman shook his head sadly at the broken plants lining the roadside. 
"DeGroot Gardens, aren't you." 

"Yes. You recognized me by the flowers?" 
"Of course! Your Calypso Dawn there is unmistakable. Which means you're Arlayne 

Welles, is that correct?" 
She felt more than a bit flattered. "That is correct." 
Her rescuer's mouth was hanging open. "You're...?" He closed it. "Somehow I pictured 

Arlayne Welles differently." 
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Arlayne reached out to shake with the rotund gentleman and shrank back. Who would 
want to shake that dirty blood-smeared hand? 

He did. "I'm Paul Hubert." He clasped her hand in his warm, chubby ones. "What a 
terrible accident! You seem to have escaped serious injury or you wouldn't be so active; had 
your seatbelt on, right? I'm so glad! I have room for your plants in my back seat. I'll take them on 
in for you." 

Arlayne's heart did a little bump. So this was Paul Hubert, perhaps the foremost authority 
on certain irises. "I'm honored, Dr. Hubert. Your monograph on apogons deserves its status as 
a classic. You even made it fun to read. Marvelous. Thank you very much. I'm sorry to impose, 
but not so sorry that I won't let you help me. I would appreciate that immensely. Thank you." 

Roughly, her rescuer rumbled, "Come on. My casa is your casa." He headed for his RV. 
Dr Hubert glowed like Christmas. "Willem speaks so warmly of you, and now I see why." 

He patted her hand. "You go with Wight and get cleaned up. I'll take care of these. Perhaps 
Wight ought to take you to a hospital to get checked out, just to be sure. Tell him I said so." 

"Thank you," she said again. Wight. So that was Wightman Trainer looking at her from 
the door of his lavish RV. She picked up her beat-up suitcase and trudged through the grasping 
weeds to the RV. She paused at the step a moment to watch Dr. Hubert. He was gently placing 
her pots one by one in the back seat of his car. 

Wight reached down and bodily drew her up through the door. "So you're petite Arlayne, 
the shy miracle worker of DeGroot. You look a lot younger than a woman of your 
accomplishments ought to look." 

She flopped onto the naugahyde dinette seat, intensely, miserably heartsick and weary. 
"And you're Test Tube Trainer, the young turk on the cutting edge of tomorrow. I'm not sure 
you're what I would have expected, either. Willem warned me about you." 

His eyes twinkled, bemused. "Did he now! Here I thought it was mothers who warned 
their daughters about people like me." 

"Willem is father-mother to all his employees. Besides, my mother doesn't care if you're 
an arch enemy." 

"Arch enemy? That sounds dramatic." He wiggled his eyebrows. 
Enemy. It wasn't too strong a word. Wight was attempting to do in the laboratory with 

gene splicing what Willem and Arlayne were spending years doing in the field. And if Wight 
succeeded first, at equal cost or less, their patient methods would be doomed to obsolescence. 
To work with chemicals instead of the lovely flowers themselves? Unthinkable. 

This recreation vehicle was as posh and well-appointed as any luxury apartment. 
Draperies in addition to the little venetian blinds. Warm rubbed wood paneling, plush upholstery, 
wall-to-wall shag, gold cabinet handles; every detail smacked of good taste and big bucks. 

It had plumbing, too. Wight Trainer set a bowl of water in front of her and a ripped-up 
kitchen towel. He shuffled about in what was probably the shower/throne/lavatory and brought 
out a shaving mirror. 

Ghastly. Between the dirt, vermiculite, blood and tears, she looked like something in a 
chainsaw movie. And that's not to mention her poor hair all stroobly and streaked with 
everything her face was smeared with. She looked, in short, just like her mangled plants. 

She let the mirror fall to the table. "It's too blecched up to bother with." 
He pulled a stool over and flopped down in front of her. "Here. Let me. I can see it better 

than you can." He scooted in closer, dipped a rag in the bowl and went to work on her. 
She was so mind-weary she leaned back against the paneled wall and let him. God is 

merciful. God is good. Her whole life, every Sunday, her teachers and pastors drove the point 
home. So what cruel twist of fate, if it be not God, would send those deer out across the road at 
that moment? There were four West Side Glory irises in the whole world, and three of them now 
sat ragged and broken in the back of Dr. Paul Hubert's Nissan. Even if she saved their roots, 
Willem would be at least an extra year getting enough plants to begin marketing that variety. 
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And the other specimens, all brand new crosses, were nearly as rare. 
Wagging her head was an error; Wight nearly put a finger in her eye. She grumbled, 

"'Only a hundred and some miles,' Willem said. 'What can go wrong in so short a trip?' he said. 
'Take them; they'll be safe. People want to see them.'" She sighed. Her ribs were starting to 
ache. 

"Your plants will look better when they're cleaned up, same as you." He tilted her face to 
get at something by her ear. His hands felt remarkably warm and soft, and why not? Puttering 
around in a lab all day, you don't get calluses. She liked his touch, at once both firm and gentle. 

She picked up the mirror and held it off aside, watching him. "Maybe I'll live after all." 
"A story to tell your grandkids." He scowled and dabbed at a cut that had decided to start 

bleeding again. "This is a lesson to me to read the conference brochure. If I had, I would have 
known DeGroot was sending you. Speaking on cross-pollination, I take it?" 

"We've worked out some shortcuts. I saw in the brochure that you're discussing 
pigmentation in iris. That's a departure from your usual cytogenetics papers." 

"No. Wait'll you hear it. We've about cracked the coding for pigmentation. We're on our 
way to a true red in iris." 

"And a true black in roses? I know that's been one of your goals for years." 
"A true any color in any flower." He smiled. "You'll still be diddling around with a little pair 

of scissors doing obscene things to flowers when we've got red irises and black roses on the 
commercial market." 

"Perhaps. On the other hand, look at the wonderful varieties we've developed along the 
way. All you have to show for your work is glop you're afraid to flush down the toilet." 

He stopped dabbing at her and sat staring at her a long moment. "You've always been a 
sort of shadow on the DeGroot legend; never interviewed, never covered in magazines, never 
attend conferences and seminars. So I pictured Arlayne Welles as sort of a stuck-up, off-by-
herself witch who doesn't care about anything except the sex life of flowers. And you know 
what?" He dropped the towel into the bowl, splashing water all over. "I'm right." 

He stood up. "If you want to look any better than you do, and I strongly suggest you 
consider it, you can clean yourself up. I'm driving to Overcreek." He headed for the bucket seats 
up front. 

"Dr. Hubert said I should be seen at a hospital." She raised her hand quickly. "But I don't 
want to. Bouncing back over that road again would be worse than just getting to Overcreek." 

He ignored her. He more or less threw himself into the driver's seat up front and twisted 
the key. A motor four times as powerful as her little van's cleared its throat and began to purr. 
The RV lurched in two directions at once and climbed out onto the road. Water sloshed out of 
the bowl. Through the picture window in the back, she watched her sorry little upside-down van 
disappear into the past. 

Now what was all that? What had suddenly turned him off and made him so huffy? She 
wished she could summon the strength to care. She wished it mattered what the man thought. 
Right now, it didn't. 

Yes it did. She cared in spite of herself. She wanted that moody man to like her, and 
that's ridiculous. She read once that a third of the people you meet will dislike you on first sight, 
regardless what you say or do. She sniffed. That was ridiculous, too. 

No wonder she never married. 
She ventured another peek in the mirror. This whole horticultural conference was a 

disaster and it hadn't even started yet. She was supposed to be such a hot expert on plant 
propagation. Hah. This marvelous expert hurt so much, within and without, that she had not 
even strength to cry. 
 


