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Sometimes big money doesn’t win ... 


The Stranger in the Gully

The deer came out of nowhere.

One moment the road was empty and black and slick with an early-morning melt with two yellow lines and shadowed pines stretching off into the distance. Then there it was, a sudden living shape, legs flashing, eyes wide, all instinct and panic.

The driver reacted the way most people did when their heart jumped up into their throat: he swerved and managed to save the deer. 

On his next breath rubber screamed, gravel spat up like shrapnel and the car slipped. He corrected, slipped again, and then the shoulder simply vanished beneath him. The world tilted, the trees blurred into a green-brown wall, and the vehicle crashed through brush and saplings and dropped into the gully like a stone.

When it stopped, it stopped hard.

Upright, somehow—nose angled toward a narrow stream that ran along the bottom. The front end kissed a tree and did not let go. Water seeped under the doors, slow at first, then steadily, finding its way in as if it had been waiting.

Inside, the driver lay crumpled against the belt, unconscious, breathing shallowly.

The forest took a long, quiet breath and held it.

 

Cedar Hollow would have remained unaware of him—just another tragedy swallowed by woods—if it hadn’t been for the woman on Highway 90.

Her name was Mara Larkin, and she had lived in the Hollow long enough to trust her eyes and her gut more than most things. She was heading out of town in the opposite direction, thinking about a grocery list and whether her sister would remember to bring the good jam to the church supper, when she saw the marks.

Fresh skid lines, sharp and frantic, crossing the shoulder. Branches snapped and dragged. A small spray of pale bark on the road like a warning.

Mara slowed.

No car in sight. No broken glass glittering in the sunlight. “But something has definitely happened here recently,” she said out loud. She pulled onto the shoulder, got out, and stood staring into the trees.

The forest was thick—too thick to see more than a few yards in. She walked to the edge, looking for a gap, a shine, anything.

“Nothing,” Mara murmured. That was the part that made her turn back to town.

Back in Cedar Hollow, she went straight to the fire station. Chief Patrick was at his desk with his reading glasses on, a pen in hand, and the steady expression of a man who never hurried unless it mattered.

“Mara,” he said, looking up. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” she said. “Something’s gone off the road on the 90. Fresh skid marks. Trees broken. But I can’t see a car.”

Chief Patrick’s mouth tightened. “Whereabouts?”

“Just past the bend near the old stone culvert.”

The chief stood immediately. The chair legs scraped the floor.

“Sheriff,” he called on his radio, already moving toward the door.

Two minutes later, the station doors were lifting and the fire truck was rolling out. The sheriff’s vehicle followed, and behind them, as always, came the town—two men in pickup trucks, a woman in a Subaru, another in a minivan, the quiet cavalry Cedar Hollow could summon without needing to say why.

They stopped where Mara indicated.

Chief Patrick crouched, ran his fingers along the skid marks, and looked into the trees like he could read what the road refused to say.

“Alright,” he said. “Line search. Careful footing. Watch for a drop.”

They moved off the pavement and into the brush.

Someone spotted the roof first—not a shine, exactly, more like a shape that shouldn’t have been there.

Then they found the gully. And the car.

It sat wedged in the trees, upright, angled, the front end folded like a bad origami animal. Water was already rising over the floorboards. Inside, a man was strapped into the driver’s seat, head slumped, face darkening beneath the forming bruises.

“Get me the cutters,” Chief Patrick barked.

The sheriff leaned down, felt for a pulse, then glanced up.

“He’s alive.”

That changed everything.

The next minutes blurred into the sound of tools and shouted instructions and the steady, fierce concentration that Cedar Hollow’s firefighters carried like a second skin.

The door was jammed. The frame was twisted. Water kept coming.

“Easy,” Chief Patrick said. “Don’t jolt him. Neck could be compromised.”

They stabilized what they could. They cut where they had to. They moved the man like he was made of glass and history and might shatter with one wrong touch.

When they finally got him free, they passed him up the embankment by hand—one person bracing, another lifting, another guiding feet over roots and rocks.

At the top, Chief Patrick’s radio crackled.

“Dispatch says ambulance is at least an hour out,” the sheriff relayed.

Chief Patrick’s jaw set. “Then we don’t wait.”

They wrapped the stranger in blankets, strapped him down as best they could, and loaded him into the fire truck.

As the truck started back toward town, the sheriff sat forward in the passenger seat, eyes on the road, expression grim.

“This one,” he muttered, “the woods tried hard to keep.”

Chief Patrick didn’t respond, but his hands tightened on the steering wheel.
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Doc Martin’s clinic wasn’t large, but it was the kind of place Cedar Hollow insisted on maintaining because it had learned, over generations, that distance could kill.

They had an X-ray machine. Ultrasound equipment and a small, but complete, lab. There was an exam room set up just for emergencies. The only thing they didn’t have was an MRI, and Cedar Hollow residents spoke of that absence like someone had failed to build a cathedral.

When the fire truck pulled up, June was already unlocking the doors to the clinic.

“Bring him right in,” she said. “Doc’s on his way.”

They moved the stranger to a bed, June got busy and checked his vitals, then cleaned the wounds of blood, stabilized what could be stabilized.

Doc arrived in a rush of coat tails and calm authority.

“Head injury,” he said after a quick assessment. “Possible concussion. Two fractures—one is clean, thank God. We’ll splint and set what we can. I want him monitored. No heroics. If he wakes, he stays still.”

June nodded, already moving.

“He needs a brain scan,” Doc added, quieter. “As soon as he can safely tolerate transport.”

“How soon?” June asked.

Doc looked at the stranger’s face—young, handsome, slack with unconsciousness, bruises deepening across cheekbone and temple.

“Soon,” he said. “But not too soon.”

The stranger didn’t wake that day and he slept through the night. Cedar Hollow did what it always did with someone who fell into its care: it kept watch.

The sheriff sat with his feet propped up on a chair for hours, trying not to look too worried. Chief Patrick came back twice, pretending to “check in” like it was a routine call and not personal.

By morning, the stranger stirred. He opened his eyes as if he didn’t quite trust the light. 

June was there immediately. “Easy,” she said. “You’re alright. You’re safe.”

He blinked, trying to focus. His voice came out rough. “Where…?”

“You’re in Cedar Hollow,” June said gently.

His brow furrowed. “Cedar Hollow,” he repeated, like the words belonged to someone else. “Where is that?”

June’s expression softened. She had seen this before—shock, confusion, minds trying to put themselves back together.

“You had an accident,” she told him. “You hit a gully off Highway 90. We brought you here.”

He tried to lift a hand and winced hard.

June placed her palm gently over his wrist. “No. Don’t do that. You’ve got broken bones and a serious head injury. You need to lie still.”

He swallowed, eyes searching her face. “Do… do you know who I am?”

“We have some of your personal effects,” June said. “The sheriff is holding them. Wallet. Papers. But—” She hesitated. “You … don’t remember?”

He stared at the ceiling. His jaw tightened, then loosened again.

“No, I don’t remember,” he whispered. “Everything’s a black hole.”

June sat on the edge of the bed, voice firm but kind.

“That’s not uncommon with a concussion. Memory can return slowly. Pieces first. Sometimes… feelings before facts.”

He turned his head toward her, eyes wide. “I feel…” He paused, frustrated. “Like I’m missing the floor.”

June gave him a small smile. “Well. That makes two of us. Now you lie back and rest.”

His eyes fluttered closed, and when they opened again, there was a quiet panic there.

“Do I have family?” he asked.

June didn’t lie. “We don’t know yet.”

He swallowed, and the panic turned inward. “Then I don’t… I don’t have a way to—”

“You don’t have to solve that today,” June cut in gently. “Today you heal. That’s your job.”

He stared at her for a long moment, then nodded—one small, reluctant surrender.

 

 

By late afternoon, he was awake more often than he slept, though his thoughts still swam when he tried to hold them.

Doc returned, checked him, and tried once again.

“I want you at the larger hospital for a scan,” he said. “This is not negotiable.”

The stranger’s eyes narrowed with stubbornness that surprised June.

“I’m fine,” he insisted, though his voice shook faintly. “I feel… clearer.”

Doc’s tone didn’t soften. “Feeling clearer isn’t proof. It’s hope. Hope is not a medical test.”

The stranger looked away, jaw tight. “I can’t—” He stopped, as if he didn’t know how to finish. “I can’t go. I don’t even know… who I am yet.”

Doc studied him for a beat.

“Then you stay,” he said simply. “But you stay under my rules. No leaving the clinic. No long walks. No sudden movements. You are on borrowed time and you will treat it respectfully.”

The stranger met his gaze.

“Alright,” he said quietly. “Alright.”
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Down the street, life in Cedar Hollow kept moving—because it had to.

And because in Cedar Hollow, even emergencies had a rhythm.

At Joe’s Place, the tow truck finally arrived—dragging the wrecked vehicle out of the forest like a dead thing.

Josephine Miller—Joe—stood with her hands on her hips as the car rolled into view.

It was mangled beyond dignity. The front end looked like it had tried to wrap itself around the tree and then changed its mind halfway through.

Joe let out a low whistle. “Wow,” she said. “That one’s a goner.”

The tow truck driver wiped his brow. “Found it in a mess of trees. The sheriff and fire chief were already there, so I just—well, I did what I do.”

Joe circled the vehicle, eyes sharp, mind clicking. “Whose is it?”

The driver shrugged. “Some fella from out of town. Probably drunk.”

Joe shot him a look so flat it could have been used as a level. “Or,” she said, “probably not.” She opened what compartments weren’t crushed shut, pried what she could, and finally found a plastic pouch wedged in the side pocket of the driver’s door. Inside she found the registration and a rental agreement.

Joe’s lips pressed into a line. “A rental,” she muttered. “Fantastic.”

She called the number on the contract and waited through two rounds of hold music that sounded like someone trying to seduce a printer. A young man finally picked up.

“Uh—thank you for calling—how can I help you?”

“You can start by taking a deep breath,” Joe said. “I’ve got one of your vehicles here. It’s been in an accident. It was towed to my shop.”

There was a pause. “…It was towed?”

“Yes,” Joe said. “Because it’s not going anywhere on its own steam.”

“Oh,” the young man said faintly. “That doesn’t usually happen.”

“Well,” Joe replied dryly, “today’s your lucky day.” She gave him the VIN number. He clicked keys, muttered, then cleared his throat.

“It looks like it was rented three days ago,” he said. “One-way rental.”

“Name?” Joe asked.

Another pause—hesitation, policy, uncertainty.

“I need the name,” Joe repeated, tone sharpening.

He sighed. “Alright. The renter is listed as—”

Joe wrote it down. (Names meant nothing if the man couldn’t remember them yet, but they mattered. They always mattered.)

“Where was he headed?” she asked.

“I… I don’t know,” the young man admitted. “He said he needed to drive into the mountains and wanted good tires.”

Joe closed her eyes briefly. “Sure,” she said. “Of course he did.” She hung up and called the sheriff.

The sheriff answered on the second ring, voice tired. “Joe.”

“You’ve got a stranger at the clinic,” Joe said. “The tow truck dropped his car at my shop. It’s a rental and I need to talk to him.”

The sheriff exhaled. “Yeah. He’s at Doc’s. The guy doesn’t remember a thing. Came out of the woods like he’d been thrown there.”

Joe frowned. “Is he alright?”

“As alright as you can be after a tree tried to adopt you,” the sheriff said. “He’s got a nurse hovering and Doc scowling. He’s safe.”

Joe hesitated, then surprised herself. “I’ll stop by,” she said. “See if I can find his phone in the wreck.”

The sheriff paused. “That’d be good. He’s… unsettled.”

Joe didn’t ask what that meant. She grabbed her keys.

 

 

The Cedar Hollow Medical Clinic clinic wasn’t open for another twenty-five minutes when Joe pulled up. Joe sat in her VW for a moment, staring at the clinic door as if she could unlock it with willpower. Then her stomach growled, and she remembered she’d skipped breakfast. She went across the street to the café.

Inside, warmth and yeast and sugar wrapped around her like a quilt. Betty was behind the counter setting out fresh crullers and donuts and blueberry muffins so big they looked indecent.

Betty looked up and smiled. “Morning, Joe.”

“Morning,” Joe said, already eyeing the muffins.

Betty tilted her head. “You’re here early. Something happen?”

Joe leaned an elbow on the counter. “Got a smashed-up car in my shop. Need to talk to the guy who smashed it up.”

Betty’s eyes lit with the kind of interest that kept small towns alive. “Oh,” she said. “You mean the handsome stranger over at Doc’s?”

Joe blinked. “I mean… the patient.”

Betty laughed softly. “Sure you do.”

Joe rolled her eyes. “Coffee. And one of those blueberry muffins.”

“One?” Betty repeated, innocent as a lamb.

Joe sighed. “Fine. Two. One now, one to go.”

Betty beamed. “Sensible.”

As Joe paid, Betty asked, “Want it heated?”

“Yes,” Joe said promptly. “No butter. They’re perfect the way they are.”

Joe took her coffee and muffin to a window seat where she could see the clinic door. She watched until she saw June arrive and unlock the door, and went inside. Joe stood, tossed her cup, and crossed the street with her second muffin in a paper bag. Inside, June turned at the sound of the bell.

“Joe,” June said, smiling. “What brings you here?”

“I need to talk to your stranger,” Joe said. “Sheriff said he’s here. And I’m pretty sure his phone is either in my shop or still out in the woods.”

June’s smile faded into professional concern. “He’s awake. But he’s—well, he’s lost his memory for now. He can’t remember anything.”

Joe nodded. “I heard.”

June led her down the hallway. They stopped at a door. June knocked lightly. A deep voice from inside said, “Come in.” June opened the door and stepped in. Joe followed—and then stopped short, like she’d hit an invisible wall.

The man on the bed looked up. He was… strikingly handsome. 

His strong jaw and forehead were lacerated and there was a large bruise forming on his temple. He had dark skin with a blue-black depth that made the clinic’s fluorescent lighting look suddenly cheap. His eyes were wide and warm, the color of old wood after rain. His smile was small but real—like he was trying to be polite even while his life had fallen off its rails.

June moved briskly, pretending she didn’t notice Joe freeze. “How are we doing this morning?” June asked.

“A little better,” he said. His voice was rough but steady. “Still… cloudy.”

“That’s normal,” June replied. “Doc will be back in later.”

His gaze flicked to Joe. “And you are?”

June gestured. “This is Joe. She’s the town mechanic. Your vehicle was brought to her shop.”

He looked genuinely apologetic. “I’m sorry,” he said immediately. “I don’t remember—anything. I don’t even know why I ended up on that road.”

Joe found her voice, though it came out a little thinner than usual. “I’ve seen worse wrecks,” she said, then regretted it because she wasn’t sure that was true.

His smile twitched. “That’s… comforting.”

June cleared her throat lightly. “I’ll leave you two for a few minutes.” When she left and the door clicked shut, the room grew quieter. Joe stood there with her muffin bag like a fool. The stranger watched her with gentle curiosity.

“You look like you were about to scold me,” he said.

Joe blinked. “I was.”

That made him laugh softly, then wince. “Sorry,” he muttered. “That hurt.”

Joe stepped closer. “Don’t laugh,” she ordered. “Doc will yell at me for making you laugh.”

His eyes brightened with something like relief. “Doc yells?”

Joe snorted. “Doc scowls. Different skill set.”

He looked at the ceiling again, then back to her. “I rented a car,” he said slowly, as if trying to pull the memory out through his teeth. “I remember that much. But I don’t remember when. Or why. Or… where I was going.”
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