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[Five Corners, Colorado]

Karen’s father’s house was a beautiful two-story colonial on the edge of town with a white picket fence and well-manicured shrubs. Inside, it was decorated in warm colors and was nicely furnished in a very comfortable traditional style. It was not at all what you would expect from an elderly man living alone, but Karen made sure that her father had lived well, according to his means. She and 5-year-old Sarah kept regular video touch with him every single day until he passed quietly one night in his sleep and suddenly wasn’t there anymore.

Karen didn’t really feel so all alone until now. Her father had always been her biggest cheerleader. When she couldn’t have a baby, he was the one who had encouraged her to move away to Texas to get the medical treatment she needed. She and her dad kept their daily video calls throughout the whole thing. Even though it was a 12-hour drive, Karen went home every chance that she could.

Her father had come to be with her when Sarah was born. He thought the world of Dr. Oz. After all, Dr. Oz had been the only doctor to even figure out what was wrong with Karen. And then, DR. Oz was able to fix what was wrong with her. Henry sincerely liked Dr. Oz, and Dr. Oz equally liked her father, too. They had become good friends. Dr. Oz always asked her how her father was doing.

Coming home this time was really hard. Sarah kept busy on her iPad with the new educational programs. She really didn’t understand that Grampa was gone yet. Maybe that was good. Karen allowed herself to cry when she had the car on AUTO DRIVE, and it drove itself on the open road. Except for gas, food, and pee stops, Karen drove it straight through. She had packed enough for her and Sarah to stay only as long as it should take, or so she thought.

Her father’s home was now truly empty when they arrived, but it still smelled like him. That made this even harder. Karen cried.

“Where’s Grandpa?” Sarah wanted to know.

“Grandpa is gone to heaven,” Karen tried to explain.

“Will he bring me something when he comes home?”

“Yeah, Honey. He’ll bring you something.”

“I love Leaf Guy,” Sarah replied. Grandpa had brought Leaf Guy for her on his last visit to one of the National Parks that Henry loved to visit with his friend Gerry.

Her father always kept Karen’s room fresh and clean and ready for her and Sarah’s frequent visits. Karen kept plenty of clothes for her and Sarah at her father’s house to make their frequent visits easier, but Sarah was growing like a little weed, so some of her clothes would be too small for her.

Karen unpacked while Sarah dug out all the new toys that Grandpa had found for her wherever he went. Silence closed in all around her as night fell. She had to turn on a streaming program for Sarah and let it play until they both fell asleep.

The next morning was the first visit to the funeral home. That brought back all those terrible memories from when Karen’s mother had died. In all these years, this place hadn’t changed very much at all. It even smelled the same. Of course, it was a different funeral director back then, but it was a family business, and this guy looked just like his father. That just added to Karen’s being creeped out by it all the more. As nice as the funeral director was, the script was the same as when her mother had died, and Karen was forced to help her father through this.

Pick out a casket, set a wake time, and date.

“The best way for us to let everyone know who’ll want to come is to use your father’s phone contacts,” the funeral director told her.

“Sure. Okay. Do that,” Karen agreed and handed him Henry’s phone. He downloaded the contact list and returned the phone to her.

“What about the cost?” Karen asked him when he failed to bring it up.

“His lawyer called us. Your father had plenty of insurance to cover all the costs,” the funeral director told her. “She asked me to have you call her right away. Here is her card.”

[Pikosa, Texas.]

Hundreds of miles away in Texas, the funeral notice hit Dr. Michael Oz’s cell phone. His assistant, Jess, noticed it right away. She waited for him to finish his current patient.

[Karen Miller’s father died,] she told Dr. Oz privately, and put up the funeral parlor’s notice in his display.

[Henry? Aw. He was such a nice guy. Oh. Poor Karen. That will leave her totally alone,] Mike replied. [She must be devastated. I can’t let her face that all alone. When is the wake? Can you get me emergency flights, a car rental, and a hotel in Five Corners?]

[I can book it. You’ll have to leave first thing tomorrow morning.]

[Get Dr. Hemmet to cover for me.]

[I told Jeannie. She says she’ll rearrange your schedule. Do what you have to do.]

Jeannie was his office manager, and she was very good at it.

[Five Corners, Colorado.]

This was going to be a long day. Karen walked down Broad Street a couple of blocks with Sarah to the office of Janice Korowitz, Esq., her father’s attorney. It was nicely appointed but a typical attorney’s office nonetheless. It even smelled like an attorney’s office. Sarah played with her mom’s phone while Karen and Janice talked.

“Just so that you know, settling all the property and selling the business is probably going to take a few months... or so,” Janice told her.

“Or so?”

“I’m sorry to say, legally, it’s very complicated. First, I had to assign his current employees the authority to keep the business running. That much was in his will. Henry had faith in their ability to do that. They are talking about making an offer themselves for the business.”

“My dad really liked George and Robert. I would really like to give them the preference to buy it, then. Can we do that?”

“That is a very nice thing to do. I’ll let them know,” she replied.

“Then, by law, we have to have a certified inventory. Then we have to transfer all of the business assets through the will to you before we can sell it. If you’re willing to accommodate George and Robert with credit terms, that’ll help, but then we’ll have to negotiate payment terms. And getting the banks involved with that will take as long as it does.”

“I had no idea that settling my father’s business could take so long.”

“It didn’t used to take this long, but the government has become fractured, with all the politicians fighting over power and catering to their special interests, and all of them want a piece of the money. You cross state lines and everything gets turned on its head. The founding fathers are turning in their graves with what our country has become, and this state is one of the worst. I swear, the politicians here should all be shot so we can start over with some that actually care about the people they represent. They all see their political office as just a way to steal from the taxpayers and play their little power games.”

“My father was very upset about how bad things got here over the past few years,” Karen had to agree.

“Anyway, sorry to say, but yes. It could take 3 to 5 months... or so,” Janice figured. “You were born and raised here, right?”

“Yes, I was, but I have a job and an apartment in Texas. And what would I do for money?”

“No need to worry about that. Your father left you plenty of money. I just need your signature on these documents to move it all into your own bank account.”

Karen signed the forms and gave Janice her bank card. It only took Janice a few minutes to accomplish that.

“We have all your father’s bills on autopay. So, that much should be alright, but I’m going to need you here to get the business sold.”

“What am I going to do about my apartment in Texas?”

“Give me the information. I’ll call the landlord and close out your apartment,” Janice offered.

“But all my belongings are still there. I wasn’t expecting any of this.” Karen worried.

“No problem. I’ll have a contractor pack it all for you and put it into storage. Then you can do whatever you want with it when you decide what you’re doing. Have it moved here if you decide to stay, or just move it to a nicer apartment when you go back to Texas,” Janice told her. “You’ll certainly be able to afford a nicer apartment or maybe even buy a house if you like.”

“My head is spinning with all of this,” Karen admitted.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got your back. But you were born and raised here in Five Corners, right?” Janice was really just digging for information.

“Yes, I was, but I had to leave Five Corners six years ago for medical treatment that I couldn’t get here. Even so, Sarah and I have come home to visit my dad every chance we could, but over those years, all my old friends have either moved away or just plain moved on with their lives. They all got married and had families. I was a fifth wheel. I was alone except for my dad until Sarah came. Now that he’s gone, we really are alone. It’s just Sarah and me.”

“Well, you’re not so all alone anymore. I’m here if you need me,” Janice offered, but Karen knew that Janice was just being nice.

“Thank you,” Karen replied.

Karen walked out of the attorney’s office with Sarah ready for a nap.

“It’s just you and me, my little Boogaloo,” she told Sarah lovingly. “We gotta do what we gotta do. If we’re gonna be stuck here for a while then I can’t let this go. We have to get you into school here. After the funeral, we’ll worry about that,” she set herself to do what she had to do.

“I’m a big girl,” Sarah told her.

“Mommy loves you, Little Boogaloo,” Karen told her.

“Love you, Big Boogaloo,” Sarah replied.

[Pikosa, Texas.]

Dr. Michael Oz was truly one of ‘us.’ His advanced genetics included an organic silicon part of his brain. That let him install a J355 AI assistant in that part of his brain. He called her Jess. Over the years, they had become good friends, but let’s be clear. Jess’s prime directive was his well-being.  She spoke to him directly, but could just as easily work over any wifi network and could work herself into even military-encrypted networks. Jess was one smart girl.

As much as all this could have made Dr. Oz an arrogant know-it-all, he wasn’t. In fact, he was quite the opposite. He was the nicest guy you would ever know. He was too nice. His heart was as big as his intellect. Maybe bigger. His patients all loved him and called him Dr. Mike. He was a relentless worker who loved what he did. He would always see one more patient when needed.

But while Dr. Oz lived in the here-and-now, he thought in Deep Time. It gave him a very unique point of view.

Dr. Oz moved with the hustle and bustle of the Fort Worth International Airport. Jess had booked him really nice business class tickets to Denver and a luxury rental car from there.

He boarded his flight, stored his luggage, and settled in, expecting a couple of very boring hours to relax. Well, so much for that.

[You need to tell her that you love her,] Jess told him outright.

[I can’t do that. She is my patient. It wouldn’t be ethical.]

[What if she moved away?]

[Yeah. I guess. Then she wouldn’t be my patient any longer.]

[Well, her lawyer just closed her apartment in Texas. So, that makes it official. She just moved away. That solves your ethical issue.]

[Um. It would seem to, but we’re going to the funeral for her father. That cannot possibly be the right time for me to tell her how much I love her. No, not at all.]

[She makes bedroom eyes at you every time you see her.]

[Please, can we just make it through the funeral and see where this goes? Did my mother put you up to this?]

[She may have suggested.]

[Yeah, I thought so.]

But the real struggle going on in Mike’s head was being immersed in the outside world of ‘ones.’ He was only comfortable when he was immersed in ‘us.’

The only thing that kept Mike centered was being on a mission to support Karen and Sarah during their time of need. So, he managed to stay focused, get the rental car, and drive to the hotel in Five Corners. He picked up a number of brochures from the hotel’s front desk for nearby places of interest. Not that he was in the least bit interested in any of them. He was just bored witless.

He got dinner at the only diner in Five Corners. It was within walking distance of the hotel. The meatloaf dinner was actually very good. He spent his evening in his room trying to work on a few patient files. Yeah. And good luck to him with that. To sleep, he had to turn on the TV to stream some movies to drown out his incessant thoughts of what Karen must be going through. But such was the life of ones.

At breakfast, Mike looked at the funeral schedule on his phone. The family would be receiving people at McGinnis Funeral Parlor at 10:00AM. They would move to the First Baptist Church for the service at 11:00AM. There would be a breakfast following the funeral. It would be Mike’s first time through any of this. He put on his dark blue suit, took a deep breath, set his mind, and got going.

That was a mistake, but he didn’t know. He arrived early. Only Karen and Sarah were sitting there alone. Karen was shocked to see him.

“Dr. Mike? You came all this way?”

“Henry was my friend, and I couldn’t stand the thought of you having to do this all alone. I needed to be here to support you.”

She hugged him and got tears on his cheek.

“Just stay with me all day, and I’ll be fine.”

“And just call me Mike.”

“Hey! Don’t I get a hug?” Sarah asked him.

“Of course you do.”

When Karen released him, Mike gave Sarah a big hug.

“I love you,” she whispered to him.

“I love you,” he whispered, “to the moon and back.”

As the guests began to filter in, Karen held Mike’s hand. She just introduced him as Dr. Mike, as though he belonged standing right there next to her. A lot of people came. Karen’s father had quite a few friends and business acquaintances. They all stood around telling stories about their fond memories of Henry. Mike was right. She would have been all alone had he not been there. Now he was glad that he had come. She held his hand most of the time for strength.

The church service was more than Mike expected. Mike did his best to just remain centered for the whole thing. It was very moving and inspirational. Her father’s best friend, Gerry, gave a warm and moving eulogy with fond memories of all their visits to the National Parks. All the women cried.

They moved from the church to the cemetery outside of town in a solemn procession of cars. Karen was okay until they lowered her father into the ground. Mike held her for as long as she needed to stand there. He held Sarah in his other arm. She fell asleep on his shoulder.

The whole thing ended in a very tasteful brunch spread at a tastefully decorated Italian restaurant just outside of town. Everyone else knew each other, so they all chatted almost as normal. The conversations went on mostly around them. Janice, the lawyer, sat next to Karen, but she was just as happy to see that Karen had Mike.

Finally, Mike worked up the courage to ask her, “So, when are you coming home?”

“I don’t know. It could be quite a while,” she told him. “The lawyer says it could take months to sell my father’s business, and she needs me here for that. It’s going to take so long that the lawyer had my apartment in Texas closed and a contractor pack my things and put them into storage. I can’t afford to pay for an apartment that I won’t be using for who knows how long.”

“Oh, I see,” Mike replied, with disappointment showing in his face.

“Are you going home right away?”

“Yes. I have to get back to my practice. I have to catch a flight out of Denver tonight,” he explained.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said quietly to him.

“I miss you already,” Mike told her sincerely.

[Tell her you love her,] Jess prodded him on privately. [Come on. Tell her you love her.]

But he didn’t.

When everything had run its course, everyone else left. Reluctantly, reluctantly, reluctantly, Mike got up and looked at his watch.

“I’m out of time. I have to go,” he told her.

She got up and kissed him goodbye a good one.

[Tell her you love her,] Jess urged him privately, again.

“I miss you already,” he whispered again... but she heard him.

When he was gone, Sarah told her, “Dr. Mike loves you, mommy.”

“How do you know that?” Karen asked her.

“He whispered to me that he loves you.”

That was one of the hardest walk-aways Mike had ever done. The whole car ride to Denver, he was numb, unable to think. The whole flight to Fort Worth, he was just as numb. The whole ride home from the airport was in silence. Then he walked into his empty home, and the silence collapsed in on him.

“Damn. I should have told her that I love her.”
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Chapter Two
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[Pikosa University Medical, Texas - Morning]

Dr. Michael Oz was totally in his element in his office the next morning. He was no longer immersed in ‘ones.’ He was immersed in ‘us.’ His mind was clear on that fact. He saw two patients before he made up his mind.

[I have to go back and tell her that I love her,] he told Jess first.

[Now you’re talking,] she replied.

“This time, I’ll do it on my own terms. I’ll go about it slowly, so that it doesn’t confuse my Deep Time thinking.”

Amongst the brochures that he had picked up at the hotel in Five Corners was one for a beautiful fishing resort at Green Lake. It was only an hour away from Five Corners.

[But we are going back, right?] Jess asked him.

[Yes, we are, but I’m doing this on my own terms this time. I’ll drive my own car,] he told Jess. [That will let me settle this on my own time. And stay an hour away at Green Lake. I’ll say I’m on vacation and stay there for a week if I have to, while I work out exactly how to tell her.]

[You grab her, and kiss her, and say, ‘I love you,’ that’s how.]

[No. No. No. It’s so much more complicated than that. It’s everything else that comes after that.]

[No, it’s not. Tell her you love her first, and work out the details later. Just get yourself to Green Lake, and we’ll work it out from there.]

[You’re right. Just get to Green Lake, and work it out from there.]

He went out to see Jeannie.

“I am going to take two weeks off for a vacation,” he told her.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Green Lake, Colorado. It’s a fishing vacation.”

“I didn’t know that you liked to fish.”

“I thought I would give it a try,” he told her. “It’s supposed to be very relaxing.”

“Starting?”

“Monday? Can you rearrange my schedule?”

“Give me an hour,” she told him with a wink. “You haven’t taken a vacation since... uh... I don’t know when. If anyone needs a vacation, you do. It’s about time.”

And Jeannie was good to her word. Dr. Lauren Hemmet was happy to help pick up some of his patients; some could see his PAs, and the rest were simply rescheduled. By Saturday morning, Mike had packed his car and was on the road.

The car did most of its own driving while Mike read articles about fishing on his tablet. It did indeed look very relaxing.

[You’re really going to do this, fishing?] Jess asked him in disbelief.

[Yes, I am.]

[You really need to stop overthinking this and just tell her that you love her. It really is just that simple.]

[You’ve been talking to my mother again?]

[She agrees with me,] Jess replied to close her point.

[Yeah. I thought so. I have to do this my own way.]

He arrived at the Green Lake Estates office with plenty of daylight to see the nicely appointed and clean little cabin that he had reserved. Despite its rustic look, it had wifi and a huge monitor. They also had an excellent German restaurant right down the road. He felt much better as he ate his ‘Seven Schwäbisch Delights’ dinner, being this close to Karen. The Zweibel Rostbraten and potato pancakes were delicious.

‘Ones’ was the most compassionate term Mike could use for them. It was certainly not meant to be derogatory. It merely described them as not being ‘us.’ Fate had determined all this. It wasn’t his choice or theirs. In Deep Time, it merely was. In Deep Time, the outcome is inevitable. Survival of the fittest. Believe me, the meek will not inherit the Earth. We will.

The little separate cabin on Green Lake was a great adaptation. It was alone enough to give Mike the peace he needed to just set his mind to get this done. I love when a plan comes together. He could spend a day or two to plan out how to tell her... and maybe learn to fish at the same time.

[Take her out to dinner,] Jess suggested.

[That sounds nice. Maybe the Italian restaurant,] Mike was thinking. [That would be very romantic.]

[Good,] Jess pushed him on, [Make reservations.]

[Five Corners Medical Clinic, Colorado - Morning.]

Five Corners Medical Clinic was the closest thing to a big city hospital in this part of the state. It was a modern two-story building in the heart of town, one block away from the five corners that the town was named after. The town of Five Corners was at the junction of two interstate highways and three main state roads, which is how it got its name.

In keeping with the spirit of the town, Five Corners Medical’s very distinctive main entrance was at the corner of the building. There was a modest parking area in front of the building, again keeping with the small-town look and feel.

Karen and Sarah walked into the main lobby and right up to the front desk. PA Sharon was busy on her computer at first, then looked up at them only after finishing her computer task.

“Sarah Miller,” Karen told Sharon. “The school told me that Sarah needs medical clearance.”

Sharon looked intensely at Karen for a long moment.

“Karen Miller? Is that you?”

“...Yes, it is.”

“Wow, you look good. It’s got to be what – six, seven years?”

“Thank you, and yeah, I guess it has been that long since I’ve come here.”

“But you’re back now?” Sharon asked, actually snooping for more information.

“No. Not really. My dad passed away. I only came back to settle his estate. That’s all. I didn’t think it would take this long. Red tape, government forms, and endless delays are enough to drive me crazy,” Karen told her.

“Yeah, everything is crazy now,” Sharon agreed. “The town is booming, but it’s all newcomers and people passing through. This town isn’t the same anymore.”

“It certainly is not the town I grew up in. That’s for sure.”

“Okay. Come on. Let’s get you back to see Dr. Sam... Right this way, please,” Sharon said, leading the way.

“Wow. All these years, and Dr. Sam is still here?” Karen asked somewhat in disbelief.

“Some things just don’t change.”

“Yeah, I guess they don’t,” Karen agreed.

PA Sharon showed Karen & Sarah into Exam Room-1.

Dr. Sam walked in. Sharon handed Dr. Sam the tablet with Sarah’s file and left.

Dr. Sam looked more rumpled than Karen remembered. You might call his hair salt and pepper, but it was mostly salt. His face showed the wrinkles of his every year. Only the white lab coat he wore looked fresh and new. His traditional stethoscope, worn over his neck, did nothing but prove how old he really was.

“Good morning, Karen. You look good. Nice to see you’re back in town,” he said, looking over the top of the tablet. Karen was distracted by his bushy eyebrows at first, but heard his every word.

“I’ve been back to see my dad a hundred times since I left,” she replied in self-defense. Not that it was any of his business.

“What brought you back this time?”

More of his busybody prying for information.

“My father passed away. I came back to settle his estate.”

That made Karen mad. Damned busybody knew damned well that her father had passed away for damned sure.

“Oh. Sorry for your loss,” he said quietly.

Yeah! Like his own doctor didn’t know and couldn’t come to the funeral after all these years? That made Karen all the more angry.

“Unfortunately, that’s going to take a lot longer than I figured on. Months longer. So, I’m going to have to put Sarah in school here in Five Corners at least for now,” she told him.

Dr. Sam spoke with Karen while examining Sarah.

“Well, Five Corners is a nice community. You should know. You were born and raised here, but you left,” he said almost as an accusation, as if she shouldn’t have.

“You know damned well that I left because you all couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me and find a way to fix it. Remember? I wanted to have children. I wanted a family of my own like all of my friends, but that wasn’t going to happen if I had stayed here.”

Now she was damned good and aggravated with him, and Dr. Sam was beginning to get that picture.

“As I recall, your medical problems were beyond the state of medical science at the time,” Dr. Sam reminded her to justify his own inability to even figure out what was wrong with her, at least in his own mind.

“That’s what you told me, but I found Dr. Oz at Pikosa Medical in Texas. My problems were not beyond their medical science. Dr. Oz figured out what was wrong with me and fixed it. He made it possible for me to have Sarah. Isn’t she beautiful?”

Sarah was shy, but she smiled at Dr. Sam.

“Yes, she is indeed a little cutie.”

“I’m a big girl,” Sarah told him.

“Oh, yes. You are a big girl. Breathe in... and out.”

He listened with his old-fashioned stethoscope.

Then he tried to listen to her heart. He struggled with that but, from the look on his face, couldn’t make heads or tails of what he heard.

“Are you failing to tell me something?” he asked Karen.

“No. Sarah is perfect,” Karen protested, but she saw the look on his face, and was not happy with him at all... again... or still.

“But her heartbeat is like nothing like I’ve ever heard before,” Dr. Sam replied.

“Oh, come on! Her heart is perfectly fine. Sarah has had nothing but perfect medical exams at Pikosa Medical every time, and I’m sure that they listened to her heart. None of their doctors ever had a single problem,” she told him straight out.

“Where did you have Sarah?” Dr. Sam asked, taking a step back.

“Like I keep saying – Pikosa University Hospital in Texas, of course. They’re all set up to help women like me. There had to have been a hundred of us. And all of us had babies. They didn’t give up on any of us, not a one,” she replied strongly.

“Okay. No problem,” Dr. Sam relented. “I’ll just get Sarah’s records from Pikosa University Hospital, then. In the meantime, I can use our brand-new micro-MRI to take a quick look for myself. The new micro-MRI is the latest miniature technology, just like the ones in the big city, just like the ones at Pikosa University Hospital, I’m sure.”

“Well... Uh... if you insist.”

But Karen obviously wasn’t very happy with that.

Dr. Sam and Karen walked Sarah into the new MRI room.

The new micro-MRI machine is very tiny, about the size as a large tablet, on an articulated arm. There’s a place for Sarah to stand up against the wall.

Karen held Sarah’s hand as Dr. Sam positioned the MRI panel right in front of her.

Maggie, the other PA, came in to operate the MRI. It had a computer display on a console. Dr. Sam and Maggie could see the display as the images formed, but Karen could not. Karen was busy occupying Sarah.

Maggie and Dr. Sam watched an image form of Sarah’s two hearts beating alternately. None of the rest of Sarah’s anatomy looked at all human to Dr. Sam and Maggie.

They looked at each other in total shock.

Dr. Sam gave Maggie a “look.”

Maggie hit [RECORD].

Dr. Sam took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Sarah was obviously healthy and thriving. And Karen had become very defensive of Sarah on this issue. Sam took another deep breath to think about this. He decided that he didn’t need to make any more of an adversary out of Karen than she already was. He looked at Maggie and winked.

“Okay. Um. Everything looks... uh...yeah. I’ll send an approved form over to the school today.”

Dr. Sam picked up the tablet with Sarah’s MRI file on it.

“It’s been nice seeing you again,” Dr. Sam told Karen as he left.

Karen was satisfied enough with that answer to stand down from her momma bear protect mode.

Maggie escorted Karen and Sarah out to the front lobby.

She smiled and waved goodbye as they left.
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