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Software tycoon Michael Zimmerman is an accomplished and respected man whose good
deeds outweigh the bad. He is also a workaholic with an enormous ego and a complete lack of
any spiritual beliefs.Following a fatal heart attack, Michael reaches the Hereafter where he is
shocked to confront the Almighty in The Redemption Zone, a “spiritual fork in the road” between
Heaven and Hell. There Michael learns his lack of faith denies him direct entry into
Heaven.However, God is merciful and gives Michael a final chance to redeem himself. If he can
return to earth, locate a chosen non-believer and restore their faith in God within two months,
he’ll earn his salvation; otherwise, his soul will be forever damned.After Michael rejoins the
living, he is shocked when he learns his new identity and the location from where he’ll begin his
mission. To complicate matters, God informs him that in addition to his assignment, he will have
to hold down the most unlikely of jobs to support himself in his new meager
surroundings.Michael struggles to adapt to his new vocation and modest lifestyle while failing
repeatedly in his search for his non-believer, a search that takes him from the back alleys of the
homeless to the mansions of the super-rich.Once he finally locates his designated soul, he is
stunned to learn he has played a significant part in this individual’s tragic fall from a blessed life
to one in which God has no part.When his non-believer relates to Michael the scenario that
could restore his faith, Michael realizes he will need all of his own newly found faith and a major
miracle to make these improbable events occur before his deadline and both their souls are
lost.More than just the story of one man’s quest for redemption, The Redemption Zone is a
testament to the power of faith and love, and confirmation that miracles still happen.
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Light Friday, February 15- Crossing Over I should never have run that lunchtime 5K. It’s not as if
anyone would have thought any less of me had I backed out. After all, I was seventy-two years
old and I had run it dozens of times, easily winning my sparsely populated age group every
time. Unfortunately, my ego was voracious and needed constant feeding. My cardiologist had
warned me there would dire consequences if I didn’t start accepting my limitations and slowing
down, but I was too competitive to heed his advice. I attacked the course with a vengeance,
sprinting from the starting line like I was being chased by a pack of hungry wolves with steak
knives in their paws. As usual, every part of my body ached. But that was not unusual at the
start of race. Once I broke a sweat, the pain would subside. By the time I reached the turnaround
point, I would be poetry in motion. This time, however, the pain seemed to intensify with every
step. Looks of concern followed me, but I managed a smile and waved them off. A hundred
meters from the finish line, I felt a sharp pain in my chest, like some unseen force had shoved a
dagger in me, but still I kept pressing forward, determined to not let Father Time defeat me. It
took every ounce of macho foolishness I possessed to stagger past the finish line. Instantly, the
ground rose to meet me and my world went black. I was airlifted to a nearby hospital, where Dr.
Kelvin Mark, who, if there were a Mount Rushmore of heart surgeons, would certainly be
immortalized in stone, performed a quintuple bypass. It was only via his miraculous hands that I
managed to survive the operation. However, I was still deep in the woods with very little chance
I would ever find my way to the clearing. I never dreamt this would happen to me, a man who
always saw himself as indestructible. But there I lay, helpless, propped up in a hospital bed,
tubes invading nearly every orifice, unable to speak and barely able to move. Like a deathbed
scene from a movie, I found myself surrounded by the ones I knew and loved. Sitting beside me



was my lovely wife Belinda, who my friends kiddingly called my “trophy wife”, because of our
enormous age discrepancy and her intoxicating beauty. Dr. Mark poked his head in the doorway.
“Mrs. Zimmerman, I need to speak with you.” Belinda rose to meet the doctor and they began
speaking in hushed tones, sneaking glances at me as they spoke. Although, I couldn’t hear
what they were saying, the sad expressions on both their faces were confirmation I was on my
last lap.The doctor departed without acknowledging my presence and Belinda returned to my
side. I gazed at her with half-opened eyes and she manufactured a smile. “Dr. Mark told me that
everything’s going to be just fine, Michael,” she lied. She reached over and held my hand, but
only for a moment before quickly releasing it, as if she feared old age might be
contagious. During our courtship Belinda had insisted “age is just a number,” and my lonely old
heart had believed her. I may have been CEO of a software superpower and the most respected
man in San Rivera, California; however, I was just like any other man when confronted with the
persuasive powers of a pretty face and an hourglass figure. We were still newlyweds when I
learned that Belinda was incapable of being faithful, but I put up with her indiscretions in
exchange for the looks of admiration and envy I received whenever we were in public and
because I was too proud to admit I had made a terrible mistake. Belinda would be well-rewarded
for enduring two years as my bride. The houses, the numerous luxury cars, the private plane,
the yacht bearing her name, an obscene amount of cash and a large number of shares of
company stock would all be hers. With great effort I turned my head and faced my two sons,
who smiled weakly before looking away. The sight of their once dynamic father appearing so
incapacitated could not have been a comfortable one. Now would have been the time to impart
some final words of wisdom, but my current condition had rendered me mute. Jeremy and
Jason were fraternal twins who one day soon would be running my empire, a responsibility I
doubted they were ready for. At the moment, they were project lead and chief engineer for a
highly anticipated software application, whose release date had been pushed back several
times, causing great concern amongst our shareholders. “We’re doing the best we can, dad,”
they pleaded, but I was sure they could do better. Laura had constantly begged me not to put so
much pressure on the boys, but I had always adopted the opposite approach. Thinking of Laura
caused me to sigh deeply. She had given me the best days of my life. Four long years had gone
by since her passing, but I still missed her as much as I did the day she left me. The poets say
there is one truly right person for everyone in their lifetime. I have no doubt that Laura was
mine. Standing besides my sons, were their respective wives, Sharon and Kelly, fidgeting
nervously like cats in a cage. Hip-hop music burst forth from Sharon’s cell phone and she
hurried to the opposite side of the room to take the call. Not more than a minute later Kelly’s
phone sang a similar tune and she retreated to the doorway. Knowing my daughter-in-laws, they
were probably re-scheduling a tennis lesson or arranging for a Botox injection to remove some
microscopic wrinkle. Conspicuously absent from my final scene were the grandchildren I longed
for. “There’s no way I’m going to put my body through that horror,” was their standard response
whenever one of my sons broached the subject of children. In spite of all this, I hadn’t given up



hope that the Zimmerman line would continue. My sons had married late, but their wives were
only in their early thirties. There was still time. Jeremy and Jason simply needed to find a way to
change the mindset of women born to wealth and used to having their way. Sharon and Kelly
had never known the struggles the common people endure and likely never would. Their
husbands would soon be the majority owners of Zimmerman-Emerson Software Technologies
(ZEST), a company valued in the billions. The thought sent a shudder through my decrepit
body. Rounding out the innermost circle of my life was my best friend, Peter Emerson. He was
old and gray, just like me, but at least he was vertical and in reasonably good health. Friends
since college, we toiled as software engineers at a large corporation for many years before
boldly striking out on our own as consultants, then eventually finding success marketing our own
software products. Recently widowed, Peter’s wife Emily had been his anchor for many years
and Laura’s best friend. Now that he was about to lose the last of his original support system I
was worried about his ability to cope. We made eye contact and I willed myself to give him a
“thumbs up.” He returned the gesture, wiping a tear from his eye. Peter and Emily had brought
one child into the world, their daughter Patricia, who had zero interest in following in her father’s
footsteps. As a result, there was no Emerson to pass the baton to when the time finally came for
Peter to meet his maker. Despite that, he devoted most of his time and energy to the company
we built. With Emily’s passing, it gave him a reason to wake up in the morning. Hopefully, my
death would help him maintain that incentive. Peter’s leadership was essential for ZEST to
survive in the near term. After that, I could only hope my sons would step up to the plate. All of
my concerns about personal and business matters would be rendered moot as I could sense the
end drawing near. I wished I could have believed there was a Heaven. Laura and Emily had, as
did Peter, despite his analytical mind. I was certain Heaven was merely a myth designed to help
us cope with our fear of death, while Hell was an empty threat to make you put money in the
collection box. To paraphrase the brilliant fellow Jew, Woody Allen, “If I can’t touch it or fondle it,
it isn’t real.” Thoughts of entering the eternal void filled my heart with trepidation. I began
thinking like a desperate man. What if there is a Heaven? What would it be like? Certainly Laura
would have to be there looking as beautiful as the day I first met her. I would be at the peak of
my physical and mental capabilities, still running 5K races below twenty minutes and capable of
expressing my passion for Laura on a regular basis. I would be able to eat anything I wanted
without worrying about my various cholesterol levels. And think of all the luminaries I would get
to rub wings with. Einstein, Michelangelo, Abraham Lincoln, Elvis. Heaven would be great, if it
existed. But if Heaven were real, then logically there would have to be a Hell. I didn’t even want
to think about what that would be like. With my luck I would get Jack the Ripper and Joseph
Stalin as roommates. Not only that, but I would be tied to a chair and forced to watch re-runs of
innocuous afternoon talk shows until the end of time. I quickly banished those images from my
brain. Even in my final moments, I was determined to remain mentally strong and not give in to
the beliefs of the feeble minded. Feeling weaker by the moment, I could no longer keep my eyes
open. I felt the urge to simply let go.  I commanded myself, “Don’t, don’t”, but I couldn’t stop.  
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“Mrs. Zimmerman, I need to speak with you.” Belinda rose to meet the doctor and they began
speaking in hushed tones, sneaking glances at me as they spoke. Although, I couldn’t hear
what they were saying, the sad expressions on both their faces were confirmation I was on my
last lap.The doctor departed without acknowledging my presence and Belinda returned to my
side. I gazed at her with half-opened eyes and she manufactured a smile. “Dr. Mark told me that
everything’s going to be just fine, Michael,” she lied. She reached over and held my hand, but
only for a moment before quickly releasing it, as if she feared old age might be
contagious. During our courtship Belinda had insisted “age is just a number,” and my lonely old
heart had believed her. I may have been CEO of a software superpower and the most respected
man in San Rivera, California; however, I was just like any other man when confronted with the
persuasive powers of a pretty face and an hourglass figure. We were still newlyweds when I
learned that Belinda was incapable of being faithful, but I put up with her indiscretions in
exchange for the looks of admiration and envy I received whenever we were in public and
because I was too proud to admit I had made a terrible mistake. Belinda would be well-rewarded
for enduring two years as my bride. The houses, the numerous luxury cars, the private plane,
the yacht bearing her name, an obscene amount of cash and a large number of shares of
company stock would all be hers. With great effort I turned my head and faced my two sons,
who smiled weakly before looking away. The sight of their once dynamic father appearing so
incapacitated could not have been a comfortable one. Now would have been the time to impart
some final words of wisdom, but my current condition had rendered me mute. Jeremy and
Jason were fraternal twins who one day soon would be running my empire, a responsibility I
doubted they were ready for. At the moment, they were project lead and chief engineer for a
highly anticipated software application, whose release date had been pushed back several
times, causing great concern amongst our shareholders. “We’re doing the best we can, dad,”
they pleaded, but I was sure they could do better. Laura had constantly begged me not to put so
much pressure on the boys, but I had always adopted the opposite approach. Thinking of Laura
caused me to sigh deeply. She had given me the best days of my life. Four long years had gone
by since her passing, but I still missed her as much as I did the day she left me. The poets say
there is one truly right person for everyone in their lifetime. I have no doubt that Laura was
mine. Standing besides my sons, were their respective wives, Sharon and Kelly, fidgeting
nervously like cats in a cage. Hip-hop music burst forth from Sharon’s cell phone and she
hurried to the opposite side of the room to take the call. Not more than a minute later Kelly’s
phone sang a similar tune and she retreated to the doorway. Knowing my daughter-in-laws, they
were probably re-scheduling a tennis lesson or arranging for a Botox injection to remove some
microscopic wrinkle. Conspicuously absent from my final scene were the grandchildren I longed
for. “There’s no way I’m going to put my body through that horror,” was their standard response
whenever one of my sons broached the subject of children. In spite of all this, I hadn’t given up
hope that the Zimmerman line would continue. My sons had married late, but their wives were
only in their early thirties. There was still time. Jeremy and Jason simply needed to find a way to



change the mindset of women born to wealth and used to having their way. Sharon and Kelly
had never known the struggles the common people endure and likely never would. Their
husbands would soon be the majority owners of Zimmerman-Emerson Software Technologies
(ZEST), a company valued in the billions. The thought sent a shudder through my decrepit
body. Rounding out the innermost circle of my life was my best friend, Peter Emerson. He was
old and gray, just like me, but at least he was vertical and in reasonably good health. Friends
since college, we toiled as software engineers at a large corporation for many years before
boldly striking out on our own as consultants, then eventually finding success marketing our own
software products. Recently widowed, Peter’s wife Emily had been his anchor for many years
and Laura’s best friend. Now that he was about to lose the last of his original support system I
was worried about his ability to cope. We made eye contact and I willed myself to give him a
“thumbs up.” He returned the gesture, wiping a tear from his eye. Peter and Emily had brought
one child into the world, their daughter Patricia, who had zero interest in following in her father’s
footsteps. As a result, there was no Emerson to pass the baton to when the time finally came for
Peter to meet his maker. Despite that, he devoted most of his time and energy to the company
we built. With Emily’s passing, it gave him a reason to wake up in the morning. Hopefully, my
death would help him maintain that incentive. Peter’s leadership was essential for ZEST to
survive in the near term. After that, I could only hope my sons would step up to the plate. All of
my concerns about personal and business matters would be rendered moot as I could sense the
end drawing near. I wished I could have believed there was a Heaven. Laura and Emily had, as
did Peter, despite his analytical mind. I was certain Heaven was merely a myth designed to help
us cope with our fear of death, while Hell was an empty threat to make you put money in the
collection box. To paraphrase the brilliant fellow Jew, Woody Allen, “If I can’t touch it or fondle it,
it isn’t real.” Thoughts of entering the eternal void filled my heart with trepidation. I began
thinking like a desperate man. What if there is a Heaven? What would it be like? Certainly Laura
would have to be there looking as beautiful as the day I first met her. I would be at the peak of
my physical and mental capabilities, still running 5K races below twenty minutes and capable of
expressing my passion for Laura on a regular basis. I would be able to eat anything I wanted
without worrying about my various cholesterol levels. And think of all the luminaries I would get
to rub wings with. Einstein, Michelangelo, Abraham Lincoln, Elvis. Heaven would be great, if it
existed. But if Heaven were real, then logically there would have to be a Hell. I didn’t even want
to think about what that would be like. With my luck I would get Jack the Ripper and Joseph
Stalin as roommates. Not only that, but I would be tied to a chair and forced to watch re-runs of
innocuous afternoon talk shows until the end of time. I quickly banished those images from my
brain. Even in my final moments, I was determined to remain mentally strong and not give in to
the beliefs of the feeble minded. Feeling weaker by the moment, I could no longer keep my eyes
open. I felt the urge to simply let go. I commanded myself, “Don’t, don’t”, but I couldn’t stop. A
series of short beeps were followed by a single long tone and someone yelled “Code Blue.” I
found myself hovering over my body and I could clearly see the medical staff below working



frantically to revive me. I heard repeated shouts of “clear” followed by applications of the
defibrillator, but I felt nothing. The vision began to fade and the last thing I heard was Dr. Mark’s
voice. “He’s gone.” A white light suddenly appeared before me and I felt myself being drawn
towards it. I had always laughed at survivors of near death experiences when they spoke of
seeing such a light, simply dismissing their stories as products of overactive imaginations. I
wasn’t laughing now. Unlike those lucky returnees, I wouldn’t get the chance to tell my story on
the talk show circuit or in print. My doctor’s pronouncement had made it clear my death
experience would be a total one. I had been wrong, so very wrong. There was an afterlife. The
answer to mankind’s biggest question was about to be revealed to me. I couldn’t imagine it being
the nonsense written in the Bible, except that now it appeared anything was possible. My fear of
death had been replaced with a fear of what lay beyond it. The light grew brighter and larger
until it consumed me, nearly blinding me with its intensity. Then it vanished as if someone has
turned off a switch. I felt my feet on a floor, but when I looked down I saw nothing beneath me. I
gingerly tapped the invisible floor with my toes, afraid at any moment I would suddenly begin a
never-ending fall. I noticed I was still clad in my hospital gown, but the tubes were all gone. For a
dead man, I was feeling very much alive. I looked around me, but all I could see was a heavy
mist. For several minutes, I stood frozen, peering into the impenetrable haze, seeing nothing,
hearing nothing. This couldn’t be my eternity, could it? “Is anybody here?” I called out. As if on
cue, a man clad in a flowing white robe and sandals broke through the mist. He was old and fair-
skinned just like me; however, unlike me he possessed a full head of white hair and a matching
beard. Despite his years his gait was swift and strong and soon we were face to face. Taken
aback by his sudden appearance, several moments passed before I could speak. “Where am
I?” “You’re at the beginning of your final journey, Michael,” he replied in a smooth baritone that
belied his age. “This is The Redemption Zone.”Chapter 2 The Redemption Zone “Did you just
say Redemption Zone?” I asked, not trusting my elderly ears. “I’ve never heard of it.” “There’s no
way you could have,” the old man said. “It’s a destination unknown to any mortal.” I stared into
the dense mist. “This isn’t much of a destination. I’d go nuts if I had to spend even a day
here.” “You won’t,” he replied. “The Redemption Zone is merely a spiritual fork in the road.” “Fork
in the road? Between what and what?” “Between Heaven and Hell.” “Unbelievable,” I exclaimed.
“This is just like in the Bible. Who are you? St. Peter?” “No, but Peter is one of my finest
angels.” My eyebrows rose in response to His startling words. “Are you implying that you’re
God? That I’m actually talking to the Almighty?” He simply nodded and grinned, seemingly
pleased to impart this information to one who had denied His existence. However, I still wasn’t
fully convinced. “But you look so ordinary, just like any other old man. Where’s the burning
bush? The booming voice?” He let out a hearty laugh. “I can take on any form imaginable, but
the old man is the most popular. People are comforted by the fatherly image and tend to
associate wisdom with one who appears to be advanced in years. I have no problem, however,
demonstrating some other possibilities.” With that He began morphing into a variety of human
forms, reminding me of the Michael Jackson Black or White video. The shocking display was too



much for my frail body to deal with. I felt a sharp pain in my chest and began gasping for breath.
“Stop, Stop,” I begged Him, “You’re going to give me another heart attack.” The transformations
ceased and once again He was the old man. He laid His hands on me and instantly the pain
vanished and my breathing gradually returned to normal. Whatever lingering doubts I had held
about His divinity disappeared as well. I had just been touched by the hands of God. When I
again looked at the old man I saw Him in a totally different light. “Thank you,” I whispered. “For a
second there I thought my ticker was going to give out again.” “That was just a panic attack,
Michael,” He gently spoke. “Heart failure is no longer a possibility in your situation.” I looked my
body over. “Is that because I’m some kind of ghost?” “Spirit,” He corrected. “What you see
before you now only serves as an embodiment of that spirit.” “I’m not sure I understand,” I
sighed. “But for the sake of my sanity, I think we should stick with you as an old man. I could use
someone fatherly and wise right now.” “As you wish,” He replied. “So what do I call you? Lord …
God … Father?” “You shall address me as Hashem,” He commanded. “I think I’ve heard that
name somewhere. What does it mean?” The look of disappointment on His face caused me to
wince. “You obviously weren’t paying attention during your rare trips to the synagogue. Hashem
is Hebrew for ‘the name’, which is used in prayer for yours truly.” “That’s right … now I remember.
Well, Hashem, in regards to that fork you spoke of earlier, I definitely want to take the branch that
leads to Heaven.” “Of course you do.” He smiled. “But that decision is mine to make and right
now I’m uncertain of which road you should travel on.” Suddenly I felt my throat tighten. “You’re
uncertain? But why? I know I haven’t been perfect, but no one is. Overall, I think you’d have to
agree I’ve led a decent and charitable life.” “Maybe so, but you’ve been far from perfect,” He
countered. “Your large ego and mixed up priorities regarding work and family are prime
examples. However, there is no doubt that your good deeds far outweigh the bad.” “Then why
the indecision?” I asked.“Because your resume is deficient in one vital area.” “Which is?” “Faith,”
He replied, pausing to allow the word to grow in significance. “You see, Michael, no matter how
much you’ve accomplished in life, only those who have exhibited faith and truly believe in a
higher power can ascend directly to Heaven.” I swallowed hard. “Is faith that important that you
would deny me Heaven?” The glare from his dark brown eyes made me wish I could have
withdrawn my question. “Would you want to share the rest of eternity with someone who spent
his whole life claiming you weren’t real?” “No, but please understand. I’m a mathematician. I
was trained to think logically. I admit it was wrong not to believe in you, but I believe in you now.
Shouldn’t that be enough to get me into Heaven?” He shook his head emphatically. “It doesn’t
work that way. Your belief is based on fact rather than faith, which can only be acquired while
you are amongst the living.” “But it doesn’t seem fair that I should be lumped into the same
category as someone truly evil, like an Adolf Hitler,” I argued. “Which is why he and his friends
were sent directly to the devil and you’re being given the chance to redeem yourself.” My well of
arguments having run dry, I responded with a simple “oh.” What a fool I was for belittling Laura’s
religious beliefs. “You’re wasting your time,” I’d often tell her when she bowed her head in
prayer. “Oh, no,” she’d reply with more tolerance than I deserved. “Too many of my prayers have



been answered not to believe.” I looked into the eyes of my maker and heaved a sigh of
resignation. “So how do I go about redeeming myself?” He paused as if for dramatic effect,
before revealing the answer. “You’ll need to rejoin the living and help instill faith in a non-
believer.” I took several moments to contemplate His words before responding. “In other words,
I’ll be saving two souls for the price of one.” “I think you’ve got the picture.” He smiled.A dozen
questions popped into my brain, each clamoring for an answer. “Can it be any non-
believer?” Again, He shook His head. “A single individual has been selected for you. Someone
you’re best suited to influence in a positive manner.” “Who is it?” “That’s something you’ll have to
find out for yourself. The first part of your mission will consist of locating this person.” “You’re not
going to make this easy for me, are you?” I complained. “Nothing worth having is obtained
easily,” He proclaimed. “However, it won’t be as difficult as it sounds. You’ll be given the
opportunity to meet and get to know this person. Your job will be to recognize that opportunity
and take full advantage of it.” “But, Hashem, there are a lot of non-believers out there. How will I
know when I’ve found the right one?” “It will be obvious once you get to know them,” He assured
me. Despite His encouraging words, I was still unsure of myself. “But how am I supposed to
make this person believe? I’m a businessman, not a Rabbi.” “By opening their eyes to the
miracle that is life,” He replied, spreading His arms as if to indicate the source of that
miracle. “And how will I confirm they truly believe? Do I just ask them?” “You won’t have to.” He
reached out and placed His hand on my chest. “You’ll feel their belief in your heart.” My eyes
widened as I felt His power surge through me. “I g-guess I will,” I replied. “So when do I begin
this journey?” He pondered for a moment while stroking His lengthy beard. “You’ll be sent back
down to earth right away. You will then have two months to complete the task, which gives you
until Noon on Monday, April 15th. “My due date is income tax day!” I chuckled. “Now that’s a
deadline I’m used to. But why the time limit?” “Because every life must come to a conclusion.
No soul can remain in limbo indefinitely.” “But two months doesn’t seem like a lot considering I’m
looking for someone I’ve never met. Why not give me six months or a year?” “Because I’ve
learned humans require a sense of urgency to fulfill their obligations in a timely manner. As CEO
of a large corporation, I’m sure you’ve found that to be true with a vast majority of your
employees.” “I certainly have,” I concurred, the images of my sons immediately coming to
mind. “More importantly,” He added, “the one you’re destined to help is in dire need of an
infusion of faith.” “I see,” I said softly, humbled by the knowledge that a stranger’s welfare was
riding on my shoulders. “Are there any other limitations?” “There are two,” He confirmed. “You
cannot reveal any aspect of your mission to anyone, nor can you speak of the existence of the
Redemption Zone. It would only cause more folks to backslide, knowing that option was
available.” “Like anyone would believe me,” I remarked. “So, let me see if I got this straight. I
return to earth, get this someone to believe in you and then I go straight to Heaven?” “You’ll
come back here first, but after that, yes, you’ll be sent directly to Heaven.” “And if I fail … that fire
and brimstone stuff isn’t really true, is it?” I asked, cringing while I awaited His response. “Not
exactly, but Hell isn’t someplace you’d want to spend a second in, let alone an eternity. My



advice to you is to adopt the mantra ‘failure is not an option’.” “Failure is not an option,” I echoed
with conviction. I paused then looked upward. “Laura’s in Heaven, right? There couldn’t have
been any doubts about her.” His face brightened. “Of course she is and she’s waiting for you.
Now, are you ready to begin your mission?” “As ready as I’ll ever be. But, wait a minute,” I added,
looking down at my withered old body. “I can’t go down there as Michael Zimmerman. I’m a
pretty famous guy. The sight of my spirit walking around might cause a bit of a stir.” “Don’t worry.
You will be given a new identity. Your true self will be known only to you and must remain that
way.”“Who will I be? What will I look—“ “I know you have many questions, Michael, but I will
clarify everything during our next visit. Right now,” He added, looking past me, “there are many
others awaiting my attention.” I surveyed the empty space around me. “What others? I don’t see
anyone.” “And they can’t see you,” He replied. “Moments like these between a man and his
Creator should be private. Now, let’s get you back to earth.” I shut my eyes tight and my body
stiffened as I waited for the transfer, prompting laughter from Hashem. “Relax, Michael,” He said
and I opened my eyes. “And think positive thoughts. I have every confidence you can succeed.” I
took a deep breath. “I hope you’re right,” I prayed … for the first time in my life. In a flash, He was
gone and the mist disappeared. I no longer felt the transparent floor beneath me. I began
plummeting like a boulder pushed off a cliff. My terrified screams echoed in the darkness. I
flailed my arms wildly in an attempt to slow my fall, but to no avail. Finally, after what seemed like
forever, my velocity gradually decreased and I came to rest on top of a bed. Completely drained
by all that I had just experienced, I immediately fell into the deepest sleep I have ever
known.Chapter 3 Body and Soul When I awoke, I felt totally refreshed. Above me was an
unfamiliar ceiling. I raised my right arm to rub the sleep out of my eyes and did an immediate
double take. My arm was filled with muscles I had never possessed during my entire lifetime.
Not only that, my skin was darker than any tan I had acquired during my many trips to Cancun. I
couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I squeezed my eyes shut and counted to ten before opening
them. Nothing had changed. I sat up and examined the rest of my body. The hospital gown had
been replaced by a short sleeve grey t-shirt, blue jeans and tennis socks. My short, skinny frame
had been replaced by one that was lengthy and well defined. I touched my face and gasped.
These were not my features! Gone was the sagging, wrinkled skin of a septuagenarian. In its
place was the taut, smooth skin of a much younger man. I spotted the bathroom and sped
towards it nearly tripping over the tennis shoes beside my bed. Staring back at me from the
mirror was a handsome twenty-something black man. Still not convinced this was reality, I
touched the mirror and my trembling hand met my reflection. I stuck out my tongue and my
glass friend did the same. “This has got to be a dream,” I pleaded then froze at the sound of a
voice that was not my own. It was a young man’s voice, clear and deep, free of the shakiness
and croaks that accompany old age. No one would ever guess the soul of a shriveled old white
man lay deep inside this impressive frame. Even if I told them, no sane person would believe
me. I continued studying myself in the mirror. I had expected some sort of transformation, but
nothing remotely on this scale. Getting used to the new me was not going to be easy. Hashem



had said I would have a new identity. So who was I? And where was I? I surmised I was either
in a hotel room or apartment. Hopefully, it was somewhere civilized, where English was spoken.
It would have to be. I had taken four years of French in school and had forgotten nearly all of it. A
frightening thought caused me to shudder. Maybe I had not been transformed. Maybe Hashem
had placed me in someone else’s body and I was now in control of a life I had no knowledge
of. Desperately in need of divine guidance, I tilted my head upward and called out to Him. “I
could really use that visit you promised.” My plea was greeted by silence. Impatient for answers,
I decided to find out as much as I could on my own. I returned to the main room, walked over to
the window and opened the blinds. The sky was overcast, but I gazed at it in wonder. I couldn’t
remember the last time I had seen things so clearly from a distance. Just outside my window
was a fire escape which led down to an alley. Across the way was the side of a plain brown
building with nothing to identify it. Below, I saw a pair of less fortunate members of whatever
society this was milling about. They were approaching passersby on the street. Thanks to my
young ears I heard one of them call out to a potential donor, asking if he could spare a couple
dollars. Based on their language and accents and the type of currency they requested, I happily
concluded I was either in Canada or the western United States. I opened the window and
stepped out onto the fire escape. Looking down, I saw my room was on the second floor. It was
thrilling to feel the spring in my legs as I rapidly descended, reaching street level in almost no
time at all. The vagrants stopped to gape at the new arrival flashing by them before returning to
their business. I turned left on the main thoroughfare and stood in front of the building. In bold
letters above the entrance was Fountain Street Hotel. For whatever reason, the “o” letters in the
hotel name were tilted to the right and no one had deemed it necessary to correct the error. The
narrow three-story building cried out for renovation. This was not a place I would have stayed at
as Michael Zimmerman, even when I was fresh out of college and willing to bed down almost
anywhere. Still, I couldn’t have been happier for Fountain Street was a familiar thoroughfare.
And this run-down neighborhood, although infrequently seen by my eyes, was familiar to me as
well. Hashem, in his infinite mercy, has seen fit to place me in my home town of San Rivera. Not
only that, I was only a few miles south of ZEST, located just off this same street, but in a more
respectable part of town. My state of euphoria was short-lived as the remaining question of who
I was still loomed large. It wouldn’t be too long before someone entered my room and then what
would I do? How would I explain myself? How would I pay for the room? I had no idea when
Hashem planned to make an appearance, but he had to have known I couldn’t survive very long
as a penniless John Doe. Somewhere back in the room He had to have left a wallet containing
the cash and the identification I required. I raced back to my room, ascending the fire escape
nearly as quickly as I had descended it. Perhaps, getting used to this body was not going to be
as difficult as I first thought. I stood in the center of the room facing the window and took in the
layout. To the left of the twin bed there was a nightstand and to the right was a small round
wooden table with two straight-back chairs. Against the wall to the right of my bed were a
dresser and a small refrigerator. At the front of the room, moving from left to right was a medium



sized TV and a cabinet with a microwave oven on top. On the adjoining wall, there was a small
closet and the bathroom. It wasn’t the luxury I was accustomed to, but I hadn’t been given much
choice in the matter. Finding anything in this tiny place wouldn’t take very long. I verified my
pockets were empty, then walked over to the nightstand and opened both drawers. There was
only a blank tablet, two pens and of course, the obligatory Bible. I rifled through the dresser
drawers but only found clothing. The closet contained a couple jackets and another pair of jeans
on hangers, some spare linen and blankets on the top shelf and a laundry basket below, but not
what I was looking for. Fresh out of viable options, my curiosity led me to begin exploring the
rest of the room. I opened the doors of the cabinet beneath the microwave. On the top shelf was
a pair of oven mitts, salt and pepper shakers, a box containing a variety of teabags and several
packets of artificial sweetener. On the bottom shelf was a large supply of plastic plates, paper
towels, Styrofoam cups, plastic bowls and plastic silverware. It appeared I had been well set up
for living in a hotel room that didn’t come equipped with a kitchen, but I still was a man without a
name or means of support. Suddenly, my stomach rumbled and my eyes were drawn to the
refrigerator. I opened the door and spotted a large sandwich wrapped in plastic and a water
bottle. I freed the sandwich and inspected it for bite marks or mold. Finding none, I began
salivating. The smell of the lean turkey slices accompanied by fresh lettuce, juicy tomatoes and
just the right amount of mustard was divine. I wolfed it down and chased it with the contents of
the water bottle. “Mm, that was good,” I mumbled as I swallowed the final bite. “Please give my
compliments to the chef.” “Thanks, I thought you would enjoy that,” a voice called out from behind
me. I gasped in shock and turned around. There was Hashem, sitting at the small table, his
bony legs crossed, looking as if He didn’t have a care in the world, when it was the fate of that
very same world that rested on His shoulders. “Thank goodness you’re here,” I exclaimed. I
raced over to the table and took the seat across from Him. “I promised another visit,” He said,
“and judging by your tone it appears you could use my immediate assistance.” “That’s the
understatement of the year,” I declared. “I don’t know who I am and, more importantly, I’m
broke.” “Problem solved,” He announced as a well-worn brown wallet materialized in front of me. I
snatched the wallet, shaking my head in astonishment. “This afterlife is just one surprise after
another.” He gave me a sly grin. “Would you prefer the tedium of the eternal darkness you
expected upon passing?” “No way,” I exclaimed. “I’m glad all that religious stuff turned out to be
true.” “Actually, it’s not all true.” He sighed. “The Biblical scribes, much like the reporters of today,
were prone to exaggeration.” My eyes widened. “Which parts of the Bible are
exaggerations?” “That would require a long discussion, but you can rest assured, everything I tell
you is the absolute truth. Now please open the wallet. We have a lot of ground to cover.” “Okay,
but before we start I need to know something. Am I borrowing someone else’s body?” “Of course
not,” He laughed. “The form you now inhabit is a mortal casing I have provided to embody your
soul while you’re on earth. Your soul has been moved to a new body, but the body is yours
alone.” “What a relief,” I sighed. “The wallet,” He reminded me, pointing at the battered billfold in
my hands. “Right, right,” I replied. I opened it and removed several bills from the middle. I



counted out ten fives, a grand total of fifty dollars, which would barely cover lunch for one at the
San Rivera Country Club, if I tipped poorly. I held up the meager wad of cash and
frowned. “There’s only fifty dollars here. I’m going to need a lot more.” “The amount you’ve been
given should be sufficient,” He declared. “But how am I going to pay for this room?” I asked.
“Fifty dollars won’t keep me in this palace for very long.” “Don’t worry. You paid for the next
month in cash when you checked in.” I began rubbing my temple as if to massage
comprehension of His words into my brain. “But how can that be? I’ve never left this room. In
fact, I never entered this room either, at least not in the conventional fashion.” “Everything has
been taken care of,” He assured me. I exhaled sharply. “So when I go down to the lobby, the
guys who run this place will know who I am and have no problems with me being here?” “Now
you’ve got it.” “Actually, I’m not sure I do,” I muttered, as I stuffed the cash back in the wallet. I
turned my attention to the three cards encased in plastic holders. I pulled out the first and
recognized it as a card key for opening the room. “So this is Room 203. Well, at least now I can
get into the room I magically paid for.” I replaced the first card and pulled out the second one.
“San Rivera Rapid Transit System,” I read with disappointment. “I take it then you’ve decided not
to bless me with a car?” “That’s correct. However, that shouldn’t limit you whatsoever. This pass
is good for travel anywhere within the city limits for an entire month.” Not sharing His enthusiasm
for public transportation, I simply shrugged and pulled out the third and final card. Staring back
at me from the driver’s license was the man I had recently met in the mirror. “Michael Peter
Osborne.” I read, slowly enunciating each syllable of my new name. “Nice touch, Hashem, my
name and the name of my partner.” He smiled at the compliment. ”I thought it would ease the
transition if you kept your first name.” “At least that stayed the same,” I remarked. “I didn’t even
get to keep the same skin color.” “I thought it would provide a valuable learning experience,” He
explained. “I don’t see how making me black will teach me anything,” I argued. “I am very aware
of the injustices minorities have to face in this country. My ongoing support of numerous causes
on their behalf should be ample proof of that awareness.” Hashem shook His head. “Knowledge
gained from books and media are no match for first-hand experience, Michael, and the lack of
diversity in your inner circle has resulted in little opportunity for even second-hand experience.
In fact,” He added, “at the time of your passing, you didn’t have a single close friend who wasn’t
white.” “That’s ridiculous,” I protested. “I have friends from all walks of life.” “I said close friends.
Friends with whom you can share your deepest thoughts and dreams.” “Oh,” I uttered, and began
rummaging through my mind for an example. I could count on one hand those who I could bare
my soul to, Peter topping the list, and they all were milky white. The draining of color from my
personal relationships had not been intentional, but there was no doubt the faces had become
whiter as my bank account had grown larger. I looked up at Hashem who was already flashing a
victory smile. Did He ever get tired of always being right? “Okay, maybe I can learn a few things,”
I conceded. “Besides, if I can adjust to there being a God and a Heaven and Hell, I can certainly
adapt to my new appearance.” “I have no doubt you can,” He said as my focus returned to the
license. “It says here I live at 17571 Fountain Street, which I presume is the address of this one-



star hotel, and based on my date of birth I’m twenty five years old. “I moved the card closer to
read my height and weight. “And I’m 6 foot 2 inches and 195 pounds.” I looked up at Hashem.
“This is quite an impressive body. Does it possess any special capabilities? You know, to help
me achieve my goal.” “Physically and mentally you are identical to any other fully-functioning
human being.” “Well,” I said, admiring my biceps, “it’s a definite improvement over my old casing.
Speaking of which, what is the status of my former feeble self?” “It has been laid to rest,” He said
softly. I leapt to my feet. “What? That’s impossible.” I shouted. “I only died a few hours
ago.” “Actually, Michael, it’s been nearly two days. You just woke up from a very long nap.” I fell
back to my chair, gawking at Him in disbelief. “Two days? There’s no way I could’ve slept that
long.” “Under normal circumstances, yes,” He agreed. “However, while the transition to the
spiritual world tends to be very energizing, the journey back to earth is supremely taxing. Two,
even three days of recovery time are not uncommon.” “Wow.” I exclaimed. “This entire situation is
incredible.” His face brightened. “I specialize in ‘incredible’.” I stared at The Almighty in
wonderment. “I suppose you do. And the most incredible thing of all is the fact that I’m sitting
here talking to you while my old casing is six feet under. Now that’s one funeral I would have
loved to have witnessed.” “Turn on the TV,” He commanded. “Why?” I asked. “God watches
TV?” “Rarely,” He chuckled. “You said you would have loved to have seen your funeral.” My jaw
dropped. “My funeral’s been recorded? But how is that possible? I specifically stipulated that
no cameras would be allowed.” “There weren’t any.” “More magic,” I marveled. “I can’t wait to see
this.” Filled with anticipation, I grabbed the remote from atop the TV. I placed myself on the edge
of the bed, and pressed the power button. Chapter 4 Funeral for a Friend The picture slowly
came into focus. The quality paled in comparison to the enormous flat screen TV at my
mansion, but I didn’t care. I was about to experience a fantasy we all share, watching my own
funeral. I stared in awe as my eyes beheld the inside of Temple Shalom, the most elaborate and
spacious synagogue in California. I had always thought of it as the Jewish version of the famous
Crystal Cathedral in Orange County. Nearly every one of the two thousand seats was taken, my
employees and the media filling the majority of them. Also present in the large throng were
numerous A-List celebrities, political notables and giants of the software industry. Included
among them was Hollywood power couple Jonathan Maris and Samantha Teller, who I had sat
beside at last year’s Rainforest Concert. I also spotted Governor Calloway, a friend to business if
there ever was one. Even Colin Paris, CEO of archrival Consolidated Software had felt
compelled to attend. It was a huge ego boost knowing so many distinguished people had taken
time out from their busy schedules to pay homage to me. They say money can’t buy you love,
but it had undoubtedly attracted the best and the brightest to my final sendoff. I was then given
a view of the first row, where sat my newly widowed Belinda. She was wearing the customary
black veil and a tight-fitting black dress that accented her voluptuous curves. Sitting to her left
was Peter and to her right were my sons, Jeremy and Jason, and their wives, Sharon and Kelly.
All wore somber looks, befitting the occasion. My casket, a plain pine box, stood front and
center. It was mind-boggling, knowing what used to be me lay lifeless inside. Mercifully it was



closed per the Jewish tradition; otherwise, I don’t think I would have been able to continue
watching. Rabbi Menachem Schneerson rose from his chair and slowly walked up the stairs by
the side of the stage. He continued past the Ark until he reached the podium, directly behind my
coffin. I automatically thought of the two Torah scrolls inside the Ark. I had donated their cost in
honor of my parents, who had passed only three months apart. The price tag on each scroll was
sixty grand, which even a man of my wealth found shocking. I knew they were laboriously hand-
written over a long period of time by specially trained scribes, but sixty grand a pop? What were
they written in, golden ink? The Rabbi tapped the microphone then cleared his throat. A hush
fell over the enormous room. “Michael Zimmerman,” he began. I turned up the volume. I
wanted to hear every word of this. “…was a man of great accomplishment. He built a hugely
successfully business which provided employment to thousands and contributed greatly to the
economic growth of San Rivera and several communities throughout California.”“Lay it on thick,
Rabbi,” I cheered. “In contrast to most corporate moguls, Michael cared deeply for his
employees. He gave them health care benefits, savings plans and pension plans that continue
to rival any in the industry. It was said he knew the name of every employee he ever hired and
insisted on being on a first name basis with all of them, from the Vice President down to the
maintenance crew.” ”I don’t know who told you that, Rabbi.” I chuckled. “But what the heck, it’s a
funeral and there’s no harm in bending the truth a bit.” “Michael was well-known for his
philanthropy. He generously funded medical research seeking cures for cancer and autoimmune
diseases. Michael was also very devoted to his faith and provided the bulk of the financing for
the beautiful Yeshiva which bears his name.” I heard Hashem laugh behind me. “The Rabbi’s
memory seems to have been blurred by the large checks you wrote him.” “Most importantly of
all,” the Rabbi said, pausing to make eye contact with those in the first row. “Michael raised a
beautiful family. His two loving sons, Jeremy and Jason, have followed in their father’s footsteps,
not only as successful businessmen, but as successful human beings.” My sons’ sad faces filled
the screen. I let out a heavy sigh and tears began filling my eyes. We had been so close when
they were children, before building ZEST had become the focus of my life. The divine camera
moved outward and I saw them clasping the hands of their wives for comfort. The sight of the
close-knit foursome intensified my regret. My less than enthusiastic welcoming of the loves of
their lives to the Zimmerman clan had only served to further widen the gap between us. The
Rabbi took a deep breath and continued. “Michael was also blessed in his golden years to have
the support of his lovely and charming wife, Belinda.” Suddenly, there was a loud, anguished sob
from the audience and I was given a close up of Belinda. Her face was buried in Peter’s chest,
his hand gently patting her back, in an effort to console her. Given the state of our relationship, I
could only assume Belinda was playing to the crowd. Still, I couldn’t help but entertain the
possibility that Belinda actually cared for me, at least a little. “When his beloved wife Laura
passed away four years ago, after forty-three wonderful years of marriage, Michael was
heartbroken. Laura was his other half, his rock, and losing her was so devastating to him that
many feared he would give up on life. But the Lord performed another miracle and brought



Belinda into his life, filling his final years with happiness and many blessings.” I felt my eyes dry
up in response to the Rabbi’s overly generous assessment of my second marriage. Despite his
good intentions, mentioning my unions with Laura and Belinda in the same breath, as if they
were comparable, seemed almost sacrilegious. I looked over my shoulder at Hashem. “I think
I’ve heard enough from the Rabbi. Can we fast forward to the other speeches?” “Yes, but there
was only one,” He said, “your son, Jeremy.” “Only one?” I whispered. “Okay, then let’s move onto
him.” Hashem gave a quick wave of His hand and the Rabbi was replaced on the podium by my
elder son. Jeremy looked exhausted and his eyes were swollen, but he appeared to be very
much in control of his emotions as he faced the audience. “Thank you, Rabbi,” he began. “My
father was a great man. His accomplishments speak for themselves. But I cannot let this
moment pass without mentioning my mother, for together they were the best parents my brother
and I could have asked for. My mother nurtured us and taught us to be loving and kind. I can’t
recall single time that she wasn’t there when I needed her. She treated Sharon and Kelly as if
they were her own daughters. My father worked hard to provide us a lifestyle anyone would envy
and gave us the benefit of his wisdom, accumulated from decades of experience in the business
world. We miss them both dearly. They were taken from us much too soon.” Jeremy’s voice
broke after his final words and he looked away. The Rabbi came to his side and escorted him
off the stage. I’m sure Jeremy meant well, but his words were painful to hear. He made his
mother sound like Mother Theresa and me not much more than an automated teller machine
providing financial support and little more. While Laura was undoubtedly saintly, no man could
have loved his sons more.  If only I had demonstrated that love more often.  

I exhaled sharply. “So when I go down to the lobby, the guys who run this place will know who I
am and have no problems with me being here?” “Now you’ve got it.” “Actually, I’m not sure I do,” I
muttered, as I stuffed the cash back in the wallet. I turned my attention to the three cards
encased in plastic holders. I pulled out the first and recognized it as a card key for opening the
room. “So this is Room 203. Well, at least now I can get into the room I magically paid for.” I
replaced the first card and pulled out the second one. “San Rivera Rapid Transit System,” I read
with disappointment. “I take it then you’ve decided not to bless me with a car?” “That’s correct.
However, that shouldn’t limit you whatsoever. This pass is good for travel anywhere within the
city limits for an entire month.” Not sharing His enthusiasm for public transportation, I simply
shrugged and pulled out the third and final card. Staring back at me from the driver’s license was
the man I had recently met in the mirror. “Michael Peter Osborne.” I read, slowly enunciating
each syllable of my new name. “Nice touch, Hashem, my name and the name of my partner.” He
smiled at the compliment. ”I thought it would ease the transition if you kept your first name.” “At
least that stayed the same,” I remarked. “I didn’t even get to keep the same skin color.” “I thought
it would provide a valuable learning experience,” He explained. “I don’t see how making me black
will teach me anything,” I argued. “I am very aware of the injustices minorities have to face in this
country. My ongoing support of numerous causes on their behalf should be ample proof of that



awareness.” Hashem shook His head. “Knowledge gained from books and media are no match
for first-hand experience, Michael, and the lack of diversity in your inner circle has resulted in
little opportunity for even second-hand experience. In fact,” He added, “at the time of your
passing, you didn’t have a single close friend who wasn’t white.” “That’s ridiculous,” I protested. “I
have friends from all walks of life.” “I said close friends. Friends with whom you can share your
deepest thoughts and dreams.” “Oh,” I uttered, and began rummaging through my mind for an
example. I could count on one hand those who I could bare my soul to, Peter topping the list,
and they all were milky white. The draining of color from my personal relationships had not been
intentional, but there was no doubt the faces had become whiter as my bank account had grown
larger. I looked up at Hashem who was already flashing a victory smile. Did He ever get tired of
always being right? “Okay, maybe I can learn a few things,” I conceded. “Besides, if I can adjust
to there being a God and a Heaven and Hell, I can certainly adapt to my new appearance.” “I
have no doubt you can,” He said as my focus returned to the license. “It says here I live at 17571
Fountain Street, which I presume is the address of this one-star hotel, and based on my date of
birth I’m twenty five years old. “I moved the card closer to read my height and weight. “And I’m 6
foot 2 inches and 195 pounds.” I looked up at Hashem. “This is quite an impressive body. Does
it possess any special capabilities? You know, to help me achieve my goal.” “Physically and
mentally you are identical to any other fully-functioning human being.” “Well,” I said, admiring my
biceps, “it’s a definite improvement over my old casing. Speaking of which, what is the status of
my former feeble self?” “It has been laid to rest,” He said softly. I leapt to my feet. “What? That’s
impossible.” I shouted. “I only died a few hours ago.” “Actually, Michael, it’s been nearly two
days. You just woke up from a very long nap.” I fell back to my chair, gawking at Him in disbelief.
“Two days? There’s no way I could’ve slept that long.” “Under normal circumstances, yes,” He
agreed. “However, while the transition to the spiritual world tends to be very energizing, the
journey back to earth is supremely taxing. Two, even three days of recovery time are not
uncommon.” “Wow.” I exclaimed. “This entire situation is incredible.” His face brightened. “I
specialize in ‘incredible’.” I stared at The Almighty in wonderment. “I suppose you do. And the
most incredible thing of all is the fact that I’m sitting here talking to you while my old casing is six
feet under. Now that’s one funeral I would have loved to have witnessed.” “Turn on the TV,” He
commanded. “Why?” I asked. “God watches TV?” “Rarely,” He chuckled. “You said you would
have loved to have seen your funeral.” My jaw dropped. “My funeral’s been recorded? But how
is that possible? I specifically stipulated that no cameras would be allowed.” “There weren’t
any.” “More magic,” I marveled. “I can’t wait to see this.” Filled with anticipation, I grabbed the
remote from atop the TV. I placed myself on the edge of the bed, and pressed the power
button. Chapter 4 Funeral for a Friend The picture slowly came into focus. The quality paled in
comparison to the enormous flat screen TV at my mansion, but I didn’t care. I was about to
experience a fantasy we all share, watching my own funeral. I stared in awe as my eyes beheld
the inside of Temple Shalom, the most elaborate and spacious synagogue in California. I had
always thought of it as the Jewish version of the famous Crystal Cathedral in Orange County.



Nearly every one of the two thousand seats was taken, my employees and the media filling the
majority of them. Also present in the large throng were numerous A-List celebrities, political
notables and giants of the software industry. Included among them was Hollywood power
couple Jonathan Maris and Samantha Teller, who I had sat beside at last year’s Rainforest
Concert. I also spotted Governor Calloway, a friend to business if there ever was one. Even
Colin Paris, CEO of archrival Consolidated Software had felt compelled to attend. It was a huge
ego boost knowing so many distinguished people had taken time out from their busy schedules
to pay homage to me. They say money can’t buy you love, but it had undoubtedly attracted the
best and the brightest to my final sendoff. I was then given a view of the first row, where sat my
newly widowed Belinda. She was wearing the customary black veil and a tight-fitting black
dress that accented her voluptuous curves. Sitting to her left was Peter and to her right were my
sons, Jeremy and Jason, and their wives, Sharon and Kelly. All wore somber looks, befitting the
occasion. My casket, a plain pine box, stood front and center. It was mind-boggling, knowing
what used to be me lay lifeless inside. Mercifully it was closed per the Jewish tradition;
otherwise, I don’t think I would have been able to continue watching. Rabbi Menachem
Schneerson rose from his chair and slowly walked up the stairs by the side of the stage. He
continued past the Ark until he reached the podium, directly behind my coffin. I automatically
thought of the two Torah scrolls inside the Ark. I had donated their cost in honor of my parents,
who had passed only three months apart. The price tag on each scroll was sixty grand, which
even a man of my wealth found shocking. I knew they were laboriously hand-written over a long
period of time by specially trained scribes, but sixty grand a pop? What were they written in,
golden ink? The Rabbi tapped the microphone then cleared his throat. A hush fell over the
enormous room. “Michael Zimmerman,” he began. I turned up the volume. I wanted to hear
every word of this. “…was a man of great accomplishment. He built a hugely successfully
business which provided employment to thousands and contributed greatly to the economic
growth of San Rivera and several communities throughout California.”“Lay it on thick, Rabbi,” I
cheered. “In contrast to most corporate moguls, Michael cared deeply for his employees. He
gave them health care benefits, savings plans and pension plans that continue to rival any in the
industry. It was said he knew the name of every employee he ever hired and insisted on being
on a first name basis with all of them, from the Vice President down to the maintenance crew.” ”I
don’t know who told you that, Rabbi.” I chuckled. “But what the heck, it’s a funeral and there’s no
harm in bending the truth a bit.” “Michael was well-known for his philanthropy. He generously
funded medical research seeking cures for cancer and autoimmune diseases. Michael was also
very devoted to his faith and provided the bulk of the financing for the beautiful Yeshiva which
bears his name.” I heard Hashem laugh behind me. “The Rabbi’s memory seems to have been
blurred by the large checks you wrote him.” “Most importantly of all,” the Rabbi said, pausing to
make eye contact with those in the first row. “Michael raised a beautiful family. His two loving
sons, Jeremy and Jason, have followed in their father’s footsteps, not only as successful
businessmen, but as successful human beings.” My sons’ sad faces filled the screen. I let out a



heavy sigh and tears began filling my eyes. We had been so close when they were children,
before building ZEST had become the focus of my life. The divine camera moved outward and I
saw them clasping the hands of their wives for comfort. The sight of the close-knit foursome
intensified my regret. My less than enthusiastic welcoming of the loves of their lives to the
Zimmerman clan had only served to further widen the gap between us. The Rabbi took a deep
breath and continued. “Michael was also blessed in his golden years to have the support of his
lovely and charming wife, Belinda.” Suddenly, there was a loud, anguished sob from the
audience and I was given a close up of Belinda. Her face was buried in Peter’s chest, his hand
gently patting her back, in an effort to console her. Given the state of our relationship, I could
only assume Belinda was playing to the crowd. Still, I couldn’t help but entertain the possibility
that Belinda actually cared for me, at least a little. “When his beloved wife Laura passed away
four years ago, after forty-three wonderful years of marriage, Michael was heartbroken. Laura
was his other half, his rock, and losing her was so devastating to him that many feared he would
give up on life. But the Lord performed another miracle and brought Belinda into his life, filling his
final years with happiness and many blessings.” I felt my eyes dry up in response to the Rabbi’s
overly generous assessment of my second marriage. Despite his good intentions, mentioning
my unions with Laura and Belinda in the same breath, as if they were comparable, seemed
almost sacrilegious. I looked over my shoulder at Hashem. “I think I’ve heard enough from the
Rabbi. Can we fast forward to the other speeches?” “Yes, but there was only one,” He said, “your
son, Jeremy.” “Only one?” I whispered. “Okay, then let’s move onto him.” Hashem gave a quick
wave of His hand and the Rabbi was replaced on the podium by my elder son. Jeremy looked
exhausted and his eyes were swollen, but he appeared to be very much in control of his
emotions as he faced the audience. “Thank you, Rabbi,” he began. “My father was a great man.
His accomplishments speak for themselves. But I cannot let this moment pass without
mentioning my mother, for together they were the best parents my brother and I could have
asked for. My mother nurtured us and taught us to be loving and kind. I can’t recall single time
that she wasn’t there when I needed her. She treated Sharon and Kelly as if they were her own
daughters. My father worked hard to provide us a lifestyle anyone would envy and gave us the
benefit of his wisdom, accumulated from decades of experience in the business world. We miss
them both dearly. They were taken from us much too soon.” Jeremy’s voice broke after his final
words and he looked away. The Rabbi came to his side and escorted him off the stage. I’m sure
Jeremy meant well, but his words were painful to hear. He made his mother sound like Mother
Theresa and me not much more than an automated teller machine providing financial support
and little more. While Laura was undoubtedly saintly, no man could have loved his sons more. If
only I had demonstrated that love more often. The scene switched from the synagogue to the
cemetery. In the movies the weather for a burial is usually a downpour symbolizing tears,
however, that day San Rivera had provided weather more suitable for a picnic. A smaller group
of people, consisting of immediate family and close friends, was seated around the gravesite in
fold-up chairs. All eyes were on my coffin as it was being prepared to be lowered into the



ground. Once again I contemplated what lay inside and shuddered. The Rabbi bowed His head
and began speaking in Hebrew. The familiar words were a prayer for the departed soul’s
ascension to Heaven. A prayer I was desperately in need of.”El maley rachamin shochen
bam’romin …” Looking at the Rabbi, I found myself envying his sincere belief in God. I wished
the checks I had written him had been prompted by faith rather than my desire to be labeled as a
“Good Jew.” “…kezohar harakia me’irim umazhirim lenishmat Moshe” Belinda began to wail, her
ample breasts heaving up and down with each sob. It had cost me small fortune to enhance
Belinda’s bosom, but the good doctor had earned every penny. Unfortunately, I had been given
few opportunities to enjoy my investment. I certainly hadn’t exhibited much “wisdom” when I
proposed to her. “… mitpalelim le’iluy nishmato began eden tehey menuchato …” Once again I
watched Peter comfort her and she was temporarily silenced. Seeing him perform so admirably
under such difficult conditions resulted in another twinge of guilt. The poor man had so recently
laid his precious Emily to rest and my last thoughts of him while alive had been the hope he
could carry the responsibility of running our empire on his fragile shoulders. “…Adnoai hu
nachalato Veyanuach beshalom al mishkavo … Venomar amen.” “Amen.” The gathering
repeated in unison. “Amen,” I echoed. My sons rose together and approached the grave. My
heart sunk as I watched them each grab a handful of dirt and let it slowly trickle through their
fingers and dance upon the casket below. My mortal remains were then lowered to their final
resting place, accompanied by additional sobs from Belinda, and the screen went black. After a
long pause to collect myself, I rejoined Hashem at the table. “I shouldn’t have agreed to see this,”
I told Him. “Jeremy’s speech was not very flattering.” “I know it wasn’t,” He replied, “but
sometimes it’s best to learn the truth, no matter how unpleasant it is.”Chapter 5 Work to Do “So
… is there anything else on the agenda?” I asked, anxious to move the conversation in a less
depressing direction. “One more thing,” He said, raising a single finger. “We need to get you
prepared to go to work.” My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean ‘go to work’?” “You’re starting a
new job tomorrow.” Stunned by the news, it took a minute before I could regain the use of my
tongue. “W-Why would I need a job? You’re taking care of the rent and food, right?” “I am, but
only until payday. While man should look to God for assistance, it’s imperative that he aim to be
self-sufficient.” “But I have so much on my plate already. How can you expect me to accomplish
a mission of this magnitude and hold down a job?” Hashem wouldn’t budge. “Because you have
the body of a strong young man and a mind filled with the knowledge of a lifetime.” I let out a
heavy sigh. “So tell me about this job. Where will I be working and what will I be doing?” He
produced a packet of papers and handed them to me. “This will answer the ‘where’ part.” When I
saw the words “Welcome to ZEST” my heart began thumping so loudly I was sure Hashem could
hear it. My new employer was ZEST. I had effectively hired myself! “You’re something else,” I
laughed. “Now it all makes sense. My non-believer is working at ZEST, right? “That, you’ll have
to find out for yourself,” He reminded me. “C’mon Hashem, can’t you bend the rules just this one
time and tell me who it is? It will be hard enough locating them, let alone trying to convert
them.” “Like I told you before, your first task will be to find this person.” “It can’t be Peter,” I



continued, ignoring His words, “since he already believes. My sons took after their mother when
it came to spiritual matters, so they’re out. Certainly, it can’t be Belinda. Religion never played a
part in her life, but she’s way beyond redemption, even if she became a nun tomorrow.” “Michael
…” “I know. I know. I’m going to have to find this person on my own. Just like you said ‘nothing
worth having is obtained easily’.” “Now you’re getting it.” He smiled. I held up the “Welcome to
ZEST” pamphlet. “This is worth having and as far as I’m concerned it came very easily. The fact
that I’m holding this implies the good people at ZEST believe I applied for a job, was interviewed,
went through the hiring process and completed orientation when I didn’t exist before Friday and I
haven’t left this room.” “I assure you everything has been taken care of.” “All my personnel and
professional data checked out?” “Like I just said, it’s all been taken care of. You’ll be welcomed
with open arms at 8 a.m. tomorrow.” “Amazing,” I exclaimed. “So what will I be doing? It would
have to be software related, right? Nothing would make me happier than getting another chance
to work with my sons. In fact, I bet that’s exactly what you’ve arranged.” Hashem shook His
head. “Your work will provide a vital service, but it will require a different skill set.” “I don’t like the
sound of this,” I muttered. “What vital service will I provide?” “On Monday you will begin work as a
maintenance engineer.” I shot to my feet, my face flush with anger. “A maintenance engineer?” I
bellowed. “How can you do this to me?” “Sit down, Michael,” He commanded. “Take a few deep
breaths and try to relax.” I did as I was told, but the anger remained. “Relax? How can you
expect me to relax? First I learn my soul is on trial. Then I wake up in this seedy hotel room in a
stranger’s body. I only have fifty bucks to my name and to top it all off, I’m going to have to take
the bus to work where I’ll be cleaning the toilets of the company I helped build. You’ve got to
give me a break.” His face darkened as if a cloud were passing overhead. “You’ve been given an
enormous break already, Michael. The majority of my most trusted angels felt you weren’t
worthy of a chance at redemption. Lucky for you, I always have the last word.” My fury leaked
from me like air from a busted balloon. “They really felt that way?” He nodded. “Then I guess that
means I owe you one.” “At least,” He agreed, “but who’s keeping count?” “But why make me a
maintenance man?” I asked, still hoping for a reprieve. “I’d be much more valuable in software
and I know my sons desperately need my help.” Once again Hashem stood firm. “What your
sons need is for you to believe in them. What you need is to learn to be humble. Becoming one
of your lowly employees and experiencing the meager lifestyle so many of them must endure
should serve to teach you humility and enable you to feel true empathy for their situation. It
should also make you capable of greater sympathy for those even worse off.” I was about to
open my mouth to dispute His latest additions to my lesson plan, but swallowed my words. I had
finally learned that arguing with Hashem was a waste of energy. It was also potentially
dangerous. With one wave of His hand He could squash me like a bug or even turn me into
one. “I suppose I could benefit from expanding my horizons,” I conceded. “A few disadvantages
never prevented Michael Zimmerman from achieving his goals, so I see no reason why they
should stop Michael Osborne.” Hashem beamed. “I’m glad you feel that way. Besides, none of
these so-called disadvantages should affect your ability to succeed on your mission.” “I’ll keep



that in mind while I’m mopping floors.” I laughed. “So where are those dark blue shirts they
wear? They usually get them at orientation, but I didn’t see any when I was searching through
the dresser for a wallet.” “Check the bottom middle drawer,” He said. I did as He asked and
located five of the familiar blue shirts, one for each day of the week. This was more than the
usual employee received, but it was a convenience I would come to appreciate. “I know these
weren’t here before,” I declared. “I wouldn’t have missed these.” “They weren’t. I thought they
would only add to your confusion, so I withheld them until now.” “I’m glad you did.” I closed the
drawer then returned to the table. “So where will I catch the bus?” “Exit the main entrance to the
hotel and turn right. The bus will be on the corner of Fountain and 5th Street at 7:40 a.m. You
should be able to get to Main St. within ten minutes and I’m sure you can find your way down the
block to ZEST from there.” “Does this hotel give wake up calls?” “No, but you can use the alarm
on your cell phone.” “What cell phone?” A cell phone appeared in His hand and He placed it in
mine. “It requires no charging and is paid in full for the duration of your stay.” As I examined the
device my shoulders slumped with disappointment. It was an ancient flip phone. Just a phone
and little else. No internet access. No apps. But I bit my tongue. I was in no position to
complain. “Thanks,” I replied after a long pause. “What’s my phone number?” “It’s on your
employee application, under personal information.” I fished out the application from the paper
pile and verified the presence of a phone number. “They really checked this all out?” I asked
again. “Yes,” He replied, exhibiting patience only a deity could posses. “Everything has been
verified. Trust me. There’s absolutely nothing for you to worry about.” Despite all I had been
witness to, my logical mind still wouldn’t let me give it a rest. I waved the application in front of
Him. “But you just gave me this phone and the application is dated last week.” “It’s like I told you
before --” “I know, it’s all been ‘taken care of’.” I began rubbing my forehead. “This is way too
much for my mortal brain to absorb. I think I’m getting a headache. You wouldn’t happen to have
a couple painkillers on you, would you?” He gave me a comforting smile. “I think you would be
better served by a good night’s sleep. After all, you have a very big day ahead tomorrow.”“That’s
a tall order considering I just woke up from a two day nap. Besides I never sleep well when I’m
under stress and this is the most stressful situation imaginable.” He stood up and placed His
hand on my shoulder. My headache vanished and I felt the tension instantly leave my
body. “While you have the energy, Michael, I suggest you take the time to become more familiar
with your personal and professional information. It may come in handy.” “Will do,” I replied,
suddenly filled with an overwhelming urge to lie down. “We will be parting ways for now,” He
continued, “but I will be monitoring your progress.” He smiled one last time then disappeared as
quickly as He had arrived. After familiarizing myself with the limited capabilities of my new cell
phone, I set the alarm for 7 a.m. and placed it on the nightstand along with my wallet. According
to my application, the new me grew up in Oakland, a place I’d only visited a few times for
business. I chuckled when I saw I’d received a degree in religious studies from Alameda State.
Evidently there was little demand for my skills because I didn’t obtain my first real job until a year
later when IBM hired me to perform the less than challenging task of data entry. I was pleased



to learn that during my two-year tenure at Big Blue I had taken several programming classes, but
was laid off before those efforts could translate into any significant advancement. The unusual
resume was nothing to be ashamed of, but it paled in comparison to my real one at that
age. Reading on, I saw the space for email address had appropriately been left blank and
Hashem had provided me with a new Social Security Number. Numbers were my specialty, but I
decided putting it to memory could wait. Our latest meeting had left me totally spent. I shoved
the papers into the top drawer of my nightstand, tossed my jeans on the floor and crawled into
bed. I soon drifted off to asleep wondering what surprises the next day would bring, praying one
of them would be finding my non-believer.Chapter 6 The Journey Begins Monday, February 18 –
Week 1 My cell phone rattled and hummed. Through half-opened eyes I reached out and
grabbed it from the nightstand. After pressing three different buttons I finally silenced the
beast. In my past life I usually rose before my alarm went off. Now I felt like I could have used
another hour or two of sleep. I yawned and stretched and made my way to the bathroom. Just
like the day before, I stood in front of the mirror staring at my reflection in disbelief. There was no
way I would ever get totally used to being Michael Osborne. Taking care of my bathroom and
showering needs generally took me less than ten minutes, but that morning extra time was
required for me to mentally adjust to caring for my new body. “It’s yours”, I kept repeating to
myself as I peed. After bathing, I wrapped myself in a towel and opened up the medicine chest.
Hashem had stocked it with everything I needed to take care of my personal needs. I lathered
up and began delicately scraping the unfamiliar contours of my new face with the disposable
razor. The whiskers were coarser than I was used to, so I tentatively applied more pressure to
my strokes. Seconds later, I cried out in pain as I felt the blade nick my skin. I stood transfixed in
front of the mirror as a drop of blood appeared on my chin. It was just a minor cut, but the sight
of blood had always made me uncomfortable, especially when it was my own. I tore off a piece
of toilet paper and pressed it firmly against the wound. When I removed the tissue, the bleeding
had stopped. You could barely see where the blade had left its mark. The injury, although minor,
was a blunt reminder of my mortality. Certainly Hashem would be watching out for me in that
regard, wouldn’t He? “Please don’t let me die before my mission is completed, Hashem,” I
whispered, looking upward. There was no response, but I knew He was always listening. I
finished shaving without doing any further damage. Again I gazed at my face, this time with
admiration. I wish I had been this good looking in my first incarnation. I hung the used towel
back on the rack, dumped my t-shirt, underwear and socks in the laundry basket and began
exploring the dressers for replacements. The clothes were all casual, as befitting my new status
in the business world. The sweatshirt and sweat pants would be perfect for morning jogs now
that running was no longer hazardous to my health. I slid back into my jeans and stuffed my feet
in my sneakers. After donning another grey t-shirt I put on one of the dreaded blue uniform shirts
with a patch above the right pocket that proclaimed to the world I was a member of the ZEST
maintenance crew. These clothes would have fit the more diminutive Michael Zimmerman like a
tent. On Michael Osborne they fit like a very snug glove. I glanced at my phone. 7:22. Time flies



when you’re self-absorbed. Assuming I would need at least five minutes to get to the bus, it
didn’t look like I would have enough time for breakfast. But my growling stomach demanded I
make time. This time the fridge contained a brown paper bag, flanked by a carton of milk and
tub of butter. Opening the bag, I found a huge turkey sandwich, a large red apple and a water
bottle, to which a sticky note was attached. “There’s bread and cereal in the cabinet. Have a
nice day --- Hashem.” An odd way for the King of the Universe to communicate, but I was
comforted by His message. Fixing my lunch was one of the many things Laura used to do for
me in the days before my elevated status demanded I dine more lavishly. I had never been that
great with the ladies, but when I met Laura, I hit the jackpot. I can still recall the first time we met
as if it was yesterday. I was passing a lonely Sunday afternoon, when I spotted her outside the
window of my apartment. She was lugging a large box in the direction of the vacant apartment
below me, her blonde hair covering her face. I stepped outside to meet my new neighbor. “Do
you need any help with that?” “Do I ever,” she replied, gasping for breath. She brushed the hair
out of her eyes, revealing an impossibly beautiful face. “There are several more boxes in the
car,” she said, nodding towards a pickup truck parked in the driveway. My legs felt wobbly and
my mouth hung open, gaping at the vision before me. She wrinkled her small upturned nose and
giggled. “I can see all your fillings.” “What? Oh?” I shut my mouth, but legs still weren’t
functioning. “So, are you going to help me with the boxes?” she asked. I shook myself out of my
trance. “I’m sorry. Please let me take this one first,” I leaned forward to take the box from her
hands. As I took hold of the box our faces were only inches apart. I was so mesmerized by her
soft brown eyes and flawless complexion that I nearly lost my grip. Before I could make a bigger
fool of myself I turned around and headed towards her new apartment. After dropping off the
box, I sped back to her car where she was about to lift a large box labeled “clothes.” “Is that box
too heavy?” I asked. “No,” she replied. “It’s just clothes. That one’s heavy,” she added, patting a
box labeled “kitchen.” “No problem,” I assured her, willing to lift a mountain if she asked me
to. She smiled and my heart began tap dancing like Fred Astaire was in my chest. “Thanks for
coming to my rescue,” she said. “My cousin helped me load the truck, but then he had to go to
run some errands for his boss. He told me to wait until he got back, but no, I had to prove I’m a
self-sufficient young woman.” “There was no one else who could help you or a moving
company?” “No, I’m new to the area and my budget doesn’t include movers. My name is Laura
Solomon,” she added. Her name is Solomon. She must be Jewish. My mother would be doing
cartwheels. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Laura. I’m Michael Zimmerman.” She extended her
hand and our fingertips touched, sending shockwaves to my soul. Within a couple hours I hadn’t
only brought up all the boxes, but upon my insistence I had helped her unpack everything and
put most of it away. While we worked we talked non-stop. I had never been that much of a talker,
but with Laura the words flowed so easily. That evening we continued our conversation at an
Italian Restaurant that would become “our place.” When I walked her to her door, I told myself I
should take it slow, but Laura was too beautiful not to be kissed. She put up no resistance as I
took her in my arms. The moment our lips met, I knew she was the one I was meant to be with



forever. I sighed deeply then shook my head, forcing myself back to the present. This was not
the time for a trip down memory lane. If I wanted to be with Laura for all eternity, I needed to
complete my assignment. Being late for my first day of work would not be a good start. I
crumpled up Hashem’s note and was about to toss it in the wastebasket, but hesitated in mid-
throw. This was a note from God, which made the words and the paper it was written upon holy.
I smoothed it out, and as would become my ritual, I inserted it between two random pages of the
Bible in the nightstand. As promised a loaf of wheat bread and a box of shredded wheat had
been wedged into the cabinet beneath the microwave. Racing back and forth across the room, I
quickly had the milk, butter, bread, cereal and all the utensils required for breakfast on the table.
Five minutes later I had finished bolting down a bowl of cereal and two slices of buttered bread.
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