
Life After Life

Writing Life After Life: A Note from the Author 345
— — —

A Conversation with Jill McCorkle 351
— — —

Cast of Characters 359
— — —

Questions for Discussion 361

A

L G O N Q U I N

 

R
EA

DE

RS ROUND TABLE





Writing Life After Life

A Note from the Author

My writing process often involves a lot of note taking, every day 

jotting down thoughts and ideas and in the evening putting the 

scraps away for later perusal. Eventually, there are enough pieces 

that a whole begins to come into view. I think we all are like those 

old antenna contraptions that used to perch on rooftops, turning 

and turning to pick up signals in hopes of making a connection 

and finding clarity. The pieces that led me to Life After Life began 

accumulating long before I was ready to write it. The first being 

when my dad died twenty years ago; I wrote how strange it was 

that I was able to sit and pay bills and feed my children and do all 

sorts of everyday tasks in the midst of that sorrow. How odd that 

even as I was heart broken, I was equally amazed and enthralled 

by the process of death and how the body does everything it can 

to protect the heart and keep it beating as long as possible, the 

color and life leaving the extremities like someone going through 

a house and turning out the lights. I was aware of how I had 

dreaded and had been waiting for this moment my whole life. My 

dad had suffered severe depression and was hospitalized several 
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times during my childhood, and I think I had always been prepar-

ing myself to lose him again. And then it happened, and there I 

was, still there with my bills to pay and my children to care for 

and students I would see back in class the next week. In those 

last days, my dad said many things. He asked my sister and me to 

help him get to the corner where they (he wasn’t sure who) were 

waiting for him. He said he wished he had a train and could go 

and pick up everyone he had ever loved in his whole life. He told 

me he was sorry that there were things he hadn’t been able to do 

in life and hoped he hadn’t let us down, and that he was sorry that 

he wouldn’t be there to see his grandchildren grow. And then he 

said, You—meaning my mom, my sister, and me—are my heart. 
That’s all that there is.

When I began writing this novel, it was with the desire to cap-

ture such moments of realization in a character’s life, to reduce 

a whole life to the purest form, like a kind of distillation process. 

Who was this person and what is left? But I didn’t see that so 

clearly then. It took many more scraps thrown into the mix: years 

of raising children and then realizing how much I missed bedtime 

stories and Little League games and snow days. My mother di-

agnosed with dementia and slowly losing touch with the present. 

One friend desperately fighting to stay alive and another choosing 

to leave.

I dreamed of my dad for a whole year after he died, and in the 

dream he would often say to me, I’m not dead. I had dreamed of 

my grandmother years earlier, and she had said the same thing. I 

have a photo of her I took with a little box camera when I was eight 

years old. Really, it’s a photo of her screen door as she stepped in 

and hid from my camera. I have carried it around for years, loving 
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that I knew that she was standing there behind the dark screen 

even though I couldn’t see her—my picture of faith. I kept it with 

other photos slipped into the frame of my window over my desk 

and had done so for years. But when I moved to a new place, the 

light different, I looked up one morning and I could see her there, 

her image clear as a bell. I knew I would find a home for this in 

fiction, this image of faith revealed.

Not too long after, I was riding in the car with my then fourteen- 

year-old son, who asked me how often I thought we passed a car 

with someone in it who had committed murder. I looked at the 

long lines of traffic surrounding us and started reaching for a pen 

to make a note, knowing that the answer to his question was prob-

ably one we would really hate to know; it was a chilling thought, 

and of course it was an easy step from that to the consideration of 

all dark secrets. I was already attempting to work out a part of that 

equation for various characters populating my work. Where is the 

weak spot? What is it that no one else knows about this human?

The moment of death, faith, darkness. It began to come to-

gether, and in the bits and pieces, I began studying the ideas for 

various characters and where each might fit. I would resurrect 

my fictional town: here’s the cemetery and here’s the retirement 

home and here’s the road to the beach. There is a man who is fak-

ing dementia to escape life with his son, a woman from Boston 

who has come to this place to retire because it’s the hometown 

of a long-ago lover no one knew about; there is a hospice vol-

unteer committed to collecting the most important details about 

those she sits with while also making amends with her own life, a 

young woman trying to survive the legacy of her own sad upbring-

ing, a kid witnessing her parents’ volatile marriage, and a senile 
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third-grade teacher who believes we are all eight years old in the 

heart and who takes photographs and makes things happen that 

never did, most important, memories of herself with her mother, 

who died young.

I have always loved composite pieces, each character intro-

duced like an instrument, their voices blending until there is a 

communal symphony of a particular place. I greatly admire the 

novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter for this reason, and for the 

way McCullers managed to highlight every walk of society and 

longing. In the same way, I have long been inspired by Thornton 

Wilder’s Our Town, especially it’s use of time and the way it gives 

voice to the dead. That’s all that there is.
I am very interested in that fine line between fiction and real-

ity and between comedy and tragedy—and pushing the line as 

much as possible. In this novel, I was also interested in pushing 

the line between life and death in hopes of finding that split mo-

ment when the reader is aware of both places—what those left on 

earth are recalling and what the one leaving is thinking, that brief 

spark of connection and recognition before the paths continue in 

different directions.

This novel is a love song to memory and life. It’s a love song 

to the ocean and elementary school, Boston and the Lumber 

River and Meadowbrook Cemetery, where I went to bike all 

through childhood and still visit frequently, one of those places 

where you’re surrounded by history and if you stare upward and 

no planes pass over, you could easily imagine yourself in another 

time. It’s a love song to all those scraps of sensory memories that 

leave us feeling timesick: the way the light hits a wall, a piece of 

clothing or fabric you long forgot, the smell of a house you once 
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visited, a strain of music—all those bits that come together to 

form your interior life and to mark one life as different from all 

others. It’s an acknowledgment of the fragility of it all. It’s nothing 

new, obviously, just my attempt at it.

Somewhere in the box of notes, I had written thoughts about 

how life is often like a magic trick—years and years of sleight of 

hand and lots of smoke and mirrors and doves and scarves and 

wands and words when so often the result is very simple, right 

before your eyes. I recently spoke to my mother, who at the end 

of the call asked, “Would you like to speak to your daddy?” and 

I said of course I would. After a few moments of fumbling she 

came back to tell me that he was in there on the bed taking a nap 

and she hated to wake him, that she would just tell him that I had 

called. And I could see him there. For several hours, I thought of 

him there. Sometimes she tells me they’re at the beach and some-

times she’s waiting for him to get home from work, and my mind 

leaps to the kitchen of the house where I grew up, and there’s the 

dog from forty years ago, and there’s that Chevrolet Caprice sta-

tion wagon in the drive and the dogwood tree my mother named 

for her Aunt Lottie, and there’s that antenna on the roof that turns 

and turns as it attempts to find a clear channel. My hope is that 

Life After Life will entertain but also will leave the reader to con-

nect to his or her own signals and memories. After all, That’s all 
that there is.





A Conversation with Jill McCorkle

What was the inspiration behind Life After Life?
My earliest idea for this novel came twenty years ago when I sat 

with my dad as he was dying. The idea was completely abstract, 

and I didn’t even begin to know how to pursue it. But I knew that 

I was interested in capturing and highlighting that moment when 

a person leaves. One minute you are in the room with someone 

who has a life filled with detailed history and memories, and in 

the next minute, the person is gone, and those details and memo-

ries (those that have been told to someone) are all that remain. For 

me, it was a life-changing experience.

What was the biggest challenge in writing this novel?
The biggest challenge came when it was time to put it all to-

gether. The novel was in hundreds of tiny pieces and fragments 

for years. I knew I was working on a novel heavily based on  

memory—specifically on the memories that compose the sub-

stance of an individual’s life—so it was easy to collect the bits 

and pieces without knowing exactly how they would ultimately fit 

together. Then came the day when it was time to stop collecting 
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and get organized. Though much changed over the course of the 

writing, what I did know up front was that the present timeline 

was fairly short and that if I could successfully ground that plot-

line, the other elements would surely fall into place. And yet, even 

then, there was something missing from my original idea for the 

novel. It was when I decided to use the notebook I had given to 

Joanna that the novel’s scope became closer to my original inten-

tion, and the natural move into the points of view of those indi-

viduals at the moment of death brought it full circle. 

The novel introduces a lot of very different characters. 
Did you know in the beginning that there would be so 
many?
I knew there would be a lot of characters because I felt it was 

important to create the sense of a whole community and, thus, 

a kind of microcosm of our society. This has been an interest of 

mine from my earliest writings and something I tackled in my 

novels July 7th and Carolina Moon. I am interested in how the 

town itself becomes a character in that it is the sole witness to the 

many ways lives crisscross and affect one another. I love Wilder’s 

play Our Town for this reason and have long admired what Car-

son McCullers accomplished in her brilliant novel The Heart Is a 
Lonely Hunter. And so I set out to populate (or give the impression 

of) a whole community. What I hadn’t counted on in the begin-

ning were all of the voices of those dying, and it was exciting to 

discover how some of them overlapped with the present-day plot.

How does one even go about populating a whole society?
I think first in the broadest strokes. There needs to be a child and 

there needs to be someone at the other end of life. Of course, 
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when I look back over the body of my work, I see that I have 

almost always provided myself with the mouth of a child and 

the mouth of someone elderly. Though there are certainly hon-

est voices elsewhere, I find childhood and the end of life to be 

the clearest and purest. The child is untainted by the opinions 

of others, and the person nearing the end is likely focusing on 

what is most important and able to push back from much of the 

clutter that might have occupied life. A child, an old person, a 

conservative hell-bent on what’s “right,” a free spirit hell-bent on 

busting loose, someone who grew up with nice things, someone 

who grew up with nothing. The person who is going to offer a seat 

on the lifeboat and the one who will push others overboard to get 

in. And of course everyone has a secret. Everyone has a regret. I 

find as a writer that if I can tap into what this person loves more 

than anything and what he or she fears more than anything, then 

I know what I need to know. 

Is there a particular character with whom you identify 
most closely?
They all feel close in one way or another—well, all but two. One 

of them I found completely unredeemable, and if you’ve read the 

novel, you know who I mean. And the other is someone you hope 

might smell the coffee and make some changes but could eas-

ily go either way. I was drawn to Abby’s character because as a 

child I spent a lot of time with older relatives and going with my 

grandmother to visit people. I loved the connection to this older 

generation. And, as I hope my characters show, it ain’t over ’til it’s 

over. Even people in the throes of dementia often have glimpses 

and moments of clarity when some connection is made. I told 

someone recently that just because we can see the finish line 
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up ahead doesn’t mean we should stop running the race. In fact, 

that’s when we need to give it all we’ve got. I like to imagine my 

elderly characters doing just that. I think that some of our society’s 

greatest riches are housed in the two ends of life’s spectrum—the 

very young and the very old. The two places have a lot in com-

mon, too, especially the very direct honesty and lack of pretense. 

Too much attention goes to the fat, selfish center of life. Staying 

in touch with the very young and the very old makes for a more 

balanced existence. That said, I think I would find myself in many 

ways housed somewhere between Abby and Sadie, who is the 

person I would aspire to be. This blend would probably come out 

looking like Joanna—someone listening and still moving toward 

the ideal of someone like Sadie. And of course I gave all the love I 

have of Boston—and the way I miss so much about it—to Rachel. 

I gave Toby my weariness of vampires and shape shifters and zom-

bies. I am nothing like Marge (I hope), and yet I wanted to respect 

her, and so I did what I often do with a difficult character, I gave 

her something I myself would find interesting. She has the much 

coveted true crime scrapbook. 

For a book that focuses on old age and death, there is a 
lot of humor within. Could you talk about that aspect of 
the novel?
We are used to seeing the most despairing portraits of old age 

and we are also used to the more slapstick caricature. I knew I 

wanted a realistic portrait that left room for a sense of joy and for 

the comic ways that humans often speak and act. It was important 

that it never seem I was laughing at these people. The humor I 
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am most interested in grows out of the darkest places. You have 

to first know the people and understand them and their situa-

tions before you can begin to unearth and mine the humor there. 

I think Toby’s rant provides a kind of humor that might stand on 

its own, and yet, for me, it’s all the more meaningful knowing 

the conflicts and intricacies of her life. Likewise, my character  

Stanley, faking his dementia. The idea is funny, but the reasons 

behind it are not. I am drawn to those moments in life when you 

can’t decide if you want to laugh or cry. Many of these characters 

had me feeling that way. And yes, it grew out of a full understand-

ing of who they are and what they want. 

There are a lot of different relationships discussed within 
this novel. Could you imagine calling it a love story?
In many ways, yes. There are expressions of all kinds of love—

there is romantic love and familial love and love between friends. 

There is love for time—both past and present—as well as places, 

some long gone. And there is for many, I think, the discovery of 

a kind of love of self that allows acceptance and, by way of that, 

compassion for a much larger world—or such is my hope. 

Did anything surprise you in the writing of this novel?
Yes. My idea is almost always twice as dark as what eventually 

happens. This has happened before—I get to the end and see that 

what I originally thought needed to happen is no longer necessary. 

My original idea was much more dramatic than the way it played 

out. The revision process is all about taking those bold dark lines 

of what might otherwise be caricature or stereotype and smudging 
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and blending them into a realistic portrait. I’m betting this is a 

surprising answer since apparently a lot of people have found my 

ending shocking.

And was that ending something you had always had in 
mind?
No, or at least not exactly. spoiler alert! I always knew that C.J. 

would not live. She is my sacrificial lamb. She is the character who 

represents those members of our society easily overlooked and 

uncounted. She is someone whose heart is in the right place and 

who is doing all she can to fight the bad hand she was dealt. She 

makes a tragic mistake in judgment, and worse, she hasn’t been 

able to confide in her best friend. Bad judgment, lack of trust. It’s 

not a good situation. I believe that a novel operates in a way that’s 

similar to what I believe about the universe. We all have free will, 

and these choices and decisions form all kinds of wild and crazy 

patterns; but there is also a system of logic. Now, yes, I could 

have had something in this universe intervene so that C.J. did not 

return home to meet Andy that night, but as I said, I knew from 

the beginning that she was the sacrifice, and as heartbreaking as 

I found it, I felt I needed the juxtaposition of her tragic and non-

sensical death to that of someone like Sadie who has lived long 

and well—not without loss and heartbreak, but still long and well 

with many joys. The reaction to death is so often one of sadness 

and tragedy even when it comes at the end of a long and satisfying 

life. I wanted to distinguish between the natural and unnatural; I 

wanted to show the fragility of it all. And, I’m hoping that Joanna 

will continue to hold firm to her beliefs and perhaps someday gain 

the wisdom that will see her through. 
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You write a lot about magic in this novel. How did that 
come to be? 
It was a simple note jotted down about how we are at risk of spend-

ing so much time distracted by this or that—that we lose sight of 

what matters. I think that may be the most common mistake we 

share. As soon as something nears its close, we begin to miss 

and regret all that we won’t do again. The writer Barry Hannah  

said that Southern children are nostalgic by the age of nine, and 

I would tend to agree, adding perhaps that this applies to all chil-

dren. So, I was thinking of the situation of Abby’s parents not 

paying attention to her the way that they needed to, and I was also 

thinking of our inner and outer lives and how as we get older more 

and more time is spent within. The attention to the inner life is 

not unlike what we knew as children—then it was likely centered 

on imagination and fantasy instead of reliving memories—and 

yet, the awareness of this other dimension is a big part of our 

lives. The inner life resembles the mechanisms of a disappearing 

chamber—one box housed within another. And of course, from 

the very beginning, I had in mind the many ways a person might 

disappear—and there are many. I knew the final lines of the end-

ing years ago—the “now you see her now you don’t” lines—but 

then had to settle in and figure out how to get there. 

Could you imagine writing another book about the citi-
zens of Fulton, North Carolina?
My fictional hometown is in place, and it has been fun weaving 

characters from earlier works into the sidelines so that readers of 

other novels might find out what happened to so and so. Several 

characters from Ferris Beach make cameos in Life After Life, and 
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C.J.’s friend Sam Lowe is the son of a couple from my novel Caro-
lina Moon. So yes, I definitely think there will be future glimpses. 

Abby lives in the house that was used in Ferris Beach, so who 

knows who will live there next. The town of Fulton, North Caro-

lina, is very real in my mind; the seasons change and years pass; 

the river rises and falls, and it’s an easy ride to the beach, where 

the shoreline is always shifting and changing. The cemetery will 

continue to grow out beyond the old shady parts, and babies will 

continue to be born, and those babies will be told about all the 

things they weren’t present to witness, inherited memories that 

they will claim as their own. 



Cast of Characters

Joanna Lamb—Hospice volunteer at Pine Haven Retirement 

Facility, Fulton, North Carolina

Curtis Edward Lamb (1920–2008)—Joanna’s father

C.J. (Carolina Jessamine) Loomis—Beautician at Pine Haven

Kurt Loomis—C.J.’s little boy

Sam Lowe—C.J.’s friend, manager of the Fulton Animal Shelter

Abby Palmer—Age twelve, frequent visitor at Pine Haven

Ben and Kendra Palmer—Abby’s parents

Andrew Porter—Fulton surgeon

Sadie Randolph—Retired Fulton third-grade teacher, resident of 

Pine Haven

Rachel Silverman—Retired Boston lawyer, resident of Pine 

Haven

Stanley Stone—Retired Fulton lawyer, resident of Pine Haven

Ned Stone—Stanley’s son

Toby Tyler—Retired Columbia, South Carolina, schoolteacher, 

resident of Pine Haven

Marge Walker—Fulton socialite, resident of Pine Haven

Luke Whisnant (1957–2007)—Joanna’s fourth husband



360 cast of characters

Hospice recipients

Jeremiah Mason Bass (1932–2004)

Rosemary Swell Carlyle (1933–2008)

Lois Elizabeth Flowers (1929–2010)

Willis Morgan Hall (1921–2007)

Mary Grace Robertson (1912–2007)

Martha Marie Anderson Stone (1935–2008)

Suzanne O’Toole Sullivan (1966–2009)

Judge Henry Morton Walker (1922–2008)

Animals

Dollbaby—Abby’s dog

Harley—Pine Haven’s cat

Tammy—Luke’s dog



Questions for Discussion

1. The structure of this novel is unusual, with its many voices and 

viewpoints. Why do you think the author chose to narrate the 

story this way?

2. If you were asked to name the novel’s most central character, 

which would you choose? Why?

3. The last-moment-of-life monologues are interesting strokes of 

authorial imagination. How did you respond to them?

4. What does this novel imply about how people face death?

5. What are the societal consequences of remaining far removed 

from the process of dying?

6. How accurately do you think McCorkle portrays life in a con-

tinuing care retirement community?
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7. How would you describe Sadie’s influence on her fellow Pine 

Haven residents? 

8. How do you respond to Toby’s reasons for choosing Pine Haven? 

What about Rachel’s reasons? 

9. How did your perception of Stanley change throughout the 

novel? Did you approve or disapprove of the way he dealt with his 

son’s involvement in his life? Why?

10. What about Marge? Does her characterization allow any room 

for the reader’s empathy?

11. What is your perception of Abby’s role in the novel?

12. Did you find any redeeming features in Kendra’s characteriza-

tion? What about in Ben’s?

13. What do you imagine will become of Abby? What will become 

of Joanna? What about Sam Lowe?

14. Did the novel’s ending surprise you? What ending might you 

have preferred?


