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Atticus Lish

2014

Introduction

Preparation for the Next Life is a novel by American author Atticus Lish, published in 2014. Set in Queens, New York, the book tells the story of a romance between Brad Skinner, an American veteran of the US war with Iraq who suffers from posttraumatic stress disorder, and Zou Lei, a Chinese illegal immigrant. The novel vividly depicts the teeming life in the immigrant neighborhoods of New York among people who live at the lower end of the economic spectrum. It shows the insecure life of the undocumented immigrant and reveals also, through Skinner's flashbacks, the horrors of war, as well as the desperate condition of someone suffering from severe symptoms of PTSD. The love story is a touching one, although in keeping with the gritty tone of the novel as a whole, it does not have a happy ending.




Author Biography

Atticus Lish was born in 1972 in New York City. His father was Gordon Lish, a noted literary editor and teacher of writing. Lish attended Phillips Academy, a private school in Andover, Massachusetts, where he studied Chinese. He then attended Harvard University, studying mathematics, but he dropped out after two years and worked at several menial jobs before enlisting in the US Marine Corps. After serving for a year and a half, he was honorably discharged. In 1995, he married a schoolteacher named Beth, who was born in South Korea. They had met during his time at Harvard.

Lish developed an interest in mixed martial arts and trained for six years before becoming a professional fighter. He won one fight and lost the next one, before deciding to return to Harvard to complete his degree. In the summer of 2004, he took a writing course at Harvard, which ignited an interest in writing. In 2005, Lish and his wife taught English for a year in China and then returned to New York, living in Brooklyn, where Lish worked as a technical translator from Chinese to English.

In 2012, a small publisher, Tyrant Books, published Lish's book Life Is with People, a collection of drawings with captions. At the time, Lish was also working on Preparation for the Next Life, which he had begun in 2008. The book took him five years to complete. Published in 2014, also by Tyrant Books, it was awarded the Plimpton Prize for Fiction in 2015 and also the PEN/Faulkner Award in the same year. As of 2018, Lish is working on another novel, but he declines to talk about it until it is complete.
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Media Adaptations


	An audio version of the novel is available, released by Audible Studios in 2015. It is read by Robertson Dean, and the running time is fifteen hours and six minutes.







Plot Summary

Part I

CHAPTER 1

Zou Lei, an illegal immigrant from China, who has been working in various menial jobs in different parts of the country for a couple of years, is arrested by the immigration authorities in New York and imprisoned. She is allowed to see a social worker but not a lawyer. She is not charged with anything and has no idea of what will happen to her.

CHAPTER 2

This chapter describes Zou Lei's life in China before she came to the United States.

She is an Uighur, a nomadic people from northwestern China. Her family is Muslim. Her father is a soldier who dies when Zou Lei is about fifteen. The family moves to a big city, but they are poor. She no longer attends school. They move again, to Shenzhen. Poverty forces her to try her luck in America.

Zou Lei is released from detention and is transported to New York's Port Authority.

CHAPTER 3

Brad Skinner, a veteran of the Iraqi war, arrives in New York, having hitchhiked from Pennsylvania. It is winter. He enters a bar on Broadway, where he drinks too much. Then he wanders around the streets and eats late at night in a McDonald's. He has to leave at four in the morning but finds another McDonald's, where a helpful employee allows him to crash until nine o'clock.

CHAPTER 4

Looking for somewhere to stay, Zou Lei finds an illegal apartment divided into sheds in Queens. Then she looks for a job. She has no working papers but gets a job at a restaurant in a food court in a Chinese immigrant area. Many Central American immigrants live there too, as well as Indians and Pakistanis.

CHAPTER 5

Skinner has bad dreams about the horrifying things he witnessed in Iraq. He lost comrades, including his friend Sconyers. He was severely injured and was evacuated, first to an East Coast military hospital and then to a rehab center in Georgia. Even though he suffered from posttraumatic stress disorder, he was sent back to Iraq, where he could not function properly. He had continuing health problems and sank into depression and despair.

Skinner stays at a hostel near the Port Authority, drinking, taking medication, smoking marijuana, and surfing the internet.

CHAPTER 6

Skinner takes the subway as far as it goes and finds himself in an Asian immigrant area, where he wanders around. He meets Zou Lei. They start talking and discover that they are both into physical fitness. They do pushups, and both are impressed by the other's strength. The next day, Skinner calls Zou Lei and suggests they get together.

CHAPTER 7

Skinner and Zou Lei walk together through the New York streets. They get along and seem to understand each other. They have beers in a bar, then take the subway to near where Zou Lei lives. They buy food in McDonald's, and then Skinner takes her home.

CHAPTER 8

Skinner spends hours at a gym. He and Zou Lei get together again. They stroll the streets, buying food from a cart. On another occasion they go to a KFC in a Spanish and African American neighborhood. They go to a motel and make love for the first time.

CHAPTER 9

Skinner rents a basement room in a house in Queens, near where Zou Lei lives. The landlady is Mrs. Murphy, an Irish woman. He tells her about how he has done thirty-six months of combat duty in Iraq and is only just out of the army.

CHAPTER 10

Zou Lei visits Skinner in his room and sometimes stays until late in the night. Skinner walks her home. During the days, they often drink together in his kitchen. Zou Lei sometimes misses her father, but generally she is happy now that she has Skinner. She visits him every night.

CHAPTER 11

Zou Lei tells Skinner about her childhood in China. He shows her the photographs from the Iraqi war he keeps on his laptop computer. She looks at one of the pornographic magazines he keeps in his room but does not care for it. She appreciates his weight-lifting magazine more.

CHAPTER 12

Zou Lei tries various things to supplement her income, like collecting bottles and cans and selling bootleg DVDs. She has to be careful to avoid the police. She fantasizes about buying a truck and then traveling from city to city with Skinner, enjoying a life on the road, buying and selling whatever they could.

CHAPTER 13

Skinner tells Zou Lei about Shayler, the town in Pennsylvania where he comes from. Zou Lei invents a strenuous workout for herself in a local park, while Skinner looks for a gym.

CHAPTER 14

Zou Lei interviews for a job in a Chinese restaurant in a food court in Flushing, where they are doing good business in an expanding area. The owner is named Polo. She gets the job.

CHAPTER 15

She starts work at the restaurant, collecting trays and washing dishes. She is a hard worker, getting there early and leaving late. Unlike the other workers, she does not speak Cantonese, and they do not quite know what to make of her. Perhaps she is Mongolia, or Russian, they think.

CHAPTER 16

Zou Lei has trouble understanding the speech of her fellow workers. She consoles herself by buying new sneakers and cheap clothes when she gets paid.

Meanwhile, Skinner passes the time doing very little other than taking his pain medications and smoking, including smoking marijuana. Zou Lei continues to visit him.

CHAPTER 17

Skinner feels love for Zou Lei, but he still suffers from irritability and insomnia. He keeps thinking about the pistol that he keeps in his duffel bag.

Part II

CHAPTER 18

Chapters 18–20 focus on the Murphys, who own the house where Skinner is a tenant. In particular, the focus is on Jimmy, Mrs. Murphy's son, who is currently in prison. Jimmy took to crime and drugs when he was a teenager.

CHAPTER 19

Erin, Mrs. Murphy's daughter, is interested in magic and Wicca. She was raised in a household where violence was commonplace and once tried to kill herself. In the past, Jimmy was accused of sexually assaulting a friend of hers.

CHAPTER 20

Chapter 20 describes Jimmy's criminal history. He works underground in midtown Manhattan at an excavation site, where he steals construction equipment from the workplace. He is convicted on a DUI charge and does time at Rikers Island jail. Then he is sentenced to fifteen months on another charge but takes the option of a tough rehabilitation program. He breaks the rules and is sent to prison to serve the full sentence. After his release, he is convicted of another crime and sent to a prison in Indiana. He becomes a member of an Aryan gang.

CHAPTER 21

Zou Lei buys a fake ID document that says she is from Nebraska and that her name is Suzy Lin Hong. Still worried about being detained by the police, she resolves to improve her English. Skinner's behavior toward her is erratic; he is sometimes affectionate, sometimes cold.

CHAPTER 22

Skinner goes to Zou Lei's place of work one morning, but he does not see her, so he hangs around the mall for a while. Later, he goes back, and they talk. Then he goes to a bar, where he chats with the bartender.

CHAPTER 23

It is night, and Skinner has been drinking since noon in bars near the Port Authority. In a bar, he watches news reports about soldiers who have returned from Iraq with PTSD. Outside, he is stopped by a police car, but the officers are helpful to him because he is an army vet.

CHAPTER 24

Skinner is upstairs at the Murphy home, paying the rent. There are a number of people there, and Skinner drinks a beer. He meets John, Mrs. Murphy's stepson, who plays in the NFL. Mrs. Murphy gets a call from her son, Jimmy, who is shortly to be released from prison.

CHAPTER 25

High on marijuana, Skinner relives the Iraqi war. The medication given to him by army doctors does not prevent him from having nightmares. Days go by. He finds it hard to leave the house, and he even contemplates shooting himself. Eventually, he seems to get out of his funk and goes to a Dunkin' Donuts for coffee.

CHAPTER 26

Four days go by, during which Skinner does not call Zou Lei. She is unhappy. When he finally calls, she has hope again.

CHAPTER 27

Skinner takes Zou Lei to the small gym where he works out as often as he can. They both work very hard at their exercise routines. Afterward, they go back to his room.

At night, she hears Skinner sobbing in his sleep. She calls him the next day, and he is depressed. She wants to help him but does not know how. He talks to her about his symptoms.

CHAPTER 28

At four in the morning, Skinner calls Zou Lei and says he cannot sleep. They agree to meet at a McDonald's. He tells her more about his experiences in Iraq.

CHAPTER 29

Jimmy Murphy is released from prison and returns to his mother's house. He is unsure of what his reception will be, and late at night he confesses to his mother that he does not feel he is ready to live in the outside world. Later, he borrows money from his mother, who hopes he will be able to get his life back on track by rejoining the labor union.

CHAPTER 30

Zou Lei tells Skinner about how she was arrested and imprisoned for three months as an illegal immigrant. She still worries about being deported. Skinner is shocked and sympathetic.

CHAPTER 31

Jimmy goes out with Patrick, his intimidating stepfather, to assist him on a plumbing job. One day, Skinner encounters Jimmy as they both enter the Murphy house at the same time. They do not speak to each other.

CHAPTER 32

In a bar, Skinner gets to talking with the bartender about immigration, and the bartender asks whether he has considered marrying Zou Lei, which would be a way of giving her legal status in the country. Skinner proposes to her that very day, and she accepts.

CHAPTER 33

Zou Lei takes Skinner into a Chinese store. After an evaluation from a pharmacist, they buy medicinal tea they hope will improve his war-induced poor health.

CHAPTER 34

Jimmy is at a bar. He is largely silent, and his old buddies there decide that he is much changed from the man they knew.

Back at the house one day, Skinner finds Jimmy in the basement kitchen, inspecting the sink, even though there seems to be nothing wrong with it. Once again, the two men do not speak to each other.

CHAPTER 35

Zou Lei is learning Cantonese because it is necessary at work. Skinner is morose and depressed. The medicines are not working, including the Chinese tea. Zou Lei thinks he should get a job. He responds negatively, and she leaves. When they quarrel, Zou Lei cries and is lonely. For a while, she is cold toward him, and they do not see each other for a week before making up. Meanwhile, Jimmy has plans to take over the basement for his own hobbies.

CHAPTER 36

Zou Lei faces criticism from her employer, and her pay is cut. Mrs. Murphy accuses Skinner of making a mess of the basement. There is a smell of marijuana there also. She gives him a warning, and Skinner tries to tidy the place up. As he cleans, he notices his pornographic magazine is missing.

CHAPTER 37

It is now summer. At Zou Lei's place of work, Polo the boss has hired a smart young man named Monroe, and Zou Lei fears she will now be working fewer hours and get less money. She hopes that by the fall, she and Skinner will be able to move away from New York.

CHAPTER 38

Jimmy runs into his acquaintance Frankie in the street, during the heat of the day. Two other men, one of whom is named Charlie, are there as well. They express a lot of anti-immigrant sentiment, and there is much talk of violence. The scene ends in a quarrel between Frankie and Charlie that almost escalates into a violent confrontation.


CHAPTER 39

Zou Lei goes to a lawyer's office on East Broadway, Manhattan, to inquire about legalizing her status in the country. After she has explained her situation, a clerk tells her that it would be best for her to marry first and then file a petition for legal status. She warns Zoe Lei that she might have to return to China for a visa interview.

CHAPTER 40

Skinner discovers that Jimmy has been stealing beer from his refrigerator, but the two men still do not speak. Jimmy has also noticed Zoe Lei coming and going from Skinner's room in the basement.

CHAPTER 41

Skinner and Zou Lei go to the city clerk's office and inquire about how they can get married. They are told Zou Lei needs a passport or other ID, and she worries that if she uses her fake ID, the marriage may not be legitimate. Zou Lei has her work hours cut, and she worries about what she is to do to survive.

Part III

CHAPTER 42

Jimmy goes for a massage from an Asian woman. He beats her up badly and forces her to have sex with him. He also steals her money and ID. The woman is later killed by opponents of the Falungong group, which, according to Jimmy, is a criminal organization.

CHAPTER 43

Zou Lei goes to Skinner's home, but he is not there. Instead, Jimmy answers the door. She walks away and goes looking for a new job. She enters a grocery store run by a man from Afghanistan who speaks kindly to her. The man's wife takes her to a house where there is a mosque. Zou Lei is shown into a prayer room where other women are gathered. She watches a TV that shows the service for the men in the room above. After the service, Zou Lei eats with the women. As she leaves, the sign above the mosque doorway is pointed out to her. It reads “Preparation For The Next Life.”

CHAPTER 44

At about 2 a.m., Skinner wanders around the streets, drunk. He goes into a club and starts talking to some of the men there, eventually telling them a horrifying story about an incident he witnessed in Iraq.

CHAPTER 45

Zou Lei remonstrates with Skinner about his neglectful behavior toward her. They fight, and she says their relationship is over. Skinner reacts by holding a gun to his head and saying he wants to die. He is sorry, and she deserves better. She gently takes the gun from him. They are reconciled and go out for pizza.

CHAPTER 46

Zou Lei goes to the Bronx to interview for a job as a seamstress. Skinner has another short encounter with Jimmy and one of Jimmy's friends, and the unspoken hostility between them grows.

CHAPTER 47

Zou Lei worries because she is running out of money, and Skinner's behavior becomes more paranoid. He also tells her he wants to go back to Iraq as a contractor. He thinks he could make a lot of money. Zou Lei is given fewer hours at work and tries to see the boss to confront him about it. Skinner dreams of the war.

CHAPTER 48

Skinner and Zou Lei have a furious quarrel in the street. She runs off, and he chases after her. They run for over twenty minutes. Eventually, she stops running, and he catches up with her.

CHAPTER 49

Skinner apologizes to Zou Lei, and they return to his house. Her priority is to find a new job, even if it is out of state. Skinner offers to give her everything he has, but she cannot accept it. They spend the whole night together.

CHAPTER 50

In the morning, Skinner exercises in the park, while Zou Lei remains at his house. When he returns, she is not there, but her possessions, including her shoes, remain. Thinking the worst, he confronts Jimmy, and they fight. Skinner is arrested and taken to jail.

CHAPTER 51

After several hours, Skinner is released; he is given a form on which his court date is written. He goes to Zou Lei's apartment, but she is not there.

CHAPTER 52

Some while after Skinner left his basement room, Jimmy entered the room and assaulted Zou Lei, but she managed to escape, running barefoot into the street. She could not get into her own apartment because it was locked.

CHAPTER 53

Late at night, Zou Lei rides the subway and then walks for many miles, until dawn.


CHAPTER 54

Skinner gets drunk and returns to the Murphy home. Inside the house, he shoots and kills Jimmy. Skinner runs off. The police arrive.

CHAPTER 55

Mrs. Murphy collapses and dies of a heart attack. Skinner runs to some railroad tracks. He walks into the entrance of a tunnel and shoots himself in the head.

CHAPTER 56

In the morning, Zou Lei continues walking. She goes to the Murphy house, but Erin refuses to give her any information.

EPILOGUE

In a pile of trash just beyond the police tape at the scene of the murder, Zou Lei finds her shoes and Skinner's bank card. She withdraws money and takes a bus to Phoenix, Arizona. She finds work at a Chinese restaurant and then a horse ranch, determined to make a life for herself. She tells Skinner she does not forgive him for leaving her alone.




Characters

Angela

Angela is one of Zou Lei's coworkers at the restaurant. She is a second-generation Chinese immigrant and went to high school in New York.

Bartender

Skinner often chats with bartenders in the bars he frequents. One bartender suggests that he consider marrying Zou Lei so that she can remain in the country legally.

Charlie

Jimmy is introduced to Charlie by Frankie. Charlie and Frankie come close to fighting.

Frankie

Frankie is Jimmy's acquaintance. Frankie and Charlie almost come to blows when the conversation turns to immigration.

Captain Friedman

Captain Friedman is a US Army officer in Iraq who is in charge of the battalion in which Skinner serves. The men call him Freebird.

Jake

Jake is Skinner's army buddy in Iraq. They are both injured in the same incident. Back in the United States, Jake seems to have a good chance of recovery, and he hopes to attend college but falls victim to an infection and dies.

Kay

Like Angela, Kay is one of Zou Lei's coworkers at the restaurant, running the cash register. She is a second-generation Chinese immigrant and went to high school in New York.

Monroe

Monroe is a smart young man of seventeen who gets a job at the restaurant where Zou Lei works. He does not behave in a very pleasant fashion, but he is given lots of work hours, which means that Zou Lei gets less work.

Erin Murphy

Erin Murphy is the daughter of Mrs. Murphy and is Jimmy's half-sister. She and Skinner take an instant dislike to each other when they meet. Erin has long had an interest in magic and Wicca, and she likes to think of herself as a kind of priestess.

Jimmy Murphy

Jimmy Murphy is Mrs. Murphy's son and Patrick Murphy's stepson. His biological father was a man named Jerome Turner, and Jimmy was registered at school as Jimmy Turner, although at the time he did not know why. As a fifteen-year-old, he loved to play his guitar, although his sister says he stole it. A girl who was a friend of Erin's accused Jimmy of sexually assaulting her, but no charges were ever filed. Jimmy eventually fell victim to drugs and alcohol and embarked on a life of crime, which earned him long prison sentences. He is thirty-two years old when he is released and returns to the Murphy home. At over six feet tall and weighing 220 pounds, he is a formidable and very menacing figure. He and his stepfather do not have a good relationship.

John Murphy

John is Mrs. Murphy's stepson. He is Patrick Murphy's son by another woman. He plays in the NFL. Skinner meets him on one occasion, at the Murphys' home.

Mrs. Murphy

Mrs. Murphy is the wife of Patrick Murphy. They are both Irish Americans. Mrs. Murphy is the mother of Erin and Jimmy. She is also the landlady who rents the basement of her house to Skinner.


Patrick Murphy

Patrick Murphy is the husband of Mrs. Murphy, father of Erin and John, and stepfather of Jimmy. He is a big man and works as a self-employed plumber and general contractor for small jobs. He is known for his hard drinking and quick temper.

Tesha Noor

Tesha Noor is an immigrant from Afghanistan who owns a grocery store in Queens. He tells Zou Lei that he vehemently opposes the US war in Afghanistan.

Polo

Polo is the boss of the Chinese restaurant where Zou Lei works. Originally, he is from northern China. He is efficient and is eager to expand the business. He appears to be well educated and speaks good English, as well as other languages. Zou Lei suspects, however, that Polo does not pay her all the money that is due to her.

Sassoon

Sassoon is employed at the same restaurant where Zou Lei works. She is older than Zou Lei and has been in the United States for about fifteen years. Originally, she was from Guangdong, China, and she immigrated to America with her husband. However, she did not like her husband. He returned to China without her, and now she is single again. She is Zou Lei's supervisor and sometimes yells at her.

Sconyers

Sconyers is an army buddy of Skinner's. He comes from West Virginia. He is killed in Iraq at the very same time that Skinner is wounded. Skinner tries to save Sconyers, without success.

Brad Skinner

Brad Skinner is from Shayler, Pennsylvania. He joined the army direct from high school, having decided to do so after the terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11, 2001. In Iraq, he was badly wounded and was sent stateside for rehabilitation. He served three tours of duty in Iraq, lasting thirty-six months. This was more than he signed up for, but he was stop-lossed, meaning that the army insisted that he return to active duty in Iraq even though he had not fully recovered from his injuries. The wound from shrapnel is still visible on his back.

When Skinner is finally discharged from the army, he hitchhikes to New York. He finds it difficult to cope with life, however. He suffers from posttraumatic stress disorder and has nightmares about the war. In addition to the pain medication given to him by the army doctors, he smokes marijuana and drinks a lot of alcohol. He has some savings and does not try to find a job. Instead, he spends long hours alone in the basement room he rents from the Murphys; sometimes he looks at photographs from the war that he stores on his laptop computer. He goes to a gym a lot and does strenuous workouts.

Skinner is basically a decent man who is overwhelmed by PTSD. He is fortunate to meet Zou Lei, and they have good times together. He readily agrees to marry her so she can legalize her status in the country. Although Skinner can be kind and affectionate, he is also moody and does not always treat Zou Lei well. Their relationship is therefore a stormy one.

Vicky

Vicky is Jimmy Murphy's common-law wife. She has black hair and yellowish skin. Jimmy and Vicky have a son, and Jimmy appears to think she has been a good mother while he has been in prison. However, he also thinks that Vicky has lied to him about some matter, and this displeases him. Later, Jimmy finds out that Vicky has taken their child and moved to Bayonne, New Jersey.

Zou Lei

Zou Lei grew up as a member of the Uighur ethnic group, one of the many minorities that live in northwestern China. They are Muslims. Her father was a soldier and was often away from home. When she was a teenager, the family lived in Shenzhen, a big city, where they worked in a factory; the chemical the factory produced made them sick. Their living conditions were squalid. Zou Lei came to the United States in search of a better life. She entered Arizona illegally from Mexico in a truck. Over the next couple of years, she worked various low-level jobs, moving several times across country toward the East Coast.

In New York, she is picked up by the immigration authorities, who detain her for three months. She is then released with no explanation. Still an undocumented immigrant, she finds work in a Cantonese restaurant in Queens, New York. She meets Skinner by chance one day, and they strike up a friendship that quickly leads to romance.

Zou Lei is a very hardworking and resourceful individual. She knows how to survive in the shadowy world of the undocumented immigrant, and she is always out to better herself. She is physically strong and likes to run and do gymnastics and other physical exercises. She has this in common with Skinner, who likes to lift weights, and it is part of the bond they share.


Primary Sources & Other Links


	Daniel Long interviewed Lish for Vice in 2014 (https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/jmb444/preparation-for-the-next-life-an-interview-with-atticus-lish-361).

	In a YouTube video uploaded in May 2015, Lish talks with Paul Constant at University Bookstore in Seattle (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kMHKpCOLzbw.

	The US Department of Homeland Security website contains a wealth of information and statistics about immigration, both legal and illegal, to the United States. Visit the DHS's webpage at Immigration Data & Statistics: https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics.

	The National Archives maintains the Archives Library Information Center, and its website has a page for the Iraq War that contains many annotated links to information about all aspects of the war. It is available at https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/military/war-in-iraq.html.




Zou Lei quickly becomes fond of Skinner and does her very best to create a loving relationship with him. She even has hopes that one day they will travel across the country together. In spite of her best efforts, however, the relationship is full of difficulty and sometimes causes her grief. After Skinner's death, Zou Lei shows great determination in traveling to the Southwest and making a life for herself.




Themes

Wars

Although the novel is set mostly in Queens, New York, sometime toward the end of the 2000s, the war in Iraq, which had begun in 2003 and continued until all US troops were withdrawn in 2011, casts a long shadow over the events portrayed. This is because the protagonist, Brad Skinner, has just been discharged from the army, having served thirty-six months on active combat duty in Iraq.

He is deeply scarred, both psychically and physically, by what he experienced there. Although Brad is technically a survivor, he is as much a casualty of the war as his buddies Jake and Sconyers were. Sconyers died almost immediately after the incident in which Skinner was also injured, and Jake died in a US hospital after a long struggle with his injuries. Skinner lives but is haunted by his war experiences; he suffers from disabling posttraumatic stress disorder, for which he receives no effective treatment. The war is always coming back to him either in dreams or in sudden memories triggered by incidents in daily life.

The reader is drawn into the war through Skinner's dreams and memories. He had been in Iraq barely two weeks before tragedy first struck: the vehicle ahead of Skinner's drove over an IED (improvised explosive device), and one US soldier was killed. Skinner helped with the evacuation process. More violent incidents quickly followed; his experience, as he relives it in dreams, was brutal and shocking. As Sconyers is dying, for example, Skinner tries to lift him up from the sand, and the description that follows shows the horrifying reality of it:


The sand became a sucking, sloshing pit that soaked them both and overflowed with blood. It soaked his trousers, his PT shorts, his legs, and socks, which squished. The blood wet his hands and arms, it got on his weapon, and got in his face and mouth and eyes, and he tasted it, his friend's blood.


After his injury, Skinner goes downhill, even though he is declared fit to return to Iraq and take up his position in a combat zone. He suffers from a range of debilitating conditions, including “back pain, diarrhea, hearing loss, double vision, headaches … insomnia, apathy, rage, grief, self-hatred, depression, despair.” These problems remain with him after he returns to the United States. He cannot function well in society, and there is no doubt that his PTSD is responsible for the fact that he ends up committing a murder and then taking his own life.

There is no discussion in the novel about the justification or otherwise of the Iraq War or its shortor long-term political consequences. The focus of the war material is almost entirely on the catastrophic effect of the war on one man.


Romantic Love

At the heart of the novel is the romance between Skinner and Zou Lei. Although on the surface they are very different and might appear to have little in common, it is not difficult to see how they got together and developed a close, if stormy, relationship. Zou Lei is an undocumented immigrant who has just arrived in the New York area. She knows no one. She has no friends or social life, so when she meets Skinner and quickly discovers that they have some kind of rapport, it is not surprising that her emotions become engaged. It is the same for Skinner. He has just left the army and arrived in New York, where he knows no one. He has no job and no purpose. Of course, he is drawn to the attractive, playful Zou Lei, who gives him a precious human connection that he otherwise lacks.

It is perhaps an unlikely partnership, but a genuine love emerges and seems to flourish for a while, in spite of Skinner's moodiness and erratic behavior. For Zou Lei, Skinner helps to compensate for the loss of her father. The fact that Skinner was in the army appeals to her, because her father was also a soldier. She is happy with him and “sang Skinner's name at work.” Like all lovers, they have their little ways that please the other. When Zou Lei is worried about being picked up by the police, she believes that somehow, unseen, Skinner is protecting her.

They soon run into difficulties, however, given Skinner's unstable state of mind, and some of their fights are serious. At one point, Zou Lei is ready to break off their relationship, but Skinner and her compassion for him win her over. On occasions such as this, when they are reconciled, Zou Lei experiences overwhelmingly powerful emotions: “Immortality flowed back into her like the juice in a plant stem.” She does all she can to help him.

The fact that Skinner is prepared to marry her is testimony to the depth and genuineness of his feelings for her, even though the purpose of the proposed marriage is in part to legalize Zou Lei's status in the country. He knows there is something special about Zou Lei that offers him the possibility of deep fulfillment: “She was what he had ached for when he had been over there” in Iraq. He had always wanted to be in love. “When he had believed he was going to die, the idea of never having a woman to love him had summed up all his pain.”

Sadly, the obstacles in their path are too great, and even love cannot triumph over the cumulative effects of Skinner's PTSD. In an unforgiving world, Zou Lei is left to fend for herself.



Critical Thinking Questions


	Imagine that Zou Lei is a real person, with a history similar to that of the character in the novel. If she were apprehended by the immigration authorities, should she be deported to China or given legal status and offered the chance to stay in the United States?

	Was the US war with Iraq a success or a failure for the United States? Was it a mistake to invade Iraq in 2003, or was the invasion justified? Consider the official reasons given by the US government for initiating the war and how accurate they were.

	The Trump administration has cracked down on illegal immigration and also plans to reduce the number of legal immigrants to the United States. Discuss the reasons for and against this policy. Do immigrants represent a net gain or a net loss to the country? Should certain types of immigrant be preferred over others?

	The war in Iraq ended in 2011, but the war in Afghanistan, begun in 2001, continues. As of 2018, there are fifteen thousand US troops in Afghanistan. What is the purpose of US participation in this war? Why has it gone on so long? What are the prospects for the future?

	What causes PTSD? How many people suffer from it, and how is it treated?







Style

Setting

The novel is mainly set in the large Chinatown in Flushing, Queens, a borough of New York City. It is quite fully described, as seen by Zou Lei when she first arrives there, and also on occasion by Skinner. As Zou Lei first walks down Roosevelt Avenue and enters the crowded Chinatown, she sees “a thicket of vertical signs, the sails of sampans and junks, too many to read, a singsong clamor rising. No English. There were loudspeakers and dedications and banners for Year of the Dog.” There are people handing out flyers and vendors hawking whatever they can in the street. Market stands sell varieties of food, and black garbage bags line the curb. An undocumented immigrant who is worried about being arrested, she at least has the consolation of seeing that in this Chinatown, “everyone was like her.”

When Skinner by chance ends up in the same Chinatown, not really knowing where he is or where he is going, he has an impression of the place that is not dissimilar to that of Zou Lei. It is crowded and noisy: “Along the curb, he noticed people sitting in the Asian squat, selling wallets, belts, New York hats, backpacks, and DVDs. It was very loud with people yelling.”

Just a little way off, at the Murphy home where Skinner rents a room, Mrs. Murphy tells Skinner that the area used to be predominantly Irish, before the immigrants came. These are the immigrants, Zou Lei observes, who are “Asians like herself, the boat people and country people with gold teeth, the ones who grew up under communism, who took out loans and built something.” There are also immigrants from other countries living in the same area, especially Central American countries such as Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Indians and Pakistanis have settled there too and have started many businesses, helping to create a growing, vibrant immigrant neighborhood.

Point of View

Point of view refers to the viewpoint from which the story is told. This novel is told by what is called an omniscient third-person narrator. This means that the narrator has insight into the thoughts and feelings of all the characters. For this book, direct insight is mainly limited to the two main characters, Skinner and Zou Lei, so that the reader can get to know them better. In the case of Skinner, the narrative technique sometimes resembles a kind of stream-of-consciousness as Skinner's distressed inner life is conveyed. On one occasion when he is feeling particularly low, for example, the narrator presents the workings of his mind:


He thought about executing himself. Just being very quiet and still within his own mind. No grief at the moment. Should I do it now? The thought actually calmed him when he faced it. It was something he could finally understand.


Zou Lei's thinking is sometimes presented in a similar way. After she arrives in New York, the narrator provides this information about what is going on in her mind:



She was here in New York for a reason. She was never going to get arrested again. She was going to stay where everybody was illegal just like her and get lost in the crowd and keep her head down. Forget living like an American. It was enough to be free and on the street.


Even so, much of the information about the characters is contained not by the narrator's knowledge of their inner state of mind but by means of dialogue and action. The characters reveal themselves mostly by what they actually say and do, not so much what they are presented as thinking or feeling.




Historical Context

The US War with Iraq

Although most of the novel is set in New York, the Iraq War looms large in it, because without it Brad Skinner would be a very different man. There are quite a number of vivid flashbacks that show what he went through in the war. The war began in March 2003, when an international coalition led by the United States invaded Iraq. The US government claimed that Iraq, led by Saddam Hussein, possessed weapons of mass destruction, including chemical weapons, which could be used against the United States or passed on to terrorists, including al-Qaeda. The US government also claimed that Iraq was developing nuclear weapons. The war was thus initiated as part of the US government's War on Terror, which was started by the George W. Bush administration in the wake of the terrorist attacks against the United States of September 11, 2001 (9/ 11).

At first, the war went well for US forces. Iraq was quickly defeated, with the US military taking control of the capital city, Baghdad, in early April. By May 1, President Bush had declared that major combat had ended. Saddam Hussein went into hiding but was captured in December 2003. He was later put on trial and executed in 2006.

The second phase of the war was more difficult for the United States, however. Widespread resistance to the occupying forces sprang up, and US casualties, which up to then had been light, increased. The US effort was not helped by the fact that in April 2004 photographs appeared in news media showing US soldiers abusing Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. The incident created a huge amount of negative publicity. (It is mentioned twice in the novel. When he is on combat duty, Skinner watches some Iraqi people being transported to Abu Ghraib.)


Activities for the Classroom


	Research the Uighurs. Reread chapter 2 of Preparation for the Next Life, which shows Zou Lei as child growing up. Go to Umapper.com, and create a map that shows where she and her family lived and the places they moved to.

	Read Eoin Colfer's graphic novel Illegal (2018), which describes the perilous journey undertaken by a boy from Ghana as he seeks to follow his siblings as a migrant to Europe. In a blog entry, describe some of the similarities and differences between the boy's experience and that of Zou Lei in Preparation for the Next Life.

	Take one of your favorite passages from Preparation for the Next Life and write a paragraph about why it appeals to you. Discuss what you like most about it and what makes it memorable. Read the passage aloud to the class, as well as your response to it.

	To get an idea of what Flushing's Chinatown is like, go to YouTube and search under “Flushing Chinatown.” Watch one or more of the videos. Write a paragraph or two about what you see and how it helps to illuminate the novel. Good examples include https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kSml9yDxE5w and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JcSfWJeWK84.




By early 2007, three thousand US soldiers had been killed, and the insurgency continued. The number of Iraqis killed was many times higher. In response, the Bush administration increased the number of US troops in Iraq by twenty thousand, and the level of violence began to fall. Over the next few years, US forces were gradually sent home, and final withdrawal took place in December 2011.

The war was criticized by many because no weapons of mass destruction were ever found in Iraq, and the notion that Iraq was somehow involved in 9/11 was widely discredited.


Posttraumatic Stress Disorder

The Department of Veterans Affairs has estimated that as many as 20 percent of those who served in the US military in the Iraq War have suffered from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), according to an article in the Washington Post by Emily Badger. This is higher than the reported PTSD rate for those servicemen returning from the war in Afghanistan, because of the stress that is produced by the urban nature of the conflict.

Symptoms of PTSD include insomnia, depression, flashbacks, and irritability. Some veterans may be so badly afflicted by PTSD that they commit suicide (as Skinner does in the novel). According to a report in Japan Times,


The nature of the Iraq War ensured high levels of PTSD, as it was not uncommon for soldiers to deploy four or five times. The cumulative stress of repeat missions, combined with urban fighting with an enemy hidden among civilians, has left deep mental scars.


The AFP article also cited Mark Russell, director of the Institute of War Stress Injury, Recovery and Social Justice, at Antioch University, who regards the response of the Veterans Administration to PTSD as inadequate and who explains that PTSD was more prevalent than many believed. “If you look at the whole spectrum—depression, anxiety, medically unexplained physical conditions—those folks aren't being addressed,” Russell says. That comment will strike a chord with readers of the novel, because Skinner never comes close to getting the treatment he needs.




Critical Overview

Reviews of Preparation for the Next Life were extremely positive. In the New York Review of Books, Cathleen Schine heaps generous praise on it, calling it


an astounding first novel about a world so large there is, sometimes, nowhere to go; a world so small the people in it, sometimes, get lost. The book has the boundless, epic exhilaration you expect to find only in a writer as mighty as, say, Walt Whitman. It is a love story, a war story, a tale of New York City in which familiar streets become exotic, mysterious, portentous, foul, magnificent. Some of it reads like poetry. All of it moves with a breathless momentum.


For Dwight Garner in the New York Times, the novel is notable for “its intricate comprehension of, and deep feeling for, life at the margins,” and he regards it as “perhaps the finest and most unsentimental love story of the new decade.” Garner also praises the novel's “superb” depiction of Flushing, Queens, and the effectiveness of Skinner's recollections of the Iraq War.



[image: Image]


What Do I Read Next?


	The Forever War (2009), by Dexter Filkins, a foreign correspondent for the New York Times, examines the US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, including historical perspectives, such as the rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan in the 1990s and the terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11, 2001.

	Iraq War, by Rodney P. Carlisle (rev. ed. 2010), is a volume in the America at War series published by Chelsea House. It is an account of the Iraq War for young-adult readers, describing the events that led up to the conflict and the course of the war itself.

	Illegal Immigration (2015), by Noel Merino, is a volume in the Opposing Viewpoints series on the issue of illegal immigration. Topics discussed include the impact that illegal immigration has on the United States, official policies to reduce illegal immigration, and whether such immigrants are treated fairly. The pro/con format allows for both sides of an issue to be aired.

	Illegal (2011) is a novel by Bettina Restropo that tells the story of Nora, a Mexican teenager who enters the United States illegally in Texas with her mother to find Nora's father. He left Mexico to find work in the United States and for a while wrote them letters and sent money, but he no longer does so. Mother and daughter set out to find out what has happened.

	Eat a Bowl of Tea: A Novel of New York's Chinatown, by Louis Chu, is a classic Chinese American novel, published in 1961. A young man, Ben Loy, is looking forward to his arranged marriage to a Chinese girl, but the situation becomes complicated when a local gambler starts to take an interest in her. A 1986 reprint edition is available, with an introduction by Jeffrey Chan.

	In Mambo in Chinatown, a 2014 novel by Jean Kwok, a young woman, Charlie Wong, toils as a dishwasher in New York's Chinatown until her younger sister encourages her to find work at a ballroom dance studio in Manhattan. Her father does not approve, but Charlie proves adept at straddling the divide between two very different cultures, East and West.




Reviewing the book in the Guardian (London, England), Tom Cox also comments on the lack of sentimentality of the romance between Skinner and Zou Lei. For Cox, the novel is “lean, tough, uncompromising, sympathetic to the underdog.” However, in one of the few critical points, Cox also offers the opinion that Lish is “so keen to depict the injustice of his characters' lives, he neglects to take the time to flesh them out fully.”
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Abele discuss the Patriot Act, which gives the US government extensive powers to monitor the activities of American citizens, leading some to believe that fundamental civil rights are being undermined.


Danner, Mark, Torture and Truth: Abu Ghraib and the War on Terror, New York Review of Books, 2004.


Danner, a New Yorker journalist, looks in depth at the scandal of prisoner abuse committed by US soldiers in the Iraqi prison of Abu Ghraib. Danner argues that the instances of torture were not aberrations committed by a few but were part of an official policy of so-called enhanced interrogation.


Hilgers, Lauren, Patriot Number One: American Dreams in Chinatown, Crown, 2018.


Hilgers's lively nonfiction book follows the fortune of one Chinese family that, fearing persecution in China, immigrated to America; settled in Flushing, Queens; and sought legal status as they adjusted to their new country.


Tsui, Bonnie, American Chinatown: A People's History of Five Neighborhoods, Free Press, 2009.


This is a vivid portrait of Chinatowns across the United States. Tsui, who has been fascinated by Chinatowns since she was a child, examines such neighborhoods in San Francisco, New York, Los Angeles, Honolulu, and Las Vegas.
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