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When my mother died suddenly three years ago this month, my brothers in Adelaide which is where she lived, asked me – the writer in the family – to compose the death notice for the newspaper.  A few hours later, still in a state of stunned disbelief, I emailed the words.  Fortunately one of my brothers was sharp-eyed enough to notice that I had got two crucial things wrong: my mother’s age – and her name.  

For some unfathomable reason, I had identified her by the maiden name she had abandoned over sixty years before, and I had advanced her age as if she had already reached the birthday, a mere two weeks off, that would now be forever unattainable.

And so I totally understood how Virginia could get the year of her husband’s birth wrong, and with no sharp-eyed companion to notice the mistake on the proof, it was not until she visited the grave that she saw her slip-up -chiselled in stone.

Grief deranges us. Often in ways that we don’t understand, or are even aware of.  We don’t always even know that we are acting crazily. The terrible reality confronting us when someone very close to us dies is that there is no escaping it. We have to deal with it. 

I have experienced the death of a brother from cancer at the very young age of 17, and both my parents are now dead.  These were terrible, life-changing events, but I know that there is nothing as wrenching as the death of a spouse or life partner.  

And that is what this book, The Young Widow’s Book of Home Improvement, is all about.

At the age of 32, Virginia married John, knowing that he had cancer, and that he was terminally ill, but they determined to make as good a life as possible together.  “As normal as possible, for as long as possible” became their mantra.  

Neither of them foresaw that Virginia would be a widow before her first wedding anniversary, that she would have just eleven months of marriage and that all of it would be devoted to caring for a man whose body gave up on him much sooner than they had anticipated and hoped.

After John’s death, Virginia writes, “the future appeared to me like the Russian steppe, a flat, vast, undifferentiated expanse.  Cold world without end.”

She needed to find something to occupy that vast expanse, so she chose to take on the huge project that had been lacking in urgency while she tended to John, and that was to deal with the rising damp that was threatening the house she and John had shared together.  

It was to be a major project that involved, basically, rebuilding the house from the bottom up, allowing it to dry from the inside out so that the walls could be reconstructed and rendered and painted and transformed to a glory they had not known for about a hundred years.

Virginia decided the outside as well should be transformed, to declare to the world that the inside was different.  “The house would stand proud and tall in the street, embracing its age at the same time as it put its best architectural foot forward,” she writes.  

Then, in what is my favourite line from the book, she says: “It would be the Helen Mirren of houses”.  I know just what she means.

Virginia’s book is wonderful to read.  Despite the incredible sadness of the story, it is neither maudlin nor self-pitying.  At times it is funny, in a wry kind of way, as when she thinks about how to behave at his funeral while she watches John sleep. What will she say to people? Will she know what to do?  “What will I wear?” she wonders.  “A new dress, or something I have worn before – to work, a party, a christening?”  

She takes us with her as she learns to deal with dying and death and the awful, empty aftermath.  As anyone who has accompanied another in death knows, dying is full of pain and distress, but it is also humdrum and tedious, embarrassing and awkward.  There is a sense of anticipation and a feeling of dread; you want your loved one to be released from further suffering, but you cannot bear the finality of what lies ahead.  Listening to those final exhalations – a sound Virginia says she hopes never to hear again - is excruciating. 

Then there are the practical things to worry about, telling the world, arranging a funeral and a burial.  These are things none of us is experienced in but have to learn quickly, while our shattered selves are barely functioning.  

Of course, things go wrong.  Virginia takes us through the botched death notice, finding that the plot she wanted at the Rookwood Necropolis was “taken”, sitting through a memorial service in Ireland with the priest referring to her, over and over, as “the widow Victoria”.  

Then there’s learning how to relate to the world again, at work and with friends, as a newly single person who is the object of special consideration and concern, who attracts sympathy, but who cannot really share with anyone what it is actually like.  

Virginia weaves the story of John’s illness and death and her handling of her sudden state of widowhood with the tale of the repair of the house.  In fact, the subtitle of the book is “A True Story of Love and Renovation”. 

As the house weeps, releasing its damp - so does she.  She is, of course, conscious of the parallel: the widow and the house of her marriage are drying out together. But even she does not fully comprehend how necessary this rebuilding of the house is to her grieving until the walls are newly rendered and ready to paint.  Closing her eyes and running her hands over the surface, she is unable to tell which is the old wall and which is the new.

“Only at this moment did I realise how fully I had been using the house as the canvas on which to paint my grief,” she writes.  “This was my home, but I could not say any longer that I was quite at home inside it.  I could not decide which was more distressing: to see the emptiness of my future without John presented so literally on these dried and rendered walls; or the awesome privilege of knowing that it was entirely up to me as to what I painted upon them”.

I met Virginia for the first time just a few weeks ago, in New York, at a mutual friend’s house.  She told me about her book and showed me an early copy of this gorgeously produced little volume.  Even without reading it, I was impressed at what she had been able to do.  

She had tried to make sense of what had happened, just as Joan Didion had done with The Year of Magical Thinking, and, more recently, David Rieff with Swimming in a Sea of Death, an account of the death of his mother, Susan Sontag.  

This is what writers do; they use language to make sense of experience and in so doing, they help us understand the experiences of the writer - and our own.

Now that I have read the book, I can agree with Lily Brett who says in a cover endorsement, this “is not a book about death, it is a book about life”.  It is about a life that includes the death of a man that most of us will know only through these pages but who nevertheless comes alive as a person who dealt with his illness with grace and humour. You end up liking John, and understanding why Virginia loved him.

This is a gem of a book and I very happy to be associated with it.  Thank you, Virginia, for inviting me to launch it – which I now do with very great pleasure.  
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