
 

The stories in LAHOF demonstrate why clear communication is vital in 
relationship. Discuss. 
 
In her collection of short stories Like A House on Fire, Cate Kennedy explores the varying 
degrees of communications in relationships and the consequences of limited dialogue. Set 
against the backdrop of contemporary Australia, where life is in a constant state of flux, 
Kennedy reveals the significance of interactions within a relationship to overcome hardship 
and misunderstanding. However, for some protagonist, communication can be challenging 
and reluctant. Thus, Kennedy contrasts the impacts of neglecting interactions and the 
outcome of communicating in a relationship.  
 

Some words that you can use instead of communication are dialogue, 
discourse, openness. 

 
The inability of Kennedy’s characters to express their emotions and views in relationship 
fosters misunderstanding between individuals and generate a barrier for communication.  
The lack of communication between Des and Michelle was illustrated by Des always 
“[keeping] big segments of his life closed off from her…” such that even when she found out 
about the offence he still “said nothing to her about it”.  Similarly, from the outset of 
Whirlpool, when “Mum says you better get inside right now…” a sense of parental authority 
is established within the family and any hopes of open discourse is rendered futile. The 
monopoly of power in Anna’s family is demonstrated through her mother’s determination in 
taking a new decent family photograph. Through the position of her parents in the 
photograph, specifically her father who is “just a peripheral shadowy shape, stretched thin”, 
Anna comes to realise the power imbalance in the family with her mother will always be the 
dominating character. This symbolises that the inequality in the family is the reason for the 
absence of interactions between her parents and due to Anna’s father being the one that 
holds less power in the family. He does not have the capability to communicate or express 
his opinions.  As a parallel, Des’s failure to communicate his offence creates a barrier 
between himself and Michelle, which encourages Michelle to think that she “was suddenly 
way beyond him…” and she no longer feels “indulgent and forgiving and tolerant” of a man 
who behaves like a “naughty boy”.  The emotional barrier between them eliminates the 
desire to communicate with each other and this leads Michelle to believe that” [she’s] got 
everything the baby needs”. Therefore, she decides to end this relationship. In a similar vein, 
the difficulties to disclose  real feelings in a family   is also evident in “whirlpool” when the 
photo was taken because both girls provided a “dead, robot smile” and Anna is aware again 
of her mother’s hand “heavy and proprietorial” on her shoulder. The miscommunication 
within the families, thus Kennedy employs both Anna’s family and the relationships between 
Des and Michelle to demonstrate that barriers and misunderstanding of each other in 
relationship is caused by the lack of communication with others. 
 
Although some characters experiences lack of communication in their lives, individuals 
eventually comes to the realisation that communication is essential to resolve hardships.  
The minimal communication in the Slovak’s marriage for the past eighteen years compels 
Mrs Slovak to “hate [Frank]” when the doctor updates her with the “excellent news” and 
creates extra tension because she is unable to escape this lonely and unfulfilled marriage. 
When Frank arrived home, he claims that she “couldn’t wait to go behind [his] back” when 
the new bathroom is revealed. His inability to show kindness and gratitude to his wife 
demonstrates his controlling characteristic that leads to the neglect of interactions, yet his 
wife gains confidence to reverse the dynamics of the relationship and begins to initiate 
communications by forcing him to make phone calls to those who had provided assistance, 
which forces him to understand the importance of openness. However, in “Like A House on 



fire” the incident of the husband’s injury starts to impair the communication between him and 
his wife because the excruciating pain of his back disrupted his family life. The change in 
circumstances has created difficulties because him and his wife have “very little eye contact 
these days…”, causing the relationship to slowly break down due to the lack of 
communication and Claire will only touch him with hands that are “neutral and business like”.  
This comparison with his previously pleasant relationship with Claire highlights that 
unfortunate events can abolish former communications and consequently the lack of 
communication in difficult circumstances will affect relationships.  While individuals 
experience hardships in maintaining communication when facing difficulties, both stories still 
demonstrates the possibility of overcoming the disruption to their lives and realise that 
communication is essential to overcome challenges.  The recognition of Frank  crying 
soundlessly beside her with “a black hole of terror “ as  Frank to reveal his raw emotion and 
his acknowledgement that his death is “what he could give [his wife]” forces Mrs Slovak to 
understand his terror and decides to “place his hand wordlessly…and holds it there” to 
demonstrate their reconnection.  In a similar vein, the final Christmas preparation in Like A 
House on Fire reconnects the couple because the husband senses “small heat build 
between them…” and at this moment, any tension has dissipated as he loosens her hair. 
Thus, Kennedy believes that communication allows individuals to restore relationships and 
overcome the hardships by showing empathy and becoming more accepting of the emotions 
of each other.  
 
Through reflecting on their failure to maintain open communication with their family, 
characters in Kennedy’s short stories discover the vital nature of communication to 
overcome difficulties.  Through “Ashes” Chris is incapable of expressing his feelings, yet he 
only undergoes a revelation after the final hospital visit that unravels the unaddressed 
tensions stemming from to his sexuality, but the discussion is “all too late.” In reminiscing 
about his father begging him not to “throw it in [his mother’s] face” because he worries that “it 
would kill her”, Chris realises his wrongdoings and decides to open up to his mother with 
kindness and empathy. Likewise, Tayler reply “yes” in response to her mother queries of 
whether she likes Shane demonstrates her desire to maintain household peace by hiding her 
true feelings. The lack of communication between Tayler and her mother is again apparent 
when Shane threatens to kill her because Tyler believes her mother is no help to her, 
however, unexpectedly she defends her child too informal, “don’t touch my kids”. Tyler 
observes the in that moment that “something has just brushed across her face”, which 
heralds Tayler’s mother’s realisation of her failed communication with her daughter 
significance of communication. Tayler’s mother’s revelation is mirrored in Ashes when Chris 
experiences a moment of clarity as he comprehends that he too is at fault for his poor 
communication with his parents and he is determined to change his attitude through 
brushing “a small smear of ash…absently, tenderly, without interrupting [his mother].  
Although his father has missed out on his growth that has the potential to restore their 
familial relationship, the mother will benefit from a closer relationship with her son because 
this epiphany  demonstrates that Chris recognises that he should have shown more 
consideration to his parents rather than building up his resentment against them. Both 
stories establish a sense of hope for the readers to believe that the relationships will be 
different in the future and individuals will have the ability to overcome hardship through 
communication.  
 
The different levels of communication are demonstrated in Like A House on Fire where 
some individuals are unable to interact with others, yet other individuals highlight that 
communication can be beneficial and crucial when overcoming difficulties. However, there 
are times where individuals did not realise the importance of communication in the present 
moment and they need time to come to the realisation of the significance of interactions. 
Thus, Kennedy educates the readers about the consequences of lack of communication and 
the advantages of utilising communication in relationships. 
 


