‘BUT TETHERED BY WHAT? (STATIC) KENNEDY'S STORIES FOCUS ON
PEOPLE WHO ARE NO LONGER ABLE TO COPE WITH THEIR PROBLEMS.
TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU AGREE?

The delights and challenges of domestic life have been explored by authors throughout
history, often elucidating on the intricacies of human reaction when faced with a significant
problem in life. Focusing on Australian households, Cate Kennedy’s anthology Like a House
on Fire (2012) explores the lives of people navigating their way through tragedy, accidents,
and other problems. She uses this collection to tell a story of how these jarring problems,
while overwhelming, can be coped with through a willingness to adapt to the situation.
Through her writing, she asserts that those who find individual adaptability or can find a
comprise with others end up being able to cope significantly better than those who shut
down, in stubborn resoluteness, and refuse to adapt.

In her collection, Kennedy praises those who, in the face of problem, can find ways to adapt
which allows them to cope with their changed world. She emphasis that the key to
successfully dealing with a problem is being able to review one’s own perspectives and not
fear changing themselves in order to find a clearer path. In Five-dollar Family, this idea is
explored through the transformation of Michelle, a new mother with a newfound belief in
herself as an independent woman. Having gone through the traumatic experience of
childbirth, the change of motherhood dawns on her, symbolised with the physical
descriptions of her body: a “big loose body, slack and sore, [belonging] to someone else.”
This emotionally charged life change allows Michelle to understand the problems with her
life, and offers her a new beginning. She feels as if “someone had flicked a light switch on”
that she can adapt herself and leave her problem behind — namely, her delinquent boyfriend
Des. She realises how much of a problem he was, such as the selling of her belongings to
“Cash converters” and wasting “a hundred dollars” on a leather jacket for the new-born. In
response to her focus on her new son Jason and what he needs, Michelle finds that she can
adapt herself and, by the end of the story, the literal act of breastfeeding cements Michelle
as an independent, autonomous woman who now wishes to separate herself from her
deadbeat boyfriend. After taking the eponymous photo with Des — an evocative
representation of a physical memory of her old life — she solidifies her adaptability and
readiness to move on from Des with a firm and confident statement of how “she’s got
everything this baby needs, now.” Kennedy further reinforces this idea of adapting from the
mindset of the past with the narrator Chris in Ashes. Faced with the problem of a heavy loss
— the death of his father, Chris begins to adapt his thinking, and begins to come to terms with
the problematic nature of his relationship with his father. At the beginning, Chris mother
openly speaks with fondness about the camping trips Chris took with his father, harshly
juxtaposed against Chris’s own thoughts which focus on those of his father not
understanding him. As the story progresses, it dawns on him that many of these moments
were his father’s way of trying to reach out to him but were misinterpreted in the fog of his
own attitudes towards his homosexuality. Sparking by visiting the site of a father-son
camping trip, Chris adapts his perhaps misconceived view of the times he shared with his
father, realising that “he’d forgotten [those] moments until now.” Chris then chooses not to
view this wasted time as a problem, but as an opportunity to get closer to his mother, a
unique way to cope with loss. Both stories emphasise the importance of being to adapt
oneself in the face of a problem in order to cope with it.

Kennedy highlights that even when faced with grave problems, decisions can be made in
compassion which can be freeing from the grips of defeat and allow people to cope. It is the
immediacy and impact of change and tragedy which can put immense pressure on domestic
relationships, but those that can eventually readjust in response to these problems can often
avoid conflict and find harmony with it. In Flexion, an unnamed female narrator has long
struggled to cope with her husband, Frank, and his limited definition of masculinity which has
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put strain on their domestic relationship. This is apparent when, even though Frank is made
disabled by a sudden accident, she sits in hospital and views this as not a problem with an
opportunity to live a new life without him and be free from his emotional unavailability.
However, Kennedy emphasises that the wife continues to cope with this by making
compassionate decisions — cooking for Frank and showering him, even in the face of his
staunch emotional stubbornness to the point where “he can’t hold a fork, but can find a way
to smack her out of the way.” But the wife continues nonetheless and Kennedy
demonstrates the power of this at the end when, in a pivotal moment, the narrator sees
Frank begin to cry next to her, and as she holds his hand over his heart, Kennedy highlights
that Frank has finally been willing to admit to his vulnerability and ultimately allow the couple
to connect — a signifier of a resolution to a long term problem for the wife and a display of the
power of compassion in being able to cope. A more vivid picture of this compassion as a
way of coping is painted in Little Plastic Shipwreck. Roley is unable to even engage in a
“‘normal” relationship with his wife after a tragic, sudden injury which left her “immobilised”
and suffering from irreversible brain damage. Nonetheless Roley continues to show
compassion to his wife by still showing the same love and care to his wife as he was before.
Kennedy highlights this with Roley’s vernacular during the story, which never negatively
describes his wife or resents her. This is further elucidated with the harsh juxtaposition to his
boss, Declan, who is harsh and extremely unforgiving towards Roley and Samson, the
dolphin which Roley had a connection with. Kennedy uses this to explore how Roley
connects to others around him, his wife and Samson, in a way that allows him to show
compassion towards them and cope with his own problems in turn. Thus, once again,
Kennedy has used this anthology to elucidate upon how problems in life can be handled if
people are willing to show compassion and comprise to others.

In stark contrast to the positivity Kennedy offers to characters which adapt to problems, the
characters which struggle to cope most in this text are those who she highlights as failing to
adapt. The epigram by Franz Kafka is a clear message from Kennedy that the world will
force its many injustices upon you, which begin to show that only individuals with a certain
adaptability will survive — whilst those with a stubborn resoluteness will struggle to cope with
their own problems. An example of this stubbornness and ensuing struggle is the protagonist
in Sleepers, Ray. A man who feels cheated on by the world and largely unappreciated, he
struggles to come to terms with his rapidly changing life and give up the fantasy of the life he
desires. Living in the yard of a friend’s house and struggling to reconcile himself after a
broken relationship with Sharyn, Kennedy writes Ray’s story with a plethora of problems and
a real sense of hopelessness, and doesn’t hold back in affirming her view that adaptability is
key to survivability. The railway sleepers symbolise Ray himself, described as being “solid”
and “with so much life still in it,” and, initially, instead of using these sleepers to change
himself around, Ray continues to chase the life he had with his ex-girlfriend. In a pivotal
moment, Ray chooses to go and steal some of the sleepers “to take back to Sharon’s place
tomorrow,” which ultimately causes his demise. In absolute irony and as a last-minute
thought, he decides he should “score some for himself,” — as he then gets arrested, a
comment from Kennedy that the change was far little too late. Kennedy highlights Ray as a
man who clearly struggles to cope with his problems and thus uses this story to warn of the
dangers of living in the past. She explores how if Ray had been more focused on adapting
himself and less focused on desperately gripping onto the scraps of his past life, he could
have removed himself from his constant struggle. This is expressed symbolically through the
Rays inability to run from the police sirens at the end of the story, a powerful metaphor of
how the “lazy roll, rhythmic and silent” nature of life’s problem will catch you if you don’t
adapt. Kennedy further emphasises this warning with the narrator in Cross-Country, a young
female who struggles to cope and reconcile herself after a breakup and resorts to internet
stalking as a way to free herself — symbolised by the cross country running — from her past
life. It is no coincidence that these two stories which warn of the dangers of being stuck in
the past are positioned next to each other, as Kennedy seeks to make her point on the
matter blisteringly clear.
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Ultimately, it is the characters in this collection which do not adapt themselves in the face of
their problems which struggle to cope with them the most. Instead, Kennedy uses her
anthology to highlight that, while the world may be unforgiving in its many injustices, with
individual adaptability or compassion in relationships, the problems brought by change can
be welcomed as simply the next step in life. Whilst she makes clear that “in the fight between
you and the world, back the world,” it is the actions of the individual which determine their
fate and the struggle that commences.
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