THE FRAGILITY OF THE BODY IS A KEY ISSUE IN LIKE A HOUSE ON
FIRE. HOW DO THE STORIES EXPLORE THIS?

Often elucidating upon the delights and challenges of domestic life, authors throughout
history have explored the intricacies of human reaction when faced with significant
challenge. Focusing on Australian lives, Cate Kennedy’s contemporary anthology Like a
House on Fire (2012), uses its intimate domesticity to dissect the multi-dimensional nature of
adversity in everyday life. A significant, largely unacknowledged part of modern life, Kennedy
does not shy from exploring the brutal and insidious nature of illness, injury, and infertility in
the modern world. She carefully presents the management of iliness, natal health, and
mental health as the multiple facets of body fragility affecting life behind closed doors.

Through this exploration, Kennedy uncovers the coping mechanisms for managing the
challenges of illness and disease. She invites readers in to watch the reaction of individuals
struck by misfortune, usually hidden in the secrecy of domestic life, and finds a world of
coping, struggle, and connection. The titular story, ‘Like a House on Fire’ explores this
through an unnamed husband and father, who suffered a sudden and debilitating spinal
injury. However, it becomes clear that the true victim of this injury is the narrator’s sense of
self-worth, heavily tied to his narrow definition of masculinity as he feels akin to someone
“destroying the social fabric by refusing to pull their weight.” Perhaps commenting on
societal expectations on masculinity, Kennedy allows the narrator to continue to struggle to
grapple with his identity until it begins to insidiously seed discontentment and communication
problems amongst his family. Subverting the common metonym for effective relationships,
“like a house on fire,” to describe the pair, Kennedy uses language to describe the
relationship as antithetical to this idea itself, acknowledging that with such a failure in
communication, those “flickering small resentments” between them are now “threatening to
go roaring out of control.” Suggesting the only way to avoid the “black and brittle aftermath”
is to open to his vulnerabilities, Kennedy maintains that his injuries are merely
“psychosomatic” in nature, and that instead of discovering that on the history of his wife’s
computer — he should communicate with her instead. At the denouement of the story, he
briefly breaks the perennial nature of his pain by literally and symbolically asking for help —
embracing vulnerability — which facilitates a closeness between him and Claire where the
“slow careful weight” of her body on his back finally offering him a “temporary respite.”
Through this slow, intimate exploration of the narrator’s physical injury, Kennedy proposes
that the fragility of the body can stress domestic situations, as individuals find themselves
outside the stereotypes of domesticity and trying to simply cope with their vulnerabilities.

Kennedy explores the uniquely female challenges of childbirth and motherhood, and its
impacts on the body. A part of the human condition, the natural fragility of childbirth and
motherhood is seldom explored, as societal stigma often confines these thoughts to the
household. Inviting readers to normalize these thoughts, ‘Waiting’ delicately explores the life
of a woman struggling with the fragility of her body and its impacts on her relationship. The
unnamed narrator, symbolic of her feelings of helplessness and anonymity, dissects the
feelings of a woman going through struggling to give birth, many times confronting the cold
disappointment of how “[she] won’t find a heartbeat.” A self-admitted “veteran at [failing to
give birth],” her past experience with the fragility of her body and failed births has tainted her
view, perhaps through a form of self-defense against the solemn verdict that she knows “is
waiting for [her].” Kennedy highlights how, in domestic situations, often the fragility of the
body — particularly in the case of childbirth — can involve an entire family, emphasized as the
narrator makes constant mention of her supportive husband. Demonstrating the comfort that
family and connection can provide at a time of significant vulnerability, the narrator lives
vicariously through the control and strength that her partner has, as he “[sees] what needs to
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be done” and he just does it — as she herself struggles to control her own body.
Homogenous to ‘Waiting’ in the way it explores the impacts of the fragility of the body, but in
this case with very different outcomes, is ‘Five-Dollar Family.” Instead of the supportive,
understanding husband described in ‘Waiting’, Michelle has a delinquent boyfriend, Des,
who she wants to “punch square across the face.” Having gone through the transformative
process of childbirth, Michelle has to navigate her way through the newfound fragility in her
body, almost “like [her] big loose body, slack and sore, belongs to someone else.”
Embracing this vulnerability and her fragility, Michelle acknowledges that she feels no longer
“dopey” or “thickheaded,” culminating in a sense of newfound independence where she feels
comfortable to move on from Des. This is highlighted at the end of the piece, where the
photo symbolizes the old version of her family which she is leaving behind, just a memory of
the new beginning she hopes to have. This independence is further accentuated with her
fragile body, now strong and self-sufficient, begins to produce milk — literally and
symbolically “[having] everything this baby needs now” and ready to move on. These two
stories show the multi-dimensional nature of women’s health, and the fragility of childbirth.

Kennedy highlights that mental health is as important as the physical health of the body.
Often just as fragile as skin and bone, the author demonstrates the significance of mental
health, and the impacts of indulging in mentally unhealthy practices like getting caught up in
the past. ‘Sleepers’ emphasizes these ideas through the life of Ray, a man who cannot move
on from his ex-girlfriend, Sharon. In a story that heavily focuses on a deep sense of
hopelessness, Ray begins to fantasize over a collection of railway sleepers, and how he
could “win [Sharon] back” if he gave them to her. Henceforth symbolically attaching his
sense of self-worth and identity to the futile mission of stealing these sleepers, Ray is a man
which Kennedy highlights as deeply stuck in the grips of the past, unwilling to move on.
Describing him with identifies for depression, such as “feeling empty” and as if “there was
something wrong with him,” Kennedy highlights the negative mental effects such an outlook
on life can have. This culminates at the end of the story, where Ray makes an attempt to
steal the sleepers but gets caught by the police. The police lights in this scene symbolizing
the ongoing nature of life’s injustices, “a lazy roll, rhythmic and silent.” In a moment of irony,
and utter despondency, Ray thinks about “why shouldn’t he score some for himself” instead
of Sharon just before being arrested — a blisteringly clear comment from Kennedy that this is
too little, too late for Ray. Just as Ray himself had tied his sense of self-identity to the
sleepers, Kennedy proposes that Ray’s life is as “still, motionless” as the sleepers
themselves and “it just broke your heart to see [his life] go to waste.” A story almost
homogenous to the previous one, ‘Cross Country’ which tells the story of a girl, Rebecca,
also caught in the vice of the past — unable to move on from her ex-boyfriend — which
constricts her to her room, ‘surfing’ on the internet, or as she acknowledges, “drowning.” It is
no surprise that these stories appear next to each other in the anthology, a powerful
reminder to readers of the importance of mental health and that its effects can be almost as
debilitating as the stories of physical fragility that surround them.

Elucidating on topics not widely spoken of in public discourse, Kennedy uses her anthology
and writing to deliver a powerful exposé on the human condition and societal expectations.
Behind closed doors, her intimate, domestic style of narration allow her to explore the effects
of the fragility of the body in all its forms — physical health, the fragility of childbirth and
mental health — on everyday life. She maintains that with communication, and support,
individuals can navigate through this adversity and cope with the often-perennial nature of
their pain. However, as her epigraph by Franz Kafka makes clear, the world will continue to
bring forth its many injustices and apply them indiscriminately.

tSl(

tsfx.edu.au



