
 
Throughout history, authors have used storytelling as a way to explore the lives of people 
affected by tragedy and how they respond. Perhaps nothing exemplifies this more than Cate 
Kennedy’s anthology Like a House on Fire (2012), which explores the lives of people 
navigating their way through tragedy and domestic problems. Despite adopting a largely 
solemn tone, Kennedy uses these fictional stories to highlight that, despite tragedy, is it 
ultimately the reaction of the individual which can create hope for their future. Through her 
writing, she asserts that sadness can often elucidate small moments of hope, by bringing 
together once broken relationships, allowing a revision on one’s perspective and that is it the 
action in response to sadness which can help form a tender moment of hope. 
 
In her collection, Kennedy exposes the lives of ordinary people overcome by tragedy, but 
that the simple act of strengthening relationships with others can offer small moments in 
which not all hope is lost. While tragedy can often cause significant strain in a relationship, 
Kenney makes it clear that the sad nature of the world can, at times, bring disconnected 
people together. In Like a House on Fire, a tragic back injury confines an unnamed husband 
to the house. This slowly begins to let him see the flaws in his personality – his overbearing 
nature and outdated view of masculinity – and, by the end, begins to reconnect with his 
alienated wife and kids. In Flexion, the husband of an unnamed narrator has an accident 
which leaves him struggling for life and dependent on those around him. Frank, “who liked 
his privacy to the point of glowering, hostile secrecy” is now overwhelmed by his emotional 
unavailability, stemming from his traditional view on masculinity, which has significantly 
strained his domestic relationship. With a now highly dependent Frank, Kennedy uses this 
personal injury to force the couple together, culminating in a pivotal moment at the end of the 
story where Frank “still as a tree” begins crying in front of his wife. This tender moment 
where he displays his newfound capacity to express emotion offers a small moment of hope 
for the struggling couple and affirms the view that, in amongst the sadness, tragedy can also 
bring people closer together. 
 
Kennedy highlights that sadness can cause people to look at their perspective on things, an 
exercise which can sometimes reveal hope where it previously did not exist. Sometimes it 
takes an intensely jarring moment which disrupts the status-quo which forces people to step 
back and reconsider themselves and those around them. In Five-dollar Family, Michelle has 
just given birth to her first child and finds herself a changed woman, ready to move on with 
her life. This traumatic experience and the power of motherhood changes her perspective on 
her lacklustre boyfriend, Des, who “she was suddenly far beyond” now. No longer could 
Michelle, shaken into reality by the experience of childbirth, stand by and tolerate Des, his 
infidelity or crime ridden life. At the end of the piece, it is the physical act of breastfeeding 
which Kennedy uses to offer a moment of hope for Michelle and cement her as a 
transformed woman, no longer in need of a man like Des as “she’s got everything this baby 
needs now.” In Ashes it is the sudden death of Chris’s father which causes him to reconsider 
both his relationship with his mother and his perspective on the past. In the beginning of the 
story, Chris demonises his past memories with his father, who he remembered as always 
attacking him due to his homosexuality. But through the physical revisiting of the camp site 
and upon reflection of happy moments they shared, Chris realises that “he’d forgotten 
[those] moments until now.” This revisionism comes to an end with Chris holding his father’s 
ashes – the weight of his disorientated father-son relationship – and the realisation that he 
must avoid doing the same with his mother. In a gentle action, he offers to wipe ashes from 
his mother’s lapel – a sign of a changed man, and a small moment of hope.  
 
Ultimately, it is the way in which a person acts in the face of tragedy which, despite all odds, 
can keep them afloat and hopeful. Kennedy’s anthology explores the plight of the individual 



against the random, unstoppable nature of the world – exemplified by the use of an epigram 
quote by Franz Kafka – but doesn’t disable the individual from choosing to stand strong and 
fight back. In Little Plastic Shipwreck, Roley is the pinnacle of this. Despite the sudden life-
crippling accident of his wife, and the recent death of Samson, the dolphin he was fond of, 
Roley continues to choose to fight back against the world. Despite having visions of his wife 
in the back of the ambulance “wrapped like a sarcophagus,” he continues to love her and 
care for her. Kennedy crafts this idea with not a single word in Roley’s vernacular throughout 
the piece reflecting any negative feelings towards his wife. The grief that appears for the 
death of Samson reflects a deeper sadness he holds about his life, about the value of 
connection that can be lost so quickly and that no matter the situation, each interaction with 
his loved ones (his wife) should be met with hope. This idea is explored again in the 
collection, in Laminex and Mirrors. The young narrator in this story finds herself at odds with 
her own ambition to travel overseas, as she confronts her rude and hypocritical boss and her 
own transformation as a person. Over the course of the story, she begins to discover the 
beauty and freedom of connection with others. It seems tragic to her, the idea of losing her 
chance to go on holiday – as is repeatedly reinforced by Kennedy’s use of plane imagery: 
“sound of a plane door closing without me” – which draws attention to the weight of the 
decision she makes at the end. This decisive action to sacrifice her holiday – a tragedy for 
her - for the value of connection as she chooses to break rules with Mr Moreton ultimately 
gives her a moment of hope, a moment of freedom and a display of the powerful of individual 
actions in combatting a sad world. 
 
Ultimately it is the characters in this collection who choose to do nothing which remain the 
most hopeless. Instead, Kennedy displays that sadness and tragedy can often be used as 
moments of opportunity: to rekindle strained relationships, change perspective, or even give 
fight back to the world. Kennedy uses her anthology to assert that, no matter what fight the 
world presents to you, it is the individual’s role to fight back and create moments of hope for 
themselves. 
 
 


