
 
Through a collective diminution, author Cate Kennedy has utilised her anthology, Like a House 
on Fire, written and published in 2013, to explore the morasses that lie within the quotidian 
facets of life. As demonstrated throughout the anthology, Kennedy elucidates through the 
many stories that the inability for one to accept their realities can be deleterious for both one’s 
sense of self and their broader inner psyche. These subtle yet pernicious effects of non-
acceptance can manifest through self-estrangement or psychological intransigence, to which 
Kennedy demonstrates that they will all lead to one singular result of self-destruction. Yet, 
simultaneously, Kennedy still provides the readers -- though quantitatively small -- a 
countervailing picture that when people do accept their tough realities, the lessons they garner 
will be highly rewarding and can greatly facilitate in one’s act of surmounting and persevering 
through their morasses.  
 
As seen in many stories in the anthology, Kennedy opines that the inability for one to accept 
their personal fragments, whether that be relationship failures or hostile reticence, will 
consequently lead to the detrimental results of self-estrangement and social alienation. The 
story “Sleepers”, centred around protagonist “Ray” who has recently been going through a 
“lethargic kind of trance lately” is transpired to have previously experienced a brutal breakup 
with his “Ex-girlfriend...Sharon”; the event that served itself as the prelude to Ray’s current 
mental state. As Ray has completely reduced himself to being as “just Ray”, when he is at 
“Steve’s barbeque night” a heightened sense of self-consciousness arises through his 
acknowledgement that he is the “only single man there…receiving speculative glances…[and 
feeling] something indulgent,” elucidating upon Ray’s wilful choice to alienate himself from 
both the world and people that surround him. In essence, this alienation has inexorably forced 
Ray to become entrapped by his own inner consciousness. This is explicitly shown through 
his ruminations of Sharon, manifested through his desirous pursuit of creating a “landscaped 
garden” -- a recurring motif throughout the story -- solely to see her “surprised but gratified 
smile”, which in turn is insinuated by Kennedy as being a dominant factor to both Ray’s self-
induced delusions and obstinacy to the actual reality. Kennedy’s utilisation of temporal 
discrepancies is also a significant aspect that directly pertains to Ray’s mental entropy, 
demonstrated through his dwellings on how a “few months ago...they were splitting up”, and 
immediately transitioning back to his present state of “idled...watching the traffic”, illuminating 
on the subtle ways this cyclical -- yet futile -- mental dwellment has consequently led to a 
source of derealisation. The struggle with acceptance is also implicitly referenced through the 
motif of “motionless machines”. While on the surface, this would be a naturalistic descriptor 
for the lanquidity that surrounds Ray, Kennedy insinuates that both Ray’s behavioural instincts 
and broader disposition are actively analogous to them, elicited through the alliterative effects 
of this descriptor. Subsequently, a pivotal juxtaposition also takes place within the story when 
Ray envisages Sharon confiding to her partner “don’t worry...it’s just Ray”, which serves as a 
significant contrast between Ray, someone who is perpetually stuck in the past, to Sharon 
who has now vanquished her past relationship with Ray and has now advanced into a new 
life. Inevitably, this would also tie into the peripheral concerns of conscious emasculation, and 
how Ray's inability to conquer the past while eschewing from accepting reality has merely 
exacerbated the feelings of derision and bereftness. Similarities of this can also be seen in the 
story “Static”. Centred around protagonist “Anthony” and his wife “Marie” who have been 
suffering from the detriments of infertility, Anthony himself has been effectively pushed into a 
state of mental abyss due to the pervasive familial pressures that have been imposed onto 
him by both his mother and wife. The act of Marie and Anthony’s mother “turning on their Evil 
Rays onto him” serves as salient metaphorical manifestation on the ways these pressures 
have completely usurped both the agency Anthony has over the family but also his own life; it 
has been both degenerative and deleterious for his inner psyche. Anthony’s much preferred 
reality of “losing himself in the big benign glowing screen” is exemplary of this presiding 



pathological effects of self-estrangement and the eschewance from the present reality. As to 
defer from pressure is evident for Anthony, which manifests itself through alienation, the 
ambivalent relationship he with his mother that is amplified through how he desires for her “to 
shut the fuck up for once in her lifetime”, essentially exposes the idea that his family are, in 
essence, merely strangers. On the other hand, his heightened vulnerability towards Marie’s 
“murderous” glance is another aspect to this broader sense of derealisation that permeates 
through his inner consciousness, whilst also Anthony belying his role as a husband. During 
the final sections of the story, all of this amalgamates into a highly poignant closing, where 
Anthony simply desires to “see a hot dot of red blood...as if he needs proof if such things are 
real…” Overtly, Kennedy’s utilisation of such existentially symbolic endings directly pertains to 
Anthony’s choice to eschew from declaring a final conclusion on whether he “wants a child or 
not”, as well as the following of illusory escapism, illuminating the pernicious effects of this and 
how he has become completely depersonalised throughout the story. Kennedy evidently 
demonstrates through both stories that the inability for one to accept their realities and 
remaining obstinate to the past can be deleterious for one’s self.  
 
Subsequently, through the utilisation of physical injuries as a form of conflict, Kennedy also 
enlightens the reader on how these tragedies can readily usurp one’s rationality and breed a 
rabid form of intransigency. The story “Flexion” is a key exemplification of a patriarchal figure 
that is undergoing a process of demise. Centred around “Frank Slovak” and his wife “Mrs. 
Slovak”, the core presiding conflict is the incident of how Frank “overturned his tractor onto 
himself...but not dead.” Kennedy immediately establishes that Frank’s injury is ironic at the 
very start, through the fact that it was the “bloody roll bar that had caught him…[something 
intended] to protect him.” Knowing that Frank is a person that would rather “cut his hand off 
than become beholden to anyone”, the reader can infer through this that such ironic injuries 
can only be both emasculating and reputationally debilitating for him. Unsurprisingly, as 
Frank’s life is now purely dependent on Mrs. Slovak, his demeanour is both “ferocious [and] 
vindictive”, as if he were to “hit someone”. This in turn is insinuated by Kennedy as being a 
clear manifestation of Frank’s demise as the sole patriarchy but also his rabid intransigency 
towards the brutal reality. Yet, on the other Mrs. Slovak’s reaction to Frank’s debilitating injury 
is also marked with ambivalence and cynicism. Explicitly shown through Frank’s act of 
“knocking her hand away as she goes and wipes the gravy off of his chin”, it is implied that 
there is a possibility that Mrs. Slovak has been directly victimised by Frank’s susceptibility to 
perpetrate a form of domestic violence. This implicit idea is intensified through Mrs. Slovak’s 
act of “relishing in a meal prepared by someone else”, illuminates the notion that Frank being 
bogged by his injury is insidiously emancipatory for her. Additionally, another case of this is 
also evinced through how Mrs. Slovak has a “visceral kind of pleasure seeing him all cornered 
up like this”, only heightening the aforementioned implicit references to domestic violence. 
Markedly, Kennedy still however shows that Mrs. Slovak -- in spite of being a possible victim 
-- has also been engrossed in a taste of delusion, exemplified through how she feels “cheated” 
when Frank Slovak “beats off his pneumonia,” explicitly drawing upon the idea of how both 
have been mutually complicit in their conjugal fragmentations. Additionally, a sign of structural 
change in the relationship is evoked when Mrs. Slovak “cuts [Frank Slovak’s] hair off and 
shaves him,” to which conventionally is symbolic of Mrs. Slovak’s act of emasculating Frank, 
but also emblematic of the transposition of agency between the relationship. Unsurprisingly, 
this scene is uncomfortable and awkward for the reader as Kennedy had intended it to be. 
This case of intransigency towards reality is also demonstrated in the titular story of “Like a 
House on Fire”. Parallel to “Flexion”, the narrator has been suffering from a “herniated disc” 
and is forced to be subjected to the “humiliation of purchase...watching [his] wife and son, 
aged eight, lugging the Christmas tree onto the car…” The relationship between the narrator 
and his wife, Claire who has been giving “very little eye contact these days” is a poignant factor 
to the story and Kennedy’s overarching concern on the deferring of accepting reality. 
Retrospectively, the narrator follows the idea how the couple had used to “get along like a 
house on fire”, while now they are quite literally “a house on fire”, which evidently shows that 
the narrator views this reality of his cynical “good-old slipped disc” as being not ideal, but rather 



torturous. Consequently, this has exacerbated the “flickering resentments” as if they are 
“licking itself up the wall…”, with the personifying sentence heightening the harboured 
bitterness that lies between the narrator and his wife. The aspect that defines the narrator’s 
intransigence is his aforementioned innate desire for retrospection; ruminating on the past is 
a salient element that is readily a manifestation of the narrator’s inability to comprehend his 
present state. This is pronounced through the recollection of “last Christmas” on how he had 
“made pancakes”, but cannot this year because he has “succumbed to reduced movement” 
and is now both a father and husband that “cannot hang things up and pull things out.” 
Continuing this continuous blame on an injury he insists that he is “not faking”, exemplifies a 
lack of ability for acceptance and determination; to push through and persevere through the 
detriments of such tragic injuries. And additionally, Kennedy’s choice to make the narrator as 
analogous to the “guy who can’t get the firetruck started” exemplifies this perennial state of 
dwellment and eschewing from acceptance. Both stories evidently reveal how, intrinsically, 
when people do suffer from the detriments of debilitating physical injuries it will produce a 
rabid form intransigency which intensifies one’s inability to accept their fates.  
 
In spite of this, Kennedy still adamantly presents through a small yet significant set of stories 
that for one to have the audacity to accept their realities can ultimately be rewarding, as well 
as giving one the opportunity to enlighten and persevere. “Ashes” is a key story within the 
anthology that presents a case of perseverance and the ability to accept the reality. Centred 
around protagonist Chris, who is described to be “not the first gay man his parents didn’t 
understand” has been experiencing both the grieving of his late-father and the conflicting 
relationship he has with his mother. Memories being a core aspect to the story are described 
to be “set like mouse traps ready to snap...like little landmines ready to explode” is contingent 
on the sensory descriptions presented by Kennedy of the “peppermints” that are left over by 
his late-father. The ephemerality of memory is shown to be a factor that determines Chris’ 
mental morass, explicitly shown through how he reciprocates to his mother’s utterance on how 
his father “used to love coming [to the lake] to fish”, internally speaking on how this “revisionism 
is making him nauseous…[and how it] infuriates him.” Overtly, Chris’ dwellings have been the 
impetus for his mental demise and in turn has been the main barricade for him to restart the 
relationship between him and his mother. Implicitly demonstrated by Kennedy, Chris’ 
homosexuality is also insinuated to be the main causality for the discordant relationship 
between his mother. This is supplemented through Chris’ recollections on how his father 
warned him how it will “kill her” if he were to “come out” to his mother. However, without having 
to compile any method to make his mother understand and form some semblance of mutual 
harmony, Chris inadvertently becomes “one” with his father; reticent and hostile to 
communication, amplified through the constant “sourly” feelings he has towards his mother. 
Subsequently, compounded with discord and bereft of understanding, Kennedy also pre-
establishes that Chris has also previously gone through a breakup with his ex-partner “Scott” 
and “longed for him so much that it hurt.” This multidimensional conflict that stems from 
relationship to family to raw emotional drivels, Kennedy shows that it is merely inexorable that 
Chris’, despite acknowledging the banality of him and his mother “alone” going to mourn his 
late-father, he will not come to terms with his complicity in the conflicting relationship between 
him and his mother or fully accept his homosexuality; shown through how he aims to retain 
his “perpetual bachelor” status. Yet in spite of these emotionally and psychologically draining 
internalised morasses, Kennedy deliberately chooses to aberrate from the conventional 
narrative of incessant rumination and lack of closure as seen within previously analysed 
stories. A watershed moment ensues when Chris acknowledges the “waste of it all” -- referring 
to the omnipresent memories that have shrouded his own rationality -- and initiates an act of 
reconciliation with his mother. When Chris notices “ash sitting on the lapel of his mother’s 
jacket”, he consciously and “tenderly brushes it off.” On the surface, while the act itself in 
essence is small, the symbolic value as shown by Kennedy is pivotal to Chris’ choice to follow 
the avenue of acceptance. As mentioned previously, Chris’ disposition is marked by an 
animosity towards communication, this act is emblematic of his final decision to overcome the 
spectres of his father and the omnipresent memories of both his ex-partner and perception of 



his mother. Audacity in turn is shown to be a direct aspect of acceptance. This is also exhibited 
in the story “Waiting” that is based on a tragic case of continuous miscarriages. Kennedy 
automatically registers to the reader that the narrator is “veteran at this now” and “the last 
three times it was men”, overtly demonstrating that the life for the narrator has indeed been a 
tragedy. Pete who is an “undemonstrative man” and the husband of the narrator is an 
important element to the story and plays a key role in emotionally supporting the narrator. 
Stuck in the morass that is the state of having continuous miscarriages, inevitably the narrator 
feels derided, disaffected and bereft, explicitly shown through how the “walls of blood [are] 
impossible to rebuild”; this evidently connotes to the miscarriages literally but also to the 
hopelessness that pervades the narrator’s inner-psyche. However, as the narrator instinctively 
foreshadows how they “won’t find a heartbeat” this time, explicitly predicting that this time 
would also result in disappointment, Pete’s reaction to this is salient to the relationship and 
ability of acceptance that resides between the two. As the narrator is lying on the bed, Pete 
“lifts the hard-white sheets and crawls in beside” the narrator, with his thumb “rubbing absently 
across” her skin. By nature, Kennedy evinces quite explicitly that this is a case of realistic 
attitude; to offer support rather than detach oneself from the brutal reality. The narrator's 
repetitions of “I’m not a martyr...I’m not a martyr…” heightens this proposition, suggesting the 
fact that if one were to be intransigent to their reality, deferring from acceptance, it will only 
catalyse self-defeat. Evidently, Kennedy has utilised both stories to provide the readers a 
countervailing picture of acceptance and how this, while at first may be difficult, will ultimately 
be the most rewarding in the future.  
 
Through Like a House on Fire, Kennedy has presented to her readers the deleterious effects 
of non-acceptance of reality, and how this could ultimately entail estrangement and 
unnecessary intransigence, which inevitably lead to further self-defeat. These are all shown 
in stories like “Sleepers”, “Static”, “Flexion” and “Like a House on Fire”. Yet, Kennedy still 
utilises a small but significant set stories to provide a countervailing picture of how the ability 
for one to have the audacity and capacity to accept their morasses can be the impetus for one 
to surmount their troubles, demonstrates in stories like “Ashes” and “Waiting”.  
 


