THE CHARACTERS IN KENNEDYS STORIES DERIVE LITTLE
SATISFACTION FROM THEIR RELATIONSHIPS

A strong relationship between two people consists of mutual understanding, which facilitates
a sense of fulfilment. Cate Kennedy's anthology Like a House on Fire depicts a diverse array
of contemporary Australian voices, in the aftermath of adversity. Often during these times of
adversity, strain and tension can result in a lack of communication, which becomes the
catalyst for relationship breakdown. It is notable that in several of her stories, Kennedy's
female character's voices and opinions are often repressed while in their relationship. Her
use of close third person details their initial weakness and submissiveness to build
up to the pivotal point in the story and to their acts of defiance against these norms. It
is their mistreatment from their partners that leads to their realization of the satisfaction they
must find within themselves, through their internal strength and resilience. However, despite
several of Kennedy's characters being illustrated in the midst of adversity, she affirms the
compelling force it has in drawing people together. It is due to these testing times that people
come to the realization of their partner's support.

Communication is important in sustaining a relationship. In Static and Flexion, Kennedy
highlights how the lack of communication between partners ultimately leads for feelings of
discontentment. In several of her short stories, Kennedy's female characters are unnamed -
a deliberate choice to highlight the repression of their own voice, as their identities are tied to
their husbands. This notion is present in Flexion, with the female protagonist only referred to
as Mrs Slovak or Frank's wife. Kennedy's use of flashbacks unravels the undercurrent of
searing intolerance through a gradual, systematic exposition. These flashbacks are intended
to disseminate the accumulation of pent up emotions, which Mrs Slovak is unable to
express. Mrs Slovak immediately deemed as the "quiet one", is used by Kennedy to
exempllify the situation of going from "near invisibility" to having an "odd kind of glamour",
and thus gaining strength. While moments of isolation and denial fuel the overarching tone of
resentment in the narrative, Mrs Slovak's fantasies of "serving the casseroles after the
funeral”, and her shift to being able to refer to him "so readily in the past tense" highlights the
discontentment she feels with her marriage, and how being widowed would be a better
option. Kennedy likens the status of their marriage to the "crack of dislocation", symbolizing
the fragmented and fragile nature of their relationship. The only way to bridge the division
amongst the characters is to seal it with mutual understanding and communication, which
however lacks. Despite the sense of closure she provides at the end with the gesture of
putting the narrators hand "wordlessly, determinedly over his heart", the underlying
complications of their relationship are not solved. Kennedy's use of the close third person
view thus illustrates how her female characters' plight serves as an indictment of the
patriarchal society. In Static, Kennedy immediately foregrounds the nature of the story
through the irony in her title, which becomes a symbol of Anthony's failing relationship with
his wife, Marie. When "static and space wash over the line", these moments illustrate the
breaking connection and lack of communication between them. Kennedy further establishes
this in the opening as she likens the tension in the "deoxygenated silence" of the room to
rays, and lists what they consist of — "contempt, accusation, disdain...". By interspersing the
narrative with flashbacks, Kennedy emphasizes the change in the dynamics of their
relationship — such as how Marie "used to call him Ant", and the change to it "being
Anthony". As the narrative progresses, the build up in tension eventually leads the male
narrator to question — "does she love him?". As they struggle with infertility, the
physiological responses experienced by Anthony with his "voice raspy" and "throat closed"
highlight the extent to which past memories continues to transgress into his life in the
present. As he becomes weighted with his emotions and attempts to "summon the good
energy" once again, he "blame[s] the static" — further highlighting how his relationship with
his wife drains him. Kennedy therefore highlights that with broken connection between
people, disatisfaction can arise if the characters are not able to address it.
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In times when relationships do not provide a sense of fulfilment, women learn to appreciate
their own bodily mechanisms and internal strength. In their failing relationships with their
boyfriends, Kennedy imbues her female characters to find strength and satisfaction within
themselves in Five Dollar Family and Seventy-Two Derwents. By likening her treatment from
Des to only be kept "fat, dumb and happy", illustrating a "dopey and thickheaded" version of
Michelle during her pregnancy, Kennedy's flashbacks are illustrative of the turning points in
the narrators character development in Five Dollar Family. These moments illustrate how the
birth of her child is metaphoric for the rebirth of her values and beliefs, "something she'd
once known and then forgotten". It is in this moment where she "finally stopped thinking
about Des" and "listen[ed] to her body" that leads her belief — "she couldn't believe she ever
needed him for anything". Kennedy emphasizes the tension present the partners through
Michelle's internal monologue, highlighting the undercurrent of resentment, such as when
she "already wanted him to go" subsequent to her child's birth. The accumulation of deceit
and infidelity of her boyfriend is the catalyst for Michelle's character development, as these
factors prompt her own realization that she is all she needs. This is particularly evident as
the fragmented nature of the story details how the narrator slowly pieces her own identity
separate from Des, illustrated that "you find one thing, then you piece another". The strength
she finds and builds upon throughout the novel in her own role as a mother, ultimately leads
Michelle to find satisfaction in herself and her child's wellbeing, rather than with Des.
Narrated in the first person perspective and through a child's lens, Kennedy provides
readers a glimpse into the stark contrast between the adult vs child world. Her frequent use
of dramatic irony throughout the short story illustrates the often dangerous situations the
young narrator is conflicted with, in particular, her experiences with her mother's boyfriend -
Shane. Pairing the discomfort the young narrator feels with this character, Kennedy further
emphasizes his dangerous nature in his depiction, similar to predatory animals. The first
instance is with the tattoo on his ankle, with "fangs that were much too big, like a cartoon
snake". The bone that bumps up in his ankle "so the letters were crooked" is used by
Kennedy to highlight the corruptness of the crux of his being. Later, she brings up Tyler's
"dream of a wolf... and his eyes are on fire". Shane's embodiment alike to these animals is a
medium for Kennedy to build up to the climax of the story, as the front door slams and he
screams "where is she". Whilst in this moment, the young narrator believes her mother "will
be of no use", especially as Kennedy details the mother with her "shoulders hunching and
her face closing up" and being "one of those dolls without enough stuffing", the author uses
this moment as a turning point in the development of her character. Throughout the story,
the use of the heavy sewing machine exemplifies the building of her mother's internal
strength and character. This initial characterization is used to foreshadow the the internal
strength that she built overtime from "hauling up the sewing machine every night", most
graphically demonstrated ****as she buries the scissors in Shane's stomach "quick and
easy, like she's pushing the car door closed". This pivotal moment in the story of stabbing
Shane is a metaphor for her puncturing the source of her feelings of inadequacy, especially
as he shames her throughout the story for her work of creating dolls. Often illusioned by the
sense of security she perceived Shane would provide her, the mother ends up finding
strength and satisfaction in her her own mechanisms, that set her free from her boyfriend.

In the midst of grief and adversity, some resort to their interpersonal relations for comfort.
The overarching tone of strain and tension in her relationship with her son, paired with
grieving the death of her husband, leads the mother of the male narrator in Ashes to find
solace in other places. Kennedy establishes this strain through the close third person
perspective, whereby readers are given an insight into the narrators feelings through his
facial expressions, such as his mouth being a "firm and well-worn line" due to his mother.
The minimal dialogue and the rigidity in their brief exchanges throughout the narrative further
highlights the lack of communication between them. In face of this, the mother of the narrator
finds comfort in The Bookclub Women. Feeling she is "locked in a dull and predictable life"
with her husband, the community she has joined with other women is a place for
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understanding. Although hardship can result in unspoken tension within a relationship -
given that there is mutual understanding and love, a partner can help in moments of distress.
In Waiting, Whilst Kennedy's use of first person perspective draws readers in closer to the
mind of the female narrator, she closes the narrative with the second person. As the narrator
overlooks her inadequacies that she knows what her husband needs, but feels that "l can't
give it to you" provides a point for readers to empathize with her. Thus, whilst she does not
find satisfaction in herself, and suffers at the mercy of her inability to conceive, her husband
aids in her finding resilience. The mutual understanding and companionship between the
narrator and her husband is illustrated in their moment of compassion, as he, "an
undemonstrative man... fitted his warm arms and legs around [her]". In the aftermath of
encountering and enduring through several miscarriages, Kennedy subverts from extensive
dialogue between her characters to instead focus on gestures and actions, as they often
reveal greater moments of reconciliation than if spoken verbally.

Cate Kennedy's "Like A House on Fire" epitomizes the importance of mutual understanding
and companionship within a relationship during testing times, which she expresses through
her middle class characters. She explores the lack of communication and undercurrent of
tension and strain - predominantly expressed from the female perspective. Her use of
symbolism and imagery throughout her short stories, often depicted through the first and
close third person perspective, allows Kennedy to focus on the ebb and flow of the dynamics
present between her characters. Thus, she highlights the undertone that crisis plays in ones
life, even in the aftermath of complication, and how it often can drive people to find change in
their lives.
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