
 
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 significant 
challenge. Focusing on Australian perspectives, Cate Kennedy’s anthology Like a House on 
Fire (2012) explores the daily struggle of those faced with adversity through intimate, 
domestic narration, allowing Kennedy to show the true vulnerabilities found in such 
moments. These stories often focus on actions of the human body, have delicate use of 
symbolism and utilize an intimate narration style to bring readers closer to tender moments 
in the lives of these individuals. These various literary techniques deliver a powerful 
message of human vulnerability during challenging moments. 
 
A recurring motif throughout the text, Kennedy focuses on actions of the human body, an 
intimate and personal space, to deliver soft moments of vulnerability. More than just 
character narration or speech, Kennedy allows the reader to experience moments of non-
verbal communication – a personal space which can often reveal vulnerability. This idea is 
sowed throughout the collection, as in the final sentences of every story, even her 
acknowledgement, Kennedy includes a gesture of the hand. The premier story, ‘Flexion’, 
deals with an unnamed female narrator and her husband, Frank, who suffers a debilitating 
vehicle accident. With a now highly dependent Frank, the narrator begins to come to terms 
with her new circumstance and strange new interactions with Frank as “she thinks [they’ve 
had] probably the longest conversation they’ve had for months.” This is significant shift for 
the wife, who has become numb to Frank’s usual emotional unavailability and negligence. 
However, just as the situation seems hopeless, a pivotal moment arrives at the end of the 
story which demonstrates Frank’s changing emotional outlook in a moment of unambiguous 
vulnerability. Kennedy demonstrates this with what will become a recurring motif across the 
collection: a gesture of the hand. As his wife “places his hand wordlessly, determinedly, over 
his heart,” in the final sentence of the collection, Frank is revealed to be vulnerable for the 
first time in the story – offering a moment of hope for the struggling couple. This vulnerability 
appears only through the tender action of the human hand, a non-verbal sign of 
communication, shared between a couple laying “in the dark bed” of night. Crafting this to 
feel as if an intrusion into private life, the small gesture of the hand offers a reader into 
Franks most vulnerable moment. The small gesture of hand appears once again at the end 
of Ashes, a story of a boy coming to terms with the death of his father and the many 
memories that they have left behind. Across the story, Chris experiences a revisionism of the 
memories he shared with his father – who he often viewed misunderstanding him due to his 
homosexuality, but he now realizes were just moments of his father attempting to connect 
with him. At the end of the story, he wipes of speck of his father’s ashes from his Mother’s 
lapel, a hand gesture showing the vulnerability of the young man wanting to avoid making 
the same mistake with his mother before it’s too late. This motif recurs throughout the 
collection, rearing its head in the final moments of every story – a message all of the 
individuals, whether they show it or not, are vulnerable against the powerful injustices of the 
world and all that she brings. 
 
Using symbolism, Kennedy critiques those who display emotional unavailability and struggle 
to share vulnerability with others. Exploring the beauty and power of human connection 
during times of need, the anthology is particularly critical towards those who refuse, in 
resolute stubbornness, to connect with those around them due to their own views on life and 
emotional absence. Kennedy demonstrates these individuals by use of language to create 
symbols for these people, powerful vivid images to the readers warning of the dangers of 
emotional unavailability. One such example appears in the titular story, ‘Like a House on 
Fire.’ It explores the overturned life of an unnamed male narrator after a crippling workplace 
accident, leaving him trapped laying on the floor of his living room watching life continue 



around him. However, it quickly becomes apparent to the reader that it is the man’s 
masculine identity which, symbolically, is causing him the most pain. Having lost control over 
his own body, and watching his traditional masculine role be overturned, the man struggles 
to come to terms with his new life and emotionally shuts himself down. Having the man refer 
to himself as a “beaten dog,” Kennedy uses of symbolism here brings vivid imagery of 
helpless, abused animals to the forefront of the readers mind – making her point blisteringly 
clear this is a vulnerable man. Further using symbolism to create a sense of vulnerability, in 
‘Sleepers’ Kennedy explores the life of Ray, a man who is so desperately stuck in the past – 
unable to move on from a past relationship – that he makes himself emotionally unavailable 
to others and refuses to move forward in life. This is a story full of a sense of hopelessness, 
compounded by Kennedy’s use of symbolism referring to the railway sleepers. In this story 
the railway sleepers, to which Ray makes constant mention of, are symbolic of Ray himself – 
a stark message of his vulnerability. The reason for this is that the vernacular of Ray’s story 
has such a large focus on the sleepers, it almost comes to define his story, literally and 
symbolically – as the title of Ray’s story is literally “Sleepers.” Kennedy uses this to tell a 
story of a man who, unable to remove himself from the grips of the past, has become 
defined by his obsession. This symbol is further reinforced at the end of the story, when – 
alongside another appearance of the hand motif – Ray notices the sleepers “hauled up and 
discarded but with so much life in it, still, it just broke your heart to see it go to waste.” This 
comment from Ray comes just after he was arrested for trying to steal some, in attempt to 
win his ex-girlfriend back, just before deciding to perhaps “steal them for himself,” creating a 
sense of utter hopelessness in the reader – which further connects how “it just broke [the 
reader’s] heart to see [Ray’s life] go to waste.” This story, along with its powerful use of 
symbolism, highlights the stark vulnerability of a man caught in the headlights of the past – 
vulnerable to being swept up by the world around him. Both stories serve as a prevailing 
reminder of the dangers of being stuck in the past – powerful symbols demonstrating the 
vulnerability of those caught out. 
 
Broken and beaten by their own body, Kennedy uses her intimate style of narration and 
close perspectives to deliver strong messages of personal vulnerability during crisis. Having 
a large focus on the fragility of the body, Kennedy uses her style of narration to show 
vulnerabilities previously unexplored – exemplified by the many unnamed narrators and the 
domestic situations of the stories. Michelle, in ‘Five Dollar Family’ is a very vulnerable 
woman. Having just gone through the challenging and life changing experience of childbirth, 
her body is a fragile remain of what is once was. Kennedy’s intimate style of narration allows 
the reader to read Michelle’s thoughts during this challenging moment, revealing a woman 
who initially appears flustered and out of control. This style of narration allows Michelle to tell 
readers about her stark vulnerability in this situation, where “[they] poke and probe and 
pump her” body. Over the course of the story, thanks to the detailed narration Michelle 
provides, the reader discovers that Michelle is beginning to use her newfound vulnerability to 
spark change in her life. She begins to realise that she no longer wants to be around her 
delinquent boyfriend, Des, who she “finally stopped thinking about.” Through the narrative 
style, the reader learns of Michelle’s reaction to Des appearing with a “miniature leather 
motocross jacket” which makes her want to “punch him square across the mouth.” This 
culminates in a pivotal moment at the end of the story where Michelle takes a family photo – 
symbolic of one last ‘snapshot’ of her old life before she moves on from Des – she begins to 
breastfeed her son. This moment not only continues the theme of absolute vulnerability for 
Michelle, but also cements her as a new, strong independent woman who has “got 
everything this baby needs, now.” Thus, it is through the use of intimate narration in this 
story which allows Kennedy to share a message of a woman using her vulnerability to create 
a shift in her life – allowing her to leave behind the vulnerability altogether. This kind of 
vulnerability is further explored through the use of narration in the story ‘Tender,’ exploring 
the life of a mother who is awaiting a trip to the hospital to reveal the cause of a mysterious 
and ominous lump under her skin. This story, once again focusing on vulnerability caused by 
the fragility of the body, uses an intimate style of narration which lets the reader into the life 



and the mind of this vulnerable and scared individual. She spends the night cleaning the 
house around her, an attempt to restore order in her life, counteracting her uncontrollable 
body. She “cleans [dishes] until [they are] well beyond clean” and wonders around in her 
white cotton nightdress – a historical reference to the Knights Templar. This reference is 
another aspect of her narration which incites readers to think about how the Knights Templar 
would spend the night before battle preparing themselves in an identical garment – a 
powerful historical reference to readers of the mental journey she is undertaking. This, as 
well as other stories, uses intimate narration to explore deeply into the vulnerabilities of 
individuals when they are challenged by a crisis beyond their control and how they respond. 
Kennedys anthology uses a variety of literary techniques and devices to craft beautiful, 
intimate stories of sheer vulnerability when people are faced with a confronting challenge. 
She elucidates that everyone has an individual experience with vulnerability, as is found with 
her different uses of symbols, motifs or narrative techniques to deliver these soft messages 
throughout the collection. As her epigram makes clear that world will continue to offer up its 
many injustices, her writing crafts a picture that everyone will have a unique vulnerability in 
bringing their fight to the world.   
 
 
  


