Shena Mackay

The Orchard on Fire
A realistic portrayal of being a young girl in 1950’s Britain and how a friendship can survive despite adversity.

“The Orchard on Fire” by Shena Mackay depicted the childhood of April Harlency after she moved to the village of Stonebridge with her parents in the 1950s. There, she met Ruby, who was often physically abused by her ill-mannered father. The two girls embarked on a friendship which grew stronger – over times of difficulties and hard circumstances – into an unyielding bond. This bond withstood many tribulations and dilemmas to survive and by cautiously examining the creations of this bond between April and Ruby I will show how their realistically portrayed friendship survived despite of the adversities.  

April and Ruby’s friendship concealed two secrets – the secret call of which they used to beckon each other and the discovery of an abandoned railway carriage under an orchard (the symbol of their friendship). The secret call was a signal that only the two girls knew: “low hoot of an owl”. Its significance was the secrecy of the call. So when Mr. Greenidge – a “kind” elderly gentleman whom had an unhealthy interest in April – managed to figure out this secret and used it for April’s attention, she became extremely angry and irritated:


“You’ve been spying on us. That’s our secret call.”


“Don’t look so angry. Can’t I be in your secret society? I know lots of tricks.”


“No you can’t. It’s private.”

  April’s annoyance and irritation was not only because of Mr. Greenidge’s intrusion of her privacy, she was also petrified by the consequence of this boorish interference. Mr. Greenidge’s awareness of their secret call meant that on some levels their secret call was no longer a secret, and April feared that this might sabotage their friendship. This left her feeling insecure and unsure. Her reaction was to change the call. Therefore a new one was created to repair Mr. Greenidges’s threatening damages – “long cry of the pewit”. April’s immediate resistance was a sign of trying to mend the bases of her friendship with Ruby, which was the sharing of things only they knew and indulged in. This was important because the rigidity of their secret eventually accumulated along with other factors to accomplish the survival of their friendship when things were at their worst.

  The initial creation of the “secret call” reflected a lifelike characteristic of children (not just in the 1950s). Children use all kinds of secret signals to interact with each other, but at the same time protecting their secrets within their interaction from others. In “The Orchard on Fire”, this was used to indicate the strong bond between the two girls.

  The abandoned railway carriage was the second secret April and Ruby shared. This was used as a “hide-out” where they smoked Woodbines and Gold Flake, and puffed on acorn stalk pipes. Although the secrecy of the railway carriage was also supposed to be a sign of the close friendship between April and Ruby, it does serve another purpose. The girls are subconsciously using the railway carriage to escape their fears or danger. It is a place where they felt safe and knew that their problems were far away out of reach. Its attraction was the sense of security it provided for the girls and its remoteness was theoretically considered to cross out the possibility of intruders. Again, the idea of a “secret hideout” is very much realistic. The commonness for children – and adults alike – to have a preferred or secret place supports this realism. This secret was like the first one, a bases of their friendship, which reinforced and enhanced the tightness of their bond.

  April’s self-assurance of her friendship with Ruby was not only base on the secrets they shared, but also her sense of control. When she and Ruby discovered the abandoned railway carriage she thought:


It belonged to us now. The headquarters of a secret society with two members.
The mention of “two members amplified the bond between April and Ruby, showing that no one else was welcome to share their friendship. Therefore, isolating their friendship from others, which makes the bond between them appear more special and unique.

  Ruby’s father was portrayed as one of the unsympathetic adults of Stonebridge. She was embarrassed by the abuse she had to endure. Mysterious bruises often appeared on her face. Her hatred for her father was so intense that she told April she was going to kill her father one day. Her reluctance to share her problem with April often made April worried and anxious. Ruby’s unwillingness to share everything was realistic because it showed that the friendship was not perfect and that there were trust issues between the girls, which is often the case in real-life friendships. Ruby’s doubts constructed a less artificial bond between the girls. Ruby’s father was one of the dilemmas of which Ruby and April’s friendship faced. The great impact of Ruby’s father on her had her feeling vulnerable and unconfident, which meant that she was not able to trust April completely sometimes.

  April kept her own secret from Ruby too. Her “secret” relationship with Mr. Greenidge was nearly exposed by Ruby when she witnessed April feeding Mr. Greenidge sweets on Lovers Lane. What made the situation worse was the fact that April had lied to Ruby about where she was. So when Ruby curiously followed April, she realized April’s dishonesty and demanded no explanation when April offered:


“You rotten liar, April! I hate you. I’ll never be your friend again.”


Ruby was scarlet with rage. She turned and ran up the land.


“Ruby, wait!”
Ruby’s distrust in April prompted her to follow April. April’s worries and anxieties over Ruby and Ruby’s suspicions of April all suggested that the friendship of the two girls may not be as strong as it seemed.

  However, when Ruby’s father cut off one of her pigtails in rage with a bread knife, April tried to make her feel better by saying, “I wish I could have mine cut too.” Ruby questioned her sincerity, but was proven to be unnecessary when April did ‘sacrifice’ her hair. This showed how much their friendship meant to April because she was very distressed by the thought of her hair cut off, but did it anyway. She suffered for her sacrifice when she was laughed at for having short hair. But this was all worthwhile because Ruby no longer doubted April. April’s actions were brave and unselfish. She helped the bond between her and Ruby to grow stronger and removed all the uncertainties within their friendship. Subsequently, the girls became much closer:


“Look!” I caught Ruby’s arm.

The orchard was all white, as if millions of butterflies had settled on its branches.


“It’s the garden of Eden,” she said.


We stood hand in hand…
  Now that April and Ruby were not suspicious of each other anymore, they were much more relaxed and happier. Their happiness was reflected from Ruby’s description of their secret hide-out as “the garden of Eden”. The girls’ happiness with each other’s company induced an impression of their bond as unbreakable.

  Nevertheless, their bond was tested by Mr. Greenidge’s constant invasion of April’s life. Not only did he distrust April’s childhood with his unhealthy intentions which placed an unsolicited burden on her, he also had a great impact on April and Ruby’s friendship. When he discovered the girls- secret hide-out, he almost ended April and Ruby’s friendship. Although the girls were inseparable, they were not strong enough to defend their friendship from the more powerful beings of Stonebridge – the adults. Again, this created a predicament for the survival of April and Ruby’s friendship and such quandaries are still familiar to children of the present day. Shena Mackay had chosen an often talked about subject – paedophilia – and used to show how big of an affect it could have on a child and their friendship with other children through Mr. Greenidge’s affect on April and Ruby.

  The finale of “the Orchard on Fire” was filled with twists and turns after things went horribly wrong at a garden party. Ruby ended up hiding from her father at the abandoned railway carriage. April, who had easily predicated Ruby’s whereabouts hesitated to tell when asked by many people many times. She was trouble by the consequences of exposing Ruby. She worried that they would both be in trouble – an accurate childlike thought and act. April’s hesitation allowed Mr. Greenidge to disclose Ruby’s location himself. When Ruby was found April tried frantically to explain:


“It wasn’t me! I didn’t tell!” I was running alongside Lex (Ruby’s father)

“I knew you wouldn’t.” Ruby’s smudged face said before Percy dragged me violently by the arm…
Ruby’s assurance that April did not tell defined the firmness of their bond, In fact, the bond was so powerful that Ruby did not suspect April at all even though she though that April was the only other person to know of the railway carriage. But unfortunately, Ruby and her family left Stonebridge soon after the ordeal without April knowing.

  This tragic tale told a simple yet colourful and exquisite friendship. The characters were realistically portrayed and fill of life. Shena Mackay’s accurate re-creation of the 1950s helped the reader to understand the circumstances and thoughts and actions of the characters. It was also written in the first person, which made the story more personal and realistic because the main character (April) was able to express her feelings and perspectives of people around her or things happening around her. Her thoughts and feelings helped to show the progression of her friendship with Ruby and reflected how strong their bond was at different stages of the story.

  The dilemmas presented in “The Orchard on Fire.” Still exist today, but had advanced to be dealt with more explicitly. The story reflected a progression in society and effectively contrasted the present day with the 1950s. It also showed that although the olden days of Britain had a reputation of friendliness and openness compared to today, there was an element of secrecy and a list of things that were irresponsibly disregarded. The existence of this negative secrecy was the cause to the eventual separations of April and Ruby, because Mr. Greenidge would be removed for his inappropriate behaviour if April had realised her right to tell someone, then Ruby may not have been located so soon, which could mean a totally different ending – one that was not so tragic.

  “The Orchard on Fire” made me realise the huge difference in lifestyle of a child in the 1950s compared to the lifestyle of a child in the 21st century. It was not only the 1950s children’s lack of possessions, but also the lack of freedom and prerogatives. To those children, a friend was more than just a person to talk to or play with; they were companions in reliance. I felt that Shena Mackay had created a “troubled fairytale”. Its trouble side is represented by the unspoken problems, and its fairylike side by the innocence of April and Ruby.

  When the adult April returns to Stonebridge eager for a reunion with her childhood friend, all that was waiting for her was Ruby’s grace. She found out that Ruby had returned to Stonebridge but passed away two years ago. Although the story seemed to possess a sad ending and reflected the despairing side of life, the friendship did survive despite of all the uncertainties and challenges from Mr. Greenidge and Ruby’s father. The girls had established a remarkable bond built on secrecy and sacrifices. And their bond ultimately became the reason their friendship had survived even after decades of separation. This survival was symbolized by the name of Ruby’s children – April and Peter (April’s younger brother).

