It Used to be Green Once

- Patricia Grace

We were all ashamed of our mother. Our mother always did things to shame us.  Like putting red darns in our clothes, and cutting up old swimming togs and making two – girl’s togs from the top half for my sister, and boy’s togs from the bottom half for my brother.  Peti and Raana both cried when Mum made them take the togs to school.  Peti sat down on the road by our gate and yelled out she wasn’t going to school.  She wasn’t going swimming.  I didn’t blame my sister because the togs were thirty eight chest and Peti was only ten.

But Mum knew how to get her up off the road.  She yelled loudly, ‘Get up off that road my girl.  There’s nothing wrong with those togs.  I didn’t have any togs when I was a kid and I had to swim in my nothings.  Get up off your backside and get to school.’  Mum’s got a loud voice and she knew how to shame us.  We all dragged Peti up off the road before our mates came along and heard Mum.  We pushed Peti into the school bus so Mum wouldn’t come yelling up the drive.

We never minded our holey fruit at first.  Dad used to pick up the cases of over-ripe apples or pears from town that he got cheap.  Mum would dig out the rotten bits, and then give them to us to take for play-lunch.  We didn’t notice much at first, not until Reweti from down the road yelled out to us one morning, ‘Hey you fullas.  Who shot your pears?’  We didn’t have anywhere to hide our lunch because we weren’t allowed school bags until we got to high school.  Mum said she wasn’t buying fourteen school bags.  When we went to high school we could have shoes too.  The whole lot of us gave Reweti a good hiding after school.

However, this story is mainly about the car, and about Mum and how she shamed us all the time.  The shame of rainbow darns and cut-up togs and holey fruit was nothing to what we suffered because of the car.  Uncle Raz gave us the car because he couldn’t fix it up any more, and he’d been fined because he lived in Auckland.  He gave the car to Dad so we could drive our cream cans up the road instead of pushing them up by wheelbarrow.

It didn’t matter about the car not having brakes because the drive from our cowshed goes down in a dip then up to the gate.  Put the car in its first gear, run it down from the shed, pick up a bit of speed, up the other side, turn it round by the cream stand so that it’s pointing down the drive again, foot off the accelerator and slam on the handbrake.  Dad pegged a board there to make sure it stopped.  Then when we’d lifted the cans out on to the stand he’d back up a little and slide off down the drive – with all of us throwing ourselves over the sides as if it were a dinghy that had just been pushed out into the sea.

The car had been red once because you could still see some patches of red paint here and there.  And it used to have a top too, that you could put down or up.  Our uncle told us that when he gave it to Dad.  We were all proud about the car having had a top once.  Some of the younger kids skited to their mates about our convertible and its top that went up and down.  But that was before our mother started shaming us by driving the car to the shop.  

We growled at Mum and we cried but it made no difference.  ‘You kids always howl when I tell you to get our shopping,’ she said.

‘We’ll get it Mum.  We won’t cry.’

‘We won’t cry Mum.  We’ll carry the sack of potatoes.’

‘And the flour.’

‘And the bag of sugar.’

‘And the rolled oats.’

‘And the tin of treacle.’

‘We’ll do the shopping Mum.’

But Mum would say, ‘Never mind, I’ll do it myself.’  And after that she wouldn’t listen anymore.

How we hated Wednesdays.  We always tried to be sick on Wednesdays, or to miss the bus.  But Mum would be up early yelling at us to get out of bed.  If we didn’t get up when we were told she’d drag us out and pull down our pyjama pants and set our bums on the cold lino.  Mum was cruel to us.

Whoever was helping with the milking had to be back quickly from the shed for breakfast, and we’d all have to rush through our kai and get to school.  Wednesday was Mum’s day for shopping.

As soon as she had everything tidy she’d change into her good purple dress that she’d made from a Japanese bedspread, pull on her floppy brimmed blue sunhat and her slippers and galoshes, and go out and start up the car.

We tried everything to stop her shaming us all.

‘You’ve got no licence Mum.’
‘What do I want a licence for?  I can drive can’t I?  I don’t need the proof.’

‘You got no warrant.’

‘Warrant?  What’s warrant?’

‘The traffic man’ll get you Mum.’

‘That rat.  He won’t come near me after what he did to my niece.  I’ll hit him right over his smart head with a bag of riwais and I’ll hit him somewhere else as well.’

We never could win an argument with Mum.  

Off she’d go on a Wednesday morning, and once out on the road she’d start tooting the horn.  This didn’t sound like a horn at all but more like a flock of ducks coming in for a feed.  The reason for the horn was to let all her mates and relations along the way know she was coming.  And as she passed each one’s house, if they wanted anything they’d have to run out and call it out loud.  Mum couldn’t stop because of not having any brakes.  ‘E Kiri,’ each would call.  ‘Mauria mai he riwai,’ if they wanted spuds; ‘Mauria mai he paratoa,’ if they wanted bread.  ‘Mauria mai he tarau, penei te kaita,’ hand spread to show the size of the pants they wanted Mum to get.  She would call out to each one and wave to them to show she’d understood.  And when she neared the store she’d switch the motor off, run into the kerbing and pull on the handbrake.  I don’t know how she remembered all the thins she had to buy – I only know that by the time she’d finished, every space in that car was filled and it was a squeeze for her to get into the driver’s seat.  But she had everything there, all ready to throw out on the way back.
As soon as she’d left the store she’d begin hooting again, to let the whole district know she was on her way.  Everybody would be out on the road to get their shopping thrown at them, or just to watch our mother go chuffing past.   We always hid if we heard her coming.

The first time Mum’s car and the school bus met was when they were both approaching a one-way bridge from opposite directions.  We had to ask the driver to stop and give way to Mum because she had no brakes.  We were all ashamed.  But everyone soon got to know Mum and her car and they always stopped whenever they saw her coming.  And you know, Mum never ever had an accident in her car, except for once when she threw a side of mutton out to Uncle Peta and it knocked him over and broke his leg.  
After a while we started walking home from school on Wednesdays to give Mum a good chance of getting home before us, and so we wouldn’t be in the bus when it had to stop and let her past.  The boys didn’t like having to walk home but we girls didn’t mind because Mr Hadley walked home too.  He was a new teacher at school and he stayed not far from where we lived.  We girls thought he was really neat.

But one day, it had to happen.  When I heard the honking and the tooting behind me I wised that a hole would appear in the ground and that I would fall in it and disappear for ever.  As Mum came near she started smiling and waving and yelling her head off.  ‘Anyone wants a ride,’ she yelled, ‘they’ll have to run and jump in.’

We all turned our heads the other way and hoped Mr Hadley wouldn’t notice the car with our mother in it, and her yelling and tooting, and the brim of her hat jumping up and down.  But instead, Mr Hadley took off after the car and leapt in over the back seat on top of the shopping.  Oh the shame.

But then one day something happened that changed everything.  We arrived home to find Dad in his best clothes, walking round and grinning, and not doing anything like getting the cows in, or mending a gate, or digging a drain.  We said, ‘What are you laughing at Dad?’  ‘What are you dressed up for?  Hey Mum what’s the matter with Dad?’

‘Your Dad’s a rich man,’ she said.  ‘Your Dad, he’s just won fifty thousand dollars in a lottery.’

At first we couldn’t believe it.  We couldn’t believe it.  Then we all began running round and laughing and yelling and hugging Dad and Mum.  ‘We can have shoes and bags,’ we said.  ‘New clothes and swimming togs, and proper apples and pears.’  Then do you know what Dad said?  Dad said, ‘Mum can have a new car.’  This really astounded and amazed us.  We went numb with excitement for five minutes then began hooting and shouting again, and knocking Mum over.
‘A new car!’

‘A new car?’

‘Get us a Packard Mum.’

‘Or a De Soto.  Yes, yes.’

Get this, get that…

Well Mum bought a big shiny green Chevrolet, and Dad got a new cowshed with everything modernised and water gushing everywhere.  We all got our new clothes – shoes, bags, togs – and we even started taking posh lunches to school.  Sandwiches cut in triangle, bottles of cordial, crisp apples and pears, and yellow bananas.

And somehow all of us kids changed.  We started acting like we were somebody instead of ordinary like before.  We used to whine to Dad for money to spend and he’d always give it to us.  Every week we’d nag Mum into taking us to the pictures, or if she was tired we’d go ourselves by taxi.  We got flash bedspreads and a piano and we really thought we were neat.

As for the old car – we made Dad take it to the dump.  We never wanted to see it again.  We all cheered when he took it away, except for Mum.  Mum stayed inside where she couldn’t watch, but we all stood outside and cheered.  

We all changed, as though we were really somebody, but there was one thing I noticed.  Mum didn’t change at all, and neither did Dad.  Mum had a new car all right, and a couple of new dresses, and a new pair of galoshes to put over her slippers.  And Dad had a new modern milking shed and a tractor, and some other gadgets for the farm.  But Mum and Dad didn’t change.  They were the same as always. 
Mum still went shopping every Wednesday.  But instead of having to do all the shopping herself she was able to take all her friends and relations with her.  She had to start out earlier so she’d have time to pick everyone up on the way.  How angry we used to be when Mum went past with her same old sunhat and her heap of friends and relations, and them all waving and calling out to us.

Mum sometimes forgot that the new car had brakes, especially when she was approaching the old bridge and we were coming the opposite way in the school bus.  She would start tooting and the bus would have to pull over and let her through.  That’s when all our aunties and uncles and friends would start waving and calling out.  But some of them couldn’t wave because they were too squashed by people and shopping, they’d just yell.  How shaming.

There were always ropes everywhere over Mum’s new car holding bags of things and shovel handles to the roof and sides.  The boot was always hanging open because it was too full to close – things used to drop on to the road all the time.  And the new car – it used to be green once, because if you look closely you can still see some patches of green paint here and there.

