
There goes another fete fatality 

Spiri Tsintziras, The Age, May 19, 2008 

 

IT WAS the G-string that did it. 

I picked it out from under the mountain of clothes, the slippery red thong between thumb 

and forefinger. The smell of old garments, the height of the pile, it was all just too much. 

Within the next few weeks, it would have to be sorted, boxed, hung and priced ready for 

the school fete. The G-string was to become the symbol of my despair. 

"I should be more involved in the school community," pestered a guilty internal voice 

when the notice calling for fete volunteers had arrived. No matter that I still had a 

youngster at home, a paid job and very little time in between. Down went my details for 

the clothes stall. 

A little hillock of bags materialised outside the school office as the date approached. I 

started taking these home, eager to harness the support of the family - a bit of bonding 

over an old Bonds or two. 

The kids helped by claiming garments as their own, somersaulting over my neat piles and 

dressing their dollies. 

It soon became clear that I would need helpers of a more mature calibre. "Fine coffee, 

refreshments, good company", read my cute little flier. I shoved this under the noses of 

mums waiting like sitting ducks in the school line-up. The bit about sorting through 

mounds of old clothes was in the fine print. 

Over our kitchen table we spread out old pyjamas, frayed T-shirts and a curious 

physiotherapy aid designed to help women pull up their stockings. Hot orange floral 

shirts screamed out "tourist sucker" from their plastic packets. We sorted through 

firemen's outfits for toddlers, to frocks with flounces and shoulders pads. 

A good effort, we agreed as my helpers departed with boot loads of bags for the op shop. 

A musty odour pervaded the house but at least we'd made a dent. 

At the next session, I ditched our homely environs in favour of the Dickensian-like space 

under the school hall. There wasn't a decent cup of coffee to be seen, not a single pastry 

to distract us.  

But the pile continued to grow, like a cancer of cloth and dust. By night, the smell of 

moth balls infiltrated my angst-ridden dreams. By day, the burden of my responsibility to 



the school, and of my own stupidity, followed me around like a guilty conscience. But it 

was too late to run now. 

I called for helpers in the school newsletter, I rang people at home, I spoke to them at the 

kindergarten and in the schoolyard. I saw myself morph from mild-mannered mother and 

competent professional, to desperate tyrant who railroaded every conversation back to the 

fete. 

And women came to help in droves. They sorted as babies in prams looked on. They 

came with children who delighted in foraging through the toy stall boxes. They came 

during school hours and on Saturdays. "So this is what stay-at-home mums do," I 

marvelled to myself. Except that most weren't stay-at-home mums; they were working 

day shifts and night shifts. And they still managed to have kids at swimming lessons by 

four, dinner on the table at six and two loads of washing dry by the day's end. 

This moth-ridden experience taught me something about how hard it is to make a buck 

for schools. Something about community spirit. And something about the tenacity of 

women. Funny that it took a slippery little G-string to bring everything into focus. 
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