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vi |  The Mending Season 

Introduction 

Background to the novel 

The Mending Season is a short novel. This is a common literary 
genre which is longer than a short story but shorter than a 
longer novel. A short novel has the same key literary features as 
a longer novel but there are normally fewer conflicts in a short 
novel. The notes about “The features of a novel” on pages ix–xiv 
will provide support about the key literary features of this genre 
of writing.

The Mending Season is set in Johannesburg in 1990 and 
recounts the story of the main character, the teenager, 
Tshidiso. Tshidiso lives with four women who are sisters and 
who have chosen to live independently and at times cut-off 
from their community. Part of the story explores Tshidiso’s 
observations and personal development during a time that 
she changes schools while another part of the story explores 
racial issues of the time. The author has managed to weave 
together the two layers of the story with great sensitivity as 
she explores the hopes and fears of Tshidiso in a changing 
political landscape. 

A short biography of the author

Kagiso Lesego Molope is a full-time writer. She is also a 
counsellor and film-maker. She was born in Atteridgeville, 
South Africa, in 1976, and studied literature at the University 
of Cape Town. She later studied film at Ryerson University, 
Toronto, Canada, and lived and worked in that country. 

Her first novel, Dancing in the Dust, was chosen as the South 
African English representative for an international Honours 
List in 2006 (the International Board on Books for Young People 
Honours List). The Mending Season is her second novel and, like 
the first, it is read in schools across southern Africa. It has also 
been translated into German. Her third novel, This Book Betrays 
My Brother, was awarded the 2014 Percy FitzPatrick Prize for 
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viiSection 1: Introduction  |    

Youth Literature by the English Academy of Southern Africa. 
Molope has said she would like to see “more African women 
educated and raising their voices” and she has made sure that 
she is one of those voices. 

The novel in context

The Mending Season is set mainly in the year 1990. This was an 
important year in South African history as it was when Nelson 
Mandela was released after being in prison for 27 years. The 
author writes about Nelson Mandela’s release in this novel. 
Other parts of the story refer back to earlier times in South 
African history. In order to understand these parts of the story, 
you need to know about specific events in recent South African 
history. This means understanding apartheid, which was the 
forced separation of people according to race as well as some 
of the laws that kept people separate. The author uses the terms 
Black, White, Indian and Coloured to refer to different racial 
groups and these notes use the same terms. 

From as early as 1910, Black people were not allowed to 
own land in city areas. They could only live in areas set out by 
the government. These “townships” or “locations” were situated 
on the outskirts of towns and cities. When the National Party 
came into power in 1948 it aimed to separate South African 
people according to race through its apartheid policy. The 
National Party did this by creating laws such as the Population 
Registration Act, which divided South Africans into four racial 
groups, namely Whites, Coloureds, Asians and Natives (Blacks), 
and the Group Areas Act, which forced people to work and live 
in separate areas. The National Party also created areas called 
“homelands” or “Bantustans” which were situated far away from 
towns and cities. Black people were forced to leave their homes 
in the cities and to move to these homelands.

Under apartheid, inequality was legally enforced and reached 
into every area of life, from housing to working conditions. 
Along with separate residential areas, there was separation in 
public places such as beaches, post offices and restaurants, to 
name a few. 
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viii |  The Mending Season 

In addition to separate public places there were separate 
schools for different racial groups. There was a completely 
separate education policy for Black South Africans (known 
as “Bantu education”), which began in 1953. The apartheid 
government only wanted Black South African’s to do manual 
labour (working by hand doing hard, physical work). The 
education system for non-White learners was therefore 
not very good and not well-funded. Twenty years later, the 
education system in Black schools was made even worse when 
the government decided to teach half the subjects in Afrikaans 
and half in English. This language policy was a direct cause of a 
specific day of protest – June 16, 1976 – that came to be known 
as the Soweto Uprising. 

The author writes about these issues from the perspective of 
a teenage girl. Molope says, “I always hoped to read books that 
reflected my own reality in school but I never did …. I think 
sitting in a classroom discussing current events or experiences 
that you’ve had is very empowering; it makes you feel like you 
have a voice and gives you choices about how to deal with your 
realities. … I’d rather have students saying: ‘I hate that book, the 
author is wrong’, than think that they’re not talking about the 
themes at all.” 
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one

Number 4 Mabele Street stood veiled by a large lemon tree 
at the corner of the only street with a name in Bofelong, our 
township. The tree gave us a scrap of privacy, something we 
needed desperately since our shame seemed to hang like the 
bright lemons at the treetop. Everyone knew things about 
my family that I wished would be forgotten – stories of what 
neighbours called my aunts’ madness were spread all over our 
street. Stories of how they came to fear and disapprove of us. 
We walked around fully exposed, while our neighbours worked 
hard to keep their secret pleasures and their woes as safely 
concealed as money in a woman’s bra.

Being young, curious and bored, I had learnt to look at the 
neighbours closely, and I knew a lot more about them – these 
people who never came near our house – than they knew 
about us. In the middle of the day, I would climb the lemon 
tree and watch them walk around holding their heads up and 
exchanging morning greetings and afternoon news as if all was 
right in their world. While watching them, I tried remembering 
each one’s private story. It was my secret game – secret because 
only I knew about it and because it was about other people’s 
secrets. I listened when neighbours talked at the shop, at the 
rent offices, at the market or while standing on opposite sides 
of the fence, chatting in between cleaning, cooking and doing 
the washing.

I knew that Mma5 Motsei’s husband – our next-door 
neighbour – had died of a heart attack, but everyone knew 
that. What they did not know was that he had died at another 
woman’s house, and not at work. I was not yet sure what was so 
shameful about that, but I knew that it was scandalous6 enough 
for her to make up a different story.
5 Mma: mother, Mrs (Setswana)
6 scandalous: shocking; shameful; disgraceful
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I knew that Ngemti, the township madman, had not been 
bewitched as everyone believed; he had lost his mind after an 
accident at a chemicals factory in Gauteng7. Most people had 
never heard that. And I knew that the woman whose house he 
sometimes went to was not his sister but his former wife. You 
had to listen and watch very closely to know that. I was helped 
by the fact that most of the time no one took any notice of me. 
I knew everything.

Then there was Tihelo Masimo, a very light-skinned woman 
who lived on the same street, and whom I liked very much because 
I thought – from the top of the tree – that her skin seemed to 
glow from the sun. I envied the large curl in her hair – she was 
lucky, she never had to relax it like the rest of us. She always 
waved, asked how I was, and, unlike the others, did not cross to 
the other side of the street. I knew Tihelo had a White mother 
who lived in another country. Everyone knew that, although they 
pretended not to, but I also knew that she sent letters to her White 
mother every week on Fridays because that was when the mail 
went out from the post office. And she received letters from her 
White mother at the post office too so that the mother she lived 
with would not find out. (And also because the postman in the 
township had erratic8 hours. He only came about once a month.)

So: this is me, Tshidiso. I am an only child, born ten months 
after my eldest aunt poisoned herself. (At least this is what I 
heard a bitter neighbour say as she chose a good cabbage at the 
market.) My aunts say my eldest aunt was poisoned but no one 
ever talks about her any more. Only the oldest people on our 
street remember a child living in this house before me, and that 
was when my aunts were my age.

I live with my three aunts, Mmamane Malesedi, Mmamane 
Malebone (actually my mother) and Mmamane Mabatho. 
Since my mother gave birth to me so soon after my eldest aunt’s 
death, I was named Tshidiso, meaning one who brings solace to 
mourners. From childhood, I made no distinction9 between my 

7 Gauteng: In this novel, Gauteng refers to the city of Johannesburg, as it would have 
done during the early 1990s.

8 erratic: irregular
9 distinction: clear difference between
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birth mother and my aunts. I was raised equally by all three of 
them and always felt like I had three mothers. I called them 
all Mmamane, the term for a younger aunt on the mother’s 
side. Mmamane Mabatho said that originally I called them all 
Mama and then one day I just started saying Mmamane and 
never went back.

Our neighbours called our house ko haloing, “home of the 
witches”. I heard them talk about Mmamane Malesedi running 
around naked on hot Sunday afternoons, chasing men out of 
our house and onto the street. People still claim to remember 
the colour of her panties – beige ones that I have never seen – 
and her untidy mop of hair standing up straight as she ran out 
with a knife in her hand. I heard men and women whisper,

“Her breasts were as firm as a young girl’s.”
“She would threaten murder.”
“She wore nothing.”
“She only wore those panties.”
“I think that pair is the only one she has.”
But I had no idea what they were talking about. Sure, 

Mmamane Malesedi was often angry and strict with me, but of 
all the aunts I had never seen her undressed.

Yes, I had seen all three of them furious, but this was mostly 
when a teacher’s beating left bruises on my body. I once came 
home with my backside covered in blue and purple stripes from 
being thrashed with a cane. I couldn’t sit down without wincing 
from the pain, which sent all three aunts marching to school 
and demanding that the teacher be dismissed.

“Outlaw the beatings!” they insisted to a stunned Principal 
Chauke. They wanted him to make caning illegal in his school. 
They always wanted the rules changed. No wonder there was 
always a Masemola sister story going around the neighbourhood. 
Everyone feared them.

The gossip included the naked Sunday chases as well as what 
went on inside our house, despite the fact that most people had 
never even been near our gate. They said, “They brew things in 
there, things to use on men.”

“No woman should have that kind of rage.”
“The eldest one killed herself with her own poison.”
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Self assessment: Short questions  
(during reading)

The short questions that follow will help you to check your 
understanding of the novel as you read. Answer these questions 
after you have read each chapter. The answers for these questions 
have been provided so you can check your work.

Introduction and Chapter 1

1. The lemon tree will form a motif throughout the novel. 
Where does it grow? What does it do?

2. How do we know this is not the main narrator speaking? 
3. Name the first-person narrator of this story.
4. State the meaning of the narrator’s name and identify 

the reason she is given this name.
5. Identify the two sentences that state the main theme 

(idea) of the novel.

Chapter 2

1. Why has Tshidiso not seen Mmamane Malesedi for 
some time?

2. State how long Mmamane Malesedi usually keeps a job.
3. Identify the words that tell you that people like 

Mmamane Malesedi do not often get holiday time.
4. Which sister used to tell the others stories about their 

parents?
5. Identify the reason why Tshidiso must say she is Catholic.

Chapter 3

1. What is Tihelo’s profession? 
2. Identify the reason why Tihelo would not believe the 

Masemolas were witches.
3. Describe Malebone’s main characteristic.
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Formal assessment: Contextual questions

The contextual questions that follow will help you to prepare for 
your final exam. The layout and the numbering of the questions 
will guide you about what to expect in the section on the novel 
in your final Literature paper. The answers to these questions 
have been provided so you can check your work.

SECTION A: NOVEL

THE MENDING SEASON by 
Answer ALL the questions on the novel you have studied.

QUESTION 1: THE MENDING SEASON
Read the following extracts from the novel and answer the 
questions set on each extract. The number of marks allocated to 
each question serves as a guide to the expected length of your 
answer.

NOTE: Answer the questions set on BOTH extracts, i.e. 
QUESTION 1.1 AND QUESTION 1.2.

1.1 Tshidiso is on her way to her first day of high school at 
Ascension Convent, with her aunt Mmamane Malesedi.

The fact is our children are living in different times. 
Times when things will be better for them. Much, 
much better. They won’t know any more stay-aways. 
They can go to school. Iyo, Modimo! Oh my Lord! 
Our children can go to school, finally. Look, look 
outside when you’re home during the day. You see 
our children walking up and down, up and down the 
street. Aimless. Bored. Gape, our children have given 
up on school, waitse!”

“Eeng! Eeng! Ke nnete, it’s true,” everyone agreed. 
“Apartheid destroyed our children’s futures.”

1

5

10
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Answers to short questions

Introduction and Chapter 1

1. The lemon tree is in front of the house. It hides the 
house “barely visible to the outsider.” (p. 2)

2. The words are in italics. It is the author’s voice – a third-
person narrator who knows the characters’ feelings and 
offers comments. (pp. 2–3)

3. Tshidiso is the first-person narrator.
4. Her name means “one who brings solace to mourners”. 

She was born not long after the eldest aunt died. (p. 5)
5. “The country was mending many years of broken fences. 

And in our own way, so was my family.” (p. 7)

Chapter 2

1. Mmamane Malesedi “lived where she worked”. (p. 9)
2. She usually keeps her job for about three months. (p. 11)
3. “…they’d heard of it once or twice – although very rarely” (p. 13)
4. Tumane used to tell stories. (p. 13)
5. Her new school, Ascension Convent, is a Catholic 

school. (pp. 15–16)

Chapter 3

1. Tihelo is a journalist. (p. 20)
2. Tihelo has been to university, so she would not believe 

in witchcraft.
3. Malebone keeps everyone calm. (p. 22) 
4. “It was funny to see them trying not to touch our money 

as they passed it forward to the driver. I could imagine 
them washing the paranoia off their hands with soap 
when they got home.” (p. 20)

5. Tshidiso refers to how the shops have changed their 
signage: from “Whites Only” to “Right of Admission 
Reserved”. (p. 21)
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Chapter 14

1. There are fewer sports matches with other schools; the 
teachers are less angry (towards Tshidiso); and a lot of 
White girls are leaving. (p. 111)

2. Tihelo says they were hoping the school would call the 
students back. (p. 111)

3. Veronica is allowed back after Beth goes to another 
school. (p. 112)

4. The last part of the story is written in the present tense. 
(p. 113)

5. She used to hide in the lemon tree and listen to passers-
by, now she knows it “from talking to people”. (p. 114)

Answers to contextual questions

QUESTION 1: THE MENDING SEASON

1.1.1 The conversation takes place in the taxi. ✓ (The text 
mentions a “driver” and “passengers”.) (1)

1.1.2 She is on her way to start school ✓ at a mixed-race 
school. ✓ (2)

1.1.3 b) absent-days organised to protest about poor 
schooling. ✓ (1)

1.1.4 They are “walking up and down, up and down the 
street”. ✓✓ (2)

1.1.5 The driver says, “Some just don’t want to go to 
school.” ✓ Mmamane Malesedi, on the other hand, 
says, “These children want school.” ✓ (2)

1.1.6 Yes ✓ – in all times and places there are children 
who don’t want to go to school. ✓ / No ✓ – 
everyone wants to better themselves. ✓ (2)

1.1.7 She says that, “teachers are either absent ✓ or 
beating them”. ✓ (2)
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