life lessons
OPPOSITE Standing in
the park in Diep River,
where she spent many
afternoons playing
during her childhood,
Rayda contemplates
the 60-year journey of
her life and chooses
not to agonise over the
lines in her face and,
instead, celebrate the
excitement of living.
LEFT The death of her
mother, shown here in
a picture taken on a trip
to Joburg (Rayda is
second from left), forced
Rayda to confront her
mortality, prompting the
self-examination of
recent years.

the yellow organza dress
Looking back on her life, novelist Rayda Jacobs comes to the conclusion that
looks will get you pretty far, but real talent will get you even further
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I remember the yellow organza dress. It was the
prettiest dress my mother had ever made for me,
and I was allowed to wear it this one day because
our class was catching a train to the Company
Gardens in Cape Town to see the flowers and trees
planted all those years ago by the first settlers.
I remember nothing at all about what the teacher
told us about Jan van Riebeeck, but remember, very
clearly, that everyone looked at me differently that
day. I was like a little princess twirling round and
round in my black patent leather shoes with the
crocheted socks, my bobbed hair, and my fairy dress
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as a little girl, in standard one, I remember
a particular yellow organza dress with a pale green
leaf in the fabric and a yellow satin waistband that
I was allowed to wear one day to school. The Diep
River Methodist Primary School was a modest little
building, on sandy grounds, tucked in-between
a small church and an overgrown cemetery, off
Main Road. The outbuildings had no toilet paper, and
twice a week pupils were given brown bread with
peanut butter, pink-coloured milk, or an orange or
a bunch of grapes. A humble school with very clear
rules: uniforms, socks and shoes, plaited hair.
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‘People have often told
me that I look a bit like
Meryl Streep,’ says Rayda
of this picture, taken when
she was 30 years old, on a
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return visit to South Africa.
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which lifted slightly to show the yellow
satin petticoat stitched in underneath.
I discovered in primary school that only
pretty girls got to be Spring Queen. And
being Spring Queen had its advantages:
everyone wanted to be your friend, and
boys looked at you when you passed them
in the corridor or on the school grounds. It
was also easier when you got called into
Mr Felix’s office for misbehaving. Mr Felix
couldn’t bring himself to tell me to hold out
my hand and cane me.
Perhaps that’s when the realisation
began, that you have better chances in life
if you are good to look at. At the age of 10,
I already had dreams of becoming an actress
or a singer. Nothing lofty or pretentious
like a writer or a lawyer, even though I had
already started scribbling and kept a diary,
and would end up being a legal secretary
for 18 years. My mother must have sensed
a defiant streak for she talked to me nicely
and said she wouldn’t like her daughter to be
on a stage. She was a negotiator rather than
a bully and didn’t feed me the religious line,
but told me that modelling and acting jobs
depended a lot on your looks. I knew that,
and think I was counting on it, even then.
When I was in Standard Five, the school
held a concert, and a boy I liked, Taliep
Hendricks, was singing Jailhouse Rock on
stage. He looked like a young Elvis, with
sleek black hair bobbing onto his forehead
as he swivelled his hips. I had never sung
in my life, but found myself climbing onto
the stage. At 18, I did the same thing with
a jazz trio at the Goldfinger Lounge, this
time belting out The Click Song by Miriam
Makeba. I sang there for several weekends
before my mother found out. She pretended
to be a little disappointed but not long after,
came to listen to me sing at Woodstock
Town Hall.
At the age of 21, my sister and I moved to
Canada. After just two months I answered an
ad for a singer. I met with the band members
during my lunch break and they drove me
to a club on Yonge Street in Toronto, where
I again gave my rendition of The Click Song.

I was hired on the spot, and gave notice
at the lawyer’s office where I worked as
the band was planning to tour Oshawa the
following week.
I will never forget my sister’s shock.
‘What do you mean you quit your job?’ she
asked, her eyes wide. ‘You’re going to be
a singer?’ She ran through a long list of
reasons why this wasn’t a good idea.
I hardly listened. It was the time of Aretha
Franklin and Wilson Pickett. I loved the
whole 1960s music vibe, and the thought
of being part of a rhythm and blues band
was just too exciting to turn down.
But my singing career came to an abrupt
end. The night we finished performing at
the club, the band went backstage for a
smoke. I didn’t join in when the pipe was
being passed around, and balked at being
told that I would share a room with the
organist on the proposed tour. I was fired!
A week later I had another job as a legal
secretary, and had come to terms with the
sad truth: I wasn’t a singer. I had displayed
a little courage and guts, and my Twiggy
hairstyle and micro-mini had probably
worked in my favour, but being able to sing
The Click Song didn’t mean I had any real
vocal talent. I decided then and there that
I would only pursue something I was going
to be really good at; something that had
nothing to do with looks. I began writing
in earnest and submitted short stories
wherever I could.
A few weeks later, while I lay sick in bed
with pneumonia, my sister invited some
friends over. One of them was a handsome
Iranian who looked a lot like Cat Stevens.
I joined them in the lounge, pyjamas and
all, and knew as I sat there that the Iranian
would become my husband. Six months
later we were married. It was the fulfilment
of several childhood fantasies: to marry
a foreigner, to live happily ever after, to feel
safe and secure.
And for many years I did feel safe and
secure. But we were young, we were from
different cultures and, as a young woman,
I had placed too much value on looks.
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about the author
Cape Town-born novelist and
documentary filmmaker, Rayda
Jacobs started writing at a very
young age, but only began to
pursue a career as an author in
earnest while living in Canada,
where she published her first novel.
Following her return to South Africa
in 1995, she went on to write two
more works of fiction, Eyes of the
Sky and the acclaimed Confessions
of a Gambler, both of which were
awarded the Herman Charles
Bosman prize. Rayda has
contributed to the Cape Times
and has hosted radio debates on
culture, identity and religion. She
has also produced a number of
documentaries, including God Has
Many Names and Portrait of Muslim
Women for television. Her latest
novel, My Father’s Orchard will
be released in June this year.
Confessions of a Gambler (R115,
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to examine my face more carefully in the
mirror. I began to calculate the years I had
left. I wondered whether other women my
age had the same thoughts – whether they
felt less attractive, if they still had the same
drive for sex, whether the ones who were
single still held out hope for a man.
Feelings of despair would come and go,
but didn’t last long enough for me to make
an appointment with a psychologist. What
could a psychologist tell me? I knew it was
up to me to change my way of thinking.
I had to decide how to live the rest of my
life. I was no longer that twirling girl in the
yellow organza dress. I could agonise about
the lines in my face and moving closer to
60, or I could celebrate life. The choice lay
with me.
One morning I woke up and knew exactly
what I wanted to do. I would move. I had
always envied those privileged people with
the stunning views who lived by the sea.
Why wasn’t I living there? I could go for
long walks on the beach and sip Italian
coffee any time of the day or night. I would
enjoy the smell of the sea, the ships in
the distance. I could throw out the leather
couch, along with my old fears, and start
all over again. My life had been a series of
endings and beginnings – the time seemed
right for another new start.
As I write this, I’ve just received an offer
on my house. I’m excited at the prospect of
poring over the weekend real estate pages,
looking at pictures of a possible future
abode. Should it be a house? Or a stunning
apartment? I already know the colours I will
have in my living room: burnt orange and
chocolate browns with a hint of green. It’s
a thrilling project. And there are others.
After the making of the film Confessions
of a Gambler, based on my novel, I will travel
to India and shoot a documentary on the
streets of Kerala (another thing I’ve always
wanted to do). Then, on my return to South
Africa, I’ll buy a jeep and travel through my
own country. The next 20 years are going
to be more exciting than the first 20, the
second and the third.
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My mother was a good-looking woman,
and had always looked after herself, but
it wasn’t an obsession. She was a tailor’s
daughter, with suits and stockings and
heels and a turban. She was comfortable in
her own skin in her 40s. There wasn’t the
struggle in her I observed in so many other
women to look constantly young.
After a second marriage and 27 years in
Canada, I returned to Cape Town for good.
My mother had found a partner late in life
and remarried at the age of 65. On Fridays,
she would come to my house in Lakeside,
where I lived at the time, and we would
spend the afternoon together, having
lunch, watching a movie, catching up on
family things. This was our girly time. We
were making up for all those years I’d been
away. She was 74. She still wore stockings
and high heels.
One afternoon I got a call to say she had
suffered a stroke. I rushed to my mother’s
house and found her sitting on the couch in
the lounge talking like nothing was wrong,
surrounded by neighbours and friends. She
had tried to hang a curtain, she said, and
her left arm just came down and refused to
move again. By the fourth day, my mother
was in hospital, completely paralysed.
After several months she was discharged.
She needed full-time care, the doctor
said, and would be completely dependent.
I brought her to my house, where she was
surrounded by people who loved her as
she tried to come to terms with her illness.
After three years she went into her last
coma, and died as I stroked her hair.
This was an end, and yet also heralded
a beginning. My mother was gone, but her
stay at my house had been a last gift – an
opportunity to examine my life. I had never
felt burdened by age, but suddenly stared
my own mortality in the eye. Just the other
day, I thought, I was this young, perky thing,
full of self-importance, and my mother was
50. Now I am 50, and my mother is lying in
bed. Tomorrow, it’ll be me lying in that bed.
I found it hard to believe that time had
caught up with me in this way. I started

Kwela Books) is currently being
adapted for the big screen.
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