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Award-winning journalist and editor of DEKAT  
Irna van Zyl was also one of the founders of media giant 
New Media. That would probably be enough of a career 
for most people – but not Irna! Her first thriller, Dead in 
the Water, comes out in English this month, and it’s great: 
smart, unmistakably South African, and as twisty and 
turny as any devoted thriller reader could wish for. She 
talks about writing, life in general, thrillers in particular, 
and shares the first chapter of her novel with us.

Plotting her
By Suzy Brokensha
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People used to be quite snobby about the supposed 
difference between thrillers and ‘literature’, but 
even when I was editing DEKAT [an intellectual glossy 
magazine], I always believed in accessibility. Writing 
something that reads easily is actually very hard work! 
And ‘literary’ writers – Michiel Heyns, Etienne van 
Heerden – also use certain elements of thriller in their 
work. A murder is sometimes an interesting framework 
to hang other ideas on.

I love the present tense for its immediacy. The reader 
feels part of the story as it happens. But it’s probably 
also because I write in Afrikaans, and a lot of Afrikaans 
writing is in the present tense.

It’s good for a writer to be a little bit lonely, bored and 
fed up with their own presence.

I worked as a reporter at Die Burger, with Marita van 
der Vyver and Rachelle Greeff. We all wanted to write 
books – they just got around to it a lot sooner than I did!

Some people can have a job and write a book at the 
same time. Marita and Rachelle both did, but I couldn’t. 
My energy is sapped by work. I tried, and I have a book 
buried in the bottom of a drawer somewhere as a result. 
And that’s where it’s going to stay. 

It’s a bit like playing golf – if you’ve played one good 
hole, you often won’t succeed on the next one. One 
chapter works immediately; the next doesn’t.

Our dogs are such a big part of our lives! That’s 
why I wanted Storm [the lead character] to have a 
dog. Purdey is based on Jake, our [Irna and her wife, 
Bridget’s] rescue dog from DARG in Hout Bay (pictured 
with Irna). It all worked out because her love of dogs 
gave her a reason to be in Grootbaai, which is where she 
needed to be for the story.

I read other writers for inspiration and distraction, 
but while I’m writing I prefer not to read in Afrikaans. 
And I don’t read thrillers – I don’t want to be influenced.

Someone asked me, ‘So what else do you want to do?’  
I said, ‘Write.’ And they said, ‘Then you have to just do 
it. Make it happen.’

and add to it. I aim for 1 000 new words a day – that old 
journalist discipline!

A book is a combination of big thinking and 
detailed thinking. I draw the entire plot out in  
a notebook and make a graph to show the trajectory  
of the plot, but also where the tension has to increase.  
I plot out specific events over the arc of the whole  
book, then plan out every chapter. 

The characters do things you don’t expect them  
to do, which is what makes them interesting to write, 
some of them more than others. When I was writing  
Moerdyk in the Crow Bar, watching the time – that was 
him. He was doing that; it wasn’t my idea.

I thought Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections  
was one of the best modern books I’d ever read. But  
I also really loved May We Be Forgiven, by AM Homes.  
It has such an empathetic main character. 

Crime writing in South Africa can be quite tricky. 
There are certain places you just can’t go. Fiction is 

meant to take you away from your environment.  
But you can also bring in a realism that will give your 
story a kind of credibility.

It’s frightening what’s going on with poaching.  
But how do you stop it if a community is hungry and 
they don’t have jobs? You almost need the community 
to be allowed to do some sustained poaching. The really 
evil thing is the Chinese involvement, and the gangs  
and the drugs

I edited a lot out, about 10 000 words, and quite  
a few characters. A typical mistake for a debut writer 
is to write too many characters. Storm was more of an 
activist, and I changed her a bit but she didn’t lose her 
edginess. It’s quite a nice challenge to make a bristly 
character work. 

Dead in the Water is the first of a series. I have 
started on the second one. I’ve worked out the story  
and who the murderer is, and I know the backstories  
of my main characters. I know exactly what I should  
be doing, but it’s just as hard as the first one.

I’d advise anyone wanting to write to just do it. 
Start. Do a creative writing course. And read books about 
writing. I read so many: Stephen King’s On Writing, 
Elizabeth George’s Write Away, James Scott Bell’s Conflict 
& Suspense, Chris Roerden’s Don’t Murder Your Mystery. 
They’re all available on Amazon! 

I thought I could write with music, but I found  
I couldn’t. I write in silence.

You think when you’re a journo that you know  
how to write, but a book is completely different. It’s 
such a long stretch; you have to think in another way. 

My first attempt at Dead in the Water needed  
a complete rewrite before it was published. 
My publisher sent the first draft to two professional 
readers. One loved it, and the other took 27 pages to 
say she didn’t. It was quite difficult. I sulked! I think 
I actually went through the stages of grief: disbelief, 
denial, anger, all that. And, finally, acceptance. She 
had a point. So I started doing something about it, and 
reworked the whole book. That time, it was accepted 
immediately.

Thriller writer Karin Brynard has been my sounding 
board and guide. She’s given me books to read and 
shared her experience, guiding me in the thriller genre. 
She has been extraordinarily generous. 

I use the smallest little laptop you can find. I move 
through my house and write wherever I feel like. It 
sometimes goes to bed with me. But I always plot the 
book and the characters with my pen, in a notebook.

My villain is quite likeable. Nobody’s just good or 
evil; everyone has both sides.

I’ve just done a creative writing course with an 
American agent. Every time you do something like 
that, you learn something new. It’s very inspiring and 
necessary.

I write best in the morning. I start at about 8am or 
9am and carry on to lunchtime. Then I have a break and 
pick it up again in the afternoon or evening. I start by 
re-reading what I wrote the day before; I rewrite bits 

It’s good for a writer to be a little bit lonely, bored 
and fed up with their own presence.“ ”
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DEAD IN THE WATER  
by Irna van Zyl (Penguin Random House)

been on her tail for a good  
hour now, the man with the full 
grey beard in the enormous white 

bakkie. She’s stayed stubbornly in front of him, the  
Beetle going as fast as it can go. Mister Padvark.  
Bloody annoying.

The contest has lasted from long before the turn-off 
from the Hemel-en-Aarde Valley detour, past the hills of 
the Bredasdorp road. Storm van der Merwe, stuck behind 
two lumbering trucks with large trailers trundling up the 
Overberg hills, and Beard Man hounding her all the way.

It’s pouring. Sheets of rain, the Beetle’s wipers grind-
ing valiantly. At times Storm can barely see through the 
windscreen. There’s bound to be more flooding, more 
roads washed away. 

It’s already after three and she is anxious about the 
day getting away from her. She has to make it home to 
Hermanus this evening, and there’s still the detour to  
get through. 

Home. To her new cottage. That’s if you can call  
a garden flat a cottage.

The road’s curving now, just before the Stanford turn-
off, and the man in the bakkie still has not dropped back. 

There’s finally a gap for her to get past the lorries  
and their big trailers, but she’s lost her appetite for the 
duel. It’s not worth the effort. Rather hang back and let 
him pass. 

He takes the gap and accelerates sharply, then cuts 
directly in front of her. A fraction closer and she would’ve 
slammed into him. 

“You stupid doos!” Storm shouts so loudly that Purdey, 
her Border collie curled up and asleep in the passenger 
seat, looks up indignantly.

“Idiot! I’ll show you what slow looks like!” The light-
blue Beetle lets out a roar. It may not show it, with all 
those daisies covering the bonnet, but the little car has  
a 1600 engine. She steps on the gas. Pulls up beside him. 
Right next to Beard Man.

The man looks straight at her and flips his middle 
finger. “Fuck off.” His lips shape the words clearly. His 
expression is triumphant as he powers away from her. 
Over the hill and gone.

Her first impulse is to give chase, let him know exactly 
what she thinks— 

But no. Rather not. She’s annoyed with herself for hav-
ing taken him on at all. 

What an utterly pathetic creature. It’s because of 

Purdey’s eyes are tightly closed. There’s a faint heartbeat, 
but she doesn’t stir. Not even a leg twitches. 

Storm’s own heart stops. This is the very worst thing 
that could happen, that Purdey should come to harm. 

Is she going to die? 
Is she unconscious? Concussed? 
Storm sits, paralysed. She doesn’t know what to do. 
Water. She can wet a tissue. Wipe Purdey’s face with 

it. She must do something. Anything. Now. 
The next moment she’s staring straight at a pair of 

blue eyes and a sharp suntanned nose. The man bends 
down from a considerable height to look inside the car, 
his arm resting casually on the Beetle’s window. She 
stares, momentarily distracted. A tattoo of a leaping 
open-jawed shark on his inner arm peeks out from under 
his shirt sleeve. 

“Sjoe,” he says and signals to her to wind down the 
window. “You stopped so suddenly.” 

As if it was her fault.
“What about you? You drove into me! My tyre is in 

shreds. As you can see.” 
Storm swivels her head this way and that, and winces. 

Up and down. Winces again. Whiplash for sure. 
Smashed up against the rear of her car is a big red  

tow truck.
He retreats a little from the door, hands spread out  

in front of him. “Sorry, hey. I hope you’re not hurt.”
“My dog … I ... We must get her to a doctor. Right 

now!” 
She shoots another worried glance at Purdey. The dog 

is opening her eyes now. She struggles to her feet, drag-
ging herself back onto the seat. 

Storm hugs Purdey to her chest and rumples her ears. 
She’s perking up from the attention and her tail starts  
a slow wag. “Oh, thank heavens. Good dog.”

The man looks at the oncoming traffic. His hair is 
dripping onto his shoulders and he’s sopping wet. “We’ll 
make a plan, don’t worry. I’ll carry on. I’m sure we’ll find 
someone who can help you in Stanford or Gansbaai.” 

“You have got to be kidding me. This is your fault. 
You can’t leave me here.”

“I ... I have to. I have an appointment.” For a moment 
he looks as if he’s been caught on the wrong foot, but 
then he walks round to the front of her car, signals at her 
to open the bonnet and starts digging around. 

She feels around in the storage pocket for the bottle of 
water she bought earlier. Purdey’s tongue is protruding 
pinkly and she greedily slurps up the water from Storm’s 
cupped hands. Storm carefully dabs the dog’s head with 
a wet tissue then slips on her collar. Together she and 
Purdey get out to see what the man is doing. 

Within seconds they are both completely drenched.

people like him that 
there are so many 
accidents on the 
road – road rage 
boiling over, leaving 
mayhem in its wake.

Fortunately he’d 
have no idea who 
she was if he ever 
ran into her again. 

Just before the 
four-way stop at Van 
Brakel Stoor and the 
Stanford turn-off, 
Storm pulls off to 

the right. There’s a water bowl for dogs here and she 
and Purdey sprint towards it. There’s a clean toilet too, 
and takeaway coffee. She pats the scarf around her head, 
smooths the dark-brown curls of her fringe and tugs her 
pink T-shirt down over her buttocks. At least between 
the scarf and her oversized sunglasses she’s unrecognis-
able as Storm van der Merwe, disgraced police officer. 
The woman who, if the newspapers are to be believed, 
single-handedly dragged the Service’s name through  
the mud. 

Armed with coffee and more water, Purdey gnawing 
happily on her white rubber ball, they’re off again. 

She glances at her watch. Just another 40 minutes or so 
till Grootbaai, where Mister E and his dogs are expecting 
her. E for Erwin, her first client in what may yet turn 
out to be her new life. Erwin Jooste. He’d sounded so 
bad-tempered when he first called looking for a dog 
trainer that for a moment she’d considered letting this 
one pass. But she’d been desperate for a new challenge. 
Anything to counter the tedium of her day job. 

Two kilometres along the Stanford road she feels  
a sudden wrench on the steering wheel. She knows  
instantly what it means. Big trouble: it’s a flat tyre. 

Before she can pull over, the tyre disintegrates com-
pletely, bits of rubber flying as the car jerks to a halt. 

On the rim, Storm thinks. 
And then – a terrifying crunch. Metal on metal and 

the smell of scorched rubber. A small white ball shooting 
through the air. It’s the last thing she sees before the crash 
rips through her body. 

Purdey! Her hand shoots out. 
Too late. The collie hits the windscreen head first and 

lets out a yelp before her body buckles and she tumbles 
back with a thud. 

“My angel!” Storm unbuckles her seat belt and bends 
down to stroke the precious black-and-white body.  

HE’S
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He’s barefoot, she notices,  
surprised. Oblivious to the rain, 
his long loose body is draped over 
the bonnet. He’s tall and thin, his 
dark-blue golf shirt tucked into 
brown cargo pants. Around his 
neck is a black thong, a shark’s 
tooth dangling from it. 

He walks to the tow truck and 
rummages around to find a small 
red triangle. He positions it a little 
bit up the road then walks back  
to her. “Sorry, but … I can’t see  
a spare tyre. Do you perhaps 
know where … ?”

“There isn’t one.”
“Excuse me?” It looks like he’s 

about to throw up his hands in 
despair but instead he takes  
a deep breath and lets it out slow-
ly. “This is a mess,” he says deliberately. 

Storm sighs. She could do with being anywhere  
but here. Stuck on the road between Caledon and 
Stanford with her dog and a man who has driven into 
her and now has the gall to seem exasperated with her. 
Treating her like a stupid woman who can’t do anything 
for herself. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. Not so long 
ago, barely a month, in fact, she was Detective Warrant 
Officer Van der Merwe. Feared and respected, with the 
prospect of a promotion on the horizon. 

But now? Now she’s in a state of never-ending crisis, 
a pile-up in which one piece of adversity causes the next, 
and the next, and the one after that. If it’s true that bad 
things come in threes, then Storm van der Merwe is long 
overdue for a break. It’s time for the tide to turn in her 
favour. But nada. Nothing. The bad times won’t stop. 

“The spare is on the other front wheel. This is the sec-
ond flat I’ve had in a week.” Nonchalant. As if nothing 
could be more normal than that. Storm looks at Purdey 
and then back at the man. “You’ll have to tow us.” 

He doesn’t reply, but he does hold open the passenger 
door of the truck, which he has repositioned in front of 
the Beetle with a loud roar of its engine. 

Getting into the tow truck is difficult. At first Storm 
tries it with one foot on the step, but her legs are too 
short and she has to grip the arm rest to hoist herself up. 

There is no seat belt, she notices. The light-grey 
fake-leather seats have been worn hollow. Room for three 
people in a row. 

Next up is Purdey. The man helps her in to sit at 
Storm’s feet. 

Then he walks to the back and hooks up the Beetle. 
Her poor car. Awkwardly balanced on its back wheels.

Back in the truck, he turns to 
her, his hand out. “Spyker,” he 
announces. “Spyker Swart. Do 
you have insurance?”

“Of course, but it was your 
fault, right?”

The crash had sounded worse 
than it looked, but she’s not up  
to any unnecessary expenses  
right now. 

 “Of course, I know that, but 
you did stop in front of me very 
suddenly.”

She glares at him. As if she 
could help it that her tyre disin-
tegrated on her. Just like her life. 
One big blow-out.

Despite the cold and the rain, 
he leans an arm out the window 
and accelerates away. She hopes 

the Beetle is securely attached. 
Spyker gears down with a crunch when they hit 

an incline. The truck jolts hard on the first bend and 
everything rattles and shakes. 

Storm grips the door handle with one hand and braces 
herself against the dashboard with the other. 

“The vet first,” says Spyker. His sudden friendliness 
takes her by surprise. “Then to the doctor or the hospital. 
For you,” he says when he sees her frown. “X-rays. And 
then the tyre place. Don’t worry. I won’t charge you.”

“I should bloody well hope not!” Now that the worst 
of the shock is over, disappointment and frustration are 
closing in. She realises too late that he has made a joke. 

She smiles stiffly. It’s hard to find anything funny 
when you’re stuck in a shitstorm of note.

Grootbaai, shark-diving capital of the world, that’s 
where she’s headed. Tourists flock there in their thou-
sands. She may try it sometime, shark diving. Diving in  
a cage attached to the side of a boat. They say it’s the best 
way to view a great white up close. But only once her 
luck turns. The way things are now, the cage door would 
be faulty and she’d become a lunchtime snack. 

She counts it down: the shame of the suspension, 
followed by the demotion, and then the disastrous move 
to Hermanus, to what is nothing more than a glorified 
back room. Now this flat tyre and her appointment with 
Erwin Jooste missed. Not to mention another fallout with 
her mom.

She is jerked back to the present when the Spyker  
fellow bends down to adjust something at his feet 
and the wheels hit the gravel beside the tar. The truck 
swerves dangerously while he battles for control of the 
steering wheel. 

Lord have mercy. ✤ P
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The man bends down 
from a considerable 
height to look inside 

the car, his arm 
resting casually on the 

Beetle’s window. She 
stares, momentarily 
distracted. A tattoo 
of a leaping open-
jawed shark on his 

inner arm peeks 
out from under his 

shirt sleeve.


