
 which 
is one of the reasons retirees like to spend 
time in the garden.

It reminded me of my noble goals when 
we moved into our newly renovated house 
in Cape Town two years ago. “As I am going 
to start working from home, I think I should 
maintain the garden and the swimming 
pool,” I announced bravely one morning. 
“And then we can save money as well.”

Giving up my day job and writing full 
time has long been an ideal of mine, and 
one that finally had become reality. The new 
house, the new study and the garden all 
fitted well into the plans.

As it happened, the renovation of our 
house became what you could call a longer-
term project. It took several months for the 
architect to finalise the plans for the derelict 
building we had bought in Tamboerskloof, 
then another seven months for council 
approval before the builders could move in, 
only to find that the foundations in the front 
were cracked and had to be replaced, as the 
house was sliding down the hill. 

To top it all, we thought it a good plan 
to convert the room beneath the house 
into a wine cellar. That took a couple of 
extra months in the wettest winter we had 
experienced in a long time.

When we eventually moved in we were 
vuisvoos. But we basically had a new home, 
and slowly but surely we started to love 
every corner and (new) crack in it.

Then came a good Saturday when 

I could not postpone cutting the grass 
any longer.

I set off to the nursery to buy a small 
lawnmower. I mean, what could be so 
difficult about this? The lawn in the back 
yard is the size of a postage stamp. 

I could not have been more wrong.
After I had assembled all the bits and 

tried to switch it on I quickly realised you do 
not buy a relatively cheap bit of equipment 
in the belief it will simply work. Off I went, 
rushing in before closing time to hand it 
back and secure a cash refund. On to the 
next store, a reputable one. But I was too 
late. They closed the doors as I stepped 
onto the pavement outside.

On the Monday, patience running 
low and the grass growing inches in two 
days, I bought a push mower. They are 
unbreakable, aren’t they? Sorry to report 
that the long grass proved too much and 
the wheels came off, literally, after the 
second session.

I decided not to tempt the third-time-
lucky mantra and set off determinedly 
to a big department store known for its 
variety of garden tools. I left with a proper 
electrical mower, weedeater and secateurs 
of various kinds.

When the weedeater’s motor burnt out 
after my first attempt I gave up and phoned 
the gardening service.

They pruned the bougainvillea, sprayed 
the grapevine, even picked the lemons and 
planted some rocket in an empty bed in 
the veggie garden. And they tended to the 
lawn beautifully.

Finally, we can settle down. I can gaze 
out over the garden when I need to take 
a break from my computer and my desk. 
All is going according to plan. 

Except for the pool, which is decidedly 
green from time to time.  

DID YOU KNOW? 
1.   Irna is a former magazine editor and media 

owner. Her first thriller, Dead in the Water 

(Moordvis in Afrikaans), was published in July 
by Penguin Random House.

2.   Shades of light green and fresh air 
symbolise spring for Irna. 

3.   Three of her favourite pastimes are an early-
morning walk with the dogs on the beach 
or in the mountains, lunch with family or 
friends, and an afternoon nap.

4.   Irna is a passionate pet lover. A golden 
retriever, a border collie cross and a shy cat 
who sleeps in a cupboard for most of the 
day add light and love to her home.  

5.   Forever faithful, Irna says her hometown, 
Cape Town, is the most beautiful city in the 
world, but Venice comes a close second. 
“Venice is like discovering a never-ending 
good book. There are twists, turns, surprises 
and history around every corner.”

6.   It’s little wonder that this devourer of 
words has a long list of favourite books, 
one that changes continuously, she admits. 
“The Corrections by Jonathan Franzen, The 

Secret History by Donna Tartt, Die Swerfjare 

van Poppie Nongena by Elsa Joubert, Griet 

Skryf ’n Sprokie by Marita van der Vyver… 
“But recently my interests have shifted to 
the crime/thriller genre, and there I bow 
to the likes of Michael Robotham and 
Val McDermid.”

7.   Irna’s must-have kitchen appliance is 
a Nutribullet, which is used to make berry 
and quinoa smoothies for breakfast. 

8.   Pronounced keen-wa, quinoa is a protein-
rich grain touted for its health benefits. 

9.   Follow Irna on Twitter @irnavanzyl. 

THE OTHER DAY 
I READ THERE ARE 
PROPERTIES IN 
SOIL THAT MAKES 
YOU FEEL GOOD 
WHEN YOU 
WORK WITH IT,

HOPING FOR GREEN 
FINGERS

WORDS IRNA VAN ZYL

Gardening was going to be her thing, Irna thought when 
she moved into a new house, but she soon found out 

she might be more useful elsewhere.
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