Writing Group March 2021
Editorial
We are having some fun this month with a ‘ghostly’ theme to our stories. Linda Smith offers some magical advice as an
‘Agony Witch’ while Noreen Burton visits the Lock Street Gaol. Finally Nookie Middleton almost scares her character to
death! We hope you will enjoy them. Before then, we share some of our writing exercises and we continue to encourage
you to try your hand at writing with tips from experts on developing the personalities of the people inhabiting your story.
We introduce you to Old Joe and ask that you tell us more about him. We would love to read your story. Send it to
Sobhna. If we like it, we will publish it for you in the next edition.

Introduction to Writing – Tips for building a Character
To come across as an authentic person a character in a story must have depth of personality, even if this changes during the story. The main
characters do not have to be likeable but they must be realistic. As a writer you should take into account the following tips:







NAME: Give your character a name. How you do this will give the reader an idea of the character’s personality. For example introducing the
person by their nickname is a lot less formal than using a handle such as Doctor, Ms. or Mr. Using slang such as ‘my china’ gives a very
different dimension to the person.
CLOTHES: Describe what they wear and how they wear them – jeans, suits, twin set and pearls, or flowery coulettes tell the reader more
about the person’s personaity.
OCCUPATION: Describing what the character is doing gives a the reader an indication of their occupation without having to state it.
MANNERISMS, PASSIONS AND FOIBLES: Describe little mannerisms that enrich the character or will put the reader off them, engender
empathy, disgust, etc.Your main character is not a saint – they can do and say bad things.
SPEECH: This is very important. The words your character uses tell the reader a lot. Dialogue tells the story better than descriptions.

Don’t forget the secondary characters who interact with your main character
For more information go to https://www.masterclass.com/articles/writing-tips-for-character-development

Here’s a chance to try your hand at character development.

Old Joe yawned, shuffled off the park bench where he had spent the night,
and reaching into one of the many pockets in the multitude of filthy coats
that he wore summer and winter, pulled out a half-jack of cheap grog.
Removing the cap he gave a loud fart and partook of breakfast.
What does old Joe look like?
Why is he sleeping on a park bench?
What happens to him during the day?
By the end of the story we should have a clear idea of who Joe is
and what he is like.

The writers were given examples of actual newspaper headlines and
asked to write the story. Here is one example:
FROM PULPIT TO POTHOLE
Staff reporter

The celebratory tea following the consecration of the new
pulpit at St Egbert the Leper Church ended in blissful
pandemonium on Sunday when the effects of the ‘pot’flavoured banana muffins took effect. “It gave a new meaning
to ‘pothole’”, quipped one of the police officers who had to be
called in to restore the peace.

To stimulate creativity, members are sometimes given an
exercise to describe something without using its name
(scientific or otherwise) so that the reader can identify it. Last
month we had to describe either a fruit or a vegetable. Here
is Sobhna Poona’s poetic offering:
imagine
lush green, black or crimson
plump-sweetly divine
bunches blush on meandering vine
crushed for juice or fermented
sundried with juice lamented
in muesli complemented
fruit of Bacchus whose worshippers
sipped the overflowing drink
and feasted on the clusters pink
shared on platters alongside cheese
bursts on tongues to palates please
seedless or edible seeds a few
botanical berry we love you

https://th.bing.com/th/id/Ra07a8da4d40e524893c7ba02fd43c34d?rik=W2mgglkBwuIsEA&riu=http%3a%2f%2f1.bp.blogspot.com%2fYgzZfn73J78%2fUH8879DP4QI%2fAAAAAAAAACY%2fdFGQcgoBRLM%2fs1600%2fCharacter%2bDevelopment%2bSketch.jpg&ehk=2%2fSb1
5KSnvg%2fL2oFzKurge%2bKlADuM5skqG21v8oVmD0%3d&risl=&pid=ImgRaw

Can you guess?

WITCH HUNT
by Linda Smith
Who can find a witch? It’s not that easy, you know. They don’t go around
in traditional dress any more: no pointy hats, for one thing; and if you do
see someone in black robes, she’s probably just trying to be “Gothic,”
with an artificially pale face, lots of eyeliner and black lipstick. Real
witches know better. They learned their lesson back in the seventeenth
century: do not live on your own, avoid any pet that could be perceived to
be a familiar – cats, ravens and frogs in particular – don’t mutter to
yourself, and do not dance naked in the moonlight, no matter how freespirited you may feel.
Actually, I’ve broken three of those rules myself; just haven’t got around
to the moonlit dance. Perhaps I should explore my inner witch.
It would be hard to be a traditional witch in South Africa. In fact, suspicion
of being a witch might considerably shorten one’s lifespan. The safer,
more culturally appropriate option would mean becoming a witchdoctor, a
sangoma, but I’m told that this requires being called by one’s ancestors,
and since my genealogical line is overwhelmingly Dutch Reformed it
seems a bit of a long shot.
What to do? Maybe I could just “hang out” with the witching crowd. Or –
this may be a lightbulb moment – how about a newspaper column, a
more edgy version of the old-fashioned “agony aunt”? I could call it “Ask
a Witch.” Or “Witch’s Brew” if it’s a thinly disguised natural cure column,
or perhaps, if I work on my punning skills, “Witch Way.”
Maybe I could do all three, in different newspapers/magazines. I’d need
different photographs and names, of course. “Ask a Witch” would have
me with a black shawl on my head, and the photo would be one of those
where the eyes seem always to be trained on the viewer. “Witch’s Brew”
would have me fuzzy-haired and ethereal, in a pre-Raphaelite kind of
way. For “Witch Way” I’d be a little more acerbic. I could practice
sardonic looks before my appointment with the photographer.
One advantage of having three faces (I could call one of them “Eve”) is
that if someone asks a really dippy question in Ask a Witch, I could refer
the question to my more cantankerous sister, in Witch Way.
Let’s say we receive the following:

I am a fifty-year-old librarian. Having long given up on the idea of
marriage I have met a sixty-year-old widower who is seeking a
companion. Sometimes when I see him my heart beats faster,
blood rushes to my cheeks and warmth floods my body. I think I
may be in love. Should I, at this stage of my life, throw in my lot with
his?
My situation is complicated by concerns about my son, aged 31,
who lives with me. He has been behaving strangely: coming home
late, banging about. In the mornings he has no energy whatsoever.
His eyes have developed a reddish tinge and his hands tremble.
Should I take him to see a doctor, or perhaps a psychiatrist?
Yours sincerely
Angeline Brown
Ask-a-Witch Brunhilde’s response:
Dear Ms Brown
On reading your letter I could feel the irregular
vibrations of your dilemma. In one’s middle
years the idea of retaining one’s current way of
life and the thought of adjusting to sharing a
home and bed with another person may seem
equally daunting. You have shown wisdom and
psychic sensitivity in approaching me.
Get to know this man. See how he interacts with his family. Besides
your observations, regularly find a quiet place, either in nature
where the trees can communicate with you or in warm aromatic
baths that allow your mind to slow down and your true desires to
surface. The spirits of the trees and the calm of the water will lead
you to clarity of thought.
A series of short pay-per-view videos helping you to practice mindclearing exercises is available on my website AskaWitch.com
Do let me know how you are progressing.
Brunhilde Wicca

Eve’s response to the same letter, in Witch’s Brew:

Grizelda, Witch Way:

My dear Angelina
I sympathise with your dilemma. I
can discern that the physical
symptoms you are experiencing seem
to be evidence that you are in love.

Angelina,
Your son
Is a bum.
Get rid of him,
Anew begin.
Pursue your man!
Have him you can.
You don’t need me
To set you free.
Get on with life.
Go be a wife!
This advice
Is yours for free,
But if it fails,
DON’T CALL ME.

Here are some herbal remedies I can recommend. If,
after using any of them regularly, the floods of
heat enveloping your body diminish or disappear
you will know that they are not evidence of
romantic attraction.
Try Dong Quai, Ginseng, Red Clover or Black
Cohosh. Soybeans, flax seeds and sesame seeds
may also be helpful. Any of these may be
purchased at witchbrew.com
May you find happiness wherever your friendship
leads you. For advice concerning your son, I
suggest you contact Grizelda at Witch Way.

WW

Yes, I think I could do this.
Eye of newt and tongue of frog, here I come!

For consultations contact our secretary: Linda Smith
lds12353@gmail.com

A PLACE THAT MAKES ME SHIVER
by Noreen Burton
The second time that I visited Lock Street Gaol was the first and only time I felt affected in a negative way by a place.
I had only recently moved to East London and did not know the city at all well. I was directed to the Small Business Centre housed
in the old gaol to take a clock for servicing and decided to explore the place, with its small courtyards, beautiful
stone walls and its keep-like façade. Colourful boutique shops occupying spaces that were once inhabited by
incarcerated men and women were decorated with hanging baskets of flowers brightening up the cobbled
alleyways. The place had a continental flair.
I later learned about the tunnel that ran from the harbour, passing under Transnet House in Lower Cambridge
Street, and exiting within the gaol. This tunnel had been used to safely transport prisoners from ships to prison. I was informed the tunnel had
been filled in where it ran under what was then a surgery and is now the Fort Hare Health Care Centre. I did not know about death row and the
hanging room.
My interest was sparked. On a sunny, summer day I revisited the gaol to further explore. I came across the execution section at the back of the
gaol. Here there were no bright baskets of geraniums, no happy shoppers but there was a graveyard. My mood changed as I realised who was
resting there.
My hair bristled. I became more aware of the quiet. Suddenly the bright sunny day took on a cold, sombre hue.
A shiver passed through my body. My eyes rested on a door to my right. It was labelled The Gallowry. With
trepidation, I entered.
I found myself in the execution room. As I recall it, 25 years later, it was a large, dim, bare concrete room with a
gallows over a pit running down the centre. The pit could be covered by planks to look like a solid floor. Without
windows, the room was cold, as though the very air had lost the warmth of life along with the many souls which
had been torn so violently from their bodies. The atmosphere was oppressive, still holding the fear and terror of
those who had been forced to enter. A malevolent presence was tangible. I could imagine the terrified person
facing that collapsing floor, knowing what was going to happen but not wanting to show any fear to the witnesses
standing behind the railings.
The hair on the nape of my neck stood on end, my heart beat faster and I experienced an intense desire to
get out – fast!

CONVERSATION WITH A GHOST
by Nookie Middleton

It was a long time ago. A night just like this one: wind howling and rain coming down in buckets. But I did not care about that. I was Japie
Voster, 19 years old and having a double, no treble celebration with my special lighties. We had grown up together. First, it was my birthday,
second I had just finished my appie training and was now a proper mechanic with a good raise in my take-home packet and last, but the most
important, my beautiful Maritjie had said she would be my wife. Life just could not get better. My five best mates, Jannie, Aapie, Boesman,
Dirkie and Dawie were with me at Oom Sarel’s Pub.

After a few Klippies and cokes, we started sparring and bragging, as young ou’s always do, especially Boesman and me. We
were the main manne and were like two dogs fighting for top-dog place. We were talking about graves and dead people and
the old cemetery near where we lived. There were stories that after dark it was haunted and everyone was scared to go there
even though if you went through the cemetery it was a kilometre shorter than going around it. I, of course, made brave by the
Klippies and coke, stated that I did not believe in ghosts and was not afraid to go there after dark. Boesman, right away,
challenged me that this very night I must go by myself that way home. They would wait at the gate to check that I did. What
could I do but say of course, no problem, I would.
Finally Oom Sarel chased us out which was just as good, otherwise we would not have caught the last train. When we got to the entrance of
the cemetery I was waving the ouens goodbye with, outside, not a care in the world, but inside, just like a jelly even with the Dutch courage of
too many Klippies and coke inside me. The rain lashed down, the wind howled and it was so dark you could not see a hand in front of your
face. I nearly backed down but with Boesman laughing, I just had to do it. I set off whistling and walking with my hands in my pockets as if I did
not have a care in the world. My maatjies were quiet except for Boesman who egged me on. As soon as I was out of their sight I ran like the
devil himself was after me. Suddenly I was falling down into a black hole. I knew I had fallen into a grave. Luckily because of the rain and the
Klippies and coke I landed soft at the bottom of the six-foot hole uninjured. I tried right away to climb out. No way. Straight slippery side. I was
stuck. My magtig, I started praying. As nothing happened I took out my packet of cigarettes and matches. Only one left in each. I lit the
cigarette with shaking hands. I was going to kill that Boesman.
Suddenly I heard a vice: “Thank God you’re here. I was dying for a cigarette”
Jenna, I nearly jumped out of my skin! I could make out this shape in the corner of the hole and I said, “Oh, hell, did you fall in too?”
“No. Actually I was put here in a wooden box but I can’t progress up or down unless I can give up my favourite thing and that is a smoke.”
I was nearly sober with all the fright.
“Ja, you cannot go up or down unless you give up the best thing you enjoyed alive.”
My brain just could not understand this. I held out my cigarette and said, “Ja well, have a puff.”
He put out his hand to take it and leaned forward but, as I reached his hand, my hand with the cigarette went right through his hand! Magtig,
even after all these years I can feel the shock. I am telling you the truth when I say that I flew out of the six-foot hole with no problem – one
leap and I ran like I was the world champion towards the gate.

