
CA
R

IB
B

EA
N

 CO
N

TEM
P

O
R

A
R

Y CLA
SSICS

‘If we clap we hands and catch 
the Spirit, the police could arrest 
us. One day we was Baptist, the 
next day we is criminals.’

The Wine of Astonishment is a 
poignant and devastating tale 
of the discrimination the Black 
community of Bonasse faced 
during Empire. Told from the 
perspective of a religious wife, 
Eva retells the torment and 
tribulations her family and 
friends endure at the hands 
of abusive police and corrupt 
government officials. Hurtling 
towards its tragic climax, Bolo’s 
transformation embodies the 
tragedy manifested when a 
people are pushed too far.  
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The Wine of Astonishment  1

CHAPTER 1
Bee goes to see Ivan Morton

GOD DON’T GIVE you more than you can bear, I say. ’Cause for 
hundreds of years we bearing what He send like the earth bear the 
hot sun and the rains and the dew and the cold, and the earth is 
still the earth, still here for man to build house on and fall down 
on, still sending up shoots and flowers and growing things.

But what sin we commit? What deed our fathers or we do that 
so vex God that He rain tribulation on us for generations? What 
is it, the children ask, as children will ask who don’t know, who 
open their eyes in a world where the food never ’nuff and the 
house falling down and the police in we tail and the magistrate 
trembling to send us to jail, who see us carrying on our shoulders 
a load more heavy than anybody else own.

So I tell them: What God will vex with you for? You ain’t do 
God nothing. God don’t vex with his children.

But children ain’t fools. They have their own eyes. They 
know; so they sit down on the bench in the kitchen watching 
me, waiting for me to tell them more. For if God ain’t vex with 
us then why we alone have to carry this heavy burden? And Bee 
there too, standing up by the kitchen door, with his two hands 
stretch out across the door like how Jesus Christ had his hands 
when they crucify him on the cross, and his face half turned to 
me, listening, as if what I have to tell the children is for him too.

So I tell them:
Is because we could bear it. Is because out of all the shoulders 

in the world our shoulders could bear more weight, and out of all 
the flesh in the world, our flesh could hold more pain, and out of 
all the hearts in the world our heart could stomach more ache, 
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2 The Wine of Astonishment

without breaking or burning or bursting, than any shoulder or 
flesh or heart. For God ain’t made this world by guess. Things 
have meaning. And this sea and this earth that will bury us all 
and the wind and the sun and not one o’ them pretty little stars 
ain’t come by whistling. God have His reasons for everything. 
He have eyes, and all man have here is the few moments that 
God give him and a little sense to learn who he is and why, so he 
could make use of his little time here and praise God and die. The 
strong suffer most, the weak dies.

‘And if He give us this … If He give you this, Reggie,’ I tell my 
last boychild, ‘is because you … we could bear it and rise.’

‘We could bear it?’ Bee say, coming alive in front the door. ‘We 
could bear it? From the police and from the magistrate we could 
bear it. But from our own people? Our own? To put a man in the 
Council and have to bear it from him too …?’

‘We could bear it, and rise,’ I say, looking straight at Reggie, ‘so 
don’t cry. Don’t cry because you fail this examination. Your life 
still in front of you.’

But Reggie was crying. All the fuss we make about this 
examination. All this fuss. ‘Boy, you alive,’ I tell him. And his 
sisters on the bench next to him sit down silent with their face 
long, witnessing with him this tribulation.

‘Ma, maybe Mr Morton could do something to help Reggie,’ 
Joyce say.

‘Maybe, chile,’ I say. ‘Maybe.’
‘Six months!’ Bee say, taking himself down from the cross in 

front the door. ‘Six months now Ivan Morton in the Council and 
he ain’t do nothing to make the church free. Six months! You 
expect him to do something for this boy?’

‘You have to give him a little time, Bee,’ I say. ‘He’s a new 
man in the Council; six months ain’t nutten. And we could 
wait; things not going too bad with the church: the police ain’t 
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The Wine of Astonishment  3

troubling us much again, and we worship and pray, not in the real 
way, true, but we worship and pray.’

‘And every other day we growing more away, going more astray 
from ourself. Why you think we put him there?’ Bee say.

‘Six months ain’t nutten, Bee. Six months is just a hour, a 
minute these days. The man new, now learning what to do. You 
have to give him time.’

‘Time!’ Bee say, and he scratch his head and he shift his body 
and turn his face to the road where the evening going down and 
the children by the standpipe making a racket, laughing and 
clashing their buckets as they jostle each other to catch water. 
‘Time!’

‘Six months ain’t much, Bee,’ I say, trying to make my voice 
calm. ‘And Ivan Morton live right there up the street not far from 
here. You could go and talk to him any time.’

Bee sigh and Bee groan and Bee shake his head and put up 
his arms back on the cross like Jesus crucify in front the door. 
‘Even a child does take more than six months to born,’ I say. Bee, 
with his hand jam against the door, turn and look at me and the 
children as if he is a spider trap in its web, and maybe he want to 
say to hell with the church, to hell with Ivan Morton, to hell with 
everything, but he can’t get out the web, he must go on hoping.

‘Six months,’ he say, thinking, and he sigh. ‘Six months ain’t 
really so long you know.’ And he look at me and try to smile and 
to hold his patience and to wait.

‘T’ain’t so long,’ I say, making my voice light too; for I know 
Bee, I know he want to believe in Ivan Morton. He want to believe 
… and I want to believe too.

Two months pass. Evening. I in the kitchen over the mortar 
pounding plantains for us to eat with the steam fish on the fire 
cooking, and my mind far away to Port of Spain or wherever my 
two big boy children is. Now and again I hear from Winston, 
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4 The Wine of Astonishment

but from Taffy not a word, not a message by a friend, a letter, 
nothing, so I don’t know if he dead or sick or in jail. I don’t 
know nothing.

Evening, as I say. I sit down on the stool in front the mortar, 
lifting the pestle and watching my hands bring it down to crush 
the plantains lying down there to take the pounding that will 
break them down, mix them up and make them stiff and good 
for eating; and I wondering if the world is a mortar and we is the 
plantains below the pestle, taking the pounding.

Then, sudden, to interrupt my thinking, Joyce full, high 
screaming voice reach me, have me wondering who killing who 
as I go rushing outside to see what happening. But there she is 
leaning over the window, pointing up the street, and when I look 
all I could see is the tail of a cream motor car, taking up the whole 
road, going round the corner out of sight.

‘You see it, Ma!’ Joyce say.
‘See what? The car?’
‘Yes.’
‘Is a car you call me out here to see, girl? I coulda swear 

somebody dead. You think I ain’t have nothing to do but rush 
outside to see a motor car?’

‘Clyde driving it,’ she say.
‘So Clyde driving a car.’
‘Is Mr Morton car.’
‘Another car?’
So that night, I tell Bee: ‘New car!’
‘What you want the man to do? Now that they make him a 

minister he must live according to his position. What so wrong 
about a new car?’

‘Okay! Okay!’ I say, because I don’t want to make an argument 
over Ivan Morton; I want to believe too just like Bee. I want to 
believe in Ivan Morton.
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The Wine of Astonishment  5

Now in Bonasse we seeing Ivan Morton passing by in his new 
car, a lord in the back seat in his jacket and tie, his head tilt to one 
side and his face halfway between seriousness and a little bit of 
a smile. He fix his elbows on the hand-rest near the window and 
the same two fingers he lift to hold up in a V for victory sign, he 
rest against his cheek like those screen stars in the magazine I see 
Joyce reading.

Oh, those days he popular: children running behind his car 
calling his name, and the women holding up their babies so 
Ivan Morton could see them, for a glance from him is a blessing. 
Through the glass of the window of his car he watch us (I there 
too) and he wave, moving one hand across and just in front his 
face like a Catholic priest blessing his congregation, giving a 
thrill to all we poor women who have children and see him as the 
saviour who footsteps we want our boy children to follow in.

‘He looking so nice,’ people say.
‘He sweet eh, chile,’ the women say.
And all about people was naming their new boy children 

Ivan and when Simmons had a daughter they gave her the name 
Ivana. His office was pack with people in those days. Mostly 
they wanted work or a recommendation to get a loan or a piece 
of land and though he couldn’t help everybody, he do the best he 
could. He get a job for Sister Ruth son, Leon, in the Agricultural 
Station, he assist Aggie with her old age pension, and if you 
wanted a recommendation, you could go to him and he would 
give you a paper to carry to the foreman on the road gang. He 
was doing things. Roads was bad in Bonasse, he fix some roads. 
Land was scarce and the government had surveyors surveying the 
land behind the cemetery to give it out to people, though before 
we get it we would have to wait until the surveyors finish doing 
their work. And though one or two complain, we know they 
didn’t build Rome in a day. Things was still hard but the papers 
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6 The Wine of Astonishment

was saying things would improve. The government had some 
people from England making a report to give teachers and civil 
servants more pay, and a lot of Americans was coming in to put 
up industries in the island with a tax holiday.

New schools was building, giving more children places in 
high school, and we was hearing that soon there would be free 
secondary education on the whole island. I wanted to go and 
ask Mr Morton to see if he could do something to get Reggie in 
college, but Bee say no. ‘What would happen if everybody went 
to the minister to get his child in college? What would happen?’ 
Bee ask me. And though I tell him that everybody was going to 
Ivan Morton for their own personal business, Bee refuse to be one 
of them, even though time was passing and Reggie, in seventh 
standard, was getting too big for short pants. But I guess is so 
things go. The people who work most hardest for Ivan Morton in 
the election, they was getting nothing.

Take Mr Buntin. He wanted to borrow some money to turn his 
little shop into a grocery store so he could sell things like Chin. 
He couldn’t get a loan from the bank because as you know they 
don’t lend out their money to black people. Portuguese, Syrian, 
Chinee, okay, but black people is a different story; so when the 
bank turn him down, Buntin went to Ivan Morton to see if he 
could get the government to help him as how they was helping 
industries with a tax holiday. I don’t know the full story: what 
questions Buntin couldn’t answer, what security he didn’t have. 
Buntin didn’t get the loan. Buntin himself didn’t talk about it 
too much. He wasn’t happy, but he didn’t make a big fuss about 
it. As he himself say to Bee: ‘Is not that I ain’t vex about it, but 
we have Jim there, we have to support him. Those who against us 
in this island would love to see us quarrelling and ridiculing one 
another; I, for one, not going to give them that satisfaction. Leave 
him alone. Give him time, Brother Bee …’
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The Wine of Astonishment  7

It was right after Ivan Morton come back from his trip to 
England. I remember Bee face, sitting that evening under the 
mango tree, looking at a newspaper where Ivan Morton was in 
a winter coat and a hat, his hands in his pocket, stand up next 
to a statue of a half-naked woman. ‘He went to see the Queen of 
England to talk to her about changing the law,’ Bee tell me. I could 
see his face that evening and I could hear his voice trying more to 
convince himself than to convert me. It was right after that, the 
same week in fact, the day after Clarissa daughter had the baby 
who was going to be my Goddaughter. I went down to the shop 
and when I come back just before dark, I meet Joyce in the kitchen 
making dinner. I hardly had time to sit down and catch my breath.

‘They moving, you know,’ Joyce tell me.
‘Who?’
‘Mr Morton.’
‘Girl,’ I tell her. ‘Where you get your gossip from? What Ivan 

Morton will move for? His father leave a house for him and he 
is right here with his own people. He getting a good salary so he 
could fix up his house, make it look nice with a flower garden and 
a hibiscus hedge and a lawn like any of those big shot houses. 
What he will move for?’

‘Ma, but Clyde say …’
‘Clyde! Clyde! Girl, I hope you watching yourself with that 

Clyde, you hear.’ And she smile that smile that know and don’t 
know, that sweetheart, young lady smile, shy and full up with 
all that soft, dangerous kind of knowing that girls with growing 
breasts begin to know, so I figure she done gone past one step 
with Clyde, what step I don’t know, for young girls in their 
mother house have their own private business for them alone. 
Yes, love is sweet, love is fine, but children blood get hot too, 
and what sweet in the mouth does burn another part. So though 
this Clyde is a nice boy – what boy who have twenty-three years 
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8 The Wine of Astonishment

and have his heart on a girl and does drive a new, clean car even 
though it ain’t his own, holding his hand over the window to 
wave at her when he pass – what young man like that ain’t a nice 
boy? But nice boy ain’t no recommendation in certain things, 
and a mother is a fool not to warn a daughter to be careful until 
the time reach when she know the girl could be full and have 
somebody by her side to care.

‘You better watch yourself with Clyde, you hear?’
And Joyce stand up looking at me with her face flowering in a 

smile, as if I too old and never feel and can’t know and she is the first 
girl in the world that sit down in the evening by a window watching 
the road for a boy to pass and wave at her and flutter her heart.

‘So what it is Clyde say?’ For now I want to know, because if 
anybody is to know what Ivan Morton doing, it must be Clyde, 
because Clyde chauffeuring Ivan Morton all over the place. ‘The 
big house. He moving to the big house.’ Clyde really should 
know; but, the big house?

The big house is a old mansion of brick and stone that stand up 
on top of Bonasse hill looking over the sea and the whole village. 
A tall, white building with stain glass windows, it was big, bigger 
than any house in Bonasse, bigger than any house I ever see black 
people live in, big nearly as the Catholic church, a house lived in 
for ages by generations of Richardsons, old now, since Richardson 
gone back to England and leave it, the walls crack and stain with 
age, quiet too, and when the wind blow, you could hear the three 
giant palmiste trees rustling, whispering like spirits. It was a 
haunted house they say, behind it was a graveyard with the grey 
tombs under the red bougainvillaea tree, holding generations of 
dead Richardsons. The American man who buy over the Estate 
from Richardson didn’t want to have nothing to do with it. It like 
a old church with God gone from it that nobody want any more to 
worship in.
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The Wine of Astonishment  9

‘Ivan Morton will never live there,’ I tell Joyce. ‘I don’t care 
what Clyde say. No.’

‘But, Ma …’
‘I don’t care what Clyde say,’ I say.
That same evening I talk to Bee.
‘Ivan Morton moving up to Mr Richardson big house, you 

know.’
And Bee fixing to eat the bake and saltfish! ‘I know.’
Not another word. I didn’t say another word. I guess Bee 

understand what that mean.
‘Eva,’ Bee say, as if he know what I was thinking, ‘Ivan Morton 

want to make himself a man for people to recognise and if it mean 
going to live in that house, he will do it. That don’t mean he will 
turn against his people. That don’t mean he will forsake us, Eva.’

‘What it mean, then?’
‘It mean … well, he’s a big man, educated. It mean he could 

live like white people. It mean …’
‘Don’t tell me, Bee,’ I say. ‘Don’t tell me.’
I see plenty people move from one house to another, but I never 

see a kind of moving as when Ivan Morton and his wife leave 
the village. I know people does move with their belongings, the 
things they accumulate over the years. Chairs and tables could 
be old but they belong to you, they is part of you; they is you; you 
accustom to them and they accustom to you; they is like your 
own children; you just can’t leave them when you moving.

Ivan Morton moved and ain’t take one single thing. He and 
his wife leave the house that his father build with his own two 
hands – and it wasn’t easy for Mr Fitzie. He spend his whole life 
on it. And it wasn’t bad. It could extend. It could fix. This man, 
Ivan, the son, come now and leave the house as if it was nothing 
more than a place he was in; worse, as if it was a prison or a hotel 
where you go in and don’t own nothing, just a place where you 
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10 The Wine of Astonishment

was staying. They didn’t carry table, they didn’t carry bed; they 
didn’t even hire a truck to move them.

People say that they had new things to go to in Richardson 
house is why they abandon everything, but is not a matter of new 
things: is wickedness and a sin. Money is not everything, and 
new things get old too. Wasn’t even as if they was going to meet 
new things either. Richardson house had old things, dead things, 
things that generations of Richardson people use: the piano 
couldn’t even play again, and the very house itself was falling 
down. No, no, no. It was wickedness and a shame. It was as if Ivan 
Morton was saying to the world that the house his father leave 
him was nothing, and his father life was nothing and his mother 
was nothing. Oh Jesus! It was a real shame and a disgrace. I poor. 
I have my few old things that live with me over the years. Don’t 
tell me that I would give them up just so. Is not even as if they 
give the things to a brother or a sister or a aunt or even a friend, 
somebody, anybody: they just abandon them like how some 
women abandon their children, as how some children leave their 
old parents to beg their bread.

I watch them move – if move is the word. Clyde come and take 
them in the car with a few trunks of clothes and some books, 
and they was gone. We see it, me and Bee and the children, from 
where we was living. We watch them drive away. We watch them 
go. And now Bee know he can’t make no more excuse to himself 
about Ivan Morton.

‘I will go and see him,’ Bee say.
But he will wait as the whole village wait, because this is our 

own boy, son of the soil, our hope, man to save the people, and 
we want to give him every chance to be true. Then one evening, 
the police raid the church. We wasn’t doing nothing against the 
law, and they didn’t arrest anybody, but the police had raid the 
church, and we had a man in the Council.
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The Wine of Astonishment  11

So Bee go and see Ivan Morton. Not to his house like a friend 
come to pay a visit; not as a man who with his own time and 
strength and money, little as it is, campaign the length and 
breadth of Bonasse and go all through Charlotte and St John’s, 
talking till his voice hoarse, staying up nights till his eyes red 
to get people to vote for Ivan Morton, so that now Ivan Morton 
would come to be sitting down in the Legislative Council and 
have car and chauffeur and big house and forget Bee. Bee go to see 
him just as if he, Bee, was a ordinary man who didn’t make any 
special effort to see Ivan Morton reach where he reach.

And Bee not vex. He cool. He slow. He putting down his foot, 
one today, one tomorrow, in the morning sunshine, with his head 
bend to one side as if a great sorrow pushing it down, but calm, as 
if he know what he going to tell Ivan Morton when he see him. I 
stand up and watch him go.

And while he gone that morning, the postman come home and 
bring a letter. The letter is from the principal of the high school 
in Charlotte that Reggie, unknowing to his father or me, apply to 
go to. The letter is asking us to send Reggie to the school. I look 
at the letter and I think: like this letter come just in time to show 
me, to show Bee if he was here to receive it, to show us that life 
going on, that things happening and the children getting big and 
we getting down in years.

I sit down on the front steps with the letter in my hand, and 
my eyes looking through the green spaces between the coconut 
trees to the sky over the sea where gulls circling and dipping 
like kites, and I think how life so short and how we have to be so 
strong and I think about the children, the big boys gone away and 
the little ones here, and I pray for all of them, that they grow up 
tall and find the strength to bear the tribulation tumbling down 
on us from generation to generation, especially when you don’t 
have education. Gem, the teacher say, is bright in school, she may 

9781398340480_CCC_Wine of Astonishment_f.indd   119781398340480_CCC_Wine of Astonishment_f.indd   11 21/04/2021   12:0321/04/2021   12:03

Cop
yri

gh
t ©

 H
od

de
r E

du
ca

tio
n –

 N
ot 

to 
be

 di
str

ibu
ted



12 The Wine of Astonishment

be the one to win an exhibition, especially now that they giving 
more places, though I did prefer that Reggie win one seeing that 
he is a boy and a boy is a man and a man have the burden of the 
world on his shoulders in a way that a woman don’t, can’t have it. 
And I hear Joyce in the bathroom in the yard, singing with all her 
voice, and the water splashing. These days she and Clyde going 
strong. One week they in love: they cooing and sho-shooing, 
smiling soft and sitting down quiet, making one shadow at the 
bottom of the steps in the moonlight; next week they not talking 
to one another; then they back again like ring and finger. Modern 
love, they say. What modern about that? A man and a woman 
spar and push each other until they decide who going to rule 
who, and between Joyce and Clyde is a good battle.

A quiet morning, the smaller children gone to school, and now 
I there in the kitchen where the split pea boiling. The sun bright 
and the wind blowing strong from the sea, flapping the open 
window over the children bedroom. Bee reach back home, his 
shadow long on the ground in front him, his face swell up like 
a frog that take all the stones the boys pelt it with and if it get 
hit once again will burst. I watch Bee. I don’t ask him anything. 
I don’t know what word to begin with, what tone to use. He 
sit down. He ain’t say nothing. Then he see the letter that the 
postman bring where I rest it on the ledge in the kitchen. So I tell 
him: ‘They send for Reggie to go to high school.’

He reach out his hand, take down the letter, open it, and as he 
read it his face come down a little from the mountain. He look at 
me. He look away, and I know the words in him to say, but I know 
there is things that words can’t say.

I talk again: ‘Reggie will be fourteen just now. If he is to go to 
high school at all, is best we send him now.’

Bee eyes wander all over the kitchen, and he ain’t look at me. 
He shift a little on the bench and his voice take on a kind of strain 
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The Wine of Astonishment  13

as if what he going to say is too heavy for him, have me straining 
too, like when you watching a man take up a too heavy load, in 
your mind you straining with the load too.

‘Eva, that Ivan Morton look at me and ask what I want to 
worship as Baptist for. That jackass ask me that. Give me a long 
lecture about how he up there trying his best to lift his people out 
of darkness and how – listen to this – how he surprise that a man 
like me who support him so strong in the election could still hold 
on to that backward suggestion that the law should change to 
allow us to worship as heathen.

‘Tell me he not against the principle of the freedom of worship 
but what worrying him is that I, we should still be in the dark ages 
in these modern times when we could settle down and be civilize.’

‘Bee …’
‘And Mr Civilize sit down there in the whiteman house on 

the whiteman chair with the whiteman tie and cuff-links and 
wristwatch on telling me: “We can’t change our colour, Dorcas, 
but we can change our attitude. We can’t be white, but we can act 
white.” And all I want is to worship God in my way.’

Bee sit down there in the kitchen and draw a deep breath like 
he pulling in the whole world through his wide nostrils, and he 
look sad. I wish that the big boys was home, that the children was 
around so he could see them, how they growing, how life going 
on all the time. I wish at that moment they coulda all come warm 
into the room, not especially to tell him anything, but for him to 
see them, see life in them.

And because I think I know how hard it is when a man spend 
his life looking for something, fighting for it, and some fool come 
and stand between him and it, my heart get full for Bee. I tell 
him: ‘Bee, boy, we still have the children, and we still have some 
years left and health and strength. If God give us this is because 
we could bear it. If He choose us for this, we must remember 
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14 The Wine of Astonishment

He choose out Jesus, His one and only son, to come down on 
earth for fools to crucify, and it wasn’t because He didn’t love 
Jesus, but because out of all the angels in heaven was only Jesus 
who had the strength and the beauty and the greatness and the 
humbleness to come down to earth and become weak like man 
and bear the world pain and the vinegar and the crown of thorns 
and still come back again after they nail up His hands and feet 
on the cross and stab Him with a spear and turn and say: “Father, 
forgive them. Forgive them!”’

‘Forgive?’ Bee groan. He look at the letter in his hands. As if he 
remember something, he say, ‘Send him high school. Band your 
belly and pay for this boy to go high school so they will learn 
him to turn his back on his family, so they will teach him to act 
civilize like Ivan Morton? Eh?’

‘You can’t know that, Bee. Give the boy a chance. The fees ain’t 
too much. Give him a chance.’

‘But … but look at these fellows, eh. Look at them! So civilize 
they forget where they come from. So civilize they looking at 
you as if you is nothing, as if your dreams and hopes and life is 
nothing. So civilize they can’t even break a proper fart.’

‘Maybe is the house and car that turn him so. Maybe.’ And I 
remain wondering what to say – ‘Maybe he will change, Bee.’

‘Change? Is we who will have to change. Those fellows too 
civilize to change. That’s what wrong with this generation of 
n----rs who went to school. Get so blasted civilize they get stupid. 
Stupid! Crosby sacrifice and send his son to school in England. 
The boy come back home for a few days holiday, see some crabs 
Crosby have in a barrel. This is the son: “Dad, what are those 
thangs there?” Talking like Englishman. Crosby ain’t tell him 
nothing. When he poke his finger in the barrel and the crab catch 
hold of him, he bawl: “Pa! The crab! The crab!” A well educated 
boy, yes. Lawyer, economist or something.’ 
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The Wine of Astonishment  15

And I there smiling at his joke that ain’t no joke, but glad for a 
chance to smile so Bee could smile too and ease out of his mood. 
But Bee ain’t smiling yet. I feel so helpless. I say, ‘You try, Bee. 
You try, man. You do your part.’

This time Bee smile and sigh and lean back on the bench, 
passing his hand backward and forward over his hair. ‘My part, 
eh?’ And he smile. ‘Eva, how many years we married? Twenty-
three years, not so? A long time, eh? You think because I don’t 
talk about it, I don’t see, I don’t know? Things you want to have 
in your house like other people – a radio, good chairs …’

‘What happen to the chairs we have here?’
‘Things for you to wear. Dress, a new hat, and to go somewhere 

out of this kitchen for a change. A show in San Fernando. To see a 
picture. You think I don’t know?’

‘We make out, Bee.’
‘… and the children. You think I don’t know that they want 

things too?’
‘We don’t complain. We let what we have do, and we better off 

than plenty people.’
‘… and if tomorrow something should happen to me, what I 

will leave for you all? The house and all want fixing.’
‘What you worrying yourself for, man? We starving? We naked? We 

sick? We don’t have a place to sleep? What you worrying yourself for?’
And Bee hold down his head, looking at his hands holding on 

to the side of the bench he was sitting on. I watch and see the 
muscles on his arms as his fingers grip the bench.

‘Bee? Bee! Ain’t we always come through? Eh, Bee? Ain’t we 
always come through? We is London, boy. Remember the war 
days when the Germans was bombing London and the people use 
to say, London can take it. Remember? We is London.’

Bee raise his head, his eyes look at me, and he smile a smile 
that this time break through his sadness and make him look nice 
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16 The Wine of Astonishment

and funny and like a little boy. ‘London? London is joke to we. 
We take so much bombing for so long. We take so much bullets. 
All around. Back and front. Up and down. London? London never 
feel what we feel.’

And Bee sit down there with the letter in one hand, tapping his 
foot on the floor, nodding his head, smiling this funny smile and 
feeling what London never feel.

I go and sit down on the bench next to him, and I hold his 
hands: ‘Let us send the boy to high school, Bee,’ I say.

And Bee there nodding his head and tapping his foot, the smile 
still on his face.

‘Eh, Bee? You going to let him go?’
And he nod his head yes. ‘We could bear it,’ he say. ‘The world 

is not a marketplace where you quarrel over the price you have to 
pay. God fix the price already, and if we could pay ours, we have to 
be thankful. Things have meaning.’

And Bee get up and walk to the door and I hear in his voice the 
breaking and doubting and hoping and just like that I hear a song 
and I was singing:

‘I never get weary yet
I never get weary yet
Forty long years I work in the field
And I never get weary yet.’

And my heart give a little skip as Bee join in, and the two of us 
was singing.

Lord, you make your people see hard things, you make us to 
drink the wine of astonishment. What to say? But it wasn’t over 
yet; we had more wine to drink in the new year, for in the church 
that Sunday, rising like a spear out of the back row, with the rest 
of the congregation, to sing the first hymn, was Bolo. With a 
new kind of toughness about him, a warrior still, with his chest 
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The Wine of Astonishment  17

up and his eyes bright with dreams that fill him, Bolo stand up 
there with a sunshine smile bursting on his face and his warm 
spirit brimming out of him to all of us, touching us, joining us 
with him. And we – when we open our mouths, it was to sing 
the hymn in the same lawful way, the same dead way, without 
bellringing or handclapping or shouting.

Bolo stand up there, his lower jaw dropping out his face, his 
eyes disbelieving, his head turning to look at Bee, at me, at all 
of us as if he can’t believe that after all these years this is where 
we is. He stand up there in the church, in the midst of our hymn 
singing, with amazement and heartbreak in his face. Then 
gradual, as a man who realise he come to the wrong place, he 
straighten himself up to a height and look down on us, taking 
back from us his sunshine spirit, holding it to himself and rising 
above us to the tallness of a judge, to another self, tougher and 
harder. And I, not bearing to meet his eyes, turn my head away 
and try to raise another hymn to show him that we still here, still 
holding on, battling, hoping that tomorrow would be a better 
day; but when I look back for him, he wasn’t there, was gone. He 
would never come back to our church again.

And how all this come to happen.
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‘If we clap we hands and catch 
the Spirit, the police could arrest 
us. One day we was Baptist, the 
next day we is criminals.’

The Wine of Astonishment is a 
poignant and devastating tale 
of the discrimination the Black 
community of Bonasse faced 
during Empire. Told from the 
perspective of a religious wife, 
Eva retells the torment and 
tribulations her family and 
friends endure at the hands 
of abusive police and corrupt 
government officials. Hurtling 
towards its tragic climax, Bolo’s 
transformation embodies the 
tragedy manifested when a 
people are pushed too far.  
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