A Moment of Realization

I was taught to hate drinking when I was young and I kept away from it for good reasons. For one thing, I had seen media reports on casualties caused by drunk-driving or drunken fights almost every day. Also, there were examples in the stories, novels and history books telling how drinking could cause tragic results. Naturally, I developed a sense of fear toward all kinds of beverage or food that contained alcohol.

As I grew up, I had several more unpleasant experiences with drinking. There was once when I took the train to Taipei by myself. I forced my way through the crowd to reach my aisle seat, only to find a tangy sour smell coming from a broken bottle on the floor. It was not until the man seated next to me yawned that I realized he was drunk. I tried to squeeze myself to the far side of the seat so as to stay as far from him as possible.  His smelly breaths, like ripples on the water, still came across toward me. I couldn’t even stand up because the aisle was so crowded that someone was even sitting on the arm of my seat. That two-hour journey was the longest one I ever took. 
Drinking was not absent from my family either, especially during the New Year celebration when the whole extended family gathered.  That’s why I never really liked to go to Granny’s during the New Year’s vacation. The house would always be filled with smoke from cigarettes and the smell of alcohol. It seemed that all the male adults in the family, my dad included, had to drink as we had our meals. While daddy enjoyed drinking with them, mother and I didn’t like him to be drunk because he had a very low drinking capacity. Mother never drank. And when father started to talk wild, I could tell from mother’s expression that she felt awkward, which would soon turn into embarrassment when father fell asleep and began to snore. I couldn’t understand why father always drank so much on these occasions and why he always had to get drunk. I was also afraid of my relatives when they were drunk, especially when they tried to get father into the car when we finished dinner.

That was why I decided to make a bold move this year. I asked mother if I can drink for father sometimes so as to keep him from getting drunk.  Mom hesitated somewhat but finally agreed to let me do that as long as I know where my limits were.  This year, during Chinese New Years celebration, I took mother’s place and sat next to father.  I did not care for the taste of beer, but I had a mission.  Whenever someone toasted to father, I would take the drink in his place.  My uncles and aunts were surprised; they looked at me as if I had never been there before.  Now and then, I looked up at my dad through the corner of my eye, and he looked proud.  Despite the unpleasant taste of the beer, I did not want to leave because–I felt accepted by my family. 

Later that night, one of my uncles to whom I had never spoken came to me. He said that they had always known how we felt when father got drunk. “But we have to drink toasts to him for he is our eldest brother.” He tried to explain: “Your father likes to drink with us. Besides, it is just once every year for the new year.”

I was greatly touched that my uncle would take the time to explain to me, this little insignificant girl.  I understood that it was my father’s duty to drink as the eldest of the family, but I also understood how my father felt when he drinks with his brothers.  There was pressure to conform but also pleasure to share.  And he trusts his brothers so much that he would even get drunk in front of them.  I guess people could drink to show intimacy, like my father, and to feel accepted, like me.  And that was what I had learned after this rite of passage.

