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"Draw a boat," I heard my father say. A child's muffled sobs greeted him in return. I followed the
voices into my parents' kitchen to see my father midway through his dinner and my young son
seated opposite him at the kitchen table.
As he bawled, he waited for the older man to ask him what was wrong. But no questions came.
Instead, a ballpoint pen and a random section of the newspaper were thrust in his direction.
"Draw a boat," my father repeated.
My son's tears made wet splotches that smudged parts of the newsprint, but he noticed some
blank space around the masthead. There was enough room for a boat, he saw, maybe even a
boatman. He took the ballpoint pen from his grandfather, drew a boat and forgot all about crying.
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This incident happened seven years ago and my son, now a teenager, has no memory of it or what
had upset him then.
Yet, whenever I think of my father, it is difficult to disassociate him from those three simple
words: "Draw a boat."
I do not think my father recognises (or remembers) the power of what he did all those years ago.
Drawing a boat was a spur-of-the-moment strategy conceived to placate a distressed child, but
he had also seized a moment ripe for diversion.
Growing up, my father injected many "draw a boat" moments during our interactions. Quiet by
nature, he is not one to dispense feedback or advice unless asked; and even then his responses
tend to be non-verbal gestures, like a thoughtful look or a vague nod.
Certainly whenever I have sought his company, he has offered me a safe space to give pause to
my preoccupations. I like to watch him do Sudoku puzzles while tuned in to the classical music
radio channel; sometimes
I would try to identify the piece or composer and occasionally he would correct me.

Childhood memories
All my life, I have looked to him as a stabilising figure. Apart from being my father, he is an
orthopaedic surgeon whose many achievements and titles tell the story of a long and
distinguished career.
But when I think of my father the doctor, what I remember most from my childhood are the shrill
beeps of his pager and the rare but cherished occasions when he would not need to rush back to
the hospital.
Growing up, it was normal to find a femur bone in his study drawer; my siblings and I played with
the bone without his knowledge many times. To me, the human bone in our home meant that my
father was never far away.
Another fond memory from my childhood is him singing me to sleep with Handel's See The
Conquering Hero Comes.
"That's not how it goes," the six-year-old that I was would say, and he would explain that he was
singing the bass part.
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It was years later, when he lost his deep singing voice from the operations he underwent to treat
his thyroid cancer, that his version became for me the melody itself.
On one particularly sleepless night, as I replayed the music in my head, I decided to retire this
image I had of him as the ultimate healer, fixer and sense-maker of my world. I recognised, as an
afterthought, that his singing was the boat I had been drawing until I made peace with his
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mortality.

Thoughts on Father's Day
There are many who consider Father's Day an afterthought to the more effusively celebrated
Mother's Day. Yet an afterthought is exactly how Father's Day came to be when in 1909, Sonora
Smart Dodd from Spokane, Washington, felt that fathers deserved a day equivalent to Mother's
Day.
She wanted to show appreciation for her Civil War veteran father, who was raising six children by
himself after his wife died during childbirth, and received the support of local religious leaders
for such an event. A year later, on June 19, the first Father's Day was celebrated.
Although Mother's Day and Father's Day share a similarly long history, the former still appears to
enjoy a higher profile. An article in oprahdaily.com presented a stark contrast between the two
events: Mother's Day as "joyous, brimming with flowers and jewellery and breakfasts-in-bed"
versus Father's Day, which seems "tacked on".
This begs the question: Why does Father's Day not enjoy the same top-of-mind awareness as
Mother's Day? Science may not have a clear answer.
A 2010 article published by the Developmental Psychology journal claimed that most researchers
focus predominantly on a child's relationship with their mother and exclude "the unique role that
fathers may play in the long-term development of their offspring".
As such, there are insufficient studies examining the biological or sociological underpinnings of
mother-primacy. However, the authors of the article found that involved fathers also lower their
children's stress levels, the same way nurturing mother-child relationships do.
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Perhaps we can turn to spending patterns for clues. Findings from a 2021 US survey showed how
consumers forked out an average of US$219 (S$303) for Mother's Day in contrast to US$190 for
Father's Day. Yet one must resist the temptation to draw convenient parallels between one's
expenditure and levels of appreciation for either parent.
Instead, it is worth looking at how fathers quantify the experience.
The same US study revealed that most (58 per cent) considered quality family time to be the best
gift. The rest were happy with a dinner (26 per cent) or card (18 per cent); and a minority (5 per
cent) wanted a present. Their expectations have diversified since the pandemic: After a year of
lockdowns, 13 per cent of dads described an ideal Father's Day as one spent peacefully and
quietly.
In Singapore, trailing the fanfare of Mother's Day celebrations in May, merchants are quick to
promote ways to celebrate Father's Day with gift guides and F&B promotions. On the actual day,
one need only scroll through their social media feed to see snapshots of the celebrations - people
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with their fathers at restaurants, dads holding gifts and Instagram captions paying tribute to
fatherhood.
With the easing of restrictions, I am looking forward to celebrating as a big extended family
again. It has been two years since my father, who turns 80 next year, has had a chance to have a
meal with his three children and eight grandkids.
But I had an afterthought on this year's celebration. My father had always gone along with our
plans, so this time I asked him how he would like to spend Father's Day.
If this is his day, why have his preferences become an afterthought?
His reply: He wanted a simple get-together at home as it was "more convenient and comfortable".
Nothing from a gift guide, no table at a restaurant; in short, no frills. As in the US survey, he was
like the majority of dads who preferred quality family time.
In a sense, to my father, the act of celebrating is something of an afterthought. And maybe, it is
the anticipation of the day we get to spend together that is keeping that pen in our hands,
drawing that boat.
Rachel Tey is a freelance book editor, writer and the author of the children's series, Tea In
Pajamas. She is currently working on her master's thesis and her new novella.
We welcome contributions to the Sunday Views column. Write to us at
stopinion@sph.com.sg
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