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Love in a book

This Malaysian author drew inspiration from his late father’s struggle with

dementia for his award-winning story, writes Elena Koshy

HENtheldea of achildren's

book first hit Daryl Kho,

he ran to his lather, Eric

Kho, to tell him how he

was going to write a story
where the elderly man's granddaughter
(Daryl's daughter] was going to gather the
Ingredients for Eric's cure, A falry tale, no
doubt. But one that rang achingly true for
Daryl.

Dementia was a land where his father
lived, It wasn't who he was, | think of it as
a far-off place, like the Acropolis or Mount
Olympus, or in Daryls colourful imagination,
Mist, arealm where fabled creatures like
mermalds, Imps and fearsome monsters
roamed, Aplace where beloved and ancient
fairy queens and kings ruled; where linear
time doesn't exist, and the rules of society
are lald aside,

Thinking of it this way allows magic to
happen — for his father to recognise Daryl
and to know his granddaughter — and
for there to be a boundary between Daryl
and the treacherous drop of despair, Each
time hewent to see the ailling man, it was
diferent. Daryl learnt to set expectations
mide, like an umbrella ona sunny marning.

On that daywhen Eric was told of Daryl's
wondrous new book project, he was lucid
enough to smile and remark that there
should be an elephant in his story, Curlous,
Daryl asked, "Why an elephant? Because
you need elephant glue to glue back your
memaories?” Stillsmiling,
the older man replied,
“Mo. Because elephants
never forget,”

And that's how Bakus,
a strange elephant-like
creature who lives in the
farthest reaches of Mist,
came lo exist In Mist
Bound: How to Glue Back
Grandpa, and his father's
poignant line found its
way into Daryl's award-
winning book.

“Ah my princess”,
Yume tells Alexi the
protagonist as they say
their goodbyes, "Haven't
you heard? Elephants never forget.”

In 2009 — shortly before the birth of
Daryl's anly child — Eric had suffered two
strokes, which brought about the onset of
vascular dementia. The strokes took away
his mobility and independence, whilst

—

daryl Ko

dementia robbed him of his

many memories and much of

his personality. As Eric made Dementia his

permanant abode, his wife [Daryl's mum)

ook on the role as his primary caregiver
without complaint.

In Dementia, as in all places, there's

the actual sulfering, and there's thinking

Daryl wished that Ws dawghier had shaved the same kind of velat fonship with
lis late fathes, as depicted in ‘Mist Bound’, I ILLUSTRATIONS BY ARTIST SILUIEIELLIGI

about the suffering, which is optional and
ill-advised. Daryl's mother was adept at
following this advice,

She accepted what happened in a
sanguine way common to her generation,
"I spent time feeling sad,” recalls Daryl,
adding: "But Ispent more time feeling awe-
struck by the strength and resilience she

WIS/

s (o lior el

-

f "] Jaryl Kho

Daaryl Kho's award winmn lng book,

mhibited throughout dad's iliness,”

Deeply moved by his mother's sacrifice
ond grieving over his father'scondition, Daryl
putpen to paper and began creating a world
where grandfathers and granddaughters
shared an unbreakable bond, and where
dementia wasn't [rreversible, but could
be cured with alittle faith, hope and love,
Line by line, Daryts pen flew and Mst Bound
slowly took shape,

But Erfic never got to read Daryl's labour
of love, While living in Dementiawasn't the
defining chapter of his life, the terrain there
ran inexorably downhill. In 2018, the older
man passed away peacefully. Devastated,
Daryl almost abandoned his project, but
finally decided to see tthrough. "Grief did
that to me. | knew | just had to finish it sol
wrote like amadman!” he says softly.

Mist Bound was linally published last
n:ar, Inspired by his father's affliction and

5 mother's courage, Daryl's debut novel
swept all of Singapore's major children/
youth book awards this year, It was awarded
the Hedwig Anuar Book Award [HABA)
by the Singapore Book Council, given
biennially to Singapore’'s most outstanding
chitdren’s middle-grade book.

Mist Boundalsowon the 2022 Singapore
Book Award for Best Young Persons Title
lages 7-18) presented by the Singapore
Book Publishers Association. The book
was also the finalist for the Singapore Book
Awards' Book of the Year Award and won
the public’s vote on gaining a place in the
Top 10 Reader's Choice books,

Finally, Mist Bound was nominated for
the 2022 Crystal Kite Award, presented by
the Society of Children's Book Writers and
lustrators (SCBWI), a global non-profit
crganisation.

Mist Bound was on Times Bookstores
Singapore children’s best-seller list for
26 weeks, and on MPH Malaysia Young
Readers and Kinokuniya Malaysia's Kids
bestseller lists for over 10 weeks: among
the few local or regional books on all lists,
Daryl was also named Times Bookstores'
“Author of the month” in November 2021,
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Evrle Kho{centre)
was aloving
fatherwho

will sacrifice
anything for his

Evicsharves aclose relatfonship
with his son, Daryl,
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TIES THAT BIND

Itisn't easy to read Mst Bound Irom the
screen. But as | scroll through the pages
in rapt attention, | find myself missing the
pleasure of turning the page and running
my fingers acrossthe beautifulillustrations
that help bring Daryl's story alive,

Like Eric, Grandpa's memories have
been shattered, no thanks to an angry
imp or kenit, who blamed the old man for
destroying his house, Knowing It is her fault
for accidentally falling inta the imp's home
and not Grandpa's, Alexis must now race
against time to gather the ingredients for
the "memory glue”, which can bring her
grandfather back again,

She journeys into amagical land called
“Mist", where fantastic creatures straight
from her grandfather’s stories — from an
evil duyung (mermaid), to the treacherous
nangmais (tree nymphs), nasty onis [snow
ogres) and nightmarish kuderas (smoke
horses) — are alive and ready to stand
between her and the precious ingredients
that can only befound in this strangeworld.

With Alexis are two of the unlikeliest
travel buddies: the short-tempered kenit
[who zapped Grandpa in the first place)
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lives forever.

When | finally meet the Singapore-
tased author over a Zoom video call, |
find a kindred spirit of sorts waiting for
me from the other side of the Causeway.
He's surprisingly self-deprecating, his
eyes widening In surprise and relief when
Itellhim | enjoyed his story. “Thank you for
reading the book,” he says, before adding:
It really means a lot to me.”

I soon haveto chuck my expectations of
this being yet another ordinary interview.
For one, we find ourselves veering off
course by talking about food and the great
debate about whether Singaporean food is
better than Malaysian food.

For another, Daryl's more interested
in asking me questions than answering
mine. "You're alot more interesting than |
am!” he protests with a grin. | then spend
aother hall hour answering his barrage
of questions. It looks like he has done his
research on me just as I'd done mine.

It takes a while before we get back on
murse again, We talk about our fathers
and find we have much in common — grief,
quilt and love that bind us to our father’s
memories. Both our dads passed away in
218, just before they turned 75, And we still

he remarks quietly. And | nod wordlessly.

“Dad and | were very close,” he begins,
adding: "But it all began with me fearing
him when | was a young boy!” Daryl was
atypical rambunctious boy while Eric was
the quintessential traditional Asian father
whowielded the rotanto discipline his son.

“Dad always said caning me hurts him
mare than it hurts me, but at that time, |
thought it was a load of rubbish!” he recalls,
chuckling. One day, the young boy had the
bright idea of collecting all the rotan and
feather dusters in the house and hiding
them.

The next time Daryl got into trouble,
he thought he had outsmarted his father
— until the older man went to the toilet
and pulled out the water hose. "l had the
thrashing of my life!” he says dryly.

As Daryl grew older, his father gradually
mellowed and they grew closer over time,
“He loved his children too much, Whenthe
rotaningstopped, he started spoiling meall
the time," he recounts, smiling.

His father would purpasely go out to
buy Daryl his favourite food for breakfast
or lunch. "He was always there for me
whenever | needed him,” shares Daryl,
recalling that his father would take him

and aspirations.

His father told Daryl that he'd wanted
to study botany because he had a special
love for plants, but Eric’s parents had other
plans and didn't want him to go down that
path. “There's so much of parallels that
| could see happening in dad's life and
mine. Dad didn’t want me to pursue writing
because hedidn't think that would pay very
welll” he muses,

His love for botany led Eric to spend
much of his time gardening and tending to
his beautiful flowers, When Daryl told him
he wanted a lish pond, his father dug up
his beloved garden and laid down cement
to build one for him. “That was how much
he loved me. |'llnever ever forget that gift,”
says Daryl softly.

In Mst Bound, Grandpa was a botanist,
who'd take Alexis for Lang walks. Daryl
smiles at my comparison and nods.
“There's so much of him that | put in the
story. Making Grandpa a botanist in the
book was a way of making my father's
dream come true. The walks were the
highlight of my life as a young boy and it
was definitely something that | was going
to include in the story,” he agrees, before
adding wistfully: “These are the things |



The ingrediens needed to make Grandpas memory glie,

AT TUNNEL'S END

Eric's first stroke hit during one of the hap-
pest moments of his life, He was shown the
sonogram of Daryl's unborn child whaen his
son had come down from Singapore. That
night after dinner, he had a stroke.

On the morning before the stroke, Eric
had taken his son to his favourite coffee
shop. “We had a big plate of soy sauce
chicken and sew yoke, That big meal, | feel,
led to his first stroke, | can't help but think
that itwas my fault,” his voice grows heavy
with emation.

Afew months later, Eric suffered a more
severe stroke after falling in the bathroom
that left him semi-paralysed and bed-
Hdden, Vascular dementia then suddenly
madeits dreaded appearance,

"One day, he was just gone,” recounts
Darylsoftly. "In an instant, dad's memories
disappeored.” His father was in a state of
delirium and one of the first things he asked
his son was, “ls the boat coming? 1 'mwait -
ing at the jetty...”

"That didn't make sense at all,” he
recalls guietly, “But | put those lines in the
book, It's one of the first things that Alexis’
grandpa says when he loses his memories,
The reality was much worse for me, It felt
that my father had died without passing
avay,"

About three months later, Alexis (Eric's
enly grandchild) was born. To Daryland his
family, the birth of his daughter was the
light at the end of a very long and darlk tun-
nel. "Shewas the hope for anew beginning,
That's why her Chinese name s RuiQing, It
rmeans the first flower buds of spring, In this
gory, this is one of the ingredients for the

memoryglue to bring Grandpa's memories
back,” says Daryl.

When Daryl's daughter turned 5, Daryl
moved his parents to an apartment, In the
midst of packing his old things, he came
across some of his old writings that he did
while he was in college.

“A lot of things were happening at that
time, For one, [was going through a career
sump, a mid-life crisis and was feeling
depressed. When | was seeking for mean-
Ing, | discovered this one-time passion of
mine and something clicked,” he recalls,

Hu remembaered the glory days of writ-
Ing songs, poems, plays, skits and even a
kung fu musgical when he was a univorsity
student, But it had all stopped once he
Jolned the workforce. Gradually, his crea-
tive tank dried up. Now, reading allhis pasts
waorks sparked something in him. Why not
write again?

Daryl had also been reading stories to
his daughter every night, and that gave him
anldeatowrite a story where his daughter
would be the main protagonist in helpin
her grandfather regain his memories, |
didn't have to look too far to got a story,”
he admits, smiling.

NEW INSPIRATION
The first draft was easy, recalls Daryl. He
finished itinaburst of inspirationin a sran
of just six months, “.but it stayed a first
draft for six years”, he admits sheepishly.
Seeing my incredulous face, he contin-
ues: "I hired an editor and the manuscript
came back tome full of red ink. There was
a0 much to do, but with a full-time job and
ralsing a family — | know, all excuses — the

Alexis caring for Grandpa in ' Mist Bound'.

draft remained just that — a draft for six
whaole years!”

Itwasno longer a source of Inspiration,
he readily admits, saying that the journey
to a published book was littered with edits,
rewrites and frustration.

It rermalned in that state until his father
passed away in 2018, "l realised | put it off
for too long,” he says regretfully.

Adding, he says: "He was the inspira-
tion and I'd wanted toread it to him when
It was done. When my father passed away,
| almost gave up, It was too late, | mean,
what's the point now? It felt ke a kick in
the pants, to be honest.”

What kept him going was the fresh out-

uring of griel and guilt, "The last time
came down, I'd planned to spend some
tirne with him, taking him for his walk. But
I'd gone to a party l?w previous night and
woke up with a hangover the next day. | Left
without spending time with him, thinking
that I'd do that the next time I come home,”
he reveals heavily. His father passed away
before Daryl could make it down for the
next trip.

There's a lot of regret, he says, his voice
cracking. "Firstly, for being the cause of his
first stroke, and secondly for not being able
to say a proper goodbye,” His voice tralls
off and we sit in companiable silence for a
short while. lunderstand his guilt. When my
dad died, I remember wellthe intense gullt
I had inthe months and years that followed.

The book then became a chance to
make up for his guilt and a way to process
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all major

his grief. I decided I'm not going to walt
for inspiration. I'm going to treat it like a
job with targets, Every lunch, I'd go off to a
cafe and start writing, Writing then became
my escape and solace,” he recalls.

His daughter became his cheerleader,
and challenged him towrite itwithin a stip-
ulated time, For evarywask he didn't finish
achapter, he'd haveto pay her 555 (RM16).
“I've managed to avold paying her!” he tells
me with a laugh, adding: "But she's given
me sorme (deas that 've putin, For example,
sheused to call molsturising lotion, ‘mon-
sterising lotion” andthat's in the book!”

His mother — who's the real hero,
according to Daryl — is featured alongside
his daughter, “To me she's the definition of
love and marriage, being there for my dad
for worse, for poorer and In sickness, not
enly just continuing to be there after his
sirokes but loving him and fighting for him
wen more lercely than ever after it struck,”
he says, adding: “Those are the qualities
you'll read about grandma in Mst Bound.”

The book reminds us that the stories
that linger longest, that move us most pro-
foundly, are often the ones that came from
how we process deep sadness and love.
"Myths and stories are how we've made
sense of theworld for as long as we've been
wandering the planet,” says Daryl quietly.

Beyond the fantastical tale, Daryl has
glted his family with a legacy of endurance
ndanunderstanding of the magic powers
of starytelling to provide both solace and
transcendence. Grandpa Eric will continue
to live forever between the pages of Daryl's
Mat Bound and in the memories of those
who love him most.
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