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The Use of Ellipsis as a Narrative Technique in Yvonne
Owuor’s Dust
Jennifer Muchiri

Department of Literature, University of Nairobi, Kenya

ABSTRACT
This paper reads the use of ellipsis as a narrative technique in
Yvonne Owuor’s Dust. The paper interrogates the deployment
of ellipsis in the novel as a strategy for contesting notions of
homogeneity at different levels. Through the use of ellipsis,
the novel constantly ruptures its own form, but which
inherently calls for continuity. These gaps invite the reader
to be a co-creator in the narrative and, therefore, participate
in imagining the community, nation, and the history in the
novel. I argue that the elliptical narration in the novel is
significant in uncovering silences, gaps, secrets, omissions,
and shadows which constitute the writer’s imaginary and
portrayal of Kenya.
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Introduction

Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s novel, Dust (2013), is her second work, the others
being “Weight of Whispers” (2006), a short story, and The Dragonfly Sea (2019),
a novel. In Dust, Owuor tells the story of Ajany, a young woman whose
brother, Odidi, has disappeared in mysterious circumstances. Ajany embarks on
a journey to find her brother and in the process discovers that he is dead. Her
journey to search for the ‘truth’ about Odidi’s disappearance and death leads
her to unearth other unknown stories about her parents, family, and the country.

My working definition of ellipsis is the omission from a sentence of a word or
words that would conventionally be necessary for comprehension of a text but
whose absence does not detract from the reader’s understanding because the
text can be understood from the context. Such omissions can be indicated in
various forms such as directly by way of the elliptical three dots (…) or indirectly
through such signs as silences, contractions, asyndeta, and paratactical
sentences.

Dust presents us with a narrative that attempts to recreate and reconstruct the
history of Kenya. Like other women writers in post-independence nations, Owuor
is involved in a process of ‘claiming a historical validity for the ordinary [by
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situating her work] alongside, and overlapping with, conventional narratives of a
national, public history’ (Boehmer 2005, 218). Her novel digs into the memories of
characters in an effort to recreate individual and collective histories of families,
communities, and a nation. The novel is an allegory of postcolonial Kenya. The
writer demonstrates that history can be erratic and constructing it from
memory even more problematic since memory can be elusive.

Through ellipsis and related literary forms such as repetition, omission, repres-
sion, and truncation, this novel emphatically suggests that history is not hom-
ogenous. The narrative and characters demonstrate that the making of a
nation is not a simple process and neither does it follow a linear pattern.
Instead, the process is a painstaking one that requires meticulous digging into
the past and into citizens’ lives to unearth the untold stories — the silenced sec-
tions of the nation’s existence. This paper focuses on ellipsis as the central narra-
tive technique that the writer employs to underscore the gaps, silences,
omissions, absences, secrets, and non-naming that characterise modern
Kenya’s history. It looks at the fragmented narration and the non-linear plot in
the novel as symbolic representations of the disjointed nature of the postcolonial
Kenyan nation and the culture of silence that permeates through the nation.

Notions of Ellipsis

The novel begins with a cataphoric introduction to a character whose name is
only revealed later in the narrative — ‘He leaps over two fire-painted blossoms
resting on the stark cracked city pavement’ (7). The delayed mention of Odidi
keeps his name ‘secret’ at the beginning. The non-naming of the character at
the beginning of the story sets in motion a series of absences and silences in
the narrative. The neologism of ‘late-Christmas-season’ and ‘orange-and-black’
(7) indicates a sense of absence of an appropriate English word to describe the
season and the butterflies’ colour which therefore requires the narrator to
create or coin new words. The idea of vagueness is further enhanced by the
diction in the opening paragraph. Words such as ‘echo,’ ‘violet shade,’ ‘smog-
encrusted,’ ‘thicket,’ and ‘still-distant night’ (7) create a mood of shadows and
absence of light which indicate that here is something that is either being
hidden or is absent.

The short sentences, some consisting of only two words, create a staccato tone
in the narration and indicate a sense of omission and, therefore, urgency: ‘Hao!
There they are. Waue! Kill them. Wezi! Thieves. Odidi runs’ (7). The narrator
does not clearly state who ‘they’ refers to at this point, again creating the
sense of secrecy and absence through cataphora. The lexical deviation in the
form of foreign words (in Kiswahili) introduces a kind of multiplicity of voices
in the narrative without making it obvious that there is a crowd involved in
this particular incident. The prologue and introduction of the novel thus intro-
duce us to a narrative steeped in ellipsis, which manifests itself in various forms.
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The non-linear plot, with large sections of the story narrated through flash-
backs, gives the novel a staccato, elliptical nature too. We meet Odidi running
away from a mob that is baying for his blood and we are transported, through
a flashback, to some of the events that have led to the present moment. We
experience a very short encounter between Odidi and the Somali warlord.
Their conversation is hurried, held in short sentences and one-word answers,
almost as if they dare not reveal everything that they know.

The sudden shift of time from the events of three weeks before to the present
moment of imminent danger creates a gap in the narration. The suspense is
amplified by the fact that it has not yet been revealed why the crowd wants
Odidi dead. The moment is a tense one and this tension is enhanced by the
use of a combination of short sentences, foreign words, onomatopoeia, neolo-
gism of compound words, and the unconventional one-word sentences:

Now.
‘Waue!’ The pursuing Nairobi mob howls.
Odidi runs.
Not feeling the ground. Soaring.
Swish, zip, pop, rattle.
Bullets.
Grunt, thud. A man falls.
Ratatatata… Screams.
Odidi runs.
Tears flood. Terror-rage-love fuse.
The fallen ones are his men.
Guilt. Fury. Sorrow. (8–9)

The combination of literary devices creates a sense of confusion, vagueness, and
secrecy. The repetition of the words ‘Odidi runs’ eleven times in a span of two
pages (9–11) indicates the presence of fear and mystery which contribute to
the elliptical nature of the narrative.

As Odidi runs away from his pursuers the narrator allows us to listen in to an
interior monologue as he recollects his memories of growing up in Wuoth Ogik,
which intersperses them with his present thoughts about death. He is running
away physically from the mob and psychologically from his past. Since this
past is still unrevealed, the narrative exists in a kind of partial darkness, which
is consistent with the ‘shadow and regrets’ (9) that Odidi seems to be running
away from. The moment immediately after Odidi is shot is described in a series
of short sentences that creates an atmosphere of tension, fear, urgency, pain,
and the desire to escape:

Odidi limps.

He grips his shattered right shoulder. Protrusion of bone. Blood trail. Trickle from his
mouth. It is said that in the throes of battle dying men cry out for their mothers. Akai-
ma, Odidi groans. She wards off ghouls and bad night entities, wrestles God, casts
ancient devils into hell before their time, and kicks aside sea waves so her son will
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pass unhindered. Akai-ma. Throb in the back of Odidi’s left leg. Searing that eats the base
of his spine. Damp from his chest. (11)

Odidi’s thoughts after he is shot are narrated elliptically with a to-and-fro shift
from the present to the past and back to the present through flashbacks. As
the pain goes through his body, in the present, his thoughts are about his
family— sister, mother, Galgalu— in the past. While the past is recalled in a con-
tinuous prose, the present is narrated in short, encrypted sentences, made mostly
of one word, and presented in a staccato mode that deviates from conventional
prose. (12–13) The narrator hints at information regarding Odidi’s ‘ownership’ of
his sister Ajany but it is only through a foreshadow because the real circum-
stances under which Odidi and Galgalu ‘retrieved [Ajany] from the fixed gaze
of five waiting vultures’ (13) is only revealed later in the narrative. The silence
regarding these circumstances, in which Akai-ma had left her daughter in the
desert to die, symbolises the secrets that surround these characters’ lives. The
shift in narrative time, as well as the narration in pseudo-verse, symbolise the
haziness and confusion that mark the moment of Odidi’s transition from life to
death. It is a moment characterised by shadows and silences because the narrator
is yet to reveal the cause of Odidi’s fleeing.

There is also, together with the various flashbacks, a shift in setting from ‘a
bitumen-smelling potholed backstreet’ in Nairobi where Odidi lies dead, to the
‘desert essences — dung, salt, milk, smoke, herbs, and ghee, the yearning for
rain’ (15), the home he longs for. The physical distance between the two
places, and the psychological import of this distance for Odidi, create a kind of
gap between what was, what is, and what could have been. While the idea of
home, for Odidi, is ‘the cream of hot milk of their animals,… chewed grass,
slime layered goat tongues on skin… ,’ (15) unfortunately, it becomes ‘a
bitumen-smelling backstreet.’ Instead of getting to throw himself into his
mother’s arms, what Odidi sees is ‘a shadow’ (15). This idea of unfulfilled
dreams is one that cuts across the entire narrative. The moment of Odidi’s ‘depar-
ture’ is, therefore, marked by shadows, emptiness, and silences which are com-
municated through a series of short phrases, sentences, and single but
weighty words: ‘What do you want? Hollow hunger. Perpetual thirst. Here I am.
The thing smiles. Odidi understands. If you touch her…Odidi shivers. Leave
her alone. Cold tears.… Please.… Not her fault, Odidi pleads. I’m here’ (15).

Odidi and Ajany’s visit to the forbidden caves, also narrated through a
flashback, carries with it a sense of secrets and mysteries. The vivid description
of the caves portrays a kind of unseen shadow which portends an unspoken
danger or serves as a sign of lurking evil. The children’s discovery of a human skel-
eton intensifies the sense of secrecy in the caves and, symbolically, in the lives of
the characters. The skull is missing some teeth and has sunken sockets, signifying
an absence, an incompleteness, since the children do not know who the skeleton
belongs to or how it got to be in the caves. The narrator foreshadows the
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narrative of Hugh Bolton, whose remains are in the cave, as a way of indicating
the multiplicity of secrets and silences that the narrative carries. The skeleton
itself is a symbol of secrets, as is the cave in which it is found. That the narrator
refers to the skeleton as a ‘thing’ (16) portrays the absence of life, a loss of its
humanity, and the fact that having been thrown away or abandoned in a cave,
the skeleton lacks an identity. In essence, however, the skeleton lacks an identity
only because the people who put it in the cave were trying to erase that identity,
to hide the truth about Bolton ever having been in or around Wuoth Ogik.

The presence of the skeleton, thus, not only symbolises a hint of the proverbial
skeletons in the closet of the characters in the novel but also foreshadows the
series of secrets and absences through death in the rest of the narrative. The mys-
terious skeleton instils so much fear in Ajany that she can only talk about it in a
stammer: ‘’Didi, I dream of… of…Obaro…Oba… ’ (17). In a sense, therefore,
ellipsis is used in this instance to portray fear in the individual and the nation;
fear of the past, the present, and the unknown future.

As Odidi is about to die he realises that he and his gang members have been
set up by police officers whom they have been paying to turn a blind eye to their
criminal activities. At that moment Odidi experiences a mixture of pain, betrayal,
bitterness, guilt, sorrow, loneliness, and shame all at once. The narrator describes
Odidi’s troubled psychological and physical state using elliptical short sentences
to capture the intensity of the moment:

Shit!
Odidi understood.
A set up… .
Sorrow is a universe.
Guilt.
Shame at being fooled.…
Such is loneliness.
Tears.
Electric chill-pain.
Odidi shivers.
Blood. (20)

Odidi’s mind is in turmoil and the ellipsis aptly captures this state of being.
The cataphoric introduction to Ajany in chapter one presents us with a char-

acter who feels empty and lost after the death of her brother, Odidi. The
absence of Odidi in a way creates an absence of self in Ajany. Ajany sees her
father as misplaced in the city when they are preparing to take Odidi’s body
home for burial. The narrator reveals Ajany’s thoughts about her father who
she sees as having an ‘efficient out-of-place-ness’ (24). This neologism describing
Nyipir’s presence underlines the secrets and circumstances surrounding his life,
which are yet to be revealed, but which Ajany has an inkling of. This would
explain why Ajany’s thoughts, which are clearly bitter ones because ‘bile in
[her] throat burns, dissolving her screaming,’ (24) lead to an unexplained ellipsis:
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‘I hate… ’ (24). The omission of the pronoun ‘her’ and the elliptical presentation
of her feelings at that moment foreshadow the many secrets in her and her
family’s existence.

Odidi’s death is significant because it allows for the interrogation of the narra-
tive of death in the nation. Odidi is representative of postcolonial Kenya which
must look back to her past to examine the various deaths, physical or metapho-
rical, that have marked her past. The narrator alludes to the deaths of ‘prophets
named Pio, Tom, Argwings, Ronald, Kungu, Josiah, Ouko, Mbae’ referring to them
as the ‘disappeared unknown’ as a way of recalling the assassinations of several
Kenyans whose deaths have remained unresolved, shrouded in mystery and
secrecy, because ‘national doors slammed over vaults of secrets’ (28).

As Nyipir thinks about the death of his son, snippets of his feelings lead to
thoughts about the state of the country and what ails her. Odidi’s death is nar-
rated against the backdrop of the bungled 2007 general elections and the vio-
lence that erupted thereafter. The country is described as ‘ripping itself apart
[after a] stillborn ballot revolution’ (29). Nyipir is a worried Kenyan seeing as
‘his people had never set their nation on fire before’ (29). The pain and grief of
an individual mourning the death of his son is narrated side by side with that
of a nation grieving ‘a burning, dying country’ (29).

The story of Nyipir’s family is presented as an allegory of Kenya. Each of the
characters in the novel is searching for something but their separate lives are
bound by a common history. As Mikhail Bakhtin says, ‘out of common time of col-
lective life emerge separate individual life-sequences, individual fates’ (1981,
214). The novel alludes to Kenya’s history of colonialism and the coming of inde-
pendence by telling the story of Nyipir whose life is part of that history. Nyipir had
been present at the dawn of independence when the different peoples of Kenya
had cheered the rise of the new Kenyan flag. The narrator captures the unity of
the nation at independence by painting the different people that welcomed
independence — ‘wanderers, cattlemen, camel herders, fishermen and hunters,
dreamers, strangers, gatherers and farmers, trading nations, empire builders,
and the forgetful’ (30). The mention of the different categories of Kenyans who
welcomed independence is a representation of the great hope and dream that
the nation had then, which is symbolised by the words of the leader (an allusion
to Jomo Kenyatta), and which are presented in an elliptical series: ‘Glory! Good-
ness! Forgiveness! Education!’ (30).

The shattering of the dream of independence is communicated in just one
line, which serves as a bridge in the shift of time from the days of independence
to the present — ‘But then came the fear’ (30). This short sentence opens the
narrative to point to the various ills that define postcolonial Kenya. The postco-
lonial government instilled so much fear in the citizens that ‘words became
secret, suffocating, and silent’ (30) and the narrative of death started. The nar-
rator alludes to theft of national resources and political assassinations which
happened after independence and decries the silence with which Kenyans
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responded to these evils. No one dared speak against the state and even when
citizens were killed, ‘the loudest protests were created out of whispers’ (30). The
new nation was characterised by fear which led to silence. The dream of inde-
pendence thus became an illusion as citizens maintained silence despite the ills
around them; they learnt the art of ‘keeping mouths, ears, and eyes shut [while]
parents had partitioned sorrow, purchased even more silence, and promised a
“better future”’ (30). The narrator underscores the irony of promising a better
future yet they are silent about the threatened present. Wole Soyinka (2004),
writing about a people’s intimacy with fear, argues that ‘a notable aspect of
all-pervasive fear is that it induces a degree of loss of self-apprehension: a
part of one’s self has been appropriated, a level of consciousness, and this
may even lead to a reduction in one’s self esteem — in short, a loss of inner
dignity’ (8). Soyinka may have been writing about the individual, but his
thoughts apply to the collective as well. There is a sense in which the fear in
postcolonial Kenya undermines individual and collective dignity among its citi-
zens. Fearful people care the less about the present or future well-being of the
nation.

Ellipsis and the use of short sentences aid the narrative’s shift in tense, time
— both historical and chronological— setting, and focus. For instance, the nar-
ration about Nyipir’s loss of a son and the period of independence suddenly
shifts to the arrival of Isaiah Bolton in just one sentence — ‘now here he was
in Kenya’ (35). This short sentence introduces not just a new character in the
narrative but also compounds the secrets of the story. Isaiah arrives without
notice, looking for information about his father. The narrator describes his
search in ellipsis: ‘Cold and red: the color of grasping at air, of hoping to be
found or chosen or wanted for more than a season, for more than what he
owned. Cold and cracked: the impossible-to-reach broken parts of the soul.
Cold and hard: rebuilding’ (35). The elliptical sentences, combined with rep-
etition and neologism, communicates an individual’s (Isaiah’s) sense of loss,
search, and abandonment which are, in essence, the collective feelings of
Kenyans. The sense of emptiness that the individual (Nyipir and Isaiah) experi-
ences mirrors that of the postcolonial nation.

Akai and Ajany feel similar pain and loss; Akai for the death of a son and Ajany
the loss of a brother and protector and the rejection of a mother. Watching her
mother cuddle Odidi’s body, Ajany is so overwhelmed by grief and pain of alien-
ation that she cannot think or express herself coherently. Her thoughts are com-
municated in faltering sentences which reflect her disturbed mind:

A churning heat, like a heartburn with a rusty aftertaste, grows in Ajany’s gullet. Cry,
Ajany tells herself. An ugly jealousy, of wanting to be the dead one held by her
mother, being invoked to life by such sounds. Shame. Akai’s whimper. Cry, Ajany tells
herself. Watches her brother limp in her mother’s arms. Live, she commands Odidi.
But her eyes are dry. (41)
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Akai cannot believe that her only son is dead. The sight of the coffin momentarily
paralyses her and she cannot speak clearly. Her feelings and thoughts are pre-
sented in staccato mode to demonstrate her shock and helplessness.

‘Show. Me.‘
No time. No space.… She rocks her son, strokes his face, rocks her son. Odidi, she croons.
Odidi, wake up. Son. Listen. Ebewesit. I’m calling you.
To name something is to bring it to life.…
Akai-ma moans furiously.… ‘Take me. Here, you thing, take me.’ …
She screeches, ‘Don’t. Touch. Me. You. Don’t. Touch…Don’t.’ (40-41)

The disjointed sentences express Ajany and Akai’s anger, frustration, and power-
lessness in the face of death. The two characters’ direct address to Odidi, who is
dead, acts as an apostrophe that communicates an absence, a gap in their lives.
Akai’s mental instability is triggered by pain and it symbolises an ailing nation—
a mentally ill nation. The nation is unstable due to the burden of pain it carries
which citizens often do not talk about. Like Akai, many Kenyans are ‘unsettled
ghosts [who] have set the land afire and a gang of men [who] are howling and
dancing down a city street, dangling a man’s cut-off head’ (46). ‘Unsettled
ghosts’ is a metaphor for the disquiet, restlessness in the country, due to the
many Kenyans cruelly killed or affected by the violence that erupted in 2008
yet these actions remain unavenged. The concept of ghosts evokes a sense of
emptiness and unwanted memories which are what the novel is about.

Nyipir represents certain elements of colonial and postcolonial history of
Kenya. He holds ‘covenants with silence’ (51) but the death of Odidi reopens
the vaults of silence. The narrator exposes the motif of death and dying as part
of Kenya’s history, noting that ‘the dying started long ago. Before Pio, Tom,
J. M., Argwings, before the red, black, green, and white flag fluttered one mid-
night in December’ (51). Nyipir’s thoughts are cryptic but the allusion to political
assassinations, which were shrouded in mystery, lends credence to the narrative’s
concern with the evils of colonialism and the state of the postcolony. Nyipir holds
secrets about the murders that were committed by the crown before indepen-
dence just like the postcolonial state keeps silent about the murders of political
leaders after independence. Nyipir’s stream of consciousness leads him to hear
‘voices of the dead-providing-their-own-witness,’ an indication that the secrets
of the past are bound to be revealed. The neologism is symbolic of a new
state of being; hope that the truth will emerge to save a dying nation.

The fragments of Nyipir’s thoughts foreshadow secrets, which are underscored
by the use of lexical deviation in Gikuyu, a language that is neither Dholuo nor
Ngaturkana – which Nyipir’s family speak — nor Kiswahili, the national and
one of the official languages, nor English, the primary language of the text.
The Gikuyu proverb that Nyipir repeatedly utters, ‘Ona icembe riugi ni rituhaga’
(a sharp axe eventually gets blunt) (52) creates a sense of evasiveness which
shows the presence of secrets. The proverb, loosely translated, refers to the
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idea of change, that over time, even secrets get revealed or discovered. Yet, the
presence of a different language not only introduces to the novel a sense of het-
eroglossia, which enhances the artistry of the novel, but it also points to the his-
torical context that informs the story. As Bakhtin argues, the novel, as a genre, can
comprise of ‘a diversity of social speech types (sometimes even diversity of
languages) and a diversity of individual voices, artistically organized’ (1981, 262).

The secrecy of Nyipir’s past life is carried through the use of words and phrases
that indicate an absence, gap, or unwillingness to reveal the truth. For instance,
the man who taught Nyipir that proverb remains unnamed (a man I used to
know). He offers no explanation about the graves they dug in the past and
Ajany only hears the phrase ‘dug the graves’ (52). As Nyipir hacks at the
ground, there is ‘nothing more to add. Glut of shadows. Shadows of phantoms.’
As Ajany ponders her father’s words she thinks about her ‘disappearing mother,
heaving silences, and the desire to vomit out a nameless anguish’ (52). Words
such as ‘nothing,’ ‘shadows,’ ‘phantoms,’ ‘nameless’ carry with them a sense of
ellipsis because they indicate something unspoken. The repetition of the ques-
tion ‘what endures’ (52) throughout the narrative indicates the silence with
which the postcolonial nation responds to the ills that assail her.

The characters’memories of the past are interspersed with thoughts about the
present through the use of flashbacks. The narrator severally uses the one-word
sentence ‘now’ (57; 59) to indicate a shift from the past to the present and in the
process indicate movement and change. Ajany gets the strength to live in the
present by replaying, in her mind, her conversations with Odidi when they
were younger. The two of them have a desire to go away from Wuoth Ogik
but they are afraid that they do not have the means to do so. The old house con-
tains secrets that they do not understand, and no one is willing to unravel those
secrets. The mystery around their home is reflected in their conversation which
clearly indicates their distress as they speak in incomplete sentences:

Odidi said, ‘‘Jany, you’ll paint.‘
She had shaken her head.
‘Can’t.‘
‘Can.‘
‘Don’t know how to start.‘
‘Try.‘
‘Everything burned.‘
‘Silly, paint a river out of Wuoth Ogik. Then paint an ocean and a ship, and inside the ship,
me and you going Far Away.’ (57)

The elliptical omission of the personal pronouns in the above conversation is
symbolic not only the characters’ inclination to detach themselves from the
heart of things for fear of the unknown but also their desire to break free of
the secrets that abide in their home and family hence their wish to go to an
unnamed place they call ‘Far Away.’
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Their parents do not help in the children’s search for answers. If anything, their
responses to the children’s questions only serve to confound the children more
and entrench the already present secrecy around their lives. For instance, when
Odidi asks their parents who the books in the house belong to, ‘Akai-ma had
snarled, “Someone else’s”’ so Odidi takes to calling the mysterious Bolton
‘Someone Else’ (58). Akai’s violent reaction to Odidi’s question, by snarling, and
her refusal to name Bolton enhances the element of ellipsis and therefore
secrecy in the novel. The young Ajany’s first encounter with the name of the mys-
terious man whose name is, for now, only a ‘scrawl’ (58) in books is presented in a
stutter: ‘H-U-G-H, Hugg Huff… Baba, what’s a Hug-g B-Bolton?’ (59). Ajany has no
idea that Hugh Bolton is a human being hence the article ‘a.’ The question, in a
faltering sentence not only indicates the child’s innocence but also symbolises
the obscurity around Bolton’s name. Nyipir’s is shocked at his daughter’s question
and his reaction, just like Akai’s, betrays his unwillingness to discuss this issue:

Nyipir’s head had almost jumped out of his neck. In one move, he dropped the Bible,
surged up, strode over, and snatched the book from Ajany’s hands, snapping it shut.
In a shredding tone he said, ‘Brush your teeth. Go to sleep. It’s late. You, too, Odidi.’ (59)

It is as if naming, Bolton will bring back dark memories of the past for Akai and
Nyipir and they almost hope that if Bolton remains unnamed then the past will
not affect their present. They are afraid of the truth so they would prefer that
the issue of Bolton remains silenced, hidden.

However, in the present, Ajany desires to understand her family but there is no
one to answer her questions. Despite Odidi’s death, Akai-ma’s disappearance,
and her father’s silent grief, there is change but some things remain constant.
Ajany tries to seek solace in the familiar but even then, her thoughts are dis-
turbed and therefore cannot be expressed in a coherent manner:

What endures?
Heat of fresh milk.
A kid butts Ajany’s leg. She shoos it away.
What endures?
Galgalu.
What endures?
Fear of lunacy.…
Nightfall endures.
And when, later, flames sputter inside Galgalu’s cracked hurricane lamp, an orange glow
appears, the same as that which had assured two desert children that light confounds
darkness. (60)

The repetition of the question ‘what endures’ indicates that in the midst of all the
lunacy and unspoken secrets some things, like truth, remain solid which is sym-
bolised by the concept of light confounding darkness. Odidi’s death and Akai’s
madness are symbols of evil, destruction, and secrets but there is hope that
the truth, if spoken, will free this family from the bondage of heavy secrets.
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The arrival of Isaiah Bolton marks the beginning of the unravelling of the
Oganda’s secrets. Hugh Bolton’s painting of Akai, which Isaiah brings with him,
makes Ajany understand why Odidi ‘had fled Wuoth Ogik’s enchantment with
silence. Silence would never why and how Akai Lokorijim, their mother, came
to be the naked, potent, pregnant subject of Hugh Bolton’s art’ (70). As Ajany
is trying to understand the confusing news about her mother’s association
with Bolton, Nyipir is trying his best to keep what he knows to himself; he is
not willing to discuss Isaiah’s father. The turmoil in their minds is narrated along-
side the 2008 post-election violence. The tension in the country can only be cap-
tured in disjointed words, phrases, and sentences: ‘Parties… eminent persons…
bloodshed… peace… violence… Peace… spoken… honourable gentlemen…
war… tribal politics… ’ (72). The elliptical statement echoes the violence in the
country and also symbolises the destructive nature of war — words do not
make sense in times of war. The present state of war allows Nyipir to reveal
some of his memories of the past with Bolton but his responses to Ajany’s
repeated question about Bolton’s identity betray his discomfort with reliving
the memories of the past. His answers are incomplete and somewhat incoherent:

We shared… trouble.
The thing…Mau Mau…
Ahhh! We bury evil with covenants of silence.… For the good of the country.…We know,
nyara, that to name the unnameable is a curse. (72)

Nyipir’s memories come back in snippets because he is afraid to remember and to
tell Ajany the truth. He and Bolton had been involved in secret murders before
independence and he has too many secrets which he dares not speak about,
including his role in Bolton’s death, but Isaiah’s appearance in Wuoth Ogik con-
firms to him the ‘death does not keep its secrets well’ (73) meaning that the truth
always has a way of emerging in spite of one’s efforts to keep it covered.

Nyipir’s past is intertwined with the history of the country. He alludes to the
Mau Mau and the Second World War and the effects they had on Kenyans. His
father and brother had disappeared in Burma during the Second World War
and he was part of the forces fighting the Mau Mau back in Kenya. These are
experiences he prefers to forget, to remain unspoken, but the present circum-
stances have forced him to ‘retrieve rotten stories’ (73), referring to things he
would rather maintain silence about. Nyipir’s desire to forget ‘rotten stories’
points to the post-colonial Kenya’s constant timidity and unwillingness to actively
confront historical injustices. Kenyans would rather be silent about the wrongs of
the state because questioning such ills will cause pain. Ajany realises that they
have been victims whose ‘days were stuffed with chocked fear, suffocated by
the family habit of silence’ (82). She and her brother had always longed for the
metaphoric ‘daylight’ (82) which refers to their desire to be free of secrets. Just
like Nyipir’s family is weighed down by secrets and silences, so is the country.
The narrator insinuates that Kenyans have got to question their past, examine
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the ills of the ruling class, and fearlessly interrogate the unspoken if the country is
going to progress.

One of the ‘silences’ that Kenya carries is the systemic marginalisation of
Northern Kenya since the pre-independence period. The residents of Northern
Kenya have no idea what goes on in the rest of the country which they refer
to as ‘Down-country’ (71). When they talk about the 2008 post-election violence,
they refer to it as if it happened in a foreign country which they have no connec-
tion with. They have to rely on an uninformed person for information about
Kenya and they end up getting misinformed. Their exclusion from life in main-
stream Kenya is captured through satire. Discussing the 2008 violence, the
Trader, who is their main source of information, tells them that ‘a man from
Ghana named Choffeur had sent another, named Kofi Annan, to save Kenya.
Kofi had in turn invited “Haninant Parsons.” The trader goes further to claim
that he knows “Chibaki”, referring to [President] Mwai Kibaki, because “I sold
him two camels, – no, no, three”’ (89). The trader seems to think that ‘Haninant
Parsons’ is one of the individuals, eminent persons, in the peace negotiation
team led by Kofi Annan in 2008. Galgalu actually believes the Trader when he
claims to have sold Kibaki some camels. The writer, through satire, mocks the
pathetic situation where an entire region in the country is so far removed from
the national narrative that the residents there exist as if they are not Kenyan citi-
zens. In a way, their existence has been eclipsed from the national debate —
there are ellipsis marks where their names ought to be on the national register.

The writer is concerned with the discourse of exclusion because it is what led
to the post-election violence. That it is the uninformed Trader from Northern
Kenya who tells the news of the appalling killings in Naivasha is an indictment
of postcolonial Kenya about communities turning against one another so
many years after independence. The Trader is expresses disgust at the violence
by saying that the people who burned their neighbours in Naivasha ‘watched
[and] they ate food’ (89). In other words, they were silent as a family was
dying. The Trader refers to the situation as ‘Godless news’ (89) indicating that
the violence was horrific and a major blot on the national fabric.

The news of the 2008 violence leads Nyipir to memories of the violence of the
Mau Mau and the oaths of silence that members had to take to protect the
secrets of their horrific deeds. The writer seems to suggest that independent
Kenya need not experience violence since she already did during the struggle
for independence. People died either for supporting or opposing the Mau Mau
and therefore there is no excuse for violence today. As Nyipir confesses, ‘Long
ago, I carried Kenya’s flag. It was not so heavy then’ (90). What Nyipir means is
that Kenya may be independent, but the nation’s pains and burdens keep
increasing over the years. The fragmented sentences indicate the weight that
the nation carries today.

Ironically, Nyipir himself is a ‘silence’ in the nation because his records do not
exist officially. Having been involved in gun-trading and cattle rustling activities
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in northern Kenya, he connives with the Trader to purge references to his life
from all official records. His past as a trader in arms and stolen animals is part
of the many secrets which he habours about his life. He is, therefore, doubly
removed from the reality of postcolonial Kenya — as a resident of Northern
Kenya and as a ‘secret’ citizen — a ghost. Nyipir the ‘ghost’ is a metaphor for
many citizens who are only citizens on paper but do not receive their rightful ser-
vices from the government.

The narrative of Selene and Hugh offers another level of ellipsis (silences and
secrets) in the novel. Their relationship is intertwined with the history of the
nation for the two had been part of the making of the Kenya colony. Selene’s
life is introduced in a flashback to ‘two and a half years earlier’ (95) which sud-
denly shifts the setting of the narrative from Wuoth Ogik in Northern Kenya to
a hospice room in Sussex, England. Her introduction is cataphoric and she
remains unnamed, only being referred to as ‘the emaciated woman’ (95), until
the moment when she is ready to reveal part of the secret about her life with
Bolton and their sojourn in Kenya. She is on her death bed and the narrator cap-
tures her ailing condition in short, fragmented sentences which indicate the
weight of the secrets she has carried for so many years:

Soft lights. Night obscured life’s details. The emaciated woman limped around the bath-
room of her hospice room in Sussex, easing a cramp in her right thigh. She used to be a
marcher when she was not dying, when she was not seventy-eight years old. Touched
her hair. Meager where it existed, once ink-black, worn page-boy style. She winced.
Breathing was a chore. The cancer had spread. Curved spine. How tall was she now?

Her nose twisted. ‘I’m old.‘
Dying has a ghastly smell.
She had been fragile until the visit.
Her son.
She had dreaded this, had hoped to avoid it.
Now it had happened, adrenaline urgency.
I love this dark. Not primeval, concealing, and heavy, like other darknesses. (95)

Selene is struggling to protect her son, Isaiah, from the truth about his father. She
has kept the secret about his paternity for so many years that it is a ‘heavy dark-
ness.’ Her mention of ‘dark’ and ‘darkness’ refers to the silence she has observed
regarding Isaiah’s father, but the time has come for her to reveal the truth. The
metaphor of darkness is elliptical since it means that there is something
hidden, covered, or shrouded in mystery. The burden of the secret is so heavy
that she prefers the ‘dark’ of death to that of having to tell Isaiah the truth
about Bolton, the man whose name she had ‘erased’ (96) and therefore dared
not voice.

Selene realises that she cannot silence the truth for ever, so she decides to
confess to Isaiah. She does so through a letter, an apt confessional strategy
because, the letter form being a private mode of communication, it evokes a
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sense of honesty and a desire to break silences. Selene’s letter tells Isaiah that the
story he seeks to unravel is a ‘dry well’ (97) indicating an absence or a worthless
venture. The statement foreshadows Isaiah’s later realisation that, indeed, Bolton
was not his father. Selene would not dare voice the truth that Isaiah’s father was
one of their servants; she would rather maintain the lie about Hugh being the
father.

The various milestones in Hugh and Selene’s relationship are narrated along-
side the country’s history. It is through the narration of their stay in Kenya that the
narrator records important historical events in Kenya such as the 1952 visit by
Princess Elizabeth and her ascension to the throne while in Kenya, the departure
of Governor Mitchell, increased agitation for freedom by the Mau Mau, and the
declaration of the State of Emergency. This was a period marked by great
tension and fear — tension because of the war and fear, both of attacks by the
Mau Mau and the fall of the colony. The narrator describes this tension and
fear using fragmented sentences, a kind of ellipsis that only hints at the fear
without giving detailed explanations:

New favorite dinner topic: Mau Mau.
Subtheme: kiapu — the oath, the covenant.
Its dreadful mystery, the herald of shadows.
Favorite rumor: insurrection.
Favorite fear: death of the European.
The unspoken: loss of a nation, nowhere else to go.
The fear: requiem for an ideal.
Selene thought: I told you so.…
Mau Mau. Acrid fear. (105)

The settlers are uneasy about the imminent fall of the colony and are afraid of
starting afresh. The above thoughts indicate their broken dreams about settling
in Kenya and creating an ideal country. The disjointed sentences point at their
feelings of loss — of time, money, and energy. For Hugh and Selene, the loss
is bigger because it is that of a personal relationship — Selene wishes to leave
but Hugh is determined to stay in Kenya.

Hugh is part of the colonial authorities that are keen to wipe out the Mau Mau.
He does not reveal what they do at work and his words are few but loaded with
silences and mystery: ‘Pseudo-gangs. Economical. Effective. Population sweep.
Flogging the Forest’ (109). Selene desires the truth, but Hugh is more concerned
about the ‘unspoken’ killing engagements that he is involved in as part of his
service to the colonial government such as ‘Hola — a work camp where an
unnamed man goes berserk and pounds eleven inmates to pulp’ (109). The
killer is ‘unnamed’ which is a way of covering up for his evils. Hugh is transferred
from Hola to Athi River but questions about this transfer are met with silence.
Hugh comes through as a killer but his role in killing natives is kept as a secret.

Ajany’s search for the truth about Odidi’s death is a means to uncovering
silences. Her search for Odidi is metaphoric of a nation’s search for the truth, a
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desire to solve unresolved mysteries, break silences, and reveal secrets about the
past. Her search points at the need for the nation to confront her dark past and
deal with difficult memories. Ajany meets people who knew Odidi but are either
unwilling or afraid to reveal what they know. One of Odidi’s former colleagues
cannot speak coherently and the ellipsis and hesitation in his words clearly indi-
cate that he is holding back information: ‘I’m Johinder. Uh, you know, uh… he
left…maybe two years…maybe… ago. He… uh… hasn’t, uhhh, called since
… ’ (168). Her conversation with Musali is quite brusque considering that he
had been Odidi’s best friend and definitely familiar with Ajany:

‘Where’s my brother?‘
‘Don’t know, man.‘
‘Your friend?‘
‘Long ago.‘
‘What, friendship?‘
‘There was a deal.’ (169)

Musali’s curt responses betray his lies. He is keeping secrets about Odidi’s life and
he tries to cover this up by sounding casual and non-committal. The switch in the
conversation from formal language to informal slang, even including sheng, is a
way of trying to keep himself sober and steady as he lies to Ajany: ‘Some stupid
jamas tried to jack me. I was lucky. Cops twanga-ed them’ (169). The truth is that
Musali and his partners had betrayed Odidi when he refused to be part of a
corrupt deal to fleece the country. He had also called the police when Odidi,
later, came to him for financial help.

Odidi comes through as a fighter for the truth. Musali and his partners are
sworn to secrecy about the corruption in the country, but Odidi refuses to be
compromised and offers to resign. Musali and his partners vote Odidi out of
the company to allow them a chance to partake of the corrupt deals and make
money. In the conversation between Ajany and Musali, the word ‘corruption’ is
not mentioned; the vice remains unnamed, yet it is part of what ails postcolonial
Kenya. Musali justifies what they did and even attempts to scoff at Odidi for
declining an opportunity to make money: ‘This thing of mahonour ama patrio-
tism, man — you must be practical.…Which Kenya did Odi grow up in? That
jama could be so, so, so stupid, y’know?’ (170–171). Musali is not only the face
of Kenyans who stay silent about the effects of corruption on Kenya but also a
symbol of greed. That he does not tell Ajany everything points to the guilt and
shame he carries with him. He is a foil to Odidi who chooses to speak against cor-
ruption, who chooses voice over silence, and who the writer presents as a symbol
of Kenyans who have been persecuted or killed for standing up for the truth —
Pio, Mboya, JM Kariuki, and Ouko among others. Odidi’s death is therefore sym-
bolic of the silencing of the truth.

The writer indicates that one of the heaviest burdens Kenya carries today is the
silence about, which consumes the nation. Ajany’s search for Odidi, knowing too
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well that he is dead, is symbolic of Kenya’s search for an honest national conver-
sation on issues such as justice for the aggrieved masses. Odidi is persecuted for
his efforts to raise the people’s consciousness about the social and economic ills.
He was ‘crying out to citizens, trying to alert them to the reasons they were
paying six times the price for bread, fuel, milk, and sugar. Why their shilling
had plunged, and why there were now multibillionaires shopping for helicopters
in their midst’ (206). Odidi’s concerns are those that affect Kenya today —
inflation and the widening gap between the rich and the poor — but citizens
have been boxed into silence. They dare not ask questions and they seem to
be apathetic ‘about why their lives [have] become harder’ (206). Sometimes
the truth is an illusion, a mirage, because of the culture of silence, but the
writer is persuaded that the nation still needs to pursue that truth.

The writer indicates that the vice of corruption is not new and it has been
present since independence. Nyipir had been part of the new post-independence
administration that took it upon itself to carve out sections of the country for per-
sonal benefits. He was involved in state-sanctioned violence and displacement
yet, ironically, was rewarded — for keeping state secrets. In the present,
however, the memories of his past and the secrets he has had to keep constantly
disturb him and he is so powerless that he can only say, repeatedly, that ‘mem-
ories are ghosts’ (131; 132). His thoughts about the past are presented in a stac-
cato stream of consciousness which reveals his disturbed state of mind:

He was in a platoon fanning out in the northern terrain, tracking scents. Women, chil-
dren, and elderly equaled prey, equaled game. Blasting hapless homesteaders, AK-47-
ing camel herds to encourage cooperation. They mowed down elephant families,
loaded tusks into lorries with blacked-out number plates. Destination, Singapore via
State House. The national economy of secrets. (132)

Nyipir covers up for a state that is destroying its citizens — treating them like
animals (prey) and confiscating their livestock to force them into submission.
By metonymically mentioning State House, the narrator intimates that the
state is involved in poaching and therefore stripping the country of her natural
resources. The ‘blacking-out’ number of plates is meant to hide the truth about
the state’s involvement in corruption. Just like the lorries’ number plates are
blacked-out so does Nyipir black out what he knows about the government’s
role in destroying the country.

The vice of corruption is also rampant among police officers. Petrus, for
instance, questions Ali Dida about the possibility of a police officer who earns
a ‘simple’ salary having millions of shillings in bank accounts and owning a
‘simple’ car dealership, twelve ‘simple’ butcheries, and three ‘simple’ lorries.
Petrus claims that he is asking the questions that Kenyans do not ask, that is,
about the existence of tremendously wealthy public officers who earn modest
salaries. Through Petrus’ question, the narrator indicates, sarcastically, that
such people do not accumulate their wealth through hard work but by
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embezzling public funds and being paid to stay silent when the country is being
destroyed. The repetition of the word ‘simple’ (271) is a sarcastic reference to the
officers’ supposed lifestyles yet they live lavishly at the expense of citizens. In
addition, it is a strategy of provoking citizens to ask questions about corruption.
The irony of the question is that Petrus is not questioning Ali Dida because he is
concerned about the country. The truth is that Ali had blackmailed Nyipir into
getting a share of the cattle rustling business and Petrus also blackmails Ali. Ali
had traded the security of citizens by keeping silent about Nyipir’s illegal activi-
ties and Petrus keeps silent about his discovery of Ali’s corrupt transactions. The
two of them are symbolic of the corruption in the police force.

Nyipir is being consumed by the many secrets he habours and the weight of
his silence and that is why he finds it very difficult to speak to Isaiah. Isaiah’s pres-
ence forces Nyipir to confront the ghosts of memories, which include the truth
about Isaiah’s father, which he would rather forget. The dialogue between
them is characterised by ellipsis, fragmented sentences, and one-word responses
(132–133) indicating Nyipir’s unwillingness to reveal what he knows about Hugh.
Isaiah is a man on a search and his unrelenting questions symbolise the need for
the nation to constantly examine her past and question any hitherto unspoken
topics. The memories provoke anger in Nyipir because facing one’s past of
wrong-doing is not an easy undertaking and neither is speaking about matters
that one has kept silent about for a long time. His thoughts are presented in stac-
cato form to show his disturbed state of mind because of being haunted by the
ghost of memories:

Yes. He knows the day, time, and emotion of the making of the painting. By the time he
raises his head from the pit, a red-eyed meanness owns him. Rage. He has killed men
before. He could kill again. (133)

Nyipir has killed not only Hugh but also members of the Mau Mau. These are
some of the unnamed ‘men’ he refers to in his thoughts. He is so angry that
he imagines that if he killed Isaiah then his secret would be safe.

Nyipir is not only haunted by the memories of his past but also experiencing
pain and loss in the present. His son is dead, his daughter and wife have run away
from home, his assistant Galgallu is missing. His sense of helplessness is summar-
ised in a single word — ‘absence’ (215).

The gaps about the disappearance of Bolton in northern Kenya, and the inves-
tigation into the case, is narrated against the backdrop of the 1969 murder of
Tom Mboya. The narrator recalls that citizens spoke to each other in ‘whispers’
and those who were associated with Mboya were ‘silenced.’ The words ‘whispers’
and ‘silence’ are used to show the fear that citizens experienced and the helpless
state in which they found themselves since they could not openly question the
murder of Mboya. They were forced into silence by the state and the murder
remained unresolved. Similarly, the detectives find nothing but gaps as they
try to locate Hugh Bolton. The Trader tells Ali Dida, the investigating officer, to
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ask Wuoth Ogik because ‘a house like that — it would know about wazungu’
(251). The Trader knows the truth about Bolton’s disappearance, but his
answer is elliptical because he does not want to reveal what he knows. He there-
fore only gives a hint by personifying the house (conferring it the ability to
‘know’) and erasing Bolton as an individual from the conversation and, instead,
lumps him together in the plural ‘wazungu.’

The retrieval of Bolton’s remains is communicated in an elliptical dialogue
between Nyipir and Galgalu:

Nyipir told Galgalu, ‘There’s something in the red cave.‘
‘It’s forbidden.‘
‘For that reason, we go… .‘
‘It’s time?‘
All the while, Galgalu had known. (283)

The incomplete sentences indicate information that is not being said. The word
‘something’ indicates a silence, something unspoken, while the ‘cave’ is symbolic
of a secret. The narrator indicates that Galgalu had ‘known’ but whatever it is he
had known remains unspoken.

The writer is convinced that the culture of silence in Kenya started with
Mboya’s murder in 1969. The constant allusion to this murder indicates the
writer’s persuasion that Mboya’s murder set the country on a downward spin
and citizens have never been able to ask questions about anything since then.
David Goldsworthy reasons that Mboya was the man Kenya wanted to forget.
Mboya’s death in a way instigated the systemic death of the nation because
‘after Mboya everything that could die in Kenya did’ (1982, 285). The man
alleged to have killed Mboya was hanged before he could reveal any secrets
about ‘the big man’ (285). The narrator refers to the silence about the emptying
of a people from Central province and the death or exile of those that did not
make it out of the province and indicates that this information would not be
in the public domain because of the ‘oaths of profound silences’ (285).

The writer decries the violent state of postcolonial Kenya by stating that after
Mboya the country’s official languages became English, Kiswahili, and Silence
(286). No one dared ask about the men who had been ‘erased’ after Mboya.
This is a suggestion of a culture of silence that characterises the country and
which, the narrative implies, is part of what led to the 2008 violence. The inter-
tribal tension that began in 1969 is carried in the memory of Kenyans and con-
tributed to the violence.

The description of Presidents Kenyatta and Moi in the novel is prominently
elliptical, symbolic of the nation’s culture of silence. Mocking the folly of dictator-
ship, the narrator says,

Later, despite a decree that had declared that it was not possible, somehow, the Leader
of the Nation managed to die. In 1978, a lean cattleman, an inarticulate teacher, took
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charge, and Kenya changed again. Still, nobody dared talk about 1969 and why Tom
Mboya died not even Nyipir. (288)

The words above indicate a kind of silence about the two leaders, as if nobody
dares mention their names. The elliptical reference to them is symbolic of
Kenyans’ silence both out of fear of the two dictatorial leaders and their inability
to voice their disgust with the ills committed during their era. The ‘Leader of the
nation’ (Kenyatta) and the ‘inarticulate teacher’ (Moi) thus remain unnamed in
consistency with the ills they represent. Moreover, the non-naming could also
be a suggestion that these are the kind of men, unlike Mboya as Goldworthy
(1982) suggests, who Kenyans should forget.

The various ills that have affected postcolonial Kenya have led to deaths —
both physical and metaphorical — which the writer presents by creating a
motif of death in the novel. Isaiah, talking about Wuoth Ogik, says, ‘The house
is dying’ (297) which is a metaphor for the death of the individual, the family,
and the nation. The individual dies either metaphorically of keeping secrets, as
is the case of Nyipir and Ajany, or physically of asking questions as is the case
of Odidi and Mboya. The family disintegrates because of secrets and dishonesty
as happens to the Ogandas and the Boltons, while the nation dies gradually
under the weight of fear and unspoken ills; the weight of whispers, to paraphrase
Owuor.

The writer suggests that Kenya should accept a fourth official language —
memory— because then the citizens would not be too quick to forget the trans-
gressions committed against them. She indicates that memory would aid the
country in returning to the beginning. As Nyipir says, it is important to ‘go to
the beginning. Even a lake keeps the memory of its mother, it is to her it
strives to return, creating pathways that we follow’ (306). The author seems to
be saying that Kenyans need to return to the source of decay and death. It is
only after confronting the ghosts of his past that Nyipir is able to talk to Isaiah
and tell him about Hugh’s death although he does not reveal his role in that
death. Isaiah’s search for his identity takes him to Kenya to unearth his parents’
past, a form of returning to the beginning. Ajany goes to Nairobi on a journey
to find out the real cause of her brother’s death. Breaking silences, Owuor demon-
strates, is not easy and the narrator demonstrates this difficulty through the ellip-
tical conversation between Nyipir and Isaiah:

What happened?
Accident.
What?
His gun…went off.
Where?
Near here. Here.
When?
Before you were born.
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How do you know this?
I… found him.

Isaiah has a semblance of closure because he has received some information
about his [supposed] father but the fragmented responses, ellipsis and hesitation
symbolise the unspoken truth that Nyipir is keeping away from Isaiah.

Conclusion

The writer’s bigger concern appears to be that Kenya has been at war for a long
time, but its citizens have acted ‘blind and deaf’ even when they saw the country
being destroyed, ‘for the sake of peace’ (318). Yet, each Kenyan, by keeping quiet
as the country disintegrates, could be accused of lacking a ‘moral responsibility’
and therefore being a ‘little perpetrator’ (3) of evil as Mark Sanders (2002) argues
in Complicities.

The author appears to be saying that the ills committed by the state against its
citizens have remained shrouded in secrets and silence. Some of these include
the political assassinations, the murders after the 1982 coup, the 1984 Wagalla
massacre, and the 1968–1989 ‘Kenyan interrogation’ squad, a veiled reference
to the infamous Special Branch of the police. The writer castigates Kenyans for
‘memory loss’ but is convinced that the silences will eventually be broken and
the truth revealed. The beginning of Akai’s ‘madness’ is revealed, Nyipir discovers
that it is Akai who took away his animals, Isaiah gets to know the truth about his
biological father, and Ajany discovers the truth about her brother’s life just before
he died. These revelations are symbolic of the end of silence and secrecy; the
bridging of the gaps and ellipsis in the characters and the nation’s lives. The char-
acters’ search for the truth is symbolic of the need for unravelling of secrets and
silences that abide in postcolonial Kenya. The idea is that if gaps are bridged,
silences broken, and ellipsis erased, then the land would begin to heal.

Nyipir, Akai and Galgalu leave Wuoth Ogik, a symbol of disintegration and a new
beginning. Owuor demonstrates the rottenness of this society by showing Nyipir,
as he is about to leave, the country, trying to gift Ajany with ‘bank safety-deposit
details… gemstones… [assuring her that] “it’s all been arranged”’ (380). Nyipir is
trying to secure a financially stable future for his daughter using ill-gotten pro-
ceeds, which he claims to be money from ‘trading’ knowing too well that that’s
not true. The dishonesty behind his claim to trading is demonstrated by his hesita-
tion when he is handing over the documents to Ajany: ‘converted from money
from… er… trading’ (380). The author seems to suggest that regardless of the
evils of the past, the nation can begin afresh; the ills can disintegrate to create
room for a fresh start. When Nyipir realises that Ajany is not enthusiastic about
his gift, he advises her: ‘ … or leave it. Begin something new. Something that’s
yours.… You decide’ (381). The pauses and truncation in their conversation
suggest that beginning afresh is not easy, but it needs to be done.
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Nyipir suggests that Ajany draws a picture of, among other things, forgiveness.
Perhaps that is what the nation needs — to speak out and forgive the ills of the
past. This way, the narrator seems to suggest, the nation can ‘start again’ (382).
The novel ends with floods washing over the land, a symbol of cleansing and a
new beginning. The elliptical reference to ‘the woman’ [who called out to] ‘the
man’ without naming them, symbolises the coming together of a people who
had previously been separated by silences and secrets. It suggests the healing
of the land. The telling of the stories in the novel can be read as an invitation
to participate in breaking silences, in filling in the ellipsis.
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