ẸBÙN TÁBÍ ÈPÈ[endnoteRef:1]? [1:  “Ẹbùn tábí èpè” means “Gift or curse?”] 

30th of October 1985, 
11:55 p.m.
Kemi wakes up to the sound of her baby crying. 
“Ohun ti o ṣẹlẹ si ọmọ yii ni bayi?[footnoteRef:1]”, she thinks to herself as she gets out of bed. [1:  What is wrong with this child now?] 

As she makes her way to the baby’s room, she tries to think of all the possible reasons her daughter is up and crying at this ungodly hour.
“Is she hungry again? I’m sure she had enough milk to keep her asleep for a few more hours.” “Is she cold? But I turned off the fan because of the rain and tucked her under a blanket.”
As she approaches the door of her daughter’s room, the power goes out.
“Wonderful.”, she says to herself.
She goes into the room feeling slightly irritated. Now she must use a candle to navigate the house with a crying baby. When she looks up, she sees her mother, Labake, standing beside her daughter’s cot with the baby cradled in her bosom. Her attempts to keep the baby calm and quiet are proving futile so far.
“Mummy, what happened to her?”, Kemi asks.
Her mother doesn’t respond.
“Mummy- “
“It’s time.”, her mother replies coldly.
“Time for what, Mummy? Her food? But I gave her more than enough milk before she slept.”
Labake turns to look at her daughter. Her expression is revealed briefly by a flash of lightning through the windows of the room. Her eyes are sad but her whole expression is stoic. She doesn’t say anything, and she doesn’t need to; Kemi understands.
“No.”, Kemi says as her voice breaks, “I haven’t even told Damilola. I thought I had more time!”
“There is no time anymore.”, Labake says as she walks toward the door to leave the room with the baby still crying.
“Mummy please don’t do this! What will I tell Damilola when he gets back from his business trip?!”, she asks as tears flow down her cheeks.
Labake doesn’t respond. She instead keeps on walking towards the door with the baby. Kemi grabs her mother’s arm firmly as she walks through and falls to her knees.
“Mummy don’t do this!”, she screams, “Please!”
SLAP!
Kemi releases her hand from Labake’s arm and staggers backwards with her hand cradling her left cheek and tears flowing in an endless river.
	
11:59 p.m.
As she turns to go after her mother, the front door violently swings open and cold air rushes in so heavily that– even though the front door is downstairs– it almost knocks Kemi off her feet. In the doorway, there’s a dark figure the height of a 10-year-old boy wearing a red wrapper tied across his torso and beads on his wrists and neck. Kemi catches a glimpse of his face with the light from a flash of lightning. His cheeks are scarred with tribal marks, white paint circles his eyes, and his eyes– his eyes are missing!
“Ẹbùn tábí èpè?”, he asks with a voice like thunder and his arms outstretched.
Labake responds by proceeding towards him with the baby in her arms. Kemi lets out a scream of horror and charges down the stairs in a bid to stop her mother in her tracks. But as she approaches Labake, a powerful force shoves her, sending her rolling backwards until she collides with the wall across the living area.
“Kikelomo!”, Kemi calls out her baby’s name, stunned and in pain, “Kikelomo!!”
Labake, now in front of the stranger, kisses her crying granddaughter, as tears trickle down her cheeks.
“Forgive me, my child”, she whispers, “but this is the only way.”

31st of October 1985, 
Midnight.
She places Kikelomo in the arms of the stranger who cradles the child in his arms and holds her to his chest.
“Esu smiles upon your family.”, he says with a smile, “You have held up your end of the bargain once again.”
He turns away from the house and the door shuts behind him. He walks into the rain with Kikelomo crying in his arms and disappears in a flash of lightning.
“KIKELOMOOO!!!”, Kemi wails.
As the lights flicker back to life, illuminating the house, Labake’s stoic demeanour disappears completely as she falls to her knees in tears.

31st of October 1995,
Noon.
Kemi pays a visit to the Ikoyi cemetery, as she has been for the past 9 years, to spend some time at Kikelomo’s grave at the Ikoyi Cemetery.
She lays down the items she brought – late birthday gifts – and sits in silence and solitude. She thinks back to that night; about how she couldn’t stop her mother, how she couldn’t hold her baby the last time she saw her, how her baby left without feeling the comfort of her mother, and how she couldn’t fight for her daughter or her marriage to Damilola.
When Damilola came back two days after the baby was taken, Kemi was still reeling from the shock of everything that happened, and her mother had pieced together a cover story. She told him that the baby had died of pneumonia due to the weather conditions and even got faux medical reports and the corpse of another month-old baby from the family doctor to support the story. He was devasted. But he tried to be a source of comfort to Kemi who had been blaming herself for everything that went wrong. He kept reassuring her that it wasn’t her fault but what did he know? Kemi was certain that his mind would change if he knew the whole story. 
Over time, she withdrew. She stopped talking to her friends, her family members, and Damilola. No matter how hard he tried to reach out and pull her out of the dark pit she had crawled into, she just found a way to go deeper. This went on for about a month before Damilola brought up the idea of living separately for a while – all in hopes that things would get better. Kemi could see how much she was hurting him, but she still couldn’t bring herself to tell him the truth about what happened, so she played along, even though she knew that it wasn’t going to work. Kemi moved in with her mother while Damilola moved in with his brother and rented out the house they built together.
After 6 months of living separately, Damilola was exhausted by the situation and state of their marriage.
“I can’t be the only one fighting for this – for us.”, he said when he came to see her.
“The more I reach out to you, the more you push me away. I love you but I can’t keep doing that.”, he said with tears in his eyes, “I’m done.”
He dropped some documents on the stool in front of her and walked out of the house. He’d filed for divorce.
Now, after 8 years of being divorced, Kemi sits at the tombstone of her daughter wondering what could have been – if only she had made different choices. Even though she’s now remarried to Tamilore with a 2-year-old son, Ayomide, she still can’t shake the pain that’s been living in her heart for the past decade. And the painful truth that her son, so full of life and laughter, would suffer the same thing.


1st of October 2022,
2:00 p.m.
Ayomide isn’t around much. He travels a lot because of his job as a pilot. Regardless, he always finds the time to visit his mother. He must – considering he’s her only child. However, this visit is special because he and his wife, Tofunmi, have amazing news.
As they step into the house, Kemi excitedly rushes to embrace them.
“Welcome!”, she exclaimed as she hugged them both.
She grabs Ayomide’s cheeks. “Mide, you’ve added weight oh!”
He smiles, “I’ve been eating well”, he says as he squeezes his wife’s hands gently.
“My daughter”, Kemi says turning to Tofunmi, “Thank you for taking good care of him.”
“I’m just doing my job, ma.”, Tofunmi says as she hugs Kemi.
“Now, enough standing around”, Kemi says motioning into the house, “Let’s eat!”

6:00 p.m.
“Omo”, Ayomide says as he settles on the couch beside Tofunmi after eating, “Mummy, what do you put in your Jollof?”
She winks, “You know it’s a secret, my dear.”
“She just wants you to keep coming here when you want to eat it”, Tofunmi says smiling.
The living room fills up with laughter.
” You’ve caught me.”, Kemi says defeatedly.
“It’s been a bit lonely since your dad passed away. So, it would be nice to have you both around more often.”
Ayomide reaches out to hold her hand.
“Well,”, he says, “You’d be having one more visitor soon.”
“What do you mean?”
Ayomide looks at Tofunmi and smiles.
“We’re 4 months pregnant!”
Kemi freezes up. Her mind races back to the joy and excitement that she felt when she first got pregnant. She remembers the moment she first held her daughter in her arms and the emotions that she felt at that moment. Then she remembers that night, the last time she ever saw her baby girl.
“Mummy”, Kemi hears Ayomide call her name, “Are you okay?”
Realizing that tears had escaped her eyes, Kemi regains composure and smiles. “I’m fine.”, she says, “Congratulations!”
8:00 p.m.
Tofunmi heads to the car ready to leave while Ayomide heads to the kitchen to pack some of the leftover Jollof rice to take home. He can’t help but wonder why his mum froze when he told her the news. “What on earth happened?”
“Ayomide”, Kemi calls out from the living room, “wa nibi bayi.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Come here.] 

“Ma?”, Ayomide responds as he enters the room. 
She pats the space on the two-seater couch she’s seated in. 
“E joko”[footnoteRef:3], she says asking him to join her.  [3:  Sit down.] 

He sits and his mother starts talking again, “I need to talk to you about something very important.”, she says, “It’s a matter of life and death.” 
His mother has only ever called his full name for one of two reasons. It’s either he’s in trouble or she wants to talk about something serious. And, from her demeanour, Ayomide can tell that it’s the latter. 
“What happened?”, he asks with worry in his eyes. 
“Nothing yet”, she replies, “but something soon.” 
She takes a deep breath and Ayomide instinctively braces himself for the worst possible piece of information he could receive. Then, she begins.

“On the 31st of October within the birth year of a first child, our family is paid a visit. But not by children in their costumes, by something else entirely”. 

She trails off and Ayomide takes notice of the beads of sweat that form on her forehead, her suddenly shaky breathing, and how tightly clenched her fists are. He places his hands over her fists and looks into her eyes to reassure her and she calms down. She clears her throat to regain composure and continues her story.

“Years ago, our ancestors made a pact with the dark god, Esu. They did this after their prayers and petitions to the other gods were met with deaf ears and they were left to rot and die in abject poverty.
The chief of our clan had just had his first child at the time the pact was made and Esu, being himself, chose to take the child in exchange for everything they wanted- riches, prosperity, and the continuity of their bloodline. ‘A life that is for a life that isn’t.’, Esu said. But they refused. 
As times got tougher and tougher, the temptation to take Esu’s offer became stronger and stronger until a tipping point was reached. 
The chief met with the elder priest and Esu was summoned once more. This time, seeing how desperate they were for help, Esu raised the stakes and asked that the first child of every generation be given to him on the day of remembrance; the day we now know as ‘Halloween’. Esu promised to hold his end of the bargain if they did the same. If they refused to do so, they’d be barraged with curses and plagues that would ultimately bring a brutal end to their bloodline -”

“Mummy, why are you telling me this story?”, Ayomide asks, “Is this why you froze up when I gave you the news?”
Kemi hands him a picture of her and a baby dated to September 1985 with the words “Kikelomo, my beautiful baby girl”. 
Ayomide searches his mother’s face for answers and finds them in the tears that trail down her cheeks. He quickly increases the distance between them on the couch.
 “Mummy, what are you saying?”, he asks with his voice breaking. 
She has no answer besides silence and Ayomide breaks down in tears. 
“How?”, he asks as his face now wears a mixed expression of disgust and sorrow, “How could you do such a thing?” 
As he stands up to leave, his mother grabs his hand and goes down on her knees. “Ayomide, I know you don’t understand”, she cries, “But I didn’t have a choice.” 
Ayomide looks into her teary eyes and sees the misery and sorrow that lies underneath. It hurts him to see his mother like this, but he can’t shake the cocktail of emotions he feels in his system. 
“Promise me”, his mother begged as she sobbed, “that when the time comes, you’ll make the right choice.”
Silence envelopes the room and Ayomide looks at his mother while holding back tears. 
“Did you make the right choice?”, he asks. Kemi responds with silence. 
“Was it worth it?”, he asks again. And again, he’s met with silence. Ayomide breaks free of his mother’s grip and leaves the house. 
“I thought so.”


30th of October 2024, 
11:57 p.m.
Ayomide stands on the edge of Third Mainland Bridge with his feet tied firmly to the slab of concrete in his hands. “This is what it has come to.”, he says to himself as his mind goes back to a year ago when it all began. He and his wife had given birth to a beautiful baby girl and Ayomide had everything he ever wanted in life. He thought nothing would come in the way of his happiness, and completely forgot everything his mother said about the child sacrifice.
On the 31st of October that same year, he was paid a visit by a strange child wearing a red wrapper tied around her from her chest downwards. She had tribal marks on her cheeks and white paint circling her eyes – eyes that seemed invisible in the darkness of the storm outside. 
“Ẹbùn tábí èpè?”, the child asked in Yoruba, with her hands stretched forward as if to receive something. 
Ayomide wanted to offer the girl some sweets, but he noticed that she had no basket, bowl, or calabash to hold them in. 
“What do you want?”, Ayomide asked in confusion. 
“Ẹbùn tábí èpè?”, she asked once again with more intensity. 
Ayomide shook his head and squatted to her height. “Are you lost?”, he asked, “Do you need me to call your parents to come and get you?"
“Do you dare insult the messenger of Esu? The god who has ceaselessly provided for you and your family for generations?”, she asked, “Give my master what is due to him or suffer the consequences”. 
Ayomide sighed and stood. “I’m sorry, I don’t have time for this”, he said, “I must get back inside and spend time with my family. I suggest you do the same- “. 
“If you refuse to give my master what you owe, he will take everything from you!”, said the child, “And there will be no peace for you till the day you breathe your last!”
“Good night”, Ayomide said as he shut the door.
11:58 p.m.
Ayomide closes his eyes in quiet anticipation of what’s to come. He sees his mother, his wife, and his beautiful baby girl – and how he lost all of them – as tears trickle down his cheeks. “Why did it have to be this way?” “Why did I have to suffer for the sins of my fathers?” “Why did doing the right thing cost me everything?”
Midnight
Ayomide lets out a final cry of anguish, signalling his departure from the cruelties of his life. He takes a breath, closes his eyes, and jumps into the Lagos Lagoon.
“Happy Halloween”
