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Dedication

For Eugie, my first love and still the most beautiful woman

I’ve ever known. For Daddy, who has always been my hero.

For the loves of my life: Kanke, Jesam, Kebe, and Elaiwe.

All I’ve ever wanted was to make you

proud. I hope there’s still time.





Epigraph

“History. Lived not written, is such a thing not to understand always, but to marvel over. Time is so forever that life has many instances when you can say, ‘Once upon a time’ thousands of times in one life.”

—J. California Cooper, Family

“Perhaps it is just as well to be rash and foolish for a while. If writers were too wise, perhaps no books would get written at all. It might be better to ask yourself ‘Why?’ afterward than before.”

—Zora Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road
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Portrait of a Face at Forty

THERE WILL BE NEW lines. New ways your face will fold and crease. Your right eyebrow will thin; the left will wither away entirely. You still have not learned the proper way to build a face. Your eyeliner, like your life, is thick and uneven. See how your cheeks droop. You will brush blush across them, etch angles into your face—attempt to contour a presumption of prominence, even as your cheekbones lean down towards your swollen lips.

Someone once told you, “You always look like you’ve just been kissed and left.” He told you this before anyone had ever covered your mouth with theirs, but so many have kissed and left so many times since then; you wonder if you should find him and ask him to remove the curse.

Your mouth is too full of regrets to age properly. But the forehead holds spots and wrinkles and let us not forget the constellation of marks and freckles that circles the eyes. They are beauty marks now; in five years, they will be moles. There will be whispers of removal, they will say, “possibly cancerous,” you will beg to keep them. You are proud of the way the night loved you so much it offered you stars for your face. That is what your grandmother told you. And do grandmothers lie? Not when she held the same face. This face she gave your mother, silently asking her to pass it on. And she did.

Only a woman so small and wise could give birth to herself so many times.





This First Essay Is to Prove to You That I Had a Childhood

I NEED TO PROVE TO you that I didn’t enter the world broken. I need to prove that I existed before. That I was created by people who loved me and had experiences that turned me into these fragmented sentences, but that I was, at one point, whole. That I didn’t just show up as a life already destroyed.

The problem is that I don’t remember much about my childhood and have only fragments of everything else. The things I do remember, I remember with a stark clarity. The things I’ve forgotten are like the faded print on stacks of old newspaper, yellow and so brittle that to touch them risks their turning to dust. Pages left for so long that you can’t remember why they were saved. These headlines have no clues; they’re just proof that there was a history, that a thing happened on a day before today. My childhood is all that ink-faded newsprint on yellowed paper, with only a few words, sometimes just a few letters, that can be made out.

My memory isn’t empty. It isn’t blank. It isn’t dust or moth filled—it is a patchwork of feelings and sensations. The way the air smells when a plantain is fried in an outdoor kitchen. The gentle yet firm way the breeze moves when a rain is headed towards Ugep. The subtle shift in energy when a visitor approaches the compound. I don’t know if it was Tuesday or May or if anyone else was there. I can assume they were, because why would I have been alone, but I also can’t assume because my brain doesn’t remember it that way.

I feel like most people remember in order—first, then second, and finally—linear narratives like the ones we were taught in school. I could be wrong, my relationship with “normal” is tenuous at best. All I know for certain is that my memory is moment and emotion and then moment and then moment and then what I think could have been a moment because I need an explanation as to why my heart spins and ducks when the name is mentioned or when a story feels far more familiar than empathy alone allows. I remember the minor pains and extreme joys—but I know that my brain protects me by disowning the dangerous memories. Let’s change this over, my brain says. Let’s make sure that when we return, it will be less tsunami and more leaky drip.

This is what we do.

* * *

I REMEMBER THE RUSTED slide at crèche, preschool, in Nigeria. The sting of iodine or alcohol when someone—I don’t remember who—treated the cut on the backs of my thighs, that returns every time there is a fresh split or cut or scraping of a layer from my skin. The phantom paper cuts that go unnoticed until the blood appears and, with it, the memory and stench and sting of iodine or alcohol.

* * *

I REMEMBER MY MOTHER, her face like sun-soaked clay. Beautiful before I knew there was a word for the way her face glowed and how her smile hypnotized your own lips to lift and spread. “Your mother is so beautiful,” everyone always said, and I would nod because she was something, and if beautiful was the word, then she was the only one it belonged to.

I remember my mother, appearing and disappearing at will. In my memory, she arrived right before my fourth birthday. I recognized her from the framed pictures that lined the walls in my little bedroom in Ugep. A photo of her standing, smiling into the unseen camera, her hair a halo around her head. Photos of her with a younger, chubbier baby me in her arms or straightening my dress or patting my hair into shape. Her eyes were kind, but sometimes held a fear I didn’t understand. She liked to grab me and pull me into her, not just a hug but a signal: a reminder to us both that I was hers. Not the aunties’, not the grandmother’s, not the village’s. Hers.

One day, during her visit, she noticed that I didn’t call her Mommy. Her name is Okwo, but others called her Eugie, short for her English name, Eugenia, and I had joined them. Eugie sat me on her lap and stared intensely into my eyes. Her pretty face set with determination: “Mommy,” she said. “Mommy. Mom-my.” She repeated the word over and over again, asking me to join her and so I did, both of us chanting in unison, “Mommy. Mommy. Mommy.” I giggled and clapped at our new game. She smiled and chanted with me. Once she was satisfied, she let me off her lap to go and play. I ran off yelling, “Mommy! Mommy! Mommy!” at the top of my lungs.

A few hours later, her childhood friend Auntie Rosemary, came by the house to visit. Auntie Rosemary cooed at how cute or small or both I was. The woman picked me up and held me to her murmuring, “Aploka. Hello, baby,” over and over. “Agboyang? What is your name?” I stared in her eyes with all seriousness and answered, “Mommy.”

She laughed, shook her head, and asked again. “Agboyang? Yours?” Again I replied, “Mommy.” Behind her Eugie sighed. The woman turned me around to face my mother, pointed, and asked, “Who is that?”

With all the confidence of three-going-on-four, I answered, “Eugie.”

* * *

A FEW WEEKS LATER we stood in line. My mother’s hand gripped mine as the sun laid itself across us. I remember my mother angling her body so that she provided shade to keep me cool. When we were allowed in the white stone building, she held me firmly against her. There was a sting of pain, different than the slide and the scrape of skin. This was like a mosquito that refused to leave. There may have been tears. There were always tears.

All I had to show for it after was a large scar on my left arm and a smaller spotted one in the same space on the right arm—smallpox and tuberculosis vaccinations. The TB scar shrunk as I grew, but the smallpox scar was heavy, like it was filled with grotesque secrets trying to break through my skin.

* * *

WHEN I WAS MUCH older, I learned that there were many others with their own smallpox and TB scars but someone had chosen to hide them away on a hip or back of the leg.

* * *

I REMEMBER THE FIRST time I saw the red and blotchy faces of white Englishmen and -women. They lined the streets of my village, marched down the road—looking for something or just watching us? I’m not sure. I know that I was terrified. I know that I hid and peeked at them from behind a taller someone’s legs.

My older cousins told me that white people used to be brown, like us, until they did something to anger God. He turned them into fleshless, pale shells as punishment. “Look at how their skin reddens in the sun. Look at how it burns. Look at how the sweat pours down their faces and flattens their hair.” They used my fear to convince me to steal coconut sweets and biscuits from the market—threatening me with “God said to listen, or do you want to become one of the white people?”

* * *

I REMEMBER MY RED tricycle, a gift from my father, who was abroad. I remember it, shiny metal, melting in the sun. I don’t know about physics or science or reality. It’s what I remember.

* * *

I REMEMBER A CONSTANT revolving door of people surrounding me in Ugep, entering and exiting without warning or fanfare. “She doesn’t cry,” I heard someone say. “Even when the father or mother come and go, she just stands there and looks. She’s like a stone.” I was not a stone. I was simply storing up my tears, I would need them later. Somehow I knew this.

* * *

I REMEMBER WATCHING A yard hen struggle and flap as it was dragged by its neck to a nearby stump. I remember the ax lifted and how it crashed down, severing its head. I remember the hen headless and bleeding but still walking and moving until it finally realized that it could no longer live and fell to the ground. I remember screaming and crying out for it as I made the connection between its freshly dead body and our food being prepared. The adults all shook their heads and cooed, telling me that the chicken I saw and the one they were preparing were not the same. It was the first time the world broke my heart. It was the first time I realized it was all a lie.

That evening, I refused the chicken and the stew it swam in. “If not the meat, then eat the rest,” they said. No. I was suspicious of it all: the soft rice, the suspiciously blood red stew. What had bled and flapped and sacrificed for it?

I pulled my lips inwards and made my mouth a fortress; it was the first of many times I would refuse my body food.

* * *

I REMEMBER A LUNCH box—thick red plastic molded into the shape of a truck. Every day they would stuff it full of beans and rice from the iron pot and mountains of soft, ripe fried plantain and send me off to school. Every day I would run into the school yard, shouting and giggling and forgetting the red plastic truck on the ground. Every day the food would spoil under the hot sun and every day I would dump it into the gutter that lined the street on my way home. A more devious child would have lied and said she’d eaten it, but I hadn’t learned that level of deception—yet. So I would tell the truth. “I left it. I forgot it. It spoiled. I trashed it.”

My auntie wore both fear and anger, grabbed me by my thin arm, swung me around, and delivered a series of rapid swats to my backside, before lifting me off the ground and dumping me into a seat with a plate of food in front of me.

“Gi! Eat!” she ordered.

I would stare at the mountain of food and shake my head no. It was too much. Maybe if she had offered me one or two bites at a time, I would have eaten them, but she was always offering me a mountain and waiting for me to climb it.

One day, instead of anger and another quick slap to my body, she began to weep softly. “Please, baby, abeg, eat. They will blame me if you don’t eat.” She sobbed into her wrapper. Watching auntie’s pretty face twist into sadness, I felt my heart run towards my ribs and tears roll down my own face. I patted the auntie with one hand, making the same cooing noises she used to comfort me.

“Yaka, auntie. Yaka. Sorry,” I said. I reached for the spoon, making sure she saw it travel to my mouth. I made a production of chewing and swallowing. “See, auntie? Gi. Gi. I’m eating. No crying.” From that day on, I ate in her presence.

* * *

I REMEMBER A ROOM.

Maybe, I was three. Light flooded in from a window; a breeze rustled the curtain. There was an Ankara wrapper on the bed, printed with a lion on its hind legs, ready to pounce, a silent roar in silhouette. I recognized it as the same lion on the crisp naira notes stacked on the bureau. I remember my pink dress, stained and sticky. I remember reaching for the door. I remember a hand mirror and someone lying naked on her back with her legs spread. She held the mirror between her legs and from where I stood I could see the pink fleshy layer of her place. The place that I wasn’t to touch on my own body or speak about. The place that, on my own body, would one day hold secrets and memories.

I remember trying the door again. I couldn’t reach it, or it was locked, or both. I remember a man’s voice. He was in the room, or maybe he was outside. I remember shrinking into a corner, eyes tightly closed, my heart doing its best to flee since my body could not. It was the first time I learned that when the air disappeared from a room and I felt like I was falling backwards I could find my own stillness and stand in its echo. The first time I learned to leave my body and disappear into the tunnel of my mind.

I left the flesh, trembling and sticky and small, in the room with the mirror and the breeze and the layered pink and the man’s voice and the stack of money and all the memories that came before and after that day.

* * *

NOT LONG AFTER, EUGIE returned. I remember the screaming and yelling and the sound of hands on flesh. Eugie’s eyes flashing with anger, then sadness grabbing her. There was crying. And then she took me with her. I didn’t know where we were going or why, but my little room and my family disappeared.

* * *

THERE IS A MEMORY that has folded itself into the creases of my brain and almost disappeared.

I remember shadows surrounding me while my body was a tiny, trembling ball of fever. They watched over me. I can’t remember if they spoke or made any sounds, I just know that they covered me.

They said it was malaria. But years later, I learned that my blood cells were too small and died too quickly to hold the disease. It must have been something else. Something that became the blade-thin scars on my wrists and the tops of my feet—three faint lines below my right wrist, four on the top of each foot.

My parents didn’t know the scars were there until I was well in my thirties. “Your grandmother must have taken you to a healer in Ugep,” they told me. “We told her not to, but she must have done it while we were away. She must have wanted to protect you from something.”

“What did I need to be protected from?” I asked. I was waved away.

“It’s been so many years. Who can remember?”

I wonder if this is what helps me to forget. I wonder if those four faint lines hold all the memories I still can’t seem to find. I wonder if my grandmother saved me after all.





When They Come for Me

AH,” THE WOMAN SAID in the soft roll of Lokạạ, “so you don’t know your own father?”

I looked up from where I had wrapped myself around my auntie’s knee and stared. This was before I lost the language. Before my tongue became a useless fish in my mouth. Before the words disappeared, before my tongue became too heavy. That was still a year or so away. Then, I still had more words than a three-year-old was allowed.

“I know him.” I didn’t know him, couldn’t recognize him in this room full of uncles and cousins, all wrapped in different versions of the same face, but my soft mouth fell into a pout anyway and I squinted. “I know him,” I repeated, this time scanning these photocopied men and boys, all laughing and shouting in that distinct Nigerian way, where even the kindest words sound like a quarrel.

None of them noticed the sleep-deprived child hidden behind her auntie’s wrapper, except for one, the man who made me shrink into myself. I escaped his gaze and focused on the man next to him. A man with big arms and a broad smile. He laughed the loudest and the deepest. His words leapt from him and danced around the room. He was new. Not part of the usual mess of men who gathered in the parlor in the evenings. His face was softer. It didn’t own the hard lines and deep frowns usually worn by these men now laughing and smiling. I wasn’t sure if I had seen him before or not. I was three and my head held a limited lineup of faces.

The only light in the room came from four kerosene lamps placed strategically to make sure the light illuminated the room, leaving no corner dark or hidden. It was unbearably hot and the opened door only seemed to invite in more heat, rather than the anticipated breeze. Green bottles of the water I wasn’t allowed to touch crowded a table in the middle of the room. I had held my nose close to one once, a week or a month or a day before. The uncle who made me shrink into myself now had been lying motionless on the chair, a colony of empty green bottles scattered around him. I had pressed my nose to it, wondering why this water caused him to shout and strike out at anybody nearby. I sniffed and immediately recoiled. It smelled like when Grandmother forgot beans for days. The water needed to be thrown away. I carried the bottle outside and began pouring it onto the red dirt.

I hadn’t noticed the man stirring from his sleep and reaching for the bottle that wasn’t there. I was too fascinated with how this liquid bubbled and hissed as it ran from the bottle, even if I couldn’t stand the smell. It was sour and bitter, nothing like the syrupy sweet of the minerals I often drank with my food. It didn’t smell good. No wonder it made the uncle mean and sleepy. Nothing in this bottle could bring happiness or kindness. I didn’t see him come up behind me to see his money create a river around my small feet. I didn’t know why the sky fell and landed heavily on my back, knocking me to the ground.

“See, you useless child! Is this how you waste money? Is this how you come to my house—” His words were slurred. I could barely understand him, but I knew it wasn’t his house. I knew he came sometimes to see the auntie and often fell asleep, slumped in the chair, surrounded by his bottles. I scrambled to my feet, my dress covered in the sour water and the mud it had made on the ground, my small body shivering in fear, waiting for the sky to fall again. The man was a dog—an angry, hungry dog—and he was showing me all of his teeth.

“Spoilt! Useless! Where are your parents? Do you have a father?”

I felt a warm wetness trickle down my legs. I closed my eyes and left my body there. When I returned, I was on fire. My face felt like it had been stung by millions of mosquitoes all at once. My small body was inside now, the soiled dress removed. The auntie held a cold cloth to my face. She murmured words of comfort. “Yaka, baby, yaka. Sorry.”

* * *

THE SAME DOG-TOOTHED MAN was now laughing pathetically at the new man’s stories. “Brother, you are something!” He was no longer a foaming animal. He was a pitiful puppy. He had no bones. He looked over and met my eyes and his flashed a warning. I held his gaze because this boneless puppy didn’t frighten me now. I could feel sleep returning to my body. The light from the kerosene lamps flickered and crackled, casting a shadow that distorted the laughing, shouting faces.

I closed my eyes and leaned again my auntie’s leg, hoping to make myself invisible. I wasn’t sure why she had roused me from sleep, but I was ready to go back. I fell into the familiar nod, welcoming the sleep tugging at me. I anticipated being lifted up and carried back to the quiet and safety of my sky dreams. I even sighed into the shoulders that held me. But there was no silence. There were hushed, violent whispers instead. The new man.

“Why is she awake?” The voice entered my chest, forcing its rattle into my rib cage. It sounded like the voice that spoke to me in my dreams. My eyes began a slow drag open. “I said I didn’t want to wake her! It’s too late. She should sleep. I don’t like this kind of thing. Is this how you behave when we are not around?” We.

“Brother, I am sorry. I thought you would want to see her.”

“I want her to rest. She is a child.”

“Brother, I am sorry.”

My eyes snapped wide open and I pushed away from the body holding me. The man with the big arms and laugh. I remembered now. “Da-ddy,” I managed, and the face in front of me melted from stern into steady and soft.

“Nyono, aploka?”

I couldn’t remember when I’d last seen him, only that he responded to “Daddy.” A few of my uncles had tried to cajole me into calling them “Daddy” or “Papa,” but I had always known the word wasn’t up for barter; no coconut sweet or ice-cold bottle of Fanta would be a fair trade. Not for the way this face before me opened and exposed every tooth when I said “Daddy” now. He touched his forehead to mine and laughed again. His laughter felt like a warm breeze, it deserved that special name again:

“Daddy.”





The Hands That Held Me

MY FATHER WAS RAISED to hold and treasure family. He taught my siblings and me to take care of one another. He takes care of his entire family and their families. It can be a burden, but he accepts it as his duty.

My mother hates that my father takes care of his family. She hates how they take advantage of his kindness. They hate how she tells him to hold on to his money. To remember our family. To teach them that they cannot depend only on him. She has worked too hard for what she has and what she has is for this family. My father grew up with a sense of family.

My mother grew up always working to create one.

* * *

I ONLY RECALL EVER seeing my maternal grandfather once. I was twelve; it was my first visit back to Nigeria since my mother and I had left eight years before. I don’t remember ever hearing her say a kind thing about him. She never shared any fond memories or stories. He came to ask for money. He asked my mother to build him a house. This man did not raise her. He was not her family but still, she sent money for him and his children. I believe my mother built him a house.

When he died, nobody from my family attended his funeral. Not my mother. Not my father. When Papa, my mother’s maternal uncle, died, my mother’s grief held space in the house like a squatter. I had seen my mother hurt before, I had seen her frozen with misdirected sadness, but this was a hollowing I had never witnessed. The few times I met Papa he was stern and strict in keeping with his military training. But I know my mother loved him like a father. I know he is credited with raising my mother. I also know that whoever raised my mother must know what broke her in the ways our family couldn’t fix.

My mother says that Papa welcomed her into his household like a daughter. That she was never mistreated or hurt or abused in any way. I want to believe her because I know she needs to believe it, but I’ve seen how they treat the children in Nigeria. I see how they separate them into “mine” and “someone else’s.” I see how the women of the house hold their noses at the young and beautiful, even if they are blood related. And I know how the men are. I know how they are. I know how they are. I know something broke my mother. I don’t know what it was. I know there is more to the story of my mother but nobody will tell it.

My mother mistakes questions for attacks and accusations. She weaponizes her silences.

* * *

THE POEM BEGINS—TODAY, I remember my grandmother as she attempts to connect with her second children. . . .

I barely remember my maternal grandmother. I have attached every word of wisdom or demonstration of strength of character that has taken up residence inside me to this woman who holds my mother’s face. But the truth is, I didn’t know her. I remember very few things about her. I remember her feeding me—but that could have been anyone. I remember her walking me through the maze of produce at the market—but that could have been anyone.

My mother tells me my grandmother wouldn’t take me when she left for nursing school. That she refused to even see us off when we left for America, but I like to think she whispered words of strength to me before we left. I’ve written about how she taught me to “carry a load.” I’ve written a lot of things of which I’m uncertain.

Every time I mention my grandmother or what I’ve learned from her, I know that this “grandmother” is a character. A mythical figment of my imagination who helps me navigate my life, when I don’t trust myself, I attribute any wisdom I hold to her. My mother tells me she was never there for her, “so how could she have been there for you?” When we left for America, she refused to leave her plot of land or the life she knew for even a short visit.

My grandmother was a hard woman.

I believe this because my mother is hard. Something drove her to seek another home. Papa raised and educated her. When her mother refused to visit us in America, refused to enter a plane and leave her yam farm, Papa was the one my mother sent for and brought instead. Papa was the one she bought the house for to show off all she had worked for and acquired. But there was something about Papa. Something about the way he moved, even in his old age, the way his sternness felt like more than just the remains of a military life. By the time my mother bought him the house, I was a young woman, living my own life in Brooklyn, but Papa was not happy with this: “No unmarried girl should be living away from her family,” he said. Is he the reason my mother started a family before she even knew herself?

My mother told me that when Papa died, they could not tell my grandmother, his sister. They had to wait—they said they feared that the grief would kill her. She was, at this time, in a wheelchair, they told me. She was no longer able to tend to her precious farm.

What I do remember clearly is that my grandmother was strong. Physically strong. She carried buckets of water and baskets on her head with the grace of a dancer. She was tiny and skinny but I have a clear memory, one I share with my sister, of her carrying an entire tree on her head. My sister might say it was a log, but I remember a tree. I do know that my grandmother was strong—she had to be. Unmarried, three children, three different fathers in a country that dished judgment like a pot of rice. She persevered and she birthed my mother, who also learned to survive everything handed to her.

My mother is a hard woman, but she fought for every minute of life she had, so whenever she turned her hardness on me, whenever my father had to sit and try to explain to me who and what she came from, I forgave her. I forgive her always because how can you not forgive someone whose whole life was a sprint towards survival?

* * *

MY PATERNAL GRANDMOTHER DIED before I was born. The story is that she died of a broken heart over the death of her only daughter. This daughter, my father’s only full sister, died in childbirth. I remember my father telling me this story. It has been decades since his mother’s and sister’s deaths, but the pain is so fresh that Daddy’s face still folds into sadness when he speaks of them. Because of this, I ask him no questions. I listen as he tells me that unlike the other men of his day, he prayed that his first two children would be girls—those prayers were answered.

As my father ages, I long to collect his memories; one unassuming morning, I offered my father a glass of orange juice and he offered me a piece of our family history in return. “You know why I can never call you Bassey? It was my sister’s name. You were born so soon after I lost her, the family told me that you were her returning to me. They told me to give you her full name, Nyono MmaBassey, so I would know who she was, so you would know who she was. But I couldn’t see you without seeing her. I couldn’t call you without recalling her.”

When my father speaks of the painful bits of his past, I hold my breath. I’m afraid that any movement will disturb the peace he’s gathered, I never ask him to repeat the story or tell me the details. I never want to see my father in pain. He gave me her name—he’d prayed for her return. He got his two girls. That’s all I needed to know.

I don’t remember my paternal grandfather either. I think this hurts my father. My grandfather died when I was in elementary school. It was the first time I saw my father cry. My father hadn’t intended to stay so long in America. His plan had been to get an education then return to his family in Ugep. But then the children came and with them the promise he made to ensure we were well raised and well educated. Losing his father was the first reminder that he had stayed too long. Me, finding every reason to stay away from home by then, was another.

My father wanted us to know his father. He told us how kind he was. That he never parented or disciplined with anger. My father told me that my great-grandfather had seen my grandfather strike his older brother while holding a machete in one hand. My great-grandfather said, “What if you had slipped and killed the boy? Then what would you have?”

My father was raised in a house filled with laughter. He grew up in a family that welcomed joy. My father told me this every time our house was frozen in the silence of my mother’s anger. “I didn’t grow up like this,” my father would say, sometimes quietly and sometimes loudly. I don’t remember if he said it when I was a child, when my mother’s anger was stored in her palms, before we became too big to succumb to the pain of her hands attacking our bodies and she became too old to try. I know he says it now.

I’ve said that my father never beat me. Never wanted me to confuse a man’s hands raised in anger with hands offered with love. But by that I don’t mean he never laid a hand on me; I mean he was nothing like my mother. There were swats to the backside and thumps on the wrist, but

















Praise for I’m Telling the Truth, but I’m Lying

“A part of me was writing nonfiction short stories about things I remembered, while another part was preserving the lies I tell myself to ensure the truth doesn’t kill me. This book is about those truths and the ways in which we parcel fact in order to survive.”

THROUGHOUT HER EARLY CHILDHOOD in Nigeria and adolescence in Oklahoma, Bassey Ikpi lived with an overload of emotions, cycling between extreme euphoria and deep depression—sometimes within the course of a single day. In her early twenties, Bassey became a spoken word artist and traveled with HBO’s Def Poetry Jam, channeling her experiences into art. But beneath the façade of the confident performer, the symptoms from her childhood were building and Bassey’s mental health was in a precipitous decline, culminating in hospitalization and a diagnosis of bipolar II.

In I’m Telling the Truth, but I’m Lying, Bassey Ikpi breaks open our understanding of mental health by giving us intimate access to her own. Exploring shame, confusion, medication, and family in the process, Bassey looks at how mental health impacts every aspect of our lives—how we appear to others, and, most important, to ourselves—and challenges our preconceptions about what it means to be “normal.” Viscerally raw and honest, the result is an exploration of the stories we tell ourselves to make sense of who we are—and the ways, as honest as we try to be, each of these stories is also a lie.
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