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We live in moments, those that are quick and passing, those that draw out and hold flesh to bone, and those that touch
everything in between. Moments, our memories, create who we are—no matter how often we attempt to push them
aside and become anew; they form our intangible organs, pulsing, beating, flowing throughout our bodies, encompassing
our lives.

Poet and essayist Claudia Rankine writes, “Memory is a tough place.”1 In the essays included here, written by students 
at North Hennepin Community College, we are granted insight in the tough places of memory, those specific to the 
authors, but also those we hold as our own, those that connect one of us to the other. We are granted an honest look 
into the human condition.

Here, we are led through mental illness. We are held close to the struggle with body image and bullying. We are offered 
a first-hand account of desegregation in the 1960s. We are allowed on the inside as families fall apart and are rebuilt. 
We are given the movement of place, refugees and returnees, and the pleasure and pain that accompanies it.

We are permitted to become a part of these writers’ lives, and it has been an honor to be part of their journeys, if only
from a distance, with only their words to draw us closer.

Sincerely,
Brian Baumgart and Karen Carr

1 Page 64 in Citizen: An American Lyric, which was a finalist for the National Book Award.
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By Aleesa Kuznetsov

“Don’t make eye contact with him.”

The subway train began slowly moving as my family and I stood in the middle,
holding on to the silver bars above us. A monotone voice of a computer came on
saying, “Next stop, Sokol.” At one of the far ends of the car, an old man with a cane
and dirty, rustled hair came walking towards us. As the man approached closer, it
was apparent that he was homeless and asking for money. As he passed, I remembered
what my mom had said. I looked down, scanning the soiled floor of the train, strewn
with empty bottles and plastic bags. I noticed the mix of dirty tattered shoes with
shiny patent ones, remembering not to make eye contact with the man. The train
began slowing down as the same voice came over the loud speaker saying, “Sokol.”
This was our stop and my cue to grab my mother’s hand before we hopped of the
train. What I had just witnessed on that train was an event that would happen every
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Despite the need to be careful and aware of our surroundings, I was
still able to appreciate the rich beauty and history that the ancient
city of Moscow had to offer. Being able to walk the same streets my
parents had walked before was truly spectacular. Not only was I 
able to see where my parents had been raised, but I was really able
to understand the culture they grew up in and what they were 
constantly surrounded by each day. From the experiences I had in
the subways, taxis, streets and museums in Russia, I was able to 
realize how much of a culture shock it must have been for my 
family to move from the austere streets of Moscow to Minnesota
“Nice.” For this two week trip, I was surrounded by people of my
own culture, and it was still a culture shock. I can only imagine the
culture shock my parents experienced every day when they moved,

for they were constantly surrounded by people, places and things
that they had never seen or heard of. My parents’ values were tested
and pushed to the limit when they moved here. The cultural values
I, as well as other Americans, had been raised with were so much
different than those of my parents or other Russians. To be able to
understand the cultural differences was something I learned with
every encounter I had on my trip, whether it was with people I
knew or complete strangers. In just two weeks, I realized that I have
much fewer “Don’ts” in my life because of my parents. That the
“Don’ts” that I do have in my life are much less astringent.  I began
to understand the reason behind every “Don’t.”

**************
Aleesa Kuznetsov Kuznetsov is a first generation American and
has grown up in the Twin Cities. Her parents emigrated from
Moscow, Russia in 1992 due to religious persecution and poor
living conditions. She speaks Russian with her family and also is
conversational in French and can read Hebrew. She is a PSEO
student at North Hennepin and attends Robbinsdale Cooper
High School. In the fall, she will be attending the University of
Wisconsin-Madison and pursuing a degree in Communication
Arts. She enjoys music and the arts, specifically singing, theatre
and piano, and also plays tennis in her free time. 

The habit of being silent 
became a norm.
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made a good choice that I said “Yes” when I saw the drink and 
that she had understood me. What a good decision! I was proud 
of myself. I raised the cup to my mouth and took a sip and 
immediately wished I could spit it out. It was tomato juice. I can 
eat tomatoes, but I have always hated drinking tomato juice. 
Politely, I kept it and tried to swallow as fast as I could and found 
a small bottle of water around me to drink right away. For the rest
of the flight, I just said, “Orange juice, please” anytime the flight 
attendant severed drinks. I drank only orange juice during that trip.
Obviously, communication is very important, even on an airplane,
and language was the most difficult part of my experience on the
plane to come to the U.S.

**************
Anh Duong 
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In October, 2005, I embarked on a journey that impacted my life in a very special
way that I could never have imagined. This journey was made to my village. I

was invited by one of the villagers to take part in an annual dance festival of my 
village. I met the messenger of the event in Yaounde-the capital city of Cameroon
where I resided permanently. The name of this local village is Mbesanaku, meaning
“people of the forest”. The significance of this visit to Mbesa is that Mbesa is my
birth place and my family comes from there. Having the opportunity to go back to
Mbesa during their annual cultural dance was very important to me because I had
the luck to reunite with my family, especially my great grandmother, after 19 years.

On that adventurous day, I left my house very early in the morning at 5:00 a.m. The
roads were so bad. They were hilly, stony and mountainous with no other means of
transportation apart from trekking. I trekked a very long distance of about 25 miles,
climbing and descending hills. I was sweating and my heart was pounding. The road
was so long. I felt so tired. I wanted to give up, but something kept on reminding
me in my mind to keep on going with one step after the other. I continued trekking.
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I felt so confused as I didn’t know which dance to do to their beats.
The dance group led me to the main area. This was where the main
cultural activity was taking place. People, both men and women,
were able to perform right on the stage dancing traditional dances.
They danced barefooted. I was excited, and I danced until my feet
were hurting. Some people walked without clothes. Children were
running around naked while nursing mothers were breastfeeding
their children in public. Local crafts were displayed. I saw the 
paintings of the first ever ancestors. 

After the dance was over, I was invited for lunch. I ate local 
traditional food with roasted chicken. I also drank local corn beer
and local palm wine. This was the only drink that was available. 
It was an interesting experience indeed. This gave me an inward
emotion of joy and served as an energy stabilizer for me. The 
significance of this interaction and connecting with people from 
my own village after such a very long time will forever remain 
at the center of my heart. 

This journey gave me the opportunity to reunite with my family.  I
was so fortunate that I was able to see my great grandmother again
after 19 years. The first time I saw her was when I was 9 years old.
She was looking so haunted and tired as if she was just going to pass

away the next hour. I looked at her with tears and joy. She was 
sitting next to the king and the other princes of the community. 
I couldn’t wait to kiss her on her forehead and to tell her how I was 
so lucky and fortunate to see her again after 19 years and for being
her great grandson. She carried me on her legs. She danced around
the compound with passion. It was a pleasurable moment for both
of us. My great grandmother was able to bless me. I was also able to
see my family and other family members. They were so excited to
see me. They came closer to identify themselves to me. 

Finally, this visit touched my life. I was deeply affected by the 
experiencing of embarking on a long walk, witnessing the annual
cultural festival of my own village, and reuniting with my family. I
was able to be blessed by my great grandmother. Since then I have
been moving forward with her spirit in me. Whenever some things
get me down, I think of the last time I saw my great grandmother

and her spirit lifts me up. This made me become a man. From that
day, I started making decisions that shaped my history and one of
those decisions was enrolling at North Hennepin Community 
College. I learned that if inhabitants in a poor community struggle
to live despite their hardship, why should I not struggle to go to
school so that I could change the next generation of people through
my knowledge? I will never forget this experience when I was able 
to see my great grandmother to bless me before she finally passed
away in 2010. This visit shaped my life to always think back where 
I came from and to try to move forward with my village and family
at the center of my heart.

**************
Basil Ajuo is an African student taking Paralegal courses at
North Hennepin Community College since January 2014. He
was born and raised in the country of Cameroon where he grew
up speaking the languages of French and English. When he was
21 years, he began doing international humanitarian work in
which he travelled to every African nation to spread the message
of democracy and humanitarian ideas. Although he grew up in
poverty, he found a way to become the voice for the voiceless. He
has dedicated his life to the success of every human being. At
NHCC, Basil has had the pleasure of meeting people he knows
he will never forget. Students, faculty and staff are the people
who have come from culturally different parts in the world. 
Getting to know the problems that students face daily and how
the administration resolves the problems to make sure students
are learning and graduating has been an awesome experience
along with the fun involved. Getting to work as a student in 
the Diversity office of NHCC has been a privilege. The skills
gained while working with the fabulous diversity team are 
immeasurable. North Hennepin is the most incredibly diverse
community college in the State of Minnesota. Basil will be so
proud to join its alumni in May 2016. Basil will be transferring
to Augsburg University to study Political Science and Law and
hopes of one day running for a public office.

From that day, I learned that a 
journey of 1,000 miles 

begins with a step.
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would give away or sell at craft shows in the Duluth area, like corn
husk flowers, birch bark flowers with a pine cone bud in the middle,
and dolls with faces made of dried apples. Rosie called her crafts



Realities, 2014-2015: He Used To9

Son is an average working-class American. His family came over from Asia
about thirty-five years ago, and in all that time he has only lived in a slowly-

developed, yet friendly, suburban area of Minnesota. He’s the head of his own family.
Everyone in his neighborhood refers to him as the most hard-working and friendly
person that they’ve ever met. On Sunday and Saturday afternoon, after finishing his
two jobs, he’s always busy in the front yard of his house, takes good care of the lawn,
waters the trees, and fixes the bricks. He constantly kneels down on his right knee,
behind those bushes near the edge between his lawn and the street, and trims the
ugly branches. From far away, we can only see his hat above the height of the thick,
green bushes, but sometimes when people walk their dogs by, he reveals his head and
greets them.

Son, like most people, is also a part of a bigger family. His parents have ten children,
eight boys and two girls. He’s the oldest. His mother used to be a small-scale farmer,
and his father was a soldier who participated in a civil war. When he was young, his
family was really poor; in fact, all of their neighbors were poor. Day by day, they 
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By Mayra Menor

1996 – Los Angeles, California

I am from Los Angeles, California.

I am from a one bedroom apartment, home to three adults and a baby. I am from a
queen-sized bed in the living room from which I often awoke to find my parents in 
a compromising position. A bed from which I often cried until they stopped what
they were doing. A bed which I still remember to this day. 

1969 & 1971 – Axochiapan, Morelos
I am, through my parents, from Mexico.
I am the child of my ancestors who followed the rules and never stuck out. I am the
result of both, strict parenting and no parenting. I am from a family of alcoholics
who can drink beer like water, while I am the one who chokes on a sip. I am from a
generation of rebellious children who came home at seven when their mother said,
“los quiero antes de las seis,” be home before six. 

I am from a pair that separated three years after my birth. I come from a journey
across the country, oblivious, at the time, to the fact that I could never return to my

previous life, knowing only that I would spend my first winter surrounded by snow.
I come from the flight over states, wondering when we’ll land and silently praying
that nothing went wrong. I am the beads of sweat on my mom’s brows as she walked
through the airport with her head down, only looking up when she heard her name. 

1999 – Minneapolis, Minnesota
I am from a hidden room in Minneapolis, often forgotten in my corner. I am within
the white walls which saw me quietly play as my cousins ran through the hallways
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yelling in a language I couldn’t understand, and giggling as I 
whispered “water” in the foreign language. I am from a childhood
spent staying up all night waiting for my mom to come home safely,
hoping that she wouldn’t run into the people who wanted her out 
of the country. I am from a childhood where waking up in the early
hours of the day to a man and woman having sex was normal. 

2001 – Bloomington, Minnesota
I am from a blurred house in Bloomington where I spent my young
years hiding and in confusion. I often wondered why I couldn’t talk
to my father when my stepdad was home, or why I couldn’t bring
myself to say, “gracias,” to the man who had taken my mom and me
into his care when no one else would. I am in the car with a man who
could not read and who spent hours letting me try to teach him
even though all the books I had were in English. I am the happy
moments where he introduced his sister as my aunt and I called her
such, just as I am the shattering moments where mother said they



13 Realities, 2014-2015: I Am

was the perfect first child. I am made of long nights, vomit, and
new experiences. I am filled with laughter, tears, and screams. I come
from hair-pulling, scratching, and biting. I am the first mutterings
of “agua” and the giggling escape of “octopus.” I am from days of
being replaced and ignored, from being pushed to the back of the
list. I am the forgotten daughter who, by losing her role of queen,
finally gained control of herself.

Time – Earth, Universe
I am from a place where suffering happens. I ammade of experiences
I’ve had and even those that I lack, where the English and Spanish
language dance within me in a tale of their past. I come from a place
where one must be independent, where loneliness and death are the
only certain things in life. I am the creation of something bigger than
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By Diane Hall

Going to School 
During Desegregation

Being in the South as a child, going to school was quite an 
experience in my young life. 

I was a part of history during the year 1965. I was eight years old.
During that time, civil rights was trying to desegregate schools. 
That was when black children were not allowed to go school with
white children.

I was one of those children that broke the barrier of integrating the
public schools in the South. I was young and scared at the time; I
didn’t understand fully what was going on. I knew that there were
lots of people involved in this situation that I was in. The media was
surrounding the area that I had to walk to get to the front door of
the white school where I felt I was not wanted. There were white
people on the one side calling me nigger, and telling me to go home,
that I didn’t belong there. There were no white children that day in
classes. The teacher was hostile and uninviting in class. I sat there
and followed instruction. Even as uncomfortable as I was, I knew it
was the right thing to do at that time.

Even then as a young girl, I believed in equal rights. I was a little girl
marching along with civil rights leaders in Grenada, Mississippi.
There were scenes like out of a movie: people being sprayed with
tear gas and beaten with sticks and called nigger over and over again
by the Grenada Police Department. I was frightened and scared
while going through stuff I didn’t really understand. People ran;
some were screaming.

This intense, horrific situation with integrating the school went 
on for weeks. Walking into school with my skinny little legs, I was
scared but proud to go through the aisle. The media on one side
and an angry mob on the other side; the mob was whites mostly,
men with some women, and some students with their parents. The
group on the other side was supportive, and they wanted to see
change. The police and civil rights leaders were also there.

I felt dirty and out of place. Every day that I attended that school,
people were calling me names and spitting. I got whipped with a
wooden paddle on my behind; it hurt so badly. I didn’t know why
this was happening, for I had done nothing wrong. I felt like I 
must have done something wrong, but what was it?

Ashamed, I didn’t tell my mother what had happen to me because 
I didn’t want any trouble for me or my mother. It had gotten so 
that I just couldn’t go to that school anymore. I told my mom what
happened to me, being whipped with that wooden paddle by the
principal. After talking it over with my mom, I told her that I
couldn’t go back. 

I realized why I had gotten whipped was because I had used the
bathroom that day. I was called to the office where I had to lie
across the principal’s chair, and was whipped just because I had used
the rest room that day. Telling my mom I wanted out of the school,
my mom took me out of the school and enrolled me in another.
This was the worst experience in my young life.

Experiencing such a negative situation in my life set me up for not
liking school and not trusting people that were in authority. Having
experienced that negative input in my young life has shaped my life
in the worst way. 

**************
Diane Hall was born in Grenada, Mississippi. Her parents are
the late Peter and Irene Hall. She has four siblings.
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“B.A.B.Y. H.U.E.Y. Baby Huey, Hey, hey, Baby Huey, Woo!”

I still went home at night and cried, but at school I had put on a
mask and convinced myself that it was not me, it was them. What
could I do? How could I get these people to like me? When will I
matter to the adults that I was around? When?

In Lucy Grealy’s “Mirrors,” Lucy went through quite a few periods
at school when she didn’t feel like she belonged. Because of the cancer
in her jaw and the many operations she had to reconstruct her face,
after which her face was still disfigured, she too felt like an outsider.
She states, “School became a battle ground, and I came home at the
end of the day exhausted with the effort of keeping my body so tense
and hard that I was sure anything would bounce off it”(36) When 
a person is going through taunting and teasing from others it is 
exhausting. You feel like you’ve been hit by a Mack Truck. I can
truly relate because that is how I felt many days – beaten and broken.

In school, no boys wanted to be my friend, but they were ugly and
immature so it didn’t really matter. Boys were just someone that I

shared space with – that is how they began to look to me. “Who
wants to be friends with those stinky boys anyway? It’s just a hassle.”
Those were my thoughts. In Grealy’s essay, she says “she felt like a
dog and a monster – the ugliest girl they had ever seen.” Her biggest
disappointment came when the boys that dated her sister began to
taunt and tease her about being Jerry’s girlfriend and she knew that
wasn’t a compliment to him, but it was an insult about her(38).

There was a period when I felt so down onmyself that I contemplated
suicide. I actually did take a handful of pills. The ambulance came
and I was taken to the hospital. Rumors at my school flew, like birds
on their way south for the winter. People said I had to get my stomach
pumped. I was so embarrassed, I didn’t return to school for two
weeks. At that point I had to do something, but what? So I focused
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theme music that guides me, and I keep it in my heart in my sad
times. It’s Whitney Houston’s, The Greatest Love of All: 

“I decided long ago, never to walk in anyone's shadows. If I fail, if I 
succeed, At least I'll live as I believe, No matter what they take from 
me, they can't take away my dignity, because the greatest love of all, 
is happening to me, I found the greatest love of all, Inside of me.”

What I have learned during my trials and suffering is acceptance in
any situation is the first step to recovery. That grace is a gift, and
that I have to continue to listen to the inner voice that lives in me. 
I have to continue to utilize those that I have been blessed with to
have around me and continue to seek a face that I have never seen
but know in my heart exists.

Works Cited
Bofil, Angela. “I Try.” Angel of the Night. GRP Records. 1979.

Grealy Lucy. “Mirrors.” Fields of Reading. Ed Nancy R. Comley et al. 
9th ed., Boston: Bedford St. Martin, 2010. 33- 45. Print.

Houston, Whitney. “The Greatest Love of All.” Arista Records. 
Whitney Houston. 1986.

**************
Audua Pugh was born in Chicago, Illinois, the daughter of a
single parent. Her family originated from Mississippi, then 
migrated to Cairo, Illinois, and later moved to the Morgan Park
area of Chicago, Illinois, where she grew up until adulthood.
She moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1985. Audua is a 
recovered drug addict, having turned her life around over ten
years ago. She is an active servant in her church and community.
Currently she serves as president of the Women of Destiny
Women’s Auxiliary, member of the Usher Board and Deaconess
Board, Church School Teacher, VBS Teen Teacher. In 2014 she
was appointed to serve as Vice President at Large of the Women’s
Auxiliary for the Minnesota State Baptist Convention. On 
January 9, 2012, Sister Pugh decided to pursue an Associate’s
Degree in Liberal Arts from North Hennepin Community 
College, where she maintains a GPA of 3.8 and is a member of
the Honor’s Program, Phi Theta Kappa, Founder of  Weak yet
Strong Recovery Group and the Women on Wednesday, Women
of Color Group. She is also the treasurer of Student Senate and
manages the NHCC Food Cupboard. She is married to Rev.
Michael Pugh, and they have two adult children, a fifteen year
old, three grandchildren, a dog, and a cat. She enjoys spending
time with her family, watching movies and participating in
church and community events – and reminding people that 
“U R Appreciated”.
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the sink. Her grunts of anger. My arms up, protecting my face from
her repetitive strikes. The most I remember thinking is: I can either
throw her on the kitchen floor, further hurting her bad back or 
injuring her in some other way, or I can let her have her way. 

I could never hurt my mother. 

Dropping my guard, my hands falling to my sides, her open palm
landed hard and forceful upon my cheek. She only had to attempt
to slap me three times before I let her get this blow in. Thankfully,
this was the one and only time she has ever hit me or my brothers. 

The fury was over and gone in just a moment. She stormed out of
the kitchen, collected her work bags, and slammed the front door
on the way out. I kept myself composed long enough to get to my
bedroom where I collapsed, my cool hand pressed to the hot, stinging
mark on my cheek, and cried – no, sobbed – harder than I ever had
before. Harsh, long, forceful and breath-stealing sobs moved through
my body in waves. The pain was irrelevant; it didn't matter that I
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remain a slave to its will. Which is fine, as long as it fits in a pony-tail
it can do whatever it likes. Rarely will I leave the house with make-up.
I have completely expelled that vain part of myself that needed to
have a face full of powders and liners and creams. I don't care much
anymore. It's my face.With or without make-up, if someone doesn't

like it they can look away. And my clothes… I could wear my normal
things on Halloween and just tell everyone I'm a fashion disaster. I
don't even clash in a stylish way. I just… clash. Which is perfect. I
love it. These childish pieces of myself are dead, gone, released from
the force of her hand, my soul awakened to the reality of putting
others before myself. Far before myself. An instinct to protect my
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Uloma says his long term unemployment was emotionally devastating.
It was extremely difficult adjusting to life on unemployment benefits.
“We had my wife’s income but without my income we weren’t able
to make ends meet. I felt it was my responsibility to be the primary
provider and when I was unable to do that I was demoralized,” he
emphasized. Being unable to provide for his family led Uloma to 

experience a loss of self-esteem. To cope, he says he had to learn that
his worth is not solely dependent on what he provides financially.
He learned to acknowledge his immeasurable qualities, like being a
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89% wanted college students to pursue a liberal arts degree. Let 
us start to think outside the box and acknowledge the fact that 
businesses want original thinkers – people who understand the 
evolution of society's wants and needs – to view problems from 
a creative mindset and be able to solve problems from a different
perspective. 

With stories such as James Barnett, and statistics showing that 
business degrees may not be the guaranteed ticket to the golden 
egg that many believe it will be, does that change your mind? 
Does it make you think twice about who you are or who you 
want to become? The prospect of prosperity may be too great 
for people to change their minds, and not everyone should. I am
not advocating the destruction of the business blueprint, but I 
think people need to know there is another path. There is more
than one way to be deemed a success in life. 

Henry David Thoreau said, "Go confidently in the direction of 
your dreams. Live the life you have imagined." Quotes such as 
these inspire our inner desires and drives them to the surface. It is
unrealistic to have no fear in doing this, but fear is what has always
driven us. Driven us to be great, to seek out the unknown, to 
dream bigger than our mothers and fathers before us. What makes
us tremble in fear? Seek it, it has consumed us for too long. Know
that what lies beyond the fear is greater than anything else the world
can offer ourselves. The joy and wonders are plentiful. Seek truth,
learn trades, become a sponge of all knowledge. Follow your dreams.
The alternative seems bleak.Write, paint, sing, act, invent, play, live
the life, don’t let work be your life. Dream big, not because it will
lead to success, but because if you dream, you have succeeded. 

**************
Jeffrey Clark absolutely hates to fly but loves to travel. He is 35
years old, married with children. He is a recovering alcoholic
which is why he is now just starting to figure this whole "life"
thing out. His favorite word is “resolve.” He is a Phi Theta
Kappa member and takes great pride in this because of how 
horrible of a student he was in high school. He has lived in 6
states and 2 countries. He was in Germany when the Berlin 
Wall fell, and he was in Florida when the Challenger blew up.
He has a strange connection with British culture and feels he
should be living there. Maybe it's all the rain.

There is more than one
way to be deemed a
success in life.
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By Richmond Seju

T he Market Place

There was this market place right at the entrance of Bubuduram Refugee camp
in Ghana. The camp is located in the middle of Kasoa, which is a bad place

for a refugee camp considering the fact that the Kasoa native don’t like outsiders, 
especially Liberian (about 90 percent of refugees on the camp were Liberian, including
myself ). My older brother and I spent most our days around the market place playing
marbles, watching movies at the video club (movie theater), watching people play
video games, mostly FIFA and Mortal Kombat, or just enjoying the strange but 
familiar beat of the market. The market place is not just the market; it’s everywhere
near the market. I heard that the market place that made a huge part of my childhood
memories was torn down in the interest of development, but the memories we had
there will live on with us forever.

I remember our adventure everyday started on that long spine-chilling but still 
beautiful dusty road that led from the market place to Area U, where we lived. 
Traveling on the road in the daytime was the easy part; leaving the market place 
and going back home at night was when the bushes around the road branched out 
ears and eyes. That was when the saying we usually referred to “Everybody is for
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