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I entered 9th grade saying little. This happens when one leaves a place of familiarity and heads 

somewhere new in search of opportunity—the cultural shocks either shatter the ability to respond or 

offer release. I had grown up in a rural town where I had never met anyone who identified as an “artist.” 

Yet here I was, commuting an hour to and from art school in the city every day. Entire weeks passed 

where I spoke to no one, not to my classmates and not to my mother, who would often fall asleep at the 

wheel on the highway home.  

Iris Rinke-Hammer taught my final class of the day: creative nonfiction. She began classes with 

ten-minute meditations. We students sat on the rug, closed our eyes, and obeyed. Rinke-Hammer 

whispered, Imagine you are an animal. How do you walk? What noises do you make? Why do you 

behave this way? I felt myself slip out of my awkward skin and become something else. Sometimes she 

led a meditation on place, and I found myself romping through a rainforest rather than worrying if Mom 

would be there when class let out. Rinke-Hammer rang a meditation bell and transported us back to her 

room, back to our computers and notebooks, and we translated the lessons learned through meditation 

to writing about ourselves.  

This was always harder than meditation. Why would anyone want to read about me? I had come 

to this school to write, and yet I felt like an imposter. I wasn’t a writer. But I wanted to be.  

Rinke-Hammer loaned me stacks of books. She told me stories of her youth—as a child in 

Germany, as an immigrant to the United States, as a globe-traveler—as if I deserved to hear them.  

She nudged stories out of me. In 11th grade, I turned in an essay about my mother’s bipolar 

disorder. Rinke-Hammer pulled me aside after class. “I don’t cry at just anything,” she said. “You’ve 

really got something here. You’ve found your voice.” She proceeded to tell me about mental illness in 

her own family, and I felt something shift. This is what I wanted my writing to do. I wanted to start 

conversations, I wanted to comfort. I wanted to relate.  

. . .  

Today I meet Ms. Rinke-Hammer at a coffee shop where we used to go for class writing 

exercises. She tells me stories of studying Russian in the Soviet Union and living with revolutionary 

writers in Mexico; I fill her in on college life. These are the moments I miss most about high school, when 

I settled in a chair while Rinke-Hammer sat behind her desk and told me of her luminous life: building 

shrines to poets as a prelude to love of language, a performance art piece where a man buried her in the 

dirt with her grief. I sat there and absorbed, and Rinke-Hammer’s stories became my stories, stories that 

do what all great stories do: make one feel less alone. 

 


