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I want to write an essay about my 10-year long-standing coffee date with my 
90-year-old friend Irene. When I first met her, I was fresh out of college and 
completely lost. I was tutoring senior citizens on how to use the computer to 
make extra money. When I met Irene, her quirky and charismatic personality 
instantly fascinated me. She was a retired teacher-turned-local film historian, 
and we instantly bonded over classic movies. Our tutoring sessions turned into 
coffee dates, chatting about old films and her extraordinary life—the child of 
an Italian immigrant family during the Depression, a mother of three who got 
a 24-hour divorce in 1970, and also a world traveler (up until recently). Our 
friendship blossomed even though we were six decades apart in age. 

Over the years, as she watched me grow up and develop in my career, our 
friendship has continued to remain strong. More importantly, our coffee and 
cookie dates never ceased. She sat at my family’s table at my wedding and I 
was her date for her granddaughter’s wedding. Last year, during the pandemic, 
her energy decreased a bit due to quarantining and her lack of movement (her 
teacher nickname used to be “Hurricane” because she ran down the halls). She 
suffered a minor stroke last spring, and I was frustrated I wasn’t able to see 
her for months. Remarkably, she’s been recovering, and I’ve been able to visit 
her (with my mask on). But still, she has the coffee pot brewing and rainbow 
cookies ready when I arrive.  

I have many photos too. I’m attaching one of us from her granddaughter’s wedding.

PITCH 1

WHAT STORIES DO YOU 
LOOK FOR? 
We do a lot of reported “Moment” 
stories where someone went out 
of their way to do something kind 
for someone else. Essays should 
be topical and leave the reader 
with an interesting take away or 
bit of wisdom.  

WHAT HAS DONE REALLY 
WELL FOR YOU? 
Last year, during the big ice storm 
in Texas, a grocery delivery person 
got stuck in a driveway and hit 
a small tree. She apologized, the 
family invited her in, and she ended 
up staying with them for five days 

S everal of my Writer’s Digest 
University and NYU students 
have published heartwarming 

stories with Allison Klein, Editor 
of Inspired Life at The Washington 
Post. One recent student’s story 
published around the holidays was 
titled, “I helped a stranger at the 
end of his life. It taught me to live 
my own.” Inspired Life focuses on 
stories close to the news that offer 
a humane or inspired moment. “I 
care about people who might be 
overlooked, forgotten, or treated 
unfairly,” says Allison. “For example, 
if there is a mass shooting or a 
horrible event that makes you feel 
terrible about our culture, we try 

to show people that all isn’t lost. 
We have heroes, too.” My Estelle’s 
Edge is if you can tell a story about 
average people who do something 
unusual or extraordinary, or you 
are that person yourself, you might 
capture Allison’s attention. 

WHAT CAN YOU TELL ME 
ABOUT YOUR ROLE? 
I select stories, assign, edit, and 
work with photography to produce 
the stories and work with other 
sections to promote it so they get 
featured on the home page and the 
home channel. I also promote the 
stories through social media. We 
run one story a day, M–F.  

ALLABOUTTHEPITCH
Covering the tips, tricks, and tactics for capturing the attention of an assigning editor so you don’t get ghosted.
BY ESTELLE ERASMUS 

ESTELLE’S EDGE: 
This is appealing 
and heartwarming 
because there is so 
much movement in 
the friendship, and 
the drama gets upped 
throughout the story, 
especially when Irene 
had a stroke.  

ALLISON: The 
takeaway from this 
unlikely friendship is 
you can find people 
you care about in all 
kinds of packages.  

 READ ONLINE: WashingtonPost.com/lifestyle/2021/01/27/shes-90-italian-im-my-30s-half-indian-
heres-why-were-closest-friends/ 
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Kirsten Levitt is the Executive Chef & Director of Stone Soup Café. Definitely 
not your typical soup kitchen! Unique in its inception because food-insecure 
clients—often homeless, marginalized, or otherwise at risk—sat down to meals 
alongside volunteers from the community. Resulting in deep connections, solid 
networking, and feelings of dignity and mutual respect. 

The sit-down meals were gourmet, scratch-cooked, and pay-what-you-can. Then, 
the pandemic. No more sit-down meals. Kirsten and her team not only adapted … 
they improved.

Today, community members and clients connect as Stone Soup serves 500 meals 
every Saturday. Volunteers interact with clients as they hand out to-go 
meals, deliver meals to shut-ins, and staff a “Community Free Store” (like a 
food pantry). Kirsten and her team created a website, online ordering system, 
and a pay-it-forward campaign for neighbors.

Despite the pandemic, Stone Soup continues to create a beloved community. One 
which breaks down barriers of isolation and social distancing, while unifying 
those from different social classes.

The staff includes those recovering from addiction/incarceration. 

Stone Soup’s future plans include purchasing a new building, thus allowing 
them to serve more meals, further assist those overcoming addiction/
incarceration, and consolidate area meal providers. 

Important: As a frequent Stone Soup diner, I can attest, their food is 
delicious. I could write you a whole article on their vegan chocolate brownie. 

Optional Angle—Ed Volunteers on Thanksgiving 
This may not work for you, but one idea is: I’ll volunteer for Stone Soup on 
Thanksgiving (I got clean from meth right around Thanksgiving ’07). I’ll write 
about the volunteer experience, from the perspective of someone who once 
depended on soup kitchens to survive. 

Our headline might be: “I Once Ate at Soup Kitchens. This Thanksgiving, I 
Volunteered Serving Meals to the Food-Insecure” 

I’ve spoken at length with Kirsten and have her full buy-in. She is happy to 
introduce me to client success stories.

PITCH 2

ESTELLE’S EDGE: 
Ed cleverly got the 
editor’s attention by 
sharing a provocative 
headline.  

ALLISON: I did not 
think that the soup 
kitchen on its own 
was a story because 
there are a million 
soup kitchens. But 
his optional idea 
offered his diverse 
perspective as a 
former addict. 

 READ ONLINE: WashingtonPost.com/lifestyle/2021/11/22/thanksgiving-volunteer-soup-kitchen-
kressy/ 

Estelle Erasmus (EstelleSErasmus 
.com) is an award-winning journalist and 
writing coach. She teaches journalism 
classes at New York University’s School of 
Professional Studies and for Writer’s Digest 
University. She contributes to The New 
York Times, The Washington Post, and 
Wired and is writing a book on finding your 
voice, becoming a better storyteller, and 
getting published for New World Library. 
Follow her on Twitter and Instagram at  
@EstelleSErasmus. 

waiting for them to dig out the car. 
They cooked together and became 
friends. Another story that did 
very well is when three women 
discovered they were dating the 
same man, dumped him, and went 
on a months-long road trip together.  

ANY SUBMISSION TIPS? 
I prefer to see the entire piece when 
I deal with new writers. I don’t 
take stories on corporate life or 

fundraising because there’s so much 
out there that it isn’t newsworthy. 
We also stay away from politics and 
anything corny or saccharine.  

WHAT IS THE WORD COUNT, 
RIGHTS, AND PAY, AND 
CONTACT EMAIL? 
The sweet spot is 1,000–1,200 for 
reported pieces and essays. We pay 
$350 and take first rights. My email: 
Allison.klein@washpost.com.  WD 


