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			During the brief, giddy time of the pandemic, between the vaccines and a new variant wave circa fall 2021, I made the truly batty decision to host Thanksgiving dinner for twenty. I hadn’t socialized with that many people at once in nearly two years, but I suddenly felt an urge to orchestrate an old-fashioned, messy feast with wine sloshing everywhere, candle wax melting onto the tablecloths, and greasy fingertips reaching for seconds—plus a punch bowl and friends running out to the bodega to grab four more sticks of butter and strangers meeting across a platter of biscuits. My parents flew across the country to be there, as did my partner’s family. Friends streamed in all day from all corners of the city. It was a lot. I may or may not have broken into tears when a broiler-meets-yams accident set off the fire alarm. But even inside the vortex of putting together a meal for two dozen and realizing every step of the way that I had bitten off far more hostessing than I could chew, one thought kept me humming along as the day approached: I was going to meet my pen pal. I was going to meet Amy.

			Amy is a certified nurse-midwife who lives in Chicago in a sunny condo with her rascally rescue cattle dog, Bolo. She has long dusty-blonde hair that she usually wears in a braid tossed over one shoulder, or tucked into a scrub cap when she is delivering a baby. She works at a community hospital with mostly low-income patients and she is phenomenally devoted to her mission of advocating for pregnant people’s wants and needs, despite a crushing health-care system that rarely supports new parents, particularly those from underserved communities. She regularly slips out of bed at three in the morning to rush to a patient’s side, just because she doesn’t want them to be alone for any step of the birthing process. She makes very good Brazilian cheese bread, and she taught me the Portuguese word saudade, which is an intense feeling of melancholy or longing for something or someone you love very much. The way she first used the word was in reference to a giant fiberglass Blue Whale sculpture that looms over a grand atrium of the American Museum of Natural History in New York. She has deep pangs when she thinks about that whale, not because she has a particular fondness for aquatic art, but because she so identifies with a creature that swims around feeling majestic and lonesome, ancient and grand.
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				Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir

				Edith Wharton and Henry James

				Elizabeth Bishop and Robert Lowell

				Groucho Marx and T. S. Eliot

				Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes

				Alfred Stieglitz and Georgia O’Keeffe

				Truman Capote and Patricia Highsmith

				Ralph Ellison and Shirley Jackson

			

			I learned all of these things about Amy from reading her letters.

			Amy and I have been writing to each other, more or less weekly, for almost four years (and it will be much longer by the time this book emerges). We found each other in an unceremonious way—Amy sent me a direct message on social media, shortly before I launched the PenPalooza project and had casually posed the idea of writing letters to strangers to pass the time in early lockdown. “I’m up for it!” she wrote, and even though we didn’t know each other, I sent her my address in hopes that she might be serious. She was.

			What I got from her was unlike any letter I had ever received—long, conspiratorial, full of handwritten recipes and sense memories and poetic asides. It was like we had already been writing for decades. She inspired me to raise my letter game in order to keep up with her beautiful words, and I found myself staying up into the wee hours on summer nights typing out long notes on my typewriter. After starting with letters, we began sending books and trinkets and pictures of trees from strolls around our respective cities. One day, Amy shipped me a huge, heavy ceramic planter that she had made, and I put my favorite philodendron in it. I sent Amy a crumb cake and a dozen Brazilian Brigadeiro cookies. She sent me an enormous monstera plant.
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			For the first year of our friendship, we only communicated via mailbox. We didn’t call. We didn’t text. We barely messaged each other on social media, only sending a brief note here and there to assure the other that a letter was in the mail. Then, one summer, when I was changing apartments and so frazzled by the process that I needed to talk to someone who knew me almost better than anyone else, I finally punched Amy’s number into my phone. Her voice—gravelly, warm, soothing—was just like her writing. Soon we were texting every day and calling each other to pass the time on long walks. And then, on a whim, she booked a ticket to New York for Thanksgiving.

			I don’t know quite how to explain it, but when Amy and I met face-to-face for the first time on the street outside my apartment, we embraced like long-lost sisters. We walked together around Brooklyn for hours that day, talking about everything and nothing. We sat on park benches, we got multiple coffees. We’d already said so much in our letters, and yet there were no awkward silences.

			Our letter-writing project has been all about a kind of radical acceptance—perhaps we felt like we could tell each other anything because we began as total strangers. On Thanksgiving, Amy was the party MVP: She lugged cases of wine, she circulated around the room and talked to anyone who looked lost, she led the kitchen cleanup crew, she stayed until after midnight in order to flop down on the couch and recap the evening. None of this surprised me. She is exactly the generous, kind, curious person that she is in her letters. As it turns out, long-term epistolary relationships are perhaps the best way to get to know someone to their core.

			I lucked out with Amy—as I did with a few other regular pen pals I write to—but I had no idea at first what our letter-writing would bring. That first envelope in the mail was a leap of faith, like a bizarre form of blind dating. It could have absolutely gone another way; we could have sent a few stale letters and slowly let our communication trickle to a stop. Several of my attempts at pen palling over the years have fizzled and failed or simply gone cold out of nowhere. Just before I turned thirteen, I met a girl at summer camp named Elizabeth who called herself Letty and who ruled over our bunk with confident charisma. At the end of the summer, she promised to write me letters for a whole year. I felt like I had hit the correspondence jackpot. For a few months, we traded envelopes we made out of ripped pages from the dELiA*s catalog or Seventeen (hey, it was the ’90s). But as the pressures of junior high rushed in, letters became less and less frequent, and then one day they merely stopped coming.

			I was devastated by the suddenly empty mailbox—perhaps it is what made me continue to seek out letters throughout my life. In college, I studied abroad and sent long letters back home. When I moved to New York, I sent letters to friends who had stayed on the West coast. But it wasn’t until the pandemic hit—and really until Amy sent me that message—that I finally found someone who was as excited as I was about beginning a Very Long Correspondence. Maybe it was the sudden lack of human interaction, maybe it was sheer boredom of being indoors, but the first few months of our correspondence had the frenzied energy and passion you’d find in a Regency romance.

			Pen palling—writing back and forth with someone as a conscious, consistent practice—can get a bad rap, at least among adults. It is often seen as a juvenile activity, a holdover from the days when your World Studies teacher made you write an awkward letter to another student across the globe. The term pen pal itself, which came into common parlance in the 1930s, sounds unserious and, I’m sorry to say, uncool (I far prefer the term pen-friend, which was in heavy rotation around the 1910s but soon fell out of fashion). I never quite know what to call Amy when I talk about her. If I say, “Oh, she’s my pen pal!” I’ll often get a strange look, as if someone cannot believe that a woman in her late thirties still has pen pals. But as there is no better word to describe this strange relationship, I have learned to embrace it. For centuries, humans of all ages have written letters to one another—letters about love and death and intrigue and invention and sex and war and heartbreak and illness and forgiveness. If anything, I think more adults could benefit from finding an Amy. It has improved my life immensely to have someone whose words I can read late at night, when I can sit in a big chair and get to know more about her and then make myself a cup of tea (or mix a Negroni) and take out a fresh sheet of paper to answer while her thoughts are still fresh in my mind. It is both a slow and urgent form of friendship.

			Whenever I feel a bit silly about how much my epistolary relationships mean to me, I think about the great chef Julia Child, who had the same pen pal for most of her adult life. When Julia first wrote to Avis DeVoto in 1951, she didn’t even know that she was doing so. To explain: Julia, who had moved to Paris in 1948 with her husband Paul, who worked for the State Department (the two met when they were both working for the Office of Strategic Services in Sri Lanka during World War II), had fallen into a second act as an obsessive cook. After taking a basic course at Le Cordon Bleu, Julia was soon cooking circles around the male gourmands, and she joined the Circle des Gourmettes, which historian Joan Reardon, who collected Child’s and Devoto’s letters in her 2010 book As Always, Julia, described as an “exclusive club started in the late 1920s” dedicated to women and gastronomy. It was through this club that she began collaborating with two other women on a manuscript that would serve as an introduction to French cuisine for American home cooks.

			
				“This afternoon we start for the wild west to be gone about a week and I hope to find a letter from you on our return.”

				—Willa Cather to George Seibel and Helen Hiller Seibel, 1897

			

			But even before she started writing the book that would become Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Julia began forming a lot of staunch culinary opinions. She had ideas about how to chop mushrooms, when to buy fish, and about which knives were overrated. When she read an article in Harper’s called “Crusade Resumed” by the Boston-based journalist Bernard DeVoto about how stainless steel knives were poorly made and could not stay sharp for long enough, she found herself nodding in emphatic agreement. And so, in March of 1952, she wrote DeVoto a letter telling him that she applauded his hot take. A month later, Bernard’s wife, Avis, a book editor, wrote back instead. “I hope you won’t mind hearing from me instead of my husband,” she wrote, but assured Julia that she spoke for them both. “On the subject of cutlery,” she wrote, “we are in entire agreement.” She went on to thank Julia for a knife she had sent from France, which her husband used for “cutting the lemon peel for the proper thickness for the six-o-clock Martini.” And a lasting pen pal–ship was born.

			Julia and Avis wrote 120 letters to each other before they met. In her second letter to Avis, Julia sent her own recipe for “Veau à la Crème, à l’Estragon,” veal in a heavy cream sauce with shallots and tarragon. “Recipes noted,” Avis wrote back, and then began to sprinkle in delightful musings about food and memory. She writes of the egg dish called “Pipérade” that “I really cannot think of any dish more suited to a quivering stomach after too much wine the night before! Not that I ate it as a hangover cure; I have not had a hangover in fifteen years, thank you.” Julia soon began sending Avis manuscript pages from her book in progress, telling her to keep them top secret. Still, Avis did not exactly keep this material to herself—she shared it with the publisher Houghton Mifflin. The publishing house rejected the initial manuscript—big mistake, huge!—so Avis helped to move the book to Knopf, where it was turned into a national bestseller.

			Over the years, Avis and Julia shared professional dreams and fears, meandering thoughts on marriage, whispered secrets, family gossip, bitchy asides about bad American cooking technique, gripes about the backward publishing business, and countless recipes involving plenty of butter and good olive oil. When the two finally met for the first time in Boston in 1954, much like myself and Amy, they greeted each other like lifelong friends—one very tall and one petite. And that is what they remained. “I feel that I can communicate more readily and freely with you than anyone in the world,” Avis wrote to Julia. Julia responded in kind, writing about how nice it was to get to know someone purely through their letters and to form a “passionate” friendship via the mail. In each other they not only found a like mind, but someone who was game for a good long volley.

			Julia Child was a late bloomer in nearly every way. She didn’t marry until she was thirty-four (which was considered practically an old maid in 1946). She didn’t find her life’s calling until she was in her late thirties. She didn’t publish her first book until she was in her forties. She didn’t star in her own TV show until she was fifty-one. What I have learned from her, and from her gregarious correspondence with Avis over the years, is that it is never too late to change course or try something new. This includes being a pen pal! It is not just for teenagers or fan club presidents. It might just be for you.
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			How to Write Your Very First Letter
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			To begin with, take a deep breath. Accept the fact that, despite your serious intentions, you are essentially doing something a little bit silly, a little bit anachronistic, and a little bit melodramatic. Accept the fact that your first letter is going to feel awkward and stilted and not like your best work. Accept the fact that in the modern age, very few people write by hand any longer, let alone for another person to read, and that your scribbles may be semi-indecipherable. But also know that your letter, no matter its legibility or coherence, will be met with absolute excitement. Whatever you put in the mail, even if it does not rise to the great epistolary heights that you someday hope to emulate, is still a surprise on its way to enliven someone’s dreary mailbox.

			So let go of the pressure. Just begin. If you’re feeling overwhelmed, start with a short postcard or a simple note on creamy stationery in which you say hello, explain a bit about yourself and why you want to start writing more letters, and offer up a few evocative details from the past season (Did you travel? Welcome a pet or family member? Grow a particularly beautiful zucchini in your garden? Take up a hobby? Discover an amazing way to roast fennel?). You don’t have to go into too much detail or divulge all of your ancestral wisdom in the first round—it’s best to leave something to the imagination and give your correspondences some breathing room to grow richer and more trusting over time.

			
				
				“Letters are above all useful as a means of expressing the ideal self; and no other method of communication is quite so good for this purpose.”
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				—Elizabeth Hardwick, in an essay about literary correspondence, 1953

			

			In general, I think a short letter is a perfect way to begin; it won’t intimidate your reader or make them feel that they must write a long letter in return. That said, if you are more of a maximalist when it comes to first impressions—if you are the type to burst into parties carrying Champagne and a boombox—I believe there is no downside to really going for it on your first effort. So many of my favorite first letters were very long (one person I still write to started out by sending me twenty-five pages!) and full of quirks and diversions and strange asides. I feel instantly closer to those who write a lot—and in turn they inspire me to write more in my own letters. Effort inspires effort.

			Send out the kind of letter you would want to receive. Do you want a rapid flurry of lighthearted, easygoing short updates? Great! Do you want an emotional exchange of thoughts and feelings and deepest fears? Lead with vulnerability and openness! Do you want someone to send funky snacks and strange ephemera to—and vice versa? Get weird with it! The energy you put into your first letter will almost always come back to you like a boomerang. This is your chance to set the tone of the kind of correspondence you want to have. Don’t stress—you can always evolve later. But why not come out swinging?

		

	
		
			How to Write a Fan Letter
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			“Fan mail” is—let’s face it—a little bit embarrassing. The words fan letter bring to mind twelve-year-olds scribbling gushy love notes to pop stars in spiral notebooks while snapping watermelon bubblegum. And while I have a great tenderness for the gum snappers—I was one myself, having written dozens of as-yet-unanswered valentines to actors and singers in my Lisa Frank binder era—writing letters of admiration does not have to end after adolescence. I’m not talking about traditional “omigodiluvyou-somuch” letters that fan clubs collect and send in big batches to whatever army of assistants is responsible for sorting a celebrity’s mail, but more substantive and reflective notes of praise to those who have created something or done something that made your world feel a bit bigger or your loneliness feel a bit smaller.

			I might argue that this is one of the most enduring uses for sending mail, one that doesn’t feel outmoded or kitschy, but still vital and useful. Because (and this is a little secret I will let you in on), most artists/writers/actors/dancers/designers/etc., unless they are quite famous, don’t really hear all that often from those they are trying to reach. Obviously, pop stars who can fill stadiums and best-selling authors who have sold millions of copies still get old-timey burlap sacks groaning with mail and fan art and glitter. Your letter might not make a dent there, and it’s not ever guaranteed that anyone will even open it. (Though who knows? David Bowie regularly answered fan mail out of the blue throughout his career.) What I am talking about is writing to people working at a more terrestrial level: first-time novelists, character actors, poets, indie filmmakers, painters, theater performers, photographers, journalists, illustrators, activists, podcast hosts. In my experience, most people working in this capacity—that is, struggling to make a creative life—regularly wonder if what they are doing is connecting, and regularly think about quitting altogether to do something else. A little note, even if it is just to say, “What you wrote or said or made mattered to me,” can be endlessly encouraging, even if you never hear back. I am a staunch believer in writing such notes right away, in the moment when you feel most acutely grateful for and excited about whatever work someone is making. The second I close a book or read a piece that I truly loved, I start working on a little letter to the author saying so. I know that such notes have buoyed me when I needed it most.

			If you need some extra encouragement, know that writing fan mail puts you in dazzling company: George Clooney apparently writes letters every day, often to his idols (which is how he ended up pen-palling with Walter Cronkite and Paul Newman). Prince wrote letters to Joni Mitchell when he was a teenager and sent them via her fan club. (Her staff, apparently, thought his long odes were the work of someone on the “lunatic fringe” and threw them away; years later Mitchell would call him “the best performer I have ever witnessed.”) In the 1960s, Nina Simone and Langston Hughes maintained a correspondence that read like a series of mutual fan letters. In one letter, Simone gushed to Hughes that she planned to go out and buy every book he had ever written.

			There are some ground rules for fan mail outside of a swoony teenage context—let’s call this “admiration mail”—and they are unwavering: Don’t be a creep. Don’t talk about someone’s appearance. Keep the focus on the work and keep the letter brief. Write a few sentences about what you found meaningful, say thank you, and leave it at that. Cite a line, a lyric, a brushstroke, a monologue, or even an emailed newsletter that made you feel something. The more specific you can be, the more the note will read like a direct and deliberate engagement with the work. Don’t send the letter to someone’s home, even if you can google their personal address (unless they are a friend of a friend or someone you could plausibly  meet around town, then you can ask your mutual acquaintance permission to send a note along).

			This is not the fan mail of yore, where the goal was getting a signed headshot or a radio shout-out. There should be no goal, or even a hope for a reply. This is more of an open-ended ode, putting gratitude and enthusiasm into the universe as its own end; a generous act that requires no reciprocation. This can be tough, because you will often never know if your note landed, or had an effect, or even if it was ever read. But that’s not the point. I try to reply to every kind note I’ve received from strangers about something I’ve written, but sometimes I am too in the weeds of my own process to do so. Still, the notes have kept me going when I wanted to stop, and have been a beacon when I couldn’t see a way forward. You have to trust that just by caring enough to write the note in the first place, you are doing something meaningful, even if you never hear back (but then again, as Bowie proved, you just might).

			
				
				Sincerely Consider…

				Writing to Strangers

				If you have the letter-writing bug and have exhausted yourself on sending out fan letters, consider looking into a correspondence program that will pair you with a stranger who could really use some mail. There are many nonprofit and volunteer programs that can match you with the elderly, the sick, the incarcerated, the lonely, or anyone else who could use a little pick-me-up. Some of the resources listed below have a political or activist bent to them, and some do not. I encourage you to look into these and other programs to find the right fit for you—mail can be someone’s conduit to the outside world or the only human communication they have from someone for weeks.

				
						
						The Last Prisoner Project

					

						
						The Letter Project

					

						
						Girls Love Mail

					

						
						Any Refugee

					

						
						Letters against Depression

					

						
						Letters against Isolation

					

						
						Love for Our Elders

					

						
						Letters to Strangers

					

						
						The World Needs More Love Letters

					

						
						Cards for Hospitalized Kids

					

						
						Prisoner Correspondence Project

					

						
						Operation Gratitude

					

						
						Black and Pink LGBTQ Letters Project
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			This is, it should be said, all about writing to total strangers—there are, of course, fan letters you can write to people already in your orbit that will have a more direct and, likely, reciprocal response. And you should be writing those, too. Write to a schoolteacher who changed the course of your life. Write to a friend who just published her first big essay. Write to one of your online mutuals who makes your life better, and not worse, when you log on in the morning. Write to an old college roommate whose baby pictures you double-tap on Instagram but whose greater impact on your life you’ve never really expressed. Write to the best coworker you ever had and thank her for getting you through pointless meetings with her sense of humor. Write to a person who was kind to you when they did not have to be, even if it was years ago. If you are still thinking about it, it belongs in a letter. Write freely and generously, on thick stationery (or in someone’s DMs, though that’s a far less dignified way to go). It may feel strange at first, but soon it will start to feel like a regular practice. Believe me, there are worse things in life than to be known as the person who is always sending out lovely notes.

			In an essay called “The Case for Writing Fan Mail” in the New York Times, a doctor named Rachael Bedard explained why she keeps writing fan letters, for the thrill of communing in a new way with someone or something that made life feel a bit sparklier and worth slogging through. “The thrill was in my writing, in putting my adoration into words,” she writes. “The romance of the confession depends on holding nothing back.”

			
				Finnish artist Tove Jansson once wrote a short story, called “Messages,” using fragments of fan letters and missives she penned to her partner, Tooti.

				“Hi coming later heat the soup” […] “My hamsters have been named after you and your brother” […] “I’m Margit, the one who punched you in the stomach in the playground.”
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			How to Write about the Weather
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			If you live in a place where the seasons change, even a little bit, then you are likely familiar with a phenomenon that pops up out of nowhere a few times a year and which marks the passing of time like an invisible metronome. Clicking, clicking. This undeniable marker of time is, of course, the inevitable Day of the Wrong Coat. I don’t know of any better weather vane, or a more consistent way to tell that one season is slowly melting into another, than stepping out into the street and realizing, with a shock, that you have chosen completely inappropriate outerwear for the occasion.

			In New York City, for example, this day tends to fall sometime around early March. You set out on a long stroll in your heavy winter woolens, ready to turn your collar up against brittle winds, and instead find that it is gray but secretly balmy out, the air heavy and thick and almost curdled. All the wool does is enhance the general wet-dog sensation, and you are left wandering around with sweat dripping down your back. The Day of the Wrong Coat happens yet again in mid-May, when you try to push a leather bomber jacket as far as it can go before you must peel it off your sticky elbows and schlep it around, the garment bulging out of a tote bag or slung awkwardly over one arm like a maître d’s towelette. And it happens yet again sometime in

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
			

			
			
				
			

			
			
				
			

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				
			

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Sincerely Consider…

			Cultivating Seasonal Obsessions
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			Conclusion
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			Why We Write Letters and Must Keep Doing It!
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			Dear Reader,

			I have something to confess to you (because what are letters for, if not confessions?). So, lean closer: Many times when I was working on this book, I fell into what I have taken to calling the Chasm of Doubt. I had late nights where I wondered if the subject of letter-writing was frivolous, or aggressively antiquated, or at the very least out of step from an increasingly complex and confusing world where very little can be solved by putting a wax seal on an envelope. As a journalist, I try to focus on what is happening right now and attempt to make some sense of it—and yet here I was, staying up until 2 a.m. to research the history of onion skin paper and pore over rare stamps. Not exactly hard-hitting news. And yet, every time I went into a spiral or even thought about abandoning this project, what brought me right back to it was the act of sitting down at my desk and writing a letter to someone.

			Very little has made me feel more connected to people—and to the world we live in—than carrying on years-long correspondences with dozens of total strangers who I might otherwise have never known, who have allowed me into their mailboxes and into their lives, who have shared with me their secrets and in turn have held mine, and who have been honest and bold on the page.

			It is always funny to me that this book project has its roots in social media, because in so many ways, writing letters over the last few years has been my pathway out of the vice grip of the endless scroll. Correspondence is slow by nature, but that does not mean it cannot keep up with the times—if anything, I’ve found that gobbling down Internet memes for hours on end makes me feel dead inside; it is when I pull out a pen and start to answer a letter that I feel myself snapping back into the present moment (and not for nothing, but handwritten letters are going to be one of the very last things that our AI overlords can take from us). So yes, maintaining a correspondence may seem outmoded. Writing in longhand might feel bizarre and it might give you an unsightly finger callus. You may not know what to say, or how to say it, and you might feel like you’re pretending to be the kind of person who writes letters rather than fully embodying the role. But for all of its ties to an obsolete past, letter writing has been my conduit for envisioning a more intimate, more empathetic, and more authentically connected future.

			I think of the words of the late Argentinian writer Ricardo Piglia, who in his 1980 novella Respiración Artificial, wrote that “correspondence is the utopian form of conversation because it annihilates the present and turns the future into the only possible place for dialogue.” I think he was trying to say that writing a letter is an inherently hopeful act: You hope that it will arrive, you hope that it will be read, you hope that you will receive a reply. Of course, all along this chain of hoping, any number of factors—a rainstorm that smudges an address, an envelope that falls between the cracks of a postal sorter, a sticky-fingered neighbor who swipes your mail—can thwart your plans, but such is life. We keep going anyway. All you have is right now, this paper, this desk, and this letter you have to write.

			I’m not by any means suggesting that dropping a letter into the mail will change the world, but I do believe that it might change you—and it will certainly change your relationship to people, and to time. Letters require you to wait. They require you to live with uncertainty and impatience. Epistolary relationships require a lot of patience and flexibility. But also—and most important—writing letters is a good time. It is a chance to be creative and weird, to learn how to emboss paper or use a fountain pen, to go hunting for strange old postcards and flat ephemera, to do your very best to elicit surprise and wonder in the receiver. It’s something you do for yourself and for someone else at the same time, and on either side the goal is connection and delight.

			So. Go write a letter. It need not be intricate or long, or even more than a few lines. If you don’t have someone to write to, start asking around. Ask friends, ask family, ask acquaintances. Join a pen pal exchange. Start a pen pal exchange. Write to your mother, or to your sibling, or to your oldest friend. Once you start making it known that you want to write letters, you might be surprised at who emerges to answer the call. Write your letters promiscuously. Some correspondences will fizzle and fade, others will bloom over time; some will click right away, and some will never feel quite right. Keep going. “A letter always arrives at its destination.” Enjoy yourself, write with abandon, play around with the medium, make it your own. I can guarantee that you will arrive somewhere new.

			XOX,

			
				[image: Signature: Rachel Syme]
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		Rachel  Syme is a writer, reporter, and cultural critic.  As a New Yorker staff  writer, she covers   style, Hollywood, and the arts. Her past work has appeared in the New York   Times Magazine, Vanity Fair, GQ, Esquire, Elle, Vogue, and on NPR. She lives   in Brooklyn, New York, where she writes her letters on a big walnut desk that   looks out over a garden.
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