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Praise for Stories from a Stranger


“People can stay strangers for only so long. This book begs you to see the depth and brilliance in every single person, especially the ones you don’t yet know. Stories from a Stranger is a Rolodex of hilarious, heartbreaking, and meaningful experiences. Time and time again I found myself tearing up, laughing out loud, and sitting back in my chair to think long and hard about what I’d just read.”

—JULIAN SHAPIRO-BARNUM, comedian, writer, and host of Recess Therapy

“Every page offers a beautiful slice of the human experience. The stories and the strangers who tell them will stick with you long after you finish reading.”

—JOSIE BALKA, poet and bestselling author of I Hope You Remember
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Introduction

Whether it’s during an interview, a seminar, or dinner with a friend, one of the first questions I regularly get asked is, “How did Stories from a Stranger start?” This is understandable—the origin story of any viral social media movement makes for an intriguing conversation. I could try to come up with some profound answer and talk about how the world needed it so I rose to the occasion, or how I’d had the idea since I was a child—but that’s not true. The truth is simple: I started it because I needed it. It was birthed out of necessity.

I’m an ICU nurse, and in that role, building a relationship with a patient and then losing them—often in your own hands—becomes commonplace. During 2020, it became so predictable that once, after performing CPR, the only thing I thought about was getting the patient to the morgue so the next patient could come in. I began to resent building relationships and having conversations with people. Performing CPR on someone who just showed you a picture of their little kids is a lot harder than performing CPR on someone you have no connection with. To protect myself, I stopped listening. I tried to stop caring. The only problem was, deep down, I still wanted to listen. I still wanted to see the picture of their little kids. In the process of trying to protect me, my mind was stripping away what made me human. I could feel myself losing layers of who I was. The stories you’re about to read are a window into the therapy that saved me from that mentality.

One day, after a particularly hard week of work, I decided to go outside and talk to a stranger, someone I had never met before. I forced myself to—it wasn’t an option. You like listening to people, Hunter—go do it. I posted it online, and that simple conversation sparked the beginning of a community of more than ten million people that’s still growing faster than I can comprehend. What started off as my documenting the one- to two-hour-long conversations with strangers in my neighborhood has led to my having those lengthy exchanges all over the world. What began as therapy for me has turned into therapy for millions.

The Stories from a Stranger book has been a secret that took every ounce of restraint I had to keep from sharing it prematurely. Video is an amazing medium, but it can’t quite stand the test of time like books can. After realizing this, I began quietly traveling the country, interviewing hundreds of strangers, none of whom I’d ever published on social media. Hundreds of strangers meant hundreds of hours of conversation, and I enjoyed every second of it. This iteration of Stories from a Stranger is meant to be consumed in a different medium—one that I think of as eternal. I’m so proud that you get to hold these strangers’ stories in your hands.

Stories from a Stranger is possible because of every person who follows my conversations online and finds solace and meaning the same way I do: by finding the relatability in everyone. In essence, this sort of community-building is the whole purpose of the Stories from a Stranger movement and, by extension, this book. On the surface, it’s just me walking around aimlessly for hours a day, talking to thousands of strangers. Upon deeper examination, though, I have found three beautiful things that happen because of these conversations.

The first is the catharsis the stranger gets from being able to speak freely about themselves. In a world that doesn’t listen, getting the chance to share stories about yourself is often a therapeutic endeavor. I’ve noticed it tends to be even more therapeutic when you don’t know the person asking the question, which is the case for these interviews. Seeing the look in strangers’ eyes go from guarded and skeptical at the start of a conversation to open and bright afterward is an unparalleled feeling. I believe that the pictures I’ve selected for this book capture that beautiful moment of vulnerability.

The second thing I notice is my own healing. Conversation is like a dance, and every exchange is like learning a new style. It’s a work of art. After the interaction, I get an elated feeling, like I’ve just gained wisdom that wouldn’t have come to me if I hadn’t “danced” with this person. My mind feels less busy, and I have a newfound clarity in dealing with the world. I’m not as alone as I once thought.

[image: Two overlapping photos show a tall water fountain against city buildings and a coastal scene with palm trees, blue sky, and a landscaped area.]
The third thing I notice is the response from the millions of people who watch my interactions with these strangers. Almost like crowdsourcing data, the comment section has proven the relatability of these stories. It’s a safe, inspiring space. I’m often flooded with private and public messages from viewers iterating a common refrain: they feel less alone and more connected when watching my page. Ever since starting this journey, I, too, feel the same.

When projects reach a certain size, they can feel bloated or watered down. This community feels the opposite of that. Not only have the stories been able to reach an unfathomable number of people but I personally feel more connected to my community the larger it grows. It’s rare, and every day I make sure not to take it for granted. This book is another extension of the community that’s been built stranger by stranger. I’m the humble listener with the opportunity to make these stories heard, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Whether it’s strangers on the street or all of you reaching out to me, thank you for giving me the chance to listen every day. If this book shows you one thing, I hope it’s what Stories from a Stranger has been conveying for years now: you are not alone. Every stranger has a story, and we’re more alike than we are different.
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Who was your greatest love, and why did you fall in love with them?




While love is universal, it is not easily defined. It can manifest itself in many ways, but there is one common denominator: vulnerability. To fall in love is to give away a piece of your heart.

Defining love is hard, but describing it is harder. There are too many words available. For some, the words associated with love are calming, bliss, safety, warmth, or being seen. For others, love is painful, heartbreaking, confusing, or exhausting. But in reality, love is a combination of all these things. Regardless of how you define love, the inevitability of this fact remains; if you are human, you have felt it. The stories you’re about to read highlight the many words and emotions that can describe love.

Here are ten beautiful stories that are proof that love manifests in many ways.
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WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

My husband, Cody.

He was the kindest, most genuine man ever. We met in law school, and even though we had mutual friends, it took him a year to ask me out. I wish he were still here so I could ask him what took him so long. I actually knew I loved him before we started dating. We were walking down a cobblestone street with friends, and I was having a hard time in my heels. He extended his arm to me and helped me the rest of the walk. I remember thinking there was something so purposeful about that gesture. Over the next year, it always seemed like he wanted to ask me out but he wasn’t doing anything about it. So, I made a date with someone else. When I told him about it, I said, “This could be the greatest first date ever, who knows?” He took a deep breath and said, “Well, if it’s not the greatest first date ever, do you want to go on the greatest first date ever with me?” My jaw dropped. After that day, I was hooked. Of course, it was the greatest first date ever.

We dated for six years before he asked me to marry him. However, we were only married for a year and a half before we noticed something was wrong with him. We ended up getting scans, and it was very apparent that he had cancer—and it was serious. In the last few days I had with him, the doctors were convinced he was brain-dead. I remember singing “Lovefool” to him—that was one of our favorite songs and an inside joke between us. He smiled and looked at me. I knew he was still there. I had four more days with him, filled with jokes and me singing. I was lucky enough to be with him until the very end. I think about Cody constantly. Every day of my life. He always had these quips and one-liners, and I replay those a lot in my head. I’m lucky I got to love him.

Keri


WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

His name was James.
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We lived so close that we could talk to each other from our porches. When we were young, I thought he was really weird. Every time I’d go to his house he’d go to his room and listen to the radio. When I’d leave, he’d tell his cousin, “I’m going to marry her.” At the time, I had no intention of ever getting married; I didn’t like the life that most women around me lived when they got married. They became very dependent, and it felt like they had no rights or freedom. So, when I found out he wanted to marry me, anytime he’d come to my house, I’d go to the movies. Eventually, I agreed to hang out with him, but that was it. When he turned eighteen and was getting ready to go to Mississippi for work, he asked me if I would marry him. I said, “No—I told you I’m not getting married.” That was the first time I told him no. I told him no four times. The last time he asked me to marry him, he came over to my parents’ house late at night, in his pajamas. He held my hand and said, “Do you have any particular reason why we shouldn’t get married?” and I said, “No.” He pulled a ring out of his pocket, slipped it over my finger, then left to go back to bed. That’s how we got engaged.

He came over the next morning to ask my mom for permission. She said, “James, it’s about time.” We got married in 1954. Our love was something that grew. Love is about accepting the things a person can’t change and still loving them—loving in spite of. James never stopped me from being myself, and we kept learning about each other, so by the time our kids left, we weren’t strangers. It’s one thing to know someone; it’s another to keep knowing them.

Doris

[image: Doris, with short gray hair gestures while speaking outdoors, with greenery in the background.]
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WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

My greatest love is my wife, Patricia.

We’ve known each other since we were six years old; we used to go to Bible school together. I knew she was the one immediately. Well, not when we first met, because we were only six, but as we grew up with each other, I knew. We just always did things together; it always felt right to be with her.

When I got back from the war, I decided to ask her dad if I could marry his daughter. I stepped on a land mine when I was in Vietnam, which left me with one leg. He asked me how I was going to provide for her. I could understand that because I had the same thought, but I had no doubt in my mind that I was going to do everything I could to take care of her. I told him that, and he gave me his blessing. We got married shortly after, in 1971. Looking back, I can see the road I traveled and how it was made for me. Even going to war and losing my leg—I wouldn’t do anything differently because it all led me to Patty. There hasn’t been a day that’s passed when I don’t think of myself as the luckiest guy ever. When you know, you know, and I always knew with her. It just feels good to be near her, and I’ve had the chance to feel that since I was six.

Ken
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WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

Aw, that’s a lovely question.

His name was Trevor.
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He was the greatest love I’ve known since I was a little girl. He was my next-door neighbor. We lived in South Africa, and he would always come over before school, put my backpack on his little bicycle, and walk me to school. Mind you, we were young and had to wear our school uniforms, so I would be in my dress wearing a panama hat, and he’d be in his little outfit. That’s how we became best friends, long before we started dating. I believe you have to really like somebody before you can ever love them, and I really liked Trevor. For our first date, he asked me to go to the movies with him, but we were so young that he had to ask his parents to take us. Eventually, we didn’t have to ask our parents’ permission anymore, and we got engaged in 1970.

I loved his whole soul; we could talk about anything together. One day, Trevor was writing a note and looked down and said to me, “I don’t understand this.” Instead of normal words, he was just writing random letters. So, we took him to a doctor. He was curious by nature, so while the doctors were reading his MRI he walked near their door. Then we heard them say, “How are we going to tell him he has a brain tumor?” That news was like being hit by a truck. The world went quiet. It’s like your ears are ringing, but they’re not. I remember we tried to eat that night, but we both pushed our meals away. It was an aggressive tumor, and he fought so bravely. We were resilient, and we adapted. It was always a “we” thing. I made sure he knew we would fight this together. I think about him every day. You see, there’s a candle in my house that hasn’t stopped burning for sixteen years. When one starts to go out, it lights the new one. When I see that light, I feel like he’s still here. I know he was the one because there was no one else in my mind, ever. He’s all I ever saw. Trevor never thought about what he couldn’t do; he always thought about what he could do—and he did a lot.

Karen
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WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

My wife, Glory.

After college, I moved away from home, but every Sunday I would make the drive down to go to church with my family. One day, I noticed this beautiful woman sitting right behind me. I wasn’t the type of guy to hit on someone in church, so I tried to forget about it. The next week, I went back and looked around for her but didn’t see her. I assumed maybe she’d just come that one time, so I found a seat and sat down. Then I see this girl sit down in front of me—it’s her. I was so nervous, but I figured that was my sign that I should just talk to her already. All of a sudden, I’m asking her if she wants to get coffee with me. I don’t know how I worked up the courage, but she said yes. Things progress, and before I know it, we’re spending hours talking on the phone, which feels like seconds. She made time go away.

I played a game in my head to make sure I thought she was the one. I imagined her not in my life for a day. It made me uncomfortable. Then I thought about her not in my life for a month, and I felt terrible. Then I imagined her not in my life for a year, and I felt this awful feeling that I knew I couldn’t live with. When I asked myself if I could go on without her, my answer was undeniably no.

So, we went back to the coffee shop where we’d had our first date, and I asked her to marry me. The ring I got her came in a box that had a light in it. The light would come on every time you opened the box. Well, I was nervous, so I kept checking the box often. I looked at that ring so much that the light burned out before she could see it. It’s funny—there are always a lot of boats in the water in San Diego. When I first asked her, she couldn’t hear me because one blew its horn during my speech. Lucky for me, she did say yes. I feel whole when I’m around her. I need her perspective to get through life. She’s not just my wife; she’s my best friend. We get to go through life’s challenges together. She’s my anchor.

Jonathan
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WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

My greatest love is Arthur, and we have absolutely nothing in common.

We met on a blind date, and he says he’s been blinded ever since. At the time, my girlfriends and I were all single, so we would get together for girlfriend dinners every so often. One time, as soon as I sat down, my friend grabbed me and said, “I have someone for you!” She said that his girlfriend had just left him, he was sleeping on someone’s floor, and he didn’t really have any friends here. All I could think was, Why would I want to meet this guy? This sounds terrible. She showed me a picture of him, but she’d cut the other woman out of it, so it was just his head looking to the side. I couldn’t have said no quicker. Later in the night, she told me it was his birthday and that no one was going to call him for it. I felt bad, so I called him. I was expecting a poor-me, depressed-sounding guy—exactly how my friend described him. But he was hysterically funny. So, I agree to go on a date with him, and he says he’ll be picking me up in a Jaguar. The day comes and he calls to tell me his Jaguar broke, but he’s going to pick me up in his Mercedes instead. Well, he eventually calls back and says the Mercedes has broken so he’s coming on the subway and he’s going to be ten minutes late. When he finally gets to my building, he rings the doorbell. I look through the door to see him, but he’s turned around. I couldn’t do it; I was going to tell him how my friend pushed me to do this and that I didn’t even like going on dates. I open the door and, as I’m about to tell him, he turns around with a bouquet of flowers. No one’s ever done something like that for me; I was done. We walked around Central Park for hours in the snow, and immediately, I felt like I was home. He was into punk rock, and I was into disco, but somehow none of our differences mattered. He asked me to marry him in the same place my father asked to marry my mother. It’s been thirty-six years now and he still feels like home.

Mary Lou
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WHO WAS YOUR GREATEST LOVE, AND WHY DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH THEM?

I was scheduled to marry someone else until I met Leslie.

He swept me off my feet. It’s a long story, but I was studying nursing in Missouri. After taking my boards, I decided to head back home. When I returned, I was planning on marrying this guy from my hometown. We had been together in high school, and everyone’s expectation was that we were going to get married. You know, the fairy-tale love story. Well, after a while I noticed that this guy was taking me for granted. He had the same expectation as everyone else, so he didn’t put any effort into the relationship. There was a party in St. Louis, and that’s when I met Leslie. We danced the entire night—boy, he was a great dancer! After that night the other guy didn’t stand a chance. All I could think about was Leslie. It’s like our souls were dancing. I dumped that other guy right away.

Leslie was in the Air Force, so we would write letters back and forth. One day, he sent a letter and it had a ring in it. He asked me to marry him. I accepted; we got married in 1954. I think about him all the time—I have one of his letters framed. I haven’t gotten over his loss. We got to spend a long marriage together, and not many people get to say that. I didn’t think about life after death much until he passed; now I know I have something to look forward to. I felt so protected around him—he treated me like a queen. I am excited to feel that again.

Darlene
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