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were talking to someone who was going to publish a book about 
them.
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Dad and Barry,

who are not only featured in these pages, 
but whose loving encouragement made them possible.
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gratitude

To three funny guys who were eager to read 
this book, but who didn’t live long enough:

“Life is much easier if one doesn’t have to make sense all the time.”

Bill Brown

“Curious George wants to know, what the heck are ‘naughty bits?’”

Stevie Schulte

“By snail mail, cat mail, carrier pigeon, dragon mail, owl mail, string and tin can 
voice, grapevine, trained toad mail, loud voice (can’t you hear me calling you?), 

telephone, satellite phone, cell phone, trained butterfly mail, mystic psychic 
mail, letter, cereal box, or even the possibility of in-person.”

Philip Wilson

To Patricia McNeely, for reminding me I wasn’t crazy (even though I am).

To Nora Allen, the Bacon-Kischner family, Linda Knepper, Jacqui MacConnell, 
Leilani McCoy & Bob Purnell, the Miller family, and Sharon & David 

Stellrecht, who gave this nomadic sailor a warm, cozy place to write.

To my silent companions in the libraries of North Carolina, Georgia, 
Florida, Ohio, and Washington. How could I not write a book 

when surrounded by thousands of them every day?

Especially, to all the people whose stories are in this book. 
It’s not my book. It’s yours.
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“Always do what you are afraid to do.”
ralph Waldo emerson
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C H a p t e r  1

StrangerS Have tHe BeSt What?

the sun set over blue tropical waters as I swung gently in a ham-
mock at Bahia Honda, a state park in the Florida Keys. It was a 

Thursday evening in May, a few days after my 29th birthday. The 
hammock was new; it had been a birthday gift.

“Barry?” I said.
“Hmm?” My husband was swinging in his own hammock, a few 

feet away.

All our friends have to go to work tomorrow. Isn’t that weird?



2 Strangers Have the Best Candy
©2014 Margaret Meps Schulte. All rights reserved.

Strangers Have the Best What? 3

“All our friends have to go to work tomorrow. Isn’t that weird?”
He was unmoved by my epiphany. “I guess so.”
Listening to the distant thunder of waves crashing on the beach, I 

envisioned our friend Andy, at home in his apartment. Back in north-
ern Virginia, he’d be packing his lunch, folding his laundry, cooking 
dinner, maybe reading a book or watching TV. In the morning, he 
would take the bus to  a government office and sit at his desk, talk on 
the phone, review documents. He’d take a lunch break, do more of 
the same work in the afternoon, and go home at the end of the day. 
The next day would bring the same familiar routine.

A month earlier, my life had been similar. Then we quit our jobs, 
gave up our apartment, and stored our belongings. We packed our 
Honda Civic with camping equipment and started driving south, stay-
ing at inexpensive state parks and free national forest campgrounds. 
We thought we had enough savings to travel like this through the 
summer. In the fall, we’d settle down again, find jobs, and resume a 
life with furniture and responsibilities. Maybe in Milwaukee.

For the first couple of weeks, it felt like a normal vacation. But on 
that evening in May, I recognized that I had left my old life behind, 
and I didn’t know if I would ever return. The absolute freedom was 
exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.

I didn’t know that this pursuit of freedom would define my life 
for decades, not months.

That night in the hammock, something inside me was set free. 
The world became a different place. I became a rule-breaker, a risk-
taker, challenging the rules that I’d naively accepted as requirements 
for a good life.

The first rule I broke was the one about having a well-paying, 
stable job, one my parents would be proud of. I’d left a lucrative free-
lance business, turned my back on a Department of Defense security 
clearance. I was glad to be free of that heavy responsibility, but wor-
ried about how long our savings would last.

I needn’t have worried. Living in campgrounds was so cheap, we 
couldn’t spend money as fast as our mutual funds were accruing it.

The day after my epiphany in the hammock, Barry and I drove to 
the end of the road, to Key West. It was on a streetcorner there that 
we met James and had a series of encounters that forced me revisit 
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some really big rules: Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t get into a stranger’s 
car. Don’t go into a stranger’s house. Don’t take candy from strangers.

Those rules are written for children. To a small, vulnerable child, 
strangers are dangerous people with the power to harm. Without the 
judgment to know whether a particular stranger is safe or not, chil-
dren have to avoid all of them.

I’m not a child any more. I’m not even a parent or a grandparent 
who needs to set a good example.

Why should I follow these rules as an adult? Why limit myself?
In the years since my epiphany, I haven’t found strangers to be 

intrinsically more dangerous than non-strangers. Along the way, I’ve 
found that strangers have the best candy.

i never know what I’ll receive from a stranger. Sometimes, it’s just 
a brief, friendly conversation that cheers me up when I’m lonely. 

Sometimes, it’s a piece of information that I wouldn’t have learned 
otherwise. My willingness to talk with anyone has brought me once-
in-a-lifetime experiences, flashes of insight, unexpected gifts, deli-
cious meals, and gracious hospitality.

I once heard a story — from a stranger, of course — about how 
giving candy to strangers actually saved his life.

He was the owner of a Mom ’n’ Pop grocery store in tiny Summit, 
South Dakota. Of the town’s 267 residents, he and his family were 
the only African-Americans. They had moved there after he got out 
of the Army, because he and his wife wanted to raise their family in a 
safe place, a small town far from the big city.

It was while he was stationed in Iraq that his life was saved by 
candy. He and a group of soldiers routinely patroled Baghdad in an 
armored vehicle. Each day, when they departed their compound, they 
would see the same little boys playing in the streets along their route. 
The soldiers would often toss goodies to the boys in the street.

One day, they went on patrol via their usual route, waving and 
tossing candy and bottled water to the kids as they went by. When 
they came back, though, the boys were very agitated. Although they 
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didn’t share a common language, they stopped the vehicle, waving 
their arms and pointing at the road ahead. “They didn’t want us to go 
that way, so we stopped and checked it out,” he told me.

They found that someone had come along in the few hours they 
were gone and planted a row of powerful bombs in the road, linked 
in a daisy chain. In their hurry to dig up the ground and install the 
bombs, they paid no attention to the children who watched them. It 
was those same children who made sure their friends with the candy 
didn’t set off the deadly daisy-chain bomb.

“Those kids saved all our lives,” said the grocer, with a shake of his 
head. “I wouldn’t be here today.”

When I meet someone who is from a very different background, 
the things they share with me open a window into a whole 

world I’ve never dreamed of. We may make a deep connection and 
move right past the superficial into subjects that are very dear to our 
hearts.

In one memorable conversation, in a tiny town in Montana, a 
stranger gave me both insight into a different world and an incredibly 
valuable, one-of-a-kind gift.

Barry and I were in Hot Springs, a miniscule town (pop. 550) on 
the Flathead Indian Reservation, 51 miles from the nearest interstate.

My dearly departed friend, Bill Brown, told me that the modern-
day definition of “The Frontier” was any place further than two hours 
from the interstate. I think he would have made an exception for Hot 
Springs, Montana. It was only one hour from I-90, but was definitely 
at the edge of the known world. It was actually bigger than St. Regis, 
which was right at the interstate, but wasn’t actually a town. St. Re-
gis was only a Census-Designated Place, a fancy way of saying 350 
people who lived next to a freeway on-ramp.

I had heard about Hot Springs from a friend in Seattle, who told 
me the conversations that went on in the hot pools, between locals 
and travelers, were not to be missed.

She was right.



4 Strangers Have the Best Candy Strangers Have the Best What? 5
1meps.com/strangers

neck-deep in warm, relaxing water, Barry and I started talking 
with two men who were staying at the historic Symes hotel. 

Perhaps it was the surroundings, or the sulfurous water, but the con-
versation quickly turned very deep and serious. We talked frankly 
about religion, spirituality, and existentialism. Both of the men, who 
were strangers to each other, were Christians, but with very different 
beliefs, so it was a lively conversation. They were taken aback and 
intrigued when I said, without rancor, “I’m not a Christian, but I 
appreciate and respect people who are.”

A while later, after we’d been talking for over an hour, one of the 
men told me he had a book he wanted to give me. “It’s very old,” he 
said, “and if I give it to you, you have to promise me that you’ll read 
it.”

He was a Native American businessman who was supervising a 
nearby highway construction project. In his current life, he was very 
successful, even wealthy, but he’d grown up on a reservation amongst 
poverty and squalor. Intrigued by his offer, I promised to read what-
ever he gave me.

Because of his early work schedule, he said farewell and left before 
the rest of us did. He didn’t mention the book again, and I presumed 
that he’d changed his mind or forgotten.

A few hours later, when Barry and I came back from dinner, I 
was surprised to find a large, heavy parcel sitting on the windshield of 
our van, which was parked in the hotel parking lot. Whatever it was, 
it was wrapped in many plastic grocery bags, so I carried it into our 
room before unwrapping it.

I never saw the man again.
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Inside, I found an antique family Bible, with yellowed pages and 
a worn binding. Turning to the title page, I gave a little gasp.

The book was certainly old, as he had said. Printed in 1859, the 
unexpected gift I held in my hands was over 150 years old.

I never saw the man again to thank him.

the Bible was a priceless gift. Yet it wasn’t the most valuable gift I’ve 
received from a stranger.
Once I have met a person, they are, by definition, never again a 

stranger. There’s a little miracle, a point in time when a person goes 
from “stranger” to “not-stranger.” The famous poet, William Butler 
Yeats, once said, “There are no strangers. Only friends I have not met 
yet.”

Over and over, I’ve met people in the most unlikely circumstanc-
es who have gone all the way from stranger, to not-stranger, to friend. 
Because of this, I never know when the gift of friendship is, literally, 
just around the corner.

I once received the gift of friendship in a coin-operated laundro-
mat known as The Soap Bubble. Kris, who I met there, simply calls it 
a laundry. My Dad would call it a wishy-wash. I call it magic.

I’ve been finding this magic since I had my epiphany in the ham-
mock. Talking to strangers, getting to know them, and accepting the 
gift that is their story and their friendship. To me, it has become as 
easy as falling off a log.

Magical wishy-wash
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But I know it’s not that easy for others. That’s why I’m sharing 
these stories.

Here are the laughing, crying, topless, boozing, entertaining, 
and enlightening strangers I have found in the world. Here are 

the ones who sail in little boats, who fly on big airplanes, who ride 
their bicycles thousands of miles. Here are the ones who stay home. 
Here are the mundane, the quirky, the disturbing, and the downright 
amazing people of this world. Here are their stories, their insights, 
and their gifts.

Here is the candy that strangers have shared with me. It’s the best.





Margaret Meps Schulte 
collects strangers the way 

a squirrel collects nuts.
If you’ve ever had a conversation with a curious, red-haired traveling stranger, watch out! 
She probably wrote down what you said…and it’s in these pages, twisted into a hilarious and 
provocative tale.
In these illustrated stories from chance encounters with unsuspecting strangers, you’ll meet 
people like:
• Carrie, the topless runner who popped out of the woods at Crater Lake carrying a bag 

of flour
• Tim, the globe-trotting pig farmer with the fake nose in his duffel bag
• Harley and Annabelle, the not-so-mediocre music-makers and stars of Route 66
• Captain Craig, the self-proclaimed Scourge of Lake Union and Environs and what-

ever else needs scourging
• Chicken Pox Man (but you’ll wish you hadn’t)
You’ll learn what really goes into Happy Stew, where to find the Mythical Butter Divide, and 
why you should always say yes and always take all your stuff.
Most importantly, you’ll learn how easy it is to get your own candy from strangers and why 
in the world you would want to.

Margaret Meps Schulte is an adventurer who divides her time between Flutterby, a 33-foot sail-
boat, and the Squid Wagon, a lumbering van that travels the backroads of the USA and Canada. 
She lives with her husband and a lot of teddy bears, fights an ongoing (and losing) battle with 
mildew, and wishes the world was more like Burning Man. She finds Happy Spots wherever she 
goes and often marks them for others.

“There’s a fine 

line between 

insanity and 

hilarity, and 

I am often 

on it.”
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