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A few years ago, we discussed the topic of serendipity. Serendipity refers to the accidental discovery of 
something pleasant, valuable, or fortunate when you were not specifically searching for it. It can be 
called a "happy accident" or unexpected good luck.  
 
Today we will read a story about how a wrong phone number sparked an unlikely friendship. It was 
quite a serendipitous event. In the process, it revived a Bay Area photographer's life, legacy and hope. 
Local Bay Area reporter Garvin Thomas wrote the story. First, review the vocabulary. 
 
Vocabulary Preview:  Read these words and match them to their meanings.   
 
1. archive (AR-kayv) A) to gradually reduce the size, amount, or number of 

something to make it simpler 

2. to collapse (kuh-LAPS) B)  an informal, familiar, or funny name given to a person or 
place instead of their real name 

3. continent (KAHN-tih-nent) C)  in a very evil, wicked, or cruel way 

4.  curious (KYOOR-ee-us) D) something handed down or left behind from the past, like 
money, property, work, or a lasting reputation 

5. dangling (DAN-gling) E) to fall down or cave in suddenly because of a lack of support 
or strength 

6. diabolically (dy-uh-BAHL-ih-klee) 
adjectives = diabolic/diabolical 

F)  one of the seven main massive areas of land on Earth, such 
as Africa, Asia, North America, or South America 

7. to document (DAHK-yoo-ment) G)  to start a new project, release a product, or send something 
like a rocket into the air 

8. to launch (lawnch) H) hanging or swinging loosely without support from the bottom 

9.  legacy (LEG-uh-see) I)  eager to learn, know, or find out more about something 

10. nickname (NIK-naym) J) a person or idea that figuratively acts like a container to 
convey a message, like an artist’s feelings or ideas 

 11. to pare down (pair down) K) a collection of papers, photos, letters, or files that tell the 
story of a person, group, city, state or country; a place such a 
collection is held 

12. vessel (VES-uhl) L) to record information, facts, or events in writing, photos, or 
audio so they are not forgotten 

ANSWERS: 1 – K; 2 - E; 3 – F; 4 – I; 5 – H; 6 - C; 7 – L; 8 – G; 9 – D ; 10 –B; 11 – A; 12 - J 

 
Dialog Practice with Vocabulary Words 
 
A Research Project – In these dialogs, three students are working on a research project. 
  
Dialog 1 
Andi: We don’t have much time to finish our 1906 earthquake project. We should just launch into it.  
Lee: I agree, but we should pare down the scope of our work or we’ll never finish it.  
Sam: Yes, I’m curious about how the 1906 San Francisco earthquake affected just our school, not the 

whole city. The school librarian said there’s lots of information in the school archive.  
Andi: That’s perfect. We can use those old student diaries to document what everyday life was like 

for students after the earthquake. 



Saratoga Library English Conversation Club 
Serendipity by Phone 

July 30, 2026 
 

For Library Use Only, Saratoga ECC Conversation Guide – Serendipity | 2 

Dialog 2  
Lee: Look at this old newspaper! The original school building actually collapsed. Parts of the roof 

were dangling very dangerously. 
Sam: Wow. It's wild to think that happened right here on our own continent, right under our feet. 
Andi: It must have been diabolically scary to experience. 
Lee: This student’s diary documents how it was shocking at first, but all the students and teachers 

came together to help the community. 
 
Dialog 3 
Sam: The school was a temporary shelter and the students helped people who came. They lifted 

everyone’s spirits. They nicknamed the shelter “Hope”.  
Andi: Wow, this is an important part of our school's legacy. All these old records and photos are more 

than just pieces of paper. They are vessels of the student’s school spirit and compassion. 
Lee: Exactly. Wow, Andi, that’s deep. Let's write that exact sentence down for our introduction. 
Sam: Maybe one day we can leave a legacy about our own experiences. 
 

 
Serendipity Revisited 

San Francisco woman gets photographer's old number. It changes both their lives 
By Garvin Thomas • Published May 3, 2026 • Updated on May 4, 2026 at 1:32 pm 

 
Sometimes, even a wrong number can make the right connection. That was the case for Lauren 
Stevens, whose newly assigned work phone came with an unexpected problem – 
it kept receiving calls and texts for someone named “Verndawg.”  
 
At first, the messages were confusing. Over time, they became life-changing, for 
both Stevens and the man behind the nickname, renowned San Francisco 
photographer Wernher Krutein (kroo-tyn). 
 
Shortly after getting the phone call, Lauren began receiving repeated messages clearly meant for 
someone else. Curious, she and a group of friends did some online research to track down the intended 
recipient. It didn’t take long.“One of my friends texted me and said, ‘This guy, Wernher Krutein, he’s 
iconic,’” Lauren said. 

 
She learned that Krutein, 72, has spent more than six decades traveling the 
world with a camera, documenting everything from people and architecture to 
insects and everyday objects. While his work covers many continents, some of 
his most famous photographs were taken closer to home in San Francisco. 
 
One image immediately stood out to Lauren: Krutein’s striking photograph 
from the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, showing a car dangling from the 
collapsed Bay Bridge. “I grew up seeing that photo in textbooks and 
documentaries,” she said. “And this was the photo.” 
 

https://www.nbcbayarea.com/author/garvin-thomas/
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A longtime film photography enthusiast herself, 
Lauren found Krutein’s old website, Photovault.com, 
an archive of nearly half a million images, and decided 
to email him. What began as a practical exchange 
about forwarding messages soon became something 
deeper. 
 
“You could tell he didn’t really care about the 
messages,” Lauren said. “What mattered to him was 
that someone cared about his work.” Emails turned 
into phone calls, then in-person visits to Krutein’s home in Sonoma County. As their friendship grew, 
Lauren began to understand the challenges the celebrated photographer was quietly facing. 
 

Starting his website in the late 1990s, Krutein 
was once ahead of the technological curve, but 
in an increasingly digital world, he found himself 
struggling financially. “I’ve been barely making a 
living for years,” Krutein said. “I’ve pared down 
everything. I don’t even have heat in the house.” 
 
He told Lauren his savings could last anywhere 
from six months to two years. After that, he 
wasn’t sure what would happen. Wanting to 
help, Lauren launched a GoFundMe campaign 

to assist with Krutein’s living expenses. It has since raised more than $15,000. But financial relief was 
only part of her goal. 
 
Krutein was deeply worried about the future of his archive, his life’s 
work, and, as he describes it, his purpose. “I love connecting with 
everything I photograph,” he said. “Bugs, cars, people, furniture–all of 
it fascinates me.” 
 
Using her understanding of social media, Lauren created TikTok and 
Instagram accounts called @Verndawgtales, documenting their friendship and sharing Krutein’s 
photographs and stories. Thousands of followers now track their journey as Lauren works to preserve 
Krutein’s legacy and bring renewed attention to his work. 

 
“The world needs to see his work,” Lauren said. “It is 
crazy, diabolically amazing, and I feel so lucky to be 
the vessel to share his story.” 
 
For Krutein, the impact on his life has gone beyond 
recognition or financial support. “She’s brought me 
out of the darkness,” he said. “That’s a gift beyond 
words.” 
 

https://photovault.com/
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.gofundme.com/f/support-wernher-preserve-a-lifetime-of-art__;!!PIZeeW5wscynRQ!v_NKw1rZ6D7CMH6LA3Y84kDqcCmrkTYliYs9yX00Vk-QXLszV04v3IQnXN1GLdcESmYT5upWOY0AfwJo4YuS3mel$
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Discussion Questions 
1. What is the luckiest or most blessed thing that happened to you? Was it serendipitous? 
2. Have you ever become friends with someone you would never have thought you would know?  
3. What is your most unusual friendship?  
4. Have you ever received a phone number that belonged to someone else? Did you ever get 

phone calls or text messages for that person? 
5. Do you think it is easy to make a living by having a YouTube channel or many followers on 

Instagram or TikTok? 
6. Do you enjoy taking photos? What do you like to photograph? 
7. How many photos do you have on your phone right now? Do you edit your photos? Delete 

some? 
8. How do you archive your photos, videos and files? How do you organize all this information? 
9. What will you do with your personal archive of information when you get older? 
10. Take a look at Werner’s  Photovault.com. What do you think of his photos? 

 
 

References 
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/bay-area-proud/san-francisco-woman-gets-photographers-
old-phone-number-it-changes-both-their-lives/4079035/ 

https://photovault.com/

