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        This volume is dedicated to my beloved wife because she always believes in me even when I don’t.

        I love you, Irma.
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      What is a Brandon Spars? Well, first off, he’s at least eight feet tall. You can’t tell by looking at him if he’s entertaining.  Some people look like they have interesting stories to tell. Some look like they may work in finance. Brandon sorta leans toward the finance side. Or a high-school teacher, which makes sense, because he is a high school teacher. But that just adds to his mystique.

      So many of his stories are about adventure, mishap and getting out into the wild that there is immediately a wonderful tension when Brandon begins talking. You can’t help but ask yourself, “Should a guy who might be an actuary even go outside? I don’t think this is a good idea. Is he wearing sunscreen?” And then you’re hooked. Because you gotta know if he’s going to live through it.  

      Brandon tells a story about getting sent to Jakarta, or Sumatra, or Makassar, or one of those places that make me think of giant spiders, to be a teacher in a jungle village. But when he gets there, everybody has disappeared into the jungle, with no forwarding address—everybody but one old man whose entire English vocabulary is, “Hello. I love you.” Obviously, if you are only going to know four English words, those are a pretty good selection.

      So Brandon spends several months (a year?) alone in the jungle save for the old man. Conversations are limited. There’s not much dialogue.  It might not sound like a very interesting story. But that’s the thing about Brandon, he mines the amazing out of the mundane. He finds the best AND the worst in situations and helps his listeners, and readers, understand how sweet life is precisely because we get our share of best and worst. Brandon quickly and engagingly draws the links that explain how tragedy can lead to joy if you are willing keep trudging on.

      I stand on stage for a living, and if you stand on stage a lot, that means you are in the wings of a lot of theaters listening to, and watching, a lot of other entertainers. I learned long ago that you can’t judge how a person will act on stage by the way they act off stage. I mean, I’m funny on stage but I don’t look funny. Which isn’t to say that I’m not funny looking- I just don’t look funny. In fact, people tell me all the time that I look tired or angry. My response is that I am tired of people telling me I look angry. But anyway, this about Brandon. He doesn’t look angry or tired. In fact, he looks curious. And curious is good. He steps out in the world not begrudging that he has to run this errand, or complete that task- he steps outside wondering what marvelous or amazing thing will happen this time. 

      So, sit back with this book and prepare yourself for the ups and downs of an everyday guy who views the world from two feet higher up than you, and thus delivers a perspective you’ve never imagined.

      
        
        Bil Lepp

        Halfdollar, West Virginia

      

      

      
        
        Bil Lepp is an American storyteller and a five-time winner of the West Virginia State Liars' Contest. He performs at storytelling festivals around the nation and is a regular performer at the National Storytelling Festival in Jonesborough, Tennessee.
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      Live to Tell Again is the second volume in this series. The first volume (Live to Tell) has received positive feedback from both teachers and storytellers, which prompted me to hurry up and get the second volume out. It focuses on “true stories” as a genre of tale-telling, much like fairytales are a genre. I have engaged in many interesting discussions about what “true” means when it comes to telling “true stories” at the Moth or other venues. I would recommend that any interested readers of this volume read the introduction to the first volume to understand the distinction I make between “true stories” and “factual stories.”

      Live to Tell has proved especially useful in the classroom. So far, I am aware that the book has been used successfully in middle school, high school, and college, as well as classrooms for the subjects of ESL, theater, and literature.

      I have used the book myself for ESL classes at UC Berkeley Summer English Language Studies, and the visiting international students love being able to read the scripts for the stories before watching the videos (all at brandonspars.com).

      The scripts help them prepare for watching the performances, enabling them to look up vocabulary they might not be immediately familiar with. Then, they complete activities in which they predict where the storyteller might become more animated or rapid in pace, where there might be pauses, where there might be sound effects—all the unspoken, nuanced elements of using a language. Students are excited to see how accurate they were in their predictions.

      In a summer camp for middle school students, I used the book in a similar way to practice not only natural language but to work directly on the performance aspects of storytelling.

      This second volume provides more material for teachers who enjoyed using the first one. I anticipate that this volume will have some additional uses, since it focuses on the use of storytelling for two specific purposes: self-discovery and healing.

      The first two tales are about significant moments in my life when I made big changes. The first was at college where I had begun pre-med studies and then moved to chemistry. I had loved chemistry all of my life, and my father, who was a chemical engineer, would bring home glassware to add to our home laboratory. One of my most exciting childhood memories was when my father blew up the laboratory. It was just a small hydrogen explosion, but I still remember how a broken piece of glassware got embedded deep into the ceiling drywall.

      But my love of storytelling was churning within me, and eventually it led to a crisis. In the introduction of the first volume, I mention how I took a term off from school and traveled out to my family’s cabin on the Gasconade River. It was there that my grandfather regaled me with tales throughout my childhood—not folktales or fairy tales, but tales about the river where we were; tales that were meant to be taken as “true.” It was also there in our cabin on the river that I redirected my life away from the sciences and into the fuzzier world of literature and storytelling. The river became my muse, and most of my first stories were about it.

      The second story is about how I became a teacher. I ultimately graduated from college with a degree in English, and at that particular time in life, I was sure I wanted to be a writer. I thought writing literature was a higher calling than simply telling oral tales. I imagined myself sipping an espresso, having just finished a large manuscript; or I would picture myself collapsing in a large bed in a warehouse somewhere having stayed up three days straight writing.

      This romantic vision of myself as a writer, interestingly enough, never included my sitting down to do the hard work of actual writing. And, in the early stages of being an English major, I seldom wrote. I spent time at the coffeehouse on campus where I chatted with other English majors and smoked Camel Lights and talked about writing. If I did manage to drink enough coffee to face my notebook, where I twitched and strained as I wrote a few incomprehensible pages, I seldom had the courage to look over what I had written. Indeed, being a literature major makes one a much stronger critic of literature than a producer of it.

      In those caffeine-induced, raucous times at the coffeehouse, I began doing what I was meant to do, and that was tell tales, most of which pressed the limits of belief. Never in my wildest imagination, however, did I ever think that this was something worthy of anyone’s time, let alone something that could become the focus of one’s life.

      An intermediary step—between being a writer and being one who tells stories out loud in front of audiences—was becoming a school teacher. In my classroom, I began publicly telling tales from my life and not simply for the benefit of one or two friends. “Secret Garden” is about how I became a teacher. The tale ends with my meeting my wife, moving back from Indonesia to the US, and then becoming a teacher.

      This story also dramatizes a letting go of the romantic view of being a writer. In the tale, I wrote countless letters to a woman I had originally traveled to Indonesia to be with. These letters professed an undying love for a person that I didn’t really know, let alone had trust and faith in. In many ways, the revelation that she left Indonesia without telling me represents the departure of this romantic attachment to writing for the sake of writing.

      The story ends with my writing letters to someone that I really did develop a deep love for. Instead of writing descriptions of physical beauty and fantastic scenarios of lovemaking, the letters became reports of significant things
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