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          Preface

        

        Megan Jones, The Moth, Bay Area

      

    

    
      Brandon Spars unfurls himself when he steps onstage. In front of a microphone, his limbs energize and extend. His head reaches skyward. His eyes brighten behind his glasses. His entire body is involved with his live storytelling and it makes for a memorable kinetic experience. But to me, that is not what makes Brandon remarkable in the craft. For me, it’s his voice.

      I’ve had the pleasure of watching Brandon win a Moth GrandSLAM and a StorySLAM in San Francisco. Both times he exhibited great and seemingly effortless control of his voice—tone, tempo, and intensity. He loves reeling the audience in, fastening them tight to a story and leading them to a satisfactory conclusion. Since getting to know Brandon a bit, I have unscientifically determined that his skill in storytelling comes from time spent listening to his grandfather, who was apparently a master of tall tales, in Missouri. There’s precisely the right amount of hyperbole and rhythm in Brandon’s tellings, and I suspect it is something he absorbed or inherited. Live storytelling is not a precise art, to be sure. But it is one that demands sonic skill and a genuine love for an audience. Brandon has both and moreover, he is not afraid of being expansive in order to delight his listeners. I look forward to hearing more from him.

      

      
        Megan Jones

        Co-Producer of The Moth, Bay Area
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      The following six tales were performed over the course of 2015 and 2016 as part of story slams held in the San Francisco Bay Area. Three of them were part of West Side Stories, produced by Dave Pokorny in Petaluma, and the other three were performed for The Moth, a non-profit organization devoted to the craft of storytelling. All of them received first place, except for the story “Once in a Blue Moon,” which received third.

      Each slam has a predetermined theme, and I used those themes as the titles for all six stories.

      In each case, I had to boil a much longer story down to fit it into the five-minute time requirement for the slam. Certainly, many details were lost, and some of the characters are far less developed than they are in a twenty or even forty-minute version of the story. It might interest the reader to compare the version of “Pressure,” included in this volume with a longer version of that story that was featured in the podcast B-Stories under the title “Dark Honeymoon over Missouri” (itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/b-stories/id984326292?mt=2). This gives the listener a sense of how a story will loop more than once through a pattern of action in the longer version of the story. In the longer version, one of the characters stabs a fish with his knife while seining on a creek for bait fish before he attacks the mysterious thing in the water trapped in my cabin. In the five-minute version, there was no time for the first adventure on the creek. The longer version also features the vacuum cleaner salesman, Corky, who made inflated claims about the power of his machines. I was hard-pressed to lose this, as I feel that the story “Pressure” really is about exaggeration. Both the vacuum salesman and the character Boobie exaggerate, which is then undercut by the fact that the true events of the story—the vacuum cleaner sucking itself in circles under the water—are harder to believe than their stretched claims.

      In an even longer version of the story, I am able to tell the audience that my wife and I drove away with our first wedding present strapped to the roof of our car, a new vacuum from Corky. I tell the audience that if they are in the market for a machine, he will still tell you his vacuums are so powerful they will cause a drop in pressure so big it will make your ears pop, and that his vacuums can suck a gallon of molasses out of a carpet. “But now,” I say, “he adds that his vacuums are so robust, he has heard from a reliable source that they even work underwater.”

      The five-minute versions, however, gain something that is not present in the longer tellings. These versions of the story are the most conscious of the audience and the requirements of the event in which they are told. Nothing is extraneous. The result is a pure and simple version of the story in which new complexities stand out. Rather than being about exaggeration, the story “Pressure,” in its five minute version, is more about human folly—the folly of attacking a vacuum cleaner with a commando knife, and then the gullibility of those who look at a picture of it and believe it was a catfish. Of course, there is the even bigger folly of bringing a woman on a road trip to Missouri for her honeymoon!

      These tales are fluid, constantly expanding and contracting, but there is a core to each one of them. In presenting the five-minute versions of the tales, I am presenting the bare core with the very deepest of the meanings brought right to the surface. One might ask the question if it would be better to write down the longer, possibly more literary version of these tales, but if you want this question answered, you will have to read the introduction that follows this foreword.
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      Part I: Factual and True Storytelling

      Storytelling forums such as The Moth require that the stories be true. My stories, admittedly, push this boundary. In fact, after a performance at West Side Stories in Petaluma, California, the host, Dave Pokorny, was approached by several members of the audience who complained to him that they didn’t think that my story “It Takes Two to Tango” was “true.” Dave phoned me personally to convey the concern, although he told me that he, himself, did not share the same skepticism. The result was that I spent many hours contemplating the story.

      “It Takes Two to Tango” is set in Majuro in 2000, where I was living and working as an English teacher at the National College of the Marshall Islands. It was hands-down the strangest place I have ever lived, and Konsuma, the main character in the story is, again hands-down, the most outrageous person I have ever come across in my lifetime. When I tell stories about Konsuma, I say that he is the largest person I have ever met. When I have more time, I mention that it looks like he is built out of watermelons. His biceps are like round South American varietals; his thighs, county fair prize-winners. Is this where I lose the more skeptical members of the audience? Does he really look like he is built out of watermelons? Or, is it the events of the story in which he and the other outrageous character, a local witch named Isha, engage one another: he bellows and charges at her, and she rips her skirt over her head and drives him back with the ghastly sight of her hirsute mound of Venus.

      The skeptics are not the first to protest at the outlandish claims I am making. At Berkeley cafés in the 1990s, my very best friends from graduate school would frequently try to stop me as I told them about Indonesia or Missouri, all places they had never been to and and people whose identities they couldn’t possibly even begin with any sort of journalistic corroboration. They got tired of trying to stop me, and I would simply overpower them anyway with forceful insistence that everything was true… and I have always believed that everything is true.  My friend Mark decided he would no longer try to stop me, but a part of him found it necessary to alert me as to exactly when he had a problem with the story. He settled for raising his boot at precisely those moments he found hard to accept. The result was that for about five years my informal storytelling became peppered with demands that he “lower the boot” because it was all true.

      I suppose it was with the small amount of success in winning a few of the story slams I have attended that my stories fell under a bit more scrutiny. “True stories, told live, without notes” are the requirements, and if you are winning titles or prize money there is a more critical atmosphere. There is at least a shred of competitive spirit among the tellers and the audience. Some audience members are even formally cast in the roles of judges; they are not listening for the sheer pleasure of the story.

      I think the biggest point of contention with storytellers is not so much the flowery language (did Konsuma’s body look like it was built out of watermelons?) but with the basic plot line (did Konsuma get driven back by the horrific sight of Isha’s loins?). There are some in the audience who equate truth with what a journalist would call “the facts” of the story. Nowhere was this more painfully clear than when Ira Glass of This American Life retracted a story told by Mike Daisey about the Apple assembly plants he visited in China. Mike Daisey had produced a powerful, compelling monologue that culminated in a man who was maimed at the plant holding Daisey’s iPad, a machine he had spent his life assembling at the cost of his hand but had never actually seen turned on and operating. After the episode had already run, other NPR journalists looked further into the details, and many things about the story were called into question. Mike Daisey may have never visited the dormitories he described. The woman he spoke with may not have actually been fourteen and below the legal age to work in the plant. The translator was tracked down and asked about the man with
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