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Sparks fly
Brothers Micah and Nicholas Sparks
team up for a global adventure
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BY JAY MACDONALD

This experience started the way any Nicholas Sparks novel
might—a Notre Dame alumni brochure arrived at the
author’s North Carolina home advertising a three-week

travel tour by private jet to see the world’s most exotic sights:
Machu Picchu in Peru, the stone heads of Easter Island, Ayers
Rock in Australia, Angkor Wat in
Cambodia, India’s famed Taj Mahal, the
rock cathedrals of Ethiopia, the
Hypogeum in Malta and the northern
lights of Tromso, Norway.

Sparks, an admitted Type A personality,
was deep into the writing of Nights in
Rodanthe in the spring of 2002 amid the
merry daily cacophony of three sons, twin
daughters, barking dogs and parcel deliv-
eries. Drop it all for a trip around the
world? Sure, he thought, maybe someday.

But he couldn’t shake the once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity. When his wife
Cathy pragmatically begged off but
encouraged him to enlist his brother
Micah instead, the stage was set for Three
Weeks with My Brother, a poignant, funny
and ultimately life-affirming family
memoir/travelogue that only the
Sparks brothers could have written.

Fans of Nicholas Sparks’ novels—
The Notebook, Message in a Bottle, A
Walk to Remember, A Bend in the
Road—may be surprised to learn that
the author’s life has known the same
emotional turmoil he brings so vividly
to life in his fiction. By their mid-30s,
the Sparks brothers had lost their
mother at 47 to a freak horse-riding
accident, their kid sister Dana to brain
cancer and their father to a traffic accident. They were the lone
surviving members of a family that had managed to rise from
Nebraska poverty to middle-class academia in Sacramento,
California, and produce two sons who would prosper beyond
their wildest expectations: Nicholas sold The Notebook for $1
million weeks before his 30th birthday; Micah parlayed a real
estate career into several successful businesses.

It was time to put it all into perspective, to revisit the best
and worst times of a past shared as best pals, track teammates,
devil’s advocates, constant supporters, and above all, brothers.
It was time to celebrate their survival.

BookPage caught up with the Sparks brothers in a confer-
ence call; Nicholas spoke from North Carolina, Micah from his
home in northern California.

Which came first, the trip or the idea for a book?
“We kind of had an idea that we would write something

together, so we both took notes the whole way through the
trip,” says Nicholas. “I mean, you’re on an airplane for six and
seven hours at a stretch, there are only so many bad movies you

can watch.”
“We knew we would relate the

story of our family and the
brothers,” Micah adds. “And of
course we’re on this magnificent
trip around the world, so after we
got back, we started working on
how to weave the two stories

together. That structure was the hardest thing about the book.”
Being suddenly alone together, away from their wives and

families, put both brothers in a reflective mood.
“On Easter Island, we were on our way to see our first Moai

(giant statue) and there were all these horses just running free
and we both immediately thought about mom, it just hits

you,” says Nicholas. “She loved horses.
She could spot a horse flying down the
highway.”

But it didn’t take long for their natural
Wally-and-Beav playfulness to surface. In
Three Weeks, the two revisit their favorite
childhood pranks, from denuding a
whole neighborhood of Christmas lights
to blowing up mailboxes with super-
charged fireworks to one particularly
narrow brush with disaster in an abortive
William Tell scenario.

On the trip, their inner kids grew rest-
less and a bit punchy over all the antiqui-
ties. “It’s a jar and a bowl!” says Nicholas.
“We saw lots of jars and bowls.”

It was Micah who failed the Ayers Rock
appreciation test:

“Yeah, it’s a big rock in the middle of
Australia; they took us out there
numerous times to look at the big
rock—before sunrise, after sunrise, in
105-degree heat with flies. In the end,
it’s one big rock in the middle of the
desert.”

Their best moments were spent off
the beaten path, in pubs and chatting
with everyday people: cab drivers,
waitresses, bellhops and the like. In
Cambodia, where the devastation
wrought by the Khmer Rouge has

given rise to a young but vigorously upbeat population, they
had an encounter they will never forget.

“We went through a high school—it is now the Holocaust
museum—where they tortured people, and our tour guide
had gone to that high school; his brother had become a Khmer
Rouge, so they were on opposite sides,” says Micah. “And for
him to go back to his high school and see bloodstains on the
floor and the spikes and the shackles . . . he had his whole fam-
ily wiped out by the Khmer Rouge! But they still smile and
have a sense of humor.”

The poverty of India still haunts them:
“It blew me away to learn that India, which is just a little big-

ger than Texas, has one billion, 250 million people, five times
our population, just smashed into this country with no
resources,” says Micah.

Once home, the brothers recreated the gut-wrenching fam-
ily memories by exchanging faxes between coasts. Nicholas
wrote Three Weeks from his own point of view, but most of the
memories were shared—and hard won.

“There were scenes that were very hard for us to write,” says
Nicholas. “These are not memories we want to remember.”

For those, Nicholas and Micah can turn to their last night in
Norway, arms intertwined in a local pub:

“They had this song where the Norwegians would sing these
long verses and then the Americans would shout out the cho-
rus—I can’t tell you what it was, something in Norwegian—
and we would boom it out at the top of our lungs, and they
would all crack up. So at the end they said, ‘Hey, do you know
what you were saying?’ And we said no, and they said, ‘It
means, you’re beautiful and I’m warm and naked.’”

Micah laughs. “They have long nights in Norway and they
enjoy them.” ❦
Jay MacDonald belts a mean karaoke version of “Born on the
Bayou.”

Sibling revelry
The Sparks brothers recount a round-the-world adventure

It was time for the brothers

to celebrate their survival,

to revisit a past shared as

best pals, teammates and

constant supporters.

Three Weeks
with My Brother

By Nicholas and Micah Sparks
Warner, $22, 336 pages

ISBN 0446532444
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INTERVIEW
A farting dog makes reading cool for boys

BY HEIDI HENNEMAN

How do you convince little boys that reading books is cool? According to
Glenn Murray, co-author of New York Times bestseller Walter the Farting
Dog and newly released Walter the Farting Dog: Trouble at the Yard Sale, the

secret is in the details. “Little boys love trucks, dinosaurs and farts,” claims
Murray. As a father of two now grown and well-read sons, and
more notably a supervisor in the Canadian Ministry of
Education, Murray would know.

The Nova Scotia native
has spent many years
observing how children
learn and what inspires
them to read. “Many young
boys have not had a male
role model read to them,”
says Murray. In truth, most
elementary teachers do tend
to be women. “Little guys
want to be like the big guys they admire,” says the author. As he
explains, if young boys don’t see men reading, then it becomes
a thing that a teacher makes them do, not something they
think is cool. “It’s so important to hook them very early,” he claims. “Otherwise,
they develop an attitude or a learned helplessness.”

And Murray has made it his goal to hook them. He frequently carries a box of
books with him, reading to children wherever he goes in order to encourage
them to read for enjoyment themselves. But Murray admits there aren’t that
many exciting things for boys to read. Which is where Walter the Farting Dog
comes in.

One thing that Murray has noticed over the years is that boys tend to judge
books by their covers, literally. According to the author, trucks, dinosaurs and farts
are a few of the best topics to grab their attention. And the Walter books do just
that.

In the latest title, Walter the Farting Dog: Trouble at the Yard Sale, the lovable,
yet thoroughly smelly dog saves the day by catching a bank robber dressed as a
clown. As in the first Walter book, the flatulent pet inadvertently uses his seem-
ingly detrimental characteristic to the surprising benefit of others.“Walter is able

to turn his liabilities into assets,” says Murray.
Murray himself, it seems, is well-versed in turning liabilities into assets.

Murray and his co-author William Kotzwinkle stumbled upon the story of
Walter when they were sharing anecdotes at a dinner party. Kotzwinkle told a
story about a dog he had once met, and from that anecdote Walter was born.“We

created our own dog with gastro-intestinal problems as a kind of
joke,” says Murray. In fact, the two authors had joined forces to
create a screenplay about children searching for buried treasure.
“We were trying to write about something completely different,
but it fell flat,” explains Murray. “So we took this as a consolation
prize.” And what a consolation prize it was. The first Walter book
sold over 300,000 copies and spent 38 weeks on the New York
Times bestseller list, hitting number one last summer.

But success for the Walter books did not come easily or quick-
ly: Getting the Walter book published was a struggle that took
nearly 10 years. “We were surprised by the strength of the resis-
tance,” admits Murray. According to the author, many publishers

seemed initially interested and amused by the
book, but the subject matter was too contro-
versial. After all, this was a book about a dog
with a severe case of flatulence. “When the
book was finally picked up,” says Murray, “it
was clearly an idea whose time had come.”

And indeed it has. With a movie deal in the
works, a Walter doll coming out in the spring,
and another book to follow next year, we cer-
tainly have not seen—or smelled—the last of
Walter.

For Murray, though, the success of the Walter
books lies in fulfilling his mission of instilling a
love of reading in young boys. “It’s what Walter
is all about,” says Murray. “If I can get them to
pick up a book and read it from front to back,
they’re set.” And if they just so happen to get a
laugh out of it, Murray wouldn’t mind that
either. ❦

GLENN
MURRAY

How the West was won
BY ALICE CARY

If your young readers are fans of the Little House books or any type of “westward-
ho” narrative, they’re bound to enjoy Deborah Hopkinson’s A Packet of Seeds. In this
picture book, Pa announces,“Folks around here are getting close as kernels on a cob.”
His wife doesn’t want to leave her family and friends, and the book’s narrator, daugh-
ter Annie, is attuned to her mother’s unhappiness. When they finally arrive by cov-
ered wagon at their new plot of land, Annie notes, her mother asks: “This is it?”

By spring, a new baby has arrived, but Annie’s mother is too depressed to even
name the child. As Annie thinks of her mother’s garden back at their old home, she
comes up with a way to help, remembering:
“[Momma] says friends and flowers are a lot alike.
No matter how bad your troubles, they gladden
your heart.” Annie and her brother Jim struggle to
dig a garden for their mother, and it’s soon ready
for the seeds her mother received as a parting gift
from her family. The new garden is just the right
tonic for Momma, and she even names the baby
Janice Rose, after her sister and in honor of a rose
cutting given by their new neighbor.

Hopkinson [a regular contributor to BookPage]
provides a note at the end, explaining that she was
inspired by pioneer narratives and by an article
about pioneer roses. She adds that women travel-
ing on the Oregon Trail are thought to have
brought along about 20 different kinds of roses.

Bethanne Andersen’s gouache and oil illustra-
tions are executed in a primitive style that beauti-
fully conveys the vast, empty space of the prairie.
This is a perfect little history lesson for older
preschool and young elementary students, a book that introduces the idea of west-
ward expansion and gives real insight into human emotions as well. ❦

Alice Cary writes from Groton, Massachusetts.

A Packet of Seeds
By Deborah Hopkinson
Illustrated by
Bethanne Andersen
Greenwillow, $15.99, 32 pages
ISBN 0060090898
Ages 5 and up

A moving portrait of street life
BY DEAN SCHNEIDER

The homeless teenagers in Todd Strasser’s gritty new novel Can’t Get There
from Here are named Maybe, 2Moro, Country Club, Maggot, Rainbow and Tears.
They have a glorified vision of street life: they are not walled in, they are free to
go wherever they please. The working stiffs they hustle and rob are robots, “pris-
oners of the system,” who follow all the rules until they die and are replaced by
more robots.

But of course this vision isn’t reality, and the world
Strasser creates in his book is a bleak one. As in his
previous novel, Give a Boy a Gun, he writes with
vividness and humanity in order to portray the real
people behind the headlines and social issues.

Members of Maybe’s asphalt tribe live by their wits
and survive by luck. Their story opens on New Year’s
Eve on the streets of New York. Maybe and her friends
hang out in front of the Good Life Deli as they always
do. They decide to jump a drunk guy with a flashy
wristwatch, but he fights back, beating up Maggot and
grabbing 2Moro. “Just a bunch of punks out to roll
some drunks on New Year’s Eve,” he says in disgust.

Fortunately, as the novel progresses, Maybe comes
to realize that “You couldn’t live on the streets. You
could only die there,” starve to death or freeze, or die
of alcohol poisoning. The hardness, despair and filth
that frame her life are sometimes balanced by acts of
hope. Strasser, in fact, ends the novel in just such a
way. A man named Anthony is trying to help the kids,
and they decide he is one adult they can trust.
Anthony helps Tears to get where she needs to be, and he gives Maybe the kind
of straight talk she needs to start heading down the right road to the Youth
Housing Project. It’s a hint of redemption in a true-to-life novel that should hold
strong appeal for teen readers—and help keep them off the streets. ❦

Can’t Get There
From Here
By Todd Strasser
Simon & Schuster
$16.95, 208 pages

ISBN 0689841698
Ages 12 and up

Walter the Farting Dog:
Trouble at the Yard Sale
By William Kotzwinkle
and Glenn Murray
Illustrated by Audrey Colman
Dutton, $15.99, 32 pages
ISBN 0525472177
Ages 4-8

“Walter is able to

turn his liabilities

into assets.”


