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      Chapter 1

      The Road that Circled Back

      
         
         
         
         Becoming John Green

         
         
      

      
      The majority of successful young adult authors have certain things in common, including
         a week-to-week routine that consists of writing, conferencing with editors, rewriting,
         book launching, promoting, touring, winning awards, taking short breaks to renew their
         creative genius, and starting the process again. Although John Green fits this profile,
         there is something more to him, an additional dimension and a personal style that
         is hard to capture in a bottle: predictable but surprising; stable yet enigmatic;
         aloof but deeply caring; hip but homespun; Hollywood but also Indianapolis; and irreverent
         but deeply spiritual. Robert Frost tells us the road we take in life can make “all
         the difference,” and perhaps it is the unusual road Green has taken that explains
         how he has become one of the most widely read and beloved authors of his time, a road
         that often circles back to where he began.
      

      
      Green was born in Indianapolis and would return there as an adult to raise his own
         family, after living in a number of other places in Michigan, Alabama, and Illinois.
         But how did this son of a Nature Conservancy administrator and a community organizer
         become one of the most well-known and admired people in the world? The story is one
         that keeps coming back to the same two things, a desire to help others and a love
         for writing.
      

      
      The Early Years

      
      Green’s passion for writing engaging stories about the human experience did not begin
         with Looking for Alaska but surfaced during his childhood in Orlando, Florida. Green explains in his video
         blog (vlog) Before Looking for Alaska how he wrote and constructed a book, entitled The Best New Year’s Resolution Ever Happy New Year Streamers, complete with color illustrations on every page.[1]   The book, written when he was “a child,” depicts the events of one New Year’s Day
         three years earlier, when John’s mother required every member of the Green family
         to make a New Year’s resolution. Green reads the story to a subscribed Vlogbrothers
         audience of 2,306,139—256,479 of whom have viewed this video. His tone is tongue in
         cheek, but the hyperbole and underlying themes of the story show parallels with the
         novels he has written as an adult.
      

      
      As Green reads the pages of the book and displays them on the vlog, he stops at times
         to comment on the meaning of symbols in the story, including a stairway in the Green
         home. John, the child, stands at the top, while his brother and parents stand on the
         ground floor. The stairway doesn’t appear to go anywhere, and as Green explains, by
         his child logic it represented wealth. “The definition of rich was that you had stairs
         in your house.” He believed that the IRS would charge each household’s annual taxes
         on a scale based on the number of stairs in the house, a belief that may not be so
         far from wrong given that property value assessments are related to square feet and
         square feet do have a relationship to the number of stairs in a house.
      

      
      The Best New Year’s Resolution Ever Happy New Year Streamers tells the story of each family member’s resolution and the likelihood of it ever
         happening. John’s mother vows to clean out all the drawers, something she apparently
         had not done in many years. John’s father promises to “weigh under six hundred pounds,”
         which younger brother Hank points out is the same resolution as he made the year before
         and which John says “would be a miracle.” Hank, who resides at the bottom of the stairs
         of wealth, resolves to take a bath, which older brother John says has never happened
         before. The resolutions in the story appear to be hyperbole, or products of a child’s
         imagination. Nevertheless, they do provide archetypes: a mother who never quite gets
         all the housework done, a father who is fat (and perhaps inactive), and a younger
         brother who is stinky and unappealing. As in most autobiographical children’s books,
         Green himself is the hero, the only one who actually succeeds in achieving his resolution,
         “to try my hardest.”[2]   Here in this first Green literary creation we have a cast of characters, all of
         whom are aspiring to take charge of their lives, and one admirable character who leads
         them all by succeeding in accomplishing what others only aspire to. Is this the Green
         formula for plot building? Perhaps so!
      

      
      Green’s family life as a child was nurturing and emotionally healthy, and he often
         expresses gratitude for the love and support his family has given him throughout his
         life. Upon receiving the 2006 Michael L. Printz Award for Excellence in Young Adult
         Literaturefor his very first novel, Green acknowledged the qualities he most appreciates
         about his family:
      

      
         I would also like to thank my parents and my brother, Hank. I had the astonishing
            good fortune of having my parents by my side when the Printz committee called to tell
            me about this award. I have an extraordinarily kind and funny and supportive family—in
            terms of their goodness, they are possibly even better than librarians—and I’m so
            glad to have my mom and dad here tonight. My greatest ambition in life is to make
            them proud.[3]  
         

      

      Despite having the love and support of a “tight-knit family,” however, Green characterizes
         his early teen years as filled with “a lot of existential despair.”[4]   “As a teenager, I found life as it is sort of unacceptable and paralyzing.”[5]   He also remembers being “very awkward socially without a lot of friends.”[6]   Green elaborates about his experiences at Glenridge Middle School and Lake Highland
         Prep, explaining that he was bullied, albeit by kids who had emotional problems of
         their own. One of his few friends, Matthew Brown, explained, “He was bullied by the
         tough kids at Glenridge, and then by the rich kids at Lake Highland. . . . John was
         always kind of eccentric: He was into Bob Dylan when the rest of us were listening
         to Milli Vanilli.”[7]   Another close friend, Andrew Sutherland, described Green as “a smart, sensitive
         kid labeled a nerd by some bullies.”[8]  
      

      
      Instead of burying these experiences deep in his psyche, Green uses them for material
         in his realistic fiction: “I had the social disconnection to be a writer. . . . You
         need to be an observer. I think that stuff started in Orlando.”[9]   He responded on Vlogbrothers to a Tumblr message from someone who had attended
         the same Orlando middle school as he did, Glenridge Middle School, and even had one
         of the same seventh-grade teachers. He said that Green had been “a quiet, unique,
         and miserable boy . . . and was bullied because of [his] awesomeness.”[10]   Green remembered fantasizing about revenge at the time, “making them feel as scared
         and powerless as I felt,” but he “realizes now that the people who bullied me were
         not evil. They were just kids living with their own fear and pain, some of whom were
         dealing with trauma and abuse that I never even could have imagined.” This insight
         enables Green to understand now that their treatment of him had nothing to do with
         his value as a human being; it wasn’t about him at all.
      

      
      He remembers that it “was very difficult to feel anything but miserable in those days;
         in retrospect I survived middle school because many people were quite kind to me:
         my parents, teachers, fellow nerds, and even popular strangers who wouldn’t stand
         for bullying.”[11]   He goes
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