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This Is What Happy Looks Like is a captivating young adult novel by Jennifer E. Smith
that explores the themes of love, self-discovery, and the nuances of happiness. Set against
the backdrop of a picturesque coastal town, the narrative follows the lives of two
teenagers, Ellie and Graham, whose paths cross in unexpected ways. Smith’s ability to
weave relatable characters and poignant moments into a heartwarming story makes this
book a must-read for fans of contemporary young adult literature.

Overview of the Plot

At the heart of This Is What Happy Looks Like is the story of Ellie, a bright and ambitious
girl who has spent her entire life in a small town, and Graham, a famous movie star
seeking a break from his hectic life. Their encounter begins with an accidental email,
where Ellie mistakenly sends a message to Graham instead of her friend. This chance
interaction sparks a friendship that evolves into a deeper connection, challenging both
characters to confront their fears and desires.

Key Characters

1. Ellie O'Neill: A high school senior with dreams of leaving her small town to attend
college. Ellie is relatable, intelligent, and grappling with her insecurities. Her character
arc focuses on her journey toward self-acceptance.

2. Graham Larkin: A Hollywood heartthrob who feels the weight of fame and expectations.
Graham's character is multifaceted, revealing his struggles with privacy and the pressure

of living up to public perception.

3. Supporting Characters:

- Graham's Mother: Provides insight into the challenges of raising a child in the spotlight.

- Ellie's Friends: They play a crucial role in supporting Ellie’s growth and decisions
throughout the story.

Themes Explored in the Novel

This Is What Happy Looks Like delves into several themes that resonate with readers:

1. The Nature of Happiness



The novel raises questions about what it means to be happy. Through Ellie and Graham'’s
experiences, readers are encouraged to reflect on the idea that happiness may not be
found in fame or success but rather in authentic connections and self-discovery.

2. Identity and Fame

Graham's struggle with his identity as a celebrity highlights the dichotomy between public
perception and personal reality. The story examines how fame can complicate
relationships and self-image, encouraging readers to think critically about the nature of
celebrity culture.

3. Friendship and Support

The importance of friendship is a recurring theme in the novel. Ellie’s relationships with
her friends serve as a support system that helps her navigate her feelings for Graham and
her aspirations for the future.

Writing Style and Narrative Voice

Jennifer E. Smith's writing style is both engaging and accessible, making it easy for
readers to immerse themselves in the story. The narrative is told from alternating
perspectives, allowing readers to gain insight into both Ellie and Graham's thoughts and
feelings. This duality enriches the storytelling and creates a deeper emotional connection
to the characters.

Setting and Atmosphere

The novel is set in a charming coastal town that plays a significant role in shaping the
story's atmosphere. Smith's vivid descriptions transport readers to the picturesque
landscapes, making them feel as though they are a part of the characters' world. The
setting serves as a backdrop for Ellie and Graham'’s evolving relationship, symbolizing
both the beauty and challenges of their lives.

Critical Reception

This Is What Happy Looks Like has received positive reviews from both critics and
readers. Many praise Smith’s ability to create relatable characters and a compelling
narrative that captures the complexities of teenage life. The book has been commended
for its realistic portrayal of emotions and relationships, making it a standout in the young
adult genre.



Key Highlights from Reviews

- Relatable Characters: Many readers appreciate the authenticity of Ellie and Graham,
finding their struggles and triumphs reflective of their own experiences.

- Emotional Depth: Reviewers highlight the emotional resonance of the story, particularly
in its exploration of love and self-acceptance.

- Engaging Plot: The novel’s unique premise of a mistaken email adds a fresh twist to the
romance genre, keeping readers engaged from start to finish.

Conclusion

In conclusion, This Is What Happy Looks Like by Jennifer E. Smith is a poignant
exploration of love, identity, and the pursuit of happiness. Through the journeys of Ellie
and Graham, readers are invited to reflect on their own lives and the relationships that
shape their happiness. The novel's relatable characters, engaging narrative, and beautiful
setting make it a memorable read for anyone seeking a heartfelt story about the
complexities of growing up and finding one's place in the world.

Whether you are a longtime fan of young adult literature or new to the genre, this book
offers a compelling narrative that resonates on many levels. Jennifer E. Smith's skillful
storytelling and rich character development ensure that This Is What Happy Looks Like
will leave a lasting impression, reminding us all of the importance of connection,
understanding, and the simple moments that contribute to our happiness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'This Is What Happy Looks
Like' by Jennifer E. Smith?

The main theme revolves around the exploration of love, friendship, and the complexities
of growing up, particularly how unexpected events can lead to personal growth and
happiness.

Who are the main characters in 'This Is What Happy
Looks Like'?

The main characters are Graham Larkin, a famous movie star, and Ellie O'Neill, a small-
town girl who unexpectedly becomes involved in his life.

What role does communication play in the relationship
between Graham and Ellie?

Communication is crucial in their relationship as it starts with online exchanges, leading
to misunderstandings and revelations that shape their connection and personal growth.



How does the setting influence the plot of 'This Is What
Happy Looks Like'?

The setting, a picturesque small town in Maine, enhances the story's charm and provides a
contrast to Graham's glamorous Hollywood life, emphasizing themes of authenticity and
belonging.

What are some significant challenges the characters
face in the book?

Significant challenges include dealing with fame, the pressures of public scrutiny, and
personal insecurities, particularly how these factors impact their budding romance.

How does Jennifer E. Smith incorporate humor into
'This Is What Happy Looks Like'?

Smith uses witty dialogue and humorous situations, particularly in the interactions
between Graham and Ellie, to balance the emotional weight of the story and keep it light-
hearted.

What lessons about happiness can readers take away
from 'This Is What Happy Looks Like'?

Readers can learn that happiness often comes from unexpected places and connections, as
well as the importance of being true to oneself and embracing life's uncertainties.

Is 'This Is What Happy Looks Like' suitable for young
adults?

Yes, the book is aimed at young adults and explores relatable themes of first love, self-
discovery, and the challenges of teenage life, making it an appealing read for that
audience.

What impact has 'This Is What Happy Looks Like' had
on its readers?

Many readers have expressed that the book resonates with their experiences of love and
friendship, often citing it as a feel-good read that offers a hopeful perspective on life's
journey.
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