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PRAISE FOR Becoming Girlilla



JENNIE’S STORY is a master class in what it means to have your hard work pay off. An inspiring life story (both personal and professional) for any reader, especially women, that will fuel your creative soul and leave you feeling inspired to do anything. That’s what Jennie did and continues to do every day: break industry molds and boundaries, be the face and role model for aspiring media junkies alike, and overall, proves to be one badass girl boss. When it comes to media or just being a plain ‘ole good person, you want Jennie in your life.

—KRISTIN CHENOWETH Artist, Performer, Actress, Author, and Philanthropist

BECOMING GIRLILLA will make you cry, laugh, light a blazing fire under your ass to chase your dreams, and most importantly, encourage you to listen to that quiet but powerful inner voice we all have. Jennie writes with a rawness that is so refreshing and warm. Becoming Girlilla is “chicken soup for the soul.”

—MADDIE FONT Recording Artist (Maddie & Tae)

THERE’S A FINE LINE between success and failure. That difference is often defined by sheer will and determination. Jennie exemplifies that with articulate reflection and vulnerability. I’ve known her for years, and I’ve always been impressed by her knowledge and strength of character. As I read through Jennie’s journey, I was moved by her ability to share her pain and childhood trauma while navigating the shark-filled waters of the entertainment business. It’s a story filled with hope, success, and failure, with a deep love for this crazy thing called the music business.

—TRACY LAWRENCE Artist, Entrepreneur, and Philanthropist

UNFLINCHING, UNFILTERED, HONEST, transparent, and inspiring. Jennie’s story is one that anyone can relate to no matter what career path they’ve chosen or what season of life they’re in.

From page one you’re dropped into the middle of Jennie’s life, and with each turn of the page, you’re immediately drawn in by her unique sense of humor, brutal honesty, and candor.

Jennie’s sometimes unbelievable story is a fun, easy ride that will challenge you to push yourself beyond what you perceive to be your limits, while at the same time, giving you a virtual handbook of things to avoid from lessons that she sometimes had to learn the hard way.

So if you’re looking for some motivation, or you need a little (hard) shove to finally go out and make your dreams a reality, this is the perfect guide from someone who has overcome great obstacles and defeated giants with strength, tenacity, and determined resolve. A fantastic read but she does have a filthy mouth!

—JAY DEMARCUS, Recording Artist (Rascal Flatts) and CEO, Red Street Records

I’VE HAD THE PRIVILEGE of witnessing Jennie’s incredible journey from our early days together in the music business. We started our careers around the same time, and while our paths have been different, our friendship solidified so many years ago is unwavering. Her bravery in writing this book, in building a successful digital marketing company from the ground up, and in fighting cancer, combined with her vulnerability, humor, and determination, is a true inspiration. She’s not just an example of success for women or young people—she shows that you don’t have to compromise your integrity or be ruthless to achieve success.

—CARIANNE MARSHALL Cochair and COO Warner Chappell Music

BECOMING GIRLILLA is full of hysterical truths, difficult decisions and so much resilience. Jennie Smythe is a trail blazer who started her digital marketing business over fifteen years ago, and this book shares her story and her beautiful heart. This read is sure to bring you laughs and tears. It is full of love, support, hardships, friendships, and a few f-bombs. Jennie assures you that not everything online deserves your energy, and preschool should have prepared you on how to interact on social media. Lesson one: BE NICE!

—SLOANE CAVITT LOGUE, WME

I MET JENNIE when she was an assistant at Elektra Records. I knew her employers well. She was raised by wolves, though much of her job was herding cats—albeit often feral ones. The young woman I met back then took her daily challenges in stride with the grace of someone considerably older.

We became instant friends, and I watched with admiration as she ventured down fresh paths in the early days of digital and became explorer in new terrain that would eventually transform everything. Her confidence never wavered.

Over the years, I watched her build a company, start a family, and battle the Big C. She was there for friends facing similar challenges. She remained strong for everyone, even when those in her circle lost the same battles. I am humbled and inspired by what she has given back to the music community through her work with various nonprofit organizations that facilitate healthcare and awareness.

That said: Get screened early and often, or she will kick your ass.

—TODD HENSLEY COO HITS Magazine, HITSDailyDouble.com

LIFE HAS A WAY of bringing us unexpected mentors, even from the most unlikely places. Jennie’s estranged father was one such figure—a man whose advice, given during a poignant moment of his own life, ignited a spark in Jennie that led her to embrace her passions and chart her own path. It was his simple yet profound question—“If you knew your life was half over, what would you do with the rest of it?”—that pushed her to pursue her dream of working in the music industry, a decision that would not only change her life but also inspire countless others.

In Becoming Girlilla, Jennie takes us on an incredible journey of resilience, ambition, and reinvention. Despite facing immense challenges, including a breast cancer diagnosis, raising two children, and building her own company from the ground up, Jennie refused to let adversity define her. She continued to lead her business, raise her family, and fight for her dreams. She had angels who helped her through the cancer. Her former boss, Jay Frank, and my wife Phran would be there for her to add support, humor, and words of encouragement when she needed them. Unfortunately, they lost their cancer battles, but Jennie uses what she has learned to help others on similar journeys.

Jennie’s story is as much about survival as it is about transformation. It’s about turning pain into purpose, learning from the past, and carving out a legacy built on strength, compassion, and innovation. Her father’s advice may have been the catalyst, but it was Jennie’s courage, creativity, and relentless drive that turned her dreams into reality.

This book is a testament to the power of believing in yourself and embracing the opportunities that come your way, no matter how daunting they may seem. Whether you’re battling your own struggles or striving to achieve your dreams, Becoming Girlilla will leave you inspired, empowered, and ready to face life head on.

—JOE GALANTE, Former Chairman Sony Music Nashville, Entrepreneur, and Philanthropist

BECOMING GIRLILLA is a raw, authentic look at life for anyone who still dreams, still hopes for magic in life, and needs a little kick in the ass to answer the question, “What would you do if you knew your life was half over?” It’s a guidebook for life, with a beautiful mix of humor, lessons on hustle and kindness, resilience, friendship, and loyalty. The underlying theme throughout also addresses and advises on the music business and takes a real look at the harsh reality it offers and the dangers and joys of social media. An addicting, entertaining, and heartfelt read.

—JOJAMIE HAHR, EVP, BMG Nashville

JENNIE HAD A FRONT ROW seat for the digital explosion in music marketing and takes us on a fun ride back to help us all determine our future. Her highly personal story mirrors the evolving media business—where art and commerce collide. This is a highly readable book for all—digital music marketers, entrepreneurs, and especially cancer survivors. Her personal story of finding her path is relatable to many. Her passion for the power of direct-to-consumer engagement AND the responsibility that comes with it is clear. The heart, humor, and inspiration in her story makes this a quick, can’t-put-it-down read.

—SARAH TRAHERN CEO Country Music Association

JENNIE IS ONE of the strongest women I know. In this book, I fell in love with her incredible honesty page after page, as she showed us how that muscle was built. And it started with a powerful question that became her North: “If you knew your life was half over, what would you do?” That question made me think about my own life as I read about Jennie creating and living hers—not only as a wildly successful CEO, but as a wife, mother, friend, cancer survivor, and now, author. Jennie has helped so many people find and use their authentic voices. I’m so glad we can read—and be inspired by—hers.

—LAURA OKMIN, NFL on Fox, GALvanize

BECOMING GIRLILLA is a clever, cool, honest, and totally Jennie Smythe telling of an incredible person’s story. Her talent, grit, creativity, and straight-up goodness resound on every page. I had the privilege of caring for Jennie during an unbelievably tough time for any person. Although I didn’t know what her life looked like before her diagnosis, I have been blessed to be a part of Jennie’s journey since. Honestly, she has made a bigger impact on my journey since. God is good like that. I am so proud for you, Jennie. What an incredible story, incredibly told. Humbled to know you and call you my Pal.

—KENT “KYE” HIGDON, MD, FACS

JENNIE REDEFINES her life’s purpose and shares a candid look at fifteen years of running Girlilla Marketing. As she navigates her own cancer diagnosis and the trials of motherhood, she learns the true meaning of impact. This book isn’t just a reflection on success; it’s a call to action. It explores how personal struggles can also lead to a desire for meaningful connections and social engagement. Jennie transforms her self-serving ambitions into a mission to uplift others. Readers will find practical tips to set boundaries, reclaim their time, and discover how small changes can lead to a more fulfilling digital experience.

—JILL FRITZO, Jill Fritzo Public Relations

BECOMING GIRLILLA by Jennie Smythe isn’t just a book—it’s a master class in surviving and thriving in the entertainment industry and in life with grit, guts, and great lipstick. Jennie takes you on a no-holds-barred journey of straightaway successes and head-bumping, pothole-strewn sidetracks, proving all the while that brilliance and street smarts go hand-in-hand. She’s a beast in business, a hands-on mom, a pro with hair and makeup, and unapologetically honest—no sugarcoating, no fluff, no apologies. If you’ve ever wanted to know what it takes to pioneer the digital frontier while keeping your soul intact, then buckle up, buttercup; this book is as real and wild as the industry itself. It will make you laugh, cry, and maybe even see if you have what it takes to become a Girlilla too.

—TATUM HAUCK ALLSEP Founder and CEO, Music Health Alliance

JENNIE’S MEMOIR is smart, funny, and inspiring—just like the author herself. As an entrepreneur, I found her journey relatable and learned through her own story things I can apply to my own business. And as a human, her guidance for how to have a more responsible digital presence inspires me to be a better person, both online and in real life. A must-read for anyone in the entertainment business!

—CINDY HUNT, Monarch Publicity

JENNIE’S PERSPECTIVE on digital marketing business is so insanely unique because she’s one of the few people who got to have success in the marketing world both pre- social media and post-social media revolution. Her career is literally like no one else’s, and it’s one that you will gain a world of knowledge from seeing the tiniest glimpse of what she’s seen.

—CASSIE PETREY, Cofounder, Crowd Surf

IN THE END, I learned a lot from Jennie. She is the epitome of intelligence, grit, and compassion. Jennie is not afraid to take risks and forge her own path—this book offers an unflinching look at her remarkable journey. My conclusion? I want her in the bunker with me.

—BERNIE CAHILL Founding Partner, Activist Artists Management

JENNIE’S BOOK READS like a powerful ballad—authentic, heartfelt, and inspiring. Having had the privilege of working with Jennie for many years and calling her a loyal friend, I was reminded through her book of her remarkable ability to inspire, lead, and tackle life’s challenges with humor and unstoppable drive. She fearlessly addresses tough topics, reflecting on her career and battle with cancer with vulnerability, perseverance, and humility, while generously sharing the lessons she’s learned along the way. This is a must-read for anyone chasing their dreams and seeking an uplifting perspective.

—LIZ NORRIS, Partner, Activist Artists Management
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“Be Good.”

— E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial








PROLOGUE If You Knew Your Life Was Half Over • 2008 •


I STEPPED INTO the dark room in the dingy health-care facility in Long Beach, California, and gasped. My father, Pete, who was undergoing care for end-stage pancreatic cancer, had declined dramatically in the three days since I’d last seen him. His shrunken body was huddled under the yellowed sheets draped over his wasting form. His eyes were closed.

Pete was losing interest in life.

Fear vise-gripped my heart. The room smelled of crisp antiseptic that didn’t mask the musky blend of perspiration and bodily fluids. The glare off the overhead fluorescent lights felt wrong for dying, but that’s what was happening.

For years I had envisioned leaving my father to die alone as payback for all the heartache he put me through, all the times he got drunk and embarrassed me. Our relationship had turned bitter in my teens when he cheated on my mother and my parents divorced. After that, he didn’t put much effort into keeping in touch with me and my older sister, Kelley. I started calling him by his first name then.

Despite his poor parenting track record, Pete had tried to be more involved in my life over the last ten years. Now, in my late twenties, I finally had a new adult friendship with Pete. My hopes for a meaningful connection with him weren’t high, but for the first time in years, I had them.

Since his cancer diagnosis three months earlier, I’d made multiple cross-country trips from my home in Nashville, Tennessee, to be with him as much as possible while simultaneously juggling my job and home responsibilities. I felt worn down and exhausted. But unlike those earlier days when I’d hoped Pete would die alone, all I wanted now was as much time with him as possible.

Pete must have heard me gasp. He opened his eyes and turned his head toward me. “Hey,” he said, his voice raspy from lack of use. He coughed to clear his throat. “If you knew your life was half over, what would you do?”

He caught me off guard. My whole body drew away from the inquiry, as if it could be avoided. “What kind of question is that?”

“A really important one.” Pete’s eyes were glassy, but he seemed very alert. He asked again, “If you knew your life was half over, what would you do with the rest of it?”

I drew in a breath. I had been dreaming about several goals but hadn’t yet shared them with anyone or taken any action.

“Well,” I began slowly, “I want to start my own digital marketing agency.” I let that hang in the space between us. The idea seemed far-fetched and even audacious, but speaking it aloud sent eagerness and optimism rushing through me. “And I really want to travel,” I added, my voice light with my dreams. “And I guess, well, I want to live fully and authentically as myself,” I finished.

Pete nodded. I thought I detected the ghost of a smile on his face as he drifted back to sleep.

There’s nothing more powerful than a terminal illness to make us take stock of our choices. Something profound shifted in me during that conversation. What had seemed too complicated or impossible before, suddenly felt like actions I could accomplish, dreams I not only could but must fulfill.

As I sat beside my dying father, his body wasting away from years of hard living and neglect, I vowed to create a thriving, vibrant life I could be proud of. One filled with meaningful relationships, a fulfilling career, and opportunities to share my talents and passions with the world. My main priority was to become the best in my industry and achieve professional and financial success. This was mostly for self-serving interests. It would take becoming a mother, a cancer diagnosis of my own, and a global pandemic before I realized I wasn’t the center of the universe. And that I could make a profound impact in people’s lives as an expert in digital media marketing.






CHAPTER ONE Atomic Life • 1995 •


PETE’S NEAR-DEATH inquiry wasn’t the first time I questioned my life choices. A decade earlier, in the mid-nineties, I’d stepped out of the thick, smoky haze of The Atomic Cafe on the outskirts of Phoenix after a night of drinking, drugs, dancing, and fending off guys who would lead to the kind of trouble that I knew from witnessing my parents’ tumultuous marriage wasn’t remotely worth it. We’d reached that point in the night—or more accurately, early morning—where it was back to “reality.” The house lights were about to come on, then the bouncers would herd everyone toward the exits. Instinct urged me to leave before that happened.

I coughed as I burst out of the tiny nightclub entrance into the chill of the dark, crisp predawn morning. The door banged shut behind me, abruptly cutting off the ear-bleedingly-loud music I loved because the high decibel level muted my chronic anxiety.

Atomic was a good forty-five-minute drive from home, but that didn’t deter my girlfriends and me from making the trip several nights a week. Our fake IDs (I used my sister’s birth certificate to obtain a driver’s license that said I was over twenty-one, not my real age of eighteen) earned us entrance and alcohol, so Atomic was our go-to. More important to me, it featured the best live local bands and nationally known up-and-coming acts.

I’ve been obsessed with music ever since I can remember. It’s provided the soundtrack of my life. Thanks to my sister, I was long past nursery rhymes and whimsical kiddie tunes by the time I turned six or seven. Kelley exposed me to the bands of the late eighties and early nineties, including Depeche Mode, The Cure, Yaz, and Erasure. Growing up, my appreciation for all kinds of music made me able to talk to anyone. Like a chameleon, I used music to create a common bond with just about everyone.

I also grew up on music videos. After my parents divorced the second time, my mother and I moved to Phoenix to be closer to family. Mom worked, and I watched a lot of MTV. I sat on the living room floor for three or more hours most nights, way too close to the TV screen, memorizing every single artist, title, label, and video director. I loved how every video told a story. Each one was unique and carried some message I could relate to my own life.

Music felt as necessary as oxygen. It brought me to life. When I listened to INXS on Kelley’s double-cassette boom box or New Order on my Walkman, the music tuned out my constant fear of something terrible happening. That vague but looming terror accompanied me throughout an adolescence made even more tumultuous by my parents’ repeated separation and reconciliation, two long-distance moves, and attendance at three high schools in two years. I never felt like I could depend on anyone to stick around or for anything to stay the same for long.

By the time I was a teenager, I lived for music. I flipped between rock, pop, and urban stations on the radio to catch my favorite songs, record them, and copy them to share with friends. I speed-dialed the song request lines repeatedly to make sure the DJs played what I wanted to hear. I made up fake names and disguised my voice to increase the odds of my requests getting airtime.

This love made Atomic so important to me. The club was an escape from my gnawing confusion and anxiety about life and how I wanted to live it, a feeling that grew stronger after I graduated high school. When I stepped inside the club, “real life” stopped existing. There was just the press of my body against others, all crammed into a tight space, swaying and dancing and singing and sweating together in the hazy darkness. I made most of my friends at Atomic. The club was like a cocoon. We all hoped that like caterpillars to butterflies we might somehow magically transform from angst-ridden teens and twenty- somethings into productive, successful adults without too much difficulty or suffering.
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