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Anyone who’s ever been lost.

My beautiful, hilarious, incomparable family and friends.

Everyone along this life journey who helped, encouraged, challenged, been a mirror.

Team JoJo.

The people who hurt me and those I’ve hurt. You have been my biggest teachers.

The love of my life in canine form, Agapé.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Here’s something they don’t tell you when you start writing your memoir:

It’s. Fucking. Weird.

Not so much the actual writing of it, although that’s weird, too—trying to wrangle the thoughts out of your brain onto the blank paper (or Word document) in front of you. But the process of mining the deepest, darkest crevices of your experience—and letting everything come up to the surface for air—is a little mortifying. Nothing really prepares you for what it feels like to exercise your demons out of your body and look at them in black and white. This process has been a lot about humility and accountability as much as anything.

As someone who broke into the music industry as a preteen, I know there will be people who immediately write me—and this book—off as the musings of a child star grown up. We naturally look for ways to simplify someone’s life into a digestible bite and try to figure out where to put the “blame” for the bad stuff, but that’s just not how I see it. In my story, there are no victims and no villains—just messed-up people (myself very much included) in a messed-up industry in a world that keeps turning while we flail around, grasping onto things and people that resemble stability, even in the eye of our own personal shitstorm. And there’s redemption. And hope. And the opportunity to dust off your life and take the reins.

Now feels like the best possible time to release the shame, embarrassment, and fear of rejection that I absorbed over the years and wore like a second skin.

The experiences I’m sharing across these pages are all true. I’ve changed some names and identifying details to protect the privacy of others who I don’t fuck with anymore or whose stories are not mine to tell. Other folks I kept their names in, because it is what it is. *shrug* This part was the biggest piece I wrestled with when I decided I wanted to share my life story: the wanting to do right by the other people in (or no longer in) it, while still being transparent. Earnestly desiring to paint human beings with dimension, texture, and color kept me awake and staring at the ceiling or busying myself with various procrastination tactics over the past year and some change. But, since humans are designed to share their stories, I wanted to see what I could really remember of mine when I took the time to try. To the best of my memory, I included snippets from real conversations—if not with the exact words, then at least in a way that captures the underlying feelings and meanings behind them.

Thank you for choosing to spend your time with me like this.

It means more than you’ll ever know.

Love,

Jo







INTRO

THE ONLY LITTLE GIRL IN A.A.


God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.


SOME PEOPLE LEARN THE SERENITY PRAYER THROUGH TALK THERAPY OR WHILE READING self-help books. But as someone who was born and raised inside the smoky, fluorescent-lit halls of Alcoholics Anonymous, I honestly can’t remember a time when I didn’t know the prayer word for word. It’s always been echoing around—to me, within me, from me, now tattooed in black and green around my right wrist. Somehow nostalgic and aspirational at the same time.

It’s not just that I spent a lot of time in A.A. meetings as a kid. My parents met in A.A.—(romantic, I know)—so I literally wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for that program. Do I feel a little guilty telling you that? You know, ’cause the whole point of A.A. is that it’s “Anonymous”? Yes. But I’m no stranger to guilt, and I know now, as I’ve always known, that addiction isn’t just any old part of my story; it’s the foundation that everything else in my life was built upon.
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I get frustrated when people reduce addiction to one substance or another.

It’s deeper than that.

In a TEDx Talk, Dr. Gabor Maté describes it like this: “The Buddhists have this idea of the hungry ghosts. The hungry ghosts are creatures with large empty bellies and small, scrawny necks and tiny little mouths, so they can never get enough, they can never fill this emptiness on the inside. And we are all hungry ghosts in this society, we all have this emptiness, and so many of us are trying to fill that emptiness from the outside, and the addiction is all about trying to fill that emptiness from the outside.” Sure, that could be drugs and alcohol, but it could also be with other things, too, like consumerism, sex, food—the list goes on. The problem is that none of these things address the real root of this emptiness, and so we can never fill ourselves up from the outside, no matter how hard we try. Before we know it, we end up in these self-destructive loops that we can’t escape, self-destructive loops that can consume us from the inside or run us right into the ground.

Like my parents (and plenty of other relatives on both sides of the family tree), I spent a great deal of my time on Earth trying to figure out how to fill this predisposed emptiness. It started with external validation. There was just nothing more thrilling than impressing the adults around me, nailing an audition for a show or talent competition, or hearing the roar of applause from a big audience. Then, after I landed a record deal at twelve, the stakes got higher and the highs hit harder. But no matter how “successful” I got, no matter how many songs hit the charts or movies performed well at the box office, my ghosts just got hungrier and hungrier. When my career stalled and it felt like everything I’d been working toward from childhood was going up in smoke, I turned elsewhere—to alcohol, drugs, sex, love, food, self-loathing.

It was.

Never.

Enough.

I spent years looking for an answer, listening to everyone around me—family members, friends, frenemies, lovers, collaborators, religious leaders, record execs, managers. Many of them had conflicting opinions about what I should say or do. How I should behave. Who I should hang out with. Which songs I should sing.

Tell me what I need to do to feel good again.

Self-doubt sauntered in, and I second-guessed everything, silencing myself in order to follow the advice of people who were older and swore they knew what was best for me.

It turned out they didn’t have the answers either.

This book is not me wrapping up my thirty-three years in a bow and saying, “Hey, you! I have it all figured out now! Come join my cult!” I’m not here to sell you anything and I’m far from an enlightened guru, but I’ve certainly learned and grown a lot in ways I didn’t expect. The year 2024 marks the twentieth anniversary of my first album—the beginning of my career as a recording artist. It’s been the ride of a lifetime. But in the past few years, I’ve realized how little even the closest people to me actually know my real story. I had so many feelings I didn’t know what to do with or how to process, so I locked them away and denied their existence. At a certain point in my twenties, I stopped letting people in. I froze and thought it was my job to protect, defend, and project a certain image. It only created more distance and less connection. But the idea of letting it all out—A.A. meeting–style—sounded like freedom. Amid all the self-doubt and questioning, my story is worth sharing. And here’s what I know: I’ve never been good at playing the game, but I’m great at telling the truth. It’s time to stop letting anyone or anything else write the narrative for me.

This is my story.

In my own words.

Let’s fucking do this.







CHAPTER 1

PRECOCIOUS

DAD SAID HE NOTICED MOM FROM THE SECOND SHE WALKED INTO THE VFW (VETERANS OF Foreign Wars) building in Keene, New Hampshire, where his A.A. group held their meetings. It was the summer of 1989, and Mom was “the new girl” who also happened to have a rockin’ bod and pretty face. She’d had a catastrophic start to her life—when she was three, her entire family was in a car crash and she lost her mom, baby sister, and older brother right before her eyes. Though her dad, other brother, and she survived, they never fully healed from the trauma. How could anyone? All three of them eventually learned to cope by drinking to numb the lingering pain and guilt—but you couldn’t tell all that from looking at her. She was nine years younger than Dad and appeared out of his league at first, but he played the long game, building up a friendship and getting to know her. Slowly but surely, he won her over.

By the time my parents connected, Dad had already been in and out of rehab more than a couple times. Unlike her, he was into narcotics, not alcohol. (I actually never saw him so much as pick up a beer more than a couple of times in my whole life.) But instead of going to N.A. (Narcotics Anonymous), he preferred the community of A.A. since it was a “better crowd,” as he said. He’d get a few months or even several years under his belt and then fall off the wagon. But he always returned, and by his midthirties, he had so much experience with the Twelve Steps that he started sponsoring people.

Despite their differences, they had a lot in common. Both were gifted singers who even made some money performing, but they each had to take up other jobs to support themselves. They also had secondary addictions and did not discriminate when it came to distracting themselves from the discomfort of being in their own skin. Food, love, and substances would all jockey for first prize.

Mom initially didn’t want to start dating again until she had a year of sobriety under her belt, but Dad was hard to resist. She ended up having her very first “sober sex” with him ten months later—and got pregnant the first time they hooked up.

Shit got real really fast. Dad thought it was too early in their relationship—and recovery—for a child. Apparently, he tried to convince her to go to the clinic, but Mom thought that going through with having this baby would give her the purpose and direction she needed in her life. So they moved into a teeny apartment and tried to make it work—even when it really didn’t. On good nights, they’d make up dances around the kitchen, laughing hysterically, feeding each other and harmonizing to James Taylor. But on bad nights, Mom’s depression and distrust seeped into every inch of their small space, and Dad’s pent-up rage would eventually burst through, especially whenever she accused him of falling off the wagon.

She had good reason to believe he was using again. He’d even admitted it out loud at a meeting, right in front of her, even though later that night when she brought it up again, he denied he’d ever said it. Dad could talk his way out of a paper bag.

Some nights, their arguments would even get physical. Mom eventually got scared enough that she could potentially lose the growing baby inside of her to get on a housing list for abused women. But like clockwork, things would get good again. He’d love on her extra hard, beg for forgiveness, promise to change, they’d fall back in love, and things would be amazing until they weren’t. Mom had been in all types of up-and-down relationship dynamics before. It wasn’t her first—or worst.

The difference was that now she was about to have a whole other life to think about. If she couldn’t make the best decisions for herself, she’d have to do it for her daughter.
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Mom’s commitment to sobriety only intensified after I was born on December 20, 1990. She spent a lot of time in those A.A. meetings in my early years, and she took me right along with her.

Some of my first memories are from those mothball-smelling church basements and drafty meeting rooms. I’m a toddler, swinging my little legs and fidgeting on a folding chair in the corner, the harsh lighting buzzing overhead. This was where toothless bar brawlers with thick Boston accents hardened by life sat next to community college students who were court-mandated to be there. Whether they were first-timers or five-thousandth-timers, they’d share the grittiest details of their addictions, and I’d sit there, wide-eyed, taking it all in.

Surrounded by the stench of stale cigarettes and burnt coffee, I’d occasionally bump into old men with mean, leathery faces and women with puckered, overlined lips from sucking extra hard on cigarettes. There was always at least one person in the group who looked scary as fuck. My eyes would dart to the door as soon as I noticed the knob start turning. Most of the time, I’d hear a set of battered work boots stomping out snow across a tattered welcome mat just outside the door, and it would just be an Irish dude with a name like Sully or O’Shaughnessy, but honestly, you just never knew who might walk in at any moment. Most of the people in those meetings tried to treat me with kid gloves, but it didn’t stop me from getting the gist: being an addict is gross and not fun and no matter what happened when I grew up, I never wanted to wind up back there as one of them.

I don’t remember other kids being around, but I do remember sticking my Magic Marker’d hands into the Dunkin’ Donuts donut hole box and seeing how many individual half-and-half creamers I could drink before I got a tummy ache. I was focused on keeping myself entertained more than anything, but I knew these meetings were important to Mom. I’d pick my eyes up from my dinosaur coloring book and observe her shedding lots of tears, wondering why she cried so much. Outside of work and church, the only people she really hung out with were the rough-and-tumble folks from these meetings. When other kids from school said their parents were going to a meeting, I realized they didn’t mean this kind of meeting.

I understand now that my parents were just trying to get out of a pattern that they’d both found themselves in for all of their adult lives. And the religious framework of “the program” told them that the only way they’d be able to do that was by surrendering, admitting, and claiming their powerlessness. If it sounds a little weird that I was listening to the darkest confessions of addicted adults at such a young age, I’d have to agree. Kids are sponges and I can only imagine exactly what I heard and saw. But it felt normal back then. The energy in there could go from solemn to nurturing and hopeful to chaotic all within an hour, and yet it was still one of the only places I saw Mom really let down her guard.
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Other than those meeting rooms, I don’t really have one particular image of a “childhood home” that immediately comes up for me. Home was wherever Mom and I happened to be—as long as we were together. I was happiest when she was reading library books to me, or while I watched her singing Christmas carols with her troop all dressed up in a bonnet and Victorian garb, or any time I found myself sitting in the passenger seat of her red Ford Festiva, singing along to Kiss 108 FM, watching the ground fly by beneath us through the hole in the floor.

Mom and Dad broke up and got back together a couple of times, so we ended up moving around a bit. My favorite spot was when we all lived together in a cute little house in Nashua, New Hampshire. It was perfect to me, with a front and a backyard. I had a little hamster named Arnick, and we had little baby ducks outside, too, in a corral. There were also geese at a nearby pond, and we’d go together as a family to feed them little bits of bread. Things were good. Low-key, it looked like a lower-middle-class dream. For me, the memories are like a dream. The house came alive with music and singing, Dad playing either guitar or harmonica, while Mom tinkered away on the electric piano. Even when things went awry, like the time the house got infested with termites, there was always a fun upside, like the fact that we got to stay with Nana and Papa (Dad’s parents) down the street and swim in their pool every day.

To me, Mom was the most beautiful person in the whole world, with a thick mane of golden-blonde hair that fell to her waist and a signature swatch of bangs resting just above her eyebrows. She had a dancer’s frame, with long lean muscles. But I always felt her fidgeting around, buzzing with tension, never quite at peace in her own body. I couldn’t put my finger on it at the time, but now I can recognize and empathize with the deep sadness within her, one that she tried to contain as much as she could. She kept a gorgeous crystal bluebird of happiness on the kitchen windowsill, telling me that “it keeps the darkness out and lets the light in.” But that didn’t stop her from needing to walk miles in the state forest every day, vigorously swinging her arms, sweat dripping down her face, her hands clenched tightly into fists. She knew being active was good for her mental as well as physical health, but no matter how much she moved, it was like she couldn’t outrun the negativity in her brain. She was always moving. People would compliment her all the time, but she’d always brush it off, saying that she’d gained five pounds, or that she was eating too much junk food, or that she used to look better. But she looked perfect to me.

And that VOICE. Mom truly had a gift from God: a strong, clear, angelic soprano range that moved any and everybody who heard her sing, from the barstools at night gigs (where she’d order club soda with a lime) to the pews at St. Mary’s. She was humble about it, but I think I understood that deep down, she knew how good she was. She was always the first pick for any solo at church if she was available; no one else ever came close to measuring up. I’d crawl up into the church loft, right next to the organ, and listen to her voice as it sailed up to the heavens. If there wasn’t anyone else around—or if the organist was one of the friendlier ones—I’d even sit up on the seat and let my feet dangle over the pedals, running my fingers lightly along the various knobs and keys, pretending I was playing right along with her. And when she wasn’t singing, she made sure music filled our home at all times, everything from Michael Jackson and Whitney Houston to Joni Mitchell and Carly Simon, from “Amazing Grace” and “They’ll Know We Are Christians By Our Love” to Guys and Dolls and The Phantom of the Opera. To this day, I know a lot of my eclectic tastes in music can be traced back to the variety of songs she introduced me to back then.

I adored Mom, but Dad was larger than life to me. He had a kind smile and a handsome face that kept him looking younger than his years. Plump at best, morbidly obese at worst, his weight was evenly distributed throughout his six-foot-tall frame, and it was easy to spot him from a distance because of the thick, shiny black hair on his head and the perfectly trimmed mustache under his nose. Dad’s physicality was outsized only by his infectious smile and an undeniably charismatic presence that could light up any room. When he walked through the door after a day of work as a headhunter (weird-ass name for “job recruiter”), I threw my arms around him and held on for dear life. He was my personal teddy bear, with big bear hugs and huge paws that he’d let me punch and cheer me on like I was a prize-winning boxer. When he was in a good mood, he made me feel so safe and calm. When he wasn’t, it felt like the rug had been pulled out from under me, and I wondered if I had done something to make him change. I loved nothing more than curling up into his lap and watching TV with him, even if he’d usually fall asleep and start snoring five minutes in.

Mom said it “scared the shit out of her” how naturally singing came to her little girl (at around two) and how self-possessed I was. Of all the things I inherited from my parents, a passion for music was the one that came through the strongest. She said she didn’t know where I got it. But I do. It was allllll from them. Just like I’d tried to mimic Mom’s sounds, I’d do the same with Dad. Singing was another one of our languages. It was so common for us to be vocalizing all day long—at home, in public, it didn’t matter. There was no shame, just the freedom in finding something that felt good in our bodies and seemed to bring smiles to people’s faces. He was the soulful one who could growl, scat, and sing the blues, whereas Mom was more about her sheet music and hitting the notes on the page. Dad also loved taking long drives to clear his mind and would let me ride shotgun sometimes, blasting his favorite tunes and encouraging me to sing along. I loved experimenting with different sounds, seeing what my voice could do.

But honestly—it wasn’t all roses. Over the years, Dad’s weight and a knee injury he’d picked up at work took a toll on him, and he relied on more and more support from his former job and the government. There were even whispers from certain family members that he’d injured himself just so he could collect disability payments and have a legit reason to stay on pain meds. But only Dad could tell you that for sure.

Even as a young kid, I could feel the inconsistencies of my parents’ individual moods and their energy toward each other. I’d be confused and wanting to understand what was happening and how I could help because I wanted us to stay together as a family. I’d get told everything was fine—but I somehow knew it wasn’t true. There was such a stark difference between what they told me and how things felt. Whenever they’d get in a fight, I’d tuck myself into this one part of my room and sing into the corner, focusing on my dioramas and dinosaur figurines, positioning my body so that the sound of my own humming bounced back to me and almost drowned out their arguing. But inevitably, Dad would storm out of the house and pull out of the driveway, and I’d chase after him, crying and wailing until my throat hurt. I usually blamed Mom for upsetting him, for making him leave.

Even though Dad was my hero, Mom was my rock—the one who was always there, the one who never left, the one who did everything she needed to make ends meet. She worked as a nanny during the day and came home every night exhausted but smiling through it for me, making us stir-fry or grilled cheeses with potato chips and grapes and a pickle on the side. By the time I was five, she and Dad decided to split ways for good, and, swallowing her pride, she moved us back to Foxborough to live with her dad.

Looking back now, I know it must’ve been really hard for her to make that decision. She and my grandfather, Tom, didn’t have the greatest father-daughter relationship. Ever since that car crash that took the lives of his wife, oldest son, and newborn daughter, my grandfather became a hardened man. After they got home from the hospital, he never talked about it again; instead, he carried his grief with him wherever he went, walking around that working-class town filled with rage and resentment, drinking away his pain. After a couple years of cold and chaos, he remarried a woman with her own children, bringing Mom into a Brady Bunch–type family. Mom and her brother, Brian, suddenly had two new brothers: Mark and Scott. Then, Tom and his new wife, Constance, had one more kid, Connie. Now a preteen, Mom felt swept under the rug. Like she’d been replaced by a cuter, sweeter, less damaged daughter.

Like me, Mom’s passion for music got her through some of the hardest times in her childhood. She’s always been an amazing singer, with one of those voices that fills up a whole room with its resonance. Her biological mother, Sonja, had been a gifted singer and pianist, too. After high school, Mom even earned a partial scholarship to Syracuse University for musical theater. Unfortunately, toward the end of her freshman year, she got mono and strep, missed a lot of classes, got discouraged, and ended up spending more time in bars than in classrooms.

Cutting her losses and licking her wounds, Mom moved back in with her dad and stepmom. By that point, both my grandfather and Mom were using alcohol to numb the pain that had never really gone away, and Mom felt like she wasn’t wanted there. It didn’t help that her dad was prone to bursts of anger, especially when he was drinking. It wasn’t long before she moved in with a boyfriend, picked up a waitressing gig, started singing in rock bands, and doubled down on her drinking. For the next few years, she kept repeating this self-destructive pattern over and over again, with different boys, across different New England towns—all until she ended up in Vermont, starting her first recovery program.

Since then, she had come far. She was several years sober. She had a steady job. And she was raising me pretty much all on her own. For her to part ways with Dad and move us back in with her dad, back to the same town that had caused her so much heartache—that was a sacrifice she made for me. For us. And though I might not have appreciated it back then, I look back now and realize that beneath all that pain was a woman who loved me more than anything—and was willing to do whatever it took to keep a roof over our heads.
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Back in the mid-to-late 1990s, Foxborough (or Foxboro—dealer’s choice, according to the US postal service) was one of those little Massachusetts suburbs with a Friendly’s ice cream place, a YMCA, and a decent high school football team—all twenty-nine miles south of Boston, where “the accent” was still strong. The town wasn’t diverse; it was mostly the descendants of a lot of English, Irish, and Italian families who’d lived there for generations. There were fewer than fifteen thousand full-time residents, so the streets easily become bloated and swarming with cars on game days when the Patriots played at Gillette Stadium off Route 1.

Other than that, it was a pretty classic small-town burb. Kids could safely ride their bikes up and down Central Street and pass the Booth Playground, and the only off-putting thing they’d see was an abandoned mental hospital (patients had been left to “figure it out for themselves” after the state cut mental health funding in the 1970s). It was also a town rooted in small businesses. Besides the Cumberland Farms convenience store and a Dairy Queen, Foxborough wasn’t really a “chain store” kind of place. More like, everyone knew everyone, and store owners always knew their customers and just what their order was. “Linda’ll have the steak & cheese, toasted—no olives. Steve’ll have his White Russian with extra Stoli, light ice.” There was also a popular pub called the Ancient Marinere, a favorite of my grandfather’s, which was within walking distance of his home (though sometimes, he’d get too drunk to make the walk back).

I was an only child, and I hated it. It just didn’t seem fair since all the other kids seemingly had built-in friends in their siblings. But I got to fill up my day with lots of activities, like bike riding, fishing with my Aunt Connie and Uncle Dale, checking out books from the Boyden Library, and doing art projects (think: popsicle sticks, sequins, puffy paints, googly eyes galore). Mom fully nurtured my free spirit and let me explore literally anything I was curious about. One thing I was really into from a young age was dinosaurs. (Yet another future tattoo seed planted.) I loved pretending like I was riding on the back of a triceratops or a T. rex or even a pterodactyl, high above the ground, watching everyone and everything below us turn into specks of dust. And that was just the start of it. I was full of enthusiasm and interests. I was definitely “a lot.” But Mom, to her credit, never made me feel like I was ever too much. Having no brothers or sisters, I concluded, was actually awesome because I got Mom all to myself—after she was done helping raise other people’s kids, anyways.

Even though Mom always encouraged me to march to the beat of my own drum, the families she nannied for could sometimes get a little worried about the influence I had on their kids. One time, I brought back a book on Wicca from Salem and couldn’t wait to show it to them. Around the time of my first Holy Communion (I would’ve been seven or so), I was casting little spells in this Jewish family’s coat closet. Needless to say, the parents had a sit-down discussion with Mom the next day. So much for starting my first coven.

Keep in mind, too, that these folks had homes so big, we could fit our room in the back of Grandad’s house into them—several times over. I didn’t really think about how we lived a bit differently from most people in Foxborough until I went over to someone else’s house. There was one frenemy in particular from school, and I remember she lived in what looked like a gray-carpeted palace, with endless nooks and crannies for hide-and-seek, a trampoline, a fridge filled with pepperoni Lunchables, cabinets stuffed with Gushers and Dunkaroos, an aboveground pool, and a pontoon boat parked on the lake out back. I was never quite sure whether this girl liked me or not. I wasn’t sure I liked her either. But she wanted to sing, and I was always singing, and I wanted name-brand snacks, and she had a cabinet full of them, so I’d say the “friendship” had mutual benefits for both of us.

More than hanging with kids my age, though, I wanted to hang with my favorite family members, who I knew actually liked me. Mom’s half-sister, my Aunt Connie, and her husband, Uncle Dale, lived only a bike ride’s distance away. Think of a fast-paced nonstop energy like Robin Williams but with the thickest Boston accent you’ve ever heard—to the point that it sometimes sounds like another language: that’s my Uncle Dale. Anytime he sat behind the desk at his office, he would incessantly tap his foot and shake with excitability—always moving, always on the edge of saying something crazy. You’d think he was on coke or speed, but it was just extreme ADHD that ensured he had more than enough energy to keep up with me. I’d be chillin’ on a yacht in the South of France by now if I could bottle up his frenetic, positive spark and sell it in pill form. His wife Connie was a beautiful, warm, hardworking real estate agent, as well as a home chef and baker. “Martha,” Dale called her because of her prowess in the kitchen. People often said I looked more like Connie than Mom because of our big cheeks and the way they squished our eyes down smaller when we smiled. The word townie doesn’t always have the best connotation attached to it, but in the best sense of the word, my aunt and uncle fit the bill. They were Mass-born and never left, had a tight-knit group of close friends since high school, more often than not had a beer in their hands or a vodka soda roadie in the cup holder, and they’d give you the shirts off their backs, no question, if you asked.

Connie and Dale were second parents to me, and I was always super grateful to have them in my life. Dale made elaborate forts in the middle of their living room, brought home yummy pizza, took me to get my nails done, and challenged me to games at the local arcade for hours. They never missed a school recital or holiday concert. It was blindingly obvious how crazy I was about performing, and next to Mom and Dad, I knew they were my biggest fans. I’d fixate on remembering everything about one album—like MJ’s Bad or the soundtrack from The Bodyguard—for weeks straight, and they’d let me try out all my new songs and dances for them, using their respective offices or the living room of their apartment as my stage. And whenever Connie visited the beauty salon in town, Head II Toes, she let me tag along with her and sing for the ladies there, many of them her friends. I’d walk in, grab a Werther’s candy from the dish at the receptionist’s desk, and just smirk to myself, knowing I was soon about to blow their hair back with what I could do with my voice. If there were new women in there, I couldn’t wait to see their reactions—the expressions on their faces when I opened my mouth. I’d ask people if they had a song that they wanted to hear next time, and I’d come back having learned it.

Everyone called me “precocious”—I thought it was an amazing sounding word—and I was more than willing to use whatever it meant to my advantage. At some point, I think Connie might have suggested that I should ask the ladies at the salon for a dollar or two after these little performances. Before you knew it, I was belting in the middle of the room as acrylic nails got filed down, asking these grown-ass women to open up their pocketbooks and give me a tip. Sometimes they’d ask me to sign autographs. Then I’d get dropped off back at Mom’s with a hard-earned eight bucks in my jacket pocket, proud as hell. I guess you could call those my first gigs.
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In the center of Foxborough, just off the roundabout, lies the Orpheum Theatre, where local productions of popular plays and musicals have been put on for years. Mom believed I had something special and took me to audition for the six-year-old character in The Who’s Tommy: The Musical, which Mom explained was a really cool rock show that the Orpheum was putting on. I didn’t care at all that the character was supposed to be a boy. Throw a bowl-cut wig on me and I was in.

I had more confidence in my skills than most adults, but nerves still swirled around in my belly as I walked out on that desolate stage, looking out at the red velvet theater chairs filled only by the three casting people who would decide my fate. It felt like the beginning of something. Mom was watching from behind the lobby window, and I could feel her up there with me, cheering me on. I knew she thought I was the most talented kid in New England, and that meant a lot because nothing impressed her—she just didn’t think many things or people were great. But. If she thought I was good enough, then I was good enough. The part was mine.

The pianist ushered me in, and without a drop of hesitation, I belted out the first few words of “On My Own” from Les Misérables: “On my own, pretending he’s beside me.” And then I lost myself in the lyrics, the feelings, the music.

As soon as I finished, the director chuckled and said, “Quite the powerful voice and quite the song choice for such a tiny little girl!” Mom had helped me prepare the Les Mis song, which was more relevant for a theater audition than, say, “Get On Up” or “River Deep, Mountain High.” He then gave me a chorus from a song in Tommy to learn quickly and asked me to act out a few lines with different emotions. I walked out of that audition and into the lobby with my head held high. The bug had officially bitten me.

I think I got that role! They said I was amazing! I’m going to be really famous one day… I remember thinking to myself as Mom and I walked back to Grandad’s house. I was excited to tell him the great news of my first step toward stardom, but he could be moody, so I tried not to take it too personally when he feigned enthusiasm and grumbled something like “Good for you” before going back to his beer and the news.

At that point, I was floating on air; not even a grumpy old man could get me down. I’d never felt better in my life than I had on that stage, basking in the applause, standing tall and powerful in front of an audience of one or one thousand, knowing I could do something they couldn’t. The sheer audacity to believe I belonged up there, at my age—I knew people were impressed by it. And I loved feeling impressive.

When they called to say I got the part, Mom first told me that I didn’t. Then, not able to keep up the charade for long, she laughed and said, “I’m just kidding, Jo, YOU GOT IT!!! You’re going to be so amazing!!!” I started jumping and shrieking and running around the house.

Even though this early greenlight into the theater was encouraging, Mom made sure to keep my musical horizons open. Going to see live music around Massachusetts and New Hampshire was a regular weekend deal for us. She’d sung in several rock bands throughout her twenties and seemed to have a knack for finding places to hear people jam. Somewhere near the Cape, she discovered a band called Big Daddy and the Accelerators. The front man, Darwin, all six foot five of him, was an African American and Native American artist who rocked a massive cowboy hat, turquoise and bone jewelry, leather vests, and custom boots. I was in awe of him. Mustached with skin the color of earth, he sang the hell out of the blues and had a captivating stage presence that far outshone the venues he was playing. Above everything else, he radiated an electric positivity that made me want him to acknowledge my existence. I knew I couldn’t leave that show without him hearing me sing. It probably sounds strange for a six-year-old to be so self-possessed, but there I was, instinctively aware that soul and blues music connected to something deep within me.

After the show, Mom told him that I was a singer and asked if I could sing something for the band. The next thing I knew, “Old Time Rock and Roll”—a song they had just covered in their set—growled out of me as I snarled my lip like Elvis and shimmied around on the linoleum tile floor. Big Daddy was tickled.

“Wow!!!” He stepped back with his hands on his hips, taking in my little frame, freshly cut bangs (like Mom’s), multicolored scarf tied as a headband, plaid crinkle top with spaghetti straps, jeans, and my favorite sparkly purple jellies. “Where in the world did you get that big voice? HA! You are really something!! And what do you know about soul, lil’ mama?” He had me sing again for his lady and some other people he knew. “I just really can’t believe my ears and eyes. Tell me, Joanna—what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“Well, obviously, I want to be a famous singer!” The people around us laughed, but I was undeterred. I felt like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Can I sing with you sometime?” I asked him. I honestly had no thoughts or agenda beyond “I would love to be up there and you seem really nice.” And from that day on, he let me sing with his band whenever Mom could get us to one of their gigs. He always gave me a star’s introduction as if I were Chaka Khan or something. The band even let me sit in with them when they performed on local broadcast TV. This was my first taste of what it felt like to be on the other side of the camera, where I knew in my heart that I belonged.
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