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Introduction
Chan Marshall does not want you to read this book.

On August 5, 2008, one year and seven months after I started researching A Good Woman, Chan Marshall's mother, who is in her sixties and lives in a tobacco shack in rural North Carolina, called me on my private cellphone number. I was at work at Blender magazine in Midtown Manhattan, where I am Editor at Large. An issue had just closed, so I was passing time drinking a latte and reading a blog post about Tyra Banks. I didn't recognize the number that appeared on the caller ID. “Someone wants money,” I thought, anticipating the fake friendly tone of an Environmental Defense Fund solicitor or credit-card-company rep. I give a lot to environmental defense and I owe a lot to American Express. “Hello?” I said in my most professional voice, ready to pretend to be my own secretary if it was someone really threatening. “Hi, this is Myra Lee,” the voice on the other end of the line said.

“Holy shit, Chan's mom is on the phone,” I thought. “The woman she named her debut album for. The mythical, troubled Southern gothic creature who I'd only ever fantasized about actually getting an interview with—despite my many attempts.”

I got up quickly and went into the makeshift office/conference room where people go to gossip, interview prospective interns, or cry after a bad edit or mid-workday breakup. I closed the door. The reviews editor walked by and gave me a sympathetic look.

“You called my son, Lenny?” Myra continued, her silky South Georgian drawl doing little to conceal her hostility.

“Yes, we spoke this weekend,” I said.

“He's very upset,” she continued. “Who exactly are you? We don't know anything about this.”

“Who is ‘we,’” I thought, envisioning an enraged clan of Chan's relatives armed with rifles and assembling outside on Sixth Avenue.

I explained that I was a journalist based in New York working on a book about Cat Power, and that I had spoken with Chan's younger brother, Lenny, the previous weekend. While he came across as a very frank and willing interviewee, I knew that getting Lenny on the record for the book would be a button pusher. Chan tells journalists exactly what she wants fans to know about her past, and she rarely mentions her twenty-nine-year-old brother, who has cerebral palsy, works three jobs, and lives in Atlanta.

While I understood Myra's protectiveness of her son, I became confused when she suggested that I was the latest in what was apparently a series of Chan stalkers. Myra asked if there was someone at the magazine she could call to confirm that I was who I said I was. I told her that the book was not related to my job at Blender, but that I would be happy to have my editor at Random House call her. “That could be anyone on the phone! I don't want someone to call me, I want to call!” she seethed.

Apparently the warmth, good humor, and eager-to-talk attitude projected by the men in Chan's family (including her father, Charlie, step-father, Leamon, and her hidden half brother) doesn't extend to the women. “We have talons,” Myra later admitted to me.

It turns out that Chan's mother reads Blender. (“I read everything Chan is in,” she said with pride.) Myra had me hold the line while she located a recent issue. I felt like I'd been caught shoplifting and was waiting for the cops to arrive. Her tone softened, though, as she flipped through the pages to the masthead, where, lo and behold, she found my name. “Elizabeth Goodman, Editor at Large,” she said, surprised.

I knew, of course, that I was who I said I was. But Myra somehow had me feeling like an impostor or, worse, some kind of degenerate.

Once Myra accepted that she was speaking with Elizabeth Goodman, she really started talking. Like a skilled raconteur, Myra shared information about her family's roots in southern Georgia, about her days as an idealistic hippie in the late sixties on Atlanta's politicized Fourteenth Street scene, and about Chan frankly and openly. She said that though she loves her daughter, many of the details Chan told reporters about her childhood over the years were false. Especially the ones that paint Myra as a bad mother and a drunk.

She promised a full interview. “I have to speak with Chan first,” she warned, “but I'll talk to you. I'll tell it like it is. I'll tell you where I went wrong with her as a teenager and I'll tell you where she went wrong.”

We never got that far.

Two hours later, Myra called back to tell me, person to person, that we wouldn't be speaking again. Then she kept dialing. She called the main switchboard at Blender and demanded to speak to “my superiors.” The receptionist that day was a temp, and Myra scared the shit out of her much in the way she scared the shit out of me—only I had some context. Unsure of what to do, the girl patched the call through to a friend in the mailroom. Myra again demanded to speak with my bosses and accused me of harassing her family and preying upon her sick son. After assurances were made that I would be told about her concerns, she calmed down and hung up.

Two years had passed since Chan Marshall began her campaign to have this book stopped, and she'd finally gotten around to telling her mother about it.

After Chan declined to be interviewed for A Good Woman in early 2007, it took her less than a month to tell everyone at her label, Matador Records, not to talk to me. She told a painter friend of hers and an obscure French musician who she once toured with. She called a photographer with whom she once shared a loft in New York City. She told the flamboyant, internationally famous Chanel designer Karl Lagerfeld. But in a year and seven months, Chan never got around to telling even one member of her immediate family about this book. She never told her mother, whom Chan has repeatedly vilified in print as a negligent boozer. She never told her biological father, whom Chan has accused in national publications of abandonment and emotional abuse. She never told her half brother, Lenny, whom she has gone out of her way to hide from the press. She never told her sister or her stepfather or her grandmother, the person she's closest to in her family. She never told any of them. She left that to me, like a weird, passive-aggressive statement of tacit approval—or so I imagined in my more tortured moments during this writing process.

Chan may have assumed that I was a shoddy reporter who wouldn't be able to track down her family, but if that was the case, why the paranoia and terror directed at people who work for her like Matador Records staff and her lawyer, as well as random acquaintances who were unlikely to say anything but good things about her? It seemed like part of Chan wanted me, or any faceless reporter, to be the one to take her parents to task.

I don't really know why Chan didn't warn her family about the book. What I believe to be certain is that the contrast between Chan's professed virulent objection to this book and the fact that she never told those with the juiciest stories about her not to participate in it represents the irreconcilable conflict at the core of her identity. We are all studies in contrasts, but Chan is the very embodiment of diametric opposition. She is both an exhibitionist and a prude, transparent and private, friendly and cold, arrogant and insecure, generous and possessive, humble and entitled, frugal and extravagant, responsible and unaccountable, tomboy and glamour girl, homebody and transient, trusting and paranoid, sober and alcoholic, crazy and sane, light and dark, she is all of these things at once.

This core contrast, this hide-and-seek quality in Chan, is exactly what makes her personality so compelling, her music so mesmerizing, and the prospect of telling her story so challenging. It's also what makes dealing with her—directly or even indirectly—so utterly maddening.

When I started this project, I wanted to write about Chan in part because she made music that made me feel less alone. I felt close to her but I didn't really know her. Chan's surprisingly aggressive attempts to stop the book, juxtaposed with her leaving obvious opportunities for me to keep it going, made me realize that it was more important to really figure out this woman than it was to adore her. At launch point I knew Chan only as Gatsby, the finished product of an elaborate self-invention. I didn't yet know her as Jay Gatz: the real, flawed person behind the myth.

When I interviewed Chan over the telephone in 2005 for a small piece in Spin magazine (where I was freelancing), we talked about the blues (better to sing about them than to have them), moonshine (gets you through the long nights), and peanut-butter ice cream (gets you through the long days). It felt as if we were at a slumber party and had stayed up all night watching Christian Slater movies and eating Lucky Charms and sour straws. I hung up the phone feeling exhausted but sugar-high.

Chan, like Morrissey, Kurt Cobain, and Conor Oberst, comes across as so inclusive that it's easy to believe she is actually your friend. No one knows you the way she knows you. That feeling stuck with me throughout the first few weeks of this project in which I listened to all the music and dreamed of what would lie ahead. The idea of spending the next year of my life over at Chan's house made me giddy. I didn't seriously consider that this woman, who documented her most private thoughts on record for public consumption, who told every journalist with a pen and paper—credentialed or not—about her deranged parents and her wild Southern-gothic childhood, would have a problem with me picking up the narrative where she left off. After all, I was a fan.

So I wrote her a letter to reassure her. In early March 2007 Nils Bernstein, Chan's publicist at Matador and a friend of mine, forwarded it to her.


Hi Chan,

My name is Elizabeth Goodman, and I am working on a book about your work.

…In addition to being a longtime fan of your music, I also think that you are increasingly becoming a true cultural icon. I know that might sound goofy—and it's the sort of thing that feels weird to read about oneself—but I believe that it's true, and that it's important. You have a real influence now on music, of course, but also on fashion, on literature, on art in general, and I think that you deserve a really serious, thoughtful, respectful book dedicated to your work, and to your story.

…I know that it's YOUR story, and that the idea that someone like me might sift through your past and handpick the parts that best illustrate a certain perception of you is really gross. That's not the book I've proposed, it's not one I would want to write, and it's not the one I've sold. This is not a tabloid-ish project. I want to write something that you would approve of, that, in an ideal world, you might even be proud of. …

I understand why you might be hesitant to give the book your blessing, at the same time I hope that you will consider not opposing it … I want to honor you with this book, not exploit you.



I really thought this letter would take care of any potential static. Through various conversations I'd had with Matador representatives, I knew that the label wasn't opposed to this book. They figured that someone would eventually write a biography of Cat Power, and since I was as much a fan as a journalist, I was as good a candidate as they were likely to get. There are many who consider Cat Power's career to be one long marathon of unsubstantiated hype. Chan's next prospective biographer might agree. Matador knew that I did not. I would be professional but also affectionate.

I also felt confident in my reputation as a writer, even though this is my first book. When I began it, I was on staff at Rolling Stone. I'd written for England's esteemed weekly NME in the early 2000s, when the Strokes, the White Stripes, the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, and the Hives made rock suddenly exciting again. I'd worked at Spin during the same era and I wrote for magazines like Nylon and Interview, which glorified the intersection between fashion and music and pop culture that Chan so perfectly represents.

Mostly, though, I just had faith that any threat of antagonism would disappear because it was unwarranted. Then, on Tuesday, May 8, as I was preparing to travel to Atlanta to spend some time in Chan's hometown, I received an e-mail from her lawyer.


Elizabeth:

We represent Chan Marshall p/k/a “Cat Power.” Chan has told us that she's heard that you are working on a bio of her—not sure if this is for a magazine piece and/or a book. At Chan's request, we're dropping you a line to see what the deal is.

Please don't interpret this as an attempt to intimidate, etc. Chan just asked us to find out if anything's going on.

I'd appreciate it if you could let me know when you have a moment.


Thanks,

Joe Penachio

Joseph D. Penachio, Esq.

Grubman Indursky & Shire, PC.



Initially after reading this I felt ashamed, like I was five and wore muddy snow boots inside the house. That lasted for about three minutes. Then I felt angry. By the time this letter was sent, Chan had known for several months that the book was happening. She knew very well that it was not related to a magazine article. And her lawyers must have told her that as a public figure, she could be written about by any journalist, even without her approval. I realize now that this letter represented a combination of Chan's desperation and panic about this book as well as an attempt, in spite of Mr. Penachio's assurance to the contrary, to intimidate me into giving up the project. But at the time I was still mystified by Chan's reaction, and I committed myself to proving that it was unwarranted.

This weird game of mental warfare carried over into my first and second drafts of the book, which were seriously dull. My initial writing impulse, one I now realize Chan's resistance implanted in me, was to steer clear of anything that might upset her. Even the boatload of disturbing things she's routinely said about herself felt gauche in this new world where Chan was mad at me and I had to make amends. Chan has a nervous tic where she constantly inquires, “Are you mad at me?” She has asked this of dozens of journalists during what must now be hundreds of interviews. Ironically, I found myself wanting to ask her that question.

Chan has gone into elaborate detail about the steady stream of rock boys, drugs, and instability that defined her early childhood, the sanctuary she found in music, the mental illness that runs in her family, the psychosis she has personally battled over the years, the story behind how her pubic hair landed in the pages of The New Yorker, the play-by-play of what she saw and heard when she spent a week in a Miami hospital psych ward. Why would Chan tell these detailed, provocative stories, then act appalled and revolted when people listen intently?

For all of the singer's seemingly unfettered disclosures to journalists, she is actually very controlled in her interviews. She lobs confessions like deceptively well-guided grenades aimed to distract. No matter how cunning a reporter might be, if an interviewee tells you about her abortion, you don't ask if it was a boy or a girl. You ask if you can refresh her drink or light her cigarette.

This started to bother me. I now wanted to be the one, the only one, to ask the follow-up question. I wanted to ask her if it was a boy or a girl. And I wanted her to know that even if she lit my cigarette and poured me a cup of green tea and let me pet her puppy, I would still ask and I would still wait for an answer. I wanted to call Chan on her bullshit.

The more intensely Chan protested the book, the deeper I was compelled to dig. And the more I learned about this woman's childhood, about the roots of her mental instability, about the cunning concealed beneath those shaggy bangs, the more I realized how naïve I'd been to imagine that she wouldn't object to someone writing a biography about her. No longer my idealized confidante, Chan became my subject. And as such I started to look at her without the filter of adoration.

I saw her addiction to fame, the natural flip side of an equally genuine repulsion to it that she often discusses. I saw the absurd hypocrisy in her deliberate self-mythologizing—her willingness to play up her tragic childhood and emotional instability in order to make us look closer, then her scandalized disgust when we do. I saw her as someone who will direct an assistant to secure impossible dinner reservations one minute, then pick her nose in front of strangers the next. I saw her.

In resisting the publication of this book so virulently, Chan showed me exactly why it was worth writing. I could have given the advance money back and gone on my way, and if Chan were one of her merely pleasant contemporaries—Feist, or Norah Jones—I probably would have. But like her idols Bob Dylan, Billie Holiday, and Madonna, Chan is a Gatsby, and while that means very little to the fangirl who started this book, it means everything to the journalist who finished it.

Chan Marshall didn't want me to write A Good Woman and she doesn't want you to read it. But given her protestations, I can only assume that for reasons that are still becoming clear to me, she needs us too.
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June 9, Town Hall in New York City. Cat Power's sold-out engagement at the prestigious, eighty-six-year-old venue where Leonard Bernstein and Miles Davis once performed featured the Memphis Rhythm Band, a full Southern soul orchestra. They were all onstage. Chan Marshall was not, and people were starting to worry. This show was originally scheduled for February, but had been canceled for what were then referred to as “health reasons.” By now everybody in the venue knew what that really meant. Chan had suffered one of the most highly publicized mental and physical flameouts in the modern rock era, with the New York Times reporting on the details of her institutionalization and one million fans all over the world wondering if her return to the stage would bring the same vulnerable beguiling presence they'd come to cherish and rely on. Chan Marshall had been long gone all winter, and almost for good. Would she be back with the spring? And if so, how damaged would she be?

After nearly an hour, the singer finally took the stage barefoot, wearing a strapless beaded Chanel couture dress carrying a hot-pink commuter mug filled with what she kept triumphantly insisting was chamomile tea, not single malt scotch, or wine, or beer, the preferred on-stage beverages for most of her career. So invested in Chan's well-being were many of the fans in the audience that this revelation itself drew applause. The gown's pale, creamy tone showed off her deep tan and lithe frame, achieved during winter months spent trading booze and dark hotel rooms for the Miami sunshine, novels read by the pool, and Pilates. She looked happy, which, for anyone who knew her personally or had followed the evolution of her career, was stunning to witness: the mental-hygiene equivalent of onstage pyro.

She was tentative as she led the band, who were clearly pulling for her as well, through the first few songs, relying on weirdly equine galloping dance steps to neutralize the tension.

During the minimalist ballad “Where Is My Love” she left the stage for a while, prompting the background singer to add a wry tone to the lyric. It seemed like Chan was gone too long and a sense of here-she-goes-again nervous energy permeated the crowd. Her eventual return drew another wave of relieved whoops and applause. She flashed a huge grin, cantered over to her piano, and proceeded to sing with such smoky, lived-in authority that it was as if she finally knew her lines after fifteen years of tense rehearsal. It was the best Cat Power show I've ever seen.

Delayed gratification has always been Chan's signature stage move. During her earliest shows she would often stand feet away from the mike so that the audience could hear exactly enough to know what they were missing in not being able to hear more. This sort of vocal titillation was defiant, as if she resented being onstage and wanted to taunt her listeners. When Chan reappeared at Town Hall that night, beckoned by the increasingly insistent “Where is my love?” refrain sung by her backup vocalist, that sense of performance as being punitive was gone. In its place was unadulterated joy.

Onstage at Town Hall that night, the contrasting sides of Chan Marshall, which had been struggling vigorously against each other for most of her then thirty-four years, united for a brief two hours of fragile perfection. She was both shy and confident, glamorous in her gown and tomboyish in her ponytail and bare feet, nervous but happy when she played the piano alone, and forceful like a blues diva when she led her band through songs off her recently released album, The Greatest. Former Talking Heads frontman David Byrne, who was in attendance, wrote on his blog that the show was one of the best he'd ever seen. “This combination of Memphis rhythm section and her hesitant … phrasing was … a very strange idea,” Byrne wrote. “The result is somewhere in the middle of two worlds. Some new thing came into being that had elements of both worlds but that was neither.”

Those who are familiar with Chan know two main things about her: She has the voice of a damaged angel, and she's probably crazy. Beginning very early in her career but reaching an apex during 1998 and 1999 when Chan toured in support of her fourth album, Moon Pix, Cat Power played a series of shows during which Chan would regularly self-destruct onstage. These displays were so gory—a combination of genuinely alarming psychosis and weirdly compelling performance art—that the singer soon became as famous for her eccentricity and mental instability as she was for her music. In the following years Cat Power released three more albums (2000's The Covers Record, 2003's You Are Free, and 2006's The Greatest), each of which earned her increasing amounts of mainstream media coverage. She used her access to the press to speak with disturbing candor about the history of mental illness in her family, the scary household she grew up in, and the paralyzing sense of worthlessness she felt every time she stepped onstage, walked outside, or took a breath.

When Chan opened her mouth to sing, fans and critics heard generations of poor Southerners crippled by a sense of inescapable illegitimacy. We longed to hear that voice really open up, to surpass the limitations imposed on it by Chan's evident self-loathing and insecurity. Every implosive Cat Power performance carried a sense of rooting for the underdog. We the fans knew what she had, what she was, what she was worth, and we longed to make her know, to make her see. If she saw and heard what we saw and heard perhaps she could get onstage and sing with strength, confidence, and freedom the way she did when she was just a little girl, singing hymns in church.

Chan has been struggling since birth. She was raised in a wild and unstable home, exposed to drugs and alcohol as a kid, endured her parents' divorce, attended countless different schools before dropping out of high school at seventeen to work in a pizza parlor, and by the age of twenty she was pregnant. If Chan Marshall had amounted to nothing, it would have surprised no one, especially not herself. And yet just as consistently as she has been underestimated, she has also defied expectations. Chan learned from her parents' mistakes and stayed clean while many of her friends became casualties of the nineties heroin scene. When she got pregnant at a young age by the wrong guy, she had an abortion, collected the money she'd wisely saved, and moved to New York City, becoming the first person in her family to leave the South for good.

When Chan first started playing her unusual breed of dour blues rock, she was marginalized by many as a cute girl with a dark past and an indie record deal. But Chan propelled Cat Power to international fame and her artistic potency went well past the sell-by date of most of her contemporaries. When success didn't exorcize the demons she'd been running from since childhood, Chan experienced a psychological breakdown and public tour cancellation that could have signaled the end of Cat Power. Instead, her return marked the most triumphant moment in her career and heralded the most spectacular critical and commercial success Cat Power has ever had.

“God shined on her,” Spin editor Charles Aaron says of the Greatest shows with the Memphis Rhythm Band, a collection of extremely venerable bluesmen with decades of experience. “It made her realize she's not existing in this whole indie-rock world where whether you can or cannot sing is viewed as an interpretive thing. It's like, ‘Okay, either perform to the very best of my ability, or I will be humiliated onstage.’ They'll be nice. They're perfect gentlemen, but in their hearts of hearts they'll be like, ‘Who is this child? Who is this white girl that we have to do this with? Whatever. Pay me.’ But she stepped it up.”

Before Chan was hospitalized in the winter of 2006, her shows were fearful. In the fall of 2006, after the Greatest tour ended and Chan stopped playing with the Memphis Rhythm Band she performed with sterile professionalism. But for a short, precious time between the spring of 2006 and the fall of that same year, Chan reached her potential. She got there. Onstage she was wounded and healed and sane and insane and young and old and feminine and masculine all at once, and it was magic. Then, like her best songs, the moment passed, disintegrated into the ether, and we were left, as was she, to wait for its return.
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Even though Atlanta is now an urban center, congested with labyrinthine freeways and tract housing, much of the city still embodies the feeling of traditional Southern life. Downtown, locals leisurely stroll the streets and chat naturally with each other at the grocery store or gas station, and at dusk it's not uncommon to see Atlantans gathering for a predinner cocktail out on the porch or stoop or backyard. Even where signs of a more sterile suburban life exist, the old ways persist. In the middle of a Thursday in July, at the Starbucks in Peachtree Center, you can find an Emory prelaw student passionately arguing politics for hours with a dread-locked African American Vietnam veteran he met that day. Two hours and several cups of coffee later, they exchange e-mails, then part ways, the student off to his campus apartment, the veteran off to the shelter where he sleeps. This Atlanta—the one defined by a happy contradiction between traditional values and progressive liberal thought—is Chan's Atlanta.

The singer hasn't lived in the South full-time since she was twenty, but no matter what's going on in her life—whether she's caught up in one of Cat Power's epic European tours or enjoying a minibreak at Chanel designer Karl Lagerfeld's country home—Chan always finds time to come home for hush puppies and barbecue. And even though she'll help bake the sweet-potato pie at Christmas in North Carolina or gallivant around her old Atlanta stomping grounds with friends from high school, compared to the rest of her family, Chan is practically a Yankee. She's the first person in her family to move north of the Mason-Dixon Line. Chan's mother and father still live down South (her mom in Greensboro, North Carolina, her dad in Atlanta), as does every other living blood relative from her sister, Miranda; stepfather, Leamon; half brother, Lenny; niece, Audrey; nephew, Ian; brother-in-law, Mike; grandmother, Lillian; grandfather, Richard; and half sister, Ivy, to innumerable best friends whom this genteel but feisty Southern girl considers family.

Chan Marshall has friends everywhere from Barcelona to Montreal to Melbourne, but in her parents' sixty-some years on earth, neither of them has spent much time outside of the southern United States. Her father graduated from high school and briefly experimented with the idea of college, but found the pull of a rock ‘n’ roll life to be too strong and soon dropped out. Chan has indicated that Myra never finished high school. And yet these two young people, roots deeply planted in red clay soil, started out with dreams of living a kind of life that is not so different from the one Chan now leads. The identities of both Chan's parents were forged at a time when the rebel spirit of the sixties was alive and thriving. The young couple was musically inclined and naturally drawn to the artists lifestyle, which during the time was directly aligned with social and political revolution.

Charles Marshall was born Charles Fowler in 1947 in Talladega, then a small mill town in central Alabama. Today Talladega is known for being home to the longest and fastest superspeedway in stock-car racing, but the track wasn't built until the 1960s. In the 1950s, when Charlie and his younger brother, Jerry, were growing up, the place was a one-stoplight town in which you had to make your own fun. From a very early age, Charlie learned the three pillars of amusement: girls, liquor, and rock ‘n’ roll.

As a young boy, Charlie lived with his aunt and uncle. Then, when he was about ten years old, his mother, Lena Faye, remarried and Charlie went to live with her and her new husband. William Herman Marshall, who went by the name Benny, adopted Charlie when he was a teenager and Charlie changed his name from Charles Fowler to Charlie Marshall.

“We didn't have a lot of money,” Charlie remembers. “At Christmastime, when I was a tiny boy, my mom would come visit. We'd sit around the fire and we'd sing Christmas songs. ‘The Old Rugged Cross’ was my aunt Ruby's favorite song. We would just sing.”

As a child, Charlie quickly learned that he could use his natural charm to command the attention of whichever adults happened to be around, a skill he would pass on to Chan. Charlie's early knack for performance is something both he and Chan are proud of.

“My first professional gig—I always tell people this,” Charlie begins, excited to relay one of his many favorite personal narratives. “In Talladega, music was everywhere. I remember there was one old couple, and if I'd walk by 'em just right they'd say, ‘Sing for us, Charlie.’ So I would do ‘Hey Good Lookin'.’ They'd give me a quarter.” Chan often proudly tells this story as well.

Just as it would be in Chan's life, music was the one consistent presence in her father's world. Mom and Dad were inconsistent, but the music would always be there. Soon Charlie was playing in the most popular local band, the Turks, and enjoying the spoils of small-town fame. “All of the sudden, to all of the girls who didn't pay any attention to me—I was like top cat!” he remembers, laughing. “I said, ‘I like this!’ I was bit immediately.” Between the electrifying feel of playing before a crowd and the collection of snug-bell-bottom-wearing female admirers who lined up to bat their eyes at him after the show, Charlie quickly realized the rock ‘n’ roll life was for him—and just as quickly concluded that the Turks were not the band to get him out of Talladega. He decided to go to technical college down in Childersburg, Alabama, where he joined a new band and started traveling on the local college-to-college circuit, playing frat parties for gas money and free beer. “All of the sudden I wasn't just small-town Charlie Marshall in Talladega, Alabama,” he remembers. “I realized that you could actually travel and make money doing this.”

Several bands later, Charlie and his friend Mike Lewis headed to Tuscaloosa, where Chan's father enrolled as a part-time student and the pair formed a new band called the Brick Wall. Mike Lewis went on to have an impressive career in the music business. He played with the Standells (of “Dirty Water” fame), was on two Quicksilver Messenger Service albums, and later became a disco producer. The Brick Wall was a long way from that kind of success, but they were aiming high. Relentless ambition brought tough times. Charlie remembers living on a single peanut-butter-and-banana sandwich a day during most of that fall before the band started to get some attention. They made it through the winter, and in early 1968 they recorded their first real single, the bluesy “Poor Mary Has Drowned,” which Capitol Records released. Nearly thirty years before Matador Records signed Cat Power, a member of the Marshall family already had a record deal.
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Traditional blues and R&B music is the foundation of contemporary rock ‘n’ roll, yet during the genre's first golden era, Southern rock didn't really exist. During the 1950s, artists like Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, and, of course, Elvis left a sonic trail of bread crumbs from the spare, unadorned sound of the Delta blues to the explosive bravado that would define rock music in the 1960s. But as rock ‘n’ roll rose in prominence with artists like Roy Orbison and Chubby Checker in the early sixties, Southern music veered from the potent rock sound it had given birth to and toward a country-music twang. During the early 1960s, the South's contribution to contemporary music came mainly out of Nashville, where producers like Owen Bradley and Chet Atkins put a pop sheen on singles by distinctly country artists like Patsy Cline and Jim Reeves.

By the late 1960s, the two poles of Southern music—country and blues—began to merge. Bands like Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Byrds, and the Band popularized a rock sound that included a heavy country influence and revitalized interest in the South as a breeding ground for great rock ‘n’ roll. It was during this era that the Brick Wall was trying to break into the music business. By November 1969, when the Allman Brothers, from Macon, Georgia, released their first album— an eponymous debut that channeled both the riotous and forlorn sides of the South—Southern rock was considered highly commercial. During the 1970s, the Marshall Tucker Band, the Charlie Daniels Band, and eventually Lynyrd Skynyrd would make some of the most outrageous, raucous, and distinctly American music in history. The Brick Wall was poised to be a part of this movement, but first they had to find a home base, record some music, and hit the road on tour. In 1968 Capitol Records encouraged them to relocate to one of a handful of so-called major markets in America, where they would be best positioned to capitalize on any attention that came their way.

Arriving in Atlanta in the beatific summer of 1968 felt like coming home. “We pulled around Fourteenth Street, and there was about one hundred longhairs there,” Charlie remembers. “In Tuscaloosa we had maybe one hundred longhairs in the whole county going to school, so when I saw all these people all congregated in one area I said, ‘This is where I want to be.’”

It was also exactly where Chan's mom and Charlie's future bride, eighteen-year-old Myra Lee Russell, wanted to be. Though she was still living with her parents in Forest Park, a quiet and leafy middle-class suburb of the big city, Myra was already a revolutionary, activist, and artist in spirit, and spent as much time as she could down on Fourteenth Street and Peachtree Street, the main arteries of Atlanta's counterculture.

Myra grew up in a traditional Southern household. Along with her two brothers, Wayne and Dickie, and one sister, Kathy, Myra attended church on Sundays with her parents Lillian (Granny Lil to Chan and the other grandkids) and Richard Russell (who went by Pop). They lived in a modest but well-appointed brick house south of Atlanta.

Myra's family has deep roots in southern Georgia. Around the turn of the century, her grandparents migrated from the rural southern part of the state to Atlanta, where they worked in a cotton mill. Granny Lil, Myra's mom, would also occasionally pick cotton, though Myra says her daughter's description of her grandmother as a cotton picker is one of the many family mischaracterizations Chan made in print: “She would go out and pick cotton for fun, not because she had to,” Myra explains.

Myra grew up wild. She spent hours outside in the verdant, sticky Georgia summers, wreaking havoc with her three siblings. “I was shooting a twenty-two when I was twelve,” Myra recalls with a raspy laugh earned through decades of heavy smoking. “We'd collect bottles in Poulan, Georgia, and go down to the store and get an RC Cola and a Moon Pie for a nickel. We'd put 'em up on the fence posts and shoot 'em down.”

For all the rowdy backwoods fun in the Russell household, there was also a lot of sorrow. When he was just sixteen, Myra's younger brother, Wayne, was killed in a motorcycle accident. Wayne was the golden child of the family, a handsome and charismatic boy whose vastly contrasting light and dark sides remind Charlie a lot of Chan. When Wayne was just a teenager and Charlie and Myra were still married, the Russells sent their youngest son down to Atlanta to visit his sister, her husband, and their new baby, Miranda. “This is when we were living down with the hippies,” Charlie remembers. “Everyone wanted to come see the hippies! Wayne couldn't have been more than fourteen or fifteen, and one of my friends had been giving him beer behind my back. He threw up all over.”

Wayne's death rocked the Russell family, in particular Myra and Lillian. “That's a sore subject for both of them,” Lenny Land, Chan's half brother, says. “I think they feel like they could have prevented it somehow. Like they could have talked him off the motorcycle that night. Guilt is the overwhelming theme with us.”

Chan often talks about how deeply mental illness and alcoholism run in her family, and on Myra's side both are extremely prominent. According to Charlie, Myra's older brother, who served in the military, was eventually diagnosed as schizophrenic. Leamon puts it more succinctly: “Myra's brother is the crazy one. He went to spend some time in the service, said he had Agent Orange. He goes in and out.” Myra's older sister, Kathy, now Kathy Brady, is another wild child. “Myra's sister, that's a whole other story,” Leamon says with a soft laugh. “Kathy is like seventy now, the oldest bartender in Atlanta. There's been a lot of bars gone out of business over that girl. When Myra and her get together, they just roar.”

As Myra got older, she became a beautiful young woman with the refined features of a big-city fashion model, but the wildness of spirit forged shooting guns and running barefoot through the Georgia woods stayed with her. In spite of her unusually light green eyes, fine, straight brown hair, and curtain-making mother back at home, Myra was no docile society girl. Even at eighteen, while still living in her father's house, Myra had a self-assuredness that was as compelling as her good looks.

For both Myra and Charlie, the political and social revolution of the late 1960s provided the perfect backdrop for postadolescent rebellion. “I used to sell The Great Speckled Bird on the streets,” Myra says, referring to Atlanta's radical underground paper. “Oh, man, we were some rude hippies. We were antiestablishment, we were anti all war. Still am.” The couple also shared a deep adoration of music. Myra spent a lot of her time as a teenager record shopping downtown and devising ways to get out of her parents' house at night so she could see rock shows.

“On Fourteenth Street, everybody hung out at a restaurant called the Pennant,” Leamon Land, Myra's second husband and Chan's eventual stepfather, remembers. “And there was a hippie movement on Peachtree—it was kind of the Haight Ashbury of Atlanta. We used to hang out in the park. We'd see bands, the Allman Brothers, the Grateful Dead. I knew Charlie. We were all part of the same group. Everybody met down in that area.”

In the fall of 1969, the Brick Wall played a gig at a local rock club in downtown Atlanta called the Spot. Myra Russell and a group of girlfriends were in the audience and stuck around after the show, eager to prolong the precious minutes spent out in the city and away from the oppressive peace of their parents' suburban homes. “She was very beautiful,” Charlie says quietly. “I still say Myra had the most beautiful face I've ever seen on anyone.” A few minutes into his first conversation with Myra, Charlie knew he'd met someone who would become more than just another pretty face. Armed with an understated wit, Myra was able to cut Charlie's expansive ego down to size. And the more she teased him about his outrageous stage moves, his hair, and his bombastic singing style, the harder he fell for her. (For her part, Chan has told the story of her parents' meeting slightly differently. “The story goes that he took this girl Nancy home that night, and that he asked Nancy for Mom's number,” she has said.)

Within a few short years the utopian ideals of the sixties would recede as the doom, fear, and paranoia of the 1970s rode on the back of endless war, a broken, crooked government, and recession. But the Marshalls had no idea such dark times were on the horizon. It was still 1969! Free love was still alive! Without fear, the couple made the leap from madly in-love rock kids to young married couple.

“Myra looked like a model,” Leamon remembers. “And she was always smiling, just a really outgoing person. Charlie and Myra met and hit it off and got married.”

In May of 1970, mere months after they met, Myra Russell married Charlie Marshall in a modest ceremony in Atlanta. He was twenty-three, she was nineteen. “On the day of the dawning of Aquarius, we got married,” Charlie remembers, laughing. “It was a full hippie regalia. Flowers in the hair and everything.” Local rockers, artists, and hipsters gathered near the couple's home and made the eight-block walk en masse to the ceremony. “There were a few people with actual tambourines,” the former groom recalls. “We had a judge who was a wino who lived in the area, and the hippies just sort of adopted him. He'd given up on life, but he helped us perform the ceremony.”

Charlyn (pronounced Shar-Lin) Marie Marshall was born at Crawford Long Hospital in Atlanta, Georgia, on January 21, 1972. Her birth was a very happy day, but within a few weeks the seriousness of Chan's parents' situation started to press upon them. They already had a young daughter at home, Miranda Lee Marshall, born in the first year of their marriage. Three short years before, Myra and Charlie had been carefree, impassioned kids, in love and confident that their ideals were powerful enough to support a marriage and a family. But three years after they first flirted at a rock show, Myra and Charlie Marshall had two baby daughters, serious financial problems, few professional prospects, and an increasingly troubled marriage.

The Brick Wall failed to ride the coattails of the Southern rock movement and broke up shortly before the wedding. For the first time in his adult life, Charlie Marshall considered giving up music and pursuing a more conventional livelihood. He traded band practice for a series of retail jobs and tried to prioritize being a good husband, father, and provider for his family above his musical aspirations. Selling shoes was steady work but it hardly paid more than playing in a rock band, and it must have bred resentment in Charlie against his new family for making him cash in his dream for a cheap suit and a straight job.

“I came to a realization years later, after Myra and I got a divorce,” Chan's father explains, “that I can do whatever I want to do, but to really be happy and successful you need to do what you love.”

Not that Charlie was particularly committed to doing anything but exactly what he wanted when he was still living with Myra and the girls. Professionally, both Myra and Charlie made sacrifices for their young family, working square jobs just to pay the rent, but at home there was little discernible difference between how they lived before they had children and how they lived after Miranda and Chan were born. As the disillusionment of the early 1970s gave way to the soullessness and hedonism that defined the later part of that decade, the South's dispirited bohemians congregated by default in a stagnant Atlanta.

Myra, meanwhile, was dealing with much more sinister troubles than the breakup of a band or a few unpaid bills. Her mind was starting to play tricks on her. It's unconfirmed whether or not she was ever clinically diagnosed as schizophrenic by a psychiatrist. What is clear is that her closest family members, including Lenny, Charlie, and Chan, speak about her as if she has been. The onset of schizophrenia typically occurs in late adolescence or the early twenties, and, according to Charlie and Chan, Myra was smack-dab in the middle of that range when she started displaying symptoms of the disease, including delusions, hallucinations, and erratic behavior.

Shortly after Chan's birth, Myra—who had intuitively good taste in music and art—discovered David Bowie, who was, at that point, barely known outside of London. At first Myra was just an impassioned fan, but soon her attraction transformed from enthusiastic interest to full-blown obsession. (Coincidentally, schizophrenia runs in Bowie's family as well. His infatuation with transformation and multiple identities may have appealed to Myra, who was battling contrasting versions of her own personality.) Myra became so infatuated with Bowie that in 1972, the year Ziggy Stardust came out, she dyed her hair rooster red like his and began referring to herself as Ziggy. “I grew up having to introduce my mom as Ziggy Stardust,” Chan has said.

With her new identity intact, Myra became even more restless, Charlie says. “When Chan was two years old, Myra freaked out,” Chan's dad remembers. “She just ran away.” Charlie says he had no idea where Myra had gone, no means of getting in touch with her, and no idea of when she would be back. Left alone with his two young daughters, he panicked. He called Myra's parents, who came down from the family home in Forest Park and helped take care of Chan and Miranda.

Myra's disappearance sent her fledgling family into a state of total disarray, Charlie claims, but it also resulted in the beginning of a reconciliation between her parents and their son-in-law. With his long hair and bell-bottoms, inconsistent employment history, lust for rock stardom, and lack of education, Charlie was not the guy the Russells wanted their daughter to marry. But with Myra in the wind and their grandchildren left in Charlie's care, they were forced to deal with him.

Chan suffered from a lot of health problems as a child, including severe food allergies, so caring for her required the attention of both her father and her grandparents. “She couldn't drink milk, she couldn't have chocolate, she loved pets but was allergic to all of them,” Charlie remembers. “We were always afraid for her.” While Myra was gone, two-year-old Chan developed an ear infection so severe she had to be taken to the emergency room. “Chan's grandpop was there at the hospital,” Charlie remembers. “He never really liked my hair, but there he was, and he was hugging both of us. Her mom is gone and he's hugging me and I'm hugging Chan. I got a little teary.”

Charlie gives the impression that, at least for the first few years of his marriage to Myra, he was around, dutifully putting his nose to the grindstone at a series of jobs he vaguely hated while Myra combated increasingly debilitating mental problems. But according to Chan, Lenny, and Leamon, Charlie's presence in the girls' lives, even in those early years, was much more erratic than he lets on.

“Charlie left her for some reason,” Leamon recalls. “Another girl? That's real foggy. … He wasn't around. Gone for whatever reason. I don't know if he decided it wasn't the right thing, or got cold feet 'cause she was having kids or they didn't get along or money. I don't know. I wasn't here.” Chan has put it more bluntly: “My dad left when my mom was pregnant [image: ]with me[image: ]. My mother took off when I was two. They were young, drank too much, did drugs. They didn't really want kids.” Chan has even gone so far as to suggest that Charlie Marshall might not be her biological dad, that instead she might be the daughter of pianist, songwriter, and fellow sixties Southern-rock scenester Spooner Oldham. “My mom had my sister, then when she was pregnant with me, my dad left,” Chan has explained. “When I met Spooner, his wife was like
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