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FOR MY PARENTS,
TAMMY WYNETTE AND GEORGE JONES

Thanks to you both for your unconditional love, patience, and encouragement, and for sharing your passion for music with me. Thanks for the many life lessons that made me a better person along the way, and for trying to protect me from the world. I pray that you both know how much I love you!


THE THREE OF US



INTRODUCTION


GO, MOM!

I still remember the day I first saw number 7 in action. I was nine years old, and we were living at First Lady Acres on Franklin Road in Nashville. I had been out on the road with Mom, who’d been playing a long series of shows despite having a broken finger and being in some pain with it. When we got home, my stepfather’s teenage nephews, Rodney and Roger, had set up a basketball hoop next to the garage. We were getting off the bus, and Mom heard them shouting, “Hook shot! Hook shot!” One of them dribbled up, went for the shot, and missed.

“That’s not a hook shot!” Mom called out.

“What do you know about hook shots?” one of them asked, snickering, as Mom stood there, obviously tired from the trip, her broken pinky finger in a splint held out in front of her.

“I’ll show you boys what a hook shot is,” she said with a smile. “Throw me the ball, and then you two try to guard me just as if I was a boy. Don’t cut me any slack.”

The boys were young, strong, and laughing by this time. I was thinking, Oh, how embarrassing! Mom was really going to look dumb.

But she caught the ball and started dribbling toward the hoop. She went right around both of them before they knew it, jumped up under the hoop, and sank the shot perfectly.

“Now, that, boys, is a hook shot,” she said. I started jumping up and down and clapping. Mom winked at me, then sailed on past them and into the house. I was right behind her, and for the first time, I wanted to know all about her high school basketball career. There were many times throughout her life that I was so proud of Mom that I was busting my buttons, but never any more than when she sank that shot.

WHEN I WAS a child, I didn’t understand that there was any question about what my mom was really like. She was just my mom, certainly not Tammy Wynette: Woman of Mystery. It would be years before I grasped the concept that there were unanswered questions: Was she a symbol of Fragility? Vulnerability? Tragic Southern Gothic? Or was she sturdy little Virginia Pugh, number 7 on Tremont High’s 1960 girls’ basketball team? I’ve seen her fragile, vulnerable, and tough. I have seen her sink a perfect hook shot.

I’ve despaired over the many misguided decisions she made because of the need to have a strong man in her life at all times. And I have felt pride that she was the first single-mother, career-driven singer to brave Nashville broke and alone and become almost an overnight success. I can now understand how those two realities worked together, both for and against her.

People often use the word tragic when they talk about Mom’s experiences, and while I know she had tragedy in her life, the word shouldn’t be glued to her life story. For one thing, human history is full of tragedy, just as it is filled with joy. Mom had both, like everyone else.

As much as people have wondered about Mom, I fear an even bigger mythology has been built on misconceptions about my dad. I think many people believe Dad was some nonstop-partying country music outlaw. He is anything but that. In the past, George Jones drank to fit in with the partyers, not because it came naturally. Dad is old-fashioned, shy, and very sensitive. If you get to know him, he loosens up, but it takes a while. In fact, his drinking started after he was out playing in clubs and having to deal with the bar crowd people hovering around, hanging on him. It was almost a defense mechanism, a weapon against his introverted nature. The truth is, he’s old-fashioned about almost everything, including how he looks at parenting.

I got a big surprise the first time I had a date on a night that I was staying at Dad’s house. I was around fifteen or sixteen. Dad’s son, my half brother Bryan, had a brother-in-law named Lonnie who wanted to take me out, and I accepted. I assumed that I didn’t need to run it by Dad because he knew the family. So when Lonnie picked me up for a movie, I just left with him. We hadn’t made it a half mile when I saw Dad’s wife, Nancy, barreling down the road behind us. She pulled up and said we needed to come back to the house before we went anywhere. I must have looked confused, because she started shaking her head.

“I know, I know. But your dad says Lonnie didn’t come talk to him. He says he’s not letting you go to a movie or anyplace else with someone he hasn’t spoken to—no matter who it is. He’s never actually met Lonnie, Georgette. The two of you need to have dinner with us.”

We went back and ate, and then Dad wanted to spend about thirty more minutes with us. He explained very politely that he just needed to meet Lonnie officially and properly. And then we could go to the movies. For Dad, it was the proper way to date.

Dad’s much more old school than people may think. And Mom was a lot tougher.

WRITERS HAVE CALLED my parents’ marriage a union made in honky-tonk heaven, and to complete that picture, I am told that my birth was hailed as the Birth of Country’s Heir Apparent. When I was born in 1970, Billy Sherrill, one of Nashville’s most powerful record producers, sent Mom a dozen roses and a signed recording contract for me. The Crown Princess of Country already had a career, all dues paid by her parents.

Whoa! I’m glad that I didn’t know about that record contract business when I was a kid. Just standing in their shadows was tough enough. I didn’t want any spotlights shone in my direction! It would have been completely out of character for either of my parents to take advantage of that potential opportunity, or to make me feel obligated or entitled to enter the family business. When I finally heard about it as a young teenager, it was almost a throwaway line. Not a big deal. A fun gesture made by the legendary man who produced all those superstars, including Tammy and George.

So many people have asked me about my family so many times. What was it like having these larger-than-life parents? People want to know what a celebrity household is like. Is it wildly different from everyone else’s? I guess you’d have to start with looking at how my parents viewed “celebrity,” because their attitudes were crucial to our world.

In a nutshell: my mom never trusted stardom, and my dad never liked it.

Except when he is onstage singing, Dad avoids situations where he is a celebrity. For one thing, it surprises him, even after all these years of being considered a legend. He is still a little taken aback when people know who he is or when strangers approach him. He just doesn’t get it. I can’t even guess how many times he’s admitted that he was shocked that people hold him in such esteem. Mom was the same way. She couldn’t believe that people from other music genres knew who she was or cared. And if she heard that a movie star or a president was a fan, it never failed to amaze her. In fact, she kept up her beautician’s license for many years, just in case—just in case it all fell apart.

When I sat down to work on this book, I knew it would be a long and twisted road to discovery. I guessed that one way to look at their complicated relationship was to take a look at how they both came to the marriage—their families, their childhoods, and their paths to country music.

And the place to start is at the beginning.



PART ONE
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ROOTS




ONE


WHEN MY MOM MARRIED MY dad, she was marrying her hero. I’d like to say that right up front, because one speculation I’ve run across from time to time is that Tammy Wynette wanted to marry George Jones in order to further her career.

Mom’s career was doing just fine when she married Dad. She was without a doubt one of the hottest new artists to hit Nashville in a while, with four #1 records and a string of awards and nominations. That’s not to say that Mom didn’t have insecurities about performing from the very beginning. She even questioned the vocal on her signature record “Stand by Your Man.” She did see Dad as the consummate vocal talent. But her career was going strong and in the hands of a man she trusted unreservedly, her producer, Billy Sherrill.

It was her personal life that was shaky, not her career.

Dad was a musical hero to Mom, but it was much more than that. Mom believed she had finally found her Prince Charming. She desperately wanted a champion. Sure, she knew he had a few rough edges when he drank, but like a lot of women have thought about men they loved, she believed she could change him.

She never could change him, but she loved Dad, even as she was leaving him.

Everyone is a product of time and environment, and none more so than Mom. She came along in the rural South just before women started seriously questioning their “place” in the world. She was raised by her grandfather and her stepfather, two good, kind men who respected their wives and loved their families deeply. They were men who would work hard to make sure their wives had what they wanted. Neither of these men had serious torments that complicated family life. My dad was the one who could have told her about having a father with demons to pass along.

Mom was born to Mildred and Hollice Pugh on May 5, 1942, on a six-hundred-acre farm in Itawamba County, Mississippi, just across the state line from Red Bay, Alabama. She called both states home. My grandfather Pugh knew he was dying by the time that Mom, his only child, was born. The brain tumor that was killing him was probably going to blind him first, and he told people he prayed that he would see long enough to have a look at that baby Mildred was carrying. It was an answered prayer. He didn’t pass until Mom was nine months old and he had seen his daughter.

Hollice Pugh’s death while Mom was just a baby probably had more of an effect on her than she ever knew. But she was lucky in that she had a big extended family and strong father figures to step into her world. Champions.

Mom’s mother, Mildred, my beloved MeeMaw, told her that having a child made Hollice’s last months of life bearable—holding his baby, sitting at the piano and placing her hands on the keys, talking about his dreams that she would be a musician. He was a multi-instrumentalist, playing guitar, bass, mandolin, accordion, and piano. Mom listened to MeeMaw talk about Hollice’s hopes, and they spurred her to learn both guitar and piano. In a way, it’s sad that when she made it in music, she put aside the guitar and piano she’d learned. But the truth is, her ability to pick up a guitar and accompany herself helped immensely when she was looking for a recording contract.

The farm where Mom was born was owned by MeeMaw’s parents, Chester and Flora Russell. For country people, Chester and Flora were successful and prominent in the county. Still, the Russell household didn’t have electricity or a telephone when Mom was little. And whether they are successful or not, farm families usually work in the fields. Mom was no exception as she grew up.

The economic difference between Mom’s childhood and Dad’s was enormous. Mom did have to do chores on the farm, but it was the family farm. There was stability and safety surrounding her. Dad had to quit school at a young age to help out his family. No stability and no safety, just poverty and uncertainty.

In Mom’s life as well as mine, the grandparents often took over the parenting role. For Mom, it began when her mother took a job in Memphis to work in a wartime airplane factory. Mom was left on the farm with my great-grandparents, Chester and Flora. Even when MeeMaw returned a couple of years later, Mom always saw her grandparents as parent figures. When MeeMaw moved back from Memphis, Mom moved in with her parents. That caused a little contention from time to time, because MeeMaw was very strict, and Mom knew she could get her way with the grandparents, especially her grandfather Chester. Mom was not above playing her parents and grandparents against one another, either.

Mom dearly loved her steady, rock-solid grandfather Chester, saying, “From him I formed the images I still carry of what a father and husband should be.”

When she had her children, Mom ended up like her own mother and was the disciplinarian in the family. I can’t speak for Euple Byrd, my sisters’ father, but my dad certainly never wanted to be in that role. He couldn’t stand the idea of a child being afraid of him, as he had once been afraid of his own father.

When Mom was four years old, MeeMaw married my PeePaw, Foy Lee, and for a time, the two moved into an old, run-down house on the Russell farm. When I say “run-down” I mean run-down. Mom said that there were holes in the roof and in the floor, and they literally had to shovel snow out of it in the winter. That’s probably why Mom stayed right where she was, with her indulgent grandparents in their nice, big, warm farmhouse. Later, when MeeMaw and PeePaw (Mildred and Foy) moved to Memphis, Mom went with them. It was short-lived. She was a popular girl who missed both her friends and playing basketball with the school team.

But even though Mom stayed at the home of her grandparents Chester and Flora, she spent a lot of time with Mildred and Foy. PeePaw was a mild-mannered man. I never even heard him raise his voice. Mom said that she saw him lose his temper only one time, when she was about six or seven years old.

PeePaw’s father had been a raging alcoholic, far worse than my dad or any of the drinkers I ever knew. After PeePaw and MeeMaw were married, PeePaw continued to help his father take care of his farm, even though he had his own land to work. PeePaw would go over to his father’s place after he finished his own chores and get him caught up. It made for long hours, but PeePaw believed it was a son’s job to help his parents. He also believed that a husband and father owed his first allegiance to his wife and children. And one of the things he most loved doing was taking MeeMaw and Mom to the county fair. PeePaw, by the way, never thought of Mom as a “stepdaughter,” but as his daughter. PeePaw wasn’t trying to take Hollice Pugh’s place, but he nevertheless considered Mom his child.

He’d been planning on a Saturday at the fair for several weeks, and Mom was revved up about it. He had all the work caught up on both places, so the family set out for the fair. PeePaw decided to stop by his father’s house to let him know where they’d be, and that’s when the trouble started. PeePaw’s dad flew into a drunken rage and started shouting that he needed more help and he needed it right then. He forbade PeePaw from leaving.

Mom said that PeePaw told him very calmly that he would come back the next day, but that he was taking his family to the fair. Then PeePaw’s father became horribly insulting, not just toward PeePaw, but toward MeeMaw and Mom, too. PeePaw warned him once. When that didn’t stop him, PeePaw knocked him to the ground. Then he got back in the car and took his family to the fair.

“He never explained it or said one word about the incident,” Mom said. “I was in complete shock. But the one thing I did understand was that your PeePaw wasn’t going to allow anyone to disrespect his wife and daughter. In PeePaw’s world, you respected women.”

PeePaw also allowed MeeMaw to run the show in most instances. She was the one who was outspoken, the one who laid down the law. PeePaw just wanted to make her happy. I’ve wondered if Mom might have mistakenly thought all she had to do with my dad was to “lay down the law.” That never was a good plan when it came to George Jones. For him, laying down the law was akin to waving a red shirt in front of a bull.

The extended family shaped Mom’s circle of friends, too, because she considered her mother’s younger sister Carolyn a best friend and sister rather than an aunt. Carolyn was five years older, but the two were very close growing up. They picked cotton and did other farmwork together, played at the family sawmill, washhouse, and barn, and played cowboys and Indians.

Mom was a tomboy who loved athletics more than doll playing, and by the time she made it to high school, she was a killer at the sport she so loved—basketball. Mom was little, but what she lacked in height, she made up for in speed and accuracy. I’d guess I’d always known she’d been a basketball player at one time, but I hadn’t ever really thought about it until that day when she showed Richey’s nephews her hook shot.

Mom’s other early love was music. From the time she was a toddler, MeeMaw had talked to her about her father, Hollice, and his musical talents. Mom knew, for example, that her father had wanted her to have his guitar and to learn to play it well. She heard stories about his holding her at the piano while she was a baby. She took to music naturally, learning to play flute, accordion, guitar, piano, and organ. She had a natural talent, but I also think she wanted to become a skilled musician because it would have made her father proud.

Her feelings for Hollice Pugh took nothing away from her love of her stepfather, Foy Lee. The man I always called PeePaw was a wonderful stepfather. And Mom didn’t consider him a stepfather. In fact, the only time I ever saw her lose her temper and cuss someone out was over that very issue. This incident happened in 1988 when PeePaw was dying. Mom was at the hospital, trying to comfort MeeMaw, when a nurse made a remark about Foy “only being” her stepfather. Mom went nuts. She didn’t cuss as a rule, but this time the words flew right out of her mouth! She told that nurse in no uncertain terms that she had no !*%*#! business describing Foy Lee as “only” anything!

I would never have said anything like that anyway, but as a nurse, I learned that day just how important it is to respect people’s relationships.

The hardest thing Mom consciously faced during her early years was having Carolyn nearly die in a car accident. Carolyn had married and had been in Illinois with her husband for about a year when it happened. It was a head-on collision with a car carrying seven people on their way to a church service. All seven in that car were killed. Carolyn’s husband, Gerald, who had been driving, was badly cut. His sister and aunt in the backseat had less severe injuries. But Carolyn hit the front windshield.

She was left with massive injuries, including a horribly scarred face. Her husband was getting ready to leave for the army by the time she was released from the hospital, so Carolyn went home to Mississippi. Mom always said that this experience changed her own life and outlook. She saw how people stared at Carolyn during the time she was going through one painful plastic surgery after another, and she witnessed Carolyn’s courage and the way her heart helped her survive it all. I am sure it did make an impact on Mom, because I never knew anyone who cared less about how people looked. If someone had a disfigurement or severe physical disability, Mom saw beauty in him or her anyway. And she had better not hear someone poking fun at those people, either.

That is a character trait my parents shared. Neither of them cared about superficial aspects in others, and they both could be fiercely protective. But when you compare their childhoods, one thing stands out above all else: Mom’s was safe, and Dad’s was not.



TWO


DAD CAME INTO THIS WORLD George Glenn Jones on September 12, 1931, in Saratoga, Texas, one of eight children born to George Washington Jones and his wife, Clara. It was during the Great Depression, and the Jones family scraped by on next to nothing. The people who got by best were those who could build, repair, haul, and hunt. Dad learned to respect anyone—especially his father—who had what he called “the touch”: people who were good at whatever they tried, whether it was repairing a motor or building a log cabin. It didn’t take Dad long to figure out how he could best survive: making music.

He was raised in the thickly forested area known as the Big Thicket, a region ripe with musical influences ranging from stone honky-tonk country guitars to Cajun accordions. People who knew Dad as a child said he was very shy for the first several years of his life. It seemed that he emerged from his shell only after he started playing a guitar. But the truth is, Dad never did emerge from that shell. He is still very shy, uncomfortable at parties and events where there are new faces and small talk.

Dad grew up with a father who had a split personality. He was basically a good man—until he drank. Then all the family could do was to try to stay out of his way. George Washington Jones wasn’t a drinker until Dad’s sister Ethel died from a sudden fever in 1926. Ethel had been the light of my paternal grandfather’s life, the adored and cherished first daughter. I’ve been told that when she passed, my grandfather took to the bottle and never quite made it out.

Dad never knew Ethel. She died five years before he was born. He was closest to his sister Helen, who tried mightily to keep things calm when George Washington Jones stumbled in drunk. George Washington Jones had many jobs over the years, and from all accounts, when he was employed, he was a hard worker. One of his professions was bootlegging, which meant staying one step ahead of both the law who wanted to arrest him and toughs who wanted to rob him. Life was always unsettled. The family moved here and there, living on edge in fear of George Washington Jones going into a rage. The security Dad felt came from his mother, Clara, and from his sister Helen. It was Helen who tried to keep Dad from speaking out when their father was on a tear, who tried to keep the violence to a minimum.

Despite the drinking and fits of anger, Dad did love his father. When Dad was nine years old, his father bought him his very first guitar, a Gene Autry special that Dad has since said was his most prized possession. Singing and playing soon became a way to make his father happy, proud of his son. It especially made him proud when Dad played for people on the street corners of Beaumont and earned money! The old man quickly learned that if he wanted to have access to young George’s earnings, he better be right there on the spot, because Dad was prone to running down and blowing it all at the local arcade. Money has never meant anything to my dad. There was a downside to my grandfather’s love of Dad’s singing, though. Sadly, Grandpa Jones sometimes jerked Dad awake in the middle of the night and made him sing for him. It must have been a horrific experience, but Dad complied out of fear for himself and his mother.

I believe that underneath everything, my dad has always hated the idea that he might somehow put his own family through the risky times he knew as a child. I think he has fought against it, sometimes winning the battle and at other times, losing. Dad has written and spoken about his battle with the bottle, and Mom certainly addressed it in her autobiography. I didn’t grow up with it, though. I didn’t witness the drinking bouts both my parents have talked about. They hid those from me just as they hid their legendary battles. I did grow up unsure of my dad’s love from time to time, but I was never afraid of him.

Despite the glaring differences in their upbringing, Mom’s and Dad’s lives did share some similarities. For one thing, they both married young the first time. Mom was seventeen when she married Euple Byrd, the father of my older sisters Gwen, Jackie, and Tina. Dad was also a teenager when he married Dorothy Bonvillion, the mother of my sister Susan. Both of these young marriages happened just because both my parents believed that is what you were supposed to do: get married. In Dad’s case, the marriage was short-lived. It took Mom a long time to leave Euple Byrd, and in those years, she did learn about living with fear and uncertainty.

Mom’s marriage happened because my MeeMaw forgot the first rule of dating and teenage daughters: a forbidden boy will attract a girl like a flame pulls in a moth. Despite the fact that Mom was a popular girl—Miss Tremont High—and could probably have dated anybody, she was pulled to Euple, an older guy who liked to party, who had been around. And that was precisely why MeeMaw forbade her to see him. A month before she should have graduated from high school, Mom made an end run around MeeMaw, got PeePaw to sign the permission papers, and off she went to marry Euple.

Mom dreamed of a little farm, a house with a picket fence, a house she’d scrub and clean so that her husband would be proud to bring friends home for a fine home-cooked meal. She dreamed of a once-in-a-lifetime love, a Prince Charming who would sweep her off her feet and carry her to that house with the picket fence.

She wanted a fairy tale but ended up in a soap opera.

Mom later said that her hit song “I Don’t Wanna Play House” had deep and coincidental roots: “When I was in the second grade, my girlfriend and I built a playhouse. We made furniture out of straw—couches, chairs, beds. It was a wonderful place—until we invited our little boyfriends over to play. They came bearing big bouquets of wildflowers and leaves. The bouquets turned out to be packed with poison ivy. So I guess you could say that my first experience with playing house was more than a little prophetic.”

Because she quit school to marry Euple Byrd, Mom took an equivalency test and was not allowed to graduate with her class. She soon had two babies, my sisters Gwen and Jackie, and a husband who seldom worked. Euple moved the family into an abandoned log cabin with no electricity or indoor plumbing.

There was no picket fence.

Her life with Euple was one of hard times and abuse that left her in the depths of melancholy and wanting a divorce. But before she could break completely free from her disastrous marriage in 1965, her husband had the police arrest her and remand her children to the juvenile authorities. She was taken to a hospital for mental health evaluation and saved only because her own physician happened to be on the three-doctor panel that evaluated her.

Now, you would think that MeeMaw, who never liked Euple in the first place, would have come to Mom’s defense. But no, MeeMaw saw marriage as an ironclad contract for life, better or worse. By the time Mom was released from the hospital, Euple and MeeMaw had taken the girls to the Pugh home. It’s hard to overestimate the emotional damage that experience did to Mom. She must have been terrified, completely beaten down. When Mom finally got her girls back, she knew that she had to leave and try to carve out a life on her own. Nobody was standing by her.

Still, Mom didn’t bad-mouth Euple Byrd. It may seem odd that even though in her autobiography she wrote about the bad times in her marriages—put it out there for everyone to see—she seldom talked in negatives about them in front of her daughters. That goes for her final marriage, to George Richey, as well. Only when she was sick and feeling desperate did she open up to any of us about just how bad things had gotten. She fought for her fairy tale until the end.




THREE

BECAUSE DAD WAS SEVENTEEN WHEN he married his first wife, he had to get his mother, Clara, to sign her permission. He was already playing music at the time, so when his new father-in-law insisted Dad go to work for him painting houses, the marriage was doomed. One thing about my dad: people should never tell him what to do, whether it is to paint houses or behave like a choirboy. The couple divorced, and Dad signed up for the Marines so he could afford to honor his financial commitment to Dorothy and their baby, Susan. And it was when he was in the Marines that he began to wonder if he could make a living in music.

Country music played a big role in both Mom’s and Dad’s early lives; Hank Williams was king in the two households. But Mom soon found another musical hero. When she heard a George Jones and Melba Montgomery duet on the radio, it occurred to her that she, too, might be able to sing on the radio. After all, she believed she was every bit as good as Melba, so why not? That thought stayed on her mind, even though she didn’t act on it right away.

She put music on the back burner when she married Euple, but as time went by and they seemed to have no prospects, she started working as a waitress and picked up a few dollars singing in clubs. She went to beauty school. Mom had a drive to be something more. If Euple wasn’t going to get them out of the poverty pit, then she’d have to do it herself.

Mom’s first trip to Music City gave her a fever to sing professionally. It was in 1965 when she accompanied two disc jockeys and their wives to Nashville’s disc jockey convention. There in front of the Ryman Auditorium, dressed in an old parka and chilled by the cold November wind, Mom approached a band performing on a flatbed truck. The sign read:

WENO RADIO—ANYBODY CAN SING


To Mom, that was almost as good as being allowed to sing at the Opry. She would be right there in front, backed by Nashville pickers.

She climbed up and sang “Your Cheatin’ Heart” to a nearly empty street. It wasn’t much of a debut, but Mom always said that she returned home fired up. Country legend Mel Tillis recently talked to me about Mom’s performing on the flatbed truck that day in 1965. He said he always believed that this moment gave her the resolve to return.

Mom tried to get on as many stages as possible after that, and after singing a few songs prior to a Porter Wagoner show, Porter asked her to go on a ten-day run with him. As it turned out, this was when he was between Norma Jean and Dolly, so Mom lucked out on the timing. She asked her aunt Earleen to travel with her, and later said she had the time of her life opening those shows. But the result wasn’t as good as she’d anticipated. Mom drove along behind the bus, picked up her own expenses, and barely had a dime left over from the fifty dollars a night he paid her. Moreover, she wasn’t offered a permanent gig. Years later, she was mortified when Porter indicated that he’d slept with both Dolly and Mom! When she complained to Dolly about the comment, Dolly laughed it off, saying that part of the people wouldn’t believe him, and the rest of them would just think the two women had bad taste.

Mom loved women who could spit in the eye of an insult, but it was difficult for her to do the same.

Finally, Mom packed up and started for Nashville in her ’59 Chevy. Everything she owned was in and on that car. Cardboard boxes were strapped to the roof, tricycles dangled off the sides. Gwen was five years old, Jackie was three, and Tina was fifteen months. It was 1966.

My dad had long been a star when Mom rolled into town with her three little girls. By the ’60s, Dad’s vocals were already legendary. I don’t believe he ever questioned his vocal prowess like Mom did hers. If there was a big difference in their perceptions, though, it might be that Dad saw his music from a blue-collar standpoint. It was something he did well and could use to make a living. When it came to music, he had “the touch.”

There’s another difference, too. Dad came up through the Texas music world—honky-tonks, small record labels, the building of careers and confidence. Mom walked straight into Nashville’s star machine as a hopeful. By the time Dad got around to Nashville, he was a pro.

Dad had finished his time with the Marines in 1953 and returned to Beaumont, Texas, where he went to work as a deejay at KTRM. It was while he played the local honky-tonk circuit that Jack Starnes and “Pappy” Daily, the owners of Starday Records, took notice of him. The next year he released a single, “No Money in This Deal,” which didn’t chart nationally but got him noticed in Texas. He also met and married his second wife, Shirley.

In 1955, Dad broke through with his first hit, “Why Baby Why,” which established him as a songwriter as well as a formidable artist. Nothing interested Nashville more than singers who could write their own hits, and Music Row started paying attention to the guy from the Big Thicket. Then, in 1956, “Pappy” Daily was put in charge of Mercury Records in Nashville, and he brought Dad with him. He continued to have a string of hits including “Color of the Blues,” then had a huge release with “White Lightning.” That single stayed at the top of the charts for five weeks. Over the next years, he cut some landmark songs like “The Window Up Above” and “Family Bible.”

His first duets were cut with Margie Singleton, followed by the work that made my mom sit up and take notice—the Melba Montgomery hits, including 1963’s “We Must Have Been Out of Our Minds.” Then, in 1964, Dad moved to United Artists, where he spent six weeks at the top of the charts with “She Thinks I Still Care.” In 1965, when Mom made her first trip to Nashville, Dad was at Musicor Records and one of country’s biggest stars.

Mom moved into the Anchor Motel in Nashville, where songwriter Don Chapel, the brother of country singer Martha Carson, worked. Don seemed fairly well connected to the business and interested in helping Mom. Lord knows, she needed some help, because she was turned down by almost everyone in town. Moreover, while she made the fruitless trips around Music Row, she had to take her three small daughters with her. Sometimes she brought them into the company offices, but more often, she left them in the car with Gwen in charge.

Finally, record executive Kelso Herston, at United Artists, liked what he heard. Since he had recently signed Billie Jo Spears and didn’t think he could break another female artist, he sent her to Billy Sherrill.

Mom got in to see Billy because the woman at the front desk at his office was gone. “You are my last hope,” she confessed. Billy said he felt sorry for her that day. She did seem at her wits’ end, undernourished, and a little bedraggled. But the image went well with that tear in her voice, and Billy Sherrill never missed spotting unique talent. Billy told her to find some songs and get back to him.

Mom was so lucky to have crossed paths with Billy Sherrill, one of the top producers in Nashville’s history. In addition to being a brilliant studio guy, Billy is a genius songwriter, so for my mother to have the opportunity to write with him in those early years is just mind-boggling. The two of them forged a great friendship that lasted to the day she died.

Mom did as Billy asked, and looked frantically for a song, finally finding one by Scotty Turner, titled “She Didn’t Color Daddy ’Cause He’s Gone.” But Billy was a step ahead of her. He had found a song called “Apartment Number Nine.” It didn’t top the charts, but it did convince Nashville that Mom was a contender for stardom. And that song introduced her to George Jones.

Mom was invited to hear Dad cut “Apartment Number Nine” at Studio B in Nashville, not as a single, but as an album cut. The thrill of hearing George Jones was overshadowed, though, by her fear that he would bring the song out as a single, and it would marginalize her own cut.

Before releasing “Apartment Number Nine,” Billy decided that Virginia Wynette Pugh wasn’t particularly commercial and that Mom needed a stage name. He decided on “Tammy” because of the popularity of Debbie Reynolds’s character in the film Tammy and the Bachelor. He then utilized Mom’s middle name, and so she became Tammy Wynette.

She ended up relying more and more on Don Chapel, and finally, when he proposed, she accepted. I think Mom’s marriage to Don was one of convenience. Think about her situation: she moved into the Anchor Motel with no money, no friends, and no prospects. Don helped her out with the room, introduced her to people in town, and gave her an ear when she wanted to talk. Mom was lonely and needed help.

Mom didn’t have any money even after she signed with Billy Sherrill and released her first single. She still had to take her children with her almost everywhere. Once, when she appeared on Ralph Emery’s show, she mentioned the girls. He asked her where they were, and she admitted that they were sitting in the car, out in the parking lot. Ralph almost had a fit.

“Tammy, you don’t need to leave those little girls outside in the car! Anytime you come here, you bring them in, and we’ll let them sleep on the couch!”

I’m sure those kinds of situations played the major role in her decision to marry Don. She once told me that she knew all along she didn’t love him when they married, but she thought that maybe she would fall in love with him over time.

“I was stupid,” she said. “I just didn’t want to be alone.”

Living together without benefit of marriage was not an option as far as Mom was concerned. She knew that word spread like wildfire when it appeared that a “girl singer” was sleeping around. She’d been propositioned by a Nashville producer who assumed she’d be easy pickings—a divorced woman with three kids. And she was determined that she wouldn’t be thought of as somebody trying to sleep her way into the business. And so she married for the second time, and once again, it was because it was the thing to do.



FOUR


ALMOST FROM THE BEGINNING, GEORGE Jones seemed destined to play a role in Tammy Wynette’s life and career. She freely admitted that she liked being close to Dad once she’d met him and that she’d been overwhelmed by him. Dad was soon interested in her on a romantic level, but fate would shape the evolution of the relationship.

In 1967, Mom had her first #1 release, a duet with David Houston, “My Elusive Dreams.” She was booked by Hubert Long, who also booked Houston and George Jones. All of them went out on tour together, and once, in a dispute over David singing with Mom, Houston’s manager, Tillman Franks, insulted Mom by insinuating that all female artists slept their way to the top. Mom was furious. And when Dad heard the story via the tour grapevine, he was fit to be tied and stepped in to be her duet partner on the song.
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“Without artifice or attitude, the only child of country music’s royal couple
tells the heartrending story of her quest to gain her parents’ love and approval.
One’s impulse throughout is to lay the book aside, reach out, and hug her.”

—EDWARD MORRIS,
FORMER COUNTRY MUSIC EDITOR FOR BILLBOARD

“The Three of Us relates the inner struggle of country music princess
Georgette Jones, who examines the contrasting childhoods of her larger-
than-life superstar parents to find meaning and make her own way in life.
‘This memoir is a must-read for any child of D-I-V-O-R-C-E.”

—EILEEN SISK,
AUTHOR OF BUCK OWENS: THE BIOGRAPHY

“I was totally absorbed by 7he Three of Us. Georgette Jones was born into the
unreal world of country music royalty and automatically expected to be the
heir apparent. Like everyone else on this earth, no one in her family is, or was,
perfect. There were ups and there were downs and Georgette writes of both.”

—JAN HOWARD,
GRAND OLE OPRY STAR
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D sorry that it took so long,
but better late than never.
The love we thought we'd lost was
not that hard to find.

It only took the three of us,
you and me and time.
—lyrics from “You and Me and Time,
by George Jones and Georgette Jones

‘The marriage of George Jones and Tammy Wynette was
hailed as a union made in honky-tonk heaven. And when
litdle Tamala Georgette Jones was born in 1970, she was
consi r apparent.

For the first four years of her life, Georgette had two
adoring parents who showed her off at every opportunity;
and berween her parents, grandparents, older sisters, and
cheering fans, Georgerte’s fect seldom hit the ground.

Butas in every fairy tale, dark forces were just around the
corner. Her parents fought, and George drank. George and
Tammy divorced when Georgette was four, and it would be
years before she understood just what that mean.

The Three of Us is an honest and hearcfelt look into the
life of a broken family living in the glare of the public
spotlight. Like so many of her generation, Georgette had
t0 make sense of loving two parents who couldn't love cach
other. With never-beforc-told storics about George and
Tammy, it recounts Tammy's descent into prescripion pill
addiction, her dependence on her ffth husband, George
Richey, and her untimely death at the age of fifty-five.
Georgette opens up about her broken relationship with her
farher and what it took for them to come back together.
Lastly, Georgette discusses the ups and downs of her
adult life: failed marriages, illness, an arrest, and now, an
unexpected but thrilling carcer as a musician.

The Three of Us is a story of both extreme privilege and
great wrials, of larger-than-life people with larger-than-life

cred country musics b

problems. Rich in country music history, it contains twists
and turns, highs and lows, but in the end, it stands as an
intensely moving tale of love, loss, heartbreak, and what it
means o be a family.

GEORGETTE JONES has been singing with one or
both parencs since the age of three, and she recorded her first
single with her father, “Daddy Come Home," when she was
ten years old. Georgerte also worked as a backup singer for
her mother. More recently, she recorded a duct with Mark
McGuinn that was included on his CD One Man's Crazy,
and she has appeared on the TV shows Craok and Chase on
RED-TV and Grand Ole Opry. Georgette has also filmed
a TV series, Sordid Lives. She released her own album in
March 2010, A Slightly Used Woman, and has a new CD in
the works for 2011 She lives in Franklin, Tennessce, and you
it her at www.georgettejones.com.

PATSI BALE Cox is the author of The Garth Factor:
The Career Behind Country’s Big Boom. She has collaborated
on bestselling books with Loretta Lynn, Tanya Tucker,
Wynonna Judd, Ralph Emery, and Pat Benatar. A former
magazine editor with BA and MA degrees in history, she
served three terms on the National Academy of Recording
Arts & Sciences (NARAS) Grammy liner notes nominating
committee. She lives in Nashville, Tennessee.
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