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Dedicated to the unique spirits of Whitney and Krissi



INTRODUCTION


The cable guy was running late when he rang the doorbell at approximately 10:20 AM on January 31 at the luxury town house in Roswell, inside the well-heeled gated complex of the tiny Atlanta suburb where Whitney Houston had lived before her 2012 death.

The door was answered by Max Lomas, who was apparently unaware that Bobbi Kristina Brown—his ex-girlfriend—had been expecting a service call. He went off to look for her. Moments later, he found Bobbi lying facedown in a bathtub filled with water. Hearing cries of help, his buddy Nick Gordon came running. As the two pulled Bobbi’s body out of the bathtub, they were joined by Max’s girlfriend, Danyela Bradley, who had stayed over the night before.

At 10:29 AM, while Nick performed CPR, Max phoned 911 to report that a girl had been found “drowning.” In the nearly twenty minutes it took for paramedics to show up, the two men took turns attempting to revive the twenty-one-year-old young woman with whom both men had a tumultuous history. As Danyela looked on, terrified, she couldn’t help but notice that the bathwater was ice-cold and that the girl had strange marks around her mouth and chin.

Just under twenty minutes later, paramedics arrived and transported the unconscious victim by ambulance to the nearby North Fulton Hospital in Roswell. Less than an hour later, the world learned that Bobbi Kristina Brown was fighting for her life in circumstances that eerily paralleled the death of her famous mother, who had accidentally drowned in a bathtub nearly three years earlier, also facedown.

But when I received a call at my home in Miami on February 4 from someone with indirect ties to the case, the caller shared a cryptic piece of information:

“It looks like we have ourselves another Natalie Wood.”



CHAPTER ONE


In February 1994, Whitney Houston was at the pinnacle of her career. Thanks to her work on the soundtrack to The Bodyguard, and its megahit single “I Will Always Love You,” the awards and accolades were pouring in. On February 7, she attended the American Music Awards at the Shrine Auditorium in LA, where she swept a total of eight awards that evening. When Best Soul/R&B album was announced, she came rushing across the stage with a baby in her arms to accept the award. As she began her speech, little Bobbi Kristina—a pink ribbon in her hair—reached for the microphone. Before she could grab it, Whitney scolded her and went on with her speech. It was a portent of a life spent reaching for the spotlight in her mother’s shadow, but never quite getting there.

Three decades earlier, Whitney Houston had also started life in the shadow of a performing mother.

Cissy Drinkard’s parents were part of the first major wave of black Southerners to migrate north. In 1923, they relocated with three children from the seething racism of Georgia to a working-class, mixed-race neighborhood in Newark, New Jersey, to a home with their first indoor toilet. Cissy came along ten years later, the last of eight children, at the height of the Depression. Her father was one of the lucky ones whose strong back served him well in a steady series of jobs repairing roads and pouring iron to keep his family fed and clothed while many around them went hungry.

Devout Christians, the family attended the African Methodist Episcopal Church where voices raised in music and prayer could be heard day and night, not just on Sundays. Their devotion helped the family get through their overwhelming devastation when Cissy’s mother lost two sets of twins at birth in succession. Giving birth to twelve children by the time she was thirty took a tremendous toll on Delia Mae Drinkard’s health. At age thirty-four, she suffered a massive stroke that left her in a wheelchair with brain damage and impaired movement in her arm and leg. Not long afterward, the tenement building where they lived in a cramped apartment was engulfed in flames, destroying all the family’s possessions. The fire proved a mixed blessing when city services relocated the Drinkards to a better neighborhood and a new church.

Cissy was only five years old when her family began attending the St. Luke’s A.M.E. Church, where, she later recalled, you could feel the “force of the Spirit and the music” from the moment you stepped inside its doors. Their old church had a piano, but St. Luke’s had cymbals, tambourines, and even a washboard to accompany the joyous clapping and syncopation that rang through its pews. It was the first time Cissy began to experience music as something spiritual, and, along with her brothers and sister, she wholeheartedly embraced it. When her father heard them singing together, he decided they had something special and made them practice at home for hours at a time. Sometimes Cissy didn’t feel like practicing and would run outside and hide behind the car, but her father would always find her and threaten her with a beating. And, although he wouldn’t hesitate to take his hand to the other children, Cissy was his “baby,” and she was always spared.

Cissy recalls these first few years in the new neighborhood as the happiest times of her young life. But in May 1941, a dark cloud would descend on the family when Delia Mae suffered another stroke. As the children gathered at the window to watch their father bring her home from the hospital in her wheelchair, they watched instead as he arrived alone and sobbing. An aunt shouted out, “Your mother is dead.” Cissy would never recover from the emptiness and sorrow that came with losing her beloved mother at such a young age. The only thing that kept the family from falling apart, she recalls, was music.

Her father would often come home from his job late at night, only to wake the children and ask for a song. Soon, the Drinkard family was being booked to sing in churches and gospel programs in New Jersey and even New York. Although her father permitted them to listen only to gospel music, Cissy and her sister would sneak Billie Holiday and Dinah Washington records onto their old Victrola or duck out to the local teen spots and listen to the jukebox. As they danced to the blues, they dreamed of singing in the nightclubs across the river that their father had warned them were filled with sin and temptation.

After her father announced he was getting remarried and that Cissy would come to live with him and his new wife, Viola, she remembers running out of the house in tears and ending up at St. Luke’s despairing about the hardships that had been visited on her. As she heard the voice of the reverend preaching to the congregation, and the voices of the choir reverberating, she describes an epiphany where, for the first time, she shared her father’s vision of the purpose of singing. Gospel music was a ministry, “an end in itself,” spreading the Word of the Lord through song. She knew where she wanted to devote her life.

Meanwhile, the Drinkard Singers were starting to make a name for themselves getting gigs all up and down the Eastern seaboard. Traveling the gospel circuit, they regularly opened for established acts such as the Swan Silvertones and the Dixie Hummingbirds. Booked to accompany the Soul Stirrers, sixteen-year-old Cissy met their lead singer, Sam Cooke, and fell for his devastating good looks. He proposed, and she was tempted, but in the end, his fast life and secular music was incompatible with the values of her devout family, which considered such a lifestyle a form of backsliding from the church.

As manager of the Drinkards, Cissy’s older sister Lee Warrick (her daughters would later change the spelling to Warwick)—determined to keep the group far from the “temptations” of popular entertainment—rejected a number of recording deals, national road tours, and even TV shoots. But some offers proved just too tempting to turn down, especially the opportunity to appear at Carnegie Hall with the legendary Mahalia Jackson—a performance so raucous that Jackson threatened to call the police to empty the hall if the crowd didn’t settle down. But even an appearance on the world-renowned stage couldn’t convince Nicholas Drinkard to loosen the tight grip he firmly believed was necessary to keep his children on the straight and narrow. To the family patriarch, music served only one purpose—to preach the Word. Cissy’s talents would be put to better use directing St. Luke’s choir and helping others to express their gift to the Lord. Reluctantly, Cissy agreed to take over the grueling task with what she called “a firm hand” while “taking no mess.”

In 1952, the family received yet another blow when Nicholas was diagnosed with stomach cancer. A week later he was dead, and Cissy was an orphan at eighteen. Rudderless, she turned to alcohol and partied almost every night in the dens of sin from which she had always been sheltered. Her faith unshaken, Cissy still found herself in church every Sunday morning and still determined to lead the choir in order to honor her father’s memory. But her heart was no longer in St. Luke’s, which held too many painful memories of a happier time.

The Drinkard Singers had performed on a number of occasions at the New Hope Baptist Church in the University Heights section of the city and had always enjoyed its welcoming vibe. Together, the family made the decision to leave St. Luke’s and make New Hope their new spiritual home. Cissy felt rejuvenated at her new place of worship and before long was directing the choir that would one day produce a superstar named Nippy.



During her young life to date, Cissy had turned down more than one marriage proposal and beaten back the advances of countless men. But now, freed from the strict reins and moral compass of her father, she let her guard down. Wooed by a handsome construction worker named Freddy Garland, she agreed to his hasty marriage proposal after dating for a little more than a month. Looking back, she would explain that she rushed into marriage because she was “lonely,” especially since all her brothers and sisters had by then started families. At age twenty-one, the two tied the knot at a ceremony held at New Hope attended by her family. It was a colossal mistake. Within months, Cissy came to regret her decision and was on the verge of leaving Freddy when she found out she was pregnant. Stuck in a loveless marriage and with a baby on the way, she weighed her options and foresaw only years of misery. Without looking back, she packed up her belongings one day and moved in with her sister.

She was already starting to show when the Drinkard Singers got the call that would change Cissy’s life. The quartet was invited to appear at the Newport Jazz Festival—the biggest in the world at the time—with Mahalia Jackson and Clara Ward. The reception to their rollicking performance that day was overwhelming—they were nearly mobbed by the huge crowd—and within days, Lee received an offer for the group to sign with RCA Victor, making them the first gospel group ever to sign with the prestigious label. Four months later, Cissy gave birth to a boy named Gary. She was now a single mother.

In 1958, the Drinkards released their first album, A Joyful Noise, which received some radio play though the sales were not spectacular. Among those who were most impressed by their sound was a young Elvis Presley—then at the height of his career—who invited the group to record and tour with him. Shocked by his brazen sexuality, Lee immediately rejected the offer. Rock and roll was incompatible with the Spirit of the Lord, she insisted.

Not long afterward, the group was invited to perform a weekly televised gospel show from Symphony Hall in Newark. Watching from his living room one Sunday morning, a truck driver named John Houston was struck by the look of the group’s beautiful lead singer. Determined to meet her, Houston made his way to the hall and introduced himself to Cissy following the broadcast.

When she laid eyes on the tall, light-skinned man who, like her father, was part Native American, she was immediately struck by his looks. “He was gorgeous,” she recalled. It dawned on her that she had seen him once before, when she was fourteen and he was an army MP searching for an AWOL soldier in the tenement next to hers. At the time, she and her friends thought he was the most handsome man they had ever seen. Now here he was, asking her out on a date.

Having attended a Catholic prep school on a scholarship, John Houston was well read, sophisticated, and “drop dead funny.” Separated from his first wife, he was thirteen years older than Cissy, and her sisters most decidedly did not approve, calling him a “cradle robber.” But Cissy was hooked, and before long, the two were inseparable. Still a devout Christian and leader of the New Hope Choir, she knew she was “doing wrong” when she moved into an apartment on Eighth Street with John. But life was hard as a single mother, and John loved kids.

His divorce wasn’t final, so marriage was out of the question for some time, but John drove taxis when he wasn’t driving the big rigs, and he was a good provider to Cissy and Gary. He loved gospel music and fancied himself something of an impresario. Lee didn’t want anything to do with him. There was no way he was going to mess with the Drinkard Singers. But attending New Hope on Sundays, he couldn’t help but notice Cissy’s two talented nieces—Dionne and Dee Dee Warwick—who sang with the choir she still directed. The two girls had gotten together a little quartet they called the Gospelaires. Acting as their informal manager, John got the group some gigs at local gospel shows. They would frequently travel to the Apollo Theater, across the river in Harlem, for amateur night. One night backstage, he offered his group’s services to a musician seeking background singers for a recording session featuring Sam “The Man” Taylor.

Before long, Dionne and Dee Dee were working with some of the biggest names in music, including Elvis’s songwriters Leiber and Stoller, the Coasters, Dinah Washington, and the Drifters. John Houston had become a full-fledged player at the center of the action, but he had set his sights firmly on another act a little closer to home. As he saw the Warwicks soar as background singers, he knew that the real money was to be made with solo acts. And he had just the one in mind. Convinced that Cissy could be a star if she went out on her own with him opening doors, he worked on her day and night. But she firmly resisted. Recalling her father’s disdain for popular music, she wouldn’t betray his memory, or her calling, just to make money. In between the Drinkard gigs, she had a steady job at the RCA plant and was content. Besides, she later recalled, she was stubborn. She wasn’t going to do something just because a man wanted her to do it. She was also about to be a mother again. Michael Houston was born in 1961 and now she had young two boys at home.

Yet John had not given up. Dionne was booked for a session with Scepter Records, but John had double-booked her for another session with a rockabilly star named Ronnie Hawkins, who was being touted as the next Elvis. Finding himself in a jam, John begged his girlfriend to step in just this once. Reluctantly, Cissy agreed. Immediately she was hooked. She knew her sisters would disapprove, but she managed to rationalize her decision. She decided she could be in the world of secular music without being of that world. Before long, she was singing backup with her nieces on a Drifters album that was destined to be a classic. At one of these sessions, Dionne was discovered by Burt Bacharach, who was instrumental in signing her to Scepter—the first stepping-stone to her hugely successful solo career. By December, she had her first top-ten single. And that same month, Cissy discovered that she was pregnant once again. She prayed it would be a girl.



CHAPTER TWO


Within hours of the news that Bobbi Kristina had been discovered, barely breathing, in the bathtub, the disparate branches of Bobbi’s family began to descend on Atlanta. And it seemed appropriate that the city had once been known as the epicenter of an epic civil war. Since Whitney’s passing, it seemed a civil war had been simmering within the family. Now it was about to erupt.

The first indications that all was not well came when an Atlanta spokeswoman announced to the press that Bobbi Kristina had been found by her “husband,” Nick Gordon, and a friend at around 10:20 AM. Indeed, Bobbi had Instagrammed a photo of her and Nick wearing “wedding bands” in January 2014 under the hashtag #HappilyMarried.

Following the news that Bobbi had been hospitalized, her father, Bobby Brown, immediately flew from Los Angeles to be by her side—on a private plane lent to him by his close friend, the Hollywood personality Tyler Perry. The producer and star of the popular Madea franchise had also supplied a plane to fly the body of Bobbi’s mother, Whitney, from Los Angeles to a funeral home in New Jersey in 2012.

Arriving in Atlanta on Saturday, Bobby issued a media statement before ducking into the Roswell hospital through a back entrance to be by his daughter’s side. “Privacy is requested in this matter,” he said. “Please allow for my family to deal with this matter and give my daughter the love and support she needs at this time.”

Inside, a distraught Brown kept a nearly twenty-four-hour vigil in the room where other members of the family had also gathered. Although there was no love lost between Bobby and Whitney’s tight-knit family, they managed to put aside their differences to consult with medical staff on Bobbi’s condition. Cissy, closely following developments back in New Jersey, would not arrive for another six days, though her daughter-in-law Pat Houston kept her apprised by phone.

Brown continued his vigil, standing over Bobbi in the intensive care unit, stroking her hair and murmuring “baby girl.” According to a member of the staff, he could frequently be seen singing gospel hymns near her bedside, often joined by members of Whitney’s family. He even joined in a rendition of Whitney’s signature tune, “Greatest Love of All.”

The medical prognosis was not good. Tests showed that Bobbi—who had likely been unconscious for minutes underwater—had little brain function and was unlikely to recover. Tight-lipped about her condition, medical staff let it be known to the press that she was “fighting for her life” but refused to provide any more details.

At the same time, it became evident that both sides of the family were spending as much or more time consulting lawyers and publicists as they were the doctors.

Infuriated by the description of Nick Gordon as Bobbi’s husband, her father had his attorney issue an unequivocal statement to the gathered media: “Bobbi Kristina is not and has never been married to Nick Gordon,” Christopher Brown of the firm Brown & Rosen insisted. At the same time, they let it be known that their office was “currently investigating the events that led to the hospitalization of Bobbi Kristina.”

The words struck onlookers as strange. Why was Bobby’s lawyer conducting an investigation rather than leaving the matter to law enforcement authorities?

In fact, Roswell police had been conducting their own investigation practically from the moment the ambulance took Bobbi Kristina away. Within an hour, they had questioned Gordon and Max Lomas as well as the XFINITY cable technician who had arrived at the house that morning. Word soon leaked that they didn’t like what they had heard. Nor did they necessarily believe that the incident that left Bobbi in a coma was an accident. Less than a week after Bobbi was pulled out of her bathtub, police officials made no secret of the fact that they were pursuing an investigation. And, although a number of media outlets reported that Nick Gordon had become the target of the investigation, my own sources informed me that the evidence pointed to more than one suspect and that the evidence was murkier than was being reported.

Officially, the police would only say that “the matter may or may not result in criminal charges being brought against individuals.” Nick and Max had already lawyered up. But as long as Bobbi remained alive, it remained an open question whether police would end up laying charges of homicide or merely attempted murder against their suspect should they determine that foul play was involved.

Meanwhile, the world was watching the tragedy unfold, and Twitter was ablaze with celebrities sending their thoughts and prayers:

La Toya Jackson, who knew from personal experience what the family was going through, was one of the first to weigh in:

“Let’s All Send Love Light & Prayers To Bobbi Kristina Brown! Wishing Her A Healthy & Speedy Recovery!”

Social media, in keeping with its tradition, had witnessed more than its share of cruel comments and jokes about Bobbi’s condition. One of the tamer ones was:

“I guess it’s true then that all little girls turn into their mothers eventually.”

Others were outright racist. Responding to the sick barbs, Brandon Williams tweeted:

“People are really out here making jokes and laughing at Bobbi Kristina? That’s sad. Pray for that young woman. Send positive energy her way!”

Mariah Carey, who had recorded a well-known duet, “When You Believe,” with Whitney, offered:

“My thoughts and prayers continue to be with Bobbi Kristina. Sending love and support to the family. God Bless.”

Lady Gaga sent out a message to millions of her Little Monsters:

“Praying for Bobbi Kristina. Monsters let’s all together send our love & healing energy to Whitney’s daughter. World send her strength.”

Meanwhile, as conspiracy theories and accusations swirled about the events that left Bobbi in a coma, the Reverend Al Sharpton issued his own plea: “Let’s all pray for Bobbi Kristina. Let’s not speculate on what happened, let’s ask God to intervene.”

Whitney’s longtime friend Missy Elliott revealed that Bobbi’s mother had once asked her to look out for her daughter. “Bobbi is like a little sister to me,” she said. “I have been very close to her mother. One thing that her mother said to me before she passed away was to make sure Bobbi Kristina was straight, so my prayers for healing [are] that she comes out and be around people that love her.”



CHAPTER THREE


It wasn’t an easy birth. Cissy was laid up at home for almost two months after she gave birth to Whitney Elizabeth Houston on August 9, 1963. Having saved up some money from her increasingly frequent recording sessions, John’s first task was to find a house in a better neighborhood. In the fall, they closed on a nice house on Wainwright Street in a section of Newark with brick row houses occupied by young families. There was enough left over after the down payment to put in a new kitchen and living room.

The family was thrilled to move out of the old third-floor walk-up. Cissy’s parents had always preached the importance of making sure your kids did better than you. With the move, they had truly moved into the middle class.

With Gary now in school and Cissy working a day job at the RCA plant, John stayed home with young Michael and the new baby, who Cissy recalled was always up to mischief even before she could walk. John took to calling her “Nippy,” after a comic book character who attracted trouble, and soon nobody called her anything else.

An early starter, young Whitney was walking by six months and would constantly tease the family’s German shepherd Thor, who they acquired when they moved to the new neighborhood. By the time the baby turned one, John’s divorce finally came through, paving the way for him to marry Cissy.

Meanwhile, Dionne Warwick had started her solo career, which would eventually see her become one of the most successful female artists of all time. Dee Dee soon followed, signing a deal with Mercury, leaving Cissy to make a growing name for herself as a background singer on studio session work. For some time, at John’s urging, she had been looking to start a group of her own, and by 1966, she had assembled the core of the quartet that would become known as the Sweet Inspirations. The Sweets were not looking to become the next Supremes. Their forte was background vocals—a musical art form that was still in its infancy. Most background session acts were trios, but Cissy had added a fourth voice to sing an octave lower than her own and create a distinctive sound. With the new sound, recalled John Houston, “They began to wipe out all the other background singers.” At first, the women went into the studio to sing background vocals for whatever solo artist the studio assigned. But in 1967, Atlantic Records was toying with creating a new sound for a rising star named Aretha Franklin. As a young girl, Cissy had listened to the radio sermons of Aretha’s father, the Reverend C. L. Franklin, known as the “Million- Dollar Voice.” On occasion, the Drinkard Singers had appeared on the same bill as Aretha when she was touring the gospel circuit but still a relative unknown. Now, Atlantic had big plans for her and the Sweet Inspirations were chosen to be a part of those plans.

Previously, background singers were expected to arrive at the studio at the appointed time, do whatever the producer told them, and disappear. But Atlantic gave Cissy and the Sweets the freedom to spend hours in the studio working out the background parts on Aretha’s songs and experimenting with different variations. The Sweets, she recalls, became known for a certain musical “punctuation” that would come to characterize the songs on which they were featured. If the singer, for example, sang the line “Do you love me?” they would come back with a rousing “Yes, I do.”

Her years singing in church had taught her that the listener had to feel the song, and now she put that background to good use. With the Sweet Inspirations backing her up, Aretha exploded onto the charts with a steady stream of early hits, including “Chain of Fools,” “I Never Loved a Man,” and Cissy’s favorites, “Natural Woman” and “Ain’t No Way.” On the latter tune, Cissy worked in a high solo behind Aretha’s lead vocals, ensuring an unusually large profile for a background singer. Such flourishes soon got her and the group noticed, and they were given the opportunity to record their own singles.

Though their specialty was backgrounds, suddenly it seemed that everybody wanted them. That same year, the Sweets went into the studio to back up former Them singer Van Morrison, who had recently gone solo and was recording a new single, “Brown Eyed Girl.”

Its success cemented the group’s reputation for what she called “taking a record over the top and making it a hit.” Meanwhile, Aretha had asked the group to back her on tour, and Cissy’s grueling schedule meant that John was left to care for the children much of the time.

While she was on tour one night in Las Vegas, she called home to discover that Nippy, now four years old, had fallen while playing with her brother and got a wire coat hanger stuck down her throat. When she was rushed to the emergency room to extract the object, doctors told John that the hook had just missed perforating her vocal cords.

Nineteen sixty-seven was also the year that Newark erupted in race riots as angry disaffected black youth went on a violent looting rampage through the streets. The worst of the rioting took place a fair distance from their neighborhood, but it was close enough for the family to see the smoke and hear the gunshots. Soon after, they started looking for a new home in the suburbs, but the only way they could afford a move was for Cissy and the Sweets to continue touring. With John working only periodically, they depended on Cissy’s income.

The tour dates down south were particularly difficult, given Jim Crow attitudes that still permeated the region. “We found racism on the road at just about every turn,” Cissy later wrote, recalling that they were often turned away from hotels or restaurants because of their race or encountered open hostility.

By 1969, the Sweet Inspirations were in high demand. After working on sessions with Dusty Springfield in Nashville and Jimi Hendrix in New York the year before, they got a call from Elvis Presley, who had heard the Drinkards at the Newport Jazz Festival years earlier. He was preparing to headline the International Hotel casino, and he wanted the Sweets to back him.

While Cissy was captivated by his “drop dead gorgeous” looks, John established a rapport with the King and his crew—spending hours chatting about the business at the hotel coffee shops between shows. The information he gleaned from these sessions about the industry, she recalls, would prove to be invaluable once Whitney’s career took off.

John’s charm was legendary. Cissy recalls him once asking, “Now Elvis, are you sure you’re not black? ’Cause you sure got a lot of rhythm, man.” Elvis would retort that John looked a little like his daddy. Although she complained that she often got bored performing the same shows over and over night after night, Cissy also established a rapport with Elvis, who loved gospel music and enjoyed having four devout church ladies backing him up. One day, he told her that the sound of her improvised countermelodies made him think she was squirrelly. That became the King’s nickname for her. When he gave the group diamond bracelets to thank them for their work, hers was inscribed “To Cissy” on one side, and on the other, it simply said “Squirrelly.”

Singing with Elvis for two months, Cissy missed the kids terribly, but she and John had decided that Las Vegas, still known as Sin City, was no place for children. Back in New Jersey, their friends Phyllis Hardaway and Ellen White—known as Auntie Bae—looked after the kids. Six-year-old Nippy, she recalls, spent most of her time watching TV or listening to her favorite singer, Michael Jackson. But the older kids were finding the separation difficult. Michael in particular often burst into tears for no reason.

Returning home in the fall of 1969, Cissy and John managed to spend some quality time with the children, but the road beckoned. The money was good, but tensions were beginning to form in the group, as the other members wanted to wear revealing costumes onstage like the other background acts. But Cissy’s moral upbringing kicked in. “I was onstage to sing, not bounce around and flaunt my business,” she later recalled.

Preparing to go back on the road one day, Cissy was packing the car when she spotted the kids playing nearby. As she reached to give Michael a kiss, he pulled away and started sobbing. Joining them, the other children burst into tears as their mother looked on in devastation. That’s the day she made the decision to quit the Sweet Inspirations.

For years, John had been clamoring for Cissy to embark on a solo career. This was the opportunity he had been waiting for. He successfully pitched Cissy to Charles Koppelman, an industry stalwart who had signed the Lovin’ Spoonful in 1965 and was now running the music division of a new label, Commonwealth United. With an advance of $15,000, John and Cissy went looking for a new house. They found just the place in the respectable suburb of East Orange just up the Garden State Parkway from Newark.

For the first time, each child had their own bedroom and, best of all, a big backyard pool to while away the sweltering New Jersey summers. The pool soon turned into a neighborhood gathering place where Gary, Michael, and Whitney entertained their growing legions of friends. And as kids came and went, so too did the clothes and toys that Cissy bought them. She theorized that they felt guilty that they had so much and were eager to share the bounty with others. Whitney was particularly generous.

One day, Nippy was watching Michael Jackson performing with his brothers on TV, when she announced that she was going to marry that boy, adding that she was going to become a big star and buy her mother a house.

Although Cissy loved her boys, Nippy was her pride and joy. Something about her manner—loving, friendly, trusting—stole Cissy’s heart. When she took her on errands, she recalls little Nippy marching right up to strangers to wish them good morning. When her mother tried to explain why that wasn’t a good idea, the girl would dismiss her concerns with “Oh, Mommy.”

She thought everybody was her friend, Cissy recalled. That’s why it was especially heartbreaking for her when she later discovered a different reality.

Embarking on her solo career, Cissy was given a song to sing called “Midnight Train to Houston.” It didn’t seem right to her, so she decided to tweak the title and change “Houston” to “Georgia.” Hamstrung by a lack of promotion, the song received limited airplay, to the constant frustration of John, who told everybody who would listen that it would be a huge hit if they would just put some money behind it. Three years later, Gladys Knight and the Pips recorded the song, and it struck gold.

Meanwhile, the solo career of Cissy’s niece Dionne was exploding. Her single “I Say a Little Prayer” had just sold one million copies—one of nineteen top one hundred hits Dionne would enjoy during the sixties, making her the second best-selling female vocalist after Aretha Franklin. The family was excited for her success and none more so than little Whitney and her brothers, who were often invited to join their aunt on her private plane as she jetted around the world on tour. Cissy continued to record with Aretha, who Nippy called Auntie Ree when she accompanied her mother to the Atlantic studio one day. “Cissy brought her to one of my recording sessions,” Franklin later recalled. “She was around 9 or 10. I think Cissy had instructed her to be very quiet because she didn’t say too much after that. She was just very quiet and very attentive.”

Contrary to popular belief, Franklin was never her godmother, but rather an “honorary aunt.” Her appointed godmother was in fact the singer Darlene Love, whose best known song “He’s a Rebel” went to number one in 1962. Love remembers once visiting the family when Whitney was young and sharing a bed with the young girl. “I was pregnant at the time, and she’d go, ‘What do you want, what do you want?’ There was a store on the corner where she’d run down the street and buy fruit for me. So charming from Day One,” she told Rolling Stone.

Nippy had started attending school at Franklin Elementary, where she was frequently bullied because she came to school in expensive dresses, while the other girls wore jeans. Cissy had threatened to “whoop Gary’s butt” years earlier when she found out her oldest son failed to fight back when a schoolmate attacked him. But Whitney pleaded that she didn’t like confrontation. She just wanted to be friends. Her mother, however, was determined to open her eyes to reality. “That’s not the way the world is, baby,” she recalls telling her. “Sometimes you just have to tell people to kiss your ass and keep on walking.” When groups of mean girls occasionally chased Whitney home, her older brother Michael would often stand up to them. But when Cissy witnessed such a confrontation one day, she invited the girls to whip her ass first if they wanted to take on her daughter.

Whitney would later recall the trauma of being bullied. “In grammar school, some of the girls had problems with me,” she later recollected. “My face was too light. My hair was too long. It was the black-consciousness period and I felt really bad. I finally faced the fact that it wasn’t a crime not having friends. Being alone means you have fewer problems. When I decided to become a singer, my mother warned me I would be alone a lot. Basically, we all are. Loneliness comes with life.”

Once she learned to ignore the other girls’ taunts, Whitney focused on her studies, in which she excelled. John’s mother, Elizabeth, had been a teacher, and now, that’s what Whitney said she wanted to be. Every day, she’d gather her brothers in front of a toy chalkboard and pretend to teach them while they went along with it. When their attention strayed or they giggled, Cissy recalls, Nippy would pick up a ruler and smack them on the head with it as they burst into laughter.

In the early seventies, many public schools were beginning to experiment with progressive education theories that discarded the rote learning of the past and encouraged children to learn independently. Franklin Elementary was no exception. When Whitney was in the sixth grade, the school adopted an open-classroom curriculum where children were allowed to wander from room to room, and classes were often held outside or in the halls, while kids worked on projects of their choosing and studied at their own pace. As a firm believer in traditional education, Cissy did not approve of these so-called progressive methods and began exploring private options. She was impressed by a Catholic all-girls school in Caldwell called Mount St. Dominic Academy and raised the idea with Nippy, who she assumed would welcome a more disciplined academic environment, especially in light of the bullying at Franklin. But Whitney was horrified at the idea and pleaded to remain in public school.

One day, Cissy arrived at Franklin to drop something off and found a chaotic scene, with kids running around and yelling in the open classroom. When Whitney saw her, she’d later recall that this was the moment she “knew my ass was on the way to Catholic school.”

Cissy was still actively involved at New Hope Baptist Church and would bring the kids every Sunday. Whitney was often reluctant to go at first, but she gradually came to enjoy the church, where she eventually started singing in the choir when she turned eleven. Her mother believes she welcomed a place where, unlike school, nobody made fun of her clothes or her hair.

In later years, Whitney only occasionally talked about her religious faith, but her mother reveals that Nippy was “saved” at New Hope and that she later told Cissy that she had “accepted the Savior into her life and heart.”

When her grueling schedule permitted it, Cissy would act as choir director, and Whitney would later recall that watching her on Sundays was the catalyst that made her want to become a singer.

“When I used to watch my mother sing in church, that feeling, that soul, that thing—it’s like electricity rolling through you,” she said in 1993. “If you have ever been in a Baptist church, when the Holy Spirit starts to roll and people start to really feel what they’re doing, it’s incredible. That’s what I wanted.”

She soon abandoned any previous ambitions she had harbored. “I wanted to be a teacher,” she told Rolling Stone. “I love children, so I wanted to deal with children. Then I wanted to be a veterinarian. But by the age of 10 or 11 when I opened my mouth and said, ‘Oh God, what’s this?’ I kind of knew teaching and being a veterinarian were going to have to wait. What’s in your soul is in your soul.”

Growing up around some of the greatest singers of the generation clearly had a profound impact on the young girl. “Being around people like Aretha Franklin and Gladys Knight, Dionne Warwick, all these greats, I was taught to listen and observe,” she later recalled. “It had a great impact on me as a singer, as a performer, as a musician. Growing up around it, you just can’t help it. I identified with it immediately. It was something that was so natural that when I started singing, it was almost like speaking.”

Cissy was not enamored of the idea of her daughter becoming a professional singer. She told her stories about the sleazy side of the business and encouraged her to do her singing in church. Privately, she had her doubts that a girl who was so easily bullied could withstand the harsh side of the music business.

But Nippy was determined and if she really wanted to learn to sing, Cissy was going to make her do it the way her father trained her, provided she followed her mother’s strict rules and routine. Daily rehearsals at home plus choir every Sunday soon started to pay off. Looking back, Cissy believes she was harder on Whitney than she would have been with someone else’s kid, always demanding she aim higher. Developing a rigorous routine, she drilled into her the importance of learning the melody and enunciation. She could be a harsh taskmaster, and Nippy was often frustrated. In her memoir, Cissy remembered Nippy complaining after enduring particularly harsh criticism from her mother. “Mommy, you make me feel like I want to go through the floor, like I’m never going to be good enough.”

When she was fourteen, Whitney was finally ready for her first solo, which took place one Sunday at New Hope with a recital of the hymn “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah.” The response was electrifying. They recognized a gift from God when they heard one. “I was scared to death,” she later recalled. “I was aware of people staring at me. No one moved. They seemed almost in a trance. I just stared at the clock in the center of the church. When I finished, everyone clapped and started crying. From then on, I knew God had blessed me.”



Whitney hated her strict new school, with its rules and routine. She implored her parents to let her switch to the public middle school, and John was open to the idea, but Cissy was adamant. The discipline would do her good.

She hated the school so much that she rarely participated in extracurricular activities.

“She wasn’t even in the school chorus,” recalled her Saint Dominic classmate Maria Pane. “She would sing ditties during lunch hour and hum a bit. She had a very sweet, angelic voice.”

When she was thirteen, the family had a scare when John had a heart attack at home after he’d returned from driving Cissy to a gig at a Manhattan jazz club. He pulled through, but things weren’t the same after that. Something in his personality changed. Cissy put it down to a combination of a midlife crisis and the frustration of a black man trying to make it in a white man’s world. “Like so many black men, he was angry at the world, bitter about being denied,” she wrote. Soon, he was taking his anger out on her, even though their marriage had been a happy one until that point. Much of the tension, she believed, stemmed from his fervent desire to push her into a solo career. He could have made her a star if only she had wanted it and stopped being so stubborn. Instead, Cissy was largely content with being known as the best backup singer in the business.

Both Cissy and John lamented the racism of the business that kept black acts largely confined to rhythm and blues and out of what she would describe as an “exclusive white club where only the Sinatras and the Streisands were allowed to enter.” She cited the black music divisions of most record labels as a prime example of how black acts were kept down. After the heart attack, John seemed to blame her for his own lack of success. What was once a happy home became a frequent scene of loud arguments, fights, and recriminations. The two were sleeping in separate bedrooms and barely talking. Eventually, John would move out. Cissy later believed that the domestic breakdown had a devastating effect on her children. Whitney had always been a daddy’s girl, and she had come to appreciate how much her household differed from that of her friends. For all intents and purposes, John had been the house husband for most of Nippy’s young life and Cissy the breadwinner. After her rise to fame, Whitney would frequently cite John’s unique role in her upbringing.

“My Dad is the backbone of our family,” she told Jet in 1986. “Any problem that I’ve ever had he’s always been there for me. . . . If my mother had a recording session, he would stay home, dress me and do my hair. He would put a beautiful dress on me with tube socks, like sweat socks. And my hair would look kind of crooked but it was cute. He was a very affectionate and loving dad.”

The children witnessed almost daily fights between their parents and the acrimony took its toll before John finally moved out. “For a while they stayed together for our sake,” Whitney recalled. “Finally they realized that the only way for them to stay friends was to split. It was strange not to have my father there but he lived just ten minutes away. Besides, even if you’re not together physically the love never dies.”

For Whitney, music and church became a refuge from the household tension. Cissy was stricter than ever at choir practice, prompting Nippy to storm out on more than one occasion, announcing that she was quitting. When she was fourteen, John gave her permission to enter a local teen singing competition. Whitney sang Barbra Streisand’s “Evergreen” and placed second. The first-place winner won with the song “The Greatest Love of All,” which would ironically become Whitney’s signature tune a decade later.

Not long afterward, Cissy was scheduled for a backup session on a single that Michael Zager was recording for a new album. Zager later told Fox News how he encountered Whitney:

I was producing an album with Cissy and the night before one of the background singers canceled. So I asked Cissy who she wanted to get and she said I’m going to bring my daughter Nippy. She was fourteen years old. I said, ‘Are you sure you want to bring in a fourteen-year-old?’ She said ‘Don’t worry about it.’ So Nippy showed up to the studio in her school uniform and she was very, very quiet. She got up and I couldn’t believe my ears when she opened her mouth. It was beyond belief.

The resulting single, “Life’s a Party,” would mark Whitney’s professional debut. Impressed by her poise and professionalism, Cissy began bringing her daughter along to sing backup at the Manhattan jazz clubs like Sweetwater’s and Mikell’s, where she would often appear on weekends. One night, Cissy lost her voice and was going to have to cancel a Mikell’s gig. She asked Whitney to go on in her place. Terrified, Nippy demurred, but her mother knew she was ready. This was the moment that Whitney had been waiting for, and she was determined to make the most of it. The crowd responded with a tremendous ovation.

“I was pretty nervous,” she recalled. “I was scared to death. It was fun. I just fell in love with it.”

From that point on, Whitney would often accompany her mother to gigs, usually singing background, but every once in a while, Cissy would step aside and give her a solo. One thing Cissy and John agreed on, however, was that Nippy was not going to embark on a professional music career under any circumstances until she finished school.

But as it turned out, music wasn’t the only professional career that beckoned. In 1979, Whitney backed up Cissy at a benefit for the United Negro College Fund at Carnegie Hall and attracted considerable attention when her mother brought her out to sing a chorus of “Tomorrow” from Annie. The next day, they were walking along Seventh Avenue when a Vogue photographer approached sixteen-year-old Whitney and asked her if she was interested in modeling. He had been at the Carnegie Hall gig the night before and was captivated by her look and poise. He mentioned a new modeling agency called Click that was looking for teen models.

Cissy gave her okay, and they headed to the address the photographer had given them. Two hours later, Whitney was offered a modeling contract.

A whirlwind schedule of photo shoots soon followed, landing her in the pages of Vogue, Glamour, Cosmopolitan, and Mademoiselle. In 1981, she would land on the cover of Seventeen magazine—one of the first black women to ever achieve this feat.

“From the beginning, the camera and I were great friends,” she later recalled of her modeling career. “It loves me, and I love it.”

Despite her success as a model, however, she still had not given up her original dream.



CHAPTER FOUR


It was clear that there had been no change in Bobbi Kristina’s condition, despite the occasional unreliable report from one family camp or another that she had opened her eyes or that she was making “progress.” She had already been moved from the North Fulton Hospital in Roswell to the ICU of Emory University Hospital in downtown Atlanta that housed state-of-the-art equipment, but her prognosis appeared bleak.

On the other side were wild media reports revealing that Bobbi had been declared “brain dead” and that the family had decided to take her off life support on February 11, the anniversary of her mother’s death.

This was the last straw for Bobby Brown, who issued a terse statement through his attorney:

The false reports that continue to appear in print and on the Internet are egregious, false and will be dealt with at an appropriate time. In particular, the false reporting of TMZ, The National Enquirer, The Atlanta Journal Constitution and the Daily Mail (UK) citing police sources, family sources and Bobby Brown himself, will receive my attention. The desire to be ‘first’ has clouded the judgment of many reporters as they forgo accuracy. This is a criminal investigation and the integrity of that process requires silence.

One report that was most decidedly not a rumor concerned Brown’s own family, who had assembled to throw him a party for his forty-sixth birthday on February 5 at the W hotel in midtown Atlanta.

The clan, some of whom lived in Atlanta, had been keeping Bobby company all week as he kept vigil at his daughter’s bedside. Evidently, they were looking to unwind as they gathered at the upscale hotel. Exhausted from his ordeal, Bobby left the festivities around midnight. An hour later, 911 received a call that a brawl had broken out. “There is a group that’s fighting at the bar and they won’t leave,” reported the caller. The caller said there were no weapons involved but that a member of the crowd had “used a glass at the bar as a weapon and cut somebody in the face.” He said the fight involved eight to ten people. When police arrived, they discovered that Bobby’s sister Tina Brown had hit her son Shayne over the head with a bottle. The dispute apparently started over a valet parking ticket. According to the police report, “Mr. Brown stated that while arguing with his mother, she spit in his face and hit him on his head with a glass bottle.” Onlookers reported that Tina took a swing at her son when he called her a “crackhead.” After declining to press charges, he drove himself to the emergency room, where he was treated for lacerations and given five stitches.

Ten years earlier, Shayne had been involved in another incident in Atlanta, when he and his cousin were stabbed during a fight at a bar around one thirty in the morning. Bobby Brown had reportedly been present when the incident occurred but was not involved in the altercation. These incidents, it turned out, were just the tip of the iceberg in the never-ending saga of the Brown family.

Two days after she assaulted her son, Tina was rushed to a hospital emergency room, complaining of numbness in her right side. She was diagnosed with a vascular blockage and irregular heartbeat.

“She’s just overwhelmed by the stress of Bobbi’s medical crisis,” a family rep explained.

The day after the hotel brawl, Cissy arrived in Atlanta for the first time. For a week, members of the Houston and Brown family had visited Bobbi’s ICU unit in groups of two or three, while Bobby stayed by her bedside much of the time. “He’s so upset, he can barely put one foot in front of the other,” reported one visitor who observed Bobby grieving at his daughter’s bedside. But Cissy’s arrival necessitated a new arrangement since there was no love lost between her and her former son-in-law whom she reportedly held at least partially responsible for her daughter’s death even though she publicly denied it. A visitation schedule was now reportedly worked out that would ensure the two adversaries never had to cross paths.

It soon became apparent, however, that there was at least one thing Bobby and Cissy agreed on. Whether or not he had anything to do with Bobbi Kristina’s state, Nick Gordon was bad news. The Houston and Brown families agreed to make common cause. The first order of business was to remove Gordon from the town house where he had lived the high life with Bobbi since 2013. Pat immediately made provisions to have the locks changed and notify security that Nick was to be barred from the complex. If he was spotted on or near the premises, they were to call police immediately.

As Bobbi lay comatose, doctors performed neurological scans three times a day, searching for signs of recovery—testing for brain activity, response to painful stimuli, or dilation of pupils. After the doctors debriefed Bobby, he shared the news with family members gathered in an outer room, but so far, there has been no good news to report.

So far, the Atlanta police had been tight-lipped about the results of their own investigation, but bits of information were beginning to leak out. TMZ reported that law enforcement officials believed drugs were involved in whatever circumstances led to Bobbi lying facedown in a bathtub. But during an initial search of the town house, they failed to find any drugs on the scene. That’s because they were only looking for items that “were out in the open,” the entertainment site reported. But during a second and more thorough search of the premises, police allegedly told the family they found illegal substances and seized a number of items.

Indeed, reports were starting to filter out that Bobbi and Nick had a long history of drug use so it wasn’t a difficult stretch to assume that narcotics were involved.

As these kinds of reports came fast and furious, I was preparing to fly to Atlanta to start my own investigation, but first I needed to get the lay of the land and separate facts from rumors. My connections in the Houston camp were telling me that the hospital was nearly a fortress and that the family was keeping information very close to their vests. The most they could share at this point were unconfirmed rumors.

I was referred to a former Atlanta homicide detective who I was told could steer me in the right direction. When I made contact, he told me he would do some digging and get back to me. Forty-eight hours later, he shared his thoughts.

“This is an unusual situation,” he explained, “because the victim is lying there unconscious in a hospital bed, which makes it very difficult for police to get what they need.” He said the medical staff would have done a basic blood test when Bobbi arrived which would have determined whether there were drugs in her system and what kind. But there are limitations.
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