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MORE THAN A WOMAN



In Arabic, the name Aaliyah means “the highest, most exalted one; the best.” And while Aaliyah was not quite a household name, to true music fans her prodigious gifts were well known. When she died in a tragic accident at the early age of 22, her loss was deeply felt. Aaliyah was one of a handful of artists pushing the boundaries of popular music and brought a whole new sonic palette to hip-hop and soul. She had street credibility and mainstream appeal; she was smart, sexy, and sensitive and a canny business-woman; she was a prodigy who grew up before our eyes into a true adult superstar.


Featuring new interviews with Aaliyah’s family and friends, tributes from superstars such as Beyoncé Knowles of Destiny’s Child, and new information about the crash investigation, MORE THAN A WOMAN is the first book to examine the young diva’s brief but unforgettable life.


“Aaliyah had the ear and she had the voice. She knew how to pick a song and she knew how to make it hot.”


—MISSY ELLIOTT


“She was exquisitely beautiful and full of light and love. As an artist she was only getting better and better.”


—MICHAEL RYMER, DIRECTOR OF THE QUEEN OF THE DAMNED


“Aaliyah inspired me to keep on a musical path. She inspired me because she always experimented and tried new things. She inspired me in her passing too because, as sad as it was, it helped teach me to live life to the fullest and appreciate every day.”


—ALICIA KEYS
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For Mom, Dad, Anthony, Felipe, Jonathan, Lia, and Sharon





introduction



I think what we’ve got to learn out of this is to appreciate each other while we’re here on earth. I love you Aaliyah, and you’re forever missed.


—MISSY “MISDEMEANOR” ELLIOTT


the month after 22-year-old hip-hop/soul singer Aaliyah was killed in a plane crash in the Bahamas, some 5,000 people were murdered in the September 11th terrorist attacks. In the face of such tragedy, who is Aaliyah? Tragedies happen every day and, in a time of terror and heartbreak, they are likely to happen more often. What is the life of one promising young singer compared to the prematurely extinguished existences of the bond traders and window washers and security people who worked at the World Trade Center everyday? What is her one life balanced against the lives of the hundreds of firemen and police officers who gave their lives in an effort to help pull some of the victims from the conflagration? Who is Aaliyah in the face of all that?


I work as the music critic for TIME magazine. I talked to Aaliyah a few months before her death. I attended a small party she threw in a restaurant in New York City to celebrate the release of her third and final album, Aaliyah, and, the next day, I sat down and talked to her one-on-one. I found her to be gracious and eloquent, alluring and slightly mysterious, youthful and yet possessing a smooth solemnity that would be the envy of musicians twice her age. “I think my style is street but sweet,” Aaliyah told me. I thought her album, Aaliyah, was the best R&B album of 2001. I also thought Aaliyah herself was the most promising young singer around. In a pop world ruled by Britney Spears and ’NSync, Mandy Moore and Jessica Simpson, Aaliyah was making smart, sophisticated music that was still cool to dance to. She was a siren of subtlety, and she had a polished charm that went way deeper than ordinary pop music. She was a fine dancer and she was just branching out into acting. Aaliyah told me then: “I was trained to do it all.” Weeks later, when I heard the news about her death, I felt a numbing melancholy which, even as I write this, I have been unable to completely shake. I can still remember her soft smile, her dark eyes, the sheen off her long black hair, her light glide as she walked, her gentle laugh. I remember it all as clearly as the last time I saw Kurt Cobain, dressed in a faded green cardigan and holding his baby, Frances Bean, in his arms after a concert. I can remember that last image of Aaliyah as clearly as the last time I saw Tupac Shakur, filing into an MTV party with a squadron of his boys, he and his entire posse dressed in all white.


Singers die, and sometimes they die young. They have done so before, and, sadly, inevitably, they will do so again. Often they die in plane crashes. The great soul singer Otis Redding died at the age of 26 in a plane crash in Lake Monoma, near Madison, Wisconsin, in 1967. Country singer Patsy Cline died at the age of 30 in a plane crash in Camden, Tennessee in 1963. Bandleader Glenn Miller, just 40 years old, disappeared over the English Channel in 1944, perhaps shot down by German fighters. Buddy Holly, 22; J.P. “Big Bopper” Richardson, 28; and Ritchie Valens, 17, perished in a plane accident near Clear Lake, Iowa in 1959. They called that plane crash “The Day the Music Died.”


Musicians are perhaps more vulnerable to air disasters because they are always traveling. They are often on the move, from one gig to another; they are often traveling quickly and on the cheap. Such is the nature of touring, especially for young, up-and-coming acts that are just making their marks on the world of entertainment. When you’re a professional athlete, even a rookie, you’re part of a team and you’re traveling in style; when you’re a movie star, even a novice one, whatever movie you’re shooting is probably only going to have a handful of locations. Musicians may play several cities a week, hundreds of gigs a year. Their shows are often in small towns and out-of-the-way places that require small planes to fly into small airports. It opens their lives up to tragedy.


When a musician dies, and the music they had yet to make dies with them, something else is born. The blues, and the suffering associated with them, are at the heart of American music; when a musician meets a tragic end, it brings out the bluesy core of the music. When we hear the music again, in the wake of catastrophe, the work suddenly seems richer, deeper, sadder. Kurt Cobain. Tupac Shakur. Selena. Jimi Hendrix. Jim Morrison. They all died young. Because of that, their music seems forever young as well, eternally bursting with an empathetic melancholy, and a mordantly attractive cool. I was in the audience when Kurt Cobain sang his punkish version of Leadbelly’s blues classic “Where Did You Sleep Last Night?” It was powerful then, but when I listened to it again after Kurt’s death, it had a new, sad and sublime majesty. Tragedy brings with it a kind of grandeur. In 1997, I had set up a lunchtime interview with the rapper The Notorious B.I.G. to talk to him about his forthcoming album. A few days later he was murdered in Los Angeles; the day of our appointment turned out to be the day of his funeral. His album, Life After Death, took on new resonance.


And now Aaliyah is another pop tragedy. But should we care about the death of musicians? Should we listen closely for the blue echo of Aaliyah’s voice given the disastrous din of other tragedies we hear all around? The rapper Jay-Z, on a New York City radio interview, expressed the thought that Aaliyah’s death, for him, felt like a precursor to the World Trade Center disaster. One catastrophe was intimate, the other global: both were hard to take. But was he overstating the case? What larger meaning can we really draw from individual fatalities? In Thornton Wilder’s classic novel The Bridge of San Luis Rey he writes about a simple monk named Brother Juniper who is witness to an inexplicable tragedy: he sees five people fall to their deaths after a rope bridge they are crossing suddenly breaks. He wonders: Why those people? Why those five? What is the answer to the riddle of tragedy?


In the end there is one answer: simply by caring, by connecting emotionally to such events, we give them meaning. In other words, the search for meaning can itself be meaningless. We create the meaning ourselves; what we take from such experiences is entirely in our own hands. Many Americans, outside of members of the Hispanic community and residents of Texas, had never even heard of Selena before she died. The mourning of her fans drew the attention of others and Hollywood besides; the passion of her core group of fans gave her passing impact and import. At the conclusion of The Bridge of San Luis Rey, Wilder writes, “Soon we shall die and all the memory of those five will have left the earth, and we ourselves shall be loved for awhile and forgotten. But the love will have been enough; all those impulses of love return to the love that made them. Even memory is not necessary for love. There is a land of the living and a land of the dead and the bridge is love, the only survival, the only meaning.”


Music is worth celebrating. Loss is worth remembering. We fight disaster with remembrance, cataloging the things that gave us joy, the art that made life worth living, and the artists that created it. Artists give us the metaphors, the emotions, the lyrics, the melodies, and the rhythms that help us make some sense of the rest of the world’s struggles. The week after the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, several different groups of artists announced that they planned to record a tribute song to benefit the survivors, and a huge musical telethon was broadcast on all the major networks simultaneously. When calamity strikes, music is there to console, to uplift, and to rejuvenate.


When we investigate the death of an artist, and the life of that artist as well, it’s not just about the artist, it’s about all that they represent. Performers like Bob Marley and Bob Dylan, Nirvana and Lauryn Hill, evoke in their works and lives things specific and universal, they are both associated with certain decades and with something timeless. When Aaliyah went down in that plane in the Bahamas, more than eight people died with her: Some small part of every one of her fans also crashed with her. Can we ever get what we lost back?


The day of the World Trade Center attack, I was in the Time & Life building in midtown Manhattan. I could see the smoke from the ruined twin towers spiraling into what had been a clear blue sky. I thought then, as I think now, that in the face of catastrophe we need heroes. We need legends. We need people who live lives of such richness and intensity and grace that, even when they pass away, we are moved to tell their stories again and again, and the tales grow in the telling. In such a way, and with such stories, we lay a foundation in our culture that can never be shattered, and we offer up to every person the chance of immortality, a life that can last longer than concrete and steel, if they simply dare to achieve greatness. These legends of our own making can be firefighters or teachers, scientists or artists; they are, of course, not all equivalent, but they are all important. It’s not about hero worship, it’s about every single person having the chance to be the next Aaliyah or the next icon or the next superstar if they’re willing to take the chances and make the sacrifices.


So this book is about one ordinary woman who I think led an extraordinary life. She died young, but she was also old beyond her years. For the most part, she didn’t write her own hit songs, but the way she performed them broke new ground. I don’t think this is a book about tragedy or loss, I think it’s a work about remembrance and tribute. The filmmaker Woody Allen, in the movie Another Woman, once posed the question, “Is a memory something you have or something you’ve lost?” If it is the former, we’ll always have John Lennon. We’ll always have Tupac. We’ll always have Jimi and Biggie, Kurt and Selena. And we’ll always have Aaliyah.





1 | rock the boat



She was always a hard worker. Always. That was just her.


—TIMBALAND, AALIYAH’S LONGTIME PRODUCER


the weather said nothing.


It was another perfect day on Abaco, a tiny island in the Bahamas about 200 miles northeast of Miami. The weather was warm, the sky was smiling and so was Aaliyah. She had every reason to be happy. The young singer’s new album, the self-titled Aaliyah, was a hit. It had debuted high on the Billboard charts and had received rave reviews from the likes of TIME, Spin, and Vibe magazines. The veteran music publication Rolling Stone had given the new CD four stars, declaring that “on Aaliyah, a near-flawless declaration of strength and independence, she ups the ante for herself and her contemporaries—as well as her musical heroes. Aaliyah is Control, Velvet Rope, and Jagged Little Pill all rolled into one.”


Aaliyah had other reasons to be happy as well. Recently, she had secretly become engaged to Damon Dash, the co-CEO of Roc-a-Fella records, a leading hip-hop label and the home to Jay-Z and a number of other top rappers. The pair had refused to comment on their relationship to the press, but it was an open secret among their friends and close fans. Dash and Aaliyah were often seen out on the town, sometimes in Harlem, sometimes in the Hamptons, always smiling, laughing, clearly enjoying one another’s company. Their engagement wasn’t formal—few things are in the hip-hop world—but Dash planned on marrying his new sweetheart as soon as time opened up in her busy schedule for them to do it up right. Meanwhile, they were living the life, having a good time: the newest prince and princess of hip-hop nightlife.


Aaliyah’s schedule, however, was punishing. She had long ago set her sights on being a total entertainer—a star of both concert stages and movie screens—and the commitment required sacrifice. She was now working hard to make sure her new album had a long shelf life and had come to the Bahamas to film a video for her latest single, a song titled “Rock the Boat.” Filming for the video kicked off in Miami on August 22nd, and it required some difficult underwater shots. After that part of the shoot, Aaliyah and about a dozen of her associates flew down to the Bahamas to complete the project.


It was a loose-knit, jovial group. Everybody was working hard, but everyone was having a good time. Gina Smith, 30, born in Fort Worth, Texas but living in New Jersey, had recently come on board Team Aaliyah as product manager for Aaliyah’s label, Blackground Records. Aaliyah had called Smith herself when she got the job, which entailed living, breathing, and sleeping Aaliyah’s music and making sure it got a deserving amount of publicity from the press and attention from radio stations. Smith worked in New York, but never lost her southern courtliness.


Then there was Eric Foreman, 29, of Hollywood, who was Aaliyah’s hairstylist. He was known as a funny man, the kind of guy that kept everybody laughing; the kind of guy who, one wild night in Atlanta, climbed up on stage at a club and performed his own all-in-fun, improptu strip tease that was, by one report, far more entertaining that anything else on stage that evening.


There was also makeup artist Christopher Maldonado, 32, of New York. He wasn’t the regular makeup guy, but he was best friends with Aaliyah’s makeup artist who, while tied up in Europe with Macy Gray, had dispatched his pal Maldonado to fill his slot. Maldonado was the opposite of Foreman: He was laid back and calm, always collected, never excited, taking life as it comes. He liked to party as much as the next guy, but he was always cool about it.


Protecting Aaliyah was her 6-foot 8-inch, 300-pound bodyguard Scott Gallin, 41, of Pompano Beach, Florida. Gallin was a big guy, but was, by all accounts, a friendly and caring one as well. He was a divorced dad who had custody of his 15-year-old son, Lyle, to whom he was devoted. He had worked as a bouncer in various joints around South Florida, but he was an aspiring actor as well, and had appeared in small roles in the movies Any Given Sunday and Holy Man. As a bodyguard he was in high demand—Ricky Martin, Madonna, and Rosie O’Donnell had used his services in the past. He was the kind of full-service, beyond-the-call-of-duty bodyguard who, if the client was out of town, would call up the client’s spouse, just to make sure they were okay. Right now he was totally focused on his current employer, Aaliyah. Nothing bad would happen to her as long as he could help it.


So with that cast of characters, the shoot was bound to be a good time. What’s not to enjoy about being in the Bahamas on a beautiful day? What’s not to love about dancing on a 72-foot catamaran as it glides through clear Caribbean waters? You can feel the joy when you see scenes of the video: Aaliyah’s on a beach, the ocean stretched out behind her; Aaliyah wearing a sexy red top, and dancing slyly, suggestively, playfully before the cameras. “It was a fun shoot,” said Annie Russell, a local taxi operator who organized a squad of drivers to assist the video crew. “Everybody in that group was getting along fine, like they loved one another.” The first day Aaliyah arrived, she and Gallin asked Russell where they could rent some motorscooters. Clearly work and play were going to mix on this trip.


The video was helmed by one of the best directors in the business: Hype Williams. When you wanted a hit video, when you wanted a clip that the suburbs would groove to but the streets would respect, you signed up Hype. In the past, Williams had worked with Busta Rhymes, the Notorious B.I.G., and Missy “Misdemeanor” Elliott. That video with Missy Elliott in the puffy costume? (“Supa Dupa Fly [The Rain]” if you don’t know). That’s Hype. That video with Sean “P. Diddy” Combs in the shiny suit? (“Been Around the World”). That’s Hype.


Work started that day around 10 A.M. The video went off like any other. Lots of stops and starts. Lots of makeup touch-ups. Lots of adjustments to the lighting. Aaliyah never complained. That wasn’t her style. “Lots of people in this business are hard to work with,” says one publicist who worked with Aaliyah. “She’s always professional. She’s always, what do you need me to do, how can I help. She never takes a star trip. She’s an angel. She’s like an angel sent down to earth.” That day, Aaliyah was in nearly all of the shots: after all, it was her video. But instead of retiring to her cabin after her scene, she would stay and watch the other shots, observing the process and supporting everyone else.


Around 2 P.M. everyone broke for lunch. Around 5 P.M. they were all done. Aaliyah washed off her makeup and prepared to leave. She signed a few autographs and then got into a cab. “Bye! See you all later!” she cheerfully called out to Russell and a few of the others who had come to say their farewells.


And why shouldn’t she have been happy? She had work to do, but it was work she loved. She had commitments to keep back in the States, but she was looking forward to keeping them. She had cool music in the works, including a collaboration with hip-hop/folk star Beck called “I Am Music” that her longtime creative partner, Timbaland, was producing. Her movie career was taking off. She had recently finished filming The Queen of the Damned, a movie based on the Anne Rice novel. The big screen adaptation starred Aaliyah as the title character, an ancient—but eternally youthful—vampire. She had also signed on to star in not just one, but two sequels to the action franchise The Matrix. She was set to take some martial arts training and then fly down to Australia to begin filming.


But even before that she had a date with MTV. She was going to be a presenter at the upcoming MTV Video Music Awards. It was the party everyone wanted to be at—U2, OutKast, No Doubt, Nelly, Janet Jackson, they were all scheduled to be there. Aaliyah just wanted to get back to Florida and then New York City so she could hook up with Dash, chill for a little bit, and then start doing the things she needed to do. The first order of business, however, was to get off Abaco and out of the Bahamas. She’d had a good time, but now it was time to roll.


Aaliyah, along with Maldonado, Smith, Foreman, Gallin, three other passengers, and the pilot, Luis Morales III, boarded a twin-engine Cessna 402B.


The plane rolled down the runway.


It was Saturday, August 25, 2001.


It was a warm day. The sky was smiling.


Disaster was moments away.


The weather said nothing.





2 | the (very) early years



One day we will be together again . . . We will always love you.


—JANET JACKSON ON AALIYAH


detroit, Michigan, is the kind of place that’s large enough to have the toughness of a big city but small enough to have some of the everybody-knows-everybody affability of a small town.


That’s partly why Detroit has long been known as a spawning ground for new sounds. In 1959, Berry Gordy renovated a two-story house on 2648 West Grand Boulevard and put these words over the entrance: “Hitsville U.S.A.” Motown Records, home to Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, The Supremes and many other top music acts, was born. Detroit, in the ’60s, became the capital of youth music, with singers and songwriters, girl groups and instrumentalists, all flocking there to work with Gordy and his stable of hot acts: the Temptations, the Four Tops, and many others. When cities produce sounds or scenes, they are often fleeting trends, material for a few newspaper lifestyle stories and little more. The music that Motown made in the ’60s and ’70s not only helped define American pop culture during those decades, it still continues to do so today. Songs like Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On,” albums like Stevie Wonder’s Songs in the Key of Life, and timeless performances such as Diana Ross and the Supremes’ rendition of “Stop! In the Name of Love” set a high standard for all the pop music that followed. Contemporary hip-hoppers still borrow samples from the Motown catalog, and contemporary pop groups, from TLC to Destiny’s Child, continue to imitate some of the glamorous style of the Motown era.


Detroit also produced other significant musical artists. Michael Jackson (who started on Motown), Janet Jackson, and the entire Jackson clan are from Gary, Indiana, which is about a four-hour car trip away. The great soul singer Aretha Franklin hails from Detroit, as does pop goddess Madonna. Eminem and Kid Rock are from Detroit—it’s a tribute to the breadth and depth of Detroit culture that the same city that gave rise to the sophisticated sounds of Motown in the ’60s also helped created the in-yo-face yowl of white boy hardcore hip-hop in the ’90s.


But it was the tradition of Motown—classy but cool, mainstream and yet closely connected with African American culture—that most deeply affected the course of Aaliyah’s career. Motown, in its heyday, had an “artist development program,” basically a charm school for its artists to learn how to dress, to study comportment and choreography, and to learn basic etiquette. Many of Motown’s artists were drawn from the middle class and, for them, artist development was simply a refresher course. Before Motown, many prominent intellectuals, including black thinkers such as Carter G. Woodson and Booker T. Washington, believed that most forms of Black music worked to erode the respectability of African American culture. Motown disproved such theories and helped lay the foundation for a new approach to marketing in American pop. Suzanne E. Smith, in her book Dancing in the Streets: Motown and the Cultural Politics of Detroit, writes, “[Motown] sought to produce the black music of Detroit but also to package it in such a way as to not contribute to any racist stereotypes of African American as uncouth or uncivilized. Motown marketed a product that proved that black popular culture could ‘uplift the race’ on a mass scale; it could be both ‘of the people’ and dignified.”


Aaliyah Dana Haughton was also from Detroit. Her first name, a feminized version of the name Ali, means, loosely, the highest, the best, the most exalted one, in Arabic. “I try every day [to live up to it],” Aaliyah once said to USA Weekend. “It’s a beautiful name. I’m very proud of it.” She was born on January 16, 1979, in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, but, at the age of four, her parents relocated to the Motor City where Aaliyah spent her formative years. Her home was loving, but a little offbeat. “When I was growing up we had every sort of pet imaginable,” Aaliyah told FHM magazine. “From dogs, ducks, and cats to snakes and iguanas. My cousin actually had a baby alligator, but that was something I wasn’t going to stroke.”
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