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  How I Met Whitney Houston


  October 27, 1991, was the most exhilarating, exciting night of my life. I was in Los Angeles to attend the Thirteenth Annual Black Achievement Awards, sitting front row center, a guest of Whitney Houston’s. The huge room was packed with celebrities. Klieg lights arced off the women’s jewels. Most every African American who had ever starred in a movie or sang a hit song was there, all decked out in finery, faces alight with anticipation. And there I was, a kid from the projects in Chicago who had grown up admiring the very people I now sat next to.


  I stood and cheered when Patti LaBelle strode center stage and announced she would be singing her new release, “Somebody Loves You, Baby.” As the band struck the first note, the cheering almost drowned them out, but soon Patti’s smoky voice rose above the roar, and the crowd quieted to listen. I was not ten feet away from one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, and I felt my heart lurch as her eyes sought and held my gaze. She was wearing a tight black velvet top, cut to a deep V to expose a creamy expanse of cleavage, and her black net skirt was puffy, stopping just above her dimpled knees. As she swayed and danced her way down the length of the T-shaped stage, her gaze caught mine again. Then she stopped directly in front of me and waggled her fingers at me. “Come on, baby,” she said. “Do it—stand up, baby, and do it—like this.” She was swaying just inches from my face, the bell-shaped skirt hypnotizing me, her beckoning fingers urging me from my seat. I stood and began swaying with her in time with the music. The crowd roared its approval and Patti said, “Come on, baby, dance with me.”


  To this day I don’t remember actually climbing up on that stage, but I must have because the next thing I knew, I was dancing with Patti LaBelle, feeling her hands flirt across my fingers and arms as she said again, “Dance, baby, come on. Sing with me—move, baby, like this.” And I was moving. I was dancing. I was singing with Patti LaBelle. The roar of the crowd completely intoxicated me and loosened my inhibitions, and my voice soared above it as I joined Patti in the words of the song. But instead of singing “Oh, baby, oh, baby,” as she was, I sang, “Oh, Patti, oh, Patti,” and the crowd stomped and cheered even louder. Patti’s arms slipped around my waist, and she pulled me close, singing, dancing, moving against me as our voices intertwined in harmony. She turned to grin at the audience. “He’s bad,” she said, then faced me and teased, “Ohhh, baby, I’m scared of you!”


  As the song came to an end, I started moving offstage, but Patti grabbed my hand and asked, “What’s your name, honey?” I managed to croak, “Kevin Ammons.”


  “Kevin,” she repeated, raising her arm to the crowd in a gesture of introduction.


  My head was still reeling when I went backstage after the show to meet up with Whitney. I had been dating Whitney’s publicist, Regina Brown, for several months and had met Whitney a few times before. She was looking at me with a new expression of respect and interest. I had always aspired to a singing career and had shared this dream with Regina, but apparently she had not mentioned it to Whitney.


  Patti came up to me and commented again on what a good singer I was. She asked me if I was signed with anyone and did I have representation. “If not,” she said, “I’d be interested in discussing management with you.”


  Before I had a chance to answer, Whitney came rushing over and said, “Yes, he does. I’m going to manage him.”


  This was big news to me, and I was understandably flabbergasted. I stood there, looking back and forth between the two divas, and I actually felt the competitive heat between them. This was my first experience with the control freak who lived just beneath the cool surface of Whitney Houston. As I got to know her better, I saw firsthand how she wielded her power and insisted on getting her way. If someone else wanted something, Whitney wanted it more and would move mountains to get it. Once the chase was over, she was no longer interested.


  But on that headiest of all nights, I didn’t know this and I was impressed and ecstatic. I felt I was finally going to make it. The dream I had dreamed all of my life was there in front of me, in the breathtakingly beautiful superstar Whitney Houston. She was going to manage my singing career and make me a star. She promised me quality demos, a band, backup singers, studio time, the whole nine yards, and I believed every word she said. I was walking on air by the time Regina and I got back to our hotel suite, and all the while we were making love, I was hearing in my head the sound of the audience applauding.


  But it didn’t happen. Whitney put me off time and again, making such lame excuses that I soon became embarrassed even to be in the same room with her. I was hurt and confused and would often ask Regina what the hell was going on, but there were no answers there, either. As my affair with Regina intensified, it became clear to me that Whitney didn’t want to see me succeed as a performer. She wanted to keep me right where I was—at her beck and call. In retrospect, I’m ashamed to admit that I allowed myself to be sucked into the Whitney Machine (or the Royal Family as she liked to refer to everyone who worked for her), but I rationalized it to myself because I wanted stardom so badly.


  I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t want to sing. My father sang with the Blenders, and my mother was one of the Five Dolls in her own all-female group. As kids growing up in the hardscrabble projects of Chicago, my siblings and I would fall asleep every night listening to my parents rehearse. From birth, we knew the Ammons name had a musical legacy attached to it. There was my uncle Albert Ammons, the pianist and boogie-woogie king, and my cousin Gene “Jug” Ammons, tenor saxophone player. Who knows how far my father might have gone if he hadn’t succumbed to alcoholism. By the time I was fifteen years old in 1974, he had drunk himself to death. His death was listed as a coronary thrombosis, but everyone knew that booze had rotted his soul.


  I was born February 5, 1959, in Chicago. My parents were living with my father’s sister in the projects that housed mostly junkies. My aunt was a heroin addict, and one of my earliest memories (only because it was told so often during my growing-up years, I came to believe that I actually remembered the event myself) was when I was just a toddler still in diapers. An undercover cop had purchased a bag of heroin from my aunt and had followed her home. She had just entered the apartment and was on the nod from shooting up when a loud banging shook my tiny world. “Police!” a voice shouted as the pounding on the door intensified. “Open this fucking door! Police!”


  The next thing I knew I was being scooped up in my father’s strong arms. He shoved something down inside my diaper. I later learned he had quickly grabbed his sister’s stash of drugs and hidden them in the only place he could think of. My mother opened the door and the cramped room was suddenly filled with police officers—guns drawn, demanding to know where the dope was hidden. My parents protested their innocence and invited the officers to search, which they did—and found nothing. My mother tells me that I was such a happy-go-lucky, good-hearted little baby I laughed and gurgled, holding out my chubby arms to the officers, and the cops couldn’t resist pausing in their search to tickle me and compliment her on what a pretty baby she had.


  Eight months later my aunt was dead of a drug-related cardiac arrest, and my parents moved the family to another rundown tenement where life wasn’t much better, financially. But it was better emotionally. Our new neighborhood was just as dangerous as the old one had been, with gang violence, prostitution, and drug dealing being the careers of choice, so my siblings and I didn’t play outside very often. My mother devised inside games to amuse us, and we often put on musical shows or joined in when my parents were rehearsing with their bands. The main thing I remember about my childhood was that it was filled with music.


  Many years later, when I met Whitney Houston and we began swapping childhood stories, I was amazed at the similarity of our backgrounds. We were both poor black kids, growing up in the ghettos, struggling every day just to stay alive. Both of our families were dysfunctional, but I think I fared better, emotionally, than Whitney did. My mother is a loving, gentle but strong-willed woman who kept a sharp eye on all her children, and pity the poor fool who tried to do us any harm.


  Whitney and her brother, Michael, were latchkey kids, left alone daily to fend for themselves while both their parents worked. Whitney admits she was lonely and afraid much of the time, and angry, too, that her mother didn’t seem to care enough about her to be there for her. Other children were just as poor as she was, but they had mothers waiting for them after school. Whitney didn’t and to this day it’s a resentment that festers.


  That her mother, Cissy Houston, was a celebrity in the neighborhood didn’t matter all that much to a little girl. She wanted her mother home, not in some club entertaining other people. Cissy had always been a gospel singer in her church and had enjoyed small successes over the years as a popular rhythm-and-blues artist, but it wasn’t until after Whitney was born that her career really took off. She formed her own group, the Sweet Inspirations. Soon they were appearing regularly at the Apollo, Philharmonic Hall, and any of a dozen nightclubs and theaters. Which meant that Cissy’s days were taken up with rehearsal and her nights were spent performing, so there wasn’t much time left over for her children. In Cissy’s defense, it should be noted that she worked long and hard for a career she prayed would move her family up in the world. To get them out of the projects and into a house of their own was a dream she clung to, and if it meant not being with her kids as much as she would have liked, so be it. Cissy was (and still is) a religious woman, and she admits to leaving her children in God’s protective care while she pursued her dream. But to little kids such as Michael and Whitney, that must have been pretty confusing. God wasn’t sitting in an easy chair waiting for them when they came home from school. He didn’t cook their dinner or ask them how their day had been. He couldn’t read them a bedtime story or tuck them in and kiss them good night. Only a mother could do those things.


  Whitney says that it took her a long time to come to terms with her lonely childhood. As she grew older, she realized that both her parents had to work to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. She understood her mother’s desperate desire to become a star because it would have helped the family move out of the projects and into a better, safer neighborhood.
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  A Miracle on Seventh Avenue


  In summer in the East, white-hot sun blisters the sidewalks and the intense humidity causes sweat to pour off your body seconds after you step out of the shower. Not even a trace of a breeze ruffles the sweltering smog. Local weathermen, trying for levity, announce, “It’s so humid today, you’re gonna have to wring out the air before you breathe it!”


  On just such an oppressively hot day on August 9, 1963, Cissy Houston went into labor. Her husband, John, took her to the hospital, then waited in the “fathers’ room” while Cissy made herself comfortable in the coolness of her own room. She was watching television (and timing her contractions) when the popular sitcom Hazel flashed across the screen. The series star was the irrepressible Shirley Booth, but the second female lead, Whitney Blake, caught and held Cissy’s attention. She was cool, elegant, classy, and smart. Then and there, Cissy decided that if her baby was a girl, she’d name her Whitney—and pray that she would grow up to be as successful as her namesake. A few hours later Whitney Elizabeth Houston made her debut. The power of her lusty little lungs seemed to foretell her destiny.


  Cissy had always thought that her own destiny was preordained and that she would somehow waltz right into superstardom as a gospel singer. She had grown up surrounded by music and could not remember a time when she didn’t sing. One of five children, her birth name was Emily Drinkard, but family and friends had always called her Cissy. Her parents encouraged all the children to sing, so they created their own group, the Drinkard Singers, and performed in different churches every weekend. They also did a little backup singing and recorded a few songs for both RCA and Savoy Records. But they were not making enough money to give up their day jobs, and the whole family had to work to support themselves.


  Cissy was married, briefly and disastrously, and gave birth to a son, Gary. Nothing is known about this early union, and to this day Cissy refuses to comment. But it must have been pretty bad because she swore off men and marriage and dedicated herself completely to her music. She was a young woman in the late Fifties, a time of exciting change and revolution. The civil rights movement was just around the corner, but what excited Cissy more was that the airwaves were filled with records made by black artists—many of them black female artists!


  She felt her time had finally come, and she threw herself headlong into her career. She formed another group, the Drinkard Sisters, with her sister Marie, her cousin Lee Warrick Drinkard, and Lee’s two daughters, Marie Dionne and Dee Dee Warrick. The breakout star of this modest little singing group was Marie Dionne, who dropped her first name, changed the spelling of her last name, and tried to make it as a solo artist as Dionne Warwick. She would succeed beyond her wildest expectations.


  Cissy Houston went on to sing backup for many other groups, but she never became the big star that she felt she should be. Enter John Houston, a charismatic, handsome, sometime singer from Trenton, New Jersey, who filled Cissy’s head with promises of fame and fortune. He sincerely believed she would become a huge star and convinced her not only to let him manage her career, but also to marry him. He must have been one hell of a charmer, given Cissy’s leeriness of men and marriage, but he won her over and they were wed.


  Cissy’s son Gary lived with them, of course, and they soon had another son, Michael, followed a couple of years later by little Whitney Elizabeth. Cissy continued to tour and sing wherever she could through both of her pregnancies, and when the babies were born, she left them with John or family members and doggedly pursued her dream of stardom.


  Her niece, Dionne Warwick, had been discovered by Burt Bacharach and had secured a contract with Scepter Records. The next few years saw her hit the charts with such memorable tunes as “Don’t Make Me Over,” “Alfie,” “I Say a Little Prayer for You,” “Message to Michael,” and “Do You Know the Way to San Jose?”


  Cissy always believed she had a much better voice than any of the women she sang with during those early years and seethed inside that no one else recognized it.


  Dionne’s success made Cissy more determined than ever to become a superstar in her own right. And with her husband encouraging her, pushing her, lining up gigs as well as recording sessions, she just knew it was only a matter of time before she became the singing sensation she already knew she was.


  It didn’t happen.


  The Sixties were a time of racial strife over much of the United States, and Newark became a battleground of hatred and violence. In 1967, a riot resulted in dozens of deaths, hundreds of injuries, and climaxed in fires that reduced much of Newark to rubble. The Houston family clung together in their small apartment, watching the frightening destruction on television. When the flames died down, it was estimated that property damage amounted to well over $10 million.


  John Houston acted swiftly. Some buildings were still smoldering when he packed up his family and moved them as far away as he could afford, to suburban East Orange. This was a middle-class, mixed-race neighborhood, paradise compared to the mean streets of the projects where Whitney had been born. It was also more expensive, and Cissy hit the road again, this time with a group, formed in 1965, called Cissy’s Girls. They were still backup singers (recording background vocals), for such big artists as Dusty Springfield, Leslie Uggams, Connie Francis, Buddy Rich, Wilson Pickett, and Cissy’s own niece, Dionne Warwick.


  Cissy’s Girls were good and therefore in constant demand, but they were paid little for their musical contributions, which ate away at their egos—especially Cissy’s. She still believed that her voice was superior to that of every other female singer out there, and she chafed to be recognized. She wanted to be the one standing out front, clutching that microphone, strutting her stuff onstage to cheers and whistles of admiration. A session singer’s job is to make the star look good, and this didn’t sit well with Cissy. “It was frustrating to watch someone else take all the glory for our work,” she said.


  John agreed. It was time to make a major move. Between 1965 and 1967, Cissy’s Girls sang backup for a few of Aretha Franklin’s records, and producer Jerry Wexler was impressed. “They were truly inspirational,” he said, “their voices as pure as angels.” So in June 1967 he renamed Cissy’s Girls the Sweet Inspirations and signed them to a contract with Atlantic Records. Their first album, aptly titled Sweet Inspiration, produced a Top-Twenty single, and Cissy thought this time for sure she was on her way straight to the top.


  For the next two years the Sweet Inspirations toured with Aretha Franklin and finally realized success in their own right. In 1968 they sang backup for Elvis Presley and their star shone even brighter. It was a heady time for Cissy and John as they felt their dream was about to come true. Cissy was almost always in a recording session, and she began taking Whitney with her.


  Aretha Franklin remembers meeting her when Whitney was about five years old. “She was always there, in my face,” she told Jeffrey Bowman, author of Diva. “I loved her. She wanted to sing. I knew that even then. She was always watching closely, whispering to her mother. She had great spirit. She sang in the corner, always humming to herself, trying to duplicate the sounds she was hearing. She’d say, ‘I want to be a Sweet Inspiration, too.’”


  Cissy was a strict mother and insisted on total obedience from her children, but when she brought Whitney to recording sessions, the little girl just couldn’t sit still. She would hum or sing along with the recording artists, swaying to the music, trying to match them note for note, until her mother would physically remove her from the studio.


  Whitney was beautiful, much more so than any other little girl in her neighborhood. She wasn’t as dark as her relatives or friends. Her skin was smooth and creamy, almost as if a teaspoon of chocolate syrup had been dropped into a glass of milk. Her eyes were large and luminous, slightly almond-shaped, giving her an exotic, mysterious look. She never went through the gawky, awkward stage that plagues most teenagers—she simply metamorphosed from adolescence into a stunning teenager.


  Whitney was twelve years old when her mother finally gave in to her pleas to sing onstage and arranged for Whitney to solo at the New Hope Baptist Church. Cissy was out of town (as usual) so she wasn’t there for her daughter’s debut, but John was. He had always called his little girl Nippy, a special love name just between the two of them, although soon other family members and close friends used the name as well. He reported later that the crowd went wild for his Nippy, clapping, whistling, stomping, just about scaring the life out of the young girl, who stood quaking onstage. It was several minutes before Whitney realized they meant her no harm—they were just showing their love and appreciation. And Whitney wrapped that raw outpouring of love and acceptance around herself like a warm, embracing blanket.


  For the first time in her life she felt as if she belonged. She had been teased and taunted by her classmates because of her exotic beauty, her light skin, and her prissy manners. Her mother had always dressed her like a little princess, so while the other children in the neighborhood played in the streets in torn jeans and dirty T-shirts, Whitney wore starched dresses and shiny Mary Janes with lace-trimmed anklets.


  On more than one occasion she ran home crying, her dress torn and the ribbons yanked from her hair by jealous girls. When she tried to hide behind her mother, Cissy would turn her around and tell her to march right back and give those kids the same “whupping” they’d given her.


  “If you don’t stand up for yourself and show them you’re not afraid, they’ll never leave you alone,” Cissy would tell the sobbing Whitney. “And the next time I catch you runnin’ home bawlin’, I’ll whup you for being a coward!”


  So Whitney learned to give as good as she got, and while she never made any friends, at least she earned a grudging respect and could walk home in peace. If she thought elementary school was bad, it was nothing like high school. Because of the racial unrest that still existed in the public school system, John and Cissy decided to send Whitney to a private high school, Mount St. Dominic Academy in Caldwell, New Jersey—an all-girl Catholic school.


  Whitney met with hostility and jealousy from the first day. This was the era of black awareness with the byword of the day boldly stating “Black is beautiful,” but Whitney wasn’t black. In fact, she was lighter than many of the Caucasian girls. With her high cheekbones, straight, narrow nose, exotic almond eyes, and perfectly shaped lips, she stood out like a rose in a tangle of sagebrush.


  For all of Cissy’s success as a backup singer (and it was impressive all through the Sixties and into the Seventies) she never became a star in her own right. Personal fame always seemed so near, but it never materialized. She became even more frustrated, angry, and unhappy—and so did John. He blamed himself for not “making it happen” for his wife, and she probably agreed with him. After all, she still believed that her voice was far superior to that of any other female singer on earth. Perhaps this bull-like confidence (or conceit) was her problem, because the popularity of the Sweet Inspirations began a downward slide in the mid-Seventies and they never regained their footing.


  Even though John still managed Cissy’s career and was paid a percentage for his time and talent, they never had enough money to allow him to give up his day jobs completely. When money was tight, he would be back on the streets of Newark working as a day laborer to make ends meet. Where once music and laughter had filled their apartment, now bitter quarreling sent Michael and Whitney scurrying to their rooms.


  The marriage ended in 1977 and John moved out, leaving a devastated Nippy feeling abandoned and bewildered. She had always been a daddy’s girl and she missed him sorely. To Cissy’s credit, she tried to make up for the loss by spending more time with Whitney, taking her with her wherever she went.


  In 1978, Whitney turned fifteen, a tall, leggy, gorgeous woman-child with slender curves and the haughty carriage of a young queen. Her natural shyness as well as her early loneliness set her apart, giving her an air of arrogance that was at once both intriguing and off-putting. If someone did try to approach her, she would stop them with a cool, wary look of disdain.


  She and her mother were in New York one day, taking in the sights, walking down Seventh Avenue near Carnegie Hall, when (just like in the movies) a talent scout for Click Models approached her with his card. Whitney thought it was all malarkey but Cissy wanted to check it out; this might just be worthwhile. She took Whitney to the agency that afternoon, where she was signed on the spot. Within weeks the teenager was doing layouts for Mademoiselle, Seventeen, and other top women’s magazines. A few months later she switched to a much larger agency, the internationally known Wilhelmina, and was soon appearing on the pages of Young Miss, Cosmopolitan, Glamour—as well as doing print work for Sprite and Revlon cosmetics. Now her classmates really had something to be jealous about, and she admits that high school was sheer hell.


  With John gone and Cissy’s career slipping, Whitney’s mother had more time to spend with her children. She was always there for Whitney during the difficult teen years. One summer she suggested that Whitney volunteer to be a counselor at a local camp for children, never dreaming the experience would change her life forever.


  Whitney had never had any girlfriends, so when she met Robyn Crawford, another counselor at camp, she was amazed at the instant rapport between them. The girls soon became inseparable. Robyn was two years older than Whitney and fell easily into the role of big sister. In fact, they told everyone they were sisters, and wherever you saw one, you saw the other.


  It has been reported dozens of times in other publications that Whitney and Robyn’s friendship blossomed into love and became the first sexual experience for both of them. (Whitney has emphatically denied any allegations that she is a lesbian.) Kids at camp teased them, calling them “dykes” and making kissing sounds when they passed by, arms linked and heads together in some private, intimate conversation.


  But the two girls didn’t seem to care. They were both tough, headstrong young women and their relationship was volatile. Robyn was not jealous of Whitney’s beauty. She is very pretty, too. Nor was she intimidated by Whitney’s singing talent. In fact, she encouraged Whitney to take a chance and see how far her beauty and talent would take her.


  And Robyn was right there by her side every step of the way, cheering her on. The friendship that began sixteen years ago is stronger than ever. The special bond between these two women has long fed the gossip mills, but not even the most vicious comments can come between them.
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  The Great Hype


  There’s no doubt that Whitney could have become one of the top models of all time. She is as beautiful as Beverly Johnson, Iman, or Naomi Campbell, and her love affair with the camera was apparent from the start. But modeling bored Whitney. “Any fool can sit there and grin at the camera,” she said. “Where’s the talent in that?”


  But singing, now that was a real talent. Singing was a skill that most beautiful women did not have but one that Whitney possessed in abundance, and she was anxious to show this talent to the world.


  In 1980, she experienced what it felt like to record professionally when producer Michael Zager invited Cissy to sing on his newest album, Life’s a Party. Cissy had taken Whitney along. The seventeen-year-old was given a solo on the album’s title track and stunned everyone in the studio with her strong, seemingly perfect voice.


  Zager offered her a recording contract on the spot, but Cissy turned it down. She knew how tough the music business was, and she wanted her daughter to finish school and gain a little more maturity and experience before trying it. Whitney had no say in the matter, but if she had, she would have quit school and thrown herself headlong into the world that Cissy warned her about. Ever since that Sunday morning five years ago in the New Hope Baptist Church when she had sung her first solo, she had secretly dreamed about singing professionally. This was something she knew she could do. But she had never crossed her strong-willed mother and she wasn’t about to start now. When Cissy said no, that’s exactly what she meant and none of her children dared argue with her.


  Whitney fumed and bided her time. She only had a year left in high school, but she says it was the worst year of her life. Her classmates were already jealous of her status as model and cover girl, so after she sang on Zager’s album and people learned about her singing talent, she was more of an outcast than ever. No way could a bunch of teenagers relate to Whitney, especially when Whitney didn’t seem to want to relate to them. Her shyness had always been mistaken as aloofness, and her good looks, coupled with her regal bearing, gave the impression of arrogance.


  A former classmate remembers her well. “She did have this attitude. She wasn’t very friendly. She never went out of her way to make any friends, so she didn’t have any. Even the boys left her alone. I don’t remember her ever going on a date with anyone from school, so all us kids just thought she didn’t like guys. Besides, she was always hanging out with Robyn Crawford even though Robyn wasn’t even in school.”


  During her senior year Whitney continued to model because, she said, “the money was great. Where else could a kid make that kind of money for doing nothing?”


  She also accompanied her mother to studio sessions, lending her voice as a background singer along with Cissy and the Sweet Inspirations. Cissy also included her daughter in her cabaret act, giving her an occasional solo number. When Whitney sang, the crowd would go wild. Even though her voice had yet to develop its full range, she seemed so beautiful standing onstage, belting out an old favorite in her big, powerful voice. Her years as a model had given her poise and self-assurance, and she played the audience like an old pro.


  Friends remember seeing the young Whitney appear at Reno Sweeny’s nightclub in New York where “she kicked ass. She was bad, honey. She seemed to deliberately upstage her mama—you could feel the competition between them.”


  Cissy graciously stepped back at those times, giving Whitney the stage, proud as any mother would be of her daughter’s success, but when the song was over, it was Cissy who ruled. She never let the audience forget that it was her show, she was the star, and Whitney was just another guest singer. Soon, however, customers began calling the club to ask if Whitney would be performing that night before they made their reservations.


  Cissy had worked her entire life to make it big, and now, almost overnight, her seventeen-year-old daughter was eclipsing her. Friends say Cissy was torn between jealousy and pride. Intellectually, Cissy must have known it was time to pass the baton, but she couldn’t bear to see her own dream die so her daughter’s could live. During this time the relationship between mother and daughter was rife with contention, but to Cissy’s credit she never tried to hold Whitney back; she just wanted her to know who the real star of the family was.


  It was hard for Whitney, attending school, modeling, and appearing in nightclubs on weekends, but she did it with a cool nonchalance that impressed everyone. She had not only inherited Cissy’s singing talent but also her determination. She was tough, ambitious, and never lost sight of her goal, even if it meant giving up her senior year in high school. While her classmates were dating, going to proms, and giggling about boys, Whitney was in the studio, rehearsing. The only thing her senior year meant to her was freedom, and she couldn’t wait for it to be over. Robyn was still her only friend, her staunchest supporter, and the bond between the two young women grew even stronger.


  Every spare moment that Whitney had in her busy schedule, she spent with Robyn. Both were teenagers and they needed to act like teenagers. They shopped for clothes together and often dressed identically, not caring if the other girls whispered about them behind their backs. When they walked down the street, they would hold hands or link their arms together, and they always seemed to be laughing at some secret joke they had no intention of sharing. Whitney credits Robyn’s friendship as the one thing that got her through that last, miserable year, and when she graduated in 1981, she celebrated her freedom with Robyn.


  Whitney had no desire to attend college. She didn’t need a degree to become a star. She got her parents together (her father was still very much a part of her life) and asked their advice on how she should launch her career. Even though John hadn’t had much success in managing Cissy’s career, Whitney still respected him and wanted his input.


  They all agreed that the young artist needed a record contract. Cissy didn’t want her daughter to be exposed to the drugs and booze that were part of the crowd she would meet playing clubs. But winning a record contract wasn’t easy, no matter how talented a singer might be. In the early Eighties with heavy metal and new wave on the way out and disco on the way in, Whitney would have to make her own niche. Her background had been gospel, rhythm and blues, and some Broadway show tunes she had learned while appearing with the Sweet Inspirations.


  So began the interviews with record executives who would be willing to give the neophyte a chance. In those days most record companies had talent scouts who went from club to club, checking out new singers and signing the most promising to contracts. It was a competitive business and Whitney had more than one nibble, but her parents held out for “the right one, the big one,” who would groom her into the star they knew she could become.


  Whitney continued appearing with her mother in whatever nightclub the Sweet Inspirations were booked, and Cissy always showcased her daughter, giving her several solos just in case a scout was in the audience.


  Elektra Records was the first big label to show any serious interest and approached Cissy and John with an offer to sign their daughter to a recording contract. Elektra was a respected, well-known label, and the Houstons were delighted, giving their verbal agreement at once. Negotiations were quickly underway and it looked as if Whitney would soon become the professional recording star she had always dreamed of being. While managers on both sides wrangled over the fine points, Cissy and Whitney continued to fulfill their nightclub obligations.


  They were performing at the Seventh Avenue South Club in Greenwich Village, playing to a packed house as usual, when word got around backstage that talent scout Gerry Griffith was in the audience. Griffith was well-known in the industry as a bird dog for the flamboyant Clive Davis, so tensions were understandably high that evening.


  In the late Sixties, Davis, then president of CBS Records, was personally responsible for the success of such high-profile stars as Sly and the Family Stone, Janis Joplin, Bob Dylan, Santana, and many others. It was common knowledge that he
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