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For my mom




Author’s Note

Writing Holding Lightning has meant, above all, reopening the gifts Whitney Houston gave us: listening closely to the music to which she devoted her life; studying the interviews in which she detailed her experiences and aims; and assessing her work across three decades, in song, video, film, TV, and live performance. This profoundly underanalyzed body of work, and Whitney’s commentary about it, constitutes my primary archive, as I aim to restore the actual voice of an icon long reduced to a glorious sound.

My sense of Whitney’s voice, as a person and artist—including her creative vision, humor, faith, and sheer love of talk—was shaped by conversations I conducted over the course of four years with dozens of her close friends, bandmates, neighbors, spiritual companions, and mentees. Some spoke with me off the record or for essays and articles I wrote for T: The New York Times Style Magazine and other national outlets while working on this book. I have synthesized my own original reporting and close readings with existing documentaries, accounts published by Whitney’s family and friends since her death in 2012, and my decades of scholarship in Black culture, history, and feminist thought. While I share in Holding Lightning several previously untold stories about Whitney’s life and career, I’ve been just as intent on retelling familiar tales in ways that reveal the complex artist behind them; the woman ironically obscured by her own hypervisibility and world-altering talent.




INTRODUCTION

Alight

More than a decade after her death, the artist who brought a sacred virtuosity to the people’s music known as pop, to fans of all ages across the color spectrum and around the globe, is widely considered to be one of the greatest singers of all time. Yet that designation eclipses another, equally accurate descriptor for her talent, influence, and drive: genius. She has not been remembered as such. Rather, the very attributes that have shuttled figures from Beethoven to Bob Dylan into the pantheon—an aptitude that exceeds human understanding, yet is harnessed by the ambitious young artist to produce work with massive reach and impact, yielding an ambivalent relationship to fame frequently managed by substance abuse and resulting in misbehavior—seem to have barred her from entry. Unlike Michael Jackson, Nina Simone, and Prince—world-shaping innovators of color politics and aesthetics who occupy the rigorous category of Black genius—she appears not as a visionary but as a femme object we gaze at or gape at, asking what happened to her, not what she did. We might know she sold over two hundred million records; won six Grammys and twenty-two American Music Awards; recorded the bestselling gospel album of all time (her 1996 soundtrack to The Preacher’s Wife); and made The Bodyguard the top-selling soundtrack in US history thanks to her rendition of Dolly Parton’s “I Will Always Love You,” the longest-running number one single (fourteen weeks) by a female artist before the streaming era. Yet even these feats can seem like adornments accrued by a “voice” whose success was curated by men.

Even before Whitney Houston’s death in 2012 at age forty-eight, when she drowned in a Beverly Hills hotel bathtub with drugs in her system, she was framed in the popular imagination by tabloids and interviews that fixated on her turbulent marriage and drug use. Since then, she’s been slotted into a genre adjacent to but distinct from that of the genius: the famous doomed woman whose only agency appears to be the power to self-destruct. That mold hardens when the woman (unlike the man) struggles with addiction, or possesses immense gifts, of which she is seen as both a passive recipient and a delinquent custodian. Whitney fits these descriptions, in addition to being a Black woman whose intellect and vision would be discounted purely on that basis; as well as the protégée of a white record executive, Clive Davis, and musical ancestors (especially her mother, Cissy Houston) who are all credited for her rise; and the ex-wife of a man, the R&B singer Bobby Brown, who is frequently blamed for her fall. This tragic frame, compounded by the death of her daughter, Bobbi Kristina Brown, in 2015, has made it impossible to see how hard Whitney worked to become herself, to distribute her gifts and resist her own premature end.

She never wrote a memoir, and she seems too close to our own time to warrant critical reevaluation, though she’s also too distant to have used social media to shape her own narrative. As a consequence, I teach college students—some of whom first heard Whitney Houston’s name when she died—who know her only through some dance hits and amusing memes. They are unaware that she sang the national anthem, much less that her 1991 Super Bowl performance of the song was definitive. But even those of us who grew up with Whitney seem to have forgotten that, from the mid-1980s through the mid-’90s, the Newark-born, Baptist Church–raised artist sang better than any pop star we’d ever heard, and became more famous than virtually any Black woman in any domain. Whitney’s star rose across an unprecedented boom in the music industry, during which she not only sold millions of records but helped to establish the music video as a genre and crisscrossed the globe performing the most vocally demanding concerts in history. The envy, awe, and admiration she inspired were astonishing.

No other vocalist has exerted comparable influence over contemporary pop singing. She is the reason precision melisma is a metric of vocal technique. She infused Diana Ross’s glossy style with Aretha Franklin’s gospel fire to make pop performance a sacred pageant of feeling, virtuosity, and hype—thus setting the stage for Mariah Carey, Celine Dion, Beyoncé, Adele, Brandy, Ariana Grande, Taylor Swift, Sam Smith, and every belter who has ever appeared on American Idol or The Voice. A young Britney Spears cut her teeth on Whitney’s ballads. Lady Gaga wrote her queer anthem “Born This Way” (2011) by imagining Whitney singing it. Even the quieter, messier bedroom pop of younger artists like Billie Eilish and Olivia Rodrigo takes shape in relation to her—sustaining her impeccable breath control, while refuting her diva aesthetic.

Whitney was not only a vocal technician with an encyclopedic knowledge of music. She was a multimedia strategist who broke barriers as a Black model and actress and labored to help other Black creators thrive across the arts. She did this especially in the years after The Bodyguard (1992), a period that most accounts elide precisely because she was relinquishing her role as America’s crossover sweetheart and doing her Blackest, queerest, most feminist work. Her mid-career period is filled with projects like the Waiting to Exhale soundtrack (1995), which featured a dozen Black female artists. The industry is filled with people who will tell you they were not only inspired but directly mentored by Whitney—Lauryn Hill, Kelly Rowland, Brandy, Missy Elliott, Jordin Sparks. Most people don’t know, Essence magazine editor Mikki Taylor has said, how invested she was in “empowering young women, [so] that each of us would know our gift and wield it to perfection.” Whitney would ask questions like “What did God give you?” and “Are you doing you with that?” Speaking of Lauryn and Missy in a 1999 Ebony interview, Whitney noted: “How proud I am of my Sisters, of our geniuses.… There is no limit now. They write; they produce.”

Her reach redefined the culture at large, beyond music. We now expect female artists, from Queen Latifah to Selena Gomez, to move between music, TV, fashion, and film. We are not surprised to see SZA costarring in a film with Keke Palmer, produced by Issa Rae; or Zendaya starring in a Ronnie Spector biopic; or Lena Waithe creating comedies on BET and dramas on Showtime. If we assume Black women creatives will seek the widest possible audience for their talents and those of their colleagues and friends, it’s because Whitney did it first. If we allow stars to retreat periodically to focus on their personal lives and mental health, it’s because she didn’t.

Since Whitney’s instrument resided in her body and she didn’t compose her own material, she is rarely seen as a musician, much less a musical mastermind. Yet like any great athlete, she trained to maximize her vocal potential. And the choices she made—of tonality, phrasing, inflection, and gesture—were acts of creation that altered our sense of how brightly a pop song could pop, and how beautifully one might attest to love, loss, and all the microtones in between. She deserves an approach that’s as subtle as the one she brought to her art; not an exposé, just an attentive look at what’s already right there.

“I Wanna Dance with Somebody (Who Loves Me),” which hit US radio in May 1987, starts with some patter between drum-machine claps and the bass. But it really begins with Whitney’s zippy, life-affirming “Whooooo!” Where does she take us? Where do we go? The hollow rattle that cuts through the intro (“The clock strikes upon the hour”—tch-tch-tch) sets her in an exotic elsewhere, apart. But if our high-spirited girlfriend has beaten us to the club, she’s nonetheless filled with longing: Her lonely heart calls. Unlike the self-described teenager of “Someone for Me,” the disco track Whitney recorded on her 1985 debut, who starts her Friday night “waiting here beside the phone,” and then, in an irritating turn of events, goes out and finds “the guy for [her],” and spends the rest of the song celebrating it, the grown woman of “I Wanna Dance” keeps voicing desire without anyone rising to meet it.

Still, Whitney enjoys herself immensely. She casts herself into the title phrase, tosses up the confetti on (her target feeling) “heat.” She sings this otherwise insipid song with such sonorous conviction as to make the club a chapel, the party a carnival. She’s already belting very high when she ascends, via the key change, to the ancestral plane of self-regard from which Zora Neale Hurston claimed, in her 1928 essay, “How It Feels to Be Colored Me,” that she couldn’t imagine why anyone would “deny themselves the pleasure of [her] company.” Who wouldn’t want to dance with Whitney? By the time she ad-libs, higher still, “Don’t you wanna dance, say you wanna dance, don’t you wanna dance?” she’s lopped off the love, which was always parenthetical—she’s not that particular. The video shows her playing the line for laughs, grabbing a man in a tuxedo and shaking him limp. It’s okay because she hasn’t been singing to the people there anyway; she has been singing to us. We are her accomplices—all of us wanting a little more fire than we’re getting, whether on the dance floor or anyplace else. To admit this, her performance assures us, is powerful and funny, not pathetic or abject. If life is going on elsewhere, Whitney says, you can demand to be put into it. There’s more room in the frame than you think.

I was born in 1979, a pop-obsessed child of the ’80s—singing along with Cyndi Lauper about girls who just wanted to have fun, doing talent show routines to Paula Abdul’s “Cold Hearted.” I can still see myself, age seven, sitting in the back seat of my parents’ car listening to Whitney’s music on my yellow Walkman. The song that really got me was her ballad of big-hearted loss, “All at Once”: “All at once, the smile that used to greet me brightened someone else’s day, she took your smile away.…” I loved the searing sincerity with which she sang the word “smile,” and the breathless, disbelieving change in her voice when she realized the smile was gone. I had never been in love, but Whitney made me want to be so that I might one day lament my lover’s losing interest in me with that same delicious intensity. And she made me want to grow up, not by assuring me that the older girls were having more fun, but by drawing me into a world of what I would now call emotional nuance. In her voice I heard just how much fondness one might bring to the act of elegizing love. Didn’t we almost have it all?

I remember sitting on the arm of a sofa, at age eight, gazing down at her image on the cover of her second album. It’s the one with “I Wanna Dance with Somebody,” released when she was twenty-three. This record, like her first, was self-titled, but it sheared off her surname to signify her iconic status and shrug off her heavy parental inheritance: Whitney. She’d traded the slicked-back hair and pearls of her debut cover for a busty white tank top, big smile, and frothy curls—a weave that promised greater crossover appeal, and that my mother pointed to in an effort to validate my own thick, unruly curls, so different from the straight, easy hair of everyone around me: “See? She has hair like yours. It looks great!” The comment struck me as irrelevant to the point of embarrassing: I was a dry-skinned Italian-American girl with frizzy hair, whereas Whitney was a vivacious, grown Black woman who was … Whitney. (I’d later learn of her own self-consciousness—a deeper connection.) The moment illustrates the claims different communities would make on the singer, both by market design and organically. These are important to her story. Yet they have drastically overshadowed the claims Whitney made on her art.

Flip the cover of Whitney, with its shades of blue, and you see a line—“Vocal Arrangements by Whitney Houston”—just above the one that reads “Executive Producer: Clive Davis.” Whitney ascended the ranks of recording hierarchy, from coproducer on 1990’s “I’m Your Baby Tonight” to co–executive producer on the Bodyguard soundtrack. The progression reflected her increased clout and the growing acknowledgment that what made her songs hits was not just the material but her inventive execution of it. “When I step into a studio and I put my vocal down on something, that’s my production. That’s me,” she explained to an interviewer who, in 1999, fourteen years into her recording career, asked if she might one day consider producing. She exerted a similar authority over her shows. When rehearsing in the 1990s, her percussionist Bashiri Johnson tells me, “She’d have notes for everybody.” Everybody included Bobby, if he was in the show, as well as the “front of house guy, the sound guy, lighting, management. She would have notes for everybody,” Johnson repeats. “She was the boss.”

Certainly, the image of Whitney as boss should dispel that of the vacant ingenue “blessed by the heavens [and] cursed with her own demons,” as she was once described by CNN. Yet she was not the sole architect of her career—the myth of the white male genius—but the product and creator of historic networks, and a woman of faith who wanted her music to reflect the glory of God. She lived Black genius capaciously, in a way that requires a more nuanced understanding of agency itself.

Creative control is the overriding thematic of women in pop—we want to know if they are pawns of a sexist industry or are calling the shots. Yet we are all born into worlds we don’t choose, from which we make our best guesses, see what happens, and try again. There is no reason to assume that celebrities operate differently than the rest of us in this regard, and good reason to assume they have less control over the multinational business of being themselves. Whitney chose to undergo her mother’s rigorous vocal training, to submit to her own hectic schedule, and to follow Clive’s advice. She tried to bring the best of herself to conditions she didn’t create, just as, in her capacity as pop’s last great interpreter, she brought her expressive magic to received musical texts. She hoped, in so doing, to channel God’s grace and encouragement to her listeners. These are gospel aims—not the values of a capitalist culture obsessed with individual achievement and agency but those of an artist who spoke of spending quiet days in prayer, asking God to direct her next steps.

Ultimately, Whitney exerted far more control than we’ve realized, but it was never total due to her faith and her fame and her sheer humanity. Indeed, her work seems all the more staggering when we realize it was created by a real—imperfect, fallible, resilient—person. Yes, she succumbed to addiction. She also tried to resist the end that now seems fated. “I’m not a person who wants to die,” she told Diane Sawyer in a 2002 interview. Her voice was throaty and quiet. “I’m not the strongest every day, but I’m not the weakest either. And I won’t break.” By then, she had toured the world several times, recorded blockbuster albums, acted in and produced soundtracks for films that helped to alter the complexion, sound, and spirit of American culture. Her backup singer Pattie Howard notes in Nick Broomfield and Rudi Dolezal’s 2017 documentary: “It was painful for her to have been criticized so hard without feeling the world appreciated her contribution.”

Whitney’s producer Narada Michael Walden once described her sustained notes on a ballad like “One Moment in Time” (“I will be free!”) as the sound of “holding lightning in your hand, holding lightning in your throat.” The phrase captures the agency and overwhelm Whitney experienced as she sought to harness, share, and survive the gift of her voice. She couldn’t hold that sound any more than we can apprehend it. But we can glimpse its immensity in flashes. The tragedy to me, if there is one, is not that she didn’t live long enough to light up our world even more. It’s that she might have died doubting she’d done enough. But she did. Listen.




PART 
ONE




CHAPTER 1

Firebrands

Artists are frequently asked to narrate a single origin story, the moment when they realized they had a gift or felt driven to share it. Whitney developed several such stories, which she used according to her audience and inclination. She was eleven, she told one interviewer, when she sang her first solo in church under the fond but exacting eye of the music minister, her mother, Cissy Houston. At fourteen, she sang the theme song from the musical Annie at one of Cissy’s shows at New York’s Town Hall; the audience surged toward the stage, which her mother took to be prophecy. One day at church in her early teens, she had a vision of God’s plan for her life, which moved her to weep.

What happened next can seem inevitable, given her exceedingly abundant gifts: a tone of implacable clarity and warmth; an instrument as rangy and agile as it was robust; a telegenic beauty ideally synced to the era of the music video; and a personal charisma that helped mitigate a fair portion of envy (though not all of it). Yet for Whitney Houston to become Whitney Houston, she’d also need a fierce work ethic and the savvy and confidence to pursue a career in the arts. These were fostered by a network of powerful Black women. It’s with them that her story—and ours—really begins. When we deepen our sense of her origins, we can see that Whitney’s gifts, while extraordinary, were not altogether exceptional in the context of her family; and that her life was shaped not solely by divine dispensation but by Black women’s work in the world. Her forebears were not radicals in the usual sense. They dressed in skirt suits, choir robes, and gowns. But they navigated the dictates of culture, the laws of God, and their love of family with a righteous self-belief, striving to make the most of their talents and to do as they pleased.

When Whitney Elizabeth Houston was born in Newark on August 9, 1963, John F. Kennedy was trying to avoid sending combat troops to Vietnam and Black activists were preparing for the March on Washington for “jobs and freedom.” Whitney would be among those Black middle-class beneficiaries of the anti-war, civil rights, and women’s movements who expected the world to be kinder to them than it had been to their parents. “There’s a whole world waiting for you,” the singer and pianist Nina Simone had sung to this generation, which she christened “young, gifted, and Black.” While the sight of Black people on TV and in political office was still rare enough to constitute a Black household event, leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and John Lewis, as well as Motown icons like the Supremes, the Temptations, and Marvin Gaye were culture heroes of Whitney’s childhood. At age five, she could watch a modish Diahann Carroll playing the historic role of a well-to-do mother on the TV show Julia; at six, she might’ve seen the Jackson 5’s TV debut on the Miss Black America Pageant, a new competition launched in protest of Black women’s exclusion from the old one. The following year, Kenneth Gibson was elected the first Black mayor of Newark—Whitney’s father, John Houston, would later work for him. At thirteen, she could read the early writings of Maya Angelou and Toni Morrison, attend a Broadway production of the “Black Wizard of Oz,” The Wiz, and watch Sparkle, a film about Black women’s pop ambitions, for which Curtis Mayfield had written the score and Queen of Soul Aretha Franklin recorded the soundtrack.

These cultural productions suggested that race and gender might be less a hindrance than a spur to represent and give back. The kids of Whitney’s generation could be Black girls and sing the theme song from Annie. They knew Black artists like Aretha, the Jackson 5, and Stevie Wonder were among the best musicians the nation had produced. These connections were personal for Whitney. The opera singer Leontyne Price was a distant maternal cousin, the pop star Dionne Warwick was her first cousin. Through her mother, who conducted one of the nation’s elite church choirs and also led a legendary backing group, the Sweet Inspirations, she met the singer Darlene Love, best known for her hits with Phil Spector, as well as Aretha and the funk icon Chaka Khan. Try as she might to fit in with her peers, Whitney’s was, from the start, a bigger-than-average life.

The musical luminaries who fostered her talent were distinct from the radical Simone, whose compositions made her a figurehead for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. But these women were musical activists. Their revolution was rooted less in singing protest songs than in consciously moving into places where Black people had seldom gone and holding the doors for the next generation. They roved sonically as well as physically, through opera, gospel, musical theater, jazz, and chamber pop, asserting their belonging to a musical world whose variety they claimed as a birthright and defying expectations that Black women would sing only jazz, blues, and R&B. By example and advocacy, they trained Whitney to feel her own boundless expressive capacity—a technique as vital, in its way, as the mechanics of singing.

Before we approach Cissy (Emily) Houston, that impressive figure with rueful light eyes whose mentorship of Whitney would constitute what writer Danyel Smith calls “one of the most important accomplishments in the history of American music,” we might roll the tape further back, to Mary Violet Leontyne Price, the internationally acclaimed lirico-spinto soprano born in 1927 in Laurel, Mississippi. Price’s mother, a college-educated midwife, and her father, a carpenter, raised Leontyne and her brother, George, with such a vibrant combination of love, faith, and discipline that what struggle they knew came only after they left Laurel, the singer recalled. (Her fellow self-mythologizer Zora Neale Hurston found the same upon leaving her all-Black hometown of Eatonville, Florida, as she explained in an essay published the year after Leontyne was born, “How It Feels to Be Colored Me.”) George would become a brigadier general in the US Army; Leontyne the most renowned Black opera singer in the world. “I guess in a sense you could call us overachievers,” Leontyne would say with a flourish: “But why not?” She began voice and piano lessons at age five, with the town’s one Black teacher. In 1936, at age nine, she went to see the Black contralto Marian Anderson, then thirty-nine, perform in Jackson, Mississippi—her first glimpse of her own possibility. She attended Juilliard in the early 1950s, supported by local white patrons such as those who financed Hurston’s tuition at Barnard College and Simone’s piano lessons in rural North Carolina. Leontyne launched her career with one of the few roles available to Black women, the vulnerable Southern maiden in George Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess.

What Leontyne termed the “grandiose” world of opera was so entrenched in whiteness and wealth that she herself expressed lasting wonder at her ascendancy. (“My soul look back and wonder, how I made it over,” as Mahalia Jackson sang.) But she worked with a military discipline, periodically cloistering herself to “[burn] the midnight oil” in preparation for any new role, she said in an interview. She eventually inhabited a range of operatic styles and characters. In addition to Gershwin’s Bess, she played Puccini’s titular diva in Tosca, Verdi’s Ethiopian princess Aida, and most famously, Samuel Barber’s tempestuous Cleopatra—a role written for her, which she performed at the Metropolitan Opera in 1966. A news program from the time shows Barber scrambling to finish the score, a stage set so tenuous that a giant pyramid malfunctioned at the dress rehearsal. Yet Leontyne was ready. Gazing at the audience through thick lashes, her eyeshadow winged all the way to her temples, she performed Barber’s atonal arias with an opulence befitting her heavy, bejeweled crown. “Give me some music!” she sings: “Music, moody food of us that trade in love.” Folks back home tuned into the broadcast. Leontyne’s parents came to the Met, where they were seated in the same box as Lady Bird Johnson, to witness a performance so “superb,” as Leontyne deemed it, that she wanted to “kiss [herself].”

It’s hard to imagine the extremity of talent and conviction a Black woman raised in the Jim Crow South would have needed to get anywhere near such productions, never mind to earn and dominate the roles. (“I like to win,” she informed an interviewer.) Her greatest sacrifices had been personal. She had no children, married then divorced a bass-baritone, William Warfield, who played Porgy to her Bess in the opera’s 1952 touring revival. Once, when Leontyne was asked about her role models, she skipped over Anderson (as well as earlier precedents such as the soprano Sissieretta Jones) and cited Elizabeth I (1533–1603), whom she deemed “the first complete career woman.” Her devotion brought ample returns. There was her status as a pioneer, which she relished, as well as the “delirious joy” of hearing herself sing. “I have been blessed with a voice that is, even to me, breathtakingly beautiful. That’s total immodesty,” she continued. “I do not apologize for that. I don’t know of anything, not even myself, that I love more than my sound.”

Such declarations were permissible for the leading lights of opera, the genre that first devised the term “diva” as an honorific, long before it became an accusation. But the posture was especially potent for a Black vocalist. When Leontyne appeared in a United Negro College Fund ad in 1984, she sang, “We’re not looking for a handout, just a hand!”—ascending so excessively high on the last word as to produce a counterimage of Black self-sufficiency and, indeed, superiority.

Whitney too loved the sound of her own voice—Narada Michael Walden describes her as the rare singer who reveled in hearing her own playback: “She was like, ‘Yeah, check me out!’” he has said. In the 1990s, Whitney would help reclaim the term “diva” through group VH1 concerts featuring powerhouse female vocalists, and by telling Oprah Winfrey that, to her, the term described someone who was “the cream of [the] crop in their profession.” Of course she understood what it meant to claim this superlative status as a Black woman. Yet she also played it safe. When Oprah asked about her favorite compliment, she downshifted into homegirl gear. She liked when people told her, “You can sing,” she said, and affirmed the feedback, laughing, as if it had just occurred to her: “You’re right!”

Fifteen years before Whitney joined other divas like Mary J. Blige onstage and mentored younger singers such as Brandy and Monica, her cousin Leontyne had expressed her own desire to “collect enough success” to support aspiring artists, without trying to mold them in her image. She collected thirteen Grammys, the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1964, and a Kennedy Center Honor in 1980, and became a master teacher. She now lives in Maryland and will turn one hundred in early 2027.

That Whitney came from a family to whom such histories and legacies mattered deeply is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in her mother’s first memoir, How Sweet the Sound: My Life with God and Gospel, published in 1998. There, Cissy, who passed away in 2024 at the age of ninety-one, offers a more extensive account of her ancestry than one finds in her second book, Remembering Whitney, which was published in 2013. The 1998 volume also includes passages written by Cissy’s family members and colleagues—including Whitney. (Bobby Brown’s 2016 memoir Every Little Step has a similar multiperspectival form.) 

Cissy explains that her parents, Nicholas and Delia Mae Drinkard, had migrated from a small town in Georgia to Newark, where she was born in 1933—the last of eight children. Her great-grandparents, John and Victoria Drinkard, had been born into slavery. After Emancipation, they worked as sharecroppers on their former owners’ land, and eventually bought a plot of their own—quite unusual for Black people in Georgia at the time. The land stayed in the family until the bank foreclosed on it in the early 1920s, forcing Nicholas (Nitch) and Delia Mae out. In Newark, they lived in a wooden tenement with a pull-chain toilet on the back porch. Nitch worked at the Singer sewing machine factory; Delia Mae sought to feed her kids through the Depression. Newark was as segregated, in its way, as the Jim Crow South. Black people couldn’t enter hotels downtown, eat in restaurants on Market Street, or rent homes from white landlords in most districts. Yet Newark was a jazz city. Savoy Records—the label of Charlie Parker and Miles Davis—was founded there in 1942; the Orpheum Theater hosted stars like Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Ethel Waters, and Bessie Smith; Sarah Vaughan was from there; and Duke Ellington, Billie Holiday, and Josephine Baker all “played and partied in Newark,” Cissy writes. This was not the Drinkards’ world. Their pleasures were simple, their restrictions many: no secular music, no playing cards. But when her father left the house on Saturday mornings, Cissy and her sister would play records by Holiday, Jimmy Witherspoon, and Cissy’s favorite, Dinah Washington.

One day, the Drinkard kids burst into multipart harmony—a feat that turned them, Cissy says, from carefree kids into professionals. Her father drilled them daily, even threatening to beat them if they didn’t rehearse. On winter nights, they’d take the bus to a local church (they didn’t have a car). Cissy, only five or so, would nap while waiting to perform at the end of the event, when the children were slated to bring down the house. When Delia Mae was in her mid-thirties, she had a stroke, likely related to a miscarriage (she’d been pregnant with twins). Her hospital visits became a routine part of the family’s life. The kids would gather at the window to witness her homecomings, watching their father push their mother in her wheelchair up the street. They waited at the window one day but she didn’t come back. She had died of a cerebral hemorrhage, while pregnant with another set of twins, who didn’t survive. No one said much to Cissy about it. Here was a lesson in suppressing your feelings and getting on with it. Her grief could be managed only by faith and expressed only through song. Cissy now understood what the church elders meant when they told her to relate the lyrics of hymns to her life. “You can’t just go in and sing words without really feeling the song,” Cissy writes in her second memoir. The purpose of all music, whether sacred or secular, was to “[strengthen] your own faith” and “convince others of the reality of God.” She would instill these tenets in Whitney, along with a personal insularity that kept her moving through, singing through, pain.

The Drinkard singers moved from singing hymns to the more improvised music of gospel, then in its golden age. Their sister Lee, the group’s leader, gave birth to Dionne Warwick in 1940, thus making Cissy an aunt when she was only seven. After Cissy’s father died (when Cissy was eighteen), Lee sought to keep the group on the straight and narrow, away from the fast world of gospel-turned-pop stars like Sam Cooke (whom Cissy claims she dated “for a quick minute”). But the Drinkards did sing with Mahalia Jackson and other gospel acts at Carnegie Hall in 1951, and for a massive crowd at the 1957 Newport Jazz Festival, the first year that gospel music was included on the program. Cissy was pregnant during the Newport performance with a child from her first marriage, to a construction worker named Freddie Garland. He was a good man, but she wasn’t in love with him, and—though her sisters found it outrageous—she left him and cared for her son, Gary, on her own. She’d gotten a job at the RCA assembly line in 1952, wearing dresses and heels to put together cathode-ray tubes—a job she liked, and kept for eleven years, while conducting the choir at New Hope Baptist Church. Meanwhile, the Drinkard singers were featured on a weekly gospel TV program, where they caught the attention of a charismatic, debonair veteran and self-described “gospel groupie” named John Houston.

John was the son of an electrical engineer and a teacher; he’d attended the prestigious New Jersey prep school Seton Hall. He believed in God (he’d been raised Catholic), but not in organized religion. Neither did he like office jobs. He preferred to be “on the move, in the middle of the action, looking for a big break,” Cissy writes. He drove a cab in Newark some nights, as well as hulking eighteen-wheelers that transported beef from Chicago to New Jersey. Cissy, thirteen years his junior, was smitten. John was separated when they met—he, like Cissy, had a son from his first marriage (John Russell Houston III was twenty years older than Whitney)—and, while Cissy is hazy on the timeline, the two appear to have married once John’s divorce went through in 1964. Their son, Michael, was born in 1961. That year, Cissy filled in for Dionne at a background session—the first step toward a career in which she raised backup singing to an art form.

The quartet she curated—herself, along with Myrna Smith, Sylvia Shemwell, and Estelle Brown—soon became the first-call backing group for tight gospel harmonies that enlivened (and in some cases authenticated) some of the biggest pop hits of the 1960s. That’s the Sweet Inspirations singing “sha-la-la-la-la” behind Van Morrison on “Brown Eyed Girl,” lending Dusty Springfield a crew of lusty sympathizers on “Son of a Preacher Man,” and dragging behind then breaking up into chords around Aretha’s “Chain of Fools.” As her daughter would do, Cissy put her own artful spin on received material, even by renowned songwriters like Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller (known for hits like “Hound Dog” and “Stand by Me”). Her use of four singers, when most groups had three, was its own innovation: She had Shemwell’s bassline double the highest harmony to create a richer sound. Rather than sing what producers suggested, Cissy worked out all the parts on her own, distilling a song’s meaning into a memorable hook. She was a shrewd interpreter, describing her soaring soprano line on Aretha’s “Ain’t No Way” as “the perfect, victorious counterpoint to the resignation in Aretha’s voice.”

Plus, the Sweets were cool—hip girls hanging out in studios unique for their racial intermingling. It was a culture of white guys, many of them Jewish, in thrall to the diatonic harmonies of gospel, as well as the sounds and styles of Black women. Cissy, who hadn’t hung out casually with white people before, says the studio comradeship helped to expand her “somewhat narrow worldview.” The same was true for her male colleagues, who during breaks would play music for “Cissy and the girls,” as they were known, and would feel delighted if the singers liked it.

In these years, Cissy’s work was always more lucrative than whatever John was picking up. She did it to support her family. But as the daughter of a devout man, and the wife of a worldly, ambitious one, her loyalties were divided—between sacred and secular worlds, between her career and her family. Her backup gig allowed her to quit her job at RCA, and she sang on some great records, but she didn’t get attached to them. If she’d had her way, and a breadwinning husband, she would’ve spent more time with her kids. Especially once she gave birth to her third child, in 1963.

Being generally guarded and mistrustful, Cissy didn’t believe John when he told her she’d had a girl. He knew how badly she wanted a daughter, and this was her last shot (“I was getting tired of babies,” she writes). She burst into tears when she saw the child, who was already so lovely—a hefty eight pounds, with eyelashes and a full head of hair, in which one of the nurses had placed a pink bow. (In Kevin Macdonald’s documentary, the family friend known as Aunt Bae remembers John calling her and saying, “Bae, you’re not gonna believe this baby. She looks unreal, she’s so beautiful.”) They named her Whitney, after an actress on a white sitcom Cissy liked; and Elizabeth, after John’s mother. Because she was a mischievous baby—throwing her blanket off, egging on the dog—John nicknamed her “Nippy,” after a comic-strip character who was always getting into trouble. The slogan was “Nippy—seldom right.”

The girl brought her parents an optimism that seemed in keeping with the times. “Whitney intensified our feeling that things were going to break wide open for us—for everyone, very soon,” Cissy writes. It was only a matter of time before the world caught up to the changes already being wrought in art, music, and literature. Cissy watched the March on Washington on TV while nursing her baby in the living room, and imagined the studios in which she worked as microcosms of the future that King envisioned. In those spaces, “skin-deep barriers of race seemed to fall away as we toiled side by side creating our little pop masterpieces,” she writes. Now, Cissy was nobody’s fool. She knew the non-R&B side of the industry “was run like an exclusive white country club.” Still, she heard what she describes as a “reconciling spirit” in the music she was making—an openness that she would impart to her daughter insistently.

In September 1963, not even three weeks after the March on Washington, white terrorists bombed a church in Birmingham, killing four Black girls who were attending Sunday school (a catalyst for Simone’s song of buoyant rage, “Mississippi Goddam”). Kennedy was assassinated two months later. In the summer of 1967, a rumor spread through Newark that police officers had killed a Black cabdriver (whom they had in fact arrested and publicly beaten), and Black citizens, already enraged by the city’s racist policing and housing practices, launched the most severe urban rebellion since the one in Watts, Los Angeles, two years prior. The city erupted into a war zone of sniping and looting and arson that killed twenty-six people—most of them Black residents—and reduced entire blocks to rubble. Cissy describes the sound of gunfire and the sight of flames in the distance. Whitney, though she was only four at the time, recalled “lying on the floor and eating off the floor,” staying away from the windows in case of stray bullets. She and her older brother, Michael, later joined local kids in jumping off the roofs of decimated buildings onto mattresses they’d set up below.

When King was assassinated in 1968, people everywhere rioted again, desperate but also emboldened by calls for Black Power. Two years later, Richard Nixon withdrew public funds and services from the Black poor through the suite of policies he privately characterized as “benign neglect.” At the same time, Black families like the Houstons continued to, in the words of Mayfield’s anthem, “move on up”—a treacherous hike for most. Years later, when relating her memory of the Newark riots, Whitney would claim, “I grew up in the ghetto.” The statement, while true in a way, was also strategic—a means of defying her princess image, aligning herself with Black fans, and defending her choice of Bobby, who was from Roxbury, Massachusetts. Cissy, who had done her best to provide her children with middle-class comforts, bristled at Whitney’s claim to ghetto life. If she kept saying she was from the projects, or the “bricks,” she threatened, Whitney would “get a brick upside [her] head.”

For a time, John, who struggled to find work befitting his intelligence and restless spirit, stayed home and watched the kids. “It wasn’t work; it was fun,” he writes in his contribution to Cissy’s book. “Especially taking care of Nippy. I used to do her hair, get her dressed, the whole bit.” Meanwhile, Cissy worked long hours in New York studios, even going to Muscle Shoals, Alabama, to record with Aretha, and to Memphis for sessions with Dusty Springfield. The Sweets also toured with Aretha, and spent two months singing with Elvis at a residency in Las Vegas. Some Southern venues required them to enter through back doors and kitchens, since Black people were barred from using the front door.

Along with these indignities, Cissy missed her children, and they missed her. Michael would cry on the phone, which made her want to drive straight to the airport. One day in the summer of 1969, she was about to head out on the road when Michael, then eight, sat on the curb, weeping; he was soon joined by Gary, eleven, and Whitney, age six. Seeing them, Cissy took her bags out of the trunk and walked back inside. That was the story she told about deciding to quit the Sweets. The next year, she released her debut solo record, Cissy Houston, which showcased the breadth of her musical knowledge. “She would come to rehearsal with all these white singer-songwriters’ songs,” says her former music director and Whitney’s pianist, Bette Sussman: “She would bring in this Neil Sedaka song, and she would sing the shit out of it.” Cissy recorded “Midnight Train to Georgia” in 1972, the year before Gladys Knight and the Pips made it a hit. It was originally a country song by Jim Weatherly, but Cissy refashioned it as confidently (though not as definitively) as her daughter would conquer Dolly Parton’s “I Will Always Love You.” Weatherly sings about taking a “midnight plane to Houston.” Cissy changed the mode of transport and the destination, to suit her experience: “My people were originally from Georgia,” she said, “and they didn’t take planes to Houston or anywhere else.”

Her voice is heavier than her daughter’s, with a warbly vibrato and a delivery that verges on operatic. When she recorded the Ronettes’ pop confection “Be My Baby,” in 1970, she sang it like she meant it—but from a poignant distance, as if she weren’t sure she’d get the man, or survive not getting him. A video from the period shows her performing the song on a set that resembles a nightclub—her background singers with full Afros and bright form-fitting nylon dresses, Cissy more conservatively dressed in a 1960s-era bob wig, dark skirt, and sequined jacket:

So please, won’t you say you love me?

Somehow, I’ll make you so proud of me

Wanting someone this badly is not fun, for Cissy. The stakes are too high. But her gravitas keeps her pleading from sounding like begging—she’s sincere and intentional, never wild or unhinged. And there’s wit in her rendition: “Be my baby now … not tomorrow!” she adds in a live performance from 1973, with an urgency that seems at least partly tongue-in-cheek.

Cissy’s solo effort didn’t sell as well as she’d hoped—perhaps due to insufficient support from her label, the same issue the Sweets had encountered when they’d released their own records on Atlantic. She made three more records in the 1970s, and a half dozen more pop and gospel albums beyond that. Her career permutations, from religious music to pop harmonies to solo recordings, prefigured those of her daughter. But in this family of musical interpreters, Whitney’s career most closely resembled that of her glamorous, no-nonsense cousin—a woman whose flutelike tonality, elegant pop songs, and glassy demeanor could cloak her firebrand persona (somewhat as her fur coat softens her legendary cheekbones on the cover of her 1979 self-titled album). Leontyne was a distant light, but Dionne was close kin. She and Cissy were like sisters. She took Whitney, her brothers, and their cousins on the road in the summers, introducing them to the art of touring—and, Dionne writes in her memoir, to the luxuries of limousines and around-the-clock room service.

Dionne’s third act among Gen Zers as the octogenarian “Queen of Twitter” (ribbing youngsters like Chance the Rapper by suggesting that she rename herself “Dionne, the Singer”) gives little indication of her landmark artistry. She began her career in the Drinkard Singers, which her mother managed. Her father was a Pullman porter turned record promoter. At age sixteen, Dionne’s own quartet, the Gospelaires, won over the notoriously tough crowd at Amateur Night at the Apollo Theater in Harlem, as well as two songwriters who were in attendance, Burt Bacharach and Hal David. The two men, then working at the Brill Building, the composers’ mecca known for launching the careers of Carole King and Neil Diamond, tapped Dionne to record demos for them, which she did while studying music theory and education at the Hartt College of Music in Connecticut. Before long, she became not only the songwriters’ muse—they wrote specifically for her—but the third arm of the Bacharach-David-Warwick triumvirate. The writers depended on her to execute and convincingly interpret songs of remarkable complexity—intricate, rangy, avant-garde works that could make her feel, she writes, as if she were “taking an exam.” The tender poise she brought to lovelorn ballads like “Don’t Make Me Over” and “Walk on By” made them hits.

She made it look easy. Watch her in a high-waisted white gown singing “I Say a Little Prayer” on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1968 (two years after Leontyne sang Puccini’s “Vissi d’Arte” on the same set), the already demanding tempo kicked up a notch: “Together, together, that’s how it must be / to live without you would only be heartbreak for me!” Between verses, she tosses off an atonal pointillist passage that even Aretha didn’t touch when recording her unbridled version of the song in 1967. No one knew where to place Dionne because no artist of any color was singing songs like this. The jazz critic and Newark-born activist Amiri Baraka noted that while her string arrangements would have been “white torch singers’ delight,” her sense of timing and vocal quality expressed “a warmth undreamed of by the whites.” Her label, Scepter, sent her to Europe where, like many Black stars (including Billie Holiday and, later, Donna Summer), she was received like royalty—this despite the discrepancy between the white vixen featured on the French cover of her 1963 EP and Dionne herself. (It was then common for covers to mask Black artists’ identities.) She had to explain to a Paris audience, she said in a documentary, “I am Dionne, a tempting and teasing brown.” While in Paris she was taken under the wing of Marlene Dietrich, who introduced her to couture. She performed for the Queen Mother in England—long before she was invited to the White House, she notes.

For all of her cosmopolitanism—and what Danyel Smith describes as her “palette of blasé expressions”—Dionne was also, like Whitney, a Jersey girl; and, like Cissy, a straight shooter. When a white waitress refused to seat her in a South Carolina restaurant (she was on tour with Sam Cooke), Dionne advised the woman to shove the food up her ass. When she sang Ray Charles’s “What’d I Say”—a selection designed to win over Black blues lovers who were skeptical of her (a premonition of Whitney’s experience)—she altered the lyrics. In place of “Tell your momma, tell your pa, I’m gonna send you back to Arkansas,” she sang, “We’re gonna integrate Arkansas.” She walked the walk, turning her back on the seated white patrons in a segregated Southern audience and performing her set to the Black people standing on the other side of the auditorium.

It’s a historical error to ask what Whitney, born more than twenty years after Dionne, might’ve done under these circumstances. Her personality was shaped by the fact that, thanks to her elders’ activism, she’d never have to face them. Dionne sang “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” one of Dr. King’s favorite songs, as an act of mourning at a show following his assassination. Whitney sang it, some two decades later, at a tribute to the troops returning from the Gulf War, in a special aired to millions of viewers on HBO. Her unprecedented platforms made her both gracious and careful. Even when she prioritized Black audiences in the 1990s—curating the all-Black-female Waiting to Exhale soundtrack, recording The Preacher’s Wife gospel album, and performing in newly liberated South Africa—she never publicly rejected white support.

The disco era was not Dionne’s bag—she looked askance at artists like Aretha and Barbra Streisand, who were contorting themselves to fit into it (even Cissy had a Top 5 disco hit, “Think It Over”). Instead, in the late 1970s, she considered focusing on her children—in 1969, she’d given birth to the first of two sons, following her divorce from and remarriage to the TV actor and jazz musician William Elliott—and returning to school, inspired by the pianist and composer Roberta Flack, to “perfect [her] musical craft.” Her plans were rerouted when Clive Davis asked her to join his new label, Arista, telling her he had the perfect song. “I’ll Never Love This Way Again,” which she recorded in 1979 at age thirty-eight, was a schmaltzy Barry Manilow–produced number that was much less interesting than her collaborations with David and Bacharach, but Dionne gave it her star treatment—releasing the end of the title phrase like a bubble into the air. She thus became the first Black woman to earn a Grammy in the pop category. She won another Grammy that year, in the R&B category, for her single “Déjà Vu.” Clive, no less than Samuel Barber, Hal David, and Burt Bacharach, understood the skill and appeal of Black female artists; and he had the clout and capital to bring their work to a global audience. Clive would sign Whitney four years after Dionne—and, some twenty-five years after that, coax her out of semiretirement, just as he had her cousin. The show would go on.




CHAPTER 2

Mentors

Though one might imagine Whitney sitting pretty while hoisted to fame on a cloud of ancestral greatness, she worked hard to develop the aptitude she’d inherited. Even if she had been born with Leontyne’s operatic pipes, Dionne’s understated precision, and Cissy’s interpretive flair, the task of combining these qualities was akin to synthesizing the styles of Rembrandt, Monet, and Georgia O’Keeffe. We are talking about the development of a new aesthetic, which demanded not just a great voice but a musical mind: analysis, imagination, inventiveness. In Whitney’s early years—when, as she’d later tell Keenan Ivory Wayans, “I knew I had it, but I didn’t quite got it”—she trained intensively with Cissy, driven by a quasi-evangelical mission to hone and share her gifts. She also learned, as do many professionalizing kids, how to pursue pleasure, rebellion, and rest. Her retreat from work into pockets of play was not separate from her professional development; it was an essential part of it. No one understood this better than her best friend, Robyn Crawford, an athlete and creative companion who affirmed Whitney’s burgeoning ideas and recognized that the demands on her body and spirit required release.

While Cissy’s solo career never made her a household name, her debut album was significant in part because she used the advance of $15,000 to make the down payment on a red and white Cape Cod home in East Orange. The suburb, located just fifteen minutes northwest of Newark, was a destination for the Black middle class. The Houstons’ home at 362 Dodd Street wasn’t big or impressive like some others in the area, but it became a neighborhood hub. In the summers, John grilled hot dogs and burgers in the backyard while kids splashed around in the in-ground pool. There was a basement where Whitney would belt out songs, making Michael play Sonny to her Cher. When Whitney caught her brother driving John’s red Eldorado, she threatened to tell unless she got to drive it herself. At family beef sessions, held every Saturday, the kids could air their grievances against each other and even against John and Cissy. Whitney describes herself as being “very, very serious about these meetings.”

It was perhaps too much—the unified family with two parents, the tours with Dionne, the pool. In addition, Cissy dressed her long-awaited girl like someone “right out of Town & Country magazine,” Whitney says—plaid skirt, buck shoes, pigtails. The “getup didn’t play too well with the homegirls,” she notes in a contribution to her mother’s first memoir. “At the age of ten, I was already a marked woman.” A half dozen girls would wait for her after school and run her home, a pattern that was all the more disturbing for being unpredictable: “The persecution would die down for a week, then pick right back up the next.” She elaborated on the social dynamic when speaking to Time magazine in 1987: “My face was too light. My hair was too long. It was the black-consciousness period, and I felt really bad.”

The mean girls who chased Whitney are etched in the Houston family lore, not only because the experience prefaced her later friction with Black audiences, but because it was central to her life in the church. Cissy “knew exactly where to take a girl who needed a friend,” Whitney notes. At Newark’s New Hope Baptist Church—a space both comfortable and grand, with red upholstered pews, an airy vaulted ceiling, and greeters at the door distributing bulletins and mints—people weren’t looking at her clothes, and she didn’t have to win anyone over (“I just cut that out”). She attended the church on Sussex Avenue about five days a week, singing in several groups that Cissy conducted, including the 8:00 a.m. adult choir. While her mother at times invoked a retributive God, telling Whitney that if she didn’t use the voice He’d given her, He’d take it away and give it to someone else, Whitney’s Jesus was a constant friend to whom she could bring—Cissy also taught her this—all her burdens and petitions. God’s plans for her life were extreme, but He would help her fulfill them. In another contribution to her mother’s first book, in which Whitney details the vision she had while singing in church, she braids her agency and effort with His will. “I could see things that He had in store for me,” she writes. “The greatness of what He had given me and where He wanted me to go with it. From that point, I started to prepare myself … for this life.”

Cissy and Whitney practiced for hours, Cissy taking her daughter through scales, helping her develop breath control, and instructing her to project from her abdomen—the first element in Cissy’s sacred triad of “guts, mind, and heart.” Whitney learned to play piano, and honed her ear for harmonies, runs, and riffs. She also developed her facility at imitating and integrating influences into her work—a phonographic memory for sound, as I understand it, akin to other people’s photographic memories for visuals. Cissy’s technical lessons were matched by an all-important ethical principle. “People write what they write for a reason,” she told Whitney. “You owe it to them to perform the song in a way that puts their vision across.” Cissy’s daughter would not be getting up there and winging it on pure talent. She would enunciate the words; she would embellish a melody only after singing it straight. Even in the early ’90s, when Whitney would claim to have honed her technique to the point that she could sing up-tempo songs in her sleep, she’d note that she still had to slow down and study a new ballad to honor its delicacy and intricacy.

When asked how much of what the world heard could be chalked up to natural talent, how much to training, Whitney’s pianist, Wayne Linsey, explains it like this: “The gift is the gift … Steph Curry could just be a guy who’s gifted to shoot, or he could be the best shooter in the world,” he says. “If he doesn’t practice, he’s still going to give you seven out of ten. But if you want to make it nine out of ten, you can keep digging.” Some evenings at choir rehearsal, Cissy singled her daughter out for correction and pushed her so hard she wanted to quit. “They would come home a lot of times mad at each other,” Michael reports in Macdonald’s documentary. “Whitney would come in stomping, cursing, and go to her room, slam the door, [with] my mother telling her, ‘Listen, if you want to sing, this is what’s got to happen. If you don’t, tell me now and I won’t waste my time.’” As Whitney herself writes in her mother’s book, “If she didn’t think you were giving one hundred percent in choir practice, she took it personally.… She could embarrass you so badly you’d feel like you just wanted to slide under the chair and crawl away.” It’s a marvel Whitney withstood this, as even Cissy admits. “She could have rebelled” against her oppressive education, Cissy says, “but she didn’t.” Whitney couldn’t party too hard with that 8:00 a.m. choir looming on Sunday. She found other forms of
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