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Praise for

WHERE A MAN STANDS

“An inspirational must-read, Where a Man Stands is about human connection, rising above barriers, and seeing beyond the surface. It’s an uplifting tale that shows us what is possible when we take a stand.”

—T.D. Jakes, New York Times bestselling author

“Where a Man Stands will inspire by example and bring tears of happiness to those who honor and admire achieving great success out of the mouth of adversity.”

—Suzanne Somers, actress, New York Times bestselling author

“Where a Man Stands is one of those books that is impossible to put down! The only way I can try to understand Carter’s experience is to reminisce about a championship fight in 1981 against Tommy Hearns when my left eye was closed shut and the temperature in the ring in Las Vegas was 100 degrees. It’s during those moments in our lives that we question, do we proceed and reach for respect and equality or do we quit? Carter answered, and it’s a victory for all of us!”

—Sugar Ray Leonard

“If you believe that a single person can change the course of your life, this book is for you. Carter and Steven’s friendship and their willingness to put everything on the line for one another is remarkable. Where a Man Stands is a winner.”

—Bill Rancic, New York Times bestselling author, star of Giuliana and Bill, winner of NBC’s The Apprentice

“I have known Carter and Steven for over four decades. Their inspirational story proves that the measure of a man lies in where he stands when circumstances are far from ideal.”

—Josh Berger, CBE, President of Warner Brothers UK, Spain, and Ireland

“Where a Man Stands provides a powerful and heartwarming story of race, class, and friendship in Beverly Hills, California, where character triumphs over prejudice and hope for a post-racial society remains eternal. Readers will enthusiastically stand with Paysinger and Fenton as they break down racial barriers and implement educational reforms at Beverly Hills High School.”

—F. Michael Higginbotham, Joseph Curtis Professor of Law at the University of Baltimore, author of Ghosts of Jim Crow

“When someone’s life is at a crossroad, you can be the blessing that puts them on the correct path. At a pivotal point in my life, Carter was this blessing for me. Providing me with genuine love, guidance, and a sense of belonging—family.”

—Adam Kennybrew, head football coach, Willamette High School

“Where a Man Stands is an inspiring story of friendship and the challenges in life. Carter and Steven prove that if given a chance you can accomplish your dreams with hard work, perseverance, courage, and faith.”

—Marianna and Roger Staubach, Heisman Trophy winner, Super Bowl MVP
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CARTER:

To my heroes:

Lessie and Carter Paysinger Sr.

and to the love of my life: Karen

STEVEN:

To the three men who changed my life:

Frank Fenton, Carter Paysinger & Al Silvera

and . . . to the woman who saved it:

Leeza Gibbons




The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.





INTRODUCTION

South Los Angeles, California

August 11, 1965

CARTER, COME HERE quick. You need to see this.”

I was eight years old when I heard my momma call out for my father, her voice loud and urgent. Something was wrong. My father, Carter Sr., dropped what he was doing and ran into the living room. I followed him there.

For the next few minutes we stood silently and stared at our small black-and-white TV. Instinctively, I leaned against my mother’s leg and held on to her dress. From what I could tell, there was a war movie on TV—buildings on fire, people fighting in the streets, stores with shattered windows. It reminded me of the newsreels they showed us in history class.

“Shootings are being reported all over the city,” I heard an announcer say.

Then the strangest thing happened.

I heard gunshots coming not from the screen but from somewhere outside my house. Police sirens sounded on our street. I caught the strong smell of smoke and fire. What I was seeing on TV was suddenly happening all around me. But why?

“What’s wrong, Momma?” asked Vonzie, my youngest brother, in a desperate little voice.

“I don’t know, baby,” my mother said. “I don’t know.”

My father went to the front of the house to see what was going on. I followed and peered out from behind him. Across the street, people ran in and out of the Better Foods Supermarket, where we did our shopping. They were lugging away bags and boxes of food. All the store’s windows were smashed into pieces.

I had a sudden, terrible thought: They’re going to burn down Better Foods. Then they’re going to burn down our house.

A day later soldiers with guns stormed our neighborhood. An army truck blocked off our street. We weren’t allowed to leave our house, and the sound of sirens and the smell of smoke got worse. Once or twice I mustered the courage to peek out the bottom of our living room window, beneath the drawn shades. I was terrified but I didn’t know of what, and I wanted to put a face on my fear. Who was going to come in and hurt my family? The police? The soldiers? The angry people on TV? My own neighbors?

My mother and father had taught me how to pray, so I prayed no one would kill us or burn down our home.

It would be a few days before I heard people use the term “Watts Riots.” All I knew back when it happened was that the streets I used to play on, where my brothers and I tossed baseballs and footballs for hours on carefree summer days, no longer belonged to me.

I guess you could say that was the day my education began.



NEARLY HALF A CENTURY LATER, on another hot day in 2010, I sat in a crowded conference room in an office building in Beverly Hills. I was fifty-three and in a suit and tie. Beverly Hills is only twelve miles from where I grew up in South Central, Los Angeles—from where the Watts Riots tore apart my neighborhood—yet I might as well have been on another planet.

Beverly Hills—mythical land of cream-white mansions, towering palms, swimming pools, and movie stars. Home to Rodeo Drive, the swankiest street in the world, where the cheapest socks at a store called Bijan will cost you $25 to $50 a sock! A place that exists as much in the American imagination as it does in California.

A place where only 2 percent of residents are black—the mirror image of South Central, where only 2 percent of residents are white.

What was I doing in Beverly Hills?

I was there for a meeting of the local board of education, which was holding a controversial vote to elect the next principal of the city’s most famous school:

Beverly Hills High School.

If you’ve ever watched the popular ’90s TV series Beverly Hills 90210, about a high school full of rich kids in BMWs and designer jeans, you should know that show was based on Beverly Hills High. It’s been around for a hundred years, and it’s catered to some of the richest sons and daughters of Hollywood—people like Rob Reiner and Angelina Jolie and Richard Dreyfuss and Jamie Lee Curtis and Lenny Kravitz and even Betty White.

Maybe you caught a glimpse of the school in the movie Clueless, or in the classic It’s a Wonderful Life. Remember that scene where Jimmy Stewart and Donna Reed are dancing in the gym and the floor splits open and they fall into a swimming pool? That was filmed in Beverly High’s famous Swim Gym, which, as far as I know, is the only gym in the country that has a basketball court built right over a functional pool.

Judging from all that, your first impression of Beverly Hills High—or simply Beverly, as people who went there call it—might be that it’s some kind of gilded fortress where the famous and privileged park their kids for four cushy years. And I guess there is a bit of truth to that. But it is not the whole truth, not by a long shot. Sometimes things aren’t what they seem to be at first glance.

You see, Beverly also embraced a skinny black kid from beleaguered South Central and gave him the chance to change the course of his future. As unlikely as it may sound, I, too, went to Beverly.

And the board of education vote that day was controversial because of the man being voted on. If he was elected principal, he would upend a century of tradition and break through barriers that were thought to be unbreakable.

You know how in movies it’s always the white guy who goes into the run-down black school and saves the underprivileged kids?

Well, this would have been the opposite of that.

This man would become the first African-American principal of one of the country’s most privileged schools.

The man they were voting on was me.



I NEVER WANTED TO BE a principal. I was going to be a professional baseball player. After that I was going to be a real estate mogul—the black Donald Trump. I believed these things were my destiny.

But sometimes destiny isn’t ours to understand.

I wound up coming back to Beverly and becoming a coach and teacher there. I spent much of my life on a playing field—not with professional athletes but with a bunch of kids. Time after time I tried to leave that field and escape those kids—to get on with my real life—but something kept pulling me back.

Maybe it was the beautiful fairness of the playing field, which is flat and doesn’t play favorites. On a field it doesn’t matter if you wear the latest fashions from Halston, as many of my Beverly classmates did, or your cousin’s hand-me-downs. Doesn’t matter if you drive a Jaguar to school or have to walk ten extra blocks to take your little brother to class before morning practice.

Doesn’t matter if your mom and dad are rich and famous or if you’re the son of a cafeteria worker and a custodian.

On a playing field all that matters is what you can achieve.

Or maybe it was the Beverly kids who kept pulling me back.

You see, at first glance the students at Beverly might seem far luckier in life than me. But who’s to say living in a mansion with four wings is better than sharing a tiny room with four brothers? Who’s to say every parent in Beverly Hills is as fierce a champion of her children as my mother was of hers? A home is nothing but an empty house if it has no leader, and if your parents are absent it doesn’t matter if they’re crack addicts or CEOs. Dysfunction doesn’t discriminate.

In the end, kids are kids, no matter where they come from. And all kids can lose their way without someone to believe in them.

Maybe once I learned that, there was no way I could leave them.

My reward for staying was better than any trophy or title—I’ve been told I have made a difference in the lives of hundreds of kids. “My kids,” I like to call them. In this way Beverly became like a second family to me—a place where I was accepted, nourished, valued, and loved.

But even so there came a time when everything I believed to be true about the school—everything I thought was true about me—came crumbling down. When the Beverly Hills High I loved so much seemed likely to vanish forever. When all the dreams I had for my life seemed out of reach.

Had the sacrifices I’d made been worth it? Had I really made a difference? Had I truly been accepted at Beverly, or would I always be no more than the black kid from South Central?

Had I somehow wasted my life?

That is when, in my darkest hour, something amazing happened.

Just when I found I could no longer help my Beverly kids, that’s when one of those kids came back and saved me.

Like I said, sometimes destiny isn’t ours to know.



THIS BOOK IS ABOUT JOURNEYS—not just mine from the streets of South Central to that conference room in Beverly Hills but the ones we all take in our lives, toward our best and brightest selves. “Don’t just strive to be good,” my momma always told me. “Strive to be great.” Those words, embedded in my mind now, are at the heart of this story.

This book is also about character—about reaching to help your neighbor when your neighbor is down. It’s about race and class and facing obstacles rooted in fear and stereotypes. It’s about how the truth never lies on the surface, but somewhere deeper—somewhere we have to dig to get to.

But most of all, this story is about taking a stand.

Because, as I found out in that conference room, where you stand, and with whom, and for what, matters as much as anything in life.



PART

1



CHAPTER

1

Beverly Hills, California

1972

I PRESSED MY FACE against the car window and watched my world disappear.

We were rolling down Santa Monica Boulevard in Los Angeles. I was buckled in the passenger seat of my family’s big powder-blue Mercury Montclair, next to my mother, Lessie Paysinger, who was driving. My mother sat bolt straight, same as she always did, both hands firmly on the deep-dish steering wheel and eyes never leaving the road, even when she talked to me. She was still wearing the blue floral dress and white shoes from her job as a school cafeteria worker. Her hairnet was tucked inside her purse.

“You know, Carter,” she said, “Beverly Hills High is a very special place. This is your chance to get a great education.”

“I know, Momma.”

“I have no idea what they’re going to ask you. But you just answer them as honestly as you can, you hear?”

“I will, Momma.”

I was fourteen years old, and this was the most important day of my life.

Where I lived, in South Central, Los Angeles, we had low-slung houses and chain-link fences and lots of giant billboards. But as we drove down Santa Monica, those gave way to spacious homes, majestic lawns, and men with rakes and hoses fussing over sidewalks. Where I lived, we had more electrical poles than trees, but now the poles became swaying palms and stately eucalyptus. Block after block I saw exotic, unfamiliar sights—flowering vines spilling over wooden fences, rows of elegant Tudor homes, birds prancing on privet hedges.

In South Central the sun is unblocked and merciless, beating down on the asphalt all day long. But in Beverly Hills the sunlight flickers gently through leaves and fronds.

I felt like my childhood was receding in the rearview mirror.

We were driving to Beverly Hills because, just three weeks earlier, my mom had a talk with the mother of one of my Little League teammates.

“Lessie, do you know about the multicultural permit?”

The multicultural permit allowed a few minority kids from less privileged parts of Los Angeles to attend the exclusive and predominantly white Beverly Hills High—which normally was only open to kids who lived in Beverly Hills. Each year several hundred students applied for the permit, and only a couple of handfuls got one. If you won a permit, it was like winning the lottery. It was the golden ticket.

Back then my options for high school were limited. Most likely I’d wind up where nearly all my friends were going: Crenshaw High School in South Central or University High in West Los Angeles. These were not terrible schools, at least not then. But my mother wasn’t the type to settle for “not terrible.”

So, one day after speaking with my friend’s mother, Momma sat me down at the kitchen table and spread a bunch of papers in front of me.

“We’re going to apply for a permit for you to go to Beverly Hills High,” she announced.

I was confused. Me? In Beverly Hills? It didn’t make sense. If all my friends were going to Crenshaw or Uni, why weren’t those schools good enough for me? Why did I have to go somewhere I didn’t know and didn’t belong?

Of course, it didn’t much matter what I wanted. Issues like these weren’t open for debate in my family. Once my mom decided I was going to Beverly, good luck to anyone who got in her way. And that included a neatly dressed, perfectly groomed man named Mr. Hoag—Beverly’s acceptance officer.

The man my mother was driving me to see.



AFTER JUST A FEW MINUTES my mother pulled the Mercury onto the campus of Beverly. It sat on some nineteen rolling acres on the west side of Beverly Hills, on the border of Century City and around the corner from the LA Country Club. I saw gently sloping hills and classical white buildings, and behind them the awesome high-rises of Century City. It all looked like a movie set to me.

“Now remember, Carter, it isn’t certain you’ll be able to go to this school,” my mother said. “It all comes down to this interview. So don’t say anything we’ll both regret later.”

“I won’t, Momma.”

“I know you won’t.”

A security guard pointed us toward the school’s garage. I will never forget what I saw next. Rows and rows of Porsches and Mercedes and BMWs and other sleek, shiny machines lined up in orderly parking spaces separated by crisp white lines.

I’d never seen so much luxury in my life, and certainly not all in one place. It was just breathtaking. My mother found a spot and parked the Mercury, and for the first time I felt nervous—like someone had kicked me in the stomach. My legs were rubber as I got out of the car.

“Carter,” my mother said, sensing my nerves.

“Yes, Momma?”

“No matter what happens, I’m proud of you and I love you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, Momma,” I said. “I love you, too.”



WE WALKED DOWN A WIDE hallway and entered a room with creamy white walls and red carpets. There were shelves crowded with plaques and trophies and walls plastered with posters for school productions of 42nd Street and Singin’ in the Rain. I thought of the only posters I’d ever seen on the walls of Emerson and how they all began with the same two words: “DO NOT.”

My mother and I sat down and waited. Before long a nice woman came over and nodded at me.

“Hello, Carter,” she said. “Mr. Hoag will see you now.”

I stood up slowly and looked over at my mother. She got up, too, and together we walked toward a closed door in the back of the office.

“Only Carter, Mrs. Paysinger,” the nice woman said.

I looked up pleadingly at my mother, who smiled and narrowed her eyes and gave me a tiny nod. I’m not sure anyone else would have noticed that nod, but I did, and I knew just what it meant. My mother and I had our own language made up of looks, smiles, frowns, and nods, and this particular nod meant a lot.

My mother was saying, Carter, it’s all up to you now. This is your moment. This is your future we’re talking about. You have to find a way to make this work.

Carter, you can do this.

Slowly I walked toward Mr. Hoag’s office. Picture a thin, lanky kid in tan pants and a tucked-in, button-down shirt, trying not to trip over himself. The nice woman opened the door and motioned to me.

I leaned forward and peered in. The office was filled with framed photos of Mr. Hoag and his radiantly blond wife and their two blond sons smiling on sunny beaches and snowy slopes and silvery boats. And there, behind a huge mahogany desk, sat Mr. Hoag himself.

“Come on in, Carter,” he said, standing up. We shook hands, and he settled back behind his desk. He had a deep tan and styled hair. I sat in a chair that was too big for me and so plush I felt myself sink.

“So, Carter, you’d like to attend our school,” Mr. Hoag began. “What is the most important reason you want to come here?”

My mouth felt dry. I gripped the arm handles of my plush chair. Mr. Hoag waited for an answer.

Carter, this is your moment.



“HOP ON UP IN THIS chair, son.”

I was seven when my father took me for my first haircut at Tolliver’s Barber Shop. It was a small, square store on Western Avenue just a couple of blocks from our house. Lawrence Tolliver, the shop’s owner, motioned me up into one of the big white barber’s chairs. I slid in and stared at my nervous face in the mirror.

Tolliver’s was crowded, noisy, and alive. I don’t remember it ever not being packed. There were men everywhere, in the chairs, on benches and stools, standing in corners, gathered outside. Pastors, cops, businessmen, construction workers—everyone went to Tolliver’s. There was a television blasting, but the sound of men joking and arguing and shouting all but drowned it out. The real music of the place was laughter, raised voices, and the clip-clip of scissors, and that music never shut off.

These men, I soon learned, weren’t at Tolliver’s just to get a haircut. Some of them didn’t come for haircuts at all. They were there to be in each other’s company—and to solve the problems of the world.

“That boy Jack Kennedy needs the black vote, and he knows it.”

“Then he better do something about discrimination!”

“Who’s gonna win the Clay-Liston fight?”

“No way Liston can beat him. Cassius is just too quick.”

“I heard Elvis is coming to town to shoot a movie.”

“Who cares about Elvis? Boy can’t hold a candle to Sam Cooke.”

Most of the stuff I heard at Tolliver’s went straight over my head, but that didn’t matter. Sitting in that big barber’s chair, I got my first glimpse at what it meant to be a man. I learned how men stood, how they talked, how they gestured, what they valued. I learned what friendship and community meant to them. I learned how they didn’t back down from what they believed in.

The haircuts were always secondary.

Eventually all three of my younger brothers—Carlton, Donald, and Vonzie—got their hair cut at Tolliver’s, too. My father worked out a pretty good deal: normally a haircut was $2.50, but Mr. Tolliver cut all four of our heads plus my father’s for an even ten bucks. Tolliver’s on Saturdays became one of our many childhood rituals, like having delicious chicken sausage burgers at Mama’s Chicken and playing football and basketball and baseball on the street outside our single-story, two-bedroom house on Manhattan Place, near the intersection of Slauson and Western, in the neighborhood of South Central.

Today, when people hear the words “South Central,” they think of guns, drugs, and violence. But the image they conjure up is only a tiny snapshot of a much more complex place. It says nothing of the people who live there, or the struggles they endure, or the texture of their lives, or the deep rich history of the community. It doesn’t show you what’s beneath the surface. When I was growing up in South Central—which back then was known as South Los Angeles—that snapshot was not the reality.

Back then, South Central was just about the best place in the world to be a boy.

I may have grown up without a lot of money, but I certainly didn’t know it. I felt like we had everything a family could ever need. As far as I could tell, the six of us—my mother, Lessie; my father, Carter Sr.; and us four boys—never wanted for anything. My brothers and I shared two bunk beds in one small bedroom, an arrangement that, to some, might not sound ideal. But to us it was a blessing. It meant we could spend our days playing and hanging out, then come home and joke around some more right before bedtime. We didn’t need more space—why would we? The last thing we wanted was to be split up.

Both my parents worked, my father gassing up and washing and later fixing cars in Paul Brooks Garage on Fairfax and Third (that was his main job, though he had two others) and my mother as a cafeteria worker, and later an administrator, for the Los Angeles Unified School District. My brothers and I occasionally got new clothes to wear, but we mainly wore hand-me-downs and constantly shared outfits. We had a backyard with trees and grass, which my father and his staff—and by that I mean his sons—kept mown. We sat together for dinner every night, and we went to Sunday school every week, and we looked out for one another, as people who love each other do.

On top of all that, we had a second family—South Central itself.

Where I grew up, the word “community” meant more than just a place to live. It meant a place to be raised. Your neighbors, local shopkeepers, the corner barber—everyone in the community was part of the same extended family. Everyone looked out for each other’s kids. Everyone believed they were part of the same team. It wasn’t just your parents who were raising you; it was the whole of South Central.

That is how my childhood passed—the pleasant rituals of family life, the endless summer days playing ball with my friends, the noisy afternoons at Tolliver’s, the familiar sound of my mother calling, “Carter, you guys come in now. Time to eat!”, the wonderful sameness and dependability of it all. If we were missing something, I sure didn’t know what it was.

Then came August 11, 1965—the day the riots began.



AT FIRST MY PARENTS DIDN’T try to explain to us what was happening. I’m sure they didn’t understand it themselves. My father told us to sit down in the back of the house and stay low. At one point I heard him say, “The whole city’s on fire.” I heard people yelling and running up and down our street and police cars and fire trucks racing by every few minutes. I don’t remember going to sleep that first night.

Things only got worse in the next two days. I heard my parents talking about a citywide curfew, and we weren’t allowed to leave our house, or even play in the backyard. We felt like prisoners. When I peeked out a window, I’d see army trucks and armed soldiers sealing off our street. I later learned the National Guard had rolled into South Central.

The presence of soldiers with weapons didn’t make me feel any safer. From what I could see on TV, this was a war between police and citizens, specifically black citizens. Were these soldiers on our side or against us? I had no way of knowing. Some of them stood sentry outside of Better Foods, while others went door-to-door, asking about the looting. Some people in our neighborhood were arrested and taken away in handcuffs. The shock of it all, the sheer terror of being under siege like that, is something I can hardly exaggerate.

After three long days things began to calm down. The National Guard went away. Better Foods boarded up their windows, and the curfew was lifted. Slowly life in South Central went back to normal.

Except, of course, it never did.

After the riots a lot of white residents and business owners abandoned southern Los Angeles. Lots of middle-class black families left, too. Over time great swaths of southern LA became predominantly black and poor. Whole generations of young black men were swallowed up by the culture of gangs and drugs and violence that soon took root in South Central. The place I’d known as the best place in the world became a much darker, more fearsome place.

And over time the civic institutions in South Central deteriorated, too. The one thing my parents talked about most—the one essential thing that could save us from being swallowed up like so many South Central boys—became all but impossible to achieve in our hometown.

Getting a good education.



“SO, CARTER, YOU’D LIKE TO attend our school,” Mr. Hoag said. “What is the most important reason you want to come here?” He fixed his eyes squarely on mine and waited for my answer.

When you’re young, you don’t have a lot of serious conversations. Once in a while your parents sit you down and tell you what’s what, but most of the time you’re under no obligation to form a serious thought. You’re just a kid, after all. Your words don’t carry weight.

But suddenly I felt like my words carried all the weight in the world. I felt like what I said next would determine my future.

“I would like to get the best education possible, sir,” I finally answered. Obviously, I left out the part about wanting to go to Uni or Crenshaw with my friends.

Mr. Hoag nodded and made a notation on his pad of paper.

“What’s your favorite subject in school?”

“History.”

“Why history?”

“Well, I like studying the problems we’ve had in the past and figuring out how we should solve them.”

Another notation.

“What interests do you have outside of school?” Mr. Hoag asked.

“Sports, sir,” I answered. “I like to play sports.”

“Oh yeah? What’s your favorite sport?”

“Baseball. I like basketball and football, but baseball is my favorite.”

“Carter,” Mr. Hoag asked, “do you think you could make our high school baseball team?”

Something happened when I heard that question. Somehow my nervousness went away. I may not have been raised in Beverly Hills, and I may not have been driven there in a Rolls-Royce or a BMW. But no matter where I was or who I was talking to, there was something I was absolutely sure of.

And that was sports.

Carter, this is your moment.

“Yes,” I told Mr. Hoag, “I think I could make your baseball team.”

He looked up from his pad.

“You sound pretty confident about that.”

“Yes, I am. I am confident I could make the team.”

Mr. Hoag made one last notation and looked up again. All the jitters I’d felt before were gone now, drained away. I sat up straight in my chair, and I held Mr. Hoag’s gaze.

“Any last comments, Carter?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “This is the most beautiful school I’ve ever seen. And the reason I want to come to this school is because I want to be somebody someday. I hope you’ll give me the chance to be somebody.”

Mr. Hoag smiled, stood up, and shook my hand.

“All right, Carter,” he said. “We’ll let you know.”



I CAME BACK INTO THE main office, but my mother wasn’t there. I waited for a few minutes, then wandered outside and onto the main campus. When I turned a corner, the sun blinded me, and I had to squint to be able to see. As soon as I could, something remarkable came into view.

A vast, glorious, endless field, with a baseball diamond at one end and the greenest grass infield you could imagine.

Not a single infield in South Central had a blade of grass on it. They were all dirt and rocks. From the top of the hill I looked down at the sprawling field, and I was sure I was looking at the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

I was looking at the Beverly Hills High athletic field.

It may have been precisely then that I realized the meaning of what my mother always told me about good versus great.

There were plenty of schools in Los Angeles that were good. But this place was great. I finally understood the difference and the importance of striving for one, not the other. And all at once I was filled with an undeniable urge.

I want to play on that field, I thought. I want to go to this school.

“Carter!”

It was my mother, calling from just outside the administrative building. I ran to her, and we went down to the garage and got back in the Mercury to drive home to South Central.

Two weeks later, on a Wednesday evening in April, I came home from school and saw my mother standing in the living room. She had a white envelope in her hand.

“Guess what I have here in this envelope, Carter?” she said.

“I don’t know, Momma, what?”

But I already knew what it was from the big smile on her face.



CHAPTER

2

IT WAS OFFICIAL: I was going to Beverly Hills High. “You’re going to be a Norman!” my mother announced, invoking the school’s team mascot, before wrapping me up in a big hug.

On the one hand, the news made me feel pretty good. I’d impressed Mr. Hoag enough to get in, and I’d made my mother proud.

On the other hand, I wasn’t completely sure I wanted to go to Beverly.

Much as I loved the baseball field, I didn’t really want to hear what my friends in South Central would have to say about me going there. Three years earlier I’d attended an elementary school that was mostly white, and my friends had had a lot to say about that.

Because both my parents worked long hours, they’d had to devise an elaborate system to get all four of us kids to school and back every day. My mother got up early, roused us from sleep, fed us breakfast, got us ready for school, and handed us over to my father, who was just coming home from his graveyard shift at the garage. My dad then drove us the one mile to school, rushed home to get some sleep, picked us up after school, and handed us back to my mother—who was just coming home from work—before setting out for his second job.

There was no margin for error in our system.

But then, out of the blue, officials at our elementary school in South Central switched Vonzie and Donald onto different schedules, throwing my parents’ system into chaos. There was no way they could get us all to school on time now. My mother went and pleaded with the officials.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Paysinger, there’s nothing we can do,” they told her.

“Well, thank you very much, but there’s something I can do.”

With that my mother yanked us right out of school.

She found another school for us in West Los Angeles—a top school with a great reputation, Overland Elementary. They had room for my brothers and me to enroll in the fall, so that was no problem. The only hitch was that Overland was much farther away from our home.

“Carter,” she said to my dad, “you can drive them every morning, and I’ll pick ’em up when they finish the after-school program.”

“Lessie, you gonna want to drive all that way every day?”

“I’d rather do that than deal with those trifling old folks up at their old school,” she said. “Besides, my boys weren’t learning anything there anyway.”

My father didn’t seem convinced, but he knew enough not to argue. He could see my mother was on a mission—and that mission was getting her children the best education possible. Scheduling issues and inconvenience were no match for a mother on a mission. “You don’t have to see the whole staircase,” she told my father, quoting Martin Luther King Jr. “You just need to take the first step.”

I spent the sixth grade at Overland, and it was unlike any school I had known. It was immaculate, the playground was huge, and the students all got along. For the first time in my life I was in an atmosphere that was all about learning.

And that long commute? Somehow, my mother organized the parents of some other kids who were also coming from South Central to rent a yellow bus that would come through our neighborhood and take us to school.

She took the first step, and the staircase came into view.

The next year, I had to find a new junior high, and my mother enrolled me at a school in South Los Angeles. I was back in my own neighborhood. One afternoon, though, I was hanging out with some friends after class when a couple of them turned on me.

“What’s the matter, the white folks kicked you out of their school already?” one student said.

“What’s your name?” asked another. “Oh yeah, Uncle Tom.”

My friends had a pretty good laugh over that. After a few weeks things calmed down, and the kids left me alone.

But then, a few days after I got my acceptance letter from Beverly, I was playing ball with some friends in South Central.

“Hey, Carter,” one of my buddies said, “how many times you going to have those white people kick you out before you come back to the neighborhood?”

I hated the feeling of having somehow betrayed my friends. At the same time I understood what my mother was telling me about not settling. But going for great, I was realizing, came with a cost. And sometimes, that cost was losing friends.

And so in the weeks before my first day at Beverly I spent a lot of time wondering if I belonged there. My greatest fear was that, no matter how hard I tried, I would never really be a Norman.



TO GET TO BEVERLY I had to take two buses—one all the way up Western Avenue to Olympic, and another west all the way to Beverly Hills. It took about an hour each way. But on my first day, my parents drove me to school in the Mercury.

On the ride over I was nervous as heck. My only goal was to not stand out in any way. I know that’s the goal most kids have on their first day of high school, but I felt the extra pressure of being a black kid at a mostly white school. In any case, it was too late to do anything about my doubts and fears. Whether or not I belonged, I was there.

My dad, ready for work in his dark-blue factory overalls and white shirt, drove up to the Moreno Drive entrance, and we all got out. To the left I could see the building that housed the gym and swimming pool, and to the right was the main campus building sitting atop a big sloping hill. Kids were milling around in clusters, waving and yelling happily at one another.

The first thing I noticed was the clothes.

There was no uniform at Beverly, so you could wear anything you wanted. On my first day I wore khaki pants and a white button-down shirt my mother had ironed the night before. I wasn’t trying to dress any certain way. I didn’t have an image. All I wanted was an outfit that would make me invisible.

I could see that many of the other students, though, were done up head to toe in the latest fashions. My parents bought me new clothes exactly twice a year: during Easter vacation and in August before the new semester. But some kids at Beverly went shopping for new clothes every week. They always had the best designer jeans, the best tops and sweaters, the best shoes and sneakers, the best everything. For some of them, it was hugely important to be the first to wear any hot new style or trendy outfit. I’d never known people who devoted so much thought and energy to their clothes; for my friends and me, clothes were functional. But not here—at Beverly, clothes were a statement. A statement I couldn’t hope to make in my khakis and button-down shirts.

I hesitated before walking away from my mother and father. I squeezed my little notebook in my hand and felt a pang of homesickness.

“Don’t be nervous, Carter,” my mother said.

“I’m not nervous,” I lied.

“Just pay attention and keep your head down, and you’ll be fine,” my father told me.

“I know, Pops. I’ll be okay.”

My parents hugged me and, with a final wave, left me to my new world. I watched as they drove away and nearly got sideswiped by a silver Porsche.



TAKING A DEEP BREATH, I trundled up the hill to the main building. “Look like you belong,” I kept telling myself. But I had yet to see another face that looked like mine.

A big banner above the front entrance read:

WELCOME BEVERLY HILLS HIGH SCHOOL CLASS OF ’72!

Inside the main building I found my freshly painted locker and tried the combination lock. To my surprise, it worked. Functioning locks were a rarity in the schools I knew.

I was early, so the first place I went was the library. I figured I could always hide in there if things didn’t work out.

The library was astonishing.

It was a huge, sprawling room with giant shelves of books and rows of cubicles for students to study in. Some of the cubicles even had little TV screens attached. There were also conference rooms for kids to work together in study groups. It was like the Disneyland of schools, just so perfect, so complete, as if nothing in this world mattered more than helping students succeed.

For the rest of the day, as I walked around, I had to be careful to keep my mouth closed so no one would see how awestruck I was.

I had a math class to lead off the morning, and I strolled in and sat in the first open seat I could find, toward the back. Most of the students obviously knew each other and were busy catching up on their summers. I was relieved to see there were three or four other black kids in the class, but even so it dawned on me that I was in a room filled predominantly with white people.

Back in South Central I was practically always around people who looked and talked and acted like me. The people who cooked us meals in restaurants and read us sermons in church and sold us shoes and cut our hair—they were all black. All my friends were black, and all their friends, and all our cousins, and pretty much everyone we knew. Certainly we came across white people in our lives—a teacher, a police officer, a cashier—but the truth is I could go months at a time without interacting with someone who wasn’t black. In South Central we had our own little world, and we were happy with that world and didn’t need much, if anything, that we couldn’t find there.

And so everywhere I went—a store, a church, a baseball field—I always fit right in. But now, all of a sudden, I stood out. I was outnumbered. I was the stranger in someone else’s world. A million thoughts raced through my mind as I sat in the back by myself. Are all these kids rich? Are the few black students rich, too? Do they all know each other? What in the world am I doing here? Will I ever fit in?

No one spoke to me that first class, but I did overhear one student tell another, “You have to try the cinnamon rolls in the cafeteria. The cinnamon rolls are amazing.” I’m not sure I even knew what a cinnamon roll was, but I vowed to try one just as soon as lunch—or Nutrition, as they called it at Beverly—rolled around.

The cafeteria, it turned out, was even more astonishing than the library.

I walked into a cavernous room on the second floor of the main building, framed on one end by a giant set of windows overlooking the city of Beverly Hills and the Hollywood Hills. The serving area was like a huge open food court, with different stations set up and cash registers at one end. Every Easter our parents took us to Clifton’s Cafeteria in downtown Los Angeles, a cafeteria-style eatery we all thought was the height of fine dining.

This cafeteria was even better.

I walked around the serving area in a daze and piled a few dishes on my tray. It was pretty hard to choose, considering the selection—mounds of chicken and steak and mashed potatoes and fresh pasta and vegetables and a million fixings before you even came to the desserts. I paid at the cash register—my parents started me out with a few dollars—then walked toward the dining area. This was my first moment of truth at Beverly—where would I sit for lunch? Would I make new friends and be part of a group? Or was I going to be one of those guys who always ate alone?

I walked slowly, tray in hand, past tables full of white kids. No one paid much attention to me, except maybe to look at me sideways, then get back to their conversations. I saw an empty chair here and there, but they were all in the middle of clusters of happy, laughing white students. I didn’t have the nerve to plop myself in the middle of a group—not on my first day, anyway—so I kept walking. And, I wondered, did I even want to sit at a table full of white kids who didn’t really want me as a part of their group? So what if I ate lunch by myself? Food would taste the same, wouldn’t it? If everyone was going to ignore me, well, I was more than happy to ignore them right back. I kept walking and hoped I’d figure out where to sit before I ran out of tables.

But before I had a chance to sit anywhere, I heard the most welcome sound in the world: someone calling my name.

“Hey, Carter, over here!”

I turned and recognized a boy named Michael Greene who had gone to Emerson with me. He was at a table with eight or nine other black kids, a few of whom I also recognized from the neighborhood. This was Michael’s first day at Beverly, too, but his brother and sister went there, so he felt a lot more comfortable and confident than I did. I walked over and sat next to him. I guess he could tell how anxious I was.

“What’s wrong, blood?” he said, using common slang that long predated any gang reference. “You act like you never been in Beverly Hills before. You look like a tourist in New York City.”

All the kids had a good laugh, and it actually made me feel better. Michael introduced me to everyone as his buddy Carter. Minutes later, another group of black kids walked into the cafeteria, including several more who had been at Emerson with me. There were the Garrison twins, Marilynne and Carolynne, and this kid named Howard Lewis, and Michael’s older brother, Lincoln. Soon, the whole group was laughing and joking, and for the first time that day I relaxed. For the first time I felt like I might belong after all.

But it was not lost on me, even then, that I was sitting at a table with only black students while the other tables were filled with white kids.

It made me wonder if this was the way things were going to be at Beverly. And it reminded me of something I’d seen in Louisiana on one of my family vacations, when I first experienced what I later learned was called segregation.



I SAY THEY WERE VACATIONS, but really they were reunions. Most summers we’d pack up the Mercury and drive to Louisiana and Michigan to meet up with relatives and explore our family history. The first stop was where my dad grew up—the tiny town of Plain Dealing, Louisiana. Honestly, the town is so small it’s only about five minutes from the “Welcome to Plain Dealing” sign to the one that says, “Come Again.”

But it was there, a step or two from the Arkansas border, that my father’s grandparents staked their title to 160 acres in the 1800s, forever claiming the fertile land as Paysinger land. My father and his seven siblings helped their father sharecrop the land, working fifteen-hour days and harvesting corn, cotton, and wheat.

When my dad turned eighteen, he left Plain Dealing to live with an aunt in Muskegon, Michigan, where he went to work making auto parts in the Campbell factory. My father found a girlfriend, too, but when she went away on vacation, he asked a buddy to help find him another girlfriend for the two weeks she was away.

The friend introduced him to a pretty young lady who lived a few streets down from his aunt’s house—a young lady named Lessie.

For two weeks my father and Lessie had a lovely time together—until Lessie saw him sitting on a park bench with his old girlfriend, now back from vacation. Lessie stormed right over.
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