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Praise for Facing the Fire



“Chief Cochran is an example of the character and the cost required of those who choose to live for something beyond themselves, especially in an age where nearly every voice tells us to live for our own happiness. He has that character, forged through years of hard work and commitment to God, and he’s experienced the cost of choosing obedience over comfort, believing that Christ would be present in his fiery trial. I thank God that this story is now available to the world in this book.”

—John Stonestreet, president of the Colson Center and host of BreakPoint

“This true story will give you strength. Kelvin Cochran is a terrific storyteller, and in this memoir he describes the experiences that forged his character. If you’re interested in learning how a hero is made, this is the book for you.”

—Eric Metaxas, #1 New York Times bestselling author and host of the nationally syndicated Eric Metaxas Radio Show

“Kelvin Cochran is a hero and a fighter. This beautifully written book tells his story of not only fighting fires but overcoming his childhood poverty to then fight racial discrimination because of the color of his skin and religious discrimination because of his Christian beliefs. All along he demonstrates what faithful discipleship entails. Chief Cochran is an inspirational witness to truths of human sexuality, racial equality, and religious liberty.”

—Ryan T. Anderson, Ph.D., president of the Ethics and Public Policy Center and author of Truth Overruled: The Future of Marriage and Religious Freedom and When Harry Became Sally: Responding to the Transgender Moment

“Facing the Fire is a must-read, particularly for those surmounting circumstances which challenge our faith. I’ve had a front-row seat watching Dr. Cochran maintain his integrity while facing adversity with courage and discipline. His journey of unwavering faith is an inspirational testament for us all as we face the fires that forge our faith.”

—Dr. Craig L. Oliver Sr., senior pastor of Elizabeth Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia
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This book is dedicated to my wife, Carolyn; our children: Tiffane, Kelton, and Camille; and our granddaughter, Thailynn.

Without your love and support, I would not have a story to tell.






CHAPTER ONE Caught in the Flames



When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.

—Isaiah 43:2



Hollywood familiarized the world with one of the deadliest threats a firefighter can face through the 1991 action movie Backdraft. It took its name from the explosion that occurs when fierce flames that have consumed all the surrounding oxygen suddenly find a new source—maybe when someone unaware of the danger opens a door, or when the intense heat shatters a window. The result is a deadly fireball.

More common, though, and equally dangerous is a flashover. This too is a sudden and catastrophic explosion. The cause is very different, however. As a fire spreads in a contained space, it starts to heat everything there. In just a short time, whatever is in the room will begin to give off gases—furniture, books, clothing, you name it. At some point, somewhere around 1,100 degrees Fahrenheit—the temperature of the glowing lava spewed from an active volcano—all those gases are ignited in a big boom. Caught in the flames, nothing survives. I had been a firefighter for just a couple of years when I experienced my first flashover. If not for being in just the right place at that moment and the hours of training that had taught me how to respond, it could have ended my life that October night in 1983.

Some thirty years later, the same kind of positioning and preparation would see me through a different kind of flashover—a spiritual one that consumed my career.



As a twenty-three-year-old rookie, I was excited when the alarm sounded sometime after midnight at Station Nine in Shreveport, Louisiana. I knew it signaled that someone might be in danger somewhere, and I didn’t take any pleasure from that. But it also meant I had the opportunity to help someone in crisis, and that was a passion I had carried since I was a small boy watching firefighters tackle a blaze at a neighbor’s house.

Shaking off the fog of sleep, I sat up in my bed and turned to step into the bunker-gear pants left ready for easy access. I pulled them up, looping my arms through the shoulder straps. After sliding down the firehouse pole, I climbed into the back of Rescue Truck Number Two with the rest of my crew as I finished dressing.

I considered the rescue truck a prime spot. Smaller than the other engines, it didn’t have hoses and water. Instead, it was equipped with all kinds of rescue gear: extrication tools, emergency medical equipment, and splints. Our job was to dive in and save whoever and whatever we could. There was no official “elite” classification, but that was how many firefighters viewed the assignment. I loved being one of those selected for the position.

The call-out over the loudspeaker had alerted us to a “working fire” in the Southern Hills area. Like cab drivers, firefighters get to know a city pretty well over time. I had been at Station Nine long enough to know that we were going to one of the nicest areas of Shreveport, which was much more desirable than the area where I’d grown up.

We arrived at a single-story assembly hall on Meriwether Road, which was used by a church on Sunday mornings and as a community meeting place the rest of the week. The fire was visible at the rear of the building, where it seemed to have taken a strong hold. Along with Don, with whom I had graduated from the city’s firefighter academy a couple of years previously, I was instructed to go into the empty building from the front and see if we could attack the flames from inside.

With all our gear and self-contained breathing apparatuses, we were each wearing about fifty pounds, but we weren’t weighed down. We were young and in the best shape of our lives. We had practiced and practiced and practiced while wearing all our equipment so often that, in time, we felt no more restricted in our mobility by all the cumbersome gear than if we had been wearing pajamas. Carrying a hose, we crawled in through the front door on our hands and knees. The seat of the fire may have been in the back, but it was already making its presence felt. The large, open meeting room was hot and filled with heavy black smoke. We had to get down where it was cooler and visibility was a little better.

Nosing our way carefully past rows of chairs, we found the right-hand wall, a firefighter’s Lesson Number One in safety. When you go into a dark room, you always locate the wall to the left or the right and then stay with it until you find your way to where you need to go. That way, if you need to get out, you just have to turn around and trace your way back the way you came with the wall on your opposite hand. It’s like a tactile version of a breadcrumb trail. When it’s hot and dark and dangerous, it’s easy to get disoriented very quickly, even if you know your whereabouts well. Danger messes with your sense of direction, so you have to be able to get out without having to think too much about it.

Don and I checked in on each other through our voice boxes as we maneuvered down the wall. From time to time the captain would break in over our radios, asking for a progress report. We were about halfway down the wall toward the rear of the building when there was a loud crackling sound, fierce above the other muffled fire noises. Before we had the chance to do anything, the ceiling above us collapsed in a cloud of flame, burning debris, and smoke. All we could do was hit the ground flat and hope for the best.

No one was aware that the fire had spread up from the rear of the building into the loft space that ran across the whole of the structure. Like a giant oven, the enclosed space had gotten hotter and hotter until all the beams and the insulation and whatever had been stored up there had begun to give off gas and suddenly reach its ignition point—a flashover.

If Don and I had been up there, that would have been the end of us. As it was, we were incredibly fortunate. As the ceiling collapsed, it could have dropped straight down and trapped or even crushed us. Instead, it came down in the center of the room, with the beams falling at such an angle that they formed a small “V,” a safe void space between the floor and wall, in which we now lay. The heat was now even more intense, and there was burning debris all around us.

“Don, you okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he answered. “You, Klein?” I’d been given the nickname—every new firefighter gets one—because the guys said my name reminded them of the fashion designer Calvin Klein.

“Yep,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”

The small crawlspace that had been created by the collapse wasn’t wide or high enough for us to turn around, so we wiggled our way out backward. As we did, the captain’s voice came over the radio, wanting to know if we were okay and telling us to come on out straight away. We were happy to follow orders.

We weren’t back out at the front of the building very long before it all collapsed behind us with a loud whoomph! Strange as it may sound, my heart wasn’t beating too fast. I had enough respect for fire to know it could have ended badly for Don and me. But we hadn’t taken any unnecessary risks; there is a difference between being cavalier and being courageous, and I also trusted our training. I knew we had been prepared for the worst. All we had practiced and rehearsed had kicked in right when we needed it.



So many lessons in my firefighting career have been transferable to my spiritual journey. The same kind of faith in what I had learned that saw me through a near-miss as a young firefighter would prove to be my salvation and protection over thirty years later upon my termination. This time the flashover didn’t bring down a roof; it brought down my career—one which had seen me achieve more than I ever could have imagined.

Standing on the shoulders of others who had challenged the predominantly white-male culture of the Shreveport Fire Department, my service had not only helped to further dismantle the historic racism there, but by the grace of God I advanced through the ranks to become the city’s first black fire chief. It was a proud appointment. If I had served the entirety of my fire service in Shreveport, I would have been more than satisfied, but God had greater plans: the honor of leading a fire department in one of America’s most dynamic cities, Atlanta, and a season serving under President Barack Obama as the United States fire administrator—the highest fire service post in the nation.

Flashovers, whether physical or spiritual, may appear to happen all of a sudden, but they are actually the final step in a series of events that take place before a house becomes fully engulfed in flames. By sifting through the charred remains once a fire is out, investigators may be able to trace it back to a first single spark. I discovered that in some ways, you might say I had actually caused the spark of what became my career-burning flashover, though I was not aware of it at the time.

Ironically enough, it was because I was trying to provide some illumination—“letting my light shine” before others. I knew the success I had enjoyed in my career wasn’t just because of my own talents and efforts, though I had certainly always tried to do the best I could. No, the achievements and accolades I had experienced and received were blessings from God as I did my best to walk in His ways. Faith had guided me from poverty and a broken home to financial security, emotional wholeness, and a loving family. Having experienced workplace prejudice firsthand, I also had done what I could to ensure that others did not experience the same thing, for any reason—be it their ethnicity, their religion, or their sexual identity.

Not that I had done everything right all the time. There had been bumps along the way, no question—times when I had failed to live up to God’s standards. But through it all He had been faithful, and now after many years of following Christ, I wanted other men to know they had access to the same hope for a better life as I did.



My experience from being in church over the years was that too few Christian men wholeheartedly believed we were transformed from sinners to the righteousness of God in Christ. Yes, they believed in God, and yes, they believed that He loved them and had forgiven their sins through Jesus’s death and resurrection. But somehow that didn’t seem to permeate to the very core of their being—present company included. Many of the men I interacted with at church seemed to still carry the weight of guilt from the shortcomings of their past. They struggled with shame over ways and habits that made the pursuit of godliness seem like an exercise in futility, leaving them feeling like they never could be all that God wanted them to be.

This did not line up with the truth I’d come to know by that point in my walk of faith. By dying on the cross and rising from the dead, Jesus defeated sin and death once and for all. That is why in Romans 8:1 the Apostle Paul wrote, “So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.” Not some condemnation, depending on how “good” you are. None! And yet so many men I knew did not seem to be living in the light of that reality.

While facilitating a men’s small group study at my church, I became intrigued by the question God asked Adam in Genesis 3:11: “Who told you that you were naked?” It occurred to me that maybe God wasn’t just asking Adam how he had learned he didn’t have any clothes on. I began to do some research, following what seemed to be a trail God had laid out that kept leading me deeper and deeper into His Word.

The result was what I believed to be an important message for so many Christian men: that the nakedness God was speaking about was more than just physical. He was alluding to the loss of the spiritual “clothing” of God’s glory that Adam had when he was created, and which he forfeited when he sinned. The lamb God slaughtered to clothe Adam was a precursor to the Lamb of God—Jesus Christ—who would come to take away the sins of the whole world. Those who are baptized in Christ are now clothed with Him, according to Galatians 3:27. Covered in Christ, we are freed from guilt and shame and condemnation. We can live as the men we were created to be—in our families, in our communities, and in our workplaces.

So I wrote a short book about that topic and decided to make it available to anyone who might find help in its pages.

Though I titled my book Who Told You That You Were Naked?, it wasn’t about sex. In fact, that topic occupied only a handful of the book’s 162 pages. I addressed the issue briefly from a biblical perspective, but mostly I explored what it looked like for men to understand and live in the freedom God offers through a relationship with Jesus.

I self-published the book in November 2013, never expecting it to be a big seller. I simply wanted to put what I had discovered through my studies into a form that would be accessible for others. As part of the process of preparing it for publication, I contacted the city of Atlanta’s ethics officer. I wanted to make sure there would be no problems with my writing a faith-based book on my own time and mentioning in the bio that I was the Atlanta fire chief. The ethics officer told me there would be no problem with my doing that as long as the book was not about city government or the fire department (which it wasn’t). She even asked me to give her a copy when it came out.

Upon completion, I sold a handful of copies to guys in my church back in Shreveport and gave away a few to people I thought might be interested. In March 2014, I took three copies along with me to the mayor’s annual State of the City Breakfast downtown and gave two council members whom I knew to be Christians one copy apiece. Understanding Atlanta Mayor Kasim Reed to be a man of faith—he’d once joined me in a fast I did—I had already dropped off a personally inscribed copy for him with his executive assistant. I also passed along copies to a few people in the department whom I knew well—guys who were Christians like me.



A year later, I had pretty much forgotten about all that when I got a call at my office at the Public Safety Headquarters one day in November 2014. It was from someone I knew who worked in the constituent services department over at City Hall.

That person warned me to be on guard at the annual Breakfast With Our Bravest event, which was scheduled for the following morning. Some of the media might be there with some questions, she told me, because a council member who had received a copy of my book twelve months earlier was offended by its contents. I thanked my caller for the heads-up and said I would be prepared for the next day… but when I hung up, I quickly put it all out of my mind.

That may have stemmed in part from my years as a firefighter: when faced with a difficult situation, you learn not to react reflexively but to slow down. But mostly it was because I knew I hadn’t written anything that should give rise to any concern. My reaction, or lack of it, seemed justified when the awards breakfast honoring exemplary service went off the following day without incident.

But over the next few days, I received a couple more calls from people I knew in the administration who wanted to tip me off about a possible storm brewing over the book. Once again, I thanked them, but I still didn’t put much stock in what they were saying.

Over the weekend, I called Mayor Reed’s office. I wasn’t worried about what might have been coming, but I wanted some advice from his communications team on the best way to respond if any media did contact me. I’d been part of city government leadership long enough to know that things could quickly get out of hand if they weren’t handled properly. It was important that the city administration speak with a unified voice, and I assumed we all wanted to make it clear that there really wasn’t any issue with the book or what I had written.

On November 24—a Monday morning—I attended the funeral of a retired firefighter. While traveling to the church, I tried again to reach the mayor’s office. With no success there, I also called the city’s chief operating officer. He was unavailable as well. Then I got a call from the city’s human resources director, who asked me to report to her office after the service.

My internal fire alarm finally started ringing when I got there. I was greeted by the human resources director, the mayor’s chief of staff, and one of the city’s attorneys. A copy of my book lay on the desk. The heat began to rise significantly in the very businesslike room, as though it were filling with smoke. They told me parts of the book were “problematic”: the fact that I identified myself as the fire chief of Atlanta, that I wrote about having the responsibility to care for and cultivate the fire department “to the glory of God”, and that the parts where I quoted the Bible’s teaching on human sexuality were offensive to the LGBT community. All these allegations were like flammable gases being released into the now super-heated atmosphere.

The group told me that Mayor Reed didn’t support my position and that I was going to be suspended without pay for thirty days. That was when it hit me: flashover! I was caught in the flames.

During my suspension, I was told, the city would conduct a thorough investigation. After that time, I would have to complete some sensitivity training before I could resume my duties. They did not want me talking to the media while I was suspended.

I sat quietly as they explained all this to me. Then I told them I understood the political nature of the issue and how the mayor had to do this; I got it. Privately, I was thinking that an investigation would prove there was no basis for a complaint against me. With no evidence, the city would restore my losses and return me to my post.

The meeting ended cordially enough as I made one request: I wanted the city to inform the media on my behalf that I would not be able to do any interviews during my suspension, should I be approached. They said they would do that for me.

The suspension began immediately. I drove from the meeting straight to my office, where I picked up a few items, and then headed home. On the way, I began receiving calls from friends, telling me they had heard about the city’s action on the news. Already? I was shocked; I thought the administration had intended to keep things under wraps as best as possible.

It turned out that they only wanted me to be silent. At the same time that I was learning about my suspension in that meeting with the three representatives, I later discovered, it was being announced from another part of City Hall. The city was pitching the story the way it wanted it to be read: that I was in the wrong. And I had agreed to remain quiet, unable to give my side.

I knew that people would be making judgments about me from what limited information they were given, but I wasn’t dismayed. “God, I trust You completely,” I told Him. I was confident that, while what had happened might have caught me off guard, God was not caught off guard. He knew exactly what was going on. Not only that, but He had already been preparing me for what I was facing. As David declared in Psalm 23, goodness and mercy had been following me all the days of my life, even though I had not been aware of it at all times.

“This is in Your hands,” I told God. “I realize this is an opportunity for me to show my hope and trust in You, to demonstrate all that You have poured into me. People are going to be watching for how a man of faith responds, and I want to represent You well.”

Despite all that was going on, I felt remarkably calm. It was like that first flashover: the roof may have caved in, but God had protected me, and I would come out of this unscathed if I followed what I knew to do. I was down on my knees while facing the fire in the community hall, and I was going to stay on my knees through this firestorm.

God would prove faithful to His promise of Isaiah 43:2: “When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.”






CHAPTER TWO A Dream Ignited



All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.

—Psalm 139:16



Many boys go through a phase of wanting to be a firefighter when they grow up, but typically the dream fades as time goes by. But I was captivated by the idea when I was five years old and never really wavered. It was a flame that never went out. Fire needs three things to burn—heat, fuel, and oxygen—and my passion was the same. Poverty was the fuel, faith was the oxygen, and the day Miss Mattie’s house caught fire was the spark that lit everything.

The beginning of a fire is known as its incipient phase. The incipient phase of my firefighting dream can be traced back to one Sunday afternoon in 1965 as I lay on the floor of our cramped shotgun house with my five siblings while watching television. We had fairly good reception on our small black-and-white set, thanks to the coat hanger jammed in where the antenna should have been. It had been broken off long before—by accident or intent, I don’t recall—and used as a sword when my brothers and I played Zorro.

I loved watching The Andy Griffith Show after our morning services at Galilee Baptist Church. Andy, Opie, Aunt Bea, and the others made me smile, but there was an element of sadness too. The sweet, safe, small-town life on the screen was something of a contrast to my environment. The show also made me yearn for my absent father.

My escape time in Mayberry was interrupted by the siren of a fire engine. Such alarms were commonplace in the neighborhood; the cheaply built, partially wooden homes caught fire easily. But this was not background noise from some blocks away—this seemed to be right outside. We ran to the front door and opened it. Sure enough, a large, bright-red fire truck was parked in front of Miss Mattie’s place directly across the street. She was an older lady who lived alone and wasn’t home at the time, so someone passing by must have spotted the flames and called the fire department. I could see the fire through the front porch window, black smoke escaping all around it. We stood, watching the crew go into action.

I was transfixed as the firefighters jumped off the truck, pulling on big black boots and tugging the hose off the side of the vehicle. I was struck by how calm and controlled they seemed in the middle of all the noise. A still center in the storm. My heart stirred when they entered the house to douse the flames. I could not get over how brave and caring they were to put themselves at risk to help someone else. They may have been wearing big helmets and heavy jackets rather than masks and tights, but I thought they were superheroes. And I wanted to be just like them.

I turned to my mom and siblings as we stood watching. “I want to be a fireman when I grow up,” I declared.

Something lodged deep in my heart that day. From then on, whenever I would hear a fire engine, I would jump on my banana-seat bike and pedal off in the direction of the sound. I’d pull up near the scene and stand and watch the crews go into action.

There was a fire station close to the church we attended each Sunday, which I always enjoyed passing. When we moved to a new house close to the fire station on Garden Street, sometimes the big doors would be open, and I could catch a glimpse of the engines and the firemen at work inside. Occasionally, my friends and I would sneak in to snatch a mouthful of water from the drinking fountain in the station. I’d tell myself that maybe one day I’d be working there.



It wasn’t just the firemen’s bravery that captured my attention the day they came to put out the blaze at Miss Mattie’s house. Though I was too young to really articulate it, part of me somehow recognized that these men were not only doing good for others; they were probably also doing pretty well for themselves. I figured that with such a worthwhile job, they likely weren’t poor like my family was. And I certainly didn’t like being poor.

Living in the projects indicated that you weren’t doing well financially. So if you could no longer even afford to live in the projects, you were clearly in a serious situation. I first became aware of how tough things were when we had to leave our government-subsidized housing in Alameda Terrace in the Allendale area of the city.

I had been taken home there after arriving at Shreveport’s Confederate Memorial Hospital on January 23, 1960. I was the fourth son born to George and Jane Cochran. Two sisters would follow, making for a large family to provide for through my parents’ limited earnings. Neither of them went to college after high school; Dad worked for a grocery store, while Mom was employed by a dry cleaner. Money was tight enough without Dad’s drinking—which, combined with his womanizing, brought their marriage to an end when I was three years old. Having married right out of high school, Mom was a single mother of six by the time she was thirty. With Dad no longer providing, she couldn’t afford to stay in Alameda Terrace. We were evicted. We were “poor” when Dad was with us; after he left us, we became “po.” We did not have enough income to qualify for the whole word “p-o-o-r.”

That step down took us from the projects to a shotgun house, a three-room shack on Rear Snow Street. Adding the Rear to a street name identified it as the back alley, where the shotgun houses were of inferior quality compared to those on the main street. They were called “shotgun” because their in-a-line rooms meant that if all the doors were open, you could shoot a gun through the front door and the bullet would exit out the back without touching anything. These shotgun homes dated back to the early 1900s, originally built for white families who moved out to nicer neighborhoods as economic circumstances improved for them. By the time we moved into one, they were old, dilapidated rental properties predominantly found in black neighborhoods.

The floors were wooden and uneven. In some places, the floor covering was missing, and you could actually see through to the ground below and watch chickens fighting underneath the house or feed the neighborhood dogs that sniffed around for scraps. The roofs were made of corrugated tin sheets, which produced a distinctive drumming sound when it rained.

All six of us kids were squeezed into one bedroom. My three brothers and I shared the same bed. It wasn’t much—an old box spring and an old mattress stacked up on some bricks, with boards across the top of them to hold everything in place. The two girls shared the relatively luxurious space (compared to us boys) of an old box spring and mattress the size of a twin bed held up by bricks and boards.

Even here, Mom’s dry-cleaning wages were still not enough. Food stamps and welfare helped supplement her meager income, but there always seemed to be more month than money. That meant that we often didn’t have use of all the utilities at the same time. Something was always off. There were times we would come home from school and flip the light switch, only to discover there was no electricity. Or I might pick up the phone to call Meme, our grandmother, and there would be no dial tone.

Other times the gas would be off, and we had to cook all our food on an electric plate until the bill was paid. There were even occasions when the water was turned off. Mom would tell us kids to fill all the empty milk jugs, bottles, and pots we could find. The first time this happened, I didn’t understand why until a few days later, when I came home from school, turned on a faucet, and no water came out. Apparently, Mom had received a past-due notice and knew it would only be a matter of days before the water would be turned off. So we used the water we had collected to bathe, to cook with, and to flush the toilet until she could afford to have our account reinstated. One time when our supply ran out, we even had to ask for water from the neighbors.

I wasn’t aware at the time how all this was like an exhausting game of chess for Mom, working out which move to make and which piece to temporarily sacrifice. The seasons had a lot to do with her strategic choices—summers meant it was lighter in the evenings, and there was less need for heat. No gas in the winter months meant cold nights, and no power during summer meant sitting in candlelight.

It wasn’t uncommon for us to use up all the food stamps we were entitled to before the month was up. When that happened, Mom could scrape together just enough money to buy bread. We would have toast with Brer Rabbit syrup for breakfast and mayonnaise sandwiches for lunch and dinner. All the soda pops and Kool-Aid would be gone by that stage too, so if we wanted something sweet to drink, we’d stir a couple of teaspoons of sugar into a cold glass of water and have sugar water with our mayonnaise sandwiches.

As a kid, you think what you experience is normal until you start to compare your life with your friends’ lives. I began to realize we were on a lower rung of the economic ladder than most folks around us when I found out that other families in the area, even in shotgun houses like ours, didn’t have to juggle their utilities like we did. I also became aware that my friends would be slipped a few coins most Friday nights to go down to the corner store and buy some candy. For us, that was a rare treat.

We might not have had a lot, but we were expected to make the most of it. “We may be poor,” Mama would tell us, “but we are not going to live in a filthy house.” We didn’t have any grass in our small yard, but she made us pick up any trash and rake the dirt so it looked smooth. My clothes were mostly hand-me-downs, but though they were well-worn, I had to keep them clean and tidy and be sure I was well turned out. Unlike many of the other kids, we didn’t get new clothes at the start of each school year. Replacement pants and shirts came on an as-really-needed basis.

Despite her financial struggles, Mom always made Christmas really special somehow. We’d have a Christmas tree, and she managed to scrape together enough money to ensure that we got gifts. Then we would go over to Meme’s for a feast.

Mom had a tough childhood of her own. The youngest and only girl among five kids, she was expected to help look after her brothers, who seemed to get preferential treatment. From what I can tell from Mom’s stories, she was kind of a Cinderella figure in the home. By the time we came along, her mother had softened some. We loved visiting our grandmother at all times of the year. Meme always had milk and juice in the fridge, as well as little snacks—treats that we didn’t get at home. Sometimes she would give Mom food when our pantry was really bare.

With all the financial pressures in mind, it’s not surprising that Mom was tired most of the time. She was very loving, but she didn’t have a lot of patience for what she considered to be nonsense. In particular, she expected us to treat adults with respect and to be kind to one another. As far as she was concerned, all we had was each other, so we couldn’t be at odds. Her constant reminder was, “Charity begins at home and spreads abroad.”

For the most part, we kids all got along pretty well. Especially when you consider we were in cramped conditions with little and sometimes no money. On the occasions when my older brothers would get into a fight, Mom would jump in and stamp it out in no uncertain terms. Her disciplinary style would definitely not be acceptable these days. If anyone ever got in trouble away from home, there would be serious consequences. “I’m whipping you now so the police won’t be whipping you later,” she’d declare.

Mom taught me the importance of honesty—and, unknowingly, that sometimes it can even be painful to tell the truth. If there was a troublemaker in the house, it was my second-oldest brother, Danny. He wasn’t a bad kid, but he did like to stir things up when Mom wasn’t around. One day when I was in seventh grade, I was walking to school when I stuck my hand into the pocket of my green windbreaker. It closed on something I could not identify; I pulled out my hand and—whoa!—a Mickey Mouse watch. I had no idea who it belonged to or how it had gotten into my jacket, but I decided to start wearing it.

Mom noticed my new timepiece a few days later. When she asked where it had come from, I told her that I didn’t know; I had just found it in my pocket.

“You’re lying to me,” she said.

“No, ma’am, I’m not lying,” I told her. “It was just in my jacket, so I started wearing it.”

“Kelvin, you’re lying to me. You’d better tell me the truth right now or I’m going to tear your butt up.”

I desperately maintained my innocence, but she was having none of it. Mom got her belt and tanned my hide despite my protests. Then she asked me again.
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