


Praise for The Awakening of HK Derryberry

“This is a story of one man’s choice to love and invest in the life of a 
special- needs little boy and how that one choice transformed them both. 
You will laugh and cry and be moved to love even the unlikely, as Jim did, 
and never to give up, no matter what challenges you face, like HK. This 
heartwarming story will change you for good!”

—Alan Jackson,

Grammy Award–winning singer/songwriter 

“A true delight! Every person should read Jim Bradford and HK’s touching 
story. Your heart will be uplifted, your soul awakened. It reminds us that 
every life carries enormous worth. I’ve had the pleasure of meeting HK—
he inspires me! I’m certain his story will do the same for you.”

—Dan T. Cathy

Chairman and CEO, Chick-fil-A

“One of our biggest mistakes as humans is placing limits on people who 
are different than us; people who are like HK Derryberry. Born prematurely, 
HK is blind, has cerebral palsy, and has countless other challenges. Yet HK 
is the most incredible and unique person I have ever met in my life. If you 
ever meet him, I can promise you’ll never forget him; and, because of his 
amazing memory, he won’t forget you either. This book will inspire you to 
look deeper into the way you see others.”

— Scott Hamilton

Olympic gold medalist

“To think that this man, Jim Bradford, worked alongside us mere mortals 
was a revelation. How many other people out there are doing remarkable 
things with their lives right under our noses? Jim and HK’s story is uplifting 
and an example of what love can do. It demonstrates how paying attention, 
and looking beyond human boundaries, can expose something greater 
than a physical body. It’s the human spirit.”

— Cynthia Croatti

Executive vice president, UniFirst Corporation
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“The journey of HK Derryberry and Jim Bradford is truly an amazing one, 
a moving story like no other you have ever heard. If this one doesn’t warm 
your heart, check your pulse. The story of this unlikely duo— Bradford, 
a successful and stylish business executive, and a young blind boy with 
multiple disabilities and raised on the margins of society— will keep you 
turning pages well into the night. The results, seventeen years from their 
initial meeting, will surprise and inspire you to be more aware of the 
opportunities God puts in your path all the time.”

— Dr. Royce Money

Chancellor, Abilene Christian University

“Wow! This book is a must- read. And to think HK is my friend. What a 
joy it is to recommend this book to people of all ages. Jim and HK’s story 
is making a difference in the lives of people everywhere.”

— Gene Stallings

Former head football coach, University of Alabama

“As a scientist, I was completely blown away by HK’s phenomenal ability 
to recall his past, but over time his story and our friendship transcended 
science. I am a better person for having known him and being able to call 
him my friend.”

— Dr. Brandon Ally

Professor of neurology, Vanderbilt University

AwakeningHKDerryberry_INT.indd   2 6/30/16   10:32 AM



The Awakening of  
HK Derryberry

My Unlik ely Friendship with  

the  Boy Who R emembers Everything

JIM BR ADFORD
with ANDY HARDIN

AwakeningHKDerryberry_INT.indd   3 6/30/16   10:32 AM



© 2016 Jim Bradford

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— electronic, 
mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other— except for brief 
quotations in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of 
the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by W Publishing Group, an imprint of 
Thomas Nelson.

Thomas Nelson titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, 
fund- raising, or sales promotional use. For information, please e- mail 
SpecialMarkets@ThomasNelson.com.

The Scripture quotation marked niv is taken from the Holy Bible, New 
International Version®, NIV®. © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used 
by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide.

The Scripture quotation marked nasb is taken from New American Standard 
Bible®. © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The 
Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

Some material presented in chapter 32 is based on interviews with Dr. Brandon 
Ally in the fall of 2015 by Andy Hardin and a summer 2012 alumni magazine 
article that appeared in Vanderbilt Medicine, ed. Kathy Whitney, “The Amazing 
Life and Memory of H.K. Derryberry,” written by Leslie Hill.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Names: Bradford, James L., 1943– author.
Title: The awakening of HK Derryberry : my unlikely friendship with the boy  
 who remembers everything / Jim Bradford, with Andy Hardin.
Other titles: Awakening of H. K. Derryberry
Description: Nashville : W Publishing Group, 2016.
Identifiers: LCCN 2016008459 | ISBN 9780718079994 (hard cover : alk. paper)
Subjects: LCSH: Derryberry, HK. | Memory.
Classification: LCC BF371 .B734 2016 | DDC 973.932092/2 [B] — dc23  
 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016008459

16 17 18 19 20 RRD 6 5 4 3 2 1

AwakeningHKDerryberry_INT.indd   4 6/30/16   10:32 AM



Throw your heart over the fence and the rest will follow.

—NormanVincentPeale

“I will lead the blind by ways they have not known,

along unfamiliar paths I will guide them;

I will turn the darkness into light before them

and make the rough places smooth.

These are the things I will do;

I will not forsake them.”

—Isaiah42:16niv
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P R O L O G U E

An Aimless Existence

The small nine- year- old boy sat where he sat every weekend— in 
the fast- food dining room, at the same window table. He sat 

hunched, his ear close to the same old beat- up boom box that was 
held together with three strips of silver duct tape and tuned to one 
of two stations— sports- talk or Pentecostal preaching. A crooked 
antenna jutted out from the radio like the floppy ear of an old dog.

Pearl Derryberry, the boy’s grandmother, coveted her part- time 
hours at Mrs. Winner’s Chicken & Biscuits, especially since she 
had been reorganized out of her thirty- one- year career with the 
gas company. The modest severance and social security payments 
barely covered expenses for her and her grandson whom she was 
raising alone. Blind, with cerebral palsy, and paralyzed on his right 
side since birth, HK attended the Tennessee School for the Blind 
during the week. But without affordable weekend day care options, 
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Prologue

Pearl had no choice but to bring him along to her fast- food restau-
rant job.

Pearl checked on him regularly during breaks in her nine- hour 
shifts, and at some time during the day, they usually ate together, 
as regular customers and strangers passed their table with hardly a 
glance. Invisible to the world, the small blind boy perched over his 
broken- down radio went unnoticed but to only a few. That’s just the 
way life had been since the accident.
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C H A P T E R  1

A Twenty- Five- Cent 
Cup of Coffee

My name is Jim Bradford. I grew up as the middle child of a 
rural northern Alabama family of five. Never in my wildest 

dreams could I have imagined my blessed life during the 1990s. My 
wife, Brenda, and I had been married thirty- five years and were 
proud parents of two beautiful, healthy daughters, Bridget and 
Julie. I enjoyed a productive and lucrative sales career in the textile 
industry, and once the girls were independent young women and 
out of the nest, Brenda and I looked forward to travel opportunities 
and checking off our bucket list of adventures we had postponed for 
years. Looking back now, I see that we had finally reached our defi-
nition of success, enjoying almost every material blessing we could 
want, and seriously pondering retirement.
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We settled in Williamson County, Tennessee, in 1975, after a 
company transfer from Montgomery, Alabama. Williamson County 
is consistently ranked among the wealthiest in the nation and is also 
among the country’s fastest- growing suburban areas. Large horse and 
cattle farms have given way to luxurious gated subdivisions, multi-
storied office parks, and sprawling shopping malls, particularly in 
the northern area that borders metropolitan Nashville.

Our four- bedroom brick ranch house is situated in Brentwood, a 
comfortable bedroom community just eleven miles from downtown 
Music City. This shady one- acre corner lot was once part of a multi-
generational family cattle farm with a history dating back to the 
Civil War. When we moved there, keeping my restored antique 1955 
Chevrolet Bel Air in pristine operating condition ranked high on 
my weekly priority list. It was right up there with maintaining our 
immaculate lawn and landscape. The neighborhood homeowners’ 
association conducted a weekly “Yard of the Week” contest from 
May through September. Their sign found its way onto our yard at 
least once every summer.

We stayed plenty busy, but I made time for weekly tennis matches 
with a group of longtime friends. The neighborhood swim and ten-
nis club just two blocks down the street continued to be a summer 
magnet for our family. Subdivision traffic was practically non-
existent most days, leaving ample opportunity for walkers, joggers, 
bikers, and baby- strolling mothers. All dogs were leashed. Barney 
Fife, with his single bullet, would have been right at home in our 
idyllic, crime- free neighborhood.

We enjoyed a simple lifestyle, certainly not luxurious by any-
one’s imagination. We drove older, well- maintained vehicles. Our 
lives revolved around church, and you could find us, like many good 
Southerners, at church at least three times a week, and more on 
special occasions. Actually, I had always considered myself ordinary 
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in every conceivable way, no better or worse than our friends and 
neighbors. But no doubt, God had richly blessed our family.

It was an unseasonably cool fifty- five degrees on Saturday, 
October 16, 1999, in my little corner of paradise. I suppose that was 
one reason I suddenly craved a cup of hot coffee that morning. I 
usually limited my daily caffeine intake to just one cup, and I had 
already reached my quota, thanks to the Golden Arches. But today 
was different. I needed more.

Winding up our usual tennis match by midmorning, my thoughts 
wandered to an extended list of Saturday chores awaiting me, so I 
quickly said good- bye to my tennis partners. Without thinking, I 
took the longest, most time- consuming and out- of- the- way route to 
Brentwood. I drove slowly, observing the charming old estates along 
Tyne Boulevard. My leisurely driving pace, combined with Garrison 
Keillor’s distinctive radio voice, mysteriously intensified my coffee 
desire as I turned south onto Hillsboro Road. Visions of Starbucks 
flashed before my eyes.

I drove five miles, following my usual route east on Old Hickory 
Boulevard. At the Franklin Road intersection, my next decision was 
easy: turn right, drive one mile to Starbucks, and pay $2.00 for a 
cup of coffee. Curiously, abruptly, and without thinking, I turned 
left and drove a short distance across a narrow bridge over a railroad 
gulch to a small fast- food restaurant near the edge of the Brentwood 
city limits. Mrs. Winner’s Chicken & Biscuits was a fried- chicken 
joint that just happened to serve breakfast. I had eaten there once or 
twice, but for the life of me, I don’t ever remember stopping there 
just for coffee.

The undersized parking lot accommodated only a few cars, 
but fortunately I landed a spot directly across from the building’s 
entrance. I quickly cut the ignition and darted for warmth inside 
as a steady north wind made the overcast day feel even colder. 
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Surprisingly, I was the only counter customer that Saturday morn-
ing. Walking toward the cashier, I caught a glimpse of a small boy 
sitting alone by the dining room window. I looked away as I focused 
on my order. I spotted the restaurant’s menu hanging from a color-
ful placard behind the counter. Another sign above the iced tea 
dispenser announced, “Maxwell House Coffee Served Here. Good 
to the Last Drop!”

“I’d like a cup of coffee, please,” I said.
“Are you fifty- five years old?” came the reply.
That’s a mighty strange question to ask someone, I thought 

to myself. It’s not like I’m buying alcohol and need to be carded. 
Then I heard echoes of Brenda’s frequent complaints about my 
need for hearing aids and wondered if I heard her correctly. Slightly 
bewildered, I turned around, thinking she might have been speak-
ing to someone behind me. Realizing that I was indeed the lone 
customer in an otherwise empty fast- food restaurant, I answered 
feebly, “Yes.”

The cashier, a short, stocky lady about my age with close- cropped 
gray hair, informed me that at age fifty- five, based on restaurant 
rules, I qualified as a senior citizen. She announced that my newly 
bestowed citizenship in that not- very- exclusive club entitled me 
to a cup of coffee for twenty- five cents, a whopping twenty- seven 
cents with tax! I briefly considered renouncing my citizenship just 
to maintain my youthful self- image but soon realized it was time 
to stop living an illusion. I thanked her and paid for my first cup of 
senior coffee.

The aroma of fresh- brewed java and hot buttermilk biscuits 
filled the restaurant. As I turned to leave, I was drawn back to the 
small silhouette I had barely noticed just two minutes earlier. From 
this angle I could clearly see that it was a young boy. He was not 
eating. Turning a corner, I saw his head pressed down over a black 
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plastic boom box with silver dials and a broken antenna. Three 
strips of duct tape held the battery cover in place. My prying eyes 
were drawn to the long, white plastic braces on each leg. Even from 
a distance I knew this boy had problems.
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