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My Father’s Hands

Calvin R. Worthington

Preview

The man described in the following selection is strong, kind, inte]];

illiterate. Looking back on his father’s life, Calvin Worthington &

unforgettable picture of a good man whose life—and death—were tragica“y
sh

by his inability to read.

Words to Watch

1

upside (1): on (slang)

> S

and

hunkering down (1): squatting close to the ground

lair (1): den

towhead (2): someone with light blond hair

unsurpassed (5): unequaled

infidel (9): someone who does not believe in the religion of the speaker or writ
nitroglycerin (12): a medicine used to combat the effects of heart disease -

brow (13): the top edge of a hill

gnarled (13): twisted
anguish (16): pain and suffering

His hands were rough and exceedingly
strong. He could gently prune a fruit
tree or firmly wrestle an ornery mule
into harness. He could draw and saw
a square with quick accuracy. He had
been known to peel his knuckles upside®
a tough jaw. But what | remember most
is the special warmth from those hands
soaking through my shirt as he would
take me by the shoulder and, hunkering
down® beside my ear, point out the
glittering swoop of a blue hawk, or
a rabbit asleep in its lair°. They were
good hands that served him well and

failed him in only one thing: they never

learned to write.
My father was illiterate. The number 2

of illiterates in our country has steadily
declined, but if there were only one |
would be saddened, remembering my
father and the pain he endured because
his hands never learned to write. He
started first grade, where the remedy
for a wrong answer was ten ruler strokes
across a stretched palm. For some
reason, shapes, figures, and recitations
just didn’t fall into the right pattern
inside his six-year-old towhead®. Maybe




Jffered from some type of learning
he Sdicap such as dyslexia. His fathar
han him out of school after seyerg

tognths and set him to a man’s job on
m

rm. v .
he f:’i(ears later, his wife, with her foyrth.

3 education, would try to teach
gra 1o read. And still later | would grasp
!mbig fist between my small hands
his dly help him trac
od awk\/‘»_’ar ¥ : e the
a rers of his name. He submitted to the
Iertdeall but 500N grew restless. Flexing
}oﬂs fingers and kneading his palms, he
would declare that he hafj had enough
and depart for a long, solitary walk.

Finally, one night when he thought
10 one saw, he slipped away with his
son’s second-grade reader and labored
over the words, until they became tog
difficult. He pressed his forehead into
the pages and wept. “Jesus—Jesus—
not even a child’s book?” Thereafter, no
amount of persuading could bring him
to sit with pen and paper.

From the farm to road building and
later factory work, his hands served him
well. His mind was keen, his will to
work unsurpassed®. During World War
I, he was a pipefitter in a shipyard and
installed the complicated guts of mighty
fighting ships. His enthusiasm and
efficiency brought an offer to become
line boss—until he was handed the
qualification test. His fingers could trace
a path across the blueprints while his
mind imagined the pipes lacing through
the heart of the ship. He could recall
€Very twist and turn of the pipes. But he
couldn’t read or write.

% After the shipyard closed, he went
the cotton mill, where he labored

at night, and stole from his sleepingd
hours the time required to run the farm.
When the mill shut down, he went out
€ach morning looking for work—only
1o return night after night and say 10
Mother as she fixed his dinner, “They
Just don't want anybody who can't take
their tests ”

It had always been hard for him
1o stand before a man and make an
‘X" mark for his name, but the hardest
Moment of all was when he placed “his
mark” by the name someone else had
Written for him, and saw another man
walk away with the deed to his beloved
farm. When it was over, he stood before
the window and slowly turned the
Pen he still held in his hands—gazing,
unseeing, down the mountainside. |
went to the springhouse that afternoon
and wept for a long while.

Eventually, he found another
cotton-mill job, and we moved into a
millhouse village with a hundred look-
alike houses. He never quite adjusted
to town life. The blue of his eyes faded;
the skin across his cheekbones became
a little slack. But his hands kept their
strength, and their warmth still soaked
through when he would sit me on his
lap and ask me to read to him from the
Bible. He took great pride in my reading
and would listen for hours as | struggled
through the awkward phrases.

Once he had heard “a radio
preacher” relate that the Bible said, “The
man that doesn't provide for his family
is worse than a thief and an infidel®
and will never enter the kingdom of
Heaven.” Often he would ask me to read
that part to him, but | was never able to
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find it. Other times, he would sit at the
kitchen table leafing through the pages
as though by a miracle he might be
able to turn to the right page. Then he
would sit staring at the Book, and | knew
he was wondering if God was going to
refuse him entry into heaven because
his hands couldn’t write.

When Mother left once for a
weekend to visit her sister, Dad went
to the store and returned with food
for dinner while | was busy building
my latest homemade wagon. After
the meal he said he had a surprise for
dessert, and went out to the kitchen,
where | could hear him opening a can.
Then everything was quiet.| went to the
doorway and saw him standing before
the sink with an open can in his hands.
“The picture looked just |ike pears,” he
mumbled. He walked out ang sat on
the back steps, and | knew he had been

embarrassed before his son. The can
read “Whole White Potatoes,” but the
picture on the label did look a great dea|
like pears.

| went and sat beside him, and
asked if he would point out the stars, He
knew where the Big Dipper and all the
other stars were located, and we talked
about how they got there in the first
place. He kept that can on a shelf in the
woodshed for a long while, and a few
times | saw him turning it in his hands
as if the touch of the words would teach
his hands to write.

Years later, when Mom died, | tried
to get him to come live with my family,
but he insisted on staying in his small
frame house on the edge of town witha
few farm animals and a garden plot. His
health was failing, and he was in and out
of the hospital with several mild heart
attacks. Old Doc Green saw him weekly
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