Save the Last Polka For Me . . .

By Dusti Scovel
It was other business that took me from my home in Wyoming to the hills of Oklahoma in July of 1999.  I’d planned to extend my trip a little further south, into Central Texas, to visit my ninety-one year old grandfather in the nursing where he’d lived for several years.  Daddy Graham’s health had been declining in recent months and we all knew he wouldn’t last much longer.  At my sister’s suggestion, I packed the one suitable “funeral outfit” I owned, just in case. 
In my heart I knew he was ready to go but I lived comfortably in a state of denial when it came to his actual slipping out of our world.  My mother’s youngest sister, Aunt Mary, had been caring for Daddy Graham and when she told him I was coming to visit that week, his response had been, “That’s good, but I won’t be here.” Always a man of his word, he was gone by the time we got to Oklahoma. 

It was about 8:30 p.m. on   July 3rd, the eve of Independence Day, when we pulled into the  Rockin’ LH Asparagus Farms in Eufaula, Oklahoma.  Lee and Sharon Henry, the proprietors and dear friends, always had a big shindig on July 4th.    Mike and I planned to stay for the celebration and then head south to Texas.

  As I crawled out of my Jeep Cherokee, road weary from fourteen hours of driving, Sharon met me with her usual warm embrace.  Only this time, instead of letting go, she held me close and said softly, “He’s gone.” I closed my eyes and let the news register and the grief surface. Gracious to a fault, Sharon steered me to a quiet porch, away from the crowd of family and friends gathering for the annual party. 
 My husband, Mike, and my grandfather shared a mutual admiration for each other and had spent many hours reminiscing about old trains, war times and moonshine.  Mike joined me on the porch and under a summer sky full of stars, we laughed and talked and remembered some of our best Daddy Graham stories.
He was a large man, well over six feet tall and had huge hands, an enormous voice and a very strict work ethic.  He had been both father and grandfather to me and from him I learned the values I would later teach my own children.  He was rock and anchor to his four daughters and a slew of grandchildren.  When the storms of my childhood reached full tilt, Daddy Graham always appeared, like a super hero, out of literally nowhere, to make things better. He taught me to work hard and always do my best at whatever task I was facing. 

Daddy Graham had a way of frightening every young man who ever considered calling on me, into an absolute gentleman. One such young man was sent to Viet Nam shortly after graduating from McGregor High.  In his first week of duty, he stepped on a land mine and lost both legs and one arm.
  Several months later, after being fitted with prosthesis for his legs and arm, he returned to McGregor and asked Daddy Graham for a job.  He needed to prove to himself and everyone else that he could still run the equipment necessary to farm.  Daddy Graham, a WWII veteran, never blinked an eye.  He took Ronnie out to the field, told him what he needed done and left him alone with his challenge.  Ronnie did just fine and Daddy Graham made sure all the skeptics knew it.  
  I was always touched to know that of all the farmers Ronnie could have approached, he chose to ask my grandfather; the same intimidating, gruff (and angry) grandfather who once met us on the front porch in his boxer shorts when we were five minutes late getting home from a football game. 


It was Daddy Graham who taught me to drive one hot summer afternoon.  With the two of us in his old farm truck, he drove out into the middle of Uncle Floyd’s cow pasture, (the very same pasture occupied by a very large and snarly old bull) and told me to scoot over and drive the truck back to Uncle Floyd’s house! 

In typical Daddy Graham fashion, he showed me the clutch and gear equation just once, then plopped down in the passenger’s seat and growled, “Let’s go.”   With some elaborate hip gyrations to orchestrate the long stretch for my short legs to the clutch and gas pedal, I managed to get started.  The truck lurched forward violently, belched loudly and stopped cold.  Again, I started the old beast and this time managed to lurch forward far enough to shift, with a painful grinding sound, into second gear.  The old slobber slinging bull was on his feet instantly and proceeded to park his rump in the farthest corner of the field, obviously recognizing his underdog position in this match.

 The truck jerked and jolted across the field, diving into and out of the ditch only once, as I made my way toward the dirt road. Daddy Graham vacillated between yelling at me to let off the gas or push in the clutch and telling me I was doing okay but needed to take it easy.

With one hand, he had a death grip on the truck’s window frame  while the other hand flew back and forth between the ceiling and the dash in an effort to balance himself while trying to catch the stainless steel coffee thermos that was flying around like a missile on the floorboard.  I’m certain that was the longest trip he ever made to Uncle Floyd’s house.  

Years later, as a young mother in an abusive marriage, I still found myself turning to Daddy Graham.  I returned home from work one Friday afternoon to find all the doors of my house locked and my estranged and very drunk (now ex) husband inside with our eighteen-month-old daughter, who I could hear crying in the background.  He had relieved the babysitter and was just waiting for me to come home. Yelling through a window, he said I could have a divorce but he was keeping the baby.  A long history of physical violence told me not to try to approach him by myself.
 Even today, my instincts would be the same.  I called Daddy Graham.  Within fifteen minutes, he pulled into our drive. With considerable annoyance, he got out of his car and lumbered past me up to the front door.  There were no words and no warning as he leaned his heavy body into the door and shoved it open.  The startled drunk man inside took one look at Daddy Graham and sheepishly handed him the baby.  In a voice like thunder, Daddy Graham let him know he should never try anything like that again and expect to live to tell about it.  

He was my hero, my mentor and the only man who was always in my life, through thick and thin. Every fiber of my being wanted to avoid going to his funeral.  I wanted to just sit on the porch, watch for shooting stars, remember his life and not deal with his death.

Early the next morning, I left the comfort of the Rockin’ LH and headed to Texas to meet the rest of the family. I knew I owed him that much.     


I got into Waco just in time to meet my two sisters and their husbands at the hotel. We left almost immediately for the funeral home, eighteen miles away.  Our hearts were heavy as we drove in silence and parked outside the old familiar building where we’d attended many a family funeral over the years.  

Ritchie, my brother-in-law, pulled open the tall, heavy door and we entered solemnly, accepting the consoling embrace of the attendant who had probably known my grandfather her entire life. The huge door closed slowly with a huge whooshing vault-like sound, leaving us trapped inside with our grief.

Something about the atmosphere, however, rocked my senses.  This was the greatest loss I had ever experienced and there was a sort of fun or jovial ambience going on.  

 As I signed the guest book, my foot was tapping time to the beat of the organ music playing softly in the background.  Both my sisters were smiling as we realized what was going on.  My mind was humming along to the melody playing in the background and I mentally mouthed the words . . .  “roll out the barrel; let’s have a barrel of fun.” The Beer Barrel Polka!

Within seconds, we were all laughing as the funeral home attendant struggled with an appropriate reaction. Aunt Mary told us that Daddy Graham had planned his own funeral and had been adamant that she abide by his wishes.  It never occurred to us to ask what those wishes were but now, in the lobby of the funeral parlor, we were getting a preview.

He was determined that we not mourn his death.  “NO tears,” he’d said, but instead, be happy for him because now, he was with his beloved wife, Grace Truman, and his daughter, Bobbye.  Shortly after we arrived at the funeral home, several other cousins joined us.  Before long, we were all laughing and talking and imagining Daddy Graham watching our faces as we realized what was going on. And just like always, he was still in total control.


Of all the things I will remember about Daddy Graham, I will cherish most the final gesture he made. He reached out to us, even in death, took our hands and helped us through the pain of losing him.  His entire funeral service lasted less than half an hour but was filled with some of the liveliest polka music I’ve ever heard.  There were of course, tears, because after all, we’re only human.  But each time the polka tune changed, I had to smile.    

Later that evening, we all gathered at a local Mexican restaurant and celebrated Daddy Graham’s life with great food, margaritas and a lot of laughter.  The whole thing was paid for out of a special fund he’d asked Aunt Mary to set aside, just for this purpose. 


It took a huge table to seat all the children, grandchildren and great grandchildren and I suppose we must have been a little loud.  A waiter, hearing our laughter, came over to ask if we were celebrating a birthday.  We looked at each other, perplexed for a second about how to explain this situation when one of the boys piped up and said, “Nope, our grandfather is just throwing us a party.”  The waiter grinned and said, “Cool grandfather!”  If he only knew!   
