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Nub Socks and a Pine Box

by Dusti Scovel

 My heart was breaking, seemingly over and over again, as I watched the sun rise over Jim Mountain, just north of Cody, Wyoming. As the rays of sunlight spilled over the new snow capped mountains, creating an amazing light show, I was reminded that life goes on, even when we’re not sure we can. And on that morning, I needed the reminder.    
I’d just driven over eighteen hundred miles, from Texas to Paradise, Montana, to tell my father goodbye.  The cancer and emphysema were winning as Daddy grew weaker and the battle was nearly done.  For three years, I’d put off making this journey but when Daddy’s friend, Smokey, called to say I needed to come, I knew it was time.  

I am the oldest of four daughters and my Dad and I shared a unique but remarkable relationship, never sure which one of us was the parent and which one the child. 
He was a country singer/songwriter, guitar picker, champion BBQ cooker and all around good guy.  Nicknamed “Butter” when he was a baby, he was known simply as Buddy to his friends. He drank too much, smoked too much, liked the ladies way too much and had absolutely no clue about responsibility. 
When he was eleven, Daddy lost his left leg in a car accident and spent two years in and out of hospitals going through various surgeries and being fitted for a wooden leg.  Less than a year after the accident, he was dealt another devastating blow when his mother died from consumption. 
 The heart broken young boy quit school and set out on his own, working part time in his dad’s south Texas beer joint.  When he was sixteen, Daddy left home for good, taking a series of jobs from driving a taxi to selling used cars.  On weekends, he prowled the bars and clubs, looking for a chance to pick his guitar and sing.  

The next thirty five years would bring five marriages and five divorces, including a very stormy sixteen year marriage to my mother that produced the four of us.  We lived together as a family in abbreviated spurts made possible only when both parents managed to “get it together” at the same time.
We loved to shock our overnight friends by sneaking into our parent’s bedroom on early mornings and pointing to the flesh-colored wooden leg peeking out from under the bed, complete with a shoe and sock. They were intrigued by the heavy woolen nub socks that resembled bland, half cut Christmas stockings that Daddy used to cushion his short leg against the prosthesis.  

 Daddy was on the road a lot, traveling Texas, Mississippi, Louisiana and Arkansas selling tin siding, cedar posts, or whatever was working at the time. He came home on weekends and always brought each of us a pretty trinket, whether he’d had a good week or not.  He sang to us, played with us, and thought we were beautiful. 
In his nearly 79 years, Daddy never owned much of anything. He always had a guitar, though it might be in hock temporarily, it was never for long.  The cars he drove looked like big silver boats with mismatched tires and used more gas than he could ever afford to put in them.  
He loved Jesus and always had a well worn Bible on his bedside table, next to his family pictures.  And he loved his family.  Photos of us were tacked all around the little bunk where he slept.  Each time I called him, I’d ask if he needed anything and each time he said the same thing.  “No, Baby, can’t think of a thing . . . except nub socks.  I sure could use some new nub socks.”

In 1987 when my husband and I moved to Paradise, Montana, Daddy moved with us.  It was in Paradise that he bought the only “home” he ever truly owned, a 28’ travel trailer bought from a friend on a custom-designed payment plan and parked for free on a lot owned by yet another friend. 
Texas born and raised, we always assumed that when we moved from Paradise, Daddy would move with us.  But we were wrong.  He fell in love with the people and the mountains and when we moved two years later, Daddy stayed.  Over the next fourteen years, he made a lot of friends, played a lot of music, and cooked a lot of BBQ.  He was, no doubt, happier than he had ever been.
 I can’t remember the first time Daddy told me about wanting to be buried in a pine box but I was young, maybe ten or so.  The thought of him dying was much too morbid to even acknowledge, much less actually discuss. On and off through the years, however, he would find the opportunity to mention again that when his time came, he wanted to be buried in a pine box. No frills, nothing fancy.  Just a pine box.  
  In the winter of 1993, Daddy suffered a severe case of pneumonia and nearly died.  He told his friend, Rube Wrightsman, that if he didn’t make it, to bury him up on the side of the mountain in a plain pine box. 
 Daddy pulled through that winter, but one night when he and his friends were having a few beers, they mentioned how glad they were he hadn’t died in the winter, as it would have been impossible to bury him in the frozen ground.  The only options would have been to either store his body until spring or cremate him.    
Daddy quickly assured them that cremation was not an option, and after much discussion, and I’m betting lots of laughter, Daddy and his friends decided they should just dig the grave now.  That way, he could be assured he had a final place to rest.
As more and more people in Paradise heard about the crazy notion to dig Daddy’s grave early, more and more of them got involved. Within a week, what started out as a precaution had grown into a full blown celebration complete with competitive events, posters and even t-shirts.
In July of 1993, the first annual BUDDY’S GRAND GRAVE DIGGIN’ GALA was held. And what a celebration it was. In true rendezvous style, a group of friends from Paradise and surrounding communities came out for a rather brief parade, Daddy’s famous BBQ ribs and a hysterical black powder shooting contest that used old TV’s as targets.
Each participant also brought a shovel to help dig the grave that Daddy hoped to occupy one day. The annual celebration continued for four years, each year adding new muzzle loader events and was featured in the Spokane, Washington newspaper.
At the last Gala in 1996, Daddy led the parade in his newest acquisition, a very used, very rickety gas-powered Harley-Davidson golf cart and the muzzle loaders targets that year were discarded commodes.
Shortly before Daddy turned 72, he and I made a recording together. Two serious bouts of pneumonia had robbed his voice of its strength but the velvety texture was still there.  In our friend’s recording studio, I provided the harmony as Daddy sang several of his all time favorites.  Then at his request, I recorded a solo of “How Great Thou Art”.  I remember the drive home from the studio that night as one of the happiest of all the times we ever spent together.  We laughed so hard I almost had to pull the car over.  

 
Fast forward eight years. After three days of driving, I finally made it to Hot Springs, Montana, where Daddy had been living in a nursing home. My mind was preoccupied with his health, of course, but more important, his request.  
There was no life insurance, no assets and no money put away.  I had less than a thousand dollars of my own to spend on his funeral expenses.  Everyone said it couldn’t be done unless I opted for cremation which I knew I couldn’t do.

It didn’t take long to discover that the state would not allow us to bury Daddy in the hole the friends had dug. Rube always suspected as much, but no one wanted to actually ask until now. 

It took ten minutes with the local funeral director to learn that even a plain pine box was out of my price range, especially now that I had to find an affordable burial plot.  My spirits were about as far down as they could get when I called Smokey to tell him I was in town.

 .  Smokey and his wife, Audrey, loved Daddy and had cared for him more than anyone in the last few years. Smokey once spent all day driving 42 miles through a blustering blizzard to take daddy a pair of warm pajamas in the hospital.  He, too, knew about Daddy’s wish to be buried in a plain pine box. 

When I walked through the door of Smokey’s house, Audrey was waving the newspaper at me excitedly.  “Look at this”, she said, “I can’t believe it.”  The Plain Dealer, a tiny weekly paper from Plains, Montana, had only a half page of classifieds.  Near the middle, a tiny ad was circled. I stared in disbelief as I read the two line ad.  “Custom made plain  pine coffin - $400”.  Plains, Montana, was less than 15 miles from Paradise.  This was Providence.  

I wasted no time calling the number. The lady who answered said her husband had considered building pine burial boxes as a home business and had ordered this one to use as a pattern.  He later abandoned the idea and she was ready to get it out of her garage.  When she pulled back the cloth covering, I held my breath.  Underneath was a beautiful, natural pine box with just the slightest hint of carved edging around the lid. The inside was lined and padded with a soft blue cloud-patterned material.  On top laid a small pocket pillow, perfect for Daddy’s Bible and guitar pick.  


I explained my situation and she graciously agreed to keep the pine box until the funeral home was ready for it.  I quickly paid her and retreated to my jeep where God and I had shared many a conversation about this challenge. Silently, I thanked Him for his hand in my life.

My next stop was in Paradise, at the home of the woman who handled the plots for the Paradise Cemetery.  Her home was only two blocks from Daddy’s trailer and the cemetery was another two blocks away.  When she told me the plots were $150 each, I was elated.  When she said I could pick from the new section that had just been opened, I was ecstatic.  The new section had the exact same view of the mountains that Daddy had from his little trailer here for so many years.  Across the road, children run and play in the yard of the small community schoolhouse. 

Two hours later, I was sitting on the edge of Daddy’s bed at the nursing home. Once 200 pounds, his 97-pound frame looked swallowed in the pajamas he wore. His false teeth clinked around in his mouth, now too small to hold them.  Through cloudy eyes, he still looked at me with all the love a man can feel for his daughter.  

I wanted to be strong but my heart was having no part of it.  My breath caught in my throat, making the words interrupted and choppy while tears ran down my face like rain on a window. 


“Daddy, I can’t stay,” I stammered.  “I love you so much and I want you to know I’ve taken care of everything, just like you wanted,” I said, carefully avoiding any words that would make us both face a reality we weren’t ready to face. 

 He stared at me, wide eyed and nodded his head.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop the tears.  My body was racked with heartache because I knew, after today; I would never see him again. 

I needed him to know how much I always adored him.  “No one ever had a daddy quite like mine,” I told him.  His eyes shifted slowly to look at me. “Sure didn’t, Baby,” he said, smiling, “sure didn’t.” We never had nothin’”.  He said, then again, this time with sadness.  “Never had nothin' at all, Baby, but we laughed a lot, didn’t we?” 
He smiled again and we looked deep into each other’s eyes, knowing what we couldn’t say.  He was dying and I was leaving.  I couldn’t stay and watch him die, because I’m not that strong.  And he was willing to let me go because he loved me that much.  “Tell all the girls how much I love them,” he said, “and your mother too.”  I hugged him again and we both wept.  This was so much harder than I ever imagined it would be.

I left Montana the next morning and drove as far as Cody, where our friends own a lodge outside of town with a beautiful view of the Shoshone River and Jim Mountain. 

God followed me there, and with a dazzling dawn, reminded me that even when our hearts are breaking, He is always near.
Three weeks later, Daddy slipped away, and though I couldn’t physically be there for his funeral, I was there in spirit, and knew it was good.  The only things he ever asked from me were new nub socks and a plain  pine box.  I had the nub socks covered.  And God took care of the rest.
PAGE  
2

