Chapter I


It was the night before Christmas when Leo Zepka finally had some visitors after nearly a two-year stay at the Golden Years Rest Home. Snow was falling all day and by evening, a foot of fresh powder covered the ground when a lady and gentleman came calling.


The couple drew passing looks from the elderly residents and night staff as they made their way through the lobby, past the sitting room and down the corridor to Leo's room. The residents didn't get a lot of visitors, even on holidays, and they weren't twenty somethings like these two.


By her manner of walking, as if down a fashion runway, the woman was used to drawing attention. Her looks would have drawn notice in a restaurant, a mall, a street corner or anywhere for that matter; she was a knockout. She had green emerald eyes, a cute nose and sandy blonde hair that fell to the collar of her parka. Even under the length of her coat, it was evident that she had a figure to match her beautiful face.


The man with her was also good-looking. Tall, with dark hair, he could have stepped out of the pages of Gentleman's Quarterly magazine, except he would have not been wearing the coat he had on. His trench coat was shabby with frayed sleeves.


As they neared Leo's room, they seemed to be unsure as to where to go. The head nurse on duty, Hannalora Dillar, approached them and found out that they wanted to see Leo Zepka. She then showed them to his room as all the rooms looked alike in the place: cramped quarters with a dresser, mirror, and a bed.


Leo was in his room, waiting expectantly, looking out the window.  He was trim for his 70 years of ages, with a full head of snowy white hair.  He had on his best clothes as if for a special occasion: a pair of white shoes and coral colored slacks.


At the sight of visitors Leo jumped up and broke into a big smile. The young woman rushed forward, threw her arms around Leo, and hugged him. When she let go finally, the man crossed the room and pumped Leo's hand vigorously.  


"You're looking well, Pop," the man said to Leo.


"So are you,'' Leo replied. "Must be all that health food you young-ins eat these days. Well, relax. Rest your bones.''

 
The man sat down in the only chair in the room, a rocker, while the lady took a spot on the bed. "I bought you something,'' she said.


"You did?" said Leo.


"It's not much."


 "Hey, it's something."


The blonde opened her purse and handed Leo a small present that appeared hastily wrapped. When Leo took off the bow and wrapping paper, he found a pack of convenience-store cigars. He was so touched he had to fight back the tears welling up in his eyes.


"Thank you so much," he gushed. "You don't know what a thrill it is to get a Christmas present at my age." 


He walked over and hugged the woman with such intensity she was a little taken aback. He was still hugging her when another much older woman walked in, unannounced. The second woman visitor was a bit plain-looking in features and dress, with wet, snow-flake-covered hair that was a scrambled mess.


"What's going on, Dad?" screamed the older woman. "Who's she?"


"Marsha, what you doing here," shouted Leo, ending his embrace. "I thought you had to be in New York."


"I made some changes in my plans," Marsha responded. "Now who are these people?"


The gentlemen stepped forward, offering his hand to Marsha. "Allow me to introduce myself,'' he said. "I'm Kip Gaspe. Actor extraordinaire."                    


"Me--I'm Tavia,'' the blonde spoke up in a heavy Brooklyn accent. "I'm a model. And a stage professional."


"Well, this isn't a stage,'' Marsha said curtly. "So, what are you doing here?"


"All the world's a stage, madam," Kip replied.


Marsha and Kip exchanged funny looks. The young actor withdrew his hand.


"Are you going to tell me what this is all about?" Marsha asked Leo.


"I hired these people,'' Leo explained. "You see I kind of figured my

 real kids weren't coming to see their old man over the holidays."


Marsha's mouth dropped open. It was her turn to look shocked. She was standing there, somewhat stupefied, when Kip approached her. "Well, how'd we do in our roles - eh?" he asked.


"I'd say you performance as loving, thoughtful children who really care about their old man was two thumbs up," said Leo. "Don't you agree, Marsha?"


Marsha glared scoldingly at her father. "I can't believe you did this!" she cried.


 "Really? Why not? When was the last time you called? Six months ago? Or paid a visit ? And that lousy, good-for-nothing brother of yours -- what about him? I haven't seen him since you mom's funeral."

 
"It just so happens I lead a very busy life," Marsha replied angrily. "With responsibilities to my own children."


"-I hate to interrupt, Pop," said Kip. "But Tavia and I must be going. I hear reindeer on the roof calling."


"What he means is we gots another engagement we gots to keep," said Tavia.

 
Leo nodded his head. Then he pulled out his wallet, opened it up, and then handed a hundred dollar bill each to Tavia and Kip.


"Thanks for coming, both of you," he said. "Maybe we can do it again sometime."


"Yeah, maybe. Now you have a merry, merry Christmas, Leo," Tavia said, turning on her high heels to go.


Kip took her hand to escort her from the room. "You take it easy on those lungs, Pop," Kip said as he and Tavia made a grand exit - Tavia throwing a kiss and Kip making a big wave good-bye.


Marsha stood speechless as she watched them go. As soon as the thespians moved away down the hall, Leo said to his daughter: "Don't you just love them?


"I can't believe you!" Marsha pounced.


"Well, what you expect me to do for the holidays - go caroling?"


"No, I guess I expected..."


"--I'd be a vegetable by now. All ready for planting in the cemetery."


"Don't talk like that, Dad."


"Okay, what do you want to talk about?"


Marsha's voice softened. "How are you doing here? Are they treating you well? Do you like the food?"


"God, help me," Leo said, sitting down on his bed with a plunk. He turned his back to his daughter and looked out the window. Outside the snow was falling harder. The wind has picked up, too and it was sculpting the fallen snow into drifts.


"I drove almost two hours to see you."


Silence.


"Connecticut's quite a way from Brookfield, Massachusetts."


Still silence.


"Larry's in the car with the kids. They're sleeping."


"The bum still holding a job?" Leo mumbled, his gaze still directed outside at the snow whirling around in the wind.


"Larry is a great guy. And, yes, he works and manages to make time for family."


"You're so lucky."


"Dad, stop this. I really would have come more often, but we're just real busy. Kids soccer. School plays."


"Yeah, yeah, yeah."


"Dad, look at me when I'm talking!" 


Leo shrugged his shoulders but stayed turned away from his daughter. 


"If you don't turn around, I'm going to leave. Do you want that?!"


Leo ignored his daughter. He stretched his hand to the fogged up window and rubbed a circle on the moisture-clouded pane to see more clearly the big flakes of falling snow.


"Dad, I'm serious. If you don't want to visit, I'll leave. It's awful late for my kids and I have to play Santa."


"Go then."


Taken back, Marsha stood up in a huff and gathered her things. "You have a good Christmas,'' she said, edging out the door, unsure about her decision to leave but uncertain about staying. "I'll try and call you."


Leo didn't turn to watch his daughter leave. He kept looking out the rest home window. He heard her footsteps disappear down the hallway and then he heard the exit door open and shut.  Through the circle he made on the window, he watched his daughter trudging unsteadily on the slippery, unshoveled walkway away from the nursing home to the street. He could make out her minivan, parked by the curb, its engine idling, its headlights shining. 


When Marsha reached her minivan, her husband popped open the passenger door for her from the inside. As she entered the warmth of the car, she cast a glance backwards. Her two young children were sound asleep in their safety seats.


"So how was he?" Larry asked, putting aside the newspaper he had been reading. He was unprepossessing to look at - an overweight, middle-aged man with touches of gray already in his hair. 


"You know what he did - he hired a couple of actors."


"What?" 


"He paid some actors to come visit him for Christmas."


Larry put the car in gear. "I always said your father was crazy as a loon."

