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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.”
The next day was Christmas, and Leo moped the entire day in his room, flipping through the newspaper and flipping channels on the television. He refused to go out for the home’s holiday exchange of gifts where the staff gave the residents toiletries. He skipped breakfast and nibbled at his special Christmas dinner, a gray slab of Turkey over instant potatoes. He had nothing to be merry about.
Around four in the afternoon, Walter Zgrodnik came into his room, pushing his dust broom. The day janitor was a grizzled-face, overweight fellow, whose fat swelled and sagged and oozed from his clothes. Somewhat of a goldbrick, Walter made it a habit of his to visit Leo often. He gave him an excuse to take a break from his duties.
Walter leaned his broom up against the wall and sat down across from Leo on an empty bed. Leo’s roommate has passed away a few days before Christmas.
“Hey, Leo, I hear you might have another roommate soon,” Walter said.
“Great, just what I wanted for Christmas.”
“What’s that make?”
“Three.”
“—And you only been here two years.”
“You think I bet on anything else.”
“How you do it... I’ve never seen someone win so much.”
“I got nothing to do all day but study the papers.”
The head nurse stuck her head in the door and scowled.
“Enough of a rest, Walter,” she snapped. “Get to work.”
“Leave him alone,” Leo spoke up. “He was just keeping me company.”
“He’s not paid to keep you company,” said the nurse. “He’s paid to keep the halls clean.”
She wheeled around on her heels sharply and marched out of the room with an unintentional body wiggle.
With a weary sigh, Walter stood up. Grabbed his mop. “I’ll make your bets. Don’t you worry.”
“I know you will. I have faith in you.”
“I’m glad somebody does.”
Leo waited for Walter to leave and then went to his bed and lifted up his pillow. Underneath was a cigar box with an Indian painted on the lid. He opened it slowly.
Inside the cigar box, there were two gold-banded Havana cigars and several rolls of greenbacks wound tight with rubber bands. He had several thousand dollars stored in there. Under the money stash was a black-and-white bridal picture of a young woman in a wedding gown. The woman had radiant eyes and long dark braided hair to her waist.
Leo picked up the treasured picture and gazed at it wistfully for a quite long time.
Footsteps resounding in the hall woke him from his trance. He shoved the picture back in the box, closed the lid, and put it back under his pillow just as Darian, the second-shift attendant, walked past his room. Darian had weird tattoos visible all over his arms, and tattoos in a lot other places that weren’t so visible.
He let Darian pass by his room and then snuck out into the corridor. It was empty; Darian had turned down the elbow. Leo hastily padded to a payphone within view of the nurses’ station near the foyer. He inserted a coin and then dialed a number.
He got an answering machine. You’ve reached Kip Gaspe, actor extraordinaire, it said in a voice like a cartoon character, please leave a message at the beep.
“Hey, kid. It’s Leo. I was wondering if you want to make another hundred bucks tomorrow. I need a ride. If you can do it, come by the Golden Years around noon. Okay. Bring the girl, too. Bye.”
Leo hung up the phone and shuffled back to his room. He wished he had somewhere else to go. But he was stuck. He had no choice but to return his quarters, where he laid down on the bed with his shoes on and watched television. The sitcom was about the tribulations of twenty-somethings finding love and happiness in a big city. It was so boring it put him to sleep right away.
***
Leo was up bright and early the next morning, the day after Christmas. He had his customary breakfast of oat-meal cereal in his room all by himself. Then he put on his best duds, a pair of white trousers. He was primping his bow tie in the mirror when Kip and Tavia waltzed into his room. “You called, sir?” said Kip in a bright voice.
Leo glanced at his watch as he said, “Punctuality. I like that in a young man.”
“So where we taking you, Pop?”
“For a ride. I’ll give you directions in the car.
He strode out the door with Kip and Tavia in tow. He swung his arms like a jogger as he went down the corridor past the nurses’ station. The nurse on duty looked up with a quizzical expression on her face.
“Going somewhere?” she asked.
“My kids are taking me for the day.”
The nurse then saw Kip and Tavia come up behind Leo. Each of them took one of his arms. “Keep in mind he has to be back by six,” she said to them.
“We will,” said Kip.
They strolled out the main door of the rest home, arm in arm. Outside it was bitter cold, the temperature close to zero. They guided Leo toward the street where Kip has parked his Honda Civic, which was dented and rusted on one side. Leo got in the back seat by himself. Tavia sat up front next to Kip.
“So, where we going?” Kip said from behind the wheel as he turned on the car’s heater.
“Take a right at the corner and get on the main drag,” Leo replied.
Kip drove his foreign-made box of a car down a main street that was in
transition from a New England town to a commercial center. Modern look-alike brick buildings housing businesses and professional establishments were replacing white clapboard houses with architectural character. They drove several blocks before Leo said anything.
“If memory serves me correctly, it’s just up ahead,” Leo piped up from the back seat.
Kip slowed his car down to a crawl. An irked driver behind them pulled out to pass them with a squeal of tires as Leo shouted with excitement. “That’s it!”
Kip’s car pulled up to a curb in front of a house that was painted a garish shade of purple. The once stately residence has been converted into a car stereo dealership. Most of the lawn had been paved over for customer parking. By the porch, a neon sign flashed a seductive message: low, low prices.
From the car window, Leo gawked. He couldn’t believe how it had all changed in such a short time.
“Want me to pull in?” Kip asked.
“No. Keep going.”
“Where?”
“Just keep going.”
Kip got his car back into the line of traffic flowing down the main street. He passed restaurants, convenience stores, and brick professional buildings. Leo kept quiet, sulking in the back seat.
As his car passed a fast-food restaurant whose roof was painted bright red, green, and white, Leo muttered something about turning there.
“You hungry?” Kip asked, unsure what the old man had said.
He quickly turned his car into the parking lot of the Athena Restaurant. The place was only somewhat crowded. The squiggled neon outline of a Greek dancer hopped back and forth on a sign, changing colors from red to green to white.
As soon as the car came to rest in the lot, Leo bolted from the vehicle. Then he entered the restaurant. Inside, the place was pretty typical for a fast-food restaurant: bright tube lights, shiny tiled floors, booth tables, and a serve-yourself soda bar. A bunch of teenage clerks stood by a line of cash registers
A cute adolescent girl, barely old enough to work, accosted him as he stood in the lobby, taking in his surroundings. She was anxious to make a sale.
“May I help you?” she asked.
“Yeah, I’m Leo Zepka.”
“O.K. Zepka sandwich. Will that be plain or with Spartan sauce?”
“No... I’m ...”
“—Souvlakia then?”
“No. You’re not listening. My name is Zepka. The guy who gave his name to the sandwich.”
“I just thought they made it up.”
“No. It was named after me.” A pause. “I’m looking for Max Feinstein. He used to work here.”
She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know anybody by that name. Sorry. Now do you want a sandwich?
“I want to know who’s in charge around here?”
“I’ll get my crew-shift supervisor.”
She sauntered back into the kitchen behind the service area. She returned soon with a gangly young man with a pimpled face and peach fuzz on his chin. “Can I help you, sir?” the on-duty super asked.
“I wanted to speak to the Max Feinstein,” Leo said. “You know—the owner?”
“I’m afraid Mr. Feinstein is no longer active in the franchise,” said the kid supervisor. Then he shouted into the kitchen: “Bobby, where’s Max nowadays?”
An older man with a noticeable pot belly, wearing a cook’s hat, stuck his head out of the kitchen.
“I’m pretty sure he retired to Florida,” said Bobby.
“Do you know where?” Leo asked.
“Gosh. I think it was Naples.”
“Oh,” said Leo.
“Now would you like something?” said the super. “Baklava perhaps?”
“No, thanks, ” said Leo as he backed out of the door into the parking lot. Kip was waiting for him in the lot, leaning up against the hood of his car.
“Where to, Pop?”
“Hell if I know.”
Tavia got out of the car and joined the other two. She smiled at Leo who looked confused and depressed. “Well, Leo, don’t you want to see something else?” she asked brightly.
“I seen what I came to see. And I wish I hadn’t.”
“Come on, Leo, none of that. It’s too nice of a day to be a party pooper. Let’s do something.” She looked around at the stores and shops beside the restaurant. “I know,” she said finally. “Let’s get a Sundae.”
She started down the sidewalk toward an ice cream parlor next door to the restaurant. Kip and Leo caught up to her at the steps outside the parlor entrance and followed her inside. They took an open booth in the corner.
A teenage waitress came over right away and took their orders. Leo passed on ice cream despite Tavia’s entreaties to try the Chocolate Mocha Fudge. He could care less about treats.
“I’m a forgotten man,” Leo wailed.
“Why’s that, Pop?”
“I don’t got a house anymore.”
“We live in a mobile society,” said Kip. “Do you know people sell their houses every five years and move?”
“Yeah. When you sell your house, you don’t expect someone to paint it a freakish purple and turn it into a goddamn stereo store? ”
“That’s America for you.”
The waitress brought over two large Sundaes in dishes overflowing with fudge sauce.
“Want a bite of mine, Leo?” Tavia asked.
“No. I’m too depressed.”
“I eat chocolate whenever I’m in a bummer mood. You sure?” She showed him a spoonful of ice cream covered with gooey sauce. He waved his hand no.
“You’re making too much of this,” she said after a bite.
“Tell me. How would you feel if you started a business. Put forty years of your life into it. Saw it go from one store to some 50 stores all over the state. And then you walk into the site of your first restaurant and no one remembers you?”
“Do you think anyone at Ford thinks about Henry?” Kip asked rhetorically.
“I bet you Ford workers do. But GM workers, who knows?”
“So you want to be famous?” Kip said. “Did you ever think fame doesn’t always mean good. You could end up a household name like Thomas Crapper?”
`
Tavia shoots Kip a dirty look.
“You’re getting way too emotional about this,” Tavia said. “You only talked to one person. I’m sure somebody knows who you are.”
“They were all new faces. All of them. None were ever born when I started my first restaurant.”