CILNPFANANULLER SEELAL TG THE BTAD
Santa spread hollday cheer as he
visited with Irene Heeter, 83,

during his stop at the Kansas Clty
Hospice House on Sunday.

Christmas
Spirit visits a
special place

By LEE HILL KAVANAUGH
The Kantas Cy Star

When he first started visiting here
some 5ix years before, Santa Claus
wasn't sure he could truly ho, ho, ho at
}a pgcc that buys tissues by the truck-

oa

One might not believe the Kansas
City Hospice House, where patients’
average stay is less than a week, to be
an obvious place of Christmas cheer,

But then, Santa has always had a
way of defying disbelicf and sadness,
His mere spirit Jooms larger even
than his 300-pound-plus self.

Sunday he visited again, just as he
has every year since the hospice
opened at 12000 Wornall Road to pa-
tients who may range in age from five
hours to 103 years. Just a few minutes

of chatting in a comfy room, usually
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with someone confined to a
bed, surrounded by their fami-
Iy, where everyone is facing the

- most difficult of lifes mo-

ments.
For almost three hours, the

. extra-large ho-ho-ho's drift up

and down hallways, mixed
with the jingling of bells, and
the rthapsody of smaller, free-
style giggles — more beautiful
than music. Children whose
grandparents are dving. Chil-
dren whose mothers and /or fa-
thers work at the center. Even
nurses working their shifts
stop and smile ar the familiar
presence.

When Santa enters a pa-
tient’s room, more than one set
of eyes, looking back at Christ-
mas from long aga, is likely to
need one of those tissues.

A moment of joy. A dash of
happy. And there it is: magic.

Terry Burnwonthy, 54, is gaz-
irg down. deep in thought
when the door fills with red
plush. The woman in the bed,
Ada Holt, 72, looks like a sister
with gray hair and a few more
wrinkles. Both women break
into grins.

When Burmmworthy asks her
mother whether she remem-
bered the trip to Macy’s both
start to laugh *“It was in the
1960s,” Burnworthy explains. *
always pulled Santa’s beard 10
check to see if it was real or
not” ‘

Her mother nods. Santa
gives them a good-humored
look that says “naughty”

The big man will only be
identified by his nom de Noel,
This story is not about him, he
insists. Associated with Santa-
America, a volunteer service
group, he's had grief training
and knows one of the biz rules
is not to break down and have
a sick child patting Santa on
the sleeve, telling him it's going
to be all right.

“I've always been able to
make it to the door.” he con-
fides.

His heart is open. his belief in
all things magical during this
season celebrating a holy birth
Something of a super hero to
some, when the call comes, he
spruces up hus Santa belt with

the hipr metal 57 Juse ble o hane
€3 o the plush red and white-
trimmed fur and grief morphs
into joy. if only for a few min-
utes,

At the end of one hallway.
91-year-old Bob Edwards sits in
his wheelchair. He's been wait-

ing.

“Hello, there” says Santa
“Can| come in"

The man nods and waves
him inside. “I'm called ‘Red” on
account of my hair” he ex-
plains, pointing to his head, a
smattering of wiry-gray hairs
springing up on his scalp.
“Well, it used 1o be solid red”
Ard he bughs.

. Santa eases himself down in-
to a chair and they talk Red
knows he's not getting better.
His body is wearing down
Santa Erings out a present A
green mufller with red mittens
at each end. He drapes it
around Red's neck.

He tells them all the same
thing, that the present is a hug,
for when no one is around. Slip

hands into the mittens and
{[:gn yourself, and remember:
“Santa loves you all the time.”

Red grins. And that's when
be surpnses the giver. He
hands Santa a miniature pair of
raicbow-colored  suspenders
about four inches long ~I
made themn myself” he says. *[
have over 75 pairs. | like to give
them out to people.”

Santa clips them on his coat,
one on each collar, pinching
the two sides wogether. He can
eat more cookics this year with
themn, ke says.

Red shares stories about his
Jife, including the sadness he
and his wife endured from a
miscarriage decades earlier
But then he tells of the extreme
joy when a healthy son was
born later along with more
children and grandchildren
Married for 68 years, he says.

1 appreciate you listening to
me, Santa,” he fimally says. "1
know you need to see others.
Thanks. God bless you... . I've
been prayin’ every night for Je-
sus td come get me. He's com-
ing soOR.”
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As if 2 light was rurned on, a
lirtle sparkle of those past
Christmases shoves the sad-
ness to the comers of the
roum. ) .

It happens again and again.
Like in the room where
99-year-old Agnes Ragland
sleeps, with three granddaugh-
ters sitting near.

“My posh, Grandma and
Grandpa  always  brought
Christmas to us,” remembers
Lisa Ragland, whose father had
been in the military. "No mat-
ter where we were living, they
would come. And when they

1 L
arrived, Christmas did. 1o
The women s.m;l rrand look
at their grandmothet. &2 -5
still in her bed. An old photo Is
framed next to her
andfather. . ;
In"ﬂ‘aank you." says LIS1 R;ﬂa
land. as Santa leaves. “This &

special place, where we can be
Ie together and remember
and even celebrate life. It's a
td time, but being here
Makes it a special time.”
. More patients, more fami-
lies, more children in the hall-
\k';l)‘s_
And then his yearly visit is
finished. Santa rests before a

10-foot-tall  Christmas tree,
thinking about all that he saw
and heard.

I could do this next weck
and it would be all new peo-
ple.” he says, with a sigh

But he knows in some ways,
these are the lucky families.
They have the gift of saying
goodbye to each other.

He tells of an elderly lady he
met here once who was knit-
ting when be entered her
room. “Not some little booties.

No, she was knitting a big
sweater for her son.

“Live until you die, that’s
what she taught me,” he says.
*“These families find ways to
celebrate life. They still cry.
But they still Laugh, too.

“I am blessed to be in their
lives even for five minutes.”

To reach Lee Hill Kavanaugh,
call B16-816-4420 or send email
to [kavanaugh a kcstarcom.



