


A

From Page One :

al

The Washington Post

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 24, 2009

l'or some children (and grown-ups). beliel in Santa never grows old

SANTA FROM Al

“Freaky.” Daniel agreed. “May-
be he has elves that are spies.” He
eved his mother, Janice. “Mavbe
vou're one,” he said.

Children traditionally lose
faith in Santa at age 8, polls say.
But Charlotte Reznick, a child
educational psvehologist and au-
thor of a book called “The Power
of Your Childs Imagination,” said
she often meets late believers in
her practice.

“Just as there are children that
grow up too fast, there are chil-
dren who remain innocent for a
while longer,” Reznick said. “Tts
sweet)” And the parents often get
in on the act, she said, “because
adulis like to believe childhood is
a lovely, carefree time. And its
not true.”

This year, Galen has watched
her parents go through a rocky
patch, strugele with money and
decide to put her childhood home
in Falls Church up for sale.

Given evervthing shes going

through, said her mother, Diane,
“why not let her have the magic?”

Santas spell hasn been bro-
ken for Fiona Penn, either. A 12-
vear-old student at Carl Sandburg
Middle School in the Alexandria
part of Fairfax, Fiona is aware of
the ubiguitous shopping mall
Santas and the fact that some pre-
sents arrive via a UPS truck, not
from the sky. But she chooses to
believe that ker Santa is different.

“T'he mall Santas, thev change.
They get hired and fired. But he'’s
the real one,” she said.

Witnesses say that the Merri-
field Santa appears not to have
aged in 20 years (!) but is thor-
oughly modern. He tells children
that his sleigh has a GPS system.
He has a book out. Actoally two:
“St. Nicholas of the 21st Century”
and “Santa’s Notebook™ — each
$£8 on your way out

He exerts full creative control
over the decor of the Santa house,
filling it with snowmen and trees,
an antique sleigh and twinkling
blue lights on the ceiling, like tiny
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stars.

But he is reluctant to reveal
much more and worries about his
media image, and whether he
should be named.

“Can’t you just say the man
who is responsible for all of this,
the man behind it all, is John
Buckreis?” fretted the 79-vear-old
retired horticulturalist.

His chief elf passes a note: “You
work for a newspaper called The
Washington Post. Your paper
honors anonymous sources. Hon-
or Santa Claus. Don't be a
grinch.”

The parents who take their
children to the garden center
know the drill Toting sack din-
ners and their kKids’ homework as-
signments, they start lining up
more than an hour before Santa
appears in a jangle of bells.

They sign the guest book,
where Santa, in crooked penman-
ship, asks them to list “How many
vears visiting the Real Santa." The
Fitzpatricks of Leesburg have
been coming 35 years. The Sulli-
vans of Herndon, 34.

Throughout the evening, Santa
speaks earnestly to his voung visi-
tors from his sleigh, urging them
to clean their rooms and quit
fighting with their siblings. He
sends each kid out with a reli-
gious bookmark to remind them
of the true spirit of the season.

The line to see him was s0 long
one recent night that some moms
and dads gave up after a while,
pulling their children to the door
as they moaned like foghorns.

After waiting for nearly four
hours, Galen finallv made it to the
front of the line. Santa seemed
glad to see her. She showed him
pictures of Eli, and then one of
the dog before that. She pre-
sented her list He waved off the
purple Chuck Taylor high tops

TRACY A, WCODWE ROV THE WASHINGTON POST

Madison Burns of Fort Belvoir listens to the crowd at the Merrifield Garden Center sing “Happy
Birthday™ as she visits Santa on her 11th birthday. Children and their parents wait honrs to see him.

polish set or a “New Moon”™ vam-
pire T-shirt. And maybe a chew
bone for Eli.

Then he zinged her with a
speech he said he saves for all the
late believers:

“You've heen coming to see me
a long time. I remember the first
time vou came to see me. Next
vear, vou probably won't come
and see me anymore, and that’s
okay. Thatt how life is. ... But I
want vou to know that your best
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your family and friends vou ha-
ven'tmet vet”

(zalen eved him solemnly as he
spoke but didn’t respond.

Not everyone ages out of their
connection with Santa. Two vears
ago, Amanda Brady, 24, who'd vis-
ited Santa for years as a child, re-
turned to the garden center with
her preschooler. The Woodbridge
teacher thought her old friend
might have forgotten her, but he
hadn’t.

ST mhmnd..;;xict]}? whol

but s
o

was. He said, Tt reallv good to
see vou, Amanda, how have yvou
been? " she recalled. “It shocked
me. ... Istopped believing at age
12, but when I saw him again, [
didn*t know whether to believein
him or not. Something about it
was really cool. If he knows who [
am, he’s gotta have some Kind of
magic going for him.”
gowena@washpost.com

Staff researcher Meg Smith
contributed to this report.






