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In September, as she has done every year on the anniversary of 9/11, Westfield teenager Kaila Starita will force herself to accompany her family into the pit in Lower
Manhattan where the Twin Towers once stood. That is where, she says, she feels closest to her father, Anthony Starita, who died in the attacks. This year Kaila wants to
see the new Memorial Plaza and perhaps get a glimpse of the new museum built underneath. She says she is also hoping to read the some of the names of those who died
along with her dad.

For Westfield Family, Summers Bring Back Sad Memories Of Sept. 11, 2001
By Travis Fedschun
The soundtrack of the Wildwood

boardwalk during the summer can be a
mixture of laughter from children having
their funnel cakes to the screams of riders
on the Great White rollercoaster at
Morey’s Pier.

As sea foam laps the white sandy
beaches, this pristine scene has a different
meaning to the Starita family of Westfield.
The sun-kissed boardwalk brings them
back to the summer of 2001 before their
lives would forever be changed by the
deadliest terrorist attack on American soil.

“The summertime always brings me
back to that summer before,” says Diane
Starita, who lost her husband, Anthony
Starita, 35, in the attacks. It was that
summer before that brings flashbacks ev-
ery year, a replay of high emotion that
peaks in late August as that anniversary
draws near.

As the nation prepares to mark the 10-
year anniversary of the attacks of Sept.
11, 2001, the generation that has grown
up with the after-effects also prepares to
take the big step into adulthood.

Kaila Starita was only 6 when her
father, Anthony, was killed in the attacks.
Her father, a limited partner at Cantor
Fitzgerald, had worked in bond trading on
the 104th floor of Tower 1 since he gradu-
ated from Baruch College in Manhattan.

Originally from Staten Island, her par-
ents moved to Westfield in 1997 when she
was 2 years old. They had only been in

living in town for four years when the
attacks took place. Kaila had just started
school, and the family did not know that
many people, but her mother is more
thankful than ever for what the community
did in the aftermath to help them.

 “For the first six months, I didn’t have
to cook a meal,” said Mrs. Starita. “I
didn’t have to drive my kids anywhere. So
as far as getting through life and trying to
keep life as normal as possible for the
children’s sake, everyone just really
stepped up to the plate.”

Many 9/11 victims’ families were
mourning the loss of a spouse who hap-
pened to be the principal income earner,
leaving quite a few to ask how they were
going to survive. Even though many of the
children at the time were young, they still
had a great understanding of what their
surviving parent had to go through.

“I think it was very scary for her,” said
Kaila. “Her main focus was to just raise us.
It was very hard for her after he died. Not
knowing what was going to happen was
shocking and difficult for all of us. “

 At the time her friends at Franklin
Elementary School did not fully under-
stand what was happening. Kaila herself
did not have a full grasp of what had
actually taken place. “I thought this was
only a time thing and that he would be back
in only a week or so,” she recalled. “It
would definitely be different if it happened
now or a few years ago. Since I was so
little, I didn’t understand what was going

on.”
Now a junior at Westfield High School,

Kaila is very aware of the community and
world around her. She is involved in activi-
ties such as working with Operation Smile,
an organization that raises money to help
children with cleft palates, and volunteer-
ing at the Children’s Specialized Hospital
in Mountainside. Although she is not think-
ing about a career at this time, she defi-
nitely has an interest in working with chil-
dren in the future.

Sitting on her dark blue couch draped
with a Mets blanket, she talks about how
uncomfortable she gets when history
classes at Westfield High start to discuss
9/11 and her name is always mentioned.
Whenever her name or her dad’s name is
brought up, one of her friends usually lets
her know. She pauses, a rather long time.
“It’s so weird that 10 years have passed.
I am still being brought up. Not everyone
knows now, and I feel like it’s better for
me. I don’t want to be treated any differ-
ently.”

 Growing up, Kaila found it hard to
watch her classmates with their complete
families when she had only her mother. As
she looks to her future, one of the mo-
ments that Kaila will probably miss most
will be her dad not being able to walk her
down the aisle when she gets married.

She has thought about what she will say
when she does have children of her own
some day, about what to tell them regard-
ing their grandfather. Her face lights up

when first talking about it. While she says
she won’t do it until they are older, being
associated forever associated with such a
major event will compel her to confront
the issue.

Her mother also thinks that having her
husband’s name mentioned around
Westfield and during readings of the names
at Ground Zero is important because it
keeps his memory living on.

 “The family should not be forgotten
because we can go on with our lives,
people have remarried, people have chil-
dren, but it is something that is always with
us,” she added. She said she embraces
“anything that’s out there and anything that
reminds anyone that Anthony Starita was
here.”

For the Staritas, the last 10 years are
still an open wound. If anything, these
families don’t believe the word “closure”
exists in the dictionary. They do not want
to hear that their story is “closed.” There
are still many questions that families have,
because many do not know what really
took place in the towers. So the story of
their loved one is never closed, because to
close the story would mean that the memory
would be forever gone.

Kaila and her brother, Jason, were
able to spend the previous night, Sept. 10,
2001, with their father. Her mother had
gone to a P.T.A. meeting and had left
Anthony to take care of the kids. She
knew it was going to be a long meeting
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because the Westfield school dis-
trict at the time was going through
a change with the “new math.”
Mrs. Starita laughs now at how
whatever intense debate at the
time seems to matter little now.

That opportunity to spend an
entire night with her dad, eating
dinner and watching television in
their basement, pretty run-of-the-
mill activities, brings a full, beam-
ing smile to Kaila’s face when she
talks about it as one of her favor-
ite moments with her dad. Her
mother too, is very grateful that
her children were able to get a
chance to spend a full evening
alone with their dad on a Monday
night. He was able to tuck them
into bed that evening, and that
would be one of their last memo-
ries of him.

As the older sibling, Kaila
does remember more about her
father than her brother Jason,
who was 3 at the time of the
attacks. This means that Kaila
does play a role in certain recol-
lections of their father. “We don’t

talk too much about it on our
own,” she said. “I do feel like it’s
my responsibility to tell him things
about our dad. If there are things
that remind me of our dad, I tell
him.”

She doesn’t watch any videos
of Sept. 11, mainly because her
mom has urged her to avoid them.
Ten years later, she still does not
think she is ready to watch any
videos or documentaries featur-
ing the attacks. She does read
about the event in books and
explains that images in magazines
as well are easier for her to look
at and understand than looking at
video.

To Kaila, going to Lower
Manhattan every year for the
memorial service seems to be
better than watching on televi-
sion. She feels like she is closer to
her dad there, more than any-
where. The family did receive
parts of bones from his arm and
leg, so they were able to bury him
and have a memorial service. He
did spend most of his time at the
World Trade Center over the
years, Kaila said, so it seems

fitting that the Staritas would feel
most comfortable going down
into the pit.

Diane Starita hopes that her
daughter will read the list of names
this year, including the name of
her father. It will be a tough choice
for her to make, but she will make
the trip to Lower Manhattan on
that day regardless. As they will
step onto the new memorial plaza
opening up this year, the area will
have new significance, only
heightened as the National Sep-
tember 11th Memorial and Mu-
seum will open up next year.

If there is any way to best
describe Anthony Starita, it would
be for his balancing act: he linked
a successful career as a bond
trader, an avid golfer, and a fam-
ily man who enjoyed spending
time outside, whether it was in the
garden or just watching his chil-
dren play.

 That summer before, the one
that still hangs in the minds of the
Starita family, he had taken time
off his membership at the Colonia
County Club to be at home more
often. He was able to see many

friends and family that he nor-
mally would have been too busy
to make time to see.

“We used to go to Wildwood,”
said Kaila. “And after my dad
died we never went back, but
actually this summer we are going
back. I think my mom thinks its
OK now to go back because we
spent every summer there since I
was born. I’m really excited to go
back this summer.”

She noted that in his missing
persons poster made after the
attacks, many of the photos came
from the family’s trip to Wild-
wood, since they were the most
recent at the time. The trip this
summer will most definitely bring
back a flood of memories, she
surmised, but also the opportu-
nity to create new ones.

Kaila’s mother still lives by her
husband’s advice on how to keep
a happy balance. “We still have a
big life; we still have a lot of love
in our life even though this hor-
rible, horrible thing happened to
us and even though it is with us
every day,” she noted. “But I
imagine that would be his advice,

you know, what happened to him
was for a reason, and why we’re
still here is for a reason. Every-
body has to do the best with what
they’re given, every single day.”

*****
Travis Fedschun is a Rutgers

University graduate with a dual
degree in Journalism/Media Stud-
ies and Political Science with a
minor in History. He is the former
President of the Rutgers Univer-
sity Chapter of the Society of
Professional Journalists, named
1 Campus Chapter in the North-
east in 2010. He is also one of the
founding members of the Rutgers
University Historical Society and
wrote for their newsletter, The
Chanticleer. He interned at News
12 New Jersey in the Fall of
2010. His interest in the 9/11
Project comes from growing up
in Morris County.
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The Nelson sisters of Clark, daughters of a Port Authority policeman who died in the World Trade Center on Sept. 11, 2001, have found solace at America’s Camp in
Massachusetts. The camp is held one week annually.
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By Nancy Santucci
“Butterfly kisses, with her

momma there Sticking little white
flowers all up in her hair ‘Walk
me down the aisle daddy, it’s just
about time’ ‘Does my wedding
gown look pretty daddy?’
‘Daddy don’t cry’ With all that
I’ve done wrong, I must have
done something right To deserve
her love every morning, And but-
terfly kisses at night.” – Bob
Carlisle

Many girls dream about their
wedding day — the songs that
will play, the people that will be
there, the father/daughter dance,
the flowers, the dress. Caitlin
Nelson was 5 years old when her
father talked about her wedding
day with her, the night before
Sept. 11, 2001.

Now 14 years old, she recalls
the night.

 “The night before we were in
the living room … and my dad
was playing the song ‘Butterfly
Kisses,’ he was dancing with me
and my sister, and he told me that
when I get married, he’ll dance
with me to that song,” she said.

After that, Port Authority Po-
lice Officer James Nelson brought
his daughter to bed, calling her
“Caitlin baby” and said, “I’ll see
you tomorrow.”

He did see her the next morn-
ing. She got up and ate cereal

with her father before he took off
for work from their home in Clark.
She went back to bed.

James Nelson worked as a
police officer for 15 years. He
was instructing a class in Jersey
City that September morning
when he was called to get to the
trade center because of the at-
tacks. Before he left, James
Nelson called his wife; that was
the last communication he had
with his family. He went into the
towers, they are unsure of which
one; he saved people, of that they
are sure.

For a few weeks after the
terror attacks, he was consid-
ered missing until his remains were
found.

“I think he died like he would
want to,” Caitlin said, “helping
people.”

Caitlin was so young on Sept.
11; she knew him as a child knew
him.

“He liked the Beatles and so
do I,” she said.

Caitlin recalled him singing
around the house and in the car.

“He used to play ‘Yellow Sub-
marine’ with me,” she said.

The family is a close-knit unit,
a mother, Rosanne, and two
daughters. This past year, Caitlin’s
sister, 20-year-old college stu-
dent Anne Nelson, spent a year
studying abroad in Spain. Mom

and Caitlin were about to go see
her when Anne spoke over Skype
about the closeness of their fam-
ily.

“We’re emotionally close, but
it’s also sometimes suffocating
when you get older, and my
mom’s still trying to treat me like
a child because of that event. In
that way I think it’s kind of scared
her to the point where she needs
to hold onto us,” she said. “But
being close, I really enjoy that.
It’s her own way of protecting us
more because she couldn’t stop
that from happening, I guess.”

Anne was 11 years old, just
starting middle school when Sept.
11 changed her life. When her
father was no longer considered
“missing,” she was forced to ac-
cept that he was not “somewhere
lying in a hospital bed,” as she had
imagined.

“It was at the point when the
police came to the door with the
priest that I knew,” she said. “I
mean even though they did come,
I still just didn’t want to believe it.
It was that whole denial phase.”

She still remembers the smell
of the incense and the sound of
the bagpipes from the funeral.

“Ever since then, whenever I
hear bagpipes or smell incense, it
brings back those memories,” she
said. “I hate it.”

Renovation on their house was

set to be complete by Sept. 11.
But instead, dealing with the af-
termath of 9/11, the family pushed
the renovation back. When it fi-
nally took place, the two sisters
were not happy with the change.

“I was upset, I told my mom I
wanted it changed back after,”
Caitlin said. “Like the couch he
would come home and take naps
on I couldn’t get rid of it. It’s in the
basement. All his records are
downstairs and a lot are in the
attic.”

“Even if we got to the point
where we had to sell the house,”
she added, “I think I’d have sepa-
ration anxiety just cause of all the
memories passing on to some-
body who never knew him.”

Despite the cosmetic home
changes, the daughters’ memo-
ries of their father are still very
much alive.

“I do have a lot of memories,
and it’s good to talk about them,”
Anne said. “I remember this one
night I couldn’t sleep so I came
downstairs, and I was talking to
him and we just talked about the
future — I was only 10 years old
and I was having such a deep
conversation about what I wanted
to be. It was nice to have that
person there to talk about that
stuff with.”

Every August, Caitlin and Anne
have been attending “America’s

Camp” in Massachusetts, a week-
long summer camp for children of
9/11 victims. Anne started off as
a camper but is now a counselor
at the summer camp.

“It really helps a lot, and I
keep in touch with all the kids too,
we always talk,” Caitlin said.

“Meeting the other people in
my situation and if you look at
them you’d never know that
they’ve gone through,” she said.
“And we’re all in that situation …
it’s nice to fall back on those
people and have them there to
talk to when you need them.”

Not all her peers are that sup-
portive, or understand what Sept.
11 signifies for her.

“People say things and make
jokes and think it’s funny,” she
said.

Caitlin relies on her friends at
“America’s Camp” to understand
what she’s feeling.

“I talk to friends from camp,”
she said. “We have an inbox on
Facebook, and we always talk.
When I need something or when
something comes up, I’ll talk to
them.”

When the day comes each
year, Caitlin and Anne must deal
with the publicity surrounding their
father’s death. And in a world of
new technology, it becomes even
more public. Reminiscent of birth-

Continued on next page
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days on Facebook, if peers know
that their “friend’s” father died in
the 9/11 attacks, they may post
on her Facebook page.

“There’s people that I won’t
talk to for years and then they’ll
write on my Facebook wall ‘I
hope you’re OK. Your dad was
a nice guy,’” Caitlin said. “I just
don’t like it when it’s other people
that I don’t even talk to who want
to suddenly talk to me one day a
year.”

As a college student, Anne left
the comfort of the town and the
people she knew since Sept. 11
for a new campus and a new
group of people.

“When I meet people I don’t
try to mention it,” she said. “I
don’t consider it something I need
to tell people because I think they
do kind of judge you based off
that.”

Because Anne is older, she
said her peers tend to be more
sensitive to what 9/11 represents
to her. But she has been con-
fronted by upsetting incidents.

“When people, mostly guys,
will say ‘Oh, I don’t like the cops’
or ‘They’re nothing, they just try
to get you into trouble,’ I take that

Continued from previous page personally, and I told one person,
‘My dad was a cop,’” she said.
“And they take it the wrong way
like you’re just being too uptight
about things, but in that situation it
feels like a personal attack.”

They continue to turn to their
camp friends for guidance and
support. In the 10 years since
Sept. 11, Anne and Caitlin have
become very close to their fellow
campers. As a saying goes at
“America’s Camp,” it is better to
light a candle than to curse the
darkness. And the young women
try to be testaments to that state-
ment.

“They’re some of the closest
friends that I have,” Anne said. “I
think that’s why I wanted to get
into the psychology route be-
cause maybe I want to work with
grieving children just because of
what’s happened to me. Maybe I
can give back to somebody else.”

Both Caitlin and Anne are in-
spired by their father for their
future work. His sacrifice has been
an inspiration for his two daugh-
ters.

“I want to do something with
law enforcement like maybe the
FBI … or combine it with psy-
chology and Spanish and maybe

be a translator for the FBI,” Anne
said. “It’s definitely because of
my dad because … as I started
getting older and after everything
happened, I just wanted to follow
in his footsteps.”

Caitlin plans to go into law
enforcement, too, though her fa-
ther might have been none to
pleased by that decision.

“I’d like to become a police
officer,” she said. “But he always
said to my sister and me that he
doesn’t want us to go into law
enforcement.”

The 10-year anniversary of
their father’s death means an-
other year without him – but an-
other year of growing strength as
well.

“I’m looking forward and not
looking forward to this next anni-
versary,” Anne said. “I mean it’s
just another year, it doesn’t get
better, it just gets a little more
bearable.”

This 10th anniversary is espe-
cially bittersweet for them as it
comes with the closing of
“America’s Camp.”

“It’s going to be the last year
because the youngest kids are
going to be 10 then,” Caitlin said.
“Before everyone gets too old,

they want to end it on a good
note. It’s really hard for all of us.”

It has been 10 years since
Sept. 11, and progress on re-
building on ground zero has been
slow. Many may believe this is
upsetting for the families, but not
for the Nelsons.

“I definitely don’t agree with
them building a memorial right
where ground zero is. … It’s just
become such a tourist attraction,”
Anne said. “Since there’s still
some peoples’ remains there that
haven’t been found and then
they’re going to put something on
top of that? I’m really grateful that
my dad was at least found cause
some people don’t even have
that closure, and all they have is
ground zero where there’s just
that emptiness. But if they fill it,
they have nothing.”

With her potential future ca-
reer as a psychologist and her
current job as a counselor, Anne
already has the ability to give
advice to other young people
experiencing similar grief.

“There’s definitely going to be
low points, but if you can find the
strength to remember all the good
things, then that can keep you
moving on,” she said. “I know

there have been times when I
would break down crying … and
I would just say that he wants me
to be happy and you need to live
your life to the fullest. Just cause
they’re gone doesn’t mean you
need to be, too.”

And Caitlin said she will play
their song, “Butterfly Kisses,” at
her wedding.

“I think he’d be happy I’m
honoring his memory,” Caitlin
said.

*****
Nancy Santucci will be gradu-

ating Rutgers University in May
2011 with a degree in journalism
and media studies and women’s
and gender studies. She is from
Toms River, N.J. Nancy’s time
at Rutgers included working at
The Daily Targum and studying
women’s leadership as a leader-
ship scholar in the Institute for
Women’s Leadership. Her inter-
ests include women in the media
and politics. Once she graduates,
she will be doing a year of service
with City Year in Miami. After
that she plans on going to gradu-
ate school.
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