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Concepts & ThoughtConcepts & ThoughtConcepts & ThoughtConcepts & ThoughtConcepts & Thought
Perez-Santalla: From Mountainside
To Baghdad, Iraq and Back Again

By LINDA CONDRILLO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

MOUNTAINSIDE — Deerfield
Elementary School isn’t a likely place
you’d see a soldier unless that soldier
happens to be U.S. Army Specialist
and Deerfield alumnus Nick Perez-
Santalla, recently on leave from Iraq.

The Westfield Leader and The
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times met
up with Mr. Perez-Santalla in the
hallway outside the classroom of his
former social studies teacher, John
Theis. For over 25 years, Mr. Theis
has consistently been making a dif-
ference in not only what his students
learn, but how they learn.

Rumor had it for decades that he had
been a Marine. Not true, he revealed.
However, his style of discipline and his
ability to get students to do their best,
by expecting the best, is not unlike what
the military has apparently taught one
of his former graduates, home for two
well deserved weeks of rest.

Students fortunate to have Mr. Theis
in their final year at Deerfield can
expect to get to know the true mean-
ing of current events. Nick, now 21,
agreed to Deerfield to answer ques-
tions from eighth graders about his
experiences and present tour of duty.

During an interview with The Leader/
Times after school, Mr. Theis said, “Nick
coming here today made what is going
on in the world real for my students.”

The newspapers’ obvious questions
“Why did you enlist?” and “How did
your parents react when you told them
you wanted to join the Army?” were
answered by a gentleman obviously
deeply concerned about his country,
as well as family. In fact 9-11 was the
impetus and his parents’ reaction was
that of true surprise.

The soldier’s parents, Donna and
Javier, are a well known couple in the
tight-knit borough, and have been
active members at Our Lady of
Lourdes Church even before they
became a “military” family.

In a telephone interview, Donna re-
vealed that 9-11 made more of an impact
on Nick than he had told me. Tragically,
the first day of his senior year of high
school at Union Catholic was marked by
the fateful attacks. Like for so many
people in our area, it hit close to home.
Real close. One of his best friend’s
mother, an airline stewardess, had per-
ished on Flight 77 and Javier’s previous
employer was none other than Cantor
Fitzgerald. There were a lot of “what
ifs.” What if he could make a difference
must have been one of them.

“Of course we were proud of Nick’s
decision,” said Donna. “But we were
also very scared. We do think it’s
important from a parent’s perspec-
tive not to get in the way of their
decisions. It’s what he wanted after
he thought it through.”

Thanks to modern technology, Nick
speaks to at least one of his parents on
a daily basis. His father felt it was
important for people to know how
critical it is to remember, and to un-
derstand, that the soldiers at the front
line are connected to the home front
like never before in history.

“I speak to my son every day from
Baghdad on his Iraqi cell phone –
they have access to cable news – with
digital photos shared through e-mail
– so we have to be careful how we
frame the debate here at home be-
cause it does impact the morale on the
front line,” said Javier.

The Perez-Santallas have another
son, Chris, 19, stationed in Hawaii as
part of the Naval Police Force, but has
recently commented to his father that
he has considered volunteering to serve
either in Iraq or Guantanamo Bay.

When The Leader/Times asked
Javier his reaction to that, he said he
told his younger son, “You have a
sweet deal, why give it up?” Two
truly amazing sons indeed.

Mr. Perez-Santalla explained that ba-
sic training was “tough” and the food
was “good at the beginning, and the
monotonous.” He added that soldiers
have all of their basic supplies and that
besides missing his family and friends,
he misses “the simple things” such as
coming and going whenever he pleased,
and showering whenever he wanted to.
He missed the Mountainside air, not the
stuffy, stagnant, dirty dessert air.

When asked if he had encoun-
tered any close calls, he relived the
details of a mortar attack, just days
earlier, and then interjected how his
training in basic training had taught
him to react. And react he did –
pulling a female solider to the floor
with him, and then getting out of
there quick.

Mr. Theis added, “Nick made the
kids understand how important it is to
pay attention, as later in life, what
you learn could save your life, or that
of someone else.” Another explosion
came and the standard procedure of
signing an “accountability roster” fol-
lowed. This was the scariest and most
unexpected experience Mr. Perez-

Santalla had so far, and just two days
before his leave. For 30 seconds, he
believed he would not be coming
home at all. He had also attended
several memorial services for those
he knew, one for a former roommate
from basic training.

Our chat was briefly interrupted by a
family friend and a mother of an eighth
grader who had spotted him in Mr. Theis’
room and couldn’t give up the opportu-
nity to stop in to wish him well, and leave
with a very big hug. Mr. Perez-Santalla
politely asked about her family and con-
gratulated her daughter on her upcom-
ing graduation from Deerfield.

The soldier told The Leader/Times
that he thinks about his future all the
time, as his tour will be up in 2006.

“It will be attacked— after this
stepping stone I will decide who I am
before this is all over, so, I have a
foundation. It’s sort of like, ‘I’m a
junior in high school’ and I’m think-
ing about which colleges I want to
consider,” he said.

I couldn’t help thinking, if it weren’t
for guys like Nick, his brother Chris,
and all the other servicemen and women
before them, who have and continue to,
protect our country, we might not have
the simple freedoms we so often take
for granted. And maybe the air in New
Jersey isn’t so bad after all.

Letters from home are always appre-
ciated. Please mail them to SPC Perez-
Santalla, Nicholas, or any serviceman/
woman in his division c/o 3rd Det 3 Sig
Co, 3ID57B, Apo Ae 09352.

                    Linda Condrillo for The Westfield Leader and The Times
EXTRA-SPECIAL VISITOR…U.S. Army Specialist and Deerfield alumnus Nick
Perez-Santalla, recently on leave from Iraq, returned to his alma mater to speak
with eighth graders and visit with his former social studies teacher John Theis.

Redefining Senior “HOME”
Whether it’s our pets in residence, our flowering
plants or our staff that acts more like family
than caregivers, Sunrise Senior Living provides
everyday experiences that make our communities
simply, more livable. 

At Sunrise, we understand that the transition
to a senior community isn’t always easy. So, we

focus on the details of living, from beautifully
appointed living spaces to delicious meals,
engaging social activities, transportation, and
personalized assistance and care.

Visit or call Sunrise Senior Living today to
see what we do to make our communities into
places seniors can call home.

* One book per visitor.
Limited quantities available.

Mountainside Brighton Gardens of Mountainside 908-654-4460 1350 Route 22 West AL, ALZ
Westfield Sunrise of Westfield 908-317-3030 240 Springfield Avenue AL, ALZ

AL=Assisted Living   ALZ=Alzheimer’s Care

www.sunriseseniorliving.com

Please join us
at Brighton Gardens of

Mountainside for an
Open House

on Saturday, June 25th
from

11:00am-3:00pm

Dorson Baby Care, Inc. 
Would you like time, rest and comfort after the birth of your 

baby?  Dorson Baby Care will give you the attention and care  
that you and your baby deserve! 

We ProvWe Provide: e: 

LivLive-in, n, LivLive-outout, full , full and partand part time babyby 

nurseses & nas & nannnnies s 

BaBaby aby and fd family support just aily support just afteter childbr childbirth 

Expectant Moms: Call now to reserve your baby nurse 
(973) 672-7691  (732) 376-0003 

www.dorsonhomecare.com 

Accredited by the NJ  

Commission on Accreditation  

for Home Care, Inc.   908-518-0800  Toll Free: 866-518-0800
www.westfieldmortgage.com

WESTFIELD MORTGAGE

Equal housing lender. Licensed by the NJ Department of Banking and Insurance.

Free credit evaluation and approvals
Guaranteed closing costs
New home purchases
Construction loans
Refinances

President, Westfield Mortgage
NEIL SULLIVAN

CONGRATULATIONS!…Laura
Goscicki of Scotch Plains has graduated
magna cum laude from the State Univer-
sity of New York at New Paltz with a
double major in art history and visual
arts. She is a 2001 graduate of Scotch
Plains-Fanwood High School, where she
was active in the music, choral, and the-
ater programs.

Huff, Myers Receive
Degrees at Berkeley

SCOTCH PLAINS – Scotch Plains
residents Danielle Huff and Nicole
Myers have received degrees from Ber-
keley College during the 2005 com-
mencement ceremony. Danielle earned
a degree in business administration/
management, while Nicole received a
degree in paralegal studies.

Jennifer Korecky
Graduates Columbia
WESTFIELD — Jennifer Korecky of

Westfield graduated from Columbia Uni-
versity on May 18, earning a Bachelor of
Arts degree in Architecture, with a special-
ization in Urban Studies. She completed her
final semester on the dean’s list, qualifying
with a 3.6 or higher grade point average.

During her career at Columbia, she
was a member of the varsity women’s
lacrosse team for three years, partici-
pated in Columbia’s Power Lunch Read-
ing Program as a mentor for a New York
City elementary student, worked part-
time for the university’s athletic office,
and held internships at architecture and
planning firms in Manhattan.

A 2001 graduate of Westfield High
School, Jennifer is the daughter of Mr.
and Mrs. Ed Korecky.

Jeffrey Nusse Named
To President’s List

WESTFIELD – Westfield resident
Jeffrey Nusse has been named to the
President’s List at Coastal Carolina
University in Conway, S.C.
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Anthony Loomis Earns
Veterinary Awards

SCOTCH PLAINS – Anthony
Loomis, the son of Mr. and Mrs. Tom
Loomis of Scotch Plains, was among
students and graduates recently hon-
ored during the Oklahoma State Uni-
versity (OSU) Center for Veterinary
Health Sciences awards ceremony.

Anthony was one of four veterinary
students who received a $400 award
from SCAVMA, OSU’s student chap-
ter of the American Veterinary Medical
Association.

He also received the $300 American
Veterinary Medical Association Auxil-
iary Senior Award, an $800 CVM
Alumni Award and the World Animal
Care Foundation print.

Anthony completed his doctor of
veterinary medicine degree and gradu-
ated from OSU on May 7. He plans to
pursue a career in private practice, serv-
ing small animals and exotics.

VALEDICTORIAN…Oratory Prep has
reported that Joseph Kenny of Westfield
has been named Valedictorian of the
Class of 2005. A member of the Newman
Chapter of the National Honor Society
and editor-in-chief of the school’s news-
paper, Joseph spoke at the school’s 98th
annual commencement exercises on June
4. He is the son of Mr. and Mrs. Joseph
Kenny of Westfield.

Brian Dyke Receives
Award from Hartwick
WESTFIELD – Brian Dyke of

Westfield, the son of Mr. and Mrs.
Kermit Dyke, has received the Douglas
Mayer Award in Management at
Hartwick College in Oneonta, N.Y.,
where he is a senior.

The award recognizes the best senior
thesis submitted before the Honors Con-
vocation by a graduating senior man-
agement major, as selected by the de-
partment facility.

Brian is majoring in management
with a minor in philosophy. At
Hartwick, he has participated in Dark-
ling Gaming Club and Bi-Gala.

Christie Storms for The Westfield Leader and The Times
REMEMBERING MEGAN…Pictured, left to right, in Megan Beck’s Memorial
Garden at McKinley Elementary School in Westfield are: kindergarten teacher
Kathy Speir, Principal Claudia Andreski, and Christine Carr.

Rodger Curlick of WF
Receives Scholarship
WESTFIELD – Rodger Curlik of

Westfield was presented with the Phi
Kappa Sigma scholarship at Mov-
ing-Up Day ceremonies held recently
at St. Lawrence University in Can-
ton, N.Y.

An economics major at St.
Lawrence, Rodger graduated from
Westfield High School.

Garden at McKinley
Honors Megan Beck

By CHRISTIE STORMS
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — Friends and fam-
ily of Megan Beck gathered at McKinley
Elementary School in Westfield on
Sunday afternoon to dedicate a new
memorial garden in her honor.

Megan, a 20-year-old lifelong
Westfield resident who passed away in
January, had not only attended McKinley
School, but recently returned there as a
camp counselor with the Westfield Sum-
mer Playground Organization.

The idea for the garden was the
brainstorm of family friends Kathy
Speir, currently a kindergarten teacher
at McKinley School, and Christine

Carr. Both had daughters who were
close friends with Megan.

“Kathy and I really wanted to do
something special in her honor and
there was this empty corner at McKinley
School,” Ms. Carr explained. “So for
fundraising, we sent out about 120 let-
ters to families that knew Megan. I
believe over 100 families donated.”

During the dedication ceremony,
McKinley School Principal Claudia
Andreski related that while she had
not met Megan personally, she felt
that she knew her through the many
people whose lives she had touched.

McKinley teachers Cathy Houlihan
McGarry, Holly Baly, and Mary
Dailey shared their memories of
teaching Megan as a child, recalling
her ponytails and round glasses, dry
sense of humor and friendly smile.

Megan’s good friends shared origi-
nal poems and sentiments about who
Megan was and how fondly she will
be remembered. They cited her love
of the New York Yankees, Slurpee
drinks, Range Rovers, Converse
sneakers, television show “Wheel of
Fortune,” and movie You’ve Got Mail.

Mostly, they spoke of the depth of
Megan’s loyalty and friendship and
her great sense of humor.

Children who knew Megan dispensed
a penny wrapped in tulle with a lavender
bow to each member of the large crowd
gathered in front of the garden. They
read a poem about pennies being tossed
down from heaven by angels, and that
these pennies could serve as a reminder
of Megan still being with them all.

Led by Principal Claudia Andreski,
the entire group of children gathered
together to sing a version of a school
song “Everybody Loves McKinley,”
changing the final stanzas to “Every-
body Loves Megan” and personalizing
the remainder of the lyrics in her honor.

The garden’s landscape was de-
signed and planted by M & R Land-
scaping of Westfield. It consists of an
ornamental cherry tree, holly bushes,
cherry laurel, hostas, mounding
spirea, ground phlox, and black-eyed
Susans, which were Megan’s favorite
flower. A seating area comprised of
two curved benches was also incor-
porated into the design.

While not completed in time for
the dedication ceremony, a bronze
plaque will be mounted on a stone
with the inscription of the poem, “The
Gifts of Life” by Sarah Britt.

Megan’s mother, Karen Beck, ex-
pressed the family’s heartfelt thanks
to all those involved with the project,
especially Ms. Carr and Ms. Speir for
coordinating it from the beginning
and seeing it through to completion.

“Megan’s life was cut short with-
out much warning. She had accomplished
many things and was poised on the edge
of adulthood,” Mrs. Beck stated. “This
garden is her legacy to the future. Her
name will be memorialized forever.”

Megan’s Garden will be used as a
reading area and outdoor classroom for
McKinley Elementary School students.


