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As bells rang and foghorns blew; as the names came one by one for what seemed an eternity; as those planes crashed and the towers crumbled again and again and again on a million television screens - Joan and Harry Settino of Bethpage caught the new Mel Gibson flick.

"Just to get away from the TV and all the sadness," explained Harry, 70, before buying a ticket to see "Signs" at the Broadway Multiplex in Hicksville.

"And away from reality," added Joan, 66. 

They weren't alone. Though thousands of victims' families and visitors from near and far attended the ceremony yesterday morning at Ground Zero, there were those who chose to avoid the hoopla surrounding the anniversary, diverting their minds with a matinee or a shopping trip, or simply staying away from the television.

"I don't want to be in any service of any kind, none whatsoever," said Rudy Abad of Syosset, who lost his wife, Maria Rose Abad, in the attacks. "I don't need to be reminded in any way, shape or form of the sorrow that I'm going through." Perhaps, he said, the ceremonies are more helpful to those who didn't lose a loved one than to those that did.

"They might feel our pain," he said. "Does that make me feel any better? ... I'm only aware that it was a year ago. Other than that it means absolutely nothing to me." Abad spent the day at a friend's house, avoiding the media coverage.

Anger is an understandable reaction, said Michael Craig Miller, an assistant professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and the editor of the Harvard Mental Health Letter.

"I can imagine the feeling of 'I'm sort of insulted by your curiosity. This is my pain. ... You can't possibly know how I feel.'" It's one of many valid responses, he said. "The human mind, the human brain, is so complex that it really allows for a wide variety of ways of dealing with these things. Some people like to read a book, some people like to be with friends or other loved ones, some people like to go out for a long run, some people like to play the piano. Any of these ways are right."

April Naturale, the statewide director of Project Liberty, an organization offering counseling to people affected by the events of last Sept. 11, said most victims' families have chosen to participate in some kind of ceremony.

Still, she said, "We've had quite an influx of the angry calls, people saying they don't want to deal with it anymore, they don't want to be reminded of this."

That's how Geraldine Garcia, 26, of Maspeth, felt. Her parents and sister took the day off, but kept the television off. "We all know what happened, and we don't need to relive it," she said. Instead, they spent the day wandering the Broadway Mall in Hicksville after seeing a movie.

"I guess everybody figured they were taking stuff for granted before that day happened last September," Garcia said. "So it's just to show that we aren't taking it for granted, the family."

Lori McMahon, 31, of Oceanside, brought her two small daughters, ages 2 and 4, to Adventureland amusement park in Farmingdale to keep them away from the disturbing images. "You just want to shield them from the bad people in the world," she said.

But it's hard to forget, McMahon said, as she watched her husband play with the giggling toddlers - "there's so many families that can't be together today."

GRAPHIC: Newsday Photos / Michael E. Ach - 1) Joan and Harry Settino of Bethpage, above, took in a movie yesterday 2) while Lori McMahon of Oceanside, holding her 2-year-old daughter Payton, took her children to Adventureland amusement park.
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