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I was sitting at a rubber-chicken event, dressed in a ball gown and chatting with the woman next to me. It turns out we were about the same age, had attended the same graduate school, are mothers living in Westchester, juggling jobs and home, and wondering whether we are doing any of it well.

Our talk turned to children, scheduling, schoolwork, peer pressure and summertime. We engaged in easy conversation, curious about when the children would ask about the facts of life, giggling over how we would handle that discussion. 

Suddenly the conversation took a grim turn: My dinner companion said she was unsure at what point to tell her children about the Nazis.

A sit-down with my son to talk about pure evil had never occurred to me. Is there a moment when he needs to know - when he should hear it from his mother first - of the atrocities that humans are capable of?

For my new acquaintance, the Nazis were closer to home. Her parents were Holocaust survivors. She seemed somewhat afraid. She thought it important that her children be aware that there really are monsters who might come and snatch you in the night. If they knew it could happen, she reasoned, they'd be better able to protect themselves should those fiends actually arrive.

I tried to remember when I first learned about Germany's horrific past. My grandfathers, and their contemporaries, had fought for the Allies, but they only spoke of being "in the service." They didn't mention what they saw or what they were fighting for. If ever it came up, they'd say they had been fighting the Germans. Or the Japanese. Perhaps wanting to spare us, they never said anything about millions being gassed in camps.

I could recall no specific point at which I suddenly became aware. Always a bookworm, I had read "The Diary of Anne Frank" early on, though the ending probably did not seem quite real to me. Growing up in a largely Jewish neighborhood, I'd hear adults mention flight from Europe every now and then. One of my teachers had been imprisoned in a camp run by a Soviet satellite.

In eighth-grade social studies, my teachers had tried to impart the lessons of the Holocaust by conducting an exercise singling out blondes for "special" treatment - separate seating, curtailed classroom freedoms and so forth. I thought then, and still do, that the exercise was a good one, demonstrating how small injustices can escalate into true horrors. But parents were in an uproar. The experiment hit too close to many homes, and it was curtailed. Our principal called everyone to apologize.

Still, I can't remember an actual focal point. Somehow, I just sort of knew. My parents never sat me down to tell me of Nazi atrocities.

In truth, I wonder how to pick which horror to talk about. Domestic slavery, to me, is somewhat more alarming because we inflicted that evil here at home. We documented slaves' status in writing, allotting them each three-fifths of personhood in our own Constitution.

Should I sit my son down and tell him about that? I have difficulty even thinking about the phrases that would come out of my mouth: "There once was a time when people enslaved African Americans. We made them work. We destroyed their families. We didn't pay them." The horror story would continue: how they were grabbed from their homeland and brought here in chains and sold in public markets. There is no rational way to explain what was done.

As it happens, as my parents did, I'm leaving much of these matters to be covered in school. My son hasn't studied World War II yet, but he and his classmates observe Martin Luther King Day and, in that context, they talk about the United States' own embarrassing past.

Due to the attack on the World Trade Center, children today, children in this area, have a sense that evil is not as remote as we'd like it to be. The president talks of evildoers. The news gives details of kidnappings and beheadings. We're actually a nation at war.

It's not that I think we should forget the atrocities of which humans are capable or disregard our own historic roles in committing sins. While my child is at home, though, I remain in favor of preserving his innocence. He'll learn about the horrors in due course, and if he asks me, I'll tell him. But I'm not planning to initiate a sit-down discussion with him about it first.

Lori Tripoli lives in Bedford Hills with her family. Questions or comments may be directed to her at LoriTripoli@hotmail.com.
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