My Father’s Briefcase by Lucie MIosz Haskins

My father keeps his | eather briefcase hidden away in his bottom

dresser drawer. All the years | lived at home, | never saw it
nore than a fewtines. | renenber it as an absol utely beautiful
case, crafted with old-fashioned skill and caring. Golden in

color, it tantalized the nose with rich snells of well-cured

| eather. Elegantly detailed, but rather flat, it sported two
strong flaps and buckl es over poufy pouches. Many secrets could
fit inside its inner zippered conpartnments. | only had the
nerve once to open that bottomdrawer, in a furtive noment, to
reassure nyself that the briefcase both existed and was safe.

The briefcase was one of the fewthings nmy father was able to
bring to Arerica fromour tenporary home in postwar France. |
think he loved it especially for that reason. (He and ny

not her, Polish workers freed froma Gernman | abor canp, had

m grated ever westward and patiently bided their tine in

Val enci ennes, adding to their famly, while waiting for that
magi c ticket to the United States.)

On speci al occasions, usually when ny father was feeling

nmel ancholy, he woul d get out the briefcase, set it down on the
dining roomtable, settle confortably before it, and carefully
exam ne the papers within. At first, these scraps of paper were
not hi ng special to me. That's probably why ny father protected
themso fiercely and nade it very clear to us three girls that

we were not all owed near them

But, as | grew older and lived through ny owmn trials of

assimlating into a new culture, | gained an appreciation for



what ny parents had been through and what those papers truly
represented. Gadually, if | wasn't too obtrusive, ny father
started tolerating ny presence during his journey into the past.
| would use those tinmes to try to retrieve nore secrets fromny

parents' unspoken history.

What clues did that briefcase hold? | captured a glinpse of
sonme of our original passports. Ws ny father's first passport
from Poland also in there - overstanped, as he clainmed, with the
dreaded Bastard designation? Did the briefcase contain ny
parents' original marriage certificate issued in a civil
cerenony in Germany after the war ended? Was the second
marriage certificate in there also? (It was required when the
Church refused to recogni ze the civil cerenony.)

When ny father considered ne old enough, he showed ne ny birth

certificate. It was very ordinary-Ilooking and yellowed wth
age. | renenber carefully unfolding the creases and trying to
read the handwitten cursive script. | couldn't, since it

wasn't in Polish or English (ny only | anguages). M father
translated the words for ne: fille - daughter, nee - born.
pi cked out Lucie and M| osz and Val enci ennes. M birthdate -
gquartorze Mars - was nore difficult, since it was spelled out;

nmy father showed nme where it was witten

When | was twelve years old, our famly becane naturalized
citizens. Those precious new docunents quickly took up

per manent residence in ny father's briefcase. Soon after, ny
parents used their accumul ated savings to nake a down paynent on
our first hone. Those inportant nortgage papers also went into

my father's briefcase.



After | married and just before | noved overseas as an Arny
wife, I went to ny father for my birth certificate and ny
natural i zati on papers (essential to obtain nmy own passport).
Wth grave cerenony, ny father handed the papers to ne and said,
"I think you keep it now." Instantly, | felt an unworthy
recipient. Here these precious pieces of ny life had rested in
a secure and an inportant place for over nineteen years. Wo

was | to uproot thenf?

Because | was headed for Europe, ny father began rem niscing and
went through the papers in his briefcase. As always, he handl ed
each paper lovingly. W |ooked at the German Arbeitskarten
(remnders of the difficult war years), his French driver's

I icense photo of a handsone young man with a cocky smle, and

t he passports that provided a passage to the free world. Wat a
world full of neaning and what a lifetinme of nenories they
enbodi ed - sone of the nenories kindly blurred with the passing
of tine.

| sit back now and still wonder froma perspective of thirty
years, what other precious pieces of our past does that
briefcase still contain? What ot her secrets, what other pieces
of famly history are still hidden away in that beautiful and

nmysterious receptacle?

When can | finally | ook?






