The  Animal  Quixote

She gave me a knife for my birthday. A strange surprise. Wrapped in her usual, delicate way - metallic blue paper, a matching ribbon, a hand-made label. As always, a shame to actually tear the thing open. Inside, a heavy-weave canvas pouch, black, mean looking. Inside that, a gun-metal grey handle, small enough to hide in my clenched fist. 

I held it there for a moment, along with my embarrassment. What to say? I'd never seen a knife like it, a file-pattern grip carved into the sides, cold and infinitely tough. I pushed the rubber button set in a recess of the grip. The blade swung out, locking in place. I folded it shut, pressed the button once more. Like some razor-minded genie, the blade reappeared instantly, the blink of an eye too slow to follow its trajectory. Trying to launch itself from my hand. 

I sliced through the torn wrapping, the sigh of parting paper clearly audible in the now curious silence of our living room. Still didn’t know what to say, suddenly feeling like a kid who's been given a grown-up toy by mistake. I shoved it deep into the pocket of my jeans and pulled her close. Kissing a thank-you onto her lips, I felt it sandwiched between us, right where our hips met. 

Later, over a pint, her brother asked if I liked the gift. His smile said he had something to do with it and if he had something to do with it, the knife was dodgy. Although also a product of posh home and public schooling, unlike his gentle sister, he had strayed. Along with his wannabe gangsta mates, he sidelined in dealing hash and fencing goods brought in off the Continent. Silly stuff, like replica watches, antiques and now toy-sized weapons.  

Didn’t quite know what to say to him either. I don't do adventure sports. Commute through central London on a pushbike. Smoke a little. That’s all the danger I like to invite on myself these days. Managing a central London pub owned by people too cheap to hire door staff, every day I'm called on to pre-empt flare ups or pick broken glass from between pissed males. I worry about till receipts, stoned chefs and running out of fresh limes in the middle of a weekend double. The last thing I need in my walk of life is a switchblade with a belt-loop pouch.

The gift, she confirmed later, was a kind of joke. At my expense. Most of my days are spent talking and listening and filling out invoices, and so at home tactile things calm me. The odd bit of carpentry or cooking. In the kitchen, I sharpen knives every time I use them, like any half-decent chef, even though she considers the habit childish, macho, definitely anal. 

Then there was that news report a few weeks back. Sussex’s chief of police publicly challenging Polish males recently migrated onto her patch to stop carrying knives in the streets. She thought it was funny. I thought it was racist. This perception that we all carry weapons in homeland streets, hunting for dinners every day of our backward lives. She said relax. I did. But now the gift had me riled again. Every time I looked at the closed knife, I thought its curved handle was grinning at me. Amused at our ignorance about ourselves. 

There was something niggling about it, a hint of Tolkien's ring of Power. A predatory, animal sense made me think of it as a living thing. Every few days or so, it came out and sat in the palm of my hand, when I was still and musing and didn’t feel like a cigarette. 

One day, I took it to a local model train and weapons shop just off the high street. The dried-out fella behind the counter wanted to know where I’d got it from. Something in his stare made me tell the silly-sounding truth. “My girlfriend gave it to me for my birthday.” Without blinking, he asked how much I wanted for it. No, I said, it really was a gift. All I wanted to know was where I could buy another. For a friend. He shrugged, told me it was army issue, a self-sharpening blade, matt-grey to stop it reflecting light on night-time missions, then fell silent again, staring me out, as if I wasn't worthy of the tool or full disclosure about its nature. 

Someone else came in, in need of a crossbow, the shopkeeper happy to forget all about me. I looked around, through display cases full of blades of every shape and size, everything from key-ring penknives to knuckleduster machetes. Nothing quite like my little tool, though. Not there or in the pile of specialist magazines on the counter, titles on guns, knives, every kind of killing utensil. I flicked through shiny, glamorous layouts, the faces of dead heroes, Wayne, McQueen, Heston, advertising new brands. 

After work, I repeated to her what the man in the weapons shop had told me, embellishing the story with phrases from the hobby mags. Special ops. Single purpose. Silent kills. Things meant to shake her up a bit. She finished washing up without comment, then, passing me in the kitchen door, said with a smile “You can cut my undies off in bed later…”

Somehow, she didn’t look too happy when I sliced her bra in half as she undressed for bed that night. Went right down the centre of her chest, blade edge towards me, did the same to an old pair of weekday knickers she’d worn for the last time. She said nothing, but I could see it had given her a humourless fright. A cool question formed itself between us as she stood naked before me, afraid to look up. Nudging her down on our bed, feeling no resistance, was mildly arousing. At least for me, standing there, fully clothed, staring as her slight flesh waited for the next move. Comic book pornography. Cowboy erotica. 

Afterwards, sweat cooling slowly under the duvet, she asked again about some of the scars on my hands and arms. Again, I laughed them off. Though we’ve been together a year now, it crops up between us sometimes, this mystery of unshared pasts. Since I moved to England and our meeting and settling down, I’ve learnt pretty much everything there is to know about her comfortable upbringing. Gotten high with her brother. Played tennis with her Dad. But going the other way, there are gaps. I’ve told her a little about the vast Warsaw housing estate of my childhood. The years of hiding from army recruitment goons on my uncle’s farm the in mountains down south. The initial bit of scrounging and squatting and general sadness over here, before we met and everything calmed, for the first time ever. It’s a romantic story of cross-continental communion. Of the power of things that don’t always need mapping between lovers. Regardless of what chiefs of police might say.  

Instead of going into painful detail about some stupid scars, I asked with mock seriousness whether she thought the knife had actually seen real action, had killed before being smuggled out and sold on. She lifted her head, bit down on my arm, let me know she didn’t think I was being even remotely funny.

The knife did nothing more for our sex life after that. Don't remember its subject ever coming up again. I took the knife to work one day, meaning to hide it in my desk drawer. The silver bullet rode in the pocket of a waterproof cycling jacket she'd bought me as my proper, sensible gift. Had the police stopped and searched me in the rain, it could’ve meant trouble, even though the blade was short enough to be carried legally in the street, but for some reason I didn’t want to leave it lying around our home either. 

I liked having it close to me, sleeping shut in the pocket of my pressed work trousers. It felt loaded, the sprung scalpel not quite at rest in its housing. Under constant pressure. I used it from time to time for mundane tasks, like stripping wire or opening letters. I know knives lose their keenness if left unused for long. Can't leave a good blade dormant without it going soft. Without inviting doubt. But I never shook off the sense that every time I pressed the rubber button, something was being released. Something vital. 

Then, one day, it spoke to me in full voice. 

Saturday afternoon, the end of some football game on the plasma screens in the pub. A bad result for a loud bloke getting louder and louder with each pint. Hs voice bubbling up through the floorboards of my office. I went downstairs and listened from a distance. When I heard swearwords spiked with racist abuse, I dialled the local nick, asked for assistance and stepped in. 

The loud little man, twice my age, maybe half my height but probably weighing the same, turned on me. Furiously drunk and hurting about his pal’s burger being late and cold. Once they heard the twang of Polska in my voice, they definitely didn’t want to leave, though I had far more trouble with their accents than they did with mine. Slurring insults, the little red-faced hooligan was desperate for contact. Literally spitting in my face, the heat of his pissed breath invading my personal space. Whacha gonna do now, pal, he seethed. Straining to lower his mad voice. Everyone, except his two mates, backing right away.  

Then he pushed me. Hard. Braced for a punch or a headbutt, off balance for the low blow, I fell back and landed on my arse. Right where the knife was resting in my back pocket. Winded, I counted the seconds to uniformed response arriving. From experience I knew it would take between four and eight minutes. Depending on how busy they were elsewhere. It was enough, I felt. Take off my tie. Join them in the beer garden. Brawl. 

But the knife in my pocket was smiling too. At, not with me, and I knew I couldn’t. Sat there, like a child on the ground, an old pain exploding the space my eyes and nose, I thought about the knife. And what would happen if I moved. The joy of action, followed by arrest and a full search and the aftermath. Especially in view of the recent spate of knife killings. A migrant like me would really struggle to explain possession away. And likely fail. No bail, weeks of remand, adjournment, show trial, custodial sentence, repatriation. The end. No more pub living. No more lovemaking in a bed the size of my parent’s flat. No future either side of prison gates. 

As the doors behind me banged open and officers swarmed around us, lifting me off the floor and shoving the thugs out of harm’s way, I felt grief. Grief for a time gone and buried and lost to my macho self. Forget civil duty and managerial responsibilities. I had wanted to exterminate men who would not think twice about glassing my face, stomping my brains into the carpet, ending me for the sheer hell of it. Now, as I watched uniforms going through their de-escalation motions, checking names, pointing fingers, calming things down with stern voices and forceful looks, I knew the fucks would get away with nothing but a slap on the wrist and a lift to station and a hand on the train back up north, when I could have been broken and bleeding and else. Standing by the bar, talking to Steve the sarge from Victoria nick I knew from prior calls, I smiled, graciously, seething inside. Sucking on a bottle of fizzy mineral water, I could taste the bitter salt of disappointment at the back of my throat, right where I thirsted blood.      

If she knew any of this, she'd've never given me the knife. And she'd've been wrong. I since realised what it’s about. A talisman. A good luck charm, capable of holding me back, protecting me from the Hyde self. 

Back in my office, scanning through the security camera footage on the office computer, I shared a post-incident fag with Steve. Listening to his painfully jolly banter, jokes about shit he’d seen on our beat in the last few days, I stared at the badge on his sweater, not able to look him in the eye. For fear of revealing what I’d felt just a moment ago. And what I was thinking now, reading and rereading the Scotland Yard logo pinned to his chest. And I remembered something else the police announced recently. After he’d gone with his CD-rom footage of the incident, I lit up again and started flicking through a stack of old Polish weeklies piled up in the corner of the room. The news flash was short, without illustrations. The Scotland Yard crime museum had recently put on display some notes, regarding a Polish barber called Aaron Kosminski. According to Chief Inspector Donald Swanson, the Yard’s finest back in 1888, all the evidence pointed to Kosminski having been Jack the Ripper. The end. Nothing about what happened next. To the case or the culprit. Only that the Yard publicly backed Swanson’s expert opinion. 

I put the fag out, leaned back in my padded chair, listened to the hammering of my own heart coming to rest. The knife still pressing against my flesh, scaring me. Into thinking smart. Protecting me, from myself. From the animal Quixote.
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