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A knife in your pocket

It certainly isn’t a kitchen knife. And it can’t be a flick-knife. But it’s not a penknife either. So let’s agree on an Opinel No. 6, or a Laguiole pocket-knife. The sort of knife you could picture belonging to a perfect, imaginary grandfather. A knife he’d have slipped into his thick-ribbed, chocolate brown corduroys. A knife he’d have pulled out of his pocket at lunch-time, impaling slices of saucisson on its tip, or wrapping his fingers around its blade as he carefully peeled an apple. The sort of knife which, once he’d drained the coffee from his glass, he’d have made a great show of closing – this being the signal for everyone to return to work.

I’m thinking of the sort of knife you dreamed about as a child: a knife fit to hew a bow and arrow, or to fashion a wooden sword with a bark hilt – the sort your parents always insisted was too dangerous for children.

And the purpose of this knife? For they don’t make grandfathers like that any more, and you’re no longer a child. A virtual knife then, with this lame excuse: ‘But you never know when it might come in handy – walks, picnics, even the odd job around the house when there aren’t any other tools around …’

Of course you know you’ll never use it. The pleasure lies elsewhere. In the selfish enjoyment of its aesthetic, its exotic wood or shiny mother-of-pearl handle, its cabalistic emblem – on the blade, a hand encircled by a crown, an umbrella, a nightingale, on the handle a bee. Symbol of a simpler life, nurturing a deeply satisfying sort of prejudice. In the age of the fax, it represents a rustic luxury. An object which you can truly call your own, which makes your pocket bulge pointlessly, which you can take out from time to time, not to use, but just to experience the simple pleasure of feeling it, looking at it, opening and closing it. Within the freedom of the present lurks the past. For a few seconds you become both the bucolic grandfather with his white moustache, and the child at the water’s edge where the scent of elder trees lingers. In the time it takes to open and close the blade, you’re not so much caught between two ages as straddling them. Therein lies the secret of the knife.
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