Hell-bent
It’s one of those Warsaw night bus scenes you know is a permanent threat. Like the gangs of burly ticket inspectors hunting for bribes. Or drunken students making stupid noise, as if mere quantity of volume made the nights of their lives. I’m two stops from home, drunk, hunched over a book, trying to focus against the sway of machine, when a muscle-mountain skinhead gets on with a freshly lit cigarette. He drops into the seat in front of me. Seems high.  Starts talking to a group of silent twenty year olds, cracking jokes about smoking compartments and other deadweight attempts at winning them over. They do their best to ignore him, but he won’t return the courtesy. One of the group sits alone, cut off from his friends by the central isle. The thug blows smoke into the back of his head and asks whether it’s bothering him. The kid does not look round. Thug moves closer, arms over the back of kid’s seat, asks for an ashtray. Kid says nothing. Thug takes the cigarette out of his mouth, taps ash over kid’s hat. In view of everyone in the back of the bus, kid does nothing. His mates look on, trying to work out exactly how this thing got started. If the point they’re at now is already past recovery or whether everything can still be wished away. Thug continues smiling and spouting shit until kid snaps, tired of waiting for the next taunt, tells him he’s not interested. Thug smiles a curious smile, asks if a smack in the mouth would be preferable. Kid looks far off, like he hasn’t the patience for this, for the words he is being forced to utter, when a lightning-fast punch knocks them back, stillborn. 

Kid’s eyes close, lips drawn tight, mouth instantly swelling where tooth ripped cheek. Strangely calm. He looks like he’s thinking to himself, or praying. Thug asks if he’d like another, fist hanging in mid-air, ready. 

Kid’s eyes open. Six pairs of hands from nearby seats descend, shoving the cigarette out of the way. The beating’s strangely silent. I can’t hear any voices, only distinguish the sound of fabric and flesh clashing. A groan escapes someone. Thug’s trainer kicks out through the crush towards me, unaimed. Kid’s eyes stare blankly at the flailing limbs. The driver pulls over, kills the engine, lights inside dimming, doors folding open with a pneumatic sigh. The largest of the group reaches in, straight into the throng’s heart, pulls it out, receives a headbutt in reply. In the heat of battle, it doesn’t register. As they drag the struggling body outside, thug’s face appears for a split second, unbloodied. Mates pile out the other exits, followed by kid, me and a couple of others. It’s not snowing anymore, but there’s a fresh white blanket on the lawn to break the fall. Mates scramble over each other to get stuck in. They try kicking, but it’s too awkward, too chaotic, feet clashing. Thug never once makes a noise, as if none of what is being done to him deserved comment or reply. It’s hard to say just how many calories or kilojoules a punch takes out of the puncher, but it’s a lot. That’s another thing they’re learning today. A lesson thug knows all too well, waiting for them to burn out, silent, saving his strength for future recovery. Kid is speechless, watching the proceedings from a studied distance. His swelling lip excuses him from making a further effort, but he’s enjoying the spectacle, like a boxing fan, eyes scanning, telepathically guiding the hands of others. 

Then, one by one, as if in prearranged order, they fall back, trying not to pant too loud, concealing tiredness and temper. The diesel engine behind us starts up again and some of us get on. The driver waits a few moments, lets the mob know they’re still welcome aboard, but they don’t take any notice. The doors slam, roll away with a hiss of air-fed suspension. The baggy jeans and baseball jacket on the ground look remarkably unaffected, if a little twisted in places. Only the limbs inside them, rolling about without purpose or strength, convey real damage. No one seems to know what to say or do next. Kid lights a cigarette, looks like he’s torn between tapping ash over the man and offering it down. The moment needs character to finish in style, character none of them have. Thug’s face is still unbloodied, but it seems crooked. Eyes shut against pain, the mouth no longer smiling. He looks tired. A leg makes a chaotic lunge at the attackers crowding round, receives a furious penalty-kick in reply. The thud of boot striking denim and muscle is terrible. The tallest youth grabs the kicker by his coat and drags them all away. I see them break into a little jog, then slow back down, tired shoulders shifting in the distance, asserting pride in a bad battle well won
. 

I hold onto my book like a badge of immunity. If the police arrive, I want something signifying my separation from this scene. From the sudden bloodletting. I want to appear as, to be an observer without presence, even though I know it’s philosophically impossible. 

The heat of the spectacle leaves me almost as quickly as it sprung up, the quicksilver rush of reason dulling my thoughts. The adrenaline come-down. I consider turning Samaritan, but don’t. Don’t know what the right thing to do is. Violence jumps me, the fights, the crashes, the breakages of my life, and I know that the right thing those few moments ago would’ve been to join in, same as the right thing now is to go get help. But I wasn’t mad enough to lash out then. Not calm enough to care now. 

Back in the comfort of my tower block bedsit, I collapse into a battered armchair, watching Seventies film of US Marine jets on cable. With the sound off, the awful beauty of Blackbirds, Hellcats and Phantoms parades before me, naive colours in every shot. The blues of sea and sky. The whites of smoke trails and proud teeth. The reds and yellows of nose cones and jet exhausts. The film is old, colours washed out like memories of childhood, but the camera angles are so tuned into the aesthetic power of the images, it’s hard to tell whether they were made as archive or art. 

Horsepower. Firepower. Afterburn. Supercharged. 

Deadly words stomp through my thoughts, their power and glory as frightening as any act, and the only thing puzzling me now, muscles thawing, my own mouth twisted in a smile, is that I’m not watching the Wildlife or Fashion or Playboy Channel, but this crazed glamour. Loving every hell-bent shot. 

Warsaw  04/01
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