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Bad Habits


It’s a natural thing to develop bad habits when in your youth.  Bad habits can be caused by any number of things; learning an undesirable act from an adult or from an older sibling, or from peer pressure in school, or even by stress.  I remember going through my exams at the end of year twelve, and I was severely underprepared for the Calculus and English Literature exams, I definitely developed some bad habits that took years to overcome.    
I had never been a particularly good student.  I mean I performed well enough.  My grades were respectable, mostly C’s with the occasional D, and my mum was proud of me when I showed her my interim and end of year report cards.  It was clear early on I would never be an academic.  If they were really good, like out of the ordinary good with a bunch of B’s and a couple of A’s, which wasn’t as regular as I would have liked, she would take me out to Baskin-Robbins and I would be allowed to choose my own cone and any of the flavours I liked.  When this happened, I chose the waffle cone, which was my fav.  The standard cone was as humdrum and boring as you could get.  I would choose three different flavours for the three scoops; butter pecan, black cherry and banana nut fudge.  Mum always gave me a sidelong glance when I did this but she never said a thing.  But I always knew what she was thinking: My son is one peculiar duck.  That was one of her favourite sayings.
When I showed my report cards to mum’s boyfriend at the time, Randall, he would glance at it, give me a wry smile and murmur a hesitant compliment.  
But I’ll get to him in a moment.
During those months of exams, though, I developed the bad habit of biting my fingernails.  In my late teens I had such high aspirations for my future; what I wanted to be and what I wanted to achieve.  And it would always change from month to month and semester to semester.  Back in those days, boy could I dream big. I wanted to be a heart surgeon, or a neurobiologist.  At one time I even wanted to be a palaeontologist.  Often there was never any rhyme or reason to my dream future projects.  All I knew was I wanted to be successful in whatever field I eventually fell into.
The fingernail biting started innocently but as the stress caused by the exams themselves increased so did the need to chew at them incessantly.  I’m not just talking about biting the nails of one or two fingers but all of them, from the pinky to my thumb.  None of them were safe.  It got to the habit where I would have to tilt my head and use my molars to find a small purchase on the corner of one of my nails.  Even after they started to bleed and the pain caused me to start wearing plaster wrapped around my fingers did I realise I had a problem.
That first time I saw the blood outlining my index finger nail, it reminded me of my very first bad habit.  I couldn’t believe I forgot about that.  I mean, with all that blood, all the mess that came from him, how could I forget.  The mind has a way of suppressing memories, no matter how gory and traumatic.
From then on, I stopped biting my nails.  A couple of times I found myself raising my hands towards my mouth, the thought of meaningless equations running through my head and formulas I had no idea how to apply stressed me out, but the thought of that blood stopped me.
Stopped me cold.
Now I am a husband and father, I see my own kids going through their own little battle fields.  I know they have bad habits in their lives and I try not to give them a hard time about it.  But sometimes you just have to give them a little nudge in the right direction.  Or a gentle reminder that some habits are better not formed.
So I suppose this is where I bring up the part about Randall.
I mean, he is the reason why I decided to commit this little story down on paper.  Except it’s not a story.  Not a fictitious one at that.  It happened.  I witnessed it and in writing this down I hope to expunge it from my soul.  Maybe not from my memory.  It will always be there.  Forever and a day.  But I need my soul cleared.  Wiped clean from the blood I saw spilled that day.
I think I was maybe ten or eleven when I started my first real bad habit.  Not a dangerous one, or even an immoral one.  If anyone is reading this, and hopefully long after I am dead and buried, you are thinking about that nasty little habit boys can develop in those early years right around when puberty starts and they discover the enjoyment of physical pleasure.  
Things would be a lot simpler if that’s all it had been.  Maybe if all I had to say was Randall had caught me doing the nasty in my bedroom one night when I had forgotten to lock the door.  I mean what would he have said: “That’s a great way to cause blindness, my dear boy.  When you’re free I’ll take you out to buy one of those blindman canes and a seeing eye dog just in case you go too far.”
In some cases, I would have preferred that.
I would have been embarrassed, even humiliated, but I think I would have gotten over it.  Over time.  As fragile as prepubescent children are, they are also quite resilient.  They have a tendency to bounce back from little “occurrences” like that.
My bad habit was a little less acceptable in polite company.  In any company, come to think about it.  And as a twelve year old, if you were to be caught by a parent or, heaven forbid, a peer.  Then look out.  Your name is mud and you’d be apt to be teased and ridiculed for years to come.
My bad habit was picking my nose.
I’m sorry if you were expecting something different.  But there it is.
I think it is a habit a lot of kids take up at various stages in their lives.  Babies and toddlers do it as a matter of course, mostly because they’re curious about their bodies and they have a natural inclination to put fingers in holes they shouldn’t.
I’ll say this, though.  It is a nasty habit.  And adults can be just as guilty as kids.  There’s a double standard there, but .…
I’m getting to that.  I’m getting ahead of myself.
Like I said earlier, mum’s partner, when I was twelve, was a guy named Randall.  They had been seeing each other for around a year. It might have been less.  Looking back on those years, things are a bit fuzzy especially when it comes to time and dates.  But I remember him being around for a while before he caught me in the bathroom.
I had just finished my shower.  I was clothed and had just prepped the toothbrush with Colgate's toothpaste when I had started having difficulty breathing through my nose.  At one point from leaving the hot shower and getting dressed a boogie had dislodged itself in my nostril, my right one if it actually mattered, and it fluttered up and down with every breath I took.  In and out.  
Boy, it was annoying.
I placed my finger against my left nostril, closed it, and blew out with all the strength my little twelve year-old frame could muster.  And nothing.  I tried it again and again but the nasty little ball of boogie wouldn’t come out.  In the past, this little trick had worked wonders but for some reason it wouldn’t come.  The next little trick I knew about was to use the heel of my hand and rub my nostrils in a circular motion, trying to dislodge the floating obstruction.  But that didn’t work either.
I was left with one option.
Staring directly into the mirror, I lifted up my hand and inserted my right index finger into my nostril to try and pull out the offending boogie.  
I think I almost had the damn thing, too, when Randall barged into the bathroom.  The door swung open and it banged so loudly on the wall I thought the door handle had cracked the wall.  At the time I didn’t think I had been in the bathroom for that long but when I looked down and saw his left hand was dripping blood I realised his rush.  
He had been working on his 1970 Holden Monaro all morning, trying to reinstall the starter motor, when his hand slipped and he cut the knife edge of his hand.  I remember seeing small droplets of blood trailing after him, falling from his bloodied hand.  Later that night, I heard mum and Randall screaming at each other about the blood he had dripped all through the house instead of using the garden hose located at the side of the house.  His reply had been the plasters wasn’t located with the first aid box.  What I don’t remember was how she had defended me and yelled at him by how he had treated me.
He was wearing his usual blue work pants and his blue singlet he always wore when working around the house or his Monaro.
When he saw me, however, he stopped dead in his tracks.  He stood in the centre of the bathroom, the soaked bathroom mat wrinkled and folded in on itself under Randall’s feet, blood dripped onto the mat and the tiled floor of the bathroom which quickly resembled a Pro Hart painting and glared at me.  I have no idea how long we stood like that; Randall standing in the centre of the bathroom, hand dripping blood, and me standing in front of the bathroom sink, dressed in my pyjamas with my finger up my nose.
“What the hell are you doing?” he whispered.  
He had completely forgotten about his cut hand and was oblivious about the blood dripping onto the tiles.  All the individual drops had coalesced into one large splotch, about the size of a saucer plate.
“Do you know how disgusting that is?  Get your finger out of there.”  
And before I could even move, he stepped forward and slapped my wrist and my finger flung out of my nose.  It wasn’t until later did I notice the pain in the side of my nostril and the small amount of my own blood dripping from my nose.
“Do you go around picking your nose and then touching everything else around you?  Shaking hands and laying those disgusting, boogie infected fingers around the kitchen where everyone can pick up your germs?  You’re a filthy animal, you know that?”
Randall slapped me then.  A sharp crack across my face which caused a large welt almost immediately.  
“If you keep doing that, you filthy little boy, your head will cave in.  You know that?  Your head will cave in and how do you think you’ll look then, eh?  All your brains and whatever other goo you have in that vacant head of yours will just spill out onto the ground at your feet.  Do you want that, boy?  Hey?”
I was nearly in tears, I could feel them swelling up in my eyes, and I wanted to be out of there before they flowed down my cheeks, but I don’t think he cared.  He just saw a filthy little animal with a disgustingly bad habit.  
I could see the disgust in his face and hear it in his voice.  I felt so small in front of him and I wanted to be anywhere but here in the bathroom with him.
“Get out of here, boy.  Get out of my sight.”
I quickly brushed my eyes with the sleeve of my pyjama top and made to walk around him but before I even took two steps he placed a hand on my shoulder and forced me to turn around.  I felt relieved it was his good hand and not his bloody hand which was still dripping drops of blood onto the tiled floor.
“Wash your hands,” he growled.  “Don’t wanna spread all those filthy germs around the house, do we?
He pushed me towards the vanity.  I fumbled with the taps, washed my hands quickly and then turned them off.  I could feel the side of my face burning from the slap and I could feel the tears slide down my cheeks.  Humiliated and ashamed, I turned around and ducked around him, making sure we didn’t make eye contact.  
I ran towards my room which was only down the hall and threw myself onto my bed.
I’m not sure how long I laid there with my face tucked into the pillow and my hands over my head.  But I was aware, still aware, even after all these years, of all those images flashing through my mind’s eye.  I pictured Randall standing over me like a giant, his massive hand, the size of a tennis racket, raised over his head and coming down to slam into the side of my face.  Not once, but twice, three times, more.
In my memories, I could feel the jarring sensation of each slap reverberate throughout my entire body.  I wanted to yell out, to tell him to stop.  But in my mind I couldn’t control my mouth, my voice was completely gone.
And then I woke up with a start.  The alarm clock on the side of my bed said it was 9:21pm.  My head felt groggy and heavy from the sleep but even through the weight of the sleep I could hear mum and Randall arguing in the living room.  I’m not sure how long they had been going at it but I could tell it was pretty heated.  In the year or so they were together that’s something I learned about him; his temper.  It was volatile and unexpected.  He was never violent towards my mum, not that I ever saw, anyway, and only to me just that once, but it was enough for me to hate him.  I never wanted to see him again.
And maybe that was the cause.  Maybe that’s why it happened.  I have heard hate is a potent emotion.  That it can cause things to happen, unexpected things.
But to spill blood.
I saw the movie Carrie several













