
Mired in the past
"Don't look to the past, unless that's the direction you want to go." -- Sign at the
side of the road

I was sixteen at the time. Young, vigorous, ready to cruise, and with a full head of
hair, I took my father's car out west of town, and opened it up to see how it'd do.

I chickened out at 95 mph. I slowed down, and pulled onto the shoulder of the
road, to make a U-turn.

Bad news -- the day had been a wet one, I overshot the shoulder, and the car
slid down off to the side of the road, into what locally is called the "barrow pit,"
but is what is usually referred to as a "soft shoulder."

Soft -- it was all of that, and more. It was mud. Slick, black, and almost liquid.
Two inches of mud -- and I was stuck.

Remembering my driver's education training, I tried "rocking the car" out of the
stuck position -- shifting first to forward, then to reverse. No good -- but did you
know that a car's odometer runs backwards when you're going reverse in the
mud?

Anyway, I sat there for a few minutes, thinking of the five-mile walk back to town,
and the tow truck bill, and what my father would say when I told him about it.

Just then, a Jeep came by -- and stopped.

Three burly sheepherders got out of the Jeep. After the usual niceties where I
told them what my trouble was, and they laughed their fool heads off, they
attached one end of a chain to my car, the other end to their Jeep, and they
pulled me back to dry pavement.

 Yes -- the car was all right, although I think it had fewer miles on it when I took it
home than it had originally. I even told my father about it. He had a good laugh;
anyone would have thought he was a sheepherder, not a newspaperman.

I've never forgotten my experience of that day, and the futility of trying to get that
car unstuck from all of that mud.

Sadly enough, many of us are stuck in mud of our own -- we are stuck in the mud
of our past.
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For most of us, it's endless "re-dos:" "If only I had done this. If only I had done
that. If I'd only been better; If I'd only been more handsome. If she'd only been
more nearsighted. If only had stayed in school. If only I had gotten out of school
earlier. If only I hadn't gained all of that weight. If only I had studied more. If only I
had studied less, and played around more."

If only any of it mattered.

The past is good for only one thing: learning from it.

Aside from that, it's useless.

It doesn't really matter if you spent your high school years as the quarterback or
the water boy. It really doesn't matter if you sold more cars than anyone else in
the year 1963. It really doesn't matter if you weren't the most popular person in
your college, or even if you were.

Only two things matter: where are you today, and where are you going
tomorrow?

Mud, Mud, Mud -- all of that past stuff is merely mud. It holds you in place, keeps
you from going forward, and dirties up your life. Play in the mud, and pretty soon,
you're covered with the stuff. As interesting as that may sound to some people
reading this piece, it's not something that most of us enjoy.

Sure, there are good things in the past -- there are fond memories of
relationships, including relationships that will never come again. I'm not
suggesting you get a vacuum and suck the entire library of old, dear, wonderful
memories out of your mind. I would give anything to relive that Thanksgiving day
when the end leaf of the dining room table collapsed, spilling gravy into my
grandfather's lap -- or all of the warm summer days when I was a kid. Those
grand, glorious memories are part of what define and sustain us. We don't want
to lose those fond recollections, under any circumstances.

I'm thinking of the bad things -- the muddy memories that hold each of us back.
The memories of deals left undone, romances that went astray, proposals that
weren't accepted, businesses that went under, and all of the second-guessing
that each of us goes through in our darkest, bleakest, hours.

What good is all of that mud? It doesn't make us better -- it makes us worse. It
doesn't help us -- it hurts us. It holds us down, instead of constantly elevating us.
It makes our lives bleaker, not brighter.

If you're in the mud -- well, get out of it. Get some help if you need it, but resolve
here and now not to dwell on all the things that happened in your past. Learn
from them, put them behind you, and leave them where they belong -- long gone.



I stay away from muddy spots, now -- and I actively work to keep my mind out of
the muddy spots in my life. You can, too.

What good is all of that second-guessing, anyway? You couldn't turn back time if
you wanted -- and if you lived your life over again, you'd probably make the same
dumb mistakes once again.

You can't live life backwards. Unlike my car, if you're stuck in the mud, you can't
make the odometer of your life turn the other way.

Stop being mired in the mud of your past.

Get out of it. Get back to dry land, and put your life back into forward motion.
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