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​Dedication
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For my mother and father, who gave me roots, rules, and room to grow. 

For my family—those who came before, those beside me, and those still finding their way.

For all my friends, past and present.

“Gone but not forgotten; although we are apart, your spirit lives within me, forever in my heart.” — “Unknown”

​
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​Introduction
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These stories started as memories—fragments of childhood, half-remembered lessons, and the kind of moments that stick with you for no good reason.

Together, they form a kind of accidental memoir—not of a remarkable life, but of a very real one. I grew up Catholic in mid-century Indiana, where the rules were strict, the priests were serious, and childhood was something you survived as much as enjoyed. 

All of these stories are true. Some may have been polished by time and retelling, but none were invented. They’re drawn from the years when the world was still being explained to me—sometimes by nuns with rulers and sometimes by my classmates.

These stories are from a life lived with primarily two things in mind: survival and having a rip-roaring good time. This collection is a crooked scrapbook—full of Boy Scouts, newspaper routes, bad haircuts, teachers, goofy friends, and one suspicious-looking cabin cruiser that somehow ended up in Indiana.

I don’t claim wisdom, but I’ve been around long enough to know that stories—real ones—matter. I’m talking about the ones that make you laugh out loud, wince a little, and maybe remember something you’d long ago forgotten. The ones that come out around campfires, over kitchen tables, or in coffee shops with friends.

Some of these tales are about growing up. A few are about the people who shaped me. And at least one is about imaginary alligators.

I write these stories because they’re true. And in a world that often confuses noise for meaning, truth still has weight. Especially the kind that comes wrapped in humor, memory, and a little mischief.

I hope you find a little bit of yourself in these pages. And if not, well, at least they’re short.

Thanks for reading.

—Russell A. Beck
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​Sacred Secrets
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​A nostalgic journey through family, faith, and growing up
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Beck family c.1952

"Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned; this is my first confession."

The words came out in a rush, like I was afraid they'd stick in my throat if I said them too slowly. I was six years old, kneeling in a wooden box smaller than a telephone booth, separated from Father Murphy by a screen that made his face look like a jigsaw puzzle. The confessional smelled like old wood and other people's guilt.

My hands were sweating, my heart was hammering against my ribs, and I was about to do something most Catholic kids never do in their first confession: tell the truth.

My classmates and l at Holy Angels had been practicing for days, making up harmless sins for this moment. "I was mean to my sister." "I didn't listen to my mother." Generic kid stuff that wouldn't raise any priestly eyebrows. But I had the real thing weighing on my conscience—three candy bars' worth of genuine sin and guilt.

"I went to the little mom-and-pop store about a block from my house," I continued, the words tumbling out faster now. "And when the people weren't looking, I put a Snickers candy bar in my pocket and walked out. I did this two more times."

The silence stretched so long I wondered if Father Murphy had fallen asleep—or worse, if he was reaching for the phone to call the police. Through the screen, I could see his shadow shift slightly. Finally, his voice came through, surprisingly gentle:

"For your penance, say three Hail Marys."

Three Hail Marys? That's it?

I'd been losing sleep over those candy bars for weeks, convinced I was bound for eternal damnation, and my punishment was less than what Bobby Lang got for goofing off during Mass. I stumbled through the Act of Contrition, pushed open the confessional door, and walked into the church proper on shaky legs.

Back in my Pew with the other kids, I mumbled my three Hail Marys. I learned my first lesson about the gap between what adults say will happen and what actually does. 

The nuns had made confession sound like appearing before the Supreme Court of Heaven. Instead, it felt more like admitting to your grandfather that you'd eaten cookies before dinner—serious enough to mention, but not worth losing sleep over.

It wouldn't be my last lesson about the difference between Catholic theory and Catholic practice.

Riding the bus home that afternoon, I had no idea I was living through the final chapters of one life and the opening pages of another. In another year, we'd be moving to the north side of town, Broad Ripple, where I'd discover that the world was far more complicated—and far more interesting—than the sisters at Holy Angels had ever let on.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. To understand how a six-year-old ends up as a candy thief with a surprisingly understanding confessor, you need to know about the world I was growing up in—and how my family was doing their best to find their place in it.

We lived at 2329 Riverside Drive in Indianapolis, across the street from Riverside Park. It was 1952, and I'd suddenly found myself in a whole new world that I knew nearly nothing about. But every day I learned a little bit more as this strange new world began to unfold.

My mother was a Protestant from a Quaker family; my dad was Catholic, but we were all Catholics now, or at least we were trying to be. It was complicated, like most things involving faith, family, and trying to do the right thing when you're not entirely sure what that is.

Our home had a lovely front porch that overlooked the park, perfect for watching people at play. Inside, you entered into a decent-sized living room with a staircase leading to two bedrooms and a bath upstairs. Downstairs: dining room, kitchen, small basement, and a utility room that always smelled faintly of soap.

The backyard had a big fir tree that provided the soil for our mud pie enterprises and a garage that would eventually house all manner of adventures. We made those mud pies with the dedication of master chefs, convinced we were creating something magnificent. Looking back, I think we were.

​Family

My dad’s family were all Catholic. His mother, Grandma Beck, had six siblings, and they remained very close throughout their lives. It was a big family, roughly sixty people. We had family reunions in the summer and always celebrated Christmas together.

There were many occasions when the family came together: weddings, funerals, religious events, holidays, and sometimes just for a party.

One such religious event was known as “The First Holy Communion.” It was a big deal for Catholics, and the entire family would turn out. This family enjoyed one another’s company, and any excuse would do for a get-together.

Before receiving your First Holy Communion, you had to have your First Confession. There wasn’t any party for this. You practiced in the classroom and then went over to the church for the real thing.
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Holy Angels Catholic Church, sadly it burned down and was replace with a new church building. The stained glass windows were beautiful.

The best part of school was recess and Christmas. The school handed out gifts at Christmas. I remember getting a big bag of hard candy. That was the year we had a big family Christmas at our house, and Santa Claus came and made a lot of noise and scared everybody. The house was full of aunts, uncles, and cousins. And I got a bicycle and was thrilled.

That bicycle went with me to my Grandma Beck’s when I stayed with her for a few days. She lived around 2900 North Illinois Street at that time. She had a neighbor, Skip, who was a few years older but happy to take me under his wing.

Skip had a BB gun and a bicycle. We took off on our bicycles and rode along Fall Creek for a long way, until I think my grandmother was ready to call the police. Another scolding.

The Korean War was going on at this time. One of my grown-up cousins came home from the war wearing a beautiful black silk jacket with a huge tiger on the back. It was striking and made me curious. I was constantly asking questions that my dad could never answer, and he let me know.

My mother was in the basement folding laundry when I asked her if there was going to be World War 3. She paused, looked at me, and said, “No one can predict the future, but it seems unlikely.” Her calmness stayed with me, a reminder that even in uncertain times, family provides a sense of stability.

We lived just about a mile south of the Riverside Amusement Park. What a treat it was to visit the park. especially when a large group of our relatives would join us. I loved the fun house and the roller coaster.

I can remember taking off on my tricycle one time, thinking I might be able to get in by myself. Halfway there I got tired, turned around, and went home to a good scolding. The police were there, so I didn’t get a beating.

While family and tradition provided a strong foundation, my childhood was also a time of curiosity and discovery—some of which led to mischief and unexpected lessons.

​Innocence

Childhood is a time of boundless curiosity, and mine was no exception. From playful mischief to unexpected discoveries, these moments taught me lessons I didn’t even realize I was learning.

One of my earliest adventures involved the girl who lived next door, who always seemed to be getting me into trouble. She pushed me off a step once and broke my wrist—another trip to the hospital; there were several.

Then there was the makeshift tent hospital. I’m still not sure how it started, but I know I wasn’t the instigator. A couple of blankets thrown over the clothesline created our “hospital,” and my neighbor appointed herself the doctor.

What began as innocent play took an unexpected turn when she decided I needed an “examination.” My shorts came off, and I remember feeling both fascinated and confused. It was my first inkling that the world was far more complicated than I’d imagined.

My mother put an end to it after one or two episodes, but the memory stayed with me—a reminder that curiosity can lead you down paths you never expected.

Even the bus rides to school held moments of discovery. Some of the girls wore flats that showed what I later learned was called “toe cleavage.”

I found it fascinating—it was one of those curious details that caught my eye. Looking back, I realize it was part of a larger pattern: the slow, sometimes awkward process of figuring out who I was.

These moments, big and small, taught me that life is full of surprises—some delightful, some bewildering—and that growing up is about navigating them with curiosity and persistence.

​Tenacity

As a youngster, I had several health issues. The most serious was probably pneumonia, which lasted several weeks and was serious. My mother told me later they thought they were going to lose me. I got measles and chickenpox. I also had my ears lanced a couple of times as a result of inner-ear infections. I had my tonsils out twice.

I was in a large ward with perhaps ten kids recovering from one of my tonsillectomies. Yes, I had two. When, from across the room, this kid started yelling at me, he needed my pillow.

Much like the character Billy Pilgrim in Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five, the Paul Lazzaros of the world would single me out.

The kid scared me. He was almost screaming; that was intimidating. But I knew he was in a bed with a high railing just like mine, so it wasn’t going to be easy for him to do anything to me, which steeled me against his threats.

This went on for a long time. I couldn’t believe his persistence and all the noise he was making. There were ten other kids in the room. What about their pillows? I was also surprised that nobody seemed to intervene.

Even at a young age I suspected that even if I had given him my pillow, he would still need something more. I never gave it to him, thinking, why me? Why my pillow? I don’t know this kid; why is he picking on me?

​Adventure

For some reason, my mother was anxious to send me off to school. My birthday is in December, and my mother enrolled me in kindergarten at the age of four. As a result, I finished high school at the age of 17.

For first and second grade I attended Holy Angels Elementary School. The school was integrated, and that presented no problem for any of the kids, as far as I remember.

The kids in my class looked up to me, and I was well respected. I had a good time there with one notable exception. In the first grade, I can’t recall the cause, probably talking, but the nun slapped me on the cheek hard. It stung, and it shocked me. I hadn’t seen it coming. It didn’t happen again, so I must have learned my lesson.

Having an adventurous spirit, one day for no apparent reason I decided to explore the area around the school. I may have had some free time as I was waiting for my mother to pick me up. She was never on time.

I set off and walked a few blocks, not more than four or five, when it dawned on me that people were staring at me. A 6-year-old white kid alone amongst a sea of Black faces.

People looked concerned, but nobody said anything. I could feel their discomfort, which made me do an abrupt about-face and head back to the school.

There was a tremendous amount of racism at this time, but as a child I was unaware. The walk down the street in front of the church made me recognize, much like the Korean War, that all was not right in the world.

I could detect that life was not as good for these people as it was for me. Because I could see the poverty. By the same token, I could see that they were just like everyone else.

Second grade was learning all about Dick and Jane and their dog Spot. I also fell in love in the second grade.

Several of the 8th-grade girls came down to look after our class one day when our teacher was out. She was one of them. She had long red hair, and she was beautiful. The girls had a record player and played music, and she danced with me.

I was infatuated for the rest of the school year. We went to church on Sundays, and I spent most of my time looking for her. That summer we moved to Broad Ripple; I never saw her again.

​Nostalgia

As a child there was no Sesame Street or Mr. Rogers Neighborhood, so I became an avid fan and a regular viewer of the Arthur Godfrey Show.

The show
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