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For Renée, who first taught me what it meant to feel truly alive.

For Steve, whose laughter and wisdom made every road an adventure.

For Debbie, who showed me how love can both lift and change us.

Your love, friendship, and laughter shaped the young man I became, and the memory of those days still lights my path.
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There are moments in life that seem ordinary at the time—a chance meeting, a split-second decision, a hitchhiker gets a ride—but when you look back, you see how they altered everything. Time and Chance: A Young Man’s Voyage of Discovery is my attempt to gather those moments, to make sense of the roads I took, the people I loved, and the choices that shaped me.

In 1968, the world felt like it was spinning out of control. America was burning with protests, reeling from assassinations, and sending its young men halfway around the world to fight a war many of us didn’t understand. I was nineteen, a college football player in Buffalo, trying to find my footing in a country that seemed to be losing its own. My life, however, was focused on smaller, simpler battles—trying to hold onto love, earn my place on the field, and carve out a future worth living.

This memoir isn’t just about football or steel mills or voyages across oceans—though all of those are here. It’s about the bittersweet process of growing up: falling in love for the first time, tasting freedom, taking risks, and learning that life is rarely what you plan it to be. It’s about the friends who walked with me for part of the way, the women who opened my heart, and the lessons that arrived when I wasn’t looking for them. If there is a single thread running through these pages, it is this: the realization that life isn’t a straight line. It’s a series of crossroads—moments of time and chance—that determine who we become. This is my story of those crossroads.

— Russell A. Beck
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​Eyes wide shut—heart wide open
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Buffalo, New York—’68 Spring

Winters in Buffalo are bleak—bitterly cold, gray, and drawn out, there's still snow piled on the roads, twelve feet high in April. But in November of 1967, I was walking on air. I had met and began dating an extraordinary young woman.

Renée was beautiful, stunning — the kind of woman who owned a room the moment she walked into it; she captivated me from the moment I first saw her. She stood tall at 5’8”, her striking blue eyes framed by a pageboy cut of light brown hair. There was a grace to her, an understated elegance. I was moonstruck.

The dating scene at Buffalo hadn't been kind to me — or more accurately, I hadn't been kind to it. There were plenty of girls on campus. The chemistry just wasn't there, and it wasn't for lack of looking. 

Meanwhile, I wasn't warming to the counterculture either. The long hair, the sloppy clothes, the marijuana haze — none of it appealed to me. Politically, I was embarrassingly naive, still trusting the government without question. I was an idiot in that respect. Broad Ripple had a lot to answer for in that regard.

Blonde women were a rare sight on campus, and when my best friend and roommate Bob met Renée at a mixer and briefly dated her, I envied him more than I wanted to admit. So when Bob moved on to someone else, I hesitated only long enough to ask if he would mind if I called her. “No problem,” he said.

At the time, I viewed dating as a simple equation: if a girl continued to go out with me, I assumed she remained interested. But with Renée, something was different. She was in a different class altogether, and I was in awe.

For the first five months of the year, Renée and I spent most weekends together, our time stitched together with poetry picnics in quiet meadows, visits to the zoo, and submarine races—half-invented adventures that filled the gaps because money was scarce. I was a broke college student, but I never let that get in the way of having fun. Fortunately, Renée was lighthearted and willing to try new things.

One night, the two of us hitchhiked down Main Street to a German Oktoberfest restaurant, where we drank beer and sang rowdy drinking songs with the oompah band, laughing along with the crowd. Later, as we waited on the sidewalk for a ride home, we kissed passionately under the streetlights, oblivious to the cold, the passing cars, and the rest of the world.

Through that winter and spring, Renée was my inspiration, my motivation; she was a force that pushed me to be better, to do better, and to work harder. After meeting her, I decided I wanted to look better, so over the course of the next three months, I dropped 20 lbs. Would you call 240 pounds svelte?

As a college football player, I was expected to train year-round, grinding through early morning workouts, relentless drills, and punishing workout sessions. Spring brought the culmination of it all: the annual Spring Game, the proving ground for the next season.

That night, after the game, I was on top of the world. I had played well, better than well, and finally risen to the starting defensive tackle spot. It was a triumph I hadn’t dared imagine six months earlier, when I’d been redshirted and buried on the depth chart, treated like an afterthought.

Renée was waiting for me outside the stadium, and we went to a cabaret on the southeast side of campus, where a rock band played beneath the glow of stage lights. My roommates and I had spent hours pretending to be rock stars, so when the band launched into a familiar song, I found myself on stage, singing like I belonged there.

Later, in the quiet of my car, the energy of the night still buzzing in my ears, I tried to tell Renée what she meant to me. Words were easier than actions. At nineteen, I was still a virgin, still undecided about when that would change. That night could have been a turning point—but I hesitated. I held back.

I’d promised myself in high school that I was going to make conscious decisions about my life. I hadn’t yet made a conscious decision to lose my virginity. I only understood the weight of that choice months later when Renée told me, with a mix of honesty and nostalgia, “All you wanted to do was talk, and all I wanted you to do was take me.”

I have no idea what might have happened had I crossed that threshold that night, or any other. But I suspect it was a crossroads, one of many I would only recognize in hindsight.

My three roommates all eventually married women they met at Buffalo. Fifty years later, they are still with them. I wonder sometimes what that life would have felt like. But wondering isn't the same as regretting, and I've learned to tell the difference.

Those crossroads have a way of revealing themselves only in hindsight — small moments that quietly rearrange everything. That night with Renée was one of them. Time and chance, or destiny. I'm still not sure it matters which. I ended up exactly where I was supposed to be.

These two songs belong to this story. 

Walk Away Renée - Left Banke

Time and Chance — Glenn Yarbrough
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