



c

[image: Book cover for A Tale of Two Talk Show Hosts: On the Air with Glenn Beck by Vinnie Penn, showing bold yellow title text and two black-and-white photos—one of men talking, the other of them relaxing outdoors.]









i

[image: Book title page showing “A Tale of Two Talk Show Hosts: On the Air with Glenn Beck” by Vinnie Penn, featuring a foreword by Glenn Beck. Regnery Publishing logo and “Since 1947” appear at the bottom.]









ii
Copyright © 2026 by Vinnie Penn


Foreword © 2026 by Glenn Beck


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Regnery, 307 Fifth Avenue, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10016.


Regnery books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Regnery, 307 Fifth Avenue, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10016 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Regnery® is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.regnery.com.


Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Cover image by Vinnie Penn


Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-8652-3


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-8653-0


Printed in the United States of America










Foreword





If I were a wiser man, I’d begin this foreword by assuring you that what you’re about to read is pure fiction. Unfortunately, when it comes to Vinnie Penn, nothing is ever pure. So instead, let me just say this: I read this book with one eye open, the way you might watch a slow-motion replay of a car crash—especially if the car is your life.


Vinnie and I met back in the 1990s, a time when my life was imploding, rebooting, and eventually being redeemed by faith, the love of God, and an extraordinary woman. Much of what he writes may be true . . . but because Vinnie nicknamed me “Oblivio” (for my talent at being utterly oblivious to almost everything—especially women, dating, and basic human interaction), I can’t fully confirm any of it. Some of the stories in here I actually discovered for the first time while reading the book—which makes this as educational for me as it is for you.


There was a lot happening in my life during those years. Everything was changing, and Vinnie—in his loud, hilarious, unpredictable way—played a much bigger role in it than I realized then. After finishing the book, I called him and we laughed. A lot. I had forgotten just how many good friends I was blessed with during that season—especially in the city of my rebirth: New ivHaven, Connecticut. That city will always belong to Vinnie. I was merely renting space in his kingdom.


I was also reminded—sometimes painfully—of the ways I failed people back then. Notice I said some people. Vinnie is not one of my regrets . . . well, at least not completely. I knew early on he had raw talent and a bright future. That talent is on full display here. I was reminded of what I thought back then: “Man, this kid can write.” I could see that sure, what I didn’t fully grasp was the struggle inside him—just as he couldn’t see mine. In the end, that struggle took us to the one thing that is the most important in life that perhaps neither of us knew at the time. Family. It’s funny how life turns out: two guys who had no idea how to be husbands or fathers, now counting those as our greatest achievements.


Vinnie tells a story in here about a dinner at Gerry’s restaurant after my father-in-law passed away. There we were—three young men, full of dreams, none of which anyone else could really see. Somehow, each of us managed to do more than we ever imagined. That’s America. Messy. Redemptive. Amazing.


But the moment that really got me wasn’t about career or success. It was watching Vinnie talk with my son—seeing the good, decent, honorable, funny, smart father he’d become. I never thought I’d say this, but Vinnie Penn has grown into the kind of man I’d be thrilled to see my son grow into.


I just hope he can do it without the debauchery . . . and the broken-down Camaro.


Enjoy the book. And remember: If anything in here shocks you, imagine how I felt reading it.


— Glenn Beck











Preface





It should be noted, before we even begin, that I had no idea morning radio shows existed prior to 1996. Not really anyway. I mean, sure, I knew of Casey Kasem and Wolfman Jack, groundbreakers in an industry heretofore unknown to me in all of the ways that would ultimately matter. Cultural icons were popping up doing cameos in the sitcoms of my youth, with the former furthermore on my television every Saturday, counting down the ten biggest songs in the country before imploring me, and a whole damn nation, to “keep your feet on the ground and keep reaching for the stars.”


But, zany morning radio shows? “Zoos,” as they were known? Where the hosts created all of these kooky, eccentric characters and made appearances at car dealerships and gave away T-shirts and bumper stickers bearing their names? At twenty-nine, it was totally lost on me.


It is important that I get this out of the way before I proceed with the story of my falling into radio and becoming radio superstar Glenn Beck’s co-host for three full years—his final years doing Top 40 after close to two decades—lest my naivete and general cluelessness from 1997–1999, about a world that I’ve now inhabited since 1996, come across as either facetious or frustrating. Or both. At the very least, unfathomable.
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But, such was the case. I was a cassette kid of the ’80s. Prior to that, I was the youngest of four in a family of six where the only thing we listened to in the car was eight. As in 8-tracks. My parents didn’t dig on local radio and therefore raised four children who didn’t. We had a smattering of 8-tracks to choose from, including Sinatra, Elvis, and The Beatles. They were all three in an A rotation.


Sure, there was the local AM station, 1300 WAVZ, that I monitored for snow days, shoveling Cookie Crisp into my face as I eagerly anticipated the host saying “Saint Bernadette School in New Haven” . . . (it took forever) . . . “canceled.” Now, that was my idea of cancel culture!


And, yes, I became aware of one radio team in town by the time high school rolled around, only because it was where all the new rock music would debut. Word would ramble down the hallowed halls that Zany & McCoy, or Chico & The Boner, or Flash & The Pan (morning radio teams, it appeared, always had wild and woolly names like this) would be giving the newest Def Leppard or Van Halen song a spin at a certain time on a certain day, and either we all tried to be in our cars to catch it, or we had someone who was home taping it on their mammoth bedroom stereo or boom box for us to listen to together later. Until the spring of 1996, I probably, if asked, believed that to be the job: Announce the music, play the music, car commercial, repeat. Lost cause, to be sure, but I had, at the very least, watched WKRP In Cincinnati.


This being the case, when I began appearing on The Glenn Beck Morning Show sometime that year, I was pleasantly surprised to discover there was a whole lot more to it than that. Sure, Beck played the new music of the day (it was a Top 40 station, after all, but in the late ’90s that actually included a solid dose of rock), and he had recurring characters of his creation that made “appearances,” but he also waxed philosophical, covered local politics, weighed in on stories of the day—to the point of total digression, where he’d often arrive at the most probing of questions (especially viifor, say, 6:20 a.m.), leading the phone lines to get lit up by listeners, many of whom were equally prepared to bare their souls.


He’d often crescendo with a sprawling monologue, pausing in their eighth month of pregnancy, woebegone sighs flying, dramatically trailing off at the end as if having lost his way or, worse, seeing a pointlessness to it all, before either making a self-deprecating joke and going to commercials, or apologizing softly for the self-indulgence and going to commercials.


It was captivating. It was compelling. It could have you laughing riotously and taking some serious inventory in the span of five minutes.


I’d been missing out on one hell of a world. As a wannabe writer of fiction and by then a twenty-nine-year-old grappling with pretentiousness as much as I was the fact that thirty was barreling toward me and I was absolutely, positively nowhere, the self-flagellation went into fourth gear for not even knowing this kind of entertainment was taking place all around me, these types of opportunities not a two-hour train ride to New York City away, but fifteen minutes by car.


It didn’t take me long to realize that I wanted in. This was what everyone was doing on FM morning radio? Sketches and monologues and conversations with complete strangers on the phone that could be as quippy as they were contemplative?


No. It was not what everyone was doing. It’s what Glenn Beck was doing. It was the fusion of entertainment and enlightenment.
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Chapter One Wannabe






It was the best of times, it was the worst of times. From 1997–2000 the former was surely the case for me, while the latter was where Glenn Beck whiled away many an hour.


I first met him in the hallway of Radio Towers Park in Hamden, Connecticut, which houses a handful of radio stations. It was by chance one afternoon in 1996. Except it wasn’t by chance at all. It was planned out. Choreographed. Staged. I just didn’t know that. And wouldn’t know that for over a quarter of a century.


By then Glenn was in his fifth year doing mornings for heritage New Haven Top 40 station KC101. Many big names in the industry have passed through the very same doors for a stint, including Radio Hall of Famer Kid Kelly and Tom Poleman, a programming veteran who is now president of iHeartRadio, to name just two.


Beck’s Top 40 partner Pat Gray had come with him to New Haven, by way of Baltimore and a few other much more significant markets (New Haven wasn’t—and isn’t—even in the Top 100 of radio markets) but had long since returned to the other side of the country, and Beck was struggling to find a replacement co-host. He’d done a year with a female co-host but deemed that 2a disaster, and now simply had the studio basically full of bodies with standard-issue radio nom de plumes, from the “news guy” to the “weather girl” to the “traffic person” to even a production guy and—oh yeah—a chef. (The chef was not there to prepare meals, by the way; he was just a guy who’d catered many a KC101 event and Beck found him amusing, so why not throw him in the mix too?) They might’ve been calling it “The Breakfast Flakes” or something equally appalling, but not to the point of changing any logos or banners to reflect that. Heaven forbid a billboard! Those were, and are, sacred. In other words, Beck wasn’t sold on this motley crew. Nor was management.


Lemme back up a second and add a little more water to the story of the chef. Because, doesn’t it kinda beg for it? He was short-lived on the show, but my mention of him should by no means be viewed as some illustration of how desperate Beck and management were. I mean, they were desperate (again, I’d find out just how desperate more than twenty-five years later), but it’s not like the FedEx guy could drop off a package, launch a zinger that reduced Beck to tears, and find himself co-hosting the next day. (Although the FedEx guy during our time together, I once remarked, “looked like Santa” and sure as hell became a regular on the show; he wound up being a biker who held an annual toy drive where he played—you guys are so good!—Santa Claus.)


This chef was carving a path for himself as a media personality in addition to his culinary strides. At one point a wildly successful caterer who lived less than ten minutes from the radio station, he was also doing regular appearances on The Today Show. At another time he was the Senior Executive Chef of Sara Lee (a $20 billion dollar behemoth in the food world in the days before the term “foodie” even existed, never mind “food porn”) and—I’m not kidding here—doing regular appearances on The Tony Danza Show. Yep. That kind of big time.


An affable, lovable lug, he brought a lot of energy and charisma to any set. Why wouldn’t that also be the case if instead of a set it 3were a radio station? Beck was as sold on him being given a shot as KC101’s General Manager was, and so another ingredient got tossed into the pot.


This was not just the beauty of both Beck and his then-General Manager, a woman named Faith Zila, who actively sought Glenn out and lured him to New Haven in the first place. It was also something that happened in radio a lot in those days: Be funny, get on the air. Stay funny, stay on the air. Background notwithstanding.


I should know. It was about to happen to me.


Zila and Beck were a match made in heaven. More than Beck and Gray. More than Beck and me. Where she was a free spirit, he was a free thinker. They both thought outside the box in their respective roles in what was at the time a thriving industry. They both had incredible work ethics. They both abhorred the cookie-cutter approach, much more keen on throwing things at the wall to see what would stick. The types of things that pretty much everyone else in the industry would warn might take your eye out.


Faith came from the world of sales, had risen through the ranks to GM, and was as Bohemian as the day is long. She wore long, flowing numbers—a la Mrs. Roper from TV’s Three’s Company— every last one of them black, and there was a touch of goth to her look too, during a time when goth was king. She was most certainly queen of radio in Connecticut, though she’d surely bristle the mere suggestion. She held her own in boardrooms full of men, oftentimes leaving them trembling in her wake. What she wanted, she got. She wanted Beck, and she got him. She wanted me; she got me. I just didn’t know she wanted me at the time.


Faith Zila changed both my life and Beck’s.


I set up an interview with her through—shocker of all shockers—a local car dealership. A childhood friend of mine was in his car salesman era, and he’d been harping for ages that I “should be a DJ,” thanks to rants I’d go on about music, typically with a drink in my hand by the blazes of a bonfire in his backyard (long before the age of firepits). He’d always profess to be in awe of my knowledge 4about members of bands, producers of certain records, the years they were released. He thought me an encyclopedia. I explained to him time and again that DJs had to have a technical prowess, a mastering of this goliath board before them, along with an ability to rhythmically conjoin songs with patter, all while thrusting knobs up and down. “They don’t just sit there and talk about music for twenty minutes,” I’d laughingly admonish the idiot. (The idiot, again, lest you already forgot, we’d discover was me.)


This had actually begun years back, but now he was working at a car dealership that advertised on KC101. He had somehow finagled Faith Zila’s card from someone there and passed it on to me. “Call her up and set up an interview. You never know” was his logic.


And, nope. You sure as shit don’t.


I don’t know what made me call, but I did. My stomach growling? Overdue utility bills? The fact that I was paying for gas with coins? And she took the meeting. Now, I wasn’t calling to be a “DJ.” My thought process was that I could write copy for the radio station’s brand spanking new website. They were “the latest thing” in 1996, though in their very, very early stages, and my thought was that I could bring something to that table. See, at the time, I was a freelance writer for the area’s newspapers, covering the music scene. I’d interview bands that were coming to town and write up articles about it. I was going to lead with my latest: I had just interviewed Jakob Dylan, son of Bob, and front man for the band The Wallflowers. Their hit “One Headlight” was getting played every twenty minutes on KC101.


But it’s not like I told the receptionist any of this. Or Faith. She’d never even gotten on the phone. She knew nothing of my master plan. I merely dropped the car dealership’s name, and mine, to the receptionist, got put on hold, and when she came back on the line she said, “Faith will see you.” Like The Great Oz. My goal was to get her on the phone. Now I had to show up. Presumably in a tie. Which I didn’t have. Get Dad on the phone.
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When the day came for my interview for a job that didn’t even exist (yet did, although I wouldn’t know it did until—are you still playing?—over twenty-five years later), I was ushered into her office, which was a sight to behold. There was a chandelier. Leather furniture like you were in a cigar shoppe. She came from around her desk to greet me and took a seat on one of the couches, and I took a seat on the other, immediately launching into everything my college professors prompted me to do, along with some additional tips from a mother who had gotten so exhausted by my freeloading throughout my twenties she moved across the country with her second husband, to Vegas. She left my sister and me in the family house, where we were instructed to simply keep it going.


Faith sat there beaming as I went on and on (and on) about all that I could offer to a website that I might not have even taken a look at. My legitimate thought process was, “I’ll give you the interviews that I’m conducting of all the artists you’re playing on the air that I turn into articles for several local newspapers and ’zines and you can post them on the site.” I was utterly clueless to the fact that the newspapers owned those. They were not mine to sell a second time. Hence, this wouldn’t even be possible. In my defense, I was also offering my services to conduct interviews and do write-ups specifically for the website, otherwise unpublished, as my Rolodex had grown considerably in the half dozen years since I scored my first byline. I truly had already scored interviews with some of the biggest (or soon-to-be) 1990s names: Counting Crows, Bush, Alanis, Collective Soul, No Doubt, one of Blind Melon lead singer Shannon Hoon’s final interviews, and more. I eagerly, albeit clumsily, yanked them one by one from my briefcase and held them up to show Faith. It was the saddest show-and-tell starring a twenty-nine-year-old man.


I needn’t have bothered. She was sold on me the minute I opened my mouth. I’ve no idea why. She just sat there, beaming. I can still see it to this day. She never “heard” my pitch, and therefore I was never called on to deliver on the website front. She politely allowed 6me to finish and then just simply said, “Well, I love you. I think you should be on the air.”


And so I was. That weekend.


Somewhere in the melee of introductions that followed, all Glenn-free, I heard one programmer mention to another the words “lifestyle reporter” while they were talking about me. What the hell is that and how am I qualified to be one?


In retrospect, it all seems so obvious, as most things do in retrospect. But at the time I was just a fumbling and bumbling freelance writer, pitching stories to a variety of different publications on a weekly basis—from national rock mags to lifestyles publications like GQ and Esquire to a newly resurrected Spy Magazine (man, I wanted in on that one) to iconic comedic pubs like MAD Magazine and Cracked to each and every local player, from the artsy rags one could grab for free at a coffee shoppe across the street from Yale to every newspaper, including the Hartford Courant, which, to this day, remains the longest-running newspaper still in print in America.


The no’s came fast and furious, and that’s when I’d get any response at all. Rejections were plentiful, while three squares a day were not. Such is the life. You know it going in.


But there were enough yeses slowly beginning to trickle in, on a quasi-steady basis, after nearly ten years at it. (Another frequent target of mine: Marvel Comic Books. Their process was incredibly streamlined. It got to the point where I’d mail my latest pitch for an issue of a barely there title on a Monday and receive their letter back that it was a pass the very next Monday. But I was getting to them. Their form letter began having handwritten notes in the upper right-hand corner, and they were getting more and more detailed.)


But I digress. Which I may do a lot. Sorry in advance.


Point is, I had a steady enough stream of income by this point, and I felt like I finally might actually be getting somewhere, so the fact that there was no formal job offer, job title, or even a mention 7of salary, did not make me so much as arch an eyebrow. This was just more freelancing.


I figured that I’d write a script and deliver it into a microphone as opposed to typing it up on the typewriter I was beating the hell out of, where the n was broken. (You know how many words contain that letter? So many! I just used one there! And there! You know how laborious it is to turn every m into an n with a thin black marker before faxing your latest piece over? It was the stuff of carpal tunnel.)


The artist, he sure does starve. But, again, like I say, I was slowly beginning to eat. Okay, snack.


It never dawned on me to ask any questions. Like, why do you want me to do this? I showed you a writing portfolio beneath that chandelier. Or, you’ve got three studios full of on-air talent—can’t any one of them do this sixty second spot about a Potato & Corn Festival in North Branford? What’s more, I wasn’t excited about any of it either. Later, I’d watch as people got so excited at the prospects of being on the radio, but, curiously, I did not go through that at the time. Or ever.


I was neither excited nor nervous. I just had one eye on thirty and the other on my bank account.


Sometimes they’d want me on the scene, there in the thick of it all, very “man on the street.” This would necessitate me finding a pay phone to call in to the radio station so someone could roll tape on me among all the chaos of the festival or parade attendees, which could occasionally prove quite the challenge. Pay phones were on their way out and cell phones on their way in, and I’d occasionally find myself quite literally running blocks from an event to locate a phone to plunk my coin into. Then it dawned on me that no one knew if I was truly there or not, so I just began making these calls from my front porch at home. Where you could hear a pin drop. Or, worse, hear a random lone bark from my dog. He was starving too.


“Hey, it’s Vinnie Penn LIVE from the forty-seventh annual New Haven Chili Fest! Somebody grab me a water—this stuff is H-O-T hot!” That kinda thing.
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But, other times it’d be in studio, even frequenting one of the local morning shows in the building, on 960-WELI. The host could count on me for a solid punch line every time out but, more importantly, I knew all the ins and outs of the city that I was born and raised in. The street names and popular clubs, from the old to the new, and the concert venues, and the theaters. The names came out of my mouth with as much ease as my three siblings’ names. That mattered. No retrospect necessary. I saw this then.


But what I didn’t see was the grooming. I was being prepped to get thrown in with Beck.


One chilly autumn day, on my way out of the WELI studio, I ran into him in the hallway, strolling in my direction with the program director (heretofore referred to as the PD), an Italian guy from Rhode Island. (Except for the fact that I didn’t run into him at all; it’d been choreographed, I would find out over drinks with someone I’d come to work with there some twenty-five years later, her disbelief that I never knew this making martini shoot out her nose.)


I was introduced to Glenn, who was taken by the wool cap that sat atop my head. It was a Yale hat, with the legendary Ivy League institution’s inimitable “Y” going solo on it, no bulldog to be found.


After a very softspoken hello, he asked me if I’d “been through Yale.” My response was that I surely had, sardonically adding “in my car.” Mildly entertained, we shook hands, and the wildest of lightbulbs went off over the PD’s head. “Hey!” he blurted out. “You should pop in on Glenn one morning. I am just now coming up with this idea. This is most definitely not something that the GM instructed me to coordinate, nor did I plan it that Glenn and I would be walking by the studio just as you were walking by it.” He turned to Glenn. “Vinnie’s really funny.”


I am fairly certain that the guy hadn’t listened to me on-air one single time—especially over in the wasteland that was the lowly AM news/talk station, as opposed to the “50-watt blowtorch” (radio folk love to use that term) that was the FM Top 40 juggernaut known as KC101.
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So, was it that lame Yale crack? That was just a zippy reply. The stuff of icebreaker. After all, Beck didn’t appear all that enthusiastic about introductions to the guy faking festival appearances on the tiny news/talk station in the building, getting paid chump change. Heck, a few times they even paid me with gift certificates. At least they were to restaurants, so I could eat.


He was certainly gentlemanly enough. And his reaction to my wisecrack was sincere. But he appeared very much the weary traveler. He shrugged his shoulders affably and said “sure” to the PD, who I’d in short order discover Beck thought a complete fool.


For the life of me, the first time I was in-studio I can’t remember a single thing about what we discussed or any jokes I might’ve made that landed. And, in the end, that’s why I was in there: To be funny. That much had been made clear. There was an ease, though. An immediate comfort and smooth rapport. Armed with a good night’s sleep, I brought zero awkwardness or nervousness into that studio. Radio hosts are so grateful for that, despite it totally not being under anyone’s control. Still, those jittery, sweat-stained, “talk into the mic, INTO the mic” guests only ratchet up the host’s nervousness and are ultimately just so draining.


What I do recall, I can tell you, is that it was later that very week, on a Thursday, and in between 7:30 and 8:00 a.m. It would be eons before I’d find out what prime real estate that is on a morning radio show, what a coveted slot.


Land they must have, because once I was done Beck not only asked me to return the following Tuesday, but he gave me an assignment. Moreover, a topic. I didn’t think much of it at the time, if anything at all, but by God the assignment was so telling of where Beck was at, where he was headed, and, perhaps most important of all, where KC101 did not want to be or go or, heaven forbid, stay.


Beck told me to prepare a monologue about incumbent Bill Clinton seeking reelection up against stone-faced Bob Dole and wild card Ross Perot.
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During those early visits I’d handwrite my bits on notebook paper, tear ’em out after one final pass in the parking lot, jutting lines through words and writing punchier ones atop the mess, and head into the building without so much as performing it out loud once. They looked like the sleeve to Pearl Jam records.


The gist of this particular bit was “this is the best America can do?” (A till I still revisit, tragically, often.) I likened each candidate to a TV series, and can only recall my Bob Dole slam, which elicited the biggest laugh from Beck. I said he was the Murder One of the lot, a nod to an ABC series that was limping along in its second and, ultimately, final season. It was something along the lines of “and Dole is ‘Murder One.’ It’s like, is this still even on the air?”


I was asked back again for that Thursday and given another assignment. But this one wasn’t a topic; It was a “sign-off.” He wanted me to come up with a way to end each of my monologues, tie it all up in a pretty li’l bow, going so far as to instruct me to come up with a few and that he’d pick his favorite.


When I returned two days later, I rattled off everything that I’d come up with. I don’t recall any of them and, if I’m being honest, I’m pretty sure I wasn’t even all that clear on what he was asking me to do. It would later spark one of the first of our hours-long conversations, this one being about comedy legends, classic films, literature, and so forth. We discovered we shared a love for Abbott and Costello and other old, “black and white” fare. These TV and radio forefathers all had their sign-offs and catch phrases and recitable routines.


After I bounced my final idea off Beck about how I’d end my segments going forward, he deadpanned, “OK, so those all suck.” Then he chortled. Yet he wasn’t joking; he hated them all. The first thing I truly—and I do mean truly—noticed about Glenn Beck was that his laughter was contagious. It still is. I burst out laughing in that moment, too. I would soon notice he also used it to great effect on the air. Not that he’d ever fake laugh—he just laughed in a way that goaded someone less inclined to join right on in. His laugh when we were alone, out at the movies we’d soon be frequenting, 11or at his apartment for one of his legendary dinner parties, was the same as the one you’d get in the studio, but that one went directly into the microphone, or began slightly away from the microphone, only to move toward it as it got heavier, or the other way around. He played that microphone like a goddamn banjo.


With less than a minute before I was to go live on the air—and it was all live pretty much all the time—Beck had his eyes on the clock and was spinning those dials and working those nobs like Doctor Frankenstein as the storm neared. The multitasking was insane, a far cry from the way radio is done today. Entire shows are taped in advance and timed to go off hours later. There ain’t even a body in the studio.


The song playing was nearing its end, and I already knew what Glenn turning his microphone on looked like, and he was just about to do it. It’s alive! A-live! He glanced at me and spat out, “When you’re done, just say ‘I’m Vinnie Penn, but that’s my problem.’”


Monster born.


I became a regular on The Glenn Beck Morning Show, going live every Tuesday and Thursday at 7:35 a.m. I’d punctuate every rant with “I’m Vinnie Penn, but that’s my problem,” and sure enough people began calling in, eager to say it right on back to me. They especially loved saying it to my face, once I began popping in on Glenn’s appearances at area grocery stores, diners, and—oh yeah, most of all—car dealerships. Aka the radio shows of the 70s and 80s’ bread and butter.


As early as my third or fourth time doing my bit, Beck revealed another card up his estimable sleeve: my introduction. The first few times he’d simply say “Vinnie Penn is in with us again. What’s hacking you off this week, Vinnie?” And away I’d go. I recall giving pause the first time he used the term “hacking you off.” That was not vernacular indicative of the region. That was something he brought with him from Mount Vernon. Or maybe picked up during his time in Baltimore. I felt like it really made him stick out like a sore thumb, like so not a local. Hence, the quest for a me.
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But the brevity that gave way to the levity was dropped extraordinarily early on. Suddenly there came this epic introduction, complete with dramatic F/X humming beneath Beck’s polished delivery. “He writes for MAD magazine and Circus. His work has also appeared in Spy magazine (it had not) and Hit Parader, and he joins us live in-studio every Tuesday and Thursday at this time. Vinnie Penn. How’s it going, Vinnie?”


I was also no longer assigned topics. I was to come up with them myself and Beck would either cue up a song that worked with what I’d be talking about on a given day or I was to also have that worked out. One time my segment was going to be about a recurring dream I was having and why dreams needed to recur at all. After Beck’s intro he cued up the opening strains to Aerosmith’s classic “Dream On,” and I was off. He’d fade it out once I got going, but by the time I delivered my “I’m Vinnie Penn, but that’s my problem” outro he slammed into that right hook final chorus, where Steven Tyler’s plea for the listener to dream on becomes a guttural, shrieking battle cry, Joe Perry’s guitar squeal begging for sunroofs to be opened. He’d let the chorus breathe, and then ultimately ride the song right into a commercial stopset.


(Interestingly, Aerosmith was quite active on the Top 40 charts at the time. Their single “Pink,” from their Nine Lives record, would earn them a Grammy Award in 1997, and “I Don’t Wanna Miss a Thing,” off the soundtrack to the Bruce Willis/Ben Affleck flick Armageddon, would score the Boston rockers their one and only number one single the next year. That said, we had no business playing “Dream On.” That was classic rock. That RI PD was destroying his office when Glenn would plug in my “intro music.” But I wouldn’t find out about that until a year and a half later, at his farewell party. And, again, Aerosmith was still topping the charts with new material. There were times we used Jim Croce songs or Pink Floyd, the former having been dead for decades and the latter having not spoken to each other in decades.)
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Beck was making the segment, and the guy starring in it, both larger than life. It was strategic. Yes, I was getting stuff published regularly in Hit Parader and Circus, but MAD magazine appeared to get turned on by rejecting my work, and Spy never so much as dignified a single pitch of mine with a response. Glenn wanted me to seem like a “get.” Like a big deal. And since his listeners trusted him, they believed him. Not that he was consciously lying—he didn’t commit who I contributed to regularly to memory. But bombast was the key and, as Beck would often acquiesce: “It is theater.” Within six months I was added to the show full-time, all morning every morning, Monday through Friday.


But this time salary did get brought up.


The night before I was to have my sit-down with RI PD to finalize the details of my contract, Beck called me at home. “Listen,” he began softly, from an apartment within walking distance to the radio station that he had only recently moved into while he went through a divorce. “I know exactly how much money they have for this job. If they offer you one penny less than it just say no and— pay attention—just stand your ground. They have the money.”


I’d never had a salary before. Despite being twenty-nine years old. It’s not pathetic in retrospect; but I was very much aware at the time, and reminded often by all those around me just how pathetic that was. The fact that I was twenty-nine years old and had no medical benefits was an extraordinary bone of contention with my mother, as it would be for any mom. Every few months she’d go on a tear about the fact that I didn’t have health insurance, punctuating every tirade with a send-off along the lines of “don’t step in front of a bus today” or “don’t break your leg falling down a flight of stairs.” As if I otherwise might. I’d sometimes counter, “But Ma, the bus could be so tempting . . .” We’d always had a funny patter. She’d soon be a recurring guest on the show.


The call from Beck unnerved me. I was fully prepared to accept whatever they offered. It was four hours a morning. It wouldn’t interfere at all with my freelancing. Plus, it came with those 14much-ballyhooed medical benefits, no matter how meager the package might be. Sure, the number he told me was chump change. The epitome of a starting salary. Being honest, less than pretty much any starting salary ever offered for any job in the history of man. But I still would’ve done the job for less.


“Promise me,” Glenn kept pressing. “I’m telling you I know exactly how much money they have. You’ve gotta trust me. I used to be the station manager (which was true, although that was short-lived), so I’m telling you this is what they have. Don’t accept any less.”


The following day, immediately following the show, I began to make my way over to the PD’s office. Much to my surprise, Glenn rushed out of the studio behind me and began walking with me. “Remember what I said,” he began. “I know this guy. He’s going to offer you less. But I know exactly how much money they’ve got. You’ve just gotta turn him down until he gets there. You trust me, don’t you?”


Of course I did. Outside of the fact that he’d been working at my hometown radio station, and in this market, for years already, he’d worked at several other radio stations, in several other markets, prior to this stint. He’d been through countless negotiations by this point, including the one he was presently navigating with his wife’s lawyer, even though he just turned thirty-three. He’d first begun cashing checks from radio stations as a teenager in Mount Vernon. I was getting gift certificates to Chinese restaurants for my radio work.


When I got to the office, I turned to him and said, “Well, I’ll let you know how it goes.” Little did I know he’d be sitting in on the meeting, too. The PD didn’t even know.


“Can Vinnie and I have a minute alone?” he asked Glenn.


“I won’t say a word,” was Glenn’s response, as he made himself comfortable on the sofa. (In the ’90s, program directors for radio stations had beautiful furniture in their office. This was, ostensibly, to make the record label folk comfortable, but the fact that it was 15nicer than anything in any of the DJ’s homes oftentimes stung. So we’d get them back by having sex on it all the time.)


These two were staring each other down like it was the Old West. “What are you, his babysitter?” Glenn was asked. He softly reiterated: “I won’t say a word.” The guy was ticked, but Glenn didn’t flinch.


We were in there no more than two minutes. True to his word, Glenn never made a peep. I was offered five thousand dollars per year less than the figure Beck had shared with me. I immediately accepted.


On our way back down the hall—a walk of shame like no other, and years before the catch phrase would even first be uttered— Glenn put his arm around me and cooed into my ear, “You’re a tower of Jell-O.”


After the next day’s show, I went to sign the contract that had since been drawn up. I’d be signing it with Faith, who was beaming yet again, and Glenn joined me for that, too.


“This is it,” she said to him, gripping his arms. I had no idea that a search had been underway, and for a good long time too. Or, at the very least, for long enough that it was starting to wear on Beck. The divorce surely wasn’t helping either. Faith was genuinely happy for him, though. I could see in her eyes that she just adored the guy. She’d talked him into slumming it in New Haven, the first time in his career he wasn’t working in a market in the Top 100 and, damn it, she was going to keep him happy.


She was genuinely happy for me, too. She gave me a big hug and had tears in her eyes as I signed my first radio contract.


“I heard Glenn went into the meeting with you,” she said. I nodded that he had. She turned to him, tilted her head, and pursed her lips, eyes welling up even further. She was well aware that Glenn’s intention was to add a pressure to the RI PD. His accompanying me caused the PD to grumble about him yet again afterwards to Faith, which I’d find out about maybe a year later. The PD deemed Beck’s joining the tete-a-tete inappropriate, intrusive, disrespectful, and as 16such deserving of reprimand. He would spend his remaining days at the station in a power struggle with his morning man. One that he’d always lose.


“You two are going to be inseparable,” Faith predicted, now one hand gripping Glenn’s forearm and the other gripping mine.


And we were. For two years.
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