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			“But drink was a sovereign opium of the people, oh, an excellent opium. Although some prefer the radio, another opium of the people, a cheap one he had been using.”

			The Gambler, the Nun, and the Radio

			Ernest Hemingway
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			She’s always been my biggest supporter. Not only did she help with this project, but she’s also helped write material for my stand-up comedy shows. We’re a good team. Kim has lovingly dealt with my alarm clock going off at 4:00 in the morning for decades. We don’t get up early on the weekends.     

		


		
			Introduction

			There is a difference between getting up early and being up early. I have been in the radio business, and when I say the business, I mean the industry (an ongoing joke for longtime listeners), for over 40 years. For nearly 35 of those years, I have hosted a morning show, meaning my alarm clock has been waking me up between 3:30 and 4:00 in the morning for most of my adult life. I have always hated getting up early, but I have learned to love being up early. I’ve grown to enjoy the peace and quiet of the early morning hours. An old radio friend once told me that when you start doing a morning radio show, you have to say goodbye to your nighttime friends in order to make room for your new morning radio friends. My listeners have been good radio friends now for decades.

			Forty or more years in any line of work produces stories and memories, hopefully good ones. That is what this book is filled with. Although there are some references to my childhood, the events and stories all took place during my radio years, a broadcasting memoir of sorts. Much like a fun road trip with friends, the stories do not necessarily go directly from point A to point B in a straight line; this collection of stories has plenty of side excursions along the way. Mostly, it’s a book with fun, relatable tales I’ve told on the air, some involving many of the great radio people I have met over the years.
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			CHAPTER 1

			IT’S STILL ROCK AND ROLL TO ME

			Radio is fun. For example, every day for several years, we have acknowledged birthdays and other milestones on the Gomez and Company morning show on TK99 with “7:00 Shots,” tossing back a ceremonial shot of whiskey in celebration at 7:00 in the morning. Off the top of my head, other than priests drinking wine during Sunday mass, I can’t think of too many jobs where that would be considered acceptable behavior. 

			One of the other benefits of working in radio has always been attending lots of concerts. A common question for radio personalities to ask listeners has always been, “What was your very first concert?” It always produces great stories and memories on the air. My dad took my brothers and me to our very first concert in 1969 at the Syracuse War Memorial Auditorium. In hindsight, it was a legendary performance. Our first concert was Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass. We had all of Herb Alpert’s albums, and they were great. I believe that every household in America in the 1960s and early 70s had a copy of the Herb Alpert album called Whipped Cream & Other Delights, partially because of the great music, but mainly because the album cover was the closest thing to adult entertainment that most listeners could access, and by listeners, I mean men. It wasn’t quite National Geographic magazine level semi-nudity, but it was close. The photo on the cover featured a beautiful model wearing nothing but whipped cream. Head to toe. She had a rose in her left hand and was licking whipped cream from a finger on her right hand while looking seductively into the camera. What was the title of the first track on the album? I had no idea, and I didn’t care. All I knew was that even if I was lactose intolerant, I wanted to jump into that pile of whipped cream.

			Throughout my 40-plus years of going to shows and concerts, I have been so unbelievably fortunate to have seen the absolute legends of music perform their most recognizable songs. The most memorable of those performances for me happened on March 20th, 2015.

			It was a couple of days until Spring, and I was feeling good. The weather had been decent by Syracuse standards. A March day in Central New York could mean a typical mild Spring day, or it could mean a blizzard of nearly 4 feet of snow. We’ve had both. I had tickets to the Syracuse Crunch hockey game the following night. The Crunch is an AHL minor league hockey team, and they are fun to watch, really a great night out. 

			The plan for Friday night, the 20th, was for my wife, Kim, and me to meet some friends at the Ale n’ Angus Pub in downtown Syracuse for a burger and a beer at 6:00 before heading over to the War Memorial Auditorium to watch the Crunch take on the Hershey Bears. At about 4:00 on Thursday, my cell phone buzzed announcing a phone call from the radio station, and against my better judgment, I answered it. It’s not that I don’t enjoy my job, but often when you answer the phone during off hours, it results in more work. 

			“Hello,” I said as I answered the call from Mimi Griswold, our longtime program director of classic rock TK99.  

			“Hi,” she responded in a way that didn’t sound like more work. “Do you want to go to the Billy Joel concert tomorrow night in the Carrier Dome?” 

			I have been fortunate to have seen the legendary piano man twice before, both times inside the cavernous domed stadium on the campus of Syracuse University. On top of that, the older I get, the less I like being in crowds, especially in groups of 35 to 40 thousand. I remember the older my dad got, the earlier we left football games in order to beat the traffic. The last football game I went to before he passed away, we left, if I’m not mistaken, right after the coin toss. I totally get that. 

			“Well, I have plans tomorrow night to meet friends for the Crunch game,” I explained. 

			Mimi jumped in, “Well, here’s part 2 of my question. I just got off the phone with the promoter, and she asked if there was anyone at the radio station who would be available to introduce Billy on stage tomorrow night, and I thought you might enjoy that!”

			Hmmm, a new wrinkle. She was right, I would enjoy that. Mainly, I would enjoy a free ticket to see Billy Joel. I tried not to sound too excited.

			“Well, I guess that would be cool. Is there any chance of getting two tickets so I could bring my wife, Kim, to the concert?” Shrewd. I have always possessed the bargaining skills of a 10-year-old.

			“Absolutely,” Mimi answered. She added the deal sealer.

			“I can also get you a parking pass to get a spot right next to the Dome.” Sold! Two free tickets to see Billy Joel, a VIP parking pass, and the opportunity to introduce the legend himself in front of about 40 thousand fans. Radio has always had its perks.

			Obtaining a VIP spot to park right next to the Carrier Dome in Syracuse is a BIG deal. The atmosphere inside the domed stadium was always exciting, whether it was an SU football or basketball game, a Sugar Ray Leonard boxing match, or a concert. However, actually getting to the dome can be an issue, as its location was quite possibly determined by a blindfolded game of “pin the stadium to the campus.” There really is no easy way in or out of the area. Chick-fil-A often does a far better job of traffic management. I could have sold my VIP parking pass on the dark web for enough cash to actually attend Syracuse University.    

			I was instructed to be at a specific section of the Carrier Dome on Friday night at 6:30, meaning in order to avoid traffic hassles, we should have left our house in the northern suburbs of Syracuse sometime late afternoon…on Thursday. Obviously, that is an exaggeration, but not by much. We left our house around 5:00, thinking that would have been more than enough time to drive, park, enter the dome, find our seats, and then for me to make it to section 115 to meet the promoter.

			Unlike a big football or basketball game, many concertgoers coming to the Carrier Dome were driving in from out of town. Billy Joel fans from Rochester, Utica, Watertown, and other areas of New York State and the northeast were making the trip and, therefore unfamiliar with the seemingly random traffic patterns around the Syracuse University campus, at times resembling the frozen maze that Jack Torrance tried unsuccessfully to navigate at the end of The Shining.

			We parked in our VIP spot and made it into the packed Carrier Dome at 6:25, located our seats in the boss’s suite, and made my way to the rendezvous spot at the top of section 115, just in time to meet the promoter. She led me down the stairs and behind the stage, into what would be the SU basketball team’s home locker room. The area had been turned into the pre-show green room for the many technicians, stage managers, and, as it turned out, performers. She found a seat for me at the end of the table.

			“I have to go find the sound tech, have a seat here next to Billy, and I’ll be right back,” she said.    

			Yes, THAT Billy. I took a seat right next to the Piano Man himself. He was surfing videos on YouTube. Billy Joel was in standard pre-concert attire for a rock star: sweatshirt, ball cap, faded jeans, and an old, comfortable pair of well-worn sneakers. He was also full of energy. 

			One thing I’ve noticed over the years is that successful people, whether they are rock stars, business owners, or athletes, all seem to have a great energy about them. Billy definitely had that energy. The legendary musician smiled, extended his hand, and said a quick “Hi,” quickly calming my nerves. He went back to his laptop.

			“I’m watching videos of The Young Rascals. I was a big fan of theirs growing up, and I want to have them open for us sometime at Madison Square Garden,” he explained. 

			I felt like one of Billy’s closest friends, and he was letting me in on some big industry secret. In reality, I probably sat with him for a couple of minutes, but it was the coolest two minutes ever.

			The promoter returned and said to follow her to the backstage area to meet the sound technician, who would give me instructions before taking the stage. As I stood up to leave, Billy said, “We’ll see you out there. Have fun.” My nerves got the best of me. My response? 

			“You too.” You too?! That’s all I could think of?! My one moment with a music legend, and that’s what came out. It was like a waiter delivering a meal at a restaurant with a friendly, “Enjoy your meal,” and you unexpectedly respond with, “You too.” It made no sense.

			I followed the promoter out of the locker room to the enormous backstage area. Backstage at concerts is often more boring than you might think. This was not boring. This was awesome. The sound tech approached me and asked, “Are you the one who’ll be making the announcement ?” 

			“Yes,” I excitedly responded. I had quickly done the math in my head. I had done a countless number of these types of concert intros during my radio career. Usually, the stage manager hands the emcee a microphone, the emcee then heads out to a predetermined spot onstage, the sound person turns on the microphone, and then the emcee says something goofy like, “Are you ready to have a good time tonight?” Generally speaking, most people don’t pay a lot of money to go somewhere with the goal of not having a good time, so as an emcee at concerts, I’ve never asked that question of a big crowd. Still, it’s what many DJs blurt out when bringing a band onstage. 

			I had assumed this was to be what is referred to as a “soft intro,” meaning I would introduce myself and then say something like, “Billy Joel will be coming out here to party in just a few minutes” with some enthusiasm, and then leave the stage. That type of intro seems to happen more frequently than the “hard intro,” which would be more like, “Are you guys ready to rock?! Then make some noise, here’s Billy Joel!”  The spotlights would come up, and the music would start then and there with no delay. 

			The sound guy said, “Okay, you’ll be standing right here at the bottom of these steps. After the second song, you’ll walk up the steps, then go right to center stage and make your announcement.”

			Huh? Billy Joel would start his long-awaited concert in front of nearly 40,000 screaming fans, play 2 of his classic songs, and then stop playing while I walked onstage to say something? Suddenly, this sounded like a very bad plan. I would most certainly get booed by the crowd. Hell, I would boo myself at that moment.

			In all my years of doing these types of things, I had never come onstage with the band after they started the concert and then made any kind of announcement.

			“Are you sure this is the plan?” I asked. 

			“This is how Billy likes to do it,” replied the sound tech.

			Instructions delivered, I followed the promoter backstage again, this time to the catering area. By the time we arrived, the area was empty as the concert was about to start, with singer Gavin DeGraw opening the show.

			The promoter said, “You can hang out here until Billy starts. After you get onstage, you’ll have maybe 3 or 4 minutes to do your thing.” I think I went pale for a moment.

			“Three or four minutes for what?” I nervously asked.

			“To say what you want to say about Billy. You know, it’s his 7th time playing here at the Carrier Dome and they’re raising an honorary number 7 jersey to the roof to honor the occasion,” she replied. 

			I was aware of the jersey celebration, but I assumed that would take all of 30 seconds. What the hell was I supposed to talk about for three or four minutes?

			As she turned to leave, she added, “Oh, by the way, Billy wants to know how you would like him to introduce you?” 

			“I was just going to say something like, ‘Welcome to the Carrier Dome, here’s Billy Joel,’” I said. She shook her head.

			“No, Billy is going to introduce YOU and bring you up on stage with him.” I blinked nervously for a moment, and as we say on the radio, experienced dead air. Our radio station has a silence alarm that goes off after seven seconds of dead air. If I had been equipped with one, it would have been buzzing right then and there.

			“Oh,” I stammered. “He can just say, here’s Gomez from TK99.”

			I figured I would make it easy for him. Afterward, I thought of all the things I should have had him say. “He was a former running back with the Ottawa Rough Riders of the CFL, a member of the US Olympic 4-man bobsled team, and a one-time shuttle astronaut. Would you please welcome Gomez!”

			She left me alone in the catering area with my thoughts and a giant platter of chocolate chip cookies. Sometimes the backstage catering area at concerts has a veggie tray and a keg of beer. Sometimes it’s a tray of tiny sandwiches like in Spinal Tap. Sometimes it’s just chips and dips and a cooler filled with bottled water. Billy Joel had barbeque, cornbread, delicious sides, desserts, and a giant tray of chocolate chip cookies. For a moment, my inner fat guy took over, and I instinctively grabbed a huge cookie. Even while I was eating it, I was wondering how to grab a couple more and stash them in my pockets for later.

			Then I heard Gavin DeGraw and his band start. The show had begun, and according to the promoter, I had to speak for 3 or 4 minutes in front of some 40 thousand fans about the great Billy Joel after he had introduced me onstage. I sat down at one of the long, empty tables and started to scribble out a few notes. It was his record 7th appearance in the Carrier Dome, his daughter Alexa had performed at our annual local food festival, The Taste of Syracuse, he had donated a big chunk of cash to the Syracuse University school of music, and I’d been playing his music on the radio for over 35 years. As Gavin DeGraw entertained the crowd, my little talk was coming together.

			Although I was starting to get nervous, I had already scored a big win. The fact that Billy Joel was the one who would introduce me probably minimized the chance of being booed. Think of anytime you’ve been to a baseball game and the mayor, or a senator, or any politician comes out to throw out the first pitch. “Booooo!” If I were sitting in the dome and Billy Joel was rocking away, and then suddenly the show came to a halt as somebody got onstage and started yakking away, I would boo as well.

			I had outlined my talk and at first thought I would keep the notes in my pocket in case I got nervous, but then I thought screw it. If Billy Joel had confidence in me on this night, then I was going onstage without notes.

			Gavin DeGraw finished his opening set, and the stage was being readied for Billy Joel. The promoter came back to the catering area to get me.

			“It’s time,” she said. “I’ll bring you to the backstage spot where you’ll wait until Billy introduces you and calls you onstage.” Gulp. I instantly forgot everything I was planning to say to the crowd. And of course, I had thrown away my notes.

			I stood up, grabbed another cookie from the tray, and followed. We walked through the long hallway that passes the door to the SU home locker room where I had met Billy earlier, turned a hard right, and then through the short tunnel from which legendary head coach Jim Boeheim and the Syracuse Orange basketball team emerged to run onto the basketball court. I thought about the late, great SU basketball legend “Pearl” Washington running down the same tunnel and hallway moments after hitting a game-winning half-court shot to beat Boston College many years before. I followed her to the stage manager’s spot, right next to one of the several light and sound boards set up at the base of the short staircase that led up to the stage.

			Billy Joel and his amazing band had started the show, the crowd was on its feet, and the dome was rocking. I stood there taking it all in when I noticed a copy of the setlist taped up on the soundboard. According to a handwritten note on the list, the “DJ intro” would take place after the second song. There it was in print. Two songs in, and I would take the stage. Halfway through the second song, “Pressure,” the butterflies kicked into high gear. The Piano Man had certainly picked the right song for the occasion. On a scale of nervousness for guys, it was right up there somewhere between taking a driver’s license road test and seeing rotating red lights in the rear view mirror.

			I was standing at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the stage and taking deep breaths. My heart was beating like I had just completed the 10-mile Mountain Goat Run through the streets of Syracuse. I remember thinking, “I could be two beers into a hockey game right now.”

			In reality, there was no place I would have rather been at that exact moment of my life, as I have learned that there is no growth in comfort. The most memorable moments of life have some degree of excitement, nerves, purpose, or uneasiness. For me, this was one of those moments. 

			“Pressure” ended, and the Carrier Dome crowd burst into screams and applause. Billy Joel and his dynamic band were on fire and rocking the arena. I thought the last thing this crowd wanted to see or hear was a local radio DJ talking between songs and bringing the smoking hot concert to a complete halt. Cue Gomez. As the crowd calmed down, Billy Joel leaned into his piano-mounted microphone for his introduction.

			“I’d like to bring up Gomez from TK99.” 

			The stage manager handed me a wireless microphone and said, “It’s hot. Walk out to the center mic stand and start talking.”

			I took one last deep breath and jogged up the stairs to the stage, walked past Billy and his piano to my left, and his band to my right. As I had hoped, the fact that Billy is the one who introduced me to the crowd was definitely an asset. People applauded, but primarily because he had done the introduction. Had I stopped the concert to introduce myself, I would have been booed like Yoko Ono at a Beatles concert.

			I looked out at some 40 thousand fans. The stage lights were bright, and I could really only see the people in the first few rows, and the silhouettes of fans way back and directly opposite the stage, who were standing in front of the lighted concourse. I thought I should try to get the crowd on my side, so I blurted into the microphone the first thing that came to my mind.

			“That just became the coolest thing that had ever happened to me,” which brought a few applause and some cheers. 

			Billy added, “You should get out more,” which drew some laughter from the crowd. I was now having somewhat of a conversation with Billy Joel in front of a sold-out stadium! It really was the coolest thing that had ever happened to me.

			I was wearing a leather jacket, and my cell phone was in the inside breast pocket. As I continued to speak, I could feel the phone buzzing and vibrating, and it continued to do so the entire time I was onstage. Friends and coworkers were texting me and sending pictures they had just taken. It was truly one of the most exciting moments of my life, and definitely the most memorable moment in my years in the radio business.

			I’m not even sure of exactly what I said over the next few minutes. I know I congratulated him on his record seventh appearance in the Carrier Dome. I had also mentioned his daughter’s appearance in Syracuse and thanked him for his generous donation to the SU School of Music. Then, I helped cheer on the crowd as his number seven jersey was raised to the rafters of the stadium. As I turned to leave the stage, Billy smiled my way, gave me a thumbs up, and mouthed the words “thank you.” I smiled back and returned the thumbs up as I walked across the stage and down the stairs.

			As I walked up the stairs to join my wife and coworkers in the boss’s suite to enjoy the rest of the concert, I remember thinking, if today were my last day in the radio business, I would be happy. I couldn’t imagine topping that experience. That was in 2015, and it is still a true statement, even after over 40 years behind the microphone. 

			So, how did I get to share the stage with Billy Joel? The incredible journey to that moment took over 4 decades. Let me hit the rewind button and explain. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			ATTICA WAITING

			I was an honors graduate from Marcellus Senior High School in 1978. I also once moved, with the help of several of my friends, the principal’s Volkswagen from the teacher’s parking lot to the front doorway of the high school. That pretty much explains how I started out as a chemical engineering student at SUNY Buffalo and ended up with a 40-plus-year career in radio. Without getting too much into the specifics, while in Buffalo, I discovered beer and music. At that time in Western New York, there was a beer called Goebel. In 1978, Goebel beer cost, no lie, $3.88. Not for a six pack, but for a case. My roommate Paul and I would routinely split a case of Goebel beer in our dorm room…and then go out. We did that way too often, but it was a blast. Anyone in my age group can remember going out to the bars until last call, then maybe out for breakfast, getting home at 3:00 in the morning, and then waking up feeling great at 6:00 to go to work, often wearing the same clothes from the night before. Now, if I eat ice cream after 7:00 in the evening, it’s going to be a long night.

			Another activity that I loved while at the University of Buffalo, or UB, was playing my trombone. The trombone is an awesome instrument as it is one of the brass backbones of any jazz or concert band. The great trombonists are true virtuosos who can make the instrument sing. You can also make great fart noises with it. I was more of the latter. 

			Looking back, maybe I should have learned to play the guitar or the piano. I started playing the trombone in the third grade and continued to play through college. At parties, people are always asking guitar players or pianists to play some great old Rolling Stones tunes or holiday music. I have never been to a party where someone said, “Hey Glenn, why don’t you go get your old trombone and belt out the lower, bass clef notes of a dixieland classic?”

			I played in three different bands in Buffalo: the SUNY Buffalo Concert Band, the Canisius College Jazz Band, and the Daemen College Big Band. It was so much fun. The jazz band and the big band actually got paid, often in beer, to play gigs. At that time, Buffalo was a great jazz city. The old Tralfamadore Cafe on Main Street and Fillmore Avenue was a legendary jazz and R&B venue. And I once saw the Buffalo-based jazz group Spirogyra perform at the Record Theater store on Main Street. They were fantastic. I remember thinking if they ever needed a trombone player who could make awesome fart noises on the horn, I was their guy.

			One night at a rehearsal in the spring of 1979 with the Daemen College big band, the director had an announcement. 

			“Hey guys, listen up, I have some great news. We have a gig coming up next month, and it’s a paying gig! We’re going to get $200 to play for an hour. It’s a bit of a drive, so I’ll rent a van for us. Oh, and don’t forget to bring your driver’s license.” Driver’s license? We assumed the gig must be at a bar or club. The legal drinking age in New York State in 1979 was 18, so we all figured we would be getting proofed at the door before the show. 

			“That’s cool,” I said enthusiastically, adding, “What’s the name of the bar for the gig? Is it the Tralf? Or the Brickyard Bar?” mentioning a few of Buffalo’s famous jazz spots.

			“Not quite,” the band director replied. “We’re playing Attica.” I had never heard of that venue, so I piped up.

			“You mean there’s a bar called Attica?” I remember thinking, Who would name a bar after the site of a horrible prison riot? 

			“It’s not a bar called Attica,” the director answered. “We’re actually playing a gig inside the Attica Correctional Facility.”

			The disturbing Attica prison riots took place only 8 years before, and were currently being taught in high school history classes, and now we had a gig booked there. 

			The band director needed our driver’s licenses to call ahead to Attica prison to let them know who was in our band, so they could do a background check and see if any of us had any relatives who were inmates, just in case we were thinking of smuggling in nail files or porn. I have no idea what people actually try to sneak into prisons, but in movies, it’s almost always nail files baked inside a cake. I’ve always assumed the nail files were used to pick locks and not give manicures. And I only thought porn because, well, it’s prison. And I was only mildly concerned about another riot.

			In reality, there is precisely zero chance of me surviving a prison fight or riot. If I had ever appeared in a movie about prison riots, I would be one of the nameless inmates with no dialogue, probably named in the credits as “dead prisoner number 1.” I would definitely be the first guy down. 

			On the day of the show, the band director rented a van to take us from Daemen College in Buffalo to the Attica Correctional Facility, a distance of 35 miles or so. We joked along the way, but they were the nervous kind of jokes that aren’t really that funny, eliciting the kind of laughs that aren’t actual laughs, like dark humor at a funeral.

			The jokes completely stopped when the van pulled into the parking lot of the Attica prison at around 1:00. The band director parked the van, and we all nervously got out, grabbed our instruments, and walked single file as instructed into the front doors of Attica prison. Gulp. We entered a receiving area where we had to sign in, produce our driver’s licenses, and answer a few questions. For example, “How many cigarettes would you be able to bet on the Super Bowl?” At least that’s what I thought they might ask. 

			All of my knowledge of the prison system is what I had seen in movies, meaning it was probably all wrong. For instance, I had no idea if license plates were actually made in prisons, but if they were, I agree with those who have always felt sorry for inmates of the New Hampshire prison system who were forced to make license plates with their state slogan, “Live Free or Die.”

			We then had to bring our instruments over to a large table where Attica guards opened and searched all of our instruments, as well as the cases that contained them, for any contraband we may have been trying to sneak into the prison. As a kid, I once tried to fit my younger brother Michael into my trombone case, and as I recall, it was close, so I totally understood their concern.

			The Attica prison gates opened and closed like the airlocks on the USS Enterprise on Star Trek. We walked in silence through the prison yard and into another building.

			The door to an auditorium opened, and we were led in by prison trustees happy to see us. At least I believed they were trustees. Again, all I knew up to that point about prison life and the vernacular came from Hollywood. These guys were friendly, courteous, and had clearly been in Attica for quite some time. As I have said many times on my radio show, there are many questions in life that I’m glad I don’t know the answers to, and one of them would be, “How would I look after spending several years in a maximum security prison?”

			We brought our instrument cases to the rear of the stage, where tables and chairs had been set up for our lunch. Yes indeed, we were about to have lunch at Attica prison. With actual Attica prisoners. And Attica food.  Lunch came as a complete surprise to us. What would they possibly serve us? Soup? Creamed corn? Cold baked beans?

			As it turned out, cheese sandwiches were on the menu that day. And I mean just one slice of nearly stale cheese with the edges turning brown, in between 2 slices of old bread, in a state of staleness somewhere between crusty hard and moldy penicillin. And no condiments. An inmate, I would guess to be in his mid-40s, handed me the cheese sandwich.

			“Enjoy,” he added with a smile.

			I took a bite, and it actually compared favorably to a few of the meals served in college dining halls. All of us in the band were college students accustomed to eating everything from gas station burritos to mac and cheese, to expired lunch meats, and worse. 

			I returned the smile and said
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