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Introduction

Emo was never supposed to be cool, so when Gerard Way saw the chance to manifest his comic book fantasies, he went all in. The black marching band uniforms, the skeleton costumes, the broken, the beaten, and the damned—it’s all part of the lore now, but it wasn’t until one night in August 2006: the night My Chemical Romance introduced the world to the Black Parade. MTV had provided six full minutes during the Video Music Awards for the band to unveil its new single on live television, which in the days of TRL and MySpace was kind of like getting your own Super Bowl commercial. North Jersey’s biggest dreamers answered the call. Looking like a zombie Sgt. Pepper’s brigade, My Chemical Romance ascended 30 Rockefeller Plaza and rocked out “Welcome to the Black Parade” on a strip atop the skyscraper just wide enough to hold the stage. They were warned not to jump, or else the wind could knock them off and down to the city streets below. The fading rays of sunlight had just dipped below the Manhattan skyline. After belting one last “We’ll carry on,” Way held out the mic and gazed into the great beyond, looking like a damn superhero.

Down inside the ceremony awaited some old acquaintances and some new ones. There was Fall Out Boy, who one year earlier slogged it out across the parking lots of America alongside My Chemical Romance on 2005’s Warped Tour. While passing through Las Vegas, Fall Out Boy bassist Pete Wentz had introduced members of My Chemical Romance to a band he’d just discovered on the internet: four local teenagers who called themselves Panic! at the Disco. The recent high school graduates could have easily milled through the Warped crowd unrecognized; now, more than a year later, Panic! filed into Radio City Music Hall with dreams of winning all five VMAs they’d been nominated for, including Video of the Year. Fall Out Boy, whose “Dance, Dance” video was up for two awards of its own, was set to introduce Panic!’s in-show performance of “I Write Sins Not Tragedies.” And at night’s end, My Chemical Romance’s opening spectacle would be matched by an upset for the ages: After losing their first four nominations, Panic! at the Disco beat out the likes of Madonna’s “Hung Up” and Shakira’s “Hips Don’t Lie” for Video of the Year. Emo had not only reached the summit—it had conquered it.

Underground rock scenes had crashed the mainstream before, but with those—punk’s class of ’77; eighties indie rock and hardcore; and nineties grunge—there was a prevailing sense of self-detonation, of burning down the house party before the lights got flicked on. MySpace-era emo, on the other hand, not only had immense star power, but stars who weren’t the least bit bashful about being the biggest band in the world. At the 1992 VMAs, Nirvana famously refused to perform “Smells Like Teen Spirit”; by 2006, My Chemical Romance’s dramatic unveiling of “Welcome to the Black Parade” showed how much the barriers of showmanship and selling out had broken down. This generational shift was due to a lot of things: the rise of social media, a desperate, post-Napster music industry, the pull of hip-hop culture, and most of all, this eager new generation of bands. At any date along the 2005 Warped Tour, the kids in Panic!—or any other kid with about thirty bucks—could have caught Fall Out Boy and My Chemical Romance in their prime, and then seen a side-stage band of fellow high schoolers called Paramore, out on their first nationwide tour. It was all happening, all at once, and no one knew how far the moment could take them.

But in the scene Hayley Williams, Brendon Urie, Pete Wentz, and Gerard Way came from, bands didn’t start out expecting to become rich and famous. The music this book is about, whatever you want to call it—[early] 2000s emo, emo-pop, third-wave emo, mall emo, MTVmo, Steven’s Untitled Rock Show–core, fake punk bullshit for posers—can be traced back, somehow, someway, to hardcore punk, and thus, an outsider mentality. American hardcore—bands like Bad Brains, Black Flag, Minor Threat, and Dead Kennedys—started in the late seventies as a loosely connected community of scenes with no link to the mainstream music business. It thrived off-the-grid in LA and DC, but also in places like Austin, Texas, and Reno, Nevada. Fiercely independent, the American hardcore scene taught kids to self-book national tours and helped spread the gospel of straight edge, animal rights, and an array of leftist politics. It was also extremely violent. And since the only non-punks paying attention were often cops trying to kick the shit out of punks, the scene developed a pretty thick skin to strangers. A flyer for a hardcore show might’ve included a drawing of a bullet obliterating JFK’s forehead, or Ronald Reagan holding up a Butthole Surfers shirt. There wasn’t a lot of room for vulnerability here. So about eight years into the hardcore movement, when a few DC bands got tired of stage diving and built their identities around yearning, poetic lyrics, and performed like they were about to burst into flames, they stood out. People even thought of a word for it. The term “emocore” (short for “emotive hardcore” or “emotional hardcore”) had been bouncing around the album review sections of publications like Thrasher, and with bands like Rites of Spring and Embrace, the term stuck.

These forerunner bands eventually saw their legacies grow as emo gained popularity, but it’s hard to stress how localized their appeal was in their day. Rites of Spring, commonly cited as the “first” emo band, played only a handful of shows outside DC and broke up after about two years. Embrace’s run was even briefer; they split in 1986, and vocalist Ian MacKaye formed the post-hardcore band Fugazi a year later.

The version of emo that blew up in the 2000s has little to no direct connection—sonically or aesthetically—to this first wave. Like most interesting genres, it evolved greatly over time. By the mid-nineties, emo’s “second wave” had spread to college towns and medium-sized cities across America, and taken on a bit of indie rock melody. Grunge was exploding, but second-wave emo never caught on with normies like its distant, northwestern cousin. Some major labels and prominent indies tried to ride the post-Nirvana rush and break emo bands in the mainstream, but the moment wasn’t right. Over the decades, records like Sunny Day Real Estate’s Diary, the Promise Ring’s Nothing Feels Good, Jawbox’s For Your Own Special Sweetheart, and Jawbreaker’s Dear You have grown into underground classics, but upon release, they certainly weren’t making anyone rich. The bands were largely unwilling to play the music industry game and their music, iconic as it was, was still too knotty and weird to log more than a few late-night plays on MTV’s 120 Minutes.

Enter emo’s “third wave,” the wave that got popular, and the subject of this book. Where Are Your Boys Tonight? is divided into five sections, each marking a crucial pivot point in third-wave emo’s evolution. We start at the turn of the millennium, when a handful of overlooked scenes fostered a slew of promising groups who hardly dreamed of any sort of success, outside of filling basements and Elks Lodges (often with the help of five other bands). For Thursday, Midtown, and Saves the Day in New Jersey; Brand New and Taking Back Sunday on Long Island; Dashboard Confessional in Florida; and the hardcore kids who’d soon form Fall Out Boy in the Chicago burbs, local heroes were exactly that: local. On the music biz’s late nineties radar, bridge-and-tunnel kids riffing on Lifetime and Silent Majority landed just south of nowhere. But with good looks, catchier songs, and a more advanced version of the internet on their side, glossy magazine covers and MTV stardom suddenly became realities for this new generation. Part two picks up in 2001, with Dashboard Confessional and Jimmy Eat World, a survivor of that post-Nirvana alt-rock bust, on the verge of taking emo to the masses. In 2002, the moment arrived.

Heartthrob Dashboard singer Chris Carrabba became an MTV star and Jimmy Eat World’s “The Middle” cracked the top five of the Billboard Hot 100 and appeared in seemingly every teen movie soundtrack. Purists grabbed their pitchforks, but this was only the beginning. Part three follows the mass media feeding frenzy that ensued in 2003, but even more importantly, the social media revolution that began that year with the launch of MySpace. When the platform took off in 2004, soon-to-be stars like Fall Out Boy and My Chemical Romance flourished on its pixelated pages. The age of influencers had dawned, and emo was its choice aesthetic.

And then there’s 2005, the only year to get its own section. This year was a unicorn, a collision of old media and new, of punk rock and pop stardom, that we’re unlikely to see again. That summer, “Helena” and “Sugar, We’re Goin Down” topped the TRL countdown while My Chemical Romance and Fall Out Boy spent the Warped Tour riding in vans with broken air-conditioning and showering with canned water. They played forty-eight shows in fifty-nine days, including stops in Nampa, Idaho, and Bozeman, Montana. One day in Detroit, My Chemical Romance sold $60,000 worth of CDs, T-shirts, hoodies, and skeleton gloves with cutoff fingers. Paramore arrived that summer, and anyone who heard Hayley Williams’s voice—whether on Warped Tour’s Shiragirl Stage or their feisty debut All We Know Is Falling—seemed to act like they’d been struck by an otherworldly force. And finally, across those twelve magical months, Panic! at the Disco went from Pete Wentz’s blog buddies to a real-life freight train obliterating everything in its path. The same way rock historians talk about 1977 and 1991, 2005 was the lynchpin of emo, the big bang of the 2000s.

By 2006, there was no turning back. MySpace ruled the internet. Emo was popular culture. What did these bands do with all that power? Over section five, we’ll ride the celebrity roller coaster through the triumphs of Paramore’s Riot! and My Chemical Romance becoming the Black Parade, but also the commercial misfires and band breakdowns that led to the end of mainstream emo. Or at least, for a while . . .

* * *

Where Are Your Boys Tonight? contains material from more than three hundred hours of interviews with more than 150 people, ranging from artists to managers to critics to superfans. This book is not meant to be an encyclopedia of emo, but a narrative of a specific period in its history. Some seminal emo bands won’t appear at all, and other bands that may not be called emo per se you’ll hear from a lot, because the story of the genre’s explosion would be impossible to tell without their voices. It’s worth noting that approximately zero of the bands covered in this book—or the ones that came before them—owned up to the “emo” tag during the eighties, nineties, and the first decade of the twenty-first century. Back then, “punk” or “indie rock” were preferred, or if you were a little more tryhard, “post-hardcore.” “Emo” was often used as an insult with homophobic undertones, mocking the vulnerability of the lyrics and performances. Even when it wasn’t being used as a slur, bands found their reasons to reject the title. Some would get philosophical (“Isn’t all music emotional?”) and others got historical, agreeing, sure, Rites of Spring were emo, but since we sound nothing like them, how could that word possibly describe us? Plenty of bands would eventually grow to accept the term, but we’re still about four hundred pages away from that.

Reexamining emo’s pop years brought out many extremes: how young the participants were, how novel their fame was, how much cash was being thrown around. How the internet felt like a savior for music and social connection. How male-dominated the bands onstage were, while the audiences were often predominantly teenage girls.

This inequity dovetailed with rampant misogyny and abuse, which is still coming to light. In 2017, Brand New’s Jesse Lacey was accused of sexual misconduct by multiple women, who described similar accounts of a twenty-something Lacey preying on them throughout the 2000s when they were as young as fifteen. Brand New subsequently canceled touring plans and Lacey issued an apology statement, though it did not address specifics of the of sexual misconduct accusations. In Where Are Your Boys Tonight?, I attempted to depict where and how Brand New drove the narrative of the 2000s emo boom, without glorifying Lacey himself. I realize that, at times, this bestriding may seem difficult, if not impossible: Brand New was arguably the most innovative and critically acclaimed band of their scene. Their appeal was so cultish and specific, it’s hard to put into words. I truly hope I captured it in a way that feels accurate to the era, and brings no further pain to those Lacey hurt.

* * *

While the emo boom is inextricable from the internet, it’s tied to physical space and a time I don’t think could ever exist again. A time when the earliest recordings from bands like Thursday and Saves the Day felt like they could change the world, but you’d never heard anything like them on TV or radio before; when the internet was accessible enough to spread word of new demos and DIY shows, but pre-MySpace platforms like message boards and LiveJournal were still too analog and isolated to make anyone famous. This is the era in which the book begins, and within that era, no scene was more vital than New Jersey’s. Before My Chemical Romance brought it to the Top of the Rock, emo’s explosion began across the Hudson River, in the suburbs just out of view . . .

—Chris Payne, Brooklyn, New York, October 2022
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ROB HITT: drummer, Midtown (and later, manager, Crush Music)

BENNY HOROWITZ: New Jersey show promoter (and later, drummer, the Gaslight Anthem)
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STEPHANIE MARLOW: publicity, Victory Records

MIKE MARSH: drummer-vocalist, the Agency (and later, drummer, Dashboard Confessional)

CHRISTIAN MCKNIGHT: Long Island show promoter (and later, talent buyer, Bamboozle, Skate and Surf, This Island Earth festivals)

MANI MOSTOFI: front person, Racetraitor

BRYAN NEWMAN: drummer, Saves the Day

JOHN NOLAN: vocalist-guitarist, Taking Back Sunday (and later, vocalist-multi-instrumentalist, Straylight Run)

SEAN O’KEEFE: producer, Fall Out Boy, Arma Angelus
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MATT PRYOR: front person, the Get Up Kids, the New Amsterdams
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TYLER RANN: vocalist-guitarist, Midtown

KATE REDDY: guitarist, 108; comanager, Equal Vision Records

SCOTTIE REDIX: drummer and guitarist, the Stryder

RICHARD REINES: cofounder, Drive-Thru Records

STEFANIE REINES: cofounder, Drive-Thru Records

ERIN RENDON: show promoter, the Bergenfield Girls

KATHY RENDON: show promoter, the Bergenfield Girls

EDDIE REYES: guitarist, Taking Back Sunday (and previously, Mind Over Matter, Clockwise, Inside, the Movielife, Runner Up)

GEOFF RICKLY: front person, Thursday; New Brunswick basement show promoter; producer, My Chemical Romance

NEIL RUBENSTEIN: front person, Sons of Abraham, This Year’s Model (and later, comedian)

ALEX SAAVEDRA: cofounder, Eyeball Records

GABE SAPORTA: front person, Cobra Starship, Midtown (previously, bassist, Humble Beginnings)

RICKY SAPORTA: show promoter, Bomb Shelter Productions; photographer

HEATH SARACENO: vocalist-guitarist, Midtown (and later, Senses Fail)

TOM SCHLATTER: guitarist, You and I
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MIKEY WAY: bassist, My Chemical Romance

PETE WENTZ: bassist, Fall Out Boy (and previously, bassist, Racetraitor; front person, Arma Angelus); founder, Decaydance Records, Clandestine Industries

JAMES PAUL WISNER: producer, Dashboard Confessional, Paramore, Underoath, The Academy Is . . .

DAN YEMIN: guitarist, Lifetime, Kid Dynamite





Chapter 1

Jersey Basements & the Manhattan Skyline

MIKEY WAY: In New Jersey, everyone’s trying to get out of New Jersey, you know what I mean? Well . . . not everyone. But if you’re an adolescent in New Jersey, there’s this need to make something of yourself. That’s the underlying theme of New Jersey. I’m going to get out of this town . . .

CHRIS GETHARD: There were a lot of people who felt . . . how would I put it? Nobody has time to worry about your fucking artistic dreams in New Jersey.

MIKEY WAY: Growing up in Belleville, certain parts weren’t the safest, so you had to create escapes. You had to live in your head. Kids would ride bikes and play with friends, but that wasn’t an everyday thing because the neighborhood my brother and I lived in was more dodgy. That’s where the fantasy and world-building came into play. We were always massive fans of fantasy, sci-fi, comic books. Through that, we got into Dungeons & Dragons and all that stuff. Everything we were into was tailored to somebody who didn’t like to go outside, anyway.

GEOFF RICKLY: I grew up in Dumont, New Jersey, in Bergen County. It’s one square mile. My high school graduating class was maybe a hundred kids. One day during my freshman year a bunch of kids from my grade surrounded me, making fun of me for being a punk, spitting on me and stuff. And all the older kids that were punks fucking terrorized them—they made them sit on the ground and screamed at them and made me go around and spit in each one of their faces. I felt caught between a rock and a hard place because it was all these kids that I grew up with. I was like, “I don’t wanna spit in their faces.” But they were like, “Do it, tell him he’s a fucking chump.” I never got picked on again. But I don’t think that made me beloved by the guys in my grade.

CHRIS GETHARD: It sounds like a cliché to say, “Man, we were so close to the city we could see it.” No, you could—from my hometown [West Orange], if you walked out my front door and made a right you were walking uphill and if you go about halfway up the next block and turned around, you could see the New York City skyline, where everybody’s dreams supposedly came true. And then here we are. All these people with working-class dads, a lot of people with drinking problems in their family, a lot of people who feel like they couldn’t be further away from the idea of living your dream. I bet you feel better being on the outside looking in if you live a thousand miles away from New York, instead of twelve. When you feel like you can reach across and touch the Empire State Building.

GABE SAPORTA: I’m an immigrant who is the son of an immigrant, who is the son of an immigrant, who is the son of an immigrant. Four generations of Jewish families having to move around. The Holocaust happened to all of my grandparents, probably the worst for my father’s side. My great-grandfather died fleeing the Nazis in the mountains of Yugoslavia. They finally settled in Uruguay, where my father, Diego, became a physician. Uruguay in the early eighties was under a military dictatorship, so I was born into that world. We came to America and stayed here illegally for three years, undocumented, on expired tourist visas until we became permanent residents. Just because you’re a doctor in some third world country doesn’t mean they’re gonna let you practice medicine here, so my father had to go to med school all over again. We were living in a one-bedroom apartment in Queens while he was doing his residency. I shared a room with my brother and my parents had this vinyl thing separating their room from the living room. My father finally graduated [when] I was twelve. That’s when we moved to Jersey, in 1991. Then my parents got divorced three years after that. It was a very nasty divorce.

RICKY SAPORTA: I was like fourteen, fifteen, having a shitty time in high school and our parents were going through a divorce. I think I moved four times in six months. I thought of school as the thing you had to get through to get to your weekend where you had this music and these shows. You had a place to go.

CHRIS GETHARD: Springsteen was not what us young kids were listening to. Springsteen was our dads’ music.

DAN YEMIN: If you were a punk band saying you were influenced by Bruce Springsteen it would have been like saying you were influenced by Michael Jackson. People would either think it was funny or be like, “What?”

MIKEY WAY: There was a Ticketmaster in the video store that shared a parking lot with the A&P I pushed carts in. I would buy tickets to shows, lie to my parents about where I was going, and hop on the PATH train to Fourteenth Street in Manhattan. From there, you could walk to lots of venues.

RICH EGAN: ’Ninety-four was the first time I saw a punk rock show in New York. On the West Coast, because of the Bay Area scene, it was very inclusive of females, very PC, socially conscious. There was nothing socially conscious about New York hardcore. . . . All dudes. Many, many fights. It was a lot closer to the Black Flag scene, the LA shows I saw in the eighties.

DAN YEMIN: My first time at CB’s I was baffled by how bloody it was.

GABE SAPORTA: We were at CBGB’s and I don’t remember why, but this kid just pulled a box cutter on me. Security found out—he just came up to the kid: “The choice is yours, either we take you outside and beat the crap out of you, or we call the cops.” And he’s like, “Call the cops.”

GEOFF RICKLY: When I was around fifteen, I went to Coney Island High for the first time. It was one of those old hardcore matinee shows: Madball, Crown of Thornz, 25 ta Life. As I went to walk in the front door, Freddy Madball has a guy in his arms and yells, “YO, GET THE FUCK OUT OF THE WAY, HE JUST GOT STABBED!”

FRED FELDMAN: Just crazy violence. But it was the scene that showed people anybody can do this: anybody can pick up a guitar, anybody can book a show.

TARYN HICKEY: I grew up in Mount Vernon, in Westchester County, New York. So my experience of punk rock at a young age was very suburban. My parents wouldn’t let me go to the city, but once I turned eighteen, I was like a little bitch: “You can’t tell me, I’m eighteen!” So I started going to the city, shows at Brownies, Coney Island High, CBGB’s, Wetlands. All these places that are now defunct.

WALTER SCHREIFELS: Giuliani came in, and he was this tough-on-crime dude, cleaning up all the homeless people.

RICKY SAPORTA: Giuliani was on a mission to shut down nightlife in New York. So Giuliani shut down all the places punk bands wanted to play in New York: Tramps, Wetlands, Coney Island High. So all the bands started hitting New Jersey harder.

RICH EGAN: It took punk shows out of the city and drove it into the suburbs, which will always skew younger.

KATE REDDY: From squatter kids and punk kids, it shifted to this cleaned up, emo-y post-hardcore music during that time. Similar ideals and aesthetics, but a kinder, gentler, more suburban version.

GABE SAPORTA: There were these metalhead bars [in New Jersey], but they were all twenty-one-plus and you’d have to sell tickets yourself and you’d get ripped off by the promoters. So we said fuck it, we’ll do our own shows. If you had friends at high school who were like, “I’m going to a concert,” they’re not in the scene. If you’re in the scene, you go to shows.

GEOFF RICKLY: If you were touring in vans on summer or winter breaks from school, there just wasn’t a lot of time to travel around. In that Northeast Corridor area you could hit a bunch of places: Boston, New York, DC, Philadelphia. And the one place you could set up as a hub in the middle of that was New Jersey. And in the middle of New Jersey was New Brunswick.

ARI KATZ: The destination of New Brunswick probably goes back a hundred years. New Brunswick is an old college town and there is a huge Black population, so there used to be record stores everywhere downtown. It was a hub. They called it the Hub City.

CHRIS GETHARD: Kids in New Jersey felt very mobilized to go out and do it, so you had so many shows happening in people’s basements, especially in New Brunswick.

GEOFF RICKLY: I don’t think New Brunswick became the New Brunswick that we think of now until ’94, at least.

PAUL HANLY: The first guy to mention is Chris Ross. Chris was doing shows in his own house, this place at 67 Handy Street, right around the corner from where the Bouncing Souls lived. It was a perfect basement for shows. You’d have Lifetime playing there, the Bouncing Souls playing there. I saw Ink & Dagger there with Eric Wareheim on bass.

GEOFF RICKLY: The basement shows really started with the Bouncing Souls and Lifetime. They were a huge reason New Jersey came up.

DAN YEMIN: Lifetime definitely got the emo tag a lot. We started in 1990 and the term “emo” by that point had been used to describe Embrace, Rites of Spring, and Dag Nasty. Bands that were really special and important for us. But by the mid-nineties it was being used to describe bands that we saw more as, like, rock bands. And by that point it didn’t feel like a compliment. It felt like we were being misconstrued. And nobody likes being misunderstood. I’d rather be ignored than misunderstood.

ARI KATZ: The goal was to make two awesome albums, and then split. After that, it’s so hard to make another good record.

CHRIS GETHARD: Lifetime was a band that flew under the radar during their existence, but a lot of bands that went on to really big things admired them: that blending of hardcore with lyrics about sitting next to a girl that you like at a basement show. I bet a lot of those musicians were like, all right, we gotta stop singing songs about eating cereal and watching cartoons.

PAUL HANLY: That house really inspired me. One of the reasons I wanted to go to Rutgers was because I loved the house shows, the music scene in New Brunswick. And I know it inspired Geoff Rickly and Clay Wiers, who did the shows over at 331 Somerset Street.

GEOFF RICKLY: Rutgers was a huge sprawl in New Brunswick: three separate campuses all smashed together and a big state school party school vibe. At my orientation, I met a bunch of hardcore kids: Clay and Louis, my two roommates I wound up living with in the dorms, and Steve, Thursday’s guitar player. Our freshman year, Clay and I joined the Rutgers Student Arts Council, which put on shows. The first show I put on was They Might Be Giants, and I was like, this fucking sucks. We went to the first meeting and I remember the president of the Student Arts Council was like, “We’ll never have bands like Lifetime and Ink & Dagger, ever.” And we quit that day. Like, “Seriously, we’ve been going to basement shows, we can do them. We’re gonna get a crew, we’re gonna move off campus, we’re gonna find a house together.”

CHRIS GETHARD: I got to Rutgers and Lifetime had just broken up, but we all knew about the house shows they ran; we all knew about the basement shows.

GEOFF RICKLY: So our sophomore year, me, Clay, and Louis all moved to a house way down Somerset Street, pretty far from campus, where we could afford it. And then we started doing shows. We were this weird little vegan hardcore DIY house down at the edge of the street. Cops almost never hassled us because we were so far down. There was a murder in front of our house during one of the shows. People came out and found someone with a knife in their back. And the cops got there and were like, “Oh, there’s a noose, it’s okay.” We’re like, what do you mean? “There’s a noose, it’s a gang killing, it doesn’t have to do with you guys.” Really not reassuring.

ROB HITT: A basement show is the lowest barrier of entry for anyone to be able to play. The whole idea is to build a scene. No insurance, no approvals, no one’s calling the landlord.

GEOFF RICKLY: The bands are calling themselves, they don’t have agents at this point. I’d just call around and see who was looking for a show and get them to come to New Brunswick to play. It was like Maximumrocknroll Book Your Own Fuckin’ Life: “We’ve got a place for you to stay, we’ll fill your gas tank, we’ll cook all of you dinner, we’ll take you somewhere for breakfast. And whatever we get at the door as donations, you can just have it all. We’ll get some local bands to play for free.”

PAUL HANLY: I remember seeing the last You and I show in their basement.

GEOFF RICKLY: I lived with Tom from You and I, this hugely influential skramz band, which was what we used to call screamo.

TOM SCHLATTER: If you saw the size of that basement, it’s not meant to hold that many kids. I pull up, bring my equipment down, and there’s a line of kids in the driveway at noon. I’m like, “Oh shit, this is gonna be rough.”

GEOFF RICKLY: When we did their last show, I think 275 people paid. People were outside lying down on the ground so they could look through the windows into the basement. It was the dead of summer and it got so hot with all those people. At one point, it was raining from the pipes because the sweat had evaporated and stuck to the colder pipes and just started raining down.

ALEX SAAVEDRA: Kids were coming up to the mic and talking about how much You and I meant to them. People were fucking sobbing that it was their last show. One thing I remember clearly was talking about how it’s okay to cry.

TOM SCHLATTER: There was a turning point during the band where I was just like, I don’t care if I look dumb and I don’t care if this makes people uncomfortable. This is important to me. This is what’s making me get through the day. For the hardcore scene, which is historically more masculine, a lot of people were uncomfortable. It just seemed like people wanted to talk about politics and stuff and it was like, don’t get too deep into your emotional self. And that was restrictive. So when I was able to share a space with people, with men who had decided to forgo those societal restrictions of vulnerability, it was really powerful.

PAUL HANLY: People were emotional about the music. There were huge things to deal with coming out of the lyrics to their records. But at some points it felt contrived—like it’s so emotional, people are gonna cry their eyes out.

TOM SCHLATTER: You’re in that tumultuous, turbulent part of your life, where you fall in love for the first time, and then it doesn’t work out, or you’re going through those coming-of-age moments at home, where your parents and you aren’t seeing eye to eye. I grew up in a domestic violence situation. Music for me was a place to channel that aggression that I didn’t want to take on. I wanted to make a healthy expression.

ALEX SAAVEDRA: It’s okay to be hurt. It’s okay to be frustrated. It’s okay to have your heart broken. The things that men don’t normally talk about because we gotta be men, walk it off, and be tough.

GEOFF RICKLY: One night you’d play with Knapsack. Then Hot Water Music, then At the Drive-In. If you’re a young local band opening shows in those basements, your idea of what it means to be good enough just goes up and up and up. And our local “we all love this band” was Saves the Day. Having a songwriter like Chris pushed us all to be better. Everybody knew Saves the Day were gonna be huge. Some people resented it, some people didn’t. When that first record came out, people were like, “Okay. He’s like seventeen years old. And they’re from New Jersey.” You know what I mean?

KATE REDDY: Their music was melodic, but I still think of them as a hardcore band. I thought they were this perfect expression of fiery innocence and beauty.

EBEN D’AMICO: I remember the early Saves the Day song “Handsome Boy,” Chris was writing about either Dave or Bryan from Saves the Day, who were these beautiful, tall, statuesque young men. And Chris was this short, awkward kid with bad skin looking at his friend like, “Why can’t I be beautiful like you?” That kind of shit is so real.

TARYN HICKEY: Saves the Day would play with Converge. If you think about that, it’s insane: Saves the Day, this super melodic hardcore band with Converge, this brutal metal/hardcore band. That’s just how it was back then.

BRYAN NEWMAN: We played Lifetime’s last show at the Melody Bar [in New Brunswick]. We were seventeen-year-old kids and Lifetime were gods to us. The Melody Bar is tiny. Justin, our guitarist at the time, climbed up into the rafters and perched there for the entire Lifetime set. It was on a Saturday, and I remember coming back to high school on Monday morning feeling like a king. Everyone else is like, doing drama rehearsals or studying for the SATs, and we’re opening for Lifetime’s final show. Nobody in my high school knew who Lifetime was, but it didn’t matter.

MIKE DOYLE: The first time I listened to [Saves the Day’s] Can’t Slow Down I was like, holy Christ, this band is ripping off Lifetime so bad. But the songs were so good, we couldn’t dismiss them.

MELISSA KUNDRATH: We played the shit out of Can’t Slow Down on cassette. Music Connection in Elmwood Park was where we went for tapes and CDs.

GABE SAPORTA: You would read Maximumrocknroll and Punk Planet. I remember staying up all night on my fucking Compaq on AOL punk chat rooms, bro. It was all about AOL chat rooms. It was a brand-new thing: I like punk rock, you like punk rock, I don’t know anyone else who likes punk rock, let’s talk about it on the internet. This was before MP3s, so I’d send a WAV file of my band’s demo to the group and people were writing back to me like, “You fuckhead! This is like forty megabytes, this is destroying my inbox!”

RICKY SAPORTA: Google didn’t even exist. I’d grab the phone book, take it to the copy machine at my high school, and xerox all the pages of places with halls you could put on shows in: Knights of Columbus, VFWs, American Legions, Elks Lodges.

BENNY HOROWITZ: Elks Lodges are these social clubs, fraternal orders for grown men and, a lot of times, vets. You pay in, there’s a bar, and I think the impetus for most of these places is for these guys to have a place to sit around and drink fifty-cent beers, play bingo, rent halls for their daughters’ weddings.

RICKY SAPORTA: So then it would become a question of: Okay, how much is it? Some places would want to charge $1,000. So you’re looking for the ones charging a hundred dollars or less. And you never wanted to say, “Can we have a punk show at your hall?” I would say something like, “Oh we wanna maybe have some event, have a music thing, have people come by.”

After the first two or three shows I learned what’s worse than them saying no from the get-go is neighbors or cops shutting down the show, or the hall itself to be like, “Fuck this, get out of here, we didn’t sign up for this.” So I quickly learned the more upfront you could be, the better.

BENNY HOROWITZ: Seventy-five percent of them would just be like, no, we don’t do that. So I decided to try Manville Elks Lodge because the guy who was head Elk, Dan Shields, ran a gymnastics studio that me, my brother, and my sister all went to when we were kids. So he knew my last name. And I didn’t know it at the time, but him and his brother were in an eighties punk rock band called Detention. They were a fairly accomplished band that had played with the Ramones and Social Distortion. So I randomly stumbled upon the only hall in New Jersey that had an old punk rock guy who was willing to advocate for me with the other Elks.

TYLER RANN: It was the place to be. And Manville’s never been the place to be.

CHRIS GETHARD: The only things you ever heard about Manville, New Jersey—if you weren’t from Manville, New Jersey—was that there would be shows put on there and more legendarily, there was a strip club called Frank’s Chicken House. It was known to have a pretty skeevatz reputation, as we would say in New Jersey with our Italian hybrid slag. You’d see a show advertised in Manville and be like, “Oh it’s the Frank’s Chicken House town.”

BENNY HOROWITZ: Manville is not an easy town. It’s a blue-collar, working-class, old-school Polish town. Even a little Jewish kid coming in there being mouthy was strange for them.

MIKE DOYLE: Benny was heavily involved, man. He was booking shows at Manville Elks when he was thirteen, fourteen.

BENNY HOROWITZ: Once I did a Less Than Jake/Weston show at Manville. And most of the bands I was doing were either straight edge or not twenty-one. So the Elks’ bar usually wasn’t a thing for anyone. But Less Than Jake were hell-bent on staying around and having some drinks. Somehow those guys were gregarious enough to make their own Elk friends. At a certain time of the evening they started closing the doors and dimming the lights. They rang this bell and there was this clock with an actual elk on it and they started doing this chant: WE ARE THE ELKS, WE DO THIS, WE DO THAT. The Less Than Jake guys were like, “What the fuck is going on, are we part of some ritual Elk suicide?”

TYLER RANN: Benny was like an adult in a kid’s body. Such a baby face, but he would go in there and talk with these big tattooed scary guys about how he’s not gonna be able to pay them.

BENNY HOROWITZ: I was working the door for a show once and these Nazi skinheads came in; it’s like a school dance—the record skips and you could feel a palpable thing in the room. My first instinct was to try to get these guys out of there so my hall didn’t get fucked up, make sure no one got killed. And bear in mind, I’m a chubby, sort of effeminate Jewish kid trying to deal with these three fucking grown-ass man Nazis. I had six earrings in my left ear, a high voice: “Listen, guys, I really don’t think it’s safe for you!” It was just instinct. “I’ll give you your money back, just please get out of here.” And they were pretty resistant. Before you know it, a group of guys are mobbing together on the other side of the room, pointing and starting to yell. The Nazis see it too and they decide to take me up on my offer, but now they’re getting followed really closely by this mob of thirty, forty people. A guy I went to school with turned around and got knocked the second he turned. And then they started hustling, went across the street, hid out on some person’s porch they knew and called the police! I wish I could say cops that were sympathetic to us showed up, but I’m not sure that was the case in Manville.

TARYN HICKEY: Being a female in that scene, you would notice the other girls and be like, “Oh okay, cool,” you know? Growing up, girls were always taught to just be there. I think it had a lot to do with how our parents were raised. I think now kids are completely different. But back then girls were always taught to be seen and not heard. There were these terms that were a thing. Like, “Oh, she’s a coat rack.” The girl who would hold her boyfriend’s stuff so he could go mosh. So I think as we became teenagers were like “No, fuck that, I don’t wanna be the way my parents were. I want to be heard, too.”

RICKY SAPORTA: The Bergenfield Girls would put on shows up in Bergen County, really awesome shows in VFW halls, American Legion halls.

ERIN RENDON: The Bergenfield Girls, that’s a nickname other people gave us. Kathy and I are sisters and Melissa lived down the street.

KATHY RENDON: I’ve heard before that we were the first girls to ever do it in our area. And I take pride in that, because we did a damn good job. Our breakthrough show was October of 1997. Three hundred kids came in and shut down the Westwood American Legion. After that show, we just had more bands at our fingertips that wouldn’t have played our shows. The first time Humble Beginnings played one of our shows was January 10, 1998.

CHRIS GETHARD: Humble Beginnings was the pop-punk band Gabe Saporta was in before he started Midtown.

KATHY RENDON: Gabe was always the one we had the most contact with—you called Gabe to book the shows.

MELISSA KUNDRATH: We all talked fast, we’re from Jersey, you know? But Gabe talked really fast.

TARYN HICKEY: Gabe was famous before he was famous.

GEOFF RICKLY: He’s a tall, good-looking kid who knows how smart he is. He would introduce everyone to everyone: hardcore kids, pop kids.

CHRIS GETHARD: There were a lot of people going, “Man, girls like him and he’s not a real punk and he’s bringing in all these outsiders,” and “I’m going yeah, well guess what, you sold four more seven-inches tonight because of those girls.”

MIKE DOYLE: Josh was the singer, Jeremy could sing, Gabe couldn’t sing. He was really high-pitched, he had a lisp. He would do backup vocals but even then we were like, Jesus Christ.

GABE SAPORTA: I played bass and wasn’t really the singer, but most people knew the band through me, which was a weird thing. And I think that caused some friction between the singer and I, and I was excused . . . kicked out of the band.

TYLER RANN: At these shows, it wasn’t just about the performance of the band. It could be just spending forever looking at the merch table, or reading pamphlets from PETA or AK Press.

TARYN HICKEY: There were always zines for sale. You know, next to the Anti-Racist Action table.

RICKY SAPORTA: At the heart of zines is this DIY ethic, that anyone can do anything. If you have something to say, here’s a platform, go out and say it. You photocopy it yourself. It doesn’t have to be fancy. It doesn’t have to be glossy. Whether your artistic talent is drawing, or writing, or photography, or you just have thoughts to share.

BENNY HOROWITZ: Animal rights and veganism was such a big part of the scene. I was already sort of a little hippie kid who was really into the World Wildlife Fund and things like that. I used to adopt a whale every year.

JOANNA ANGEL: In the back of the Rutgers dining hall, there was a mini line that was all-vegan. All the emo kids at Rutgers, we would congregate around the emo lunch line. So I would see Geoff there, and we were both in English classes together.

I was a little emo girl, a little punk rock girl. I bought two tickets to go see Elliott Smith and I remember working up the courage to go ask the cute emo boy in my English class to go with me. And it’s funny, to this day . . . I think we’re both waiting for the other one to decide if it was a date or not. We took the train to Irving Plaza together. We both were very shy so we just sat next to each other, like seventh graders at a movie: “Should I put my hand here?” We saw the show, whatever. On the way home, he said, “I’m starting a band and we’re playing our first show soon.” I was like, “What’s the band called?” He said Thursday, but I thought he meant that’s the day they were playing. “No, the band is called Thursday.” I remember saying, “I think you should come up with a different name.”

ROB HITT: The shows are doing well, so booking agents know there’s something going on: “How did they get four hundred kids out to this market in New Jersey?” That might be a bigger show than they’re gonna do in any venue in New York City. “When my band from, say, the Midwest, LA, or Florida, comes through this small town, I know there’s gonna be four hundred kids there.” That’s how people started to book big shows.

BENNY HOROWITZ: By the time I was seventeen or eighteen, Ricky had popped up.

GABE SAPORTA: My brother really ran with that in Jersey. He started a collective called Bomb Shelter.

BENNY HOROWITZ: You couldn’t go anywhere without seeing a Bomb Shelter flyer.

MIKEY WAY: The first time I saw a Bomb Shelter flyer was at this really cool record store in Montclair called Let It Rock. The flyer was for New Found Glory and Saves the Day and it said, “Come to the show before these bands are on MTV.”

RICKY SAPORTA: We would go to Staples because their machines didn’t have counters the way Kinko’s did. Frank Iero worked at Staples, he’d hook me up. He would be like, “Here’s your box of one hundred flyers!” And it would be so heavy I could barely carry it out to the car.

ERIN RENDON: When Ricky started throwing bigger shows it was harder to get a good draw sometimes.

BENNY HOROWITZ: Bomb Shelter was doing good shows and Ricky would sometimes need an extra venue, so we started a relationship. I was a bit older than him and I had a deal worked out with the Manville Elks Lodge that I was the only one they would book to. So me and Ricky would do shows together. He would have a package of bands that he would get, I would book a couple bands and take care of the Elks, and he would work the door and take care of the money.

MELISSA KUNDRATH: When Saves the Day got big, we wanted them so bad. We would talk to the drummer Bryan, who was going to NYU. He was the contact person on their website so I called him and he was like, “Well, I would love to say yes to you girls, but I would have to find out from my agent, we might be playing a show the weekend before and we can’t play New Jersey twice in one month.” I’m like, “Huh, what is all that?” That’s when it started to become a little more complicated.

GEOFF RICKLY: All my different roommates had different styles. Clay was very youth crew, and I was more like, “We should have DC bands like Q and Not U.” And we would have places where we all agreed. We all wanted to do the Saves the Day New Year’s show. That was one of the big, defining shows we played in our basement. Poison the Well came up from Florida and the Movielife came from Long Island. It ended up so stacked because every band that played that show was like, “Oh, we can play with Saves the Day? Yes.”

RICKY SAPORTA: First of all, parking in New Brunswick fucking sucks. You could drive around Rutgers for a half hour just trying to find parking—a whole lot of the spots you’d either get towed or ticketed. So you eventually find a spot. And you can tell where the show is from far away because you have grubby punks just sitting outside.

GEOFF RICKLY: There’d be a bunch of people hanging out on the steps, just talking shit.

RICKY SAPORTA: That night, it was cold as fuck out.

GEOFF RICKLY: You couldn’t go through the front door. So you’d go around to the back and there’d be a bunch of tables set up with zines and T-shirts, and whatever else was being sold, kind of like a little flea market. And there’d be that hatch door down to the stairs.

RICKY SAPORTA: You go down these stone steps, you’d probably bump your head if you’re not careful, it’s literally into the cellar of the house.

GEOFF RICKLY: You’d have to step around the hot water heater, and the band’s just right there playing in your face. There’s no hiding. People really didn’t have cell phones when we were doing shows, but if you did, the band was gonna smack your shirt like, “Pay attention, you’re not gonna stand here and look down if you’re here.” It was very confrontational.

BRYAN NEWMAN: The bands that would get bigger and bigger [eventually] got further away . . . This was the exact opposite of that. This was as close as you could be. Inches between the band standing there and you.

RICKY SAPORTA: If you’re not within, like, the first twenty people in front, it’s almost impossible to see anything. So you’re just listening and feeling the energy—the energy’s huge, you can’t downplay that—and catching little glimpses of the band. The basement would span the entirety of the house and maybe twelve people would live in these New Brunswick houses. So it’s not a small house. You could comfortably fit a hundred people in that basement.

BRYAN NEWMAN: These shows were such firetraps . . . basements with one flight of stairs going up and down.

ALEX SAAVEDRA: Saves the Day had laminates, tour laminates like, “ALL ACCESS.” I remember talking to Geoff like, “What is all access? To get to the kitchen?”

GEOFF RICKLY: It was Thursday’s first show.

PAUL HANLY: Geoff had never been a singer.

GEOFF RICKLY: I was pretty nervous. I didn’t really drink but there was a bottle of Amaretto in the kitchen and I remember sitting on the steps to the upstairs apartment and pounding Amaretto because I was so nervous. It was the only thing to drink.

GABE SAPORTA: Geoff really just went into a different place live. You wouldn’t expect it because he’s such a smiley, mild-mannered, skinny kid. He’d just turn into this crazy thing live.

GEOFF RICKLY: We played our whole demo tape. So four songs, ten minutes. The crowd was so supportive of us. We’ve been doing shows for free in my basement for two years. Of course they’re supportive!

PAUL HANLY: I mean, they were not really good at first. Geoff wasn’t a great singer . . .

ALEX SAAVEDRA: But you could feel the emotion of his voice, which made up for it.

GEOFF RICKLY: That show was the first time Saves the Day played “Jodie,” the last song on Can’t Slow Down. It was a much mellower song than the rest of the record. It pointed where they were going next.

HEATH SARACENO: Saves the Day’s crowd was hardcore kids who had a sensitive side. Kids who primarily went to hardcore shows, but every once in a while would put on the Smiths.

TARYN HICKEY: Chris wasn’t like a hardcore dude shoving mics in people’s faces. It was more swaying back and forth, like Morrissey.

BEN JORGENSEN: I remember I saw Gabe there. And I was screaming at the top of my lungs to Can’t Slow Down.

BRYAN NEWMAN: We did a Bon Jovi cover, “Livin’ on a Prayer.” We’d never done that before or since. Sean, our original bass player, was still with us, and I remember there was this staccato bass line he had some trouble with. It wasn’t very serious. It was because it was New Year’s Eve and we were in New Jersey and we were eighteen years old. It was probably horrible . . . I think it went over pretty well.

RICKY SAPORTA: Inside you’re sweating bullets; you couldn’t really go outside that night because you’d be freezing.

TARYN HICKEY: I remember going outside afterward and it was snowing.





Chapter 2

The First Fancy Tour Bus to Pull Up at the Manville Elks Lodge

HEATH SARACENO: I have this memory of Gabe at an 88 Fingers Louie show in West Orange, New Jersey. After the show, everyone was leaving, and Gabe had this huge car. It was a Ford Crown Victoria, fifteen, twenty years old. It was gigantic, like an old detective car. I can’t stress enough how big this car was. He got in the car with his girlfriend and he blasted the first Saves the Day record. At the time, pop-punk kids didn’t listen to Saves the Day. If you liked 88 Fingers Louie, you didn’t like Saves the Day. If you liked Lagwagon and had the most recent NOFX CD, you didn’t like Saves the Day. I was like, “I fucking love Can’t Slow Down, this guy listens to the same music I listen to!”

GABE SAPORTA: Let me give you the backstory on my relationship with Saves the Day. I was at an Ensign record release show at the Manville Elks Lodge; this is 1997, ’98. Hardcore was really big. It was a little bro-y, everyone looked really tough, right? In comes this band of skinny, young kids in skinny jeans. And I remember so clearly there was a guy onstage setting up and he’s wearing a puffy jacket that said POLO. Nobody in those days wore brands or logos from any mainstream brands. It was a faux pas, but also a little cool: What’s this fashionable skinny jeans kid doing at a hardcore show? It was Bryan, the drummer of Saves the Day.

A few months later, after I’d been kicked out of Humble Beginnings, I’m in my dorm at Rutgers. I was in the shower. Like, dude, I remember this so vividly. I remember what shampoo I was using—this Garnier Fructis. And I’m like, “Man, I would really love to be in Saves the Day.” That night, I went to go see Elliott at Coney Island High. I see a kid who I think looks familiar, like the drummer from Saves the Day I’d seen with the POLO jacket. I go up to him, like, “Hey, sorry if this is a weird question, but are you in Saves the Day?” And he’s like, “Yeah, I am.” We’re talking and hanging outside the show; I remember playing him New Found Glory, because New Found Glory just had their first EP out, It’s All About the Girls. I’m like, “This is like the Florida version of you guys.” I ended up going to his apartment at NYU and we played 007 on N64. I told him the story about that morning and how I’d love to play in Saves the Day and he’s like, “Oh, actually we’re looking for a new guitar player.”

I tried out to play guitar in Saves the Day, but I didn’t have the dexterity to play guitar. I have fat fingers. My pinkie’s super short. So I had to play bass. It was the only instrument I could get away with.

CHRIS GETHARD: And Gabe immediately tumbled into Midtown . . . Midtown is definitely a marker of when the pop-punk infatuation started to die out and the more emo-y stuff came up.

GABE SAPORTA: We formed at Rutgers. Rob was the oldest member and he went there first—it’s kinda why we went there, honestly. Rob and I would talk a lot about starting a band.

ROB HITT: In your town, the good bands start to bubble to the top and are able to do shows with the good bands from other towns. That’s what was happening with me, Tyler, Heath, and Gabe.

HEATH SARACENO: Tyler and I were in a punk rock band called Nowhere Fast, Rob was in a ska band called the Royalties, and Gabe was in Humble Beginnings. But none of us were really happy with the trajectory of our bands. Around the summer of 1998, the three of them came together at Rutgers. One night, I got a call from Tyler: “Why don’t you come down to New Brunswick, I have something here that will change your life.” I was like, “All right . . .” So I’m in New Brunswick on line at the Grease Trucks, ordering some kind of sandwich, like a Fat Cat or something.

TYLER RANN: Grease Trucks is this parking lot surrounded by food trucks that sold these big, greasy sandwiches with french fries in them.

HEATH SARACENO: And I see Rob Hitt in line. We started talking and then Tyler shows up. I introduced them, but they were like, “No, we already know each other. Why don’t we go to Gabe’s dorm?” I get there and the three of them are really chummy. I’m like, “Okay it’s cool that these guys from different bands all know each other.” Then all of a sudden, the needle comes off the record, and there’s just a shift in the conversation. Gabe’s like, “You know why we brought you here? We’re a band, we have five songs, we’re gonna record our EP next week, and we need a guitar player.”

TYLER RANN: Gabe came in with this pitch strategy: If we want people to come to our shows and know the songs, they gotta have the music.

HEATH SARACENO: The Sacrifice of Life EP on a finished, printed, pressed CD. We didn’t want to go through the thing of dubbing demos and selling tapes and selling CD-Rs. We wanted the final product.

TYLER RANN: That was not the norm. I don’t remember anyone else doing that.

GABE SAPORTA: In the photo on the back of the EP, we were dressed really nice and wearing scarves. We got so much shit for that.

BENNY HOROWITZ: I was mad at them for getting so big so fast. And part of the reason was they had a good demo CD for their first show. And shirts. And that was fucking Gabe . . . maybe Rob, too. Bands like mine, we didn’t do that. We would play first and be like, “Oh, people kind of like us, let’s do a demo.” And after ten shows it’s like, “Now it’s time for a shirt. We deserve a shirt!” Kind of this punk rock guilt that slowed the process. And Gabe’s just a hustler, man. From the get with that band he was just like, “Yo, I’m trying to make this band big.”

JOANNA ANGEL: I didn’t understand why anybody would want to do anything other than play in Brunswick. And Gabe said something like, “There’s no money in punk rock.” I was like, “You’re a sellout. GABE!”

HEATH SARACENO: We wanted to be more than the band that played the local VFW every Saturday or Sunday in New Jersey—we wanted to tour the world. We wanted to be the biggest band in the world. We felt we couldn’t do it by keeping the same attitudes we had when we were playing hall shows. I think we were trying to be more professional and more worldly about it. I guess we developed big egos pretty quickly.

GABE SAPORTA: At the time, it was a thing where you had the two singers: Hot Water Music had that, Fugazi had that.

HEATH SARACENO: We knew that we had three singers, we thought that was special.

GABE SAPORTA: It was out of necessity. I was a good writer, but I couldn’t fucking sing. Part of the problem I had in Humble Beginnings was I was involved in the writing in the beginning—the singer and I wrote the songs together—but then he was like, “I’m the fucking singer, you’re not writing songs.” And I was like, “Fuck!” And then I got kicked out. So I was like, “I’m never getting kicked out of a band again if I’m doing all the work. I’m gonna sing.” But my voice wasn’t strong enough to sing by itself, so we all sang together.

HEATH SARACENO: We wrote a lot of harmonies into songs. I thought it was such a powerful image, all three guys in the front singing at the same time.

GABE SAPORTA: And then my voice got a little better.

GEOFF RICKLY: Gabe was a diplomat to everybody: pop kids, hardcore kids—he got it.

MIKE DOYLE: Midtown, my band Lanemeyer was so close to them, so we watched their success and I was jealous of it. But Saves the Day . . . they were on a different fucking level.

ARI KATZ: I worked at a record store in New Brunswick [after Lifetime broke up] called Cheap Thrills. Chris Conley used to come in there. He was a Lifetime fan so he used to chat me up. This was before I knew he was playing music or anything . . . On—I think it was his prom—he drove to the store so we could see him. I think I have a picture of him and his girlfriend at the time.

Here’s a funny story—I remember showing him this Devo record. And he’s like, “Who’s that?” I’m like, “This record’s great, this song is awesome: ‘Through Being Cool.’”

RICH EGAN: If you listen to Saves the Day’s first record versus their second one, Through Being Cool, you can see it going hardcore influence then poppier, poppier, poppier.

TARYN HICKEY: David from Saves the Day was in Massachusetts going to college and when he would come back to Jersey to go home, he would stop at my parents’ house because he drove right by the exit. So after they recorded Through Being Cool, he made me a cassette of it and came over to my house and we listened to it in my bedroom for the first time. It was so different from Can’t Slow Down. I was like, “Oh my fucking god, this is so good.” I wasn’t supposed to play it for anyone, and I obviously didn’t listen. I went right to SUNY Purchase and played it for my friend Meredith. They had these hardcore songs, but it was so melodic. Nothing sounded like that at the time.

MIKE DOYLE: In “Holly Hox, Forget Me Nots” there was this part where Chris sings, “Every skyline and every night spent alone are tearing me apart” with this whoa going on in the background. They added these little things where we were like, “Holy shit, we gotta start ripping them off.”

EBEN D’AMICO: A band is a weird little human machine. Bryan had a very close relationship with Chris. He had Chris’s ear in a way that other people didn’t. I remember Bryan would just shut down song ideas. There was something Chris had written about like, going to the Bahamas with his girlfriend and I remember the sentence coming out of Bryan’s mouth: “We can’t have songs about you going on vacation.”

TARYN HICKEY: I mean, I love the lyrics, especially now knowing some of them were just assignments for class at NYU. Like, “Let me take this awkward saw and run it against your thighs.” Like, what the fuck, Chris? The lyrics were so different and out there.

EBEN D’AMICO: I remember the song “Through Being Cool” was about how Chris hated his NYU roommate. He says, “The next time you see Nick, tell him I’m gonna stick some needles in his face.” Probably Nick was trying to party and be a college kid and Chris was studying quantum physics and writing songs because that’s the kind of guy Chris was.

MIKEY WAY: I saw Through Being Cool at the record store Let It Rock and I remember looking at the album cover: Whoa, this is a total shift . . .

EBEN D’AMICO: We got made fun of so much when Through Being
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