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  Foreword: Thank You for the Venom
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  The first time I met My Chemical Romance, we were in New York. It was August 2004, a few months after their second album Three Cheers for Sweet Revenge had been

  released. Though the record had been out a little while, it had yet to make them famous. That would arrive in the coming months, but back then they were poised and on the brink.




  The city was hot and muggy, and our photo shoot was on the shoreline of the Hudson River. The New Jersey where they grew up was outlined behind them, the bustle and energy of New York stood

  before them, almost like a metaphor for the way their career would take off from that point.




  Gerard Way, chain-smoking, was fascinated with what the photographer Tony Wooliscroft was looking for. The singer was wearing the cheap black suit and striped black and white tie that was his

  uniform back then. It was the same suit he had worn all across the Warped Tour that summer, the same suit he had performed, drunk and flown across the world in for months. It did not smell good.

  But it looked fantastic. Alongside his band, in jeans and T-shirts next to him, he pulled pose after pose. He looked, I remember thinking at the time, like a star.




  Mikey Way, Gerard’s brother, was quiet that day. He fooled around with drummer Bob Bryar, who had been a member of the band for only a matter of days at that point. Ray Toro and Frank Iero

  were both polite and friendly. Frank was relaxed and cracked sharp jokes, but later in the interview he was intense and passionate. Ray was happier to take a back seat, but when he did speak it was

  obvious that everyone else listened and deferred to him. He seemed like the band’s quiet mastermind, while Gerard seemed its visionary. That would make Frank, I remember noting down, the

  beating heart.




  As the photo shoot finished, a great clap of thunder rolled luxuriously through the sky. A torrential summer downpour burst across the city. Caught out in it, we got soaked. We ran for cabs and

  I ended up sitting next to Gerard as we drove to my hotel for the interview. That was a mistake. New York became humid in the rain, and the taxi heated up quickly. Gerard’s jacket began to

  steam: it reeked of sweat, of booze, of backstages and cigarettes; it smelled of the dirt of touring, the stench of truck stops and the rottenness of the road.




  He turned to me apologetically. ‘You know it’s bad,’ he said with something approaching embarrassment, ‘when you disgust even yourself.’




  There was something joyous and innocent about the band then. When we got to the hotel I asked them, half jokingly, what their plans were if Three Cheers for Sweet

  Revenge went on to sell over a million copies. Back then, the possibility seemed a long way off.




  ‘We’ll all go out and buy jets and space stations,’ said Mikey, grinning happily. ‘As long as we get our own action figures, we’ll be happy.’




  ‘I’d probably buy Dungeons & Dragons books,’ said Gerard while Ray added, ‘I’d buy a Pac-Man arcade machine, then take care of my family. I’d erase all

  debt from my friends.’




  Would they all move out to LA like successful bands tend to do?




  ‘No fucking way,’ said Frank.




  ‘I’ll never move to LA,’ reckoned Mikey.




  ‘These guys are very Jersey,’ said Gerard. ‘I could see myself moving. Anywhere, though, not necessarily LA. I like California.’




  But within years, Gerard, Mikey and Ray would all live in Los Angeles. Only Frank stayed behind in New Jersey.




  They were happy, contented and enjoying each other’s company that day. They started to describe each other and themselves, smiling as they did so.




  ‘I’m the sensitive one,’ said Gerard, grinning. ‘I’m the girl of the band!’




  ‘I’m the annoying father that everyone hates,’ said Ray resignedly, to laughter all round.




  ‘He’s like, “Boysss” – that’s the way he says it, “Boysss, we got ten minutes,”’ said Gerard, mocking his guitarist good-naturedly.

  ‘You’ll be asleep and he’ll be like, “Time to get up boyssss, we’ve got to make a video.” Frank is the loose cannon – if he believes something, he’ll

  stick to his guns no matter how much we push him. Mikey is the kid, we have to take care of him because he’s always getting mugged and beaten up.’




  ‘I’m the unlucky one,’ Mikey confessed.




  ‘Unlucky!’ spluttered Frank. ‘Dude – you took an electric heater into the shower once, that’s not unlucky!’




  ‘Well, sometimes I don’t think straight,’ confessed Mikey.




  ‘He’s kind of like Mr Bean,’ said Gerard, laughing out loud until he looked at his brother’s face. ‘Well, a little bit.’




  But then they got more serious. They talked about the future, about their hopes for their album and what it might do for them as a band. I asked them what their realistic expectations were for

  Three Cheers for Sweet Revenge.




  ‘They are that we have a shot,’ said Gerard. ‘We have a chance to hold ourselves up against huge bands, to bring some new ideas and dislodge some of those bigger bands by

  pushing the envelope.’




  ‘Because of the kind of record we made, we questioned ourselves,’ said Frank. ‘We worried no one would get the album – and then they did understand it. That made us

  realize we had a really big shot. We feel like we can be something amazing.’




  In the next nine years before they split up, they became something extraordinary. They followed the visceral, buoyant punk of Three Cheers for Sweet Revenge with the gloriously grand,

  multi-platinum brilliance of The Black Parade and became the most iconic, stylized, and bombastic rock band in a generation. With Danger Days: The True Lives of the Fabulous

  Killjoys, their creativity and visual panache exploded into technicolour. Yet throughout, they maintained something personal in their music and in their ferociously strong relationship with

  their fans.




  I’ve lost count of the number of times I interviewed them. We met in glamorous photo studios, in plush hotels and in a handful of different countries. But we also met in dirty backstages

  and seedy bars. No matter where, though, I found them all to be that rarest of things in the music industry: genuine. Unfailingly friendly, loyal to a fault and immensely humble, they were always

  far more generous with their time than I deserved.




  They were funny too – often eye-wateringly so. There are plenty of times they come across as dark and intense characters in this book – but they could also make you laugh in a split

  second. ‘Dude, I always thought we were fucking hilarious,’ Mikey told me once. ‘But then I know us . . .’




  Mostly, though, they were unfailingly honest. The second time I interviewed Gerard, he said, ‘Oh good – it’s you. We have good conversations, I can trust you,’ while one

  of the last times I met them, Mikey let me know that ‘we’ve always got time to talk to you, we’ll always tell you the truth.’ And in the intervening years, they told me

  their hopes and dreams, they confessed to me their addictions and failures, and they played down their successes. They allowed me a privileged insight into their lives. That’s the story I

  hope to tell here.




  I’d like to thank the band for their generosity from the first time I met them to throughout the writing of this book. Though this is not an authorized biography, Frank was good enough to

  subject himself to two extremely long interviews. Meanwhile, the band allowed me to speak to a number of their close friends, associates, producers, engineers and peers. The rest of the book is

  based on my library of interviews with them over the years, many of which have not been published before.




  I sought My Chemical Romance’s blessing before writing this book and they were kind enough to give it to me. Gerard wrote me a long email telling me to go for it and saying that he felt I

  was one of the few who could pull it off. It was a wonderful compliment and something I hope to live up to here.




  My Chemical Romance’s break-up caused grief to fans around the world. But their history is something that deserves to be celebrated. This is that history.




   




  Tom Bryant




  Sussex, January 2014




  







  1: GIVE ’EM HELL, KID
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  A scene from Belleville, New Jersey, sometime in the mid-eighties. A wrestling show is blaring its pantomime brawls from a TV turned up to near the max. In front of it, the two

  Way brothers are re-enacting every move, leaping on top of each other, yanking at each other’s limbs, pulling each other’s bodies around. It was as close as Gerard and younger brother

  Mikey would ever get to fighting.




  Their early lives were lived in tandem, the two of them always together as kids – in part because the world outside their door was not for them. Out there, on the streets, was a place that

  Gerard would describe as ‘way too tough for me’. The stories of car-jackings, robberies and even mafia-related crimes (this was, after all, the area The Sopranos made famous)

  were rare and sensational, but enough to make responsible parents wary about what went on. So Gerard and Mikey got closer and closer inside, as outside got further and further away.




  ‘Our parents were kind of scared to let us out of the house because where we lived was pretty dangerous,’ Mikey said years later. ‘We didn’t have anyone else to hang out

  with. We had friends from the neighbourhood but it was mostly me and Gerard.’




  New Jersey in the early eighties was not so different from what it is now. The blue-collar state, so fabled in Bruce Springsteen’s songs, was working class and as some parts boomed while

  the economy took flight other parts were left behind. The town of Belleville was part of the latter group – and while it wasn’t proud of that, it wasn’t ashamed of it either. It

  was a place of working men and working mothers, of nine-to-five all week, then Friday-night fun and Saturday-night hook-ups. It was the sort of place that kept its arms

  around you until, before you knew it, you’d been there half your life and didn’t stand much chance of leaving. You could get by, live a life, and die a death without ever escaping its

  confines.




  It was into this world that Gerard Arthur Way was born on 9 April 1977 in Summit, New Jersey – just down the road from Belleville. His brother Michael James followed three years later on

  10 September 1980 after the family had moved. Mikey, as he would become known, idolized his big brother and would follow him wherever he went, even attempting to literally run before he could walk

  when he saw what his older sibling could do. The bond between them was formed strong and early.




  Their parents were Donald and Donna, their dad a service manager at a car dealership and their mother a local hairdresser. Donald embodied the blue-collar feel of the area: a hard-working man

  with hard-working morals who understood that it was his responsibility to keep the family afloat. He would instil these ethics into his boys.




  ‘My dad shaped me morally,’ said Gerard. ‘I have such a respect for women and I got that from my dad. He really drummed that into me. My dad’s a real man –

  he’s not a womanizer, he’s not a tough guy, he’s not a show-off; he’s a working-class guy who really worked hard to support his family. He never strayed and he worked hard

  for every single penny.




  ‘He didn’t do anything shady. He was never a big shot and there were a lot of those in my area because it was Jersey and full of Italian-American mafia kind of people. My dad was the

  opposite of all of them and I think he got crap for not being flashy. He wasn’t one of these guys in sharp suits. What he didn’t realize was that he was a real man. But I knew

  that.’




  Yet Donald, though proud of his life, would tell his sons they didn’t have to become embedded into the New Jersey landscape like so many others before them, not if they didn’t want

  to. Instead, they could spread their wings and take flight. ‘From when I was a kid, my dad said to me, “You can be whatever you want,”’ Gerard said. ‘And he was dead

  serious. He kept saying it until I was in my teens.’ But what he meant was that his kids should go to college and get a good job, not trade it all in for the risk of a

  band. They didn’t listen to that last bit.




  Donna, their mother, brought different influences. She had always had an interest in horror and fantasy, and when Gerard and Mikey were older, she would rent horror films for the family. She

  collected dolls, too, much to her kids’ despair.




  ‘She had hundreds of creepy dolls that she’d collected and there was a room in my house filled with nothing but creepy fucking dolls,’ said Gerard. ‘I would have to walk

  through this room to get to my room and at night I’d hold my breath and run through it because I was so terrified.’




  But it was this that sparked both Gerard and Mikey’s early imaginations, and the pair would be inseparable as they played together. ‘We brought each other up creatively and

  emotionally,’ said Gerard. ‘We were very solitary together, if you see what I mean. We would entertain each other or talk nonsense for hours.’




  So the two of them explored life in a Belleville duplex (a house divided into two separate homes). They turned to each other for friendship, for ideas and for fun. The interests they developed

  sparked from each other, the outside world rarely creeping in except from the TV. Gerard, from an early age, would invent scenarios and daydream.




  ‘What I had to do – and my brother had to do – was really create our own space in our heads,’ said Gerard. ‘I drew pictures, I made stories up, I lied a lot –

  I lived inside my own head.’




  Not that he knew it then, but it would be the birth of a creative process that would take him far away from the closed front door, far away from Belleville and far away from New Jersey. Those

  stories he made up would spiral into wild comic book ideas and fantastic musical schemes. They would unfurl in grand concept albums and detailed plot arcs on records that he and his brother would

  go on to make. Back then, though, it was simply for escape.




  Music began, slowly, to become important to them. By the age of nine, Gerard would hear the Top 40 songs his parents played on the radio. But he had a more important musical influence –

  his maternal grandmother, Elena Lee Rush, who lived upstairs in the Ways’ duplex. Elena was a talented artist who had converted their garage into a ceramics studio.

  She would encourage the boys to follow their own imaginative paths when she looked after them, whether it was drawing or creating pottery with her.




  Elena liked to play her upright piano and the music would drift down to the apartment below. Gerard or Mikey would wander up and she would stop, shy. But they would ask her questions, ask her to

  continue and she would – pleased they were taking an interest. And then, ever so slowly, she would urge them towards taking part in talent shows and school plays, always pleased to nurture

  their creativity.




  ‘She was so instrumental in my life,’ said Gerard. ‘I guess I just found music because, when I was growing up, she just let me find stuff. She let me find what I was good at

  and then she would sit with me and encourage me.’




  Elena noticed Gerard might have talent of his own and bought him a cheap Silvertone acoustic guitar for his ninth birthday. Also among his presents was a Slave I Star Wars model spacecraft. If

  Gerard was honest, he preferred the spacecraft. It was partly because the guitar meant he had to start taking lessons, something he didn’t particularly enjoy. ‘That was a big mistake, I

  probably shouldn’t have started, because then I immediately became disinterested,’ he later admitted. But it was the beginning of something, and he would return to that guitar again and

  again as he gradually learned to make it do what he wanted, rather than what his lessons demanded.




  Gerard was a sensitive child and overweight too, something that kept him divided from his peers at his first elementary school. He struggled there, never quite fitting in, and later moved

  schools.




  ‘I used to be fat,’ he admitted. ‘That’s the ultimate outsider – the fat kid. Girls aren’t interested in you, you don’t fit in and you’re always

  easy to make fun of.’




  He suffered from terrible dreams, often waking up in a panic. ‘I was terrified of death,’ he said. ‘I used to wake up in the middle of the night having nightmares about my

  family. It took me a good five years to get over that. I was afraid to go to school because I thought I’d lose somebody.’




  He changed schools before the fourth grade and, determined not to be the awkward kid, got more involved in all the new school had to offer. Which is why he ended up, aged nine, auditioning for a

  part in the school play. ‘I just opened my mouth and I was able to sing,’ he said. ‘And then my grandma was really excited about it. I wasn’t so excited about it – I

  guess I just wanted to prove to myself that I could do it. Then, after I got the part, I was stuck into doing it.’




  His grandmother happily made him a costume and encouraged him all the way. But he was less sure. Perhaps, he reasoned, it wasn’t wise to mark his arrival at a new school by stealing the

  lead part in the play and then singing onstage while wearing tights. ‘Of course, it’s a great fucking idea to play Peter Pan in your first year in a new school . . .’ he later

  admitted, sarcastically.




  But it proved one thing to him: he could sing. And it would not be quite so damaging to his reputation as he thought. Slowly but surely, Gerard made friends and settled in – never quite

  part of the mainstream, but no longer the outsider. Then, when he went to Middle School, aged eleven, that changed again. Cliques and groups formed and once again he retreated back into fantasy

  worlds, playing the Dungeons & Dragons board game he had become obsessed with and spiralling away from reality once more.




  At home, his grandmother still encouraged his artistic urges, particularly drawing. However, she was dismayed that he was increasingly finding darker inspirations – in part because of his

  interest in horror, in part because of the imagery of the fantasy games he enjoyed. And if Gerard was into it, then so was his brother Mikey.




  The pair had begun to discover new music too. Like the fantastical worlds they were enthralled by, this music contained elements of horror, darkness and showmanship. Iron Maiden’s Live

  after Death, the album culled from the influential metal legend’s mammoth 1984–5 tour, was the first record to grab both Mikey and Gerard. Beginning with a roaring crowd, and

  opening with the iconic ‘We Shall Fight on the Beaches’ speech from the British wartime prime minister Winston Churchill, it has long been heralded as one of

  heavy metal’s great live albums. A bombastic, rollicking, spitting and wildly entertaining romp, it is stuffed with their biggest songs: ‘Aces High’, ‘2 Minutes to

  Midnight’, ‘The Trooper’, ‘Number of the Beast’, ‘Run to the Hills’. It thrilled the Way brothers – so much so that Mikey immediately decided that

  music was what he wanted to do with his life.




  Mikey would grab Gerard’s Silvertone acoustic and strap it around his shoulders on a piece of string as Live after Death played. Still not ten years old, he would leap on the

  sofa, banging at the cheap, out-of-tune guitar, pretending to be a part of a band. It would be how the pair lived out their rock fantasies, envisioning themselves in front of glorious crowds from

  the mundanity of their shared bedroom.




  They explored more and more music, from the theatrics of Queen, to the horror-punk of local legends Misfits – both bands with a strong visual element and, like Maiden, a commitment to

  performance as well as music. The grand imagery of the Misfits’ music played into the Ways’ growing love of horror films, which ranged from the relatively tame Lost Boys to the

  vampire film Fright Night. They splattered their room with pictures and posters from horror movies – ‘Anything that would bum my parents out, basically,’ admitted Gerard

  – as they increasingly explored a darker world. They would hide away albums like Slayer’s South of Heaven because of the skull on its cover, and had to convince their maternal

  grandfather to buy them the Misfits’ classic 1982 horror-punk album Walk Among Us after their mother refused when she saw it included a song called ‘Devil’s

  Whorehouse’. It would go on to be an album that deeply inspired the pair of them.




  Gerard would lead the musical explorations, frequently discovering new music that his brother would pick up on – often from watching MTV’s influential Headbangers Ball.

  ‘He would consistently play something that would blow my mind,’ said Mikey. Gerard began to expand his tastes beyond metal and the brothers switched allegiance from Headbangers

  Ball to the alternative rock of 120 Minutes. As Nirvana exploded onto the scene in the wake of 1991’s Nevermind, so the grunge movement began to appeal – as did

  its forebears in the shape of the Pixies. Punk and metal lost favour and the likes of Smashing Pumpkins took over.




  Gerard also began to listen to the Britpop that was filtering over from the UK as he discovered Blur, Oasis and Pulp and then went back further to hear those bands’ influences in the shape

  of The Smiths and The Cure. One moment still resonates with him. The family were on a long car journey to the Busch Gardens theme park in Virginia in 1992. Gerard, fifteen, sulked on the back seat

  of the car with his Walkman. He hadn’t wanted to go on the trip and would have preferred to stay at home, alone with his comics. Instead, he plugged in one earpiece, shared the other with his

  equally bored brother and they listened to a tape of The Smiths compilation, Best . . . 1. It opened up a new world for him.




  ‘I liked punk rock, but after that cassette I didn’t take it as seriously any more. There was a split between me and punk rock at that point,’ he said. ‘Those Smiths

  tapes saved our life on that drive. Mikey and I would sit there in the back of the car, with one Walkman earpiece each, sharing The Smiths. That’s something I remember to this day.’




  It was an important journey. Inspired by the rich, dense music and the poetry and bitterness in Morrissey’s lyrics, Gerard’s thoughts turned to making music. In middle school, still

  fifteen, he joined his first band – Dracora – who were an instrumental act solely because they didn’t have a singer. Mikey says they sounded like Led Zeppelin during the periods

  in which they drew influence from Lord of the Rings, though he is perhaps blinded by brotherly loyalty. Gerard says they sucked. He was kicked out when Dracora attempted to add

  ‘Sweet Home Alabama’ to their set. Gerard, it turned out, was a lousy guitar player and couldn’t come close to playing the Lynyrd Skynyrd staple.




  Crushed and a little resentful at being fired, he decided to abandon playing music entirely. But he was still desperate to find a place and a role in life – he

  decided it would be art, and particularly comics. So as he put down his guitar, he picked up his pen, starting off by tracing strips – largely those made by Marvel – before beginning to

  draw his own.




  He was talented too. He would lock himself into his grandmother’s tiny office – wedged in among her books and without much room to sit, let alone create – and he simply drew

  and drew. He found a job in a comic book store in Bloomfield, the next town from Belleville. He felt at home flicking through the racks, away from school and lost in the elaborate worlds on offer

  inside the magazines.




  ‘That was really my solace,’ he said. ‘The guys at the comic store were my closest friends. They were older than me, in their thirties. I think that’s why I grew up fast

  because I knew a lot of older dudes. They were grown men, with a bit of a childish side to them – otherwise they wouldn’t hang out in a comic book store with someone like me.’




  Working late one night, he and the two other store clerks were watching the anime film Record of Lodoss Wars. Suddenly, two men in hoods burst in and pulled what Gerard later described

  as ‘a giant gun’ on him. The robbers were after limited edition comic books, which they assumed would be more valuable than they were. They forced Gerard onto the floor on his knees and

  put a gun in the back of his head. He later recalled the incident and said he was a little disappointed that his life didn’t flash before his eyes. Instead, he was more worried that, if he

  was shot, he might not be able to finish the Daredevil comic book he was reading. ‘Man Without Fear was out at the time. I was thinking, Oh man, I’m never going to get to

  finish Man Without Fear. I swear to God, that’s what I was thinking!’




  The other clerks cleared out the register and handed the robbers what they wanted and then, almost as soon as the thieves had run back out of the shop, the shocked staff burst out laughing

  – almost uncontrollably. ‘It was the craziest thing, it was stress laughter because they had scared the shit out of us,’ Gerard said.




  Rather than traumatize him unduly, the experience taught him that life was not something to be wasted. He was determined to break out of New Jersey – out of ‘that rut of drinking,

  fucking and working a shit job. The whole mundaneness of it all,’ he once told me. He redoubled his efforts to draw, certain that this was his way out. He approached the maverick comic book

  publisher Hart D. Fisher, whose Boneyard Press had recently published a controversial comic book on the serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer, with an idea of his called ‘On Raven’s

  Wings’. Fisher agreed to publish the relatively graphic horror story, which lasted two editions – though Gerard’s name was oddly changed and the author credit went to ‘Garry

  Way’. Although the comic didn’t last long, being published told Gerard he had talent and that he could do something with art.




  ‘I’d set the benchmark very high for myself because, at fifteen, I wrote my first comic that got published. I’d already accomplished something when I was fifteen and I felt

  that I needed to live up to that.’




  But though comics were a passion, music was still a big force. Despite putting down his guitar following his firing from Dracora, he was still listening to music avidly. Two weeks after the

  robbery, the comic book store closed and Gerard began to work part-time at the local A&P Supermarket chain. With his earnings, Gerard saved up to buy a Mexican Fender Stratocaster – the

  cheapest Strat you could buy, but a beautiful thing for a teenager to own. He decided it didn’t matter if he wasn’t a great guitarist – but what did matter was that he should be a

  great songwriter. He compared technically brilliant guitar players like Steve Vai to the simple punk of a band like Green Day and had an epiphany. ‘Steve Vai is a really great guitar

  player,’ he reasoned. ‘But I can’t hum any of his songs, yet I know all these Green Day songs.’ Gerard began to write songs for himself. And instead of trying to dazzle with

  technical brilliance, he wanted to write songs that would lodge themselves in people’s brains. It was a smart move.




  At school he noticed a change. He had graduated to high school and discovered that the musical landscape had moved on in the wake of Nirvana’s Nevermind album, and now, for a

  brief period, alternative rock was the mainstream. The kids who had been listening to it before it broke – once bullied and derided for their taste – were now respected. Gerard was one

  of those kids.




  ‘Suddenly, any kid that was outside smoking cigarettes and listening to those bands was cool,’ said Gerard. ‘Everybody who was a little weird or a little punk became very cool.

  All those jocks and cheerleaders would look to people like me for advice on what to listen to. That was very strange. I doubt it was ever like that again in school.’




  Soon after starting high school he found a group of people into similar music as him, and though he would find the experience there reasonably lonely, it was largely through his own choosing as

  he was not short of friends. Mikey goes so far as to say Gerard had a ‘Ferris Bueller thing going on’; he had the mystique and cool of the hero of the classic eighties high-school

  film.




  ‘One of my first days in high school I sat all alone at lunch time,’ Gerard said. ‘It was the classic story – the weird kid in an army jacket, a horror-movie T-shirt,

  long black hair. This group of metal heads – who were the only outcast group at the school at the time, who all listened to Agnostic Front and stuff – turned to me and said, “Hey,

  why don’t you sit with us?” That was cool, we could all sit together and nobody would fuck with us. Not that I hung out with them after school.




  ‘I didn’t really get bullied. Lots of people bullied me more emotionally and called me a loser but I never got beaten up or anything. It was never the popular kids that did it

  either, it was the other weird outcasts, the kids who were going to be criminals and everyone knew it. People were never really mean to me though, they mostly just left me alone. I think I wanted

  to be alone too.’




  He would get through his day then head straight home to the sanctuary of his room. There he would lose himself in drawings and in music, happy to be on his own and happy to have no one to please

  but himself. ‘Having the group was a bit of a turning point I guess and, oddly enough, not having the peer pressure to do drugs and that sort of stuff,’ he said. ‘But I was more

  interested in music and being creative. I had no real desire to hang out; I was writing stories and drawing comics. I’d been doing that for years.’




  He wanted to be a comic book artist. He was a fan of writers like Grant Morrison, Richard Case and Todd McFarlane, particularly enjoying Morrison’s Batman run. For him the appeal was that

  Batman was just an ordinary person doing something extraordinary – rather than a hero with supernatural powers. It suggested to him that he too could do something extraordinary with his

  life.




  By 1995, Gerard was chasing the dream hard. He had slimmed down, graduated from high school and enrolled in a four-year fine arts degree at the respected School of Visual Arts in Manhattan.

  Gerard was particularly interested in the cartooning and animation courses on offer – but also in the freedom afforded by being in the city. Outside of New Jersey, in an environment where

  creativity and individuality were encouraged, he began to expand his horizons by going to goth clubs and meeting like-minded artists. The problem was that he still lived at home with his parents.

  Some of his friends shared a house and he envied their independence as he commuted back and forth from Belleville. Yet as much as he found his new surroundings invigorating, he says he still felt

  like an outsider.




  ‘Even when I had friends and even when I was in art school, which is a school of outcasts, I still felt like an outcast,’ he said. ‘That’s one of the things that

  doesn’t work about art school – you have hundreds of outcasts together and so nobody talks to each other. They all sit there, in black! You get hippies, kids in black and graffiti kids

  – that’s an art school.’




  With Gerard off in Manhattan, Mikey was left alone at high school and he didn’t fit in. Mikey, like his brother, had once been overweight but in the summer between tenth

  and eleventh grade, he dieted hard. Over five months, he lost seventy pounds. The change was so pronounced that the school’s counsellors approached him and asked if he was on drugs.




  ‘They thought I was on heroin, or something,’ said Mikey, ‘so all the cool kids came up to ask me what I was on. They’d be like, “What have you got?” I was

  like, “Nothing, dude.” So they’d ask how I lost so much weight and I’d go, “Erm, exercise?”’




  He was heavily into music, obsessive about The Smashing Pumpkins. He would follow them up and down the East Coast whenever they would tour, spending the money he earned from working in

  Belleville’s Comic World or the local supermarket on train tickets and bus rides to out-of-the-way venues. He says his look – skinny and young – meant he would get followed by

  strange men with dark intent in train stations late at night. Still, his passion for the band meant he gladly braved the dangers.




  Mikey would occasionally pick up Gerard’s Fender guitar – though he was intimidated by how much it had cost. He watched videos of bands like Radiohead and Smashing Pumpkins playing,

  looking at their fingers on the fretboards and trying to figure out how they played. He worked out the Pumpkins’ ‘Disarm’ first, constantly rewinding the video and trying it out

  for himself.




  He convinced Gerard to come and see the Pumpkins play at Madison Square Garden in 1996 while his brother was at art school. Gerard was reluctant, prone to spending his time alone and not always

  willing to put down his art projects. Mikey was insistent.




  ‘I dunno if I can go, I’ve got homework,’ Gerard said.




  ‘Dude, you’ve got to come,’ Mikey said. ‘This is the most inspirational thing I’ve ever seen, you’ve got to come.’




  Eventually Gerard was persuaded. It was a show that would change both of their lives.




  As the brothers were sat watching the band, Gerard turned to Mikey and said, ‘This is what we’ve got to do.’




  ‘I know,’ Mikey replied. ‘This is exactly what we’ve got to do.’




  They never forgot the moment and it planted a seed that would come to fruition later in their lives, while Madison Square Garden continued to shine like a shrine. To play there would be

  everything.




  They began to seriously consider playing music properly. Gerard had written songs on his Fender Strat and was anxious to see if they worked. He started a band called Ray Gun Jones with local

  friends. Influenced by the likes of The Get Up Kids, it was loosely a post-hardcore band but it would not last long. The band’s bass player was originally Gerard’s then girlfriend but

  she soon quit. However, when she left, she also left her bass behind and Mikey would play about on it until she demanded it back. Still, it put him briefly in the band. Mikey says they sounded like

  ‘a cross between the Pumpkins and Weezer’ but it wasn’t to be. Shortly afterwards, their drummer left and that was the end of things. It was next to impossible to find a new one,

  given that drums are the least appealing and most unwieldy instrument to play and transport, and so Ray Gun Jones came to an abrupt end.




  It wouldn’t be long before Gerard would start another punk band called Nancy Drew. He posted adverts on notice boards as he looked for members. But the response was not encouraging. He

  either struggled to convince those who replied that his was a viable project, or was put off by the fact that some of them were utterly unsuitable. Only one person who got back to him showed much

  promise – a guitarist called Ray Toro. They played together for a little while, until the band fizzled out.




  Still inspired by The Smashing Pumpkins’ performance at Madison Square Garden, Gerard wanted desperately for music to be an outlet for him – but he began to concentrate on art, since

  that was offering him more of a future. As it turned out, he was wrong.




  







  2: EARLY SUNSETS OVER MONROEVILLE
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  In the late nineties, New Jersey was the centre of a musical scene that would come to shape the underground of alternative rock at the turn of the century. While Gerard was

  commuting back and forth to Manhattan and the School of Visual Arts, his local area was beginning to teem with new bands. The likes of Thursday, Saves The Day, Midtown, Poison The Well and others

  were taking the early-nineties sound of post-hardcore and giving it a more emotional edge. Both enraptured by the rage of Black Flag’s punk and the sensitivity of the late-seventies post-punk

  band Joy Division, they began to create sounds that were angry and emotive. It was a scene that was then fiercely independent with bands playing basement shows, in basic Veterans of Foreign Wars

  Halls (known universally as VFW Halls) or in rooms without stages, but it would be vastly influential. And it was all springing up from Thursday’s New Brunswick base – a mere thirty

  miles from Belleville.




  Formed in 1997, Thursday and its singer Geoff Rickly would become, inadvertently, the figureheads of what became known as emo – though Rickly preferred to call it post-hardcore. The music

  he was making was inspired by the hardcore bands he would see in Manhattan, but shaped by the fact that he was unable to scream and shout as viciously as those acts. By a happy accident, it made

  his music into something new, accessible and very exciting.




  ‘I listened to a lot of post-hardcore music and what became known as screamo,’ Rickly said. ‘That music was so super-charged, so passionate. They had the intensity and fury of

  hardcore bands, but the complexity and sensitivity of a band like Fugazi. That made me want to play music – that made me really want to play music. But it turned out my voice just

  didn’t work the way I wanted it to. Everything came out sounding New Wave- and Cure-influenced! We sounded like Joy Division doing hardcore, which seemed very weird to people at the

  time.’




  Though not to everyone – because Thursday quickly found an audience. Rickly was heavily involved in the underground scene, allowing his New Brunswick basement to become a makeshift local

  venue and putting up touring bands on his floor as they travelled around the country. It meant that not only did Thursday get plenty of support slots, as they were putting on a lot of the shows,

  but they also became extremely popular with touring musicians, who spread their name by word of mouth. Slowly, a scene was cropping up around them.




  Alongside Thursday, a label grew out of Kearny – a town two miles from Belleville, just over the Passaic River. There, Alex Saavedra – a young, ebullient idealist – heard the

  new sounds of the bands around him and realized that there was nobody to put the music out. So he figured that he might as well do it himself and set up a label called Eyeball Records.




  ‘I started the label in high school and then, due to a few unfortunate events, I ended up homeless for a while – so I was doing the label and living out of a car,’ says

  Saavedra. ‘Then, as I gained small successes, I always shared them – which meant there was always an open door policy to everyone at Eyeball. People would come through with a spark of

  an idea, then we were able to help people make that idea a reality. There was no caste system at Eyeball; there was nothing exclusive or arrogant going on – we didn’t give a shit who

  you were. We didn’t care if you couldn’t pick up a guitar; we were all there to have fun.




  ‘I was lucky to be surrounded by tons of great talent. Eyeball was in the midst of a really good community. Every band you could think of from around here came through at one point or

  another. I think I was fortunate to have so many talented friends. We liked to have a good time and we were easy to approach, so I think that led to people wanting to come around and be a part of

  it. So we kept growing and growing.’




  Eyeball would eventually become based at the house he rented, and he would frequently – and often entirely accidentally – throw massive parties there as the label’s bands

  played shows for the local fans. Though based on Main Street in the residential area of the town, the neighbours mostly tolerated the parties, partly because a lot of the other houses were also

  used as businesses and were therefore empty at night.




  ‘Some of those parties were insane,’ says Saavedra. ‘One New Year’s party, we had to get sixty people to stand outside because you could feel the floor sagging! It was

  the strongest built house around. A ton of people would come round, and you’d see everybody there. There were no boundaries, scene-wise – there were people from bands, fans, writers,

  everyone. It was crazy. You’d have huge rock stars, huge artists, actors, porn stars even. It was pretty awesome and a very cool, supportive community. People would come there to get

  inspired.’




  As Thursday’s reputation spread, they came to the forefront of the New Jersey post-hardcore scene – a scene that was fast becoming the centre of the US post-hardcore movement too. It

  meant that everyone locally looked up to them, and everyone wanted to form a band because of them.




  ‘Thursday opened a lot of doors for the community here,’ says Saavedra. ‘They may not have become one of those iconic bands, but they were definitely the band that everyone

  here used as a basis for comparison at that time.’




  And it was towards this scene that the two Way brothers would slowly gravitate. Though still focused on comic books and in the final year of his art degree, Gerard would go out to watch

  Thursday. He spent the rest of his time in the basement of his parents’ house.




  ‘One of the seeds of playing music for me was when I went to see Thursday play in [local venue] the Loop Lounge,’ said Gerard. ‘I didn’t go to a lot of shows at that

  point. If I was going to go to a show it would have to be to see a band like Morrissey or Pulp, normally a big British act coming over. It was rare for me to even do that – I once bought Pulp

  tickets and didn’t go because I spent a lot of time holed up in my basement, depressed. I found it hard to leave the house at times.’




  Mikey, though, was far more involved with the live scene. After high school he had tried going to college, but largely only because he thought he might meet some people he could form a band with

  there. He drifted away from it, and ended up interning at Eyeball Records – not that he or Saavedra remember exactly how it happened. More outgoing and sociable than his brother, he quickly

  became a notorious part of the furniture there and, eventually, Saavedra thinks he must have just decided to put him to good use by getting him to mail out records.




  ‘Mikey was out all the time,’ says Saavedra. ‘He more or less lived with us at the Eyeball house – by which I mean that he would drink all our beer and vodka and then

  never leave. Then again, that’s a description that would apply to a lot of people back then, so I can’t just put the finger on him. You’d always have to make sure Mikey was around

  and included. He’s a very smart kid and super analytical, often a little quiet too – but when you got him out of his head, he was a total blast. He’s a genuinely funny dude, and a

  genuinely good person.’




  Rickly remembers how much fun they would all have with Mikey – though agrees too that he was always someone they had to keep half an eye on.




  ‘Mikey was always the more sociable one who’d come out to the Eyeball Records parties that we threw,’ he says. ‘Mikey could be really crazy. He’d stay over at our

  house and we’d often find ourselves asking him, “Who the hell was that girl that ended up with you last night?” He’d say, “I’ve no idea.” He was a little

  out of control.’




  He became someone they would all watch out for and someone they would all affectionately mock.




  ‘Mikey became our surrogate little brother,’ says Saavedra. ‘He was the little runt that you always had to look out for. We used to taunt Mikey too. His posture was so terrible

  that we’d go, “Dude, you have no confidence – what is wrong with you? You look like fucking Mr Burns! Stand up straight.” We put him in “man school” to build his

  confidence. He was such a little nerd in the early days, but you could see his confidence grow. To see him play music in front of thousands of people makes me laugh now. When I think back to

  calling him Mr Burns and “man school” – then I see him jumping around onstage, it’s very funny.’




  While Mikey was embedding himself into the local scene, the late nineties found Gerard retreating from anything that wasn’t drawing-related. He graduated from the School

  of Visual Arts with a degree in cartooning in 1999 and was set upon making it as a penciller, the first step in the artistic process of creating comics. He wasn’t having much luck.




  ‘I had been hitting the pavement with my portfolio – taking it round to every major comic company, showing them my work and trying to get anything out of them,’ said

  Gerard. ‘Nothing was working.’




  He helped out some of the Eyeball bands with T-shirt designs – including Thursday, who had become nationally recognized following the release of their debut Waiting that year.




  ‘The Eyeball house was a road-stop for a lot of touring bands, and a good meeting point for the local community,’ recalls Saavedra. ‘And that’s how Gerard got involved in

  designing things for bands – he did the best Thursday design they’ve ever had.’




  But largely, Gerard was focused on getting a foothold in the comic book industry. Over the next two years, he interned everywhere he could – including at the legendary DC Comics. To his

  dismay, he found that his art was often overlooked. Instead, he was largely the photocopy boy. Despite his inner comic book nerd’s satisfaction at seeing all the latest releases long before

  they were in the shops, Gerard was creatively unfulfilled.




  ‘I’d been to art school and got out and realized there were no jobs for me,’ he said. ‘It was the basic story of having lots of dreams in school and, once I got out, I

  realized I couldn’t get a break at all.’




  At DC Comics he interned for a young inker called Joe Boyle, who recognized that there was something a bit different about Gerard. Though Boyle admits Gerard was frequently shy, he also says

  there was a confidence within him about his own talent.




  ‘He was a character,’ he says. ‘He definitely wanted to make his presence known. He would photocopy comic book covers, but he would replace the character on it with his face.

  Then he’d leave that up on the door, with a sign saying something like “The awesome Gerard is in today.” I told him, “Listen, you’re only going to be here for a short

  time – so you need to go and meet people and make some connections.” But he was already on top of that.




  ‘Gerard was kind of confident back then but he also kind of wasn’t. He was shy, but in the right circumstances he would get more ballsy. For the most part, he was unsure of himself

  – except when he was drawing. Then, though, he knew what was good.’




  Boyle left DC Comics and began to work in animation in 2001 at Curious Pictures, who made shows for the Cartoon Network. He asked Gerard to intern for him again, which is when the pair began to

  collaborate on ideas together. They quickly went from co-workers to friends. Gerard would pencil out the artwork for Boyle to ink, the pair constantly discussing ideas for comic books and TV shows

  they might make.




  Gerard worked ostensibly on the Cartoon Network show Sheep in the Big City – though admitted it was basically ‘just another photocopy gig’. But alongside Boyle, he had

  begun to work on his own project The Breakfast Monkey – an often surreal cartoon about a monkey obsessed with breakfast.




  Breakfast Monkey had been a minor character in another comic book idea the pair had worked on with a friend called Stu. It hadn’t worked out but Boyle wanted to develop something with the

  monkey, seeing potential in him. He and Gerard took the idea and ran with it. ‘We would just throw stuff out there and nobody could tell us no because it was ours,’ says Boyle.

  ‘So whatever made us laugh, we just did it. It was a lot of fun.’




  It was good enough to earn the pair a meeting with Curious Pictures executives – something which created problems for Gerard.




  ‘All of a sudden, people started to take notice of my work,’ said Gerard. ‘But I was the photocopy boy, so it was kind of weird for a few of those people – to be the

  photocopy boy and get a break like that made it a little weird in the office for a while.’




  Boyle and Gerard found Curious Pictures receptive to their idea – but they wanted Breakfast Monkey to go through extensive remodelling. Gradually, the pair began to feel as though their

  creation was being morphed into something else, something they were uncomfortable with.




  ‘You always hear these stories of people coming in with scripts and everyone having a little tweak until ultimately it is nothing like it was in the first place,’ says Boyle.

  ‘That’s kind of what happened. They were really nice about it and encouraging, but they wanted to make it something that it wasn’t. At one point they wanted to make it an

  educational show where people would learn how to make a new breakfast each day and we could do breakfast recipes from around the world. We were like, “That’s not what we’re doing!

  That would be nonsense! We’re not teaching kids to make waffles!”’




  Gerard was equally disillusioned with how their ideas were being interpreted.




  ‘I discovered I was dealing with a committee about something that I had created,’ he said. ‘People were talking about merchandise, toys and fucking stuffed animals and they

  were missing the point. That wasn’t why I got into it at all.’




  The company told them they had a show that was already similar to Breakfast Monkey – Aqua Teen Hunger Force – so the changes were necessary. Gerard and Boyle would

  not budge, and so inevitably Breakfast Monkey withered on the vine.




  It was yet another knockback for Gerard, who was beginning to feel that the commercial art of cartooning might not be for him. He was twenty-four now and though he had interned at some top

  companies, had a page published in DC Comics’ Big Book of the Weird Wild West and more work in Image Comics’ Footsoldiers, he felt cynical about the business. While

  his brother Mikey was running riot at the Eyeball house, Gerard would hole up in his parents’ basement, downbeat and disinterested.




  ‘We’d always joke with Mikey,’ says Geoff Rickly. ‘We’d say, “Is your brother still at home in his underwear, eating cereal and drawing comic books?” We

  always joked that Gerard was a shut-in.’




  When Gerard did come out, though, Alex Saavedra remembers he was fun to be around.




  ‘He wasn’t the dark, depressive character that’s often been portrayed. He was actually really, really funny. But he was a quiet dude. When you got him to go out, he was a ball;

  it would just take a lot of work to actually get him out. It was normally pretty hard to get him away from his drawing table, mostly because he was getting closer and closer to becoming the artist

  he always dreamed of being. That kid could have done any comic he wanted – he was really on the verge of breaking through and he worked really hard on it.’




  That’s not how Gerard felt. In that basement, he would draw and write, occasionally picking up a guitar but mostly slumping into a kind of despair. He was seeing a therapist in order to

  attempt to make sense of his life, and taking anti-depressants. He would fill book after book with his ideas, short stories and angry thoughts.




  ‘I went through a lot of negative stuff in the early days. I’d sit there beating myself up about not accomplishing anything,’ he said. ‘I’d worry, think too much

  and get myself depressed but the positive side was that I ended up with notebooks and notebooks full of ideas. I didn’t necessarily know what any of these ideas were for, but I ended up

  writing a short story called ‘I Brought You My Bullets, You Brought Me Your Love’. It was about gangland murders in Chicago – nobody’s ever read it and I think it’s

  probably lost now. But, the point was, I had all these ideas. It meant that I was already shaping an aesthetic for a band – I just didn’t have a band yet. I wanted it to be a new kind of thing, to have a new kind of vibe that wasn’t out there.’




  That would come later though. At the time, he had no idea that what he was doing might lead to a musical project, and was convinced that graphic art was the future for him. But then something

  happened that would change everything.




  In the late summer of 2001, Gerard appeared to have made the advance he was looking for. He was designing action figures full-time at Fun House in Hoboken, New Jersey, who

  would take on work for comic book companies including powerhouses such as Marvel. It was a dream job – ‘probably the best job that I’d ever had,’ he admitted – but he

  still wasn’t happy.




  Then an intervention of the most dramatic kind would force Gerard to re-evaluate his life. On 11 September 2001 he was in Hoboken on the day of the terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers. He stood

  aghast on the edge of the river as he watched the atrocity unfold.




  ‘There were four hundred people and me, and I was at the railing. Right in front of us, it just went down,’ he said. ‘It was the biggest fucking neutron bomb of mental anguish

  you’ve ever felt. I knew I didn’t have anybody in that building but these were all co-workers and stuff and they were just freaking the fuck out. Crying, screaming and cursing and

  yelling about the devil.’




  It shook him dramatically – and, at first, deeply negatively. Gerard has always claimed to have deep and occasionally intrusive sympathy for others – ‘I have a high level of

  empathy and that makes me ill. It’s a gift and curse. I have a level of empathy where I can feel emotion so strongly that it can make me sick,’ he once said – and this kicked into

  overdrive following the attack on the Twin Towers. ‘9/11 fucked his head up for a while,’ remembers Saavedra. ‘Along with a lot of people.’




  As with the hold-up in the comic book store, the tragedy forced Gerard to take stock of his own life. ‘When 9/11 happened, that just made the decision for me,’ he said. ‘I

  almost used it as a catalyst – I decided to take it, to say fuck off to the rest of my life and start a band. I just knew that’s what I wanted to do right away.




  ‘From then on, I was in my parents’ basement with a very small practice amp, and my Fender guitar. That’s when I wrote “Skylines and Turnstiles” and some of the

  earlier material. I actually wrote “Fashion Statement” too at that time, though we didn’t use it until [second album Three Cheers For Sweet] Revenge. I wrote

  those songs sitting in my pyjamas or underwear with a tiny amp.’




  He went through all his notebooks, looking at all the stories he had written and the ideas he had come up with while depressed. In them, he found anguish and imagination in equal measure. He

  began to pour everything out into songs.




  ‘It was me going, “All this stuff has been inside me for years and I want to get it out,”’ he said. ‘I was just trying to make sense of all the notes, thoughts and

  dreams I had written down in the last two years. I wasn’t depressed exactly but I was certainly a hermit. I looked at every single short story, wondering if there was a song in it or

  wondering if it could be the title of a song or a record.’




  He worked as if in a frenzy – very quickly and very intensely. He approached a drummer he half knew called Matt ‘Otter’ Pelissier in the Loop Lounge, the Passaic rock bar that

  was central to the Jersey post-hardcore scene. Pelissier was then working as a mechanic but had also played locally in a band called The Rodneys with Ray Toro, who had played with Gerard in the

  short-lived Nancy Drew.




  ‘[The music was] more or less entirely written – I just needed the drums under it,’ said Gerard. ‘I rented a room for an hour, I plugged in my Fender and played him the

  songs and sang them while he played. It was just the two of us. It came out OK but I realized I couldn’t sing the way I wanted and play guitar. I just couldn’t do both of them well

  enough, so the first person who came to mind was Ray.’




  Raymond Toro was a quiet kid, another who had grown up more inside than out. He was from down the road in Kearny, a small working-class town across

  the Passaic river from Belleville. Born on 15 July 1977, Ray grew up in a small apartment with two brothers and parents of Puerto Rican and Portuguese heritage. His parents, like the Ways, were

  concerned about crime in New Jersey and so he too learned to keep himself entertained inside. ‘There was definitely a funny collection of people who would hang around my block,’ Ray

  said. ‘There was this guy named Bertine who was this drug addict who, every couple of months, would OD outside my house. I would see an ambulance come and take him away.’




  He shared a room with his two older brothers in a cramped apartment. The oldest brother was the first to really get into music – the classic rock of Jimi Hendrix, Pink Floyd, Led Zeppelin

  and Black Sabbath, and then the more metallic leanings of Iron Maiden, Metallica and Ozzy Osbourne’s solo work. His brother would always be idly picking at his guitar – often until late

  into the night in the shared bedroom, working out riffs from books of guitar tabs and keeping Ray awake. Aged thirteen, Ray began to pick at the guitar too.




  ‘I thought it was great that he was always playing and always practising. That’s how I got into it – because I always looked up to him and wanted to be like him. When I started

  listening to metal and punk, he could already play those songs on the guitar. That really impressed me. I just got swept up by it all.’




  It was Ozzy Osbourne’s guitarist Randy Rhoads who particularly struck Ray. He was impressed by the way he appeared to blend classical music into his metal licks and so Ray tried to emulate

  his playing. He took lessons, and even enrolled in a typing course in order to improve his dexterity on the guitar, but he became a technically excellent musician mostly by dint of endless

  practice.




  ‘I didn’t have much of a social life, I didn’t go out very much,’ he said. ‘I had friends but we’d hang out in school, not afterwards. The only thing that was

  always there for me was the guitar when I came home.’




  Ray was not someone who stood out at school. He says he was ‘one of the invisible masses’, someone who neither excelled nor failed, someone who simply existed.




  ‘I felt kind of invisible because nothing about me set me apart from anybody else. My friends were kind of similar though they were kind of misfits. There was a lot of separation at my

  school between kids who were into rap, kids into pop and then the small group of kids who liked punk and metal. I fitted into the last group.’




  His guitar playing did get him noticed though. He had already played briefly with Matt Pelissier in The Rodneys, who released a 1997 album called Soccertown USA – Kearny’s

  local nickname. But despite small-scale local success, Ray’s heart was not really into being in a band. After graduating from high school, he joined a film-editing course at William Paterson

  University in Wayne, New Jersey, and more or less put his guitar down.




  ‘I went to college to study film. I wanted to be an editor. I thought that’s all I really wanted to do. I got really into movies, into dissecting them and analysing them. I was

  really interested in learning how they were made, how they were put together – that was my focus. The whole time I was in college learning that, I stopped playing in bands. I played drums in

  one band for about a year, that was about it.’




  That band was called Dead Go West, but it was far from serious and Ray was happy to just beat out the rhythm at the back.




  ‘It was me and my friend George and we were a couple of friends who had nothing to do on the weekend and we would just play,’ he said. ‘I hadn’t really played guitar in a

  band for a couple of years before Gerard called me.’




  ‘He’s so talented,’ said Gerard. ‘He was the best guitar player in Jersey, yet he was playing drums because he just wanted to play. That really says a lot about him.

  He’s never been in it for the glory, he’s just in it for the joy.’




  Gerard told him about the music he was writing and asked if he wanted to stop by at Pelissier’s house to hear it. He didn’t even know if Ray wanted to be in a proper band, but

  figured he had little to lose by asking. ‘I wasn’t sure what he was doing at that point and I thought he wanted to make films,’ said Gerard. ‘I asked him to come and play,

  no pressure – just to check out what I was doing.’




  Ray figured it would be fun, and was used to playing in Pelissier’s attic since it was where The Rodneys had previously rehearsed.




  ‘[Pelissier] had a really annoying staircase that leads up to the attic – it’s really steep and winding, so brilliant for carrying a guitar and amp,’ said Ray. ‘The

  attic was destroyed because all his friends would go up there and smoke weed and drink, so there was shit everywhere. That’s the place we used to practise. [Gerard and Pelissier] played me

  ‘Skylines and Turnstiles’ because that was the only song they had. I heard it once and worked out what they were doing and it kind of went from there.’




  Gerard was instantly impressed. ‘Ray’s the kind of guy who can pick up anything immediately and we played “Turnstiles” once for him and then he improved it tenfold

  instantly.’




  Ray was an immediate fit and, with a guitarist and a drummer in place, Gerard doubled the intensity.




  ‘It just snowballed,’ said Ray. ‘I remember Gerard talking about wanting to do it “for real”. Most of the bands we’d ever been in had been about getting

  together and having fun. There was something immediate about the music in this case, though. We knew we wanted to bring it to other people, we knew we wanted to play shows and we knew we wanted to

  get into a van and tour.’




  Ray began to write too, showing his songs to Gerard for him to put words to. Quickly, they began to build up a repertoire of their own material.




  ‘We met once a week for the next four weeks to practise,’ said Gerard. ‘It seemed that anything was possible at that point. Ray wrote “Our Lady of Sorrows” –

  which was the second complete song we had. It fitted because it didn’t really fit. That was something we always wanted to do – to put songs together that shouldn’t work together

  but do. This song was really aggro and metal – there were bits we cribbed off Helloween in it. There were a lot of bizarre references around that time.




  ‘The genesis of the sound came from sitting in Ray’s room in his Mom and Dad’s apartment that he shared with his brothers and sitting at his computer with two guitars and just

  talking about the sound a lot. We were completely on the same page about it, 100 per cent.’




  ‘It’s funny,’ said Ray, ‘There was something about this that was so right that we had to keep going.’




  They quickly began to work on a demo, recording it up in Pelissier’s attic on a cheap 16-track board and beaten-up microphones. It was a rudimentary set-up, with drums and guitars on the

  top floor and Gerard in a bathroom downstairs howling. They recorded ‘Skylines and Turnstiles’, ‘Cubicles’ and ‘Our Lady of Sorrows’ – then called

  ‘Bring More Knives’ – and there was something in the roughness of the demo that simply shone. They called it Dreams of Stabbing and/or Being Stabbed, but referred to it

  simply as The Attic Demo. Certainly Eyeball Records’ Alex Saavedra was impressed when he heard it.




  ‘We were like, “Holy shit! Gerard can sing! Where has this been?”’ he said. ‘He just discovered this talent that he’d always had.’




  Saavedra knew Gerard well by now, but hadn’t seen Ray around much. But when he heard him play, he was blown away.




  ‘Ray was definitely the most talented of them,’ he said. ‘He was a nerdy metalhead kid. I didn’t really know much about him. He had this weird little afro and big glasses

  – I’d think to myself, “That kid is so strange looking.” I couldn’t figure him out; he was a mystery to me. Then I heard him play guitar and I was like “Holy

  shit!” No wonder he didn’t come out much, he was probably just shredding on his guitar on his own at his house the whole time. He was just great from the start. He was like a

  professional guitar player – he killed it. It would have been a real shame if no one had ever heard him play guitar.




  ‘He was very quiet. He was a super-nerd too; he used to walk around with a Spider-Man figure in his pocket. I didn’t know much about him other than the fact he had an awesome name.

  Ray Toro – it sounds like a fake porn name or something. Ray Toro! You don’t forget a name like that, but he was just a quiet dude from Kearny.’




  Saavedra started to take more of an interest, always keen to urge his friends forward in their artistic pursuits. When he pointed out that they didn’t have a bass player, the nascent band

  even considered asking him to play for them.




  ‘I was just going to help out for a bit, but in a very casual way,’ Saavedra said. ‘That’s just the way it was back then – asking someone to fill in in your band

  was treated the same as asking someone to, say, help you move house. So I was like, “I guess, if you need somebody – or you could teach your brother.” In the end it made more

  sense to teach Mikey.’




  Mikey was not much of a bassist and had recently failed an audition to play in another Eyeball band, Pencey Prep, who featured a guitarist called Frank Iero. There were no hard feelings and the

  two bands would go on to become firm friends, Pencey Prep helping out My Chem with a clutch of early shows. But despite Mikey’s failure to land a role in Pencey Prep, Gerard liked the idea of

  including his little brother in his own band.




  ‘Mikey was like, “Fuck, man, I want to be part of this. This sounds incredible. This band sounds like everything I always wanted to be a part of,”’ said Gerard. ‘So

  he learned his stuff. I’d never seen a band learn its stuff and get itself off the ground so quick.’




  Mikey had something important up his sleeve too. He was failing his college course and working in the US chain bookstore Barnes & Noble. One night he was stacking shelves and came across a

  pile of novels by Irvine Welsh (the author of Trainspotting). One of them, a collection of three novellas, was called Ecstasy: Three Tales of Chemical Romance. Mikey wrote the

  title down on a piece of paper, slipped it into his pocket and went home at the end of the night. The name My Chemical Romance was born.




  With the band personnel in place, and a name selected, My Chemical Romance were ready to go. Everything was done in a mad rush because Gerard was riding a wave of inspiration

  and, as tended to be his way, could focus on nothing else until he had seen it through.




  ‘There was an urgency to it at this point. We had to play in front of people, we had to get it out there,’ said Gerard. ‘There was a magic to it that felt so unusual. I’d

  never felt anything like it in anything I’d done before in my life – be it in art, other bands I’d started, other projects that these guys had been involved in. When you’re

  creating a new sound and it’s great, then it’s one of the highest feelings in the world to you. It felt really unique and, most importantly, it was all ours. It felt right

  immediately.’




  They talked themselves up to everyone they knew. Gerard, for so long the shy shut-in, could barely stop talking about his new band when he bumped into Geoff Rickly at a party.




  ‘Me and my brother are going to start a band,’ he said enthusiastically.




  ‘OK, whatever,’ said Rickly, his scepticism clear.




  ‘No, I’m serious,’ Gerard insisted. ‘We’re going to be called My Chemical Romance.’




  Rickly laughed. ‘Well, at least you’ve got a great name. I’m sure you’re gonna be huge . . .’
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