THE MILK CARTON KIDS
Time, they say, is nothing but a construct. Einstein said time is relative; the Rolling Stones think time is on our side, and Tom Waits believes it’s time, time, time that you love. For the forward-looking folk duo, The Milk Carton Kids, time is fluid. 

Their sound comes from everywhere, and every when. Perhaps they could be found furiously fingerpicking, stomping and crooning on a Biloxi porch, broadcasting their homegrown hoe-downs to the setting sun, a crackling cicada chorus singing along as day fades to night. Maybe you could stumble upon Kenneth Pattengale and Joey Ryan long after midnight in a Lower East Side basement bar, their coalescing bittersweet voices being soaked up by exposed bricks and half-finished Sazeracs held in the hands of the heartbroken or the hopeful.  Together, they’re a  singular sound, story-tellers from a distant age, when music was the coiled rope tying together communities and their histories.  

“It seems our songs pair best with characters,” Ryan says, “with human beings, and all of the contradictions they embody.” Their 2011 album Prologue introduced the characters who populate their world and the emotional landscapes they traverse. “This don’t feel like home any more, I don’t feel the pain I once did, one day it just vanished like a milk carton kid,” they sing on the self-titled song from which they gleaned their moniker. Their upcoming release The Ash & Clay continues their explorations into minimal instrumentation and sturdy songwriting. It oscillates deftly between tales of redemption and their wafting harmonies hovering above their guitars’ strums and crystalline plucks, the title track emitting autumnal color like century-old oaks of their sleepy Los Angeles neighborhood of Eagle Rock.  Their songs are cinematic, their voices rising and falling like the tides, those twin guitars swirling into eddies. Three of their tracks from The Ash & Clay even provide the backdrop for director Gus Van Sant’s feature film Promised Land.    

“The inherent sense of nostalgia that creeps into all our writing seems to be the central contribution to any film we've had the pleasure of being involved with,” Ryan says. “It's a complex emotion, full of duality and paradox, and songs laden with it can transfer all that conflict to the characters on the screen.” 

Mostly, they’ve earned their stripes on the road. A couple hundred headline performances punctuated by tours with the folk troupe Punch Brothers, Old Crow Medicine Show, and the legendary K.D. Lang, saw The Milk Carton Kids enrapturing audiences with their upstart ethos that often rivals acts with decade-long pedigrees.  Perhaps their friend, troubadour Joe Henry, can best introduce the pair’s sound – the feel evoked by the The Milk Carton Kids, if you give them your time – personified, and illuminated. “For as long as I have known them, I have always perceived the twin voices of Joey Ryan and Kenneth Pattengale as disappearing into one, I now hear that single and distinct character rising to speak for many. He moves through love but is alone; laughs at the wreckage, weeps with lust; throws and sweeps confetti, stands at cold gravesides; raises a hand in promise, then picks your pocket and slips quietly back across the border. He slides outside the law, bound by honor and duty, the pure product of a mad country working with all its heart at fevered cross-purposes.”
