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Nicole Atkins

Nicole Atkins Returns To
Jersey—Literally And Lyrically—For
Her Sweeping Pop Opus
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T'S EARLY ON A THURSDAY afternoon, and singer/songwriter

Nicole Atkins is smearing on smoky eye shadow at the bar

in preparation for her photo shoot at New York haunt Hi-Fi.

“I've been fired from every job I've ever had,” she laments,

as she hurries to get herself together. “I think I got fired

from every restaurant on Avenue A and B.” Pausing from her
make-up application to gesture grandly toward the street, she
confesses that, “If music doesn’t work out, I don’t know what I'm
gonna do. I'm just gonna paint Tuscany murals in every Italian
restaurant in Monmouth County--and they’re already done.”

Even if she was resigned to a life of painting
fishing villages and lighthouses on the bathroom
walls of pizzerias along the New Jersey Turnpike
at the very least she'd be putting her art school
education to use. “Every weekend they'd tell me,
You're fired,” she reminisces between giggles.
“And I'd just be like, ‘Sweet. I'm going to the
beach.™ Atkins was even let go from the lun-
cheonette owned by her parents—repeatedly.

At first glance, with her petit frame, fringed
bangs and denim, A-line Anna Sui dress, Atkins
looks like a delicate chanteuse, almost Nancy
Sinatra-esque. “Sixues fashions fiva girl witha
big ass really well,” Ackins candidly declares, as
she jumps off the stool and does a little pirouette,
showing off the outfit, which is paired with a
dusty pair of motorcycle boots. But when she
opens her mouth, she unleashes a voice that
seems more suited for an octogenarian with an
affinity for Lucky Strikes, Lively, funny and self
deprecating, Atkins talks at a speed that must
have earned her a few childhood Ritalin prescrip-
tions. Between the throaty voice and animated

hand gestures, one thing becomes instantly clear:
While she may lack the archetypal big hair and
the stirrup pants, Atkins is, through and through,
a Jersey girl. More specifically, a Jersey Shore
girl, making it only fitting that she’s dubbed her
backing band the Sea and her full-length debut
Neptune City (Columbia).

NEPTUNE-ING UP

For three months every year, the Jersey shore ter-
rain is a disposable backdrop where sun- burnt
toddlers throw temper tantrums over beach
pails and broken sand castles; drunken teenag-
ers huddle under the boardwalk, discarding
their virginity as casually as they would empty
bottles of Mountain Dew; and awkward, hairy
dads with smudged zinc oxide expose their
chalky legs in all of their black sock- and khaki
shorts-glory. But after the last charcoal embers
of Labor Day go cold, the towns that line the
coast empty out and the landscape becomes a
grey, windy wasteland of crumpled paper soda
cups, steel shuttered boardwalk T-shirt stands
and residual broken hearts from summer ro
mances. The smell of caramel corn and suntan
lotion dissipates and the lights adorning Ferris
Wheels go dim. It is this cold, fog-entrenched
desolation that haunts Neptune City.

“Neptune is a nothing town,” Atkins states
succinctly, “It's where you come to get your fence
and your tombstone made. That's really what all
my songs are about: small hometown tragedics
and the overcoming of them. You know, all the
tears and the bad times and the locking your-
self in your room... there’s a string line for that
There's a little piano tinkle for that”

With its sweeping, spacious orchestrations
and appetite for melodrama, Neptune City certain-
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ly has the market on string lines and piano tinkles
cornered, fusing the husky, whiskey tinged-vocals of
Loretta Lynn or Lucinda Williams with both folk and
psychedelic sensibilities. [t’s a convergence that may
even signal an end to her unemployment days. At
kins is happy to point out that since getting signed
to Columbia, her mother has ceased clipping out
classified job ads for her.

Neptune was informed by other environments as
well though, having been recorded in Sweden with
producer Tore Johansson, who has twiddled knobs
for the likes of New Order, Franz Ferdinand and the
Cardigans. “The winter in Sweden wasn't all that
different from Jersey,” Atkins says. "It was dark, foggy
and rainy over there. It took just a month to record,
but it felt like 12 years.”

The early afternoon dusk and sense of isolation
enhanced Atkins' personal ennui, profoundly influ-
encing the record’s melancholy musings. “Because
of the time difference, I couldn't talk to my boy-
friend,” she recalls, “The string arranger was going
through a divorce. The producer was going through
a break-up. We were this gang of sad saps. | was like,
‘Great! Let's use this!™

Like the spectrum of emotions it covers, Neptune
City is a record that sounds, well, big. At times, it's
damn near overwhelming, “Some people say it sounds
overproduced,” confesses Atkins. “But of course it's

"60s and '70s rock

“The country way of crooning is really fun, when
you're not totally ‘Reba McEntire-ing’ it,” says Atkins.
“It feels really good to croon like Roy Orbison. [t makes
your throat feel better to sing that way. From that
pointon, I decided I was only going to write and listen
to music that feels good.” Nowadays, she considers her-
self “a country singer in a ’60s orchestra band,” gleefully
adding, “I'd be in a gown with my wrists bleeding ”

While earning her illustration degree at UNC
Charlotte, Atkins performed in the alt-country outfit
Los Parasols before returning to Jersey, spending
brief stints living in Brooklyn and striking out on her
own, performing in New York and all along the Jersey
Shore circuit, which, given the "pay to play” politics
of the smaller clubs, proved to be more of a labor of
love than anything else

“Everybody wants to be Bruce Springsteen, and
1f you're not kissing ass then you're not getting gigs,”
she says of performing in her native state. “I always
have a place to play, but I have to sell 40 tickets if |
don’t want to get yelled at. You pretty much buy your
gigs here, which is why I went to New York because [
could play for free.”

HOME DARK HOME
All that said, the lyrics to Neptune City's title track, in
which Atkins sings, “Maybe if I could pay attention/1
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going to sound big, Anyone who knows me or has
hung out with me knows I'm like the most dramatic,
annoying person ever.”

DONNY AND THE DEVIL

This tendency towards drama first surfaced at an
carly age, while sharing a stage with Donny and
Marie Osmond, in Atlantic City, no less. “I was sit
ting there with my parents, thinking, “This fucking
blows,” she remembers. “The week before we saw the
Monkees, and now we're seeing this?” The songstress
saw a golden opportunity when Donny picked the
7-year-old out of the front row, pulled her up onstage
and propped her up on a stool to serenade her with
“Puppy Love.” As soon as Donny turned his back,
Atkins channeled Gene Simmons as she flexed her
tongue out and threw her hands up in devil horn
formation. The crowd loved it.

“Donny was like, ‘What are you doing? He was
pissed!” she says, demonstrating said devil’s horns
while emitting a metal growl. “After the incident,
people were asking me who my agent was and |
said, ‘Mom, | need an agent.” But even if the feisty
female didn't know she was going to be a singer at
that point, her grandma sure did. From early child-
hood, she played Atkins a steady stream of old coun-
try albums and insisted that she was destined for a
headlining gig at the Opry. And although the young
rebel was initially resistant, she eventually conceded
there was room for honky tonk among her love of

could learn to love the landscape I was born to..”
have proven prophetic. The poverty that goes hand
in hand with being a struggling musician has forced
Atkins to move back home with her parents, where
she’s become re-acquainted with the quict desolation
of small town living

And if one thing holds true, it’s that musicians
who make dark music tend to attract attention and
admiration from musicians with the same brooding
tendencies, In a Rolling ¢ piece, Atkins gushed
that she'd love to create the kind of music used in
a David Lynch film. This caught the eye of iconic

Lynch soundtrack composer and fellow Jersey
resident Angelo Badalamenti, who then personally
extended an invitation to spend the weekend at his
Morristown home. According to Atkins, the two
got along famously.

“Now Nicole, I'm not saying you're ripping me
Atkins says, imitaung Badalament: in her best

off,
ribald-grandfather impersonation. “I'm just saying
that somewhere, a long time ago, two of our great-
great-great-great grandparents laid down on a blan-
ket out in Sicily and did something naughty.”

Prior to collaborating with one of her idols
however, she’s concentrating on scraping together
the moncy to move out of her parents” house and, ul-
timately, stay out. Not that she’s the sort to get down
for too long about it anyhow. “My music is dark, but
I'm actually not that dark,” assures the ever-giggly
Atkins, “Music is the way to get your ‘dark’ out.” &
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