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for. She planted her fNag here with
the 2015 album “The Other Side of
Deslre®; it was her first collection of
original material in five years, a
$mooth amalgam of her distinctive
soul-jazz and her adopted home-
town's  heritage, blending in
swamp-pop, Cajun waltzes and
Fats Domino-style rhythm-and-
blues piano,

Four years later, she has a sec-
ond New Orleans album. recorded
quickly around Mardi Gras with &
gang of local players who have be-
come good friends and inspira-
tions: “Kicks,” an eclectic collec-
tionofeovers. Onit, she putsherin-
terpreter's hat (it's not a beret)
back on and returns to what she
first loved best — exploring the nu-
ances of popular songeraft.

“I know people admire the
songwriter so much, but the craft
ofinterpreting and arranging is as
heavy and difficult,” she said dur-
ing one of various occasions early
this year when we connected over
coffee or crawfish. “The singer-
songwriter took over the pop craft
in music, but my first love is a good
pop song.”™

This affection wasn’t so well re-
ceived when Jones was coming up
in thelate '70s, when the music in-
dustry was in thrall of the singer-
songwriter and her home base of
Los Angeles its ground zero. She
was a liftle bit younger than the
kings and queens of that scene —
Crosby, Stills, Nash, Young,
Browne, Nyro, Mitchell, the list
goes on — and she wasn't really
convinced, in her youth, that she'd
want to be part of the club even ifit
would have her as amember,

“When I came out in '79, I was
trying not to be part of the singer-
songwriter thing," she said. “I
didn’tlike what I perceived, at that
age, tobe elitism.”

She wrote of course, and bril-
liantly — vivid, intimate, near-
genre-less songs that hopped
around the sounds and experi-
ences of the 20th century with
amazingeaseand detail: cinematic
tone poems like “On Saturday
Afternoons in 1963" sequenced
cheek-by-jowl with finger-snap-
ping jive like “Woody and Dutch on
the Slow Train to Peking.”

“Of course, you have to ask
yourself, is that jealousy?” she
mused. “Are you unhappy you're
not living next door in the Malibu
colony? But I think I rejected that
because it would have been death,
isolating myself with my pottery
andmy beach. I'was looking forreal
life with real people. It's easy to be
tribal, rich with rich, white with
white. But you're not going to get
new information.”

Forty years ago, in spring 1979,
her self-titled debut made a splash:
a best new artist Grammy along
with a handful of other nomina-
tions, No. 3 on the Billboard 200 al-
bums chart and top 10 on the Hot
100 for the single “Chuck E.'s in
Love,” and the cover of Rolling
Stone magazine. “Pirates,” the 1981
follow-up, did well too (both were
reissued on vinyl this year). But
Jones followed her ear and wound
up inand out of eritical and market
favor as she chased new informa-
tion: electronic experiments, pop
and jazz covers, spiritual folk,
building an eclectic catalog that
has, over 20-odd albums and 40
years, never failed to keep people
guessing.

Constant motion, literal and
figurative, is Jones' modus operan
di. “I've always liked to run away,”
she told Rolling Stone in 1979, “It's
my favorite thing to do." Maybe
that impulse is her heritage. Her
grandfather was a vaudeville danc-
er named Peg Leg Jones, and her
father, a singer and actor who nur-
tured his daughter’s love of music,
traveled the country hopping
freight trains in hisyouth. The fam-
ily moved around a lot during
Jones' childhood: She was born in
Chicago but lived in Phoenix, Los
Angeles and Olympia, Wash., all
before high school.

Longtime wanderer

‘The first time she properly ran
away she was 14 — she and a friend
“porrowed” a neighbor’s car and
drove from Phoenix to L.A. Four
years and three failed attempts at
high school later, she had moved to
L.A. and was writing songs, wait-
ressing, hanging out at the Tropi-
eana Motel on Santa Monica Boul-
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appeared on “The Other Side of - helpful to my work if 1 saw myselt
through others' eyes.”

In some ways, that's been a
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evard — where she famously met
early running buddies Chuck E.
Weiss and Tom Waits — and sleep-

hard-won lesson. In others, it's
simply the way Rickie Lee Jones 'I

old friend Dr. John, an as-yet-un-
Daued always been. The former |

? o working on a project with Jones'
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ing on couches, when she was 4

lueky. “I remember when she was
broke and used to sleep ungder the
Hollywood sign,” Weiss told
Rolling Stone. 1979 was when it all
changed: Early that year, Lowell
George heard her composition
“Easy Money” and recorded it for
his solo album, “Thanks, I'll Eat It
Here " By spring, she was the musi-
cal guest on “Saturday Night Live.”
Forty springtimes later, mid-
morning at a cafe in the Treme
nelghborhood, Rickie Lee Jones
seems, on the surface at least, not
so restless, She loves dogs — after
losing her beloved elderly mutt Ju
llette a couple of years ago, she's en
Joying some time caring for her
daughter Charlotte’s French bull
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JONES STARTS off the tour for her new album, “Kicks,” with a
rousing show June 1at the New Orleans nightclub Tipitina's.

dog — and plants. (When she
leaves the cafe, she's heading to her
boyfriend’s garden, she said, ex-
plaining that in the tropical heat of
New Orleans, some plants need
watering twice a day or more.) The
romance, which is new, has influ-
enced her work In a way, she sald.
S0 has the move to friendly, musi-
cally fertile New Orleans, where
she often goes out to see live music
and theater. “In New Orleans peo-
ple say hello, they smile,” she sald
“They acknowledge your exist-

ence
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“I do think my dial has turned,
and I'm in a happler, positive part
of life. It's radiated into every-
thing.” The playfulness, for exam-
ple, of “Kicks”: "Most of my music
demands that you stop and pay at-
tention,” she said. “This one, I
wouldn't really be upset i you lis-
tened to it while you were doing
something else.”

Batisfuction, however, has not
made Jones mild. At the New Orle-
ans nightelub Tipiting's on &
swealy June SBaturday night, starts
ing off the “Kicks" tour with a
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others. Theriot

“It was important to me to
people who had meant.
to Mac,” Theriot told me. While
they were at work on “Klcks," he
played Jones some demos of the
new Dr. John material, and she of-
feredto contribute vocals before he
even had a chance to ask her, She
recorded a stripped-down version
of I Walk On Gullded Splinters,”
the closer of his 1968 debut,
Girls," and one other song,

Jones and her old friend didn't
actually get Lo reunite in the studio
~ by the time he cut Rickie's
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