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WHEN YOU CALL MY NAME 

This one was uncovered on an old and very rough demo from a writing session I did with Jimmy 
Harry in New York back in the day. Jimmy has written for a lot of greats, including Madonna, 
Pink, Diplo and Kylie Minogue, and my wife was the one who pushed for it since she’d always 
dug the demo and thought it had something. We worked it up and James Maddock created an 
‘80s synth vibe, a kind of Blondie meets The Cult thing, layering the guitars and keyboards. As 
close to pure pop as I get! 
 
SCHOOLYARD BLUES 

A straight ahead blues tune, I’ve done this one live once in a while for a couple of years and in 
keeping with the spirit of the record and memories of growing up in Brooklyn, we decided to 
record it and Brian Mitchell kills it on the harmonica. It’s a true story—there were some 
neighborhood guys in the playground with at least a foot height advantage on me, but it didn’t 
keep me from playing. It’s kind of a short guy’s fight song!  
  
14 STEPS TO HARLEM 

We consider this the heart of the album. I hope that when people hear it they know that it’s an 
homage to my parents—especially my father—for working all those years to support my brother 
and me. We didn’t have a lot of money, but they managed to send both of us to college, 
something they never had the opportunity to do. As a parent myself and looking back, I respect 
and understand what he did and how at times he must’ve dreaded that long journey. The 
fourteen steps was kind of unconscious and I think it comes from the fact that I was literally 
watching him from the upstairs window walking down the steps and onto the sidewalk, heading 
to the subway to travel to Harlem to his job as a foreman in a small factory. 
 
VENUS 



 

This probably comes out of my doowop brain stem, a song about a kind of larger than life girl, 
an unobtainable girl, the girl of our dreams. We did the vocal in one take and later heard the 
strains of one of my musical heroes, Van Morrison—especially on the phrasing of “walking down 
the avenue / think of her and I think of you.” Mark Bosch does a very loose and free guitar solo 
that captures that kind of dizzy feeling of seeing someone on the street who just stops you in 
your tracks.  
 
REGGAE ON BROADWAY 

I’d had this phrase in my head for a while, a metaphor for my longstanding love of reggae and 
the fact I always have at least one reggae track on my records. I was going to Jamaica way 
back when to work with Sly and Robbie and to record there. I hooked into the time The Clash 
came to New York for their historic run of shows at Bond’s. We went one night and it was an 
unbelievable scene, just the coolest, most cutting edge thing you could imagine, and later I had 
the honor of the guys coming to see me perform at The Bottom Line. Dennis Bovell, who 
worked with me on Escape Artist with Linton Kwesi Johnson, did the mix on this track in his 
studio in Brixton. 
 
TIME GOES AWAY 

This was a fragment on a demo cassette (I’m a dinosaur) and again my wife heard something 
there that I didn’t at first. It’s kind of a sad song, acknowledging the race of time and the 
awareness that there’s more behind me than there is in front. I’ve wanted to do a song with my 
daughter Savannah since she started singing when she was a little girl, and now was the time to 
capture her because she’s almost 21! Her vocal harmonies are great, very passionate, and she 
played the piano on this track too. I love the blend of our voices and hope the sentiment that 
“family is the greatest thing ever invented” comes alive in our duet. 
 
SPANISH HEART 

Spanish Heart is a straight-ahead love song in the tradition of my “Matador,” “Spanish Blood” 
and “Spanish Manners,” songs that directly or indirectly refer to my Puerto Rican heritage. It’s 
also about my wife and our relationship that has stood the test of time. She’s always been there, 
“through all the years and second chances.” James Maddock was partial to his “whistle” sound 
and it gives the song a real happy feel.  
 
I'M A DREAMER 

Truer words have never been said about me. In songs like “The Answer,” “I’m Alive” and “Don’t 
Call Me Buckwheat” I’m always wishing the world could be different and that people could be 
kinder to one another, rise above racism and suspicion of one another. It’s an almost childlike 
wish, and even though I know it’s naïve, I can’t help but try to express it. At the time I wrote this 
song I didn’t realize that the undocumented children of US immigrants were also called 
dreamers. 
 
WAITING FOR THE MAN 

What can be said about this song? One of Lou Reed’s most iconic, and the band and I love 
doing it live. It’s a funkier version than the original Lou recording but I think he’d really dig it if he 
were still around to hear it.  
 
 
HELP 

I met John Lennon sometime in the seventies in New York at The Record Plant studio. Roy 
Cicala, engineer extraordinaire and a great friend and mentor to me, did a lot of work with John 



 

there and he introduced us. John was extremely kind and funny. A couple of days later I ran into 
him again on the tenth floor and mentioned that I loved “Help” and like the true generous soul he 
was a few days later a package with the lead sheet appeared at my Gramercy Park studio. It 
just goes to show you, good ideas never grow old.  
 
COLORED BOY SAID 

With everything going on in America and the continuation of our history of police brutality and 
violence against blacks, it’s almost impossible to write about and impossible not to try. I chose 
to think about it from the point of view of an older man talking to a younger one and warning him 
to be careful, and also from the point of view of a mother who’d lost her son to violence. The 
author Ta-Nehisi Coates writes so eloquently about this issue in his Between The World and 
Me—“use your mind, use your head, shut your mouth or you wind up dead”—unfortunately it’s 
something that every black parent has to tell their children, especially their sons. We recorded 
this very fast with Roman, our engineer, doing the drum track and James laying down the guitar. 
Though I knew Obama would be out of office by the time the album was released, in every 
sense of the words I no longer have “a president who looks like me.”  
 
LUNA PARK LOVE THEME 

I was thrilled when Laurie Anderson agreed to add a violin solo to this song. We were looking 
for an almost watery sound, to evoke the atmosphere of the lost days of Luna Park at Coney 
Island. We came down to her studio on Canal Street, and she tried a number of approaches 
until she settled on this gorgeous part. Ben Stivers on the piano was extremely sensitive as well 
and I’m very happy with this as the closer to the album, which when all is said and done is 
another love song to my hometown and everyone in it.  

 

 

 


