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                                                                          Riddle/Skylark


Skylark

By Paxton Riddle

She strode in toward the end of the gig.  Heads turned.  Conversations paused.  It wasn’t that she was a colored woman in a predominately white club, such as The One Note was in those days, it was her entire persona: tall, lithe, self-assured.  She fit into her conservative royal blue cocktail dress like a knife in a sheath.

Ash from my cigarette tumbled onto my tie.  I’d never taken particular notice of colored women before, but this one…    She was simply elegant, not to mention gutsy, walking in here alone.  This was no streetwalker shopping the joint for a trick.  I glanced at the other guys in the band.  They were gawking, too. 

What would she do?  Take a table?  Sit at the bar?  

Instead, she moved purposefully toward us, to the bandstand.  A request?

“Hiya, boys,” she said softly.  Her wide chocolate eyes took us all in at once.  “Could I sing a tune with you?”

The guys looked at me with wide-eyed expectation.  

“Have you had any experience?” I heard myself say.

“Some.”  

I swallowed.  It was my band, my decision.  It was 1951, and integrated bands were, shall I say, uncommon.  All I had to say was “Maybe some other time.”  

“Just one tune,” she said.  “You won’t be disappointed; I promise.”  Her voice was quiet, airy, almost ethereal.

I cleared my throat.  “Where have you sang?”

“At the Savoy a couple times.”

I was impressed.  The Savoy hosted the top colored singers and musicians in New York.  I had been there many times to see Duke Ellington, Count Basie, and a host of others.  When I was young, I went to watch Chick Webb.  Did I say watch?  I was mesmerized.  

It was late.  The club owner had gone home.  Only half the tables were peopled.  I looked not at her eyes, but at her mouth.  Generous, full lips.  Exquisitely sensual.  My eyes glided back to hers.  She had the kind of deep, probing eyes that warned “no bullshit”.  There was the thrill of danger in them.

I heard myself stammer, “Ah — what would you like to sing?”

“Solitude?”

Every colored girl singer wanted to be Billie Holliday.  

“Okay.”   Did I really say that?  The guys gave me a look.  I grabbed my brushes. “Let’s do it.”  

“Oh, boy,” Teddy, the piano player, muttered to himself, then hit the haunting intro.

She stood in front of the piano, looked at the audience and closed her eyes.  Then she sang.

In my solitude
You haunt me
With reveries of days gone by

Her voice, her phrasing, was unlike anything I’d heard — throaty, earthy, edgy.

In my solitude
You taunt me 

With memories that never die

The audience seemed transfixed.  Smoke swirled lazily from forgotten cigarettes.  Lovers’ married hands.  She had gone away somewhere, and they had joined her.  She placed each word a moment behind the beat, hooking her listeners, pulling them forward in their seats like fronds in a tide.  

Teddy fingered a plush arpeggio, then Gene mouthed his alto.  Sensing where she was going, he echoed her with a plaintive, evocative chorus, reaching deeper than ever before, pouring out something from within I never knew was there.  


Her eyes were still closed.  A wan smile pulled at the corner of her mouth, responding to his empathy.  As she reached the last stanzas, her throatiness metamorphosed.  Now her voice was full and rich, a mournful lament, her face painted with despair.  This wasn’t stage acting; this girl had lived it.

In my solitude
I'm praying


Dear Lord above
Send back my love

Her last words faded away with Teddy’s final chord.  Her shoulders drooped like they supported the weight of the world; her head bowed.  

Time suspended, the room silent as a library.  Then the applause.  People stood, clapping until their hands throbbed, cheering, tears in their eyes.  She looked up, smiled and bowed nervously.  Then she turned and looked at us.  “Thank you,” she mouthed.”

She had cast a spell.  At that moment I was completely, impossibly in love.  I wanted to take her in my arms, hold her, protect her, to make everything right in her world, to salve her pain.  I wanted to literally meld with her.  

Now her eyes were vulnerable, windows into a troubled soul.  She started to leave.  “Wait,” I blurted, jumping up from my drums and rushing toward her, a moon to her planet.  “I didn’t get your name.”

“Vivian,” she said.  “Vivian Townsend.”


“I’m Paul,” I said, reaching out my hand.  “Paul Marsten.”

Her hand joined mine: warm, soft, delicate.  Something electric arced up my arm and into my chest.  The room was suddenly stifling.  “Vivian, that was…unbelievable.  I’ve never heard anyone sing Solitude like that, not even Billie.”

She smiled, warm and gracious.  “Thanks.”

My mind raced.  I didn’t want to let go her go.  “Can I buy you a drink?”

She looked surprised, then puzzled.  “Me?  Here?”

“Well…yeah.”  I was close enough to sense her perfume — Apple Blossom.  Heavenly.

She looked around at the white faces, at Jack the bartender.  

“No problem,” I said too anxiously.  Don’t worry about it.”

The soft vulnerability in her eyes codaed to the “no bullshit” mode.  Like someone had flipped a switch.  Her tone was cautious.  “Alright.”

Relief rushed over me.  “What do you drink?”

“Gin and tonic.”

I ordered our drinks.  Jack’s brow furrowed.  He bit his lip in deliberation while his fingers drummed the bar.  Finally he nodded.  I grabbed our drinks, and we moved to an isolated table at the dark rear of the room.  It was nearly closing time and people were milling out.  A few stopped to compliment Vivian.  She was gracious in her appreciation.  Not a few eyed me with disapproval.

“Jesus, where did you learn to sing like that?” I wanted to know.  

She smiled and shrugged.  “Church, practicing with records, listening to Billie, Ella, Sarah.”

Billie Holliday, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughn.  Not a bad trio of mentors.  “Man, you put them to shame.  No kidding, Vivian, you have a fabulous career ahead of you.”

She looked suspicious, brushed self-consciously at her dress.  “You givin’ me a line?”

I shook my head..  “No way.  How about singing with us for a while?”  

This girl could make us famous — and me delirious.

Her eyebrows shot up.  “A regular gig?  With a white band?  You gotta be kidding.”

“I could fix it with the owner,” I blurted with too much enthusiasm.  I hardly knew the guy, had no idea what his feelings were about us playing with a colored singer.

“I don’t know,” she said, skepticism in her voice.

“Look.  We could really use a first-rate singer.  It’s just what we need to move to the next level, if you know what I mean.  And think of the great exposure for you.  A lot of the cats come in here — Dizzy, Goodman, Bird.

I was asking both of us to take a risk.  It wasn’t unknown for colored musicians to take a beating when they dressed too well, spoke too well, “forgot their place”.  It happened to Miles Davis, why Billie Holliday left Artie Shaw’s band.  It could even get us black-balled.  There were twenty reasons for me to zip my mouth and make like the wind.  But I sat there, staring at her mouth, her lips, still remembering that heavenly sound that had floated from them.  I wondered what it would be like to kiss them.  So full, so soft.  I could hear my own heartbeats.  

My eyes dropped to her hands as she opened her purse and produced a Kool — long, sculpted fingers moving with feminine grace.  What would they feel like, sliding over my face, my chest?

I produced my lighter.  For a moment, her fingers lightly rested on my hand as she lit up.  My fingertips and toes were tingling now.  This was ridiculous, crazy.  Had I gone nuts?  

I lit one of my own, drew in deeply on it, took another sip of my Cutty Sark.  Lord, nothing like good scotch, your favorite smoke, and the company of a sensuous woman, Negro or otherwise.  I take that back.  It was the fact that she was Negro that made it all the more thrilling, more forbidden.  More mysterious.

Up on the bandstand, the guys started to jam without me — Stardust.

“Look — Vivian.  I’d like to see you again whether you decide to sing with us or not.”  There.  It was out.  

She looked mildly surprised.  I felt her eyes probing me, questioning, evaluating.  They were too penetrating, and I focused again on her lips.  Finally, she said, “You’re — serious.”  A statement, not a question.

“Serious as a priest.”

Now there was a hint of cautious amusement in her eyes.  “Why?”

Why?  Jesus, what kind of question was that?  I didn’t know what to say.  “Well — because you’re beautiful — and the way you sing…”  I trailed off impotently.  I was in high school again.

“You don’t even know me,” she said.

“But I want to.”

She sat back and took a slow drag on her cigarette, appraising me.  “You ever go out with a colored girl before?”

Man, she wasn’t going to make this easy.  “No.  Does it matter?”  

Slick repartee, I thought.

She smiled piquantly.  “At least you’re honest.”  She flicked an ash into the ashtray, re-crossed her legs.  A glimpse of perfect cocoa skin just above the knee.  My mouth went dry.  Please, God, make her say yes.  I won’t ask you for another thing this year. 
“Look,” she said, “you seem like a nice guy, Paul, but you’re throwin’ a lot at me all at once — singing with your band, and now a date.  I think we ought to take one thing at a time, you know?”  She communed with her watch while I medicated my wounded ego with another sip of Scotch.  Why did she have to be so logical?  No one wants to hear logic when they’re in love.  Or was it lust?  It was both, I decided.  At that moment I would’ve married her on the spot.  No questions, no regrets.  That’s how gone I was.

Her eyes drifted to the bandstand.  “Tell you what,” she said.  “How ‘bout I sing one more song?  Just to be sure you really want me.”  She smiled.  Was she blushing?  “For the band, that is.” 

I chortled, “Does Duke want Lady Day?”  

I was back in the game.  Another scintillating rejoinder.


She laughed, a glorious, sultry sound.  She pointed a finger at me and winked a  touché.

We returned the bandstand just as they finished their smoky rendition of Stardust.  “Okay, guys.  Vivian’s going to do one more with us.”

They nodded enthusiastically.  “Cool.”

I said to her, “What’ll it be?”

“How ‘bout Skylark,” she said.  

Jesus.  Another sensuous love song.  I didn’t know if I could take another one.  But it was perfect for her. This girl was born to be a ballad singer, a singer of loss, of remorse, of unrequited love.  She was the new Billie Holliday, but clear-eyed, with greater depth, greater range, even more gut-wrenching emotionality.  She had to be sent by God — a black angel.

Gene and Teddy duoed a richly sentimental intro, and then Vivian lifted her chin and sang:

Sky-lark
Have you anything to say to me?
Won't you tell me where my love can be?
Is there a meadow in the mist
Where someone's waiting to be kissed? 

And in your lonely flight
Haven't you heard the music in the night?
Wonderful music
Faint as a will o' the wisp
Crazy as a loon
Sad as a gypsy serenading the moon 

Now she turned and looked directly at me.  Her eyes glistened, depthless pools of coffee-brown.  She tilted her head, her partly shadowed face painted with heartbreaking tenderness.  A phantom hand squeezed my heart.

Oh sky-lark
I don't know if you can find these things
But my heart is riding on your wings
So if you see them anywhere
Won't you lead me there


Oh sky-lark
Won't you lead me there?

I didn’t remember the song ending.  I sat there misty-eyed..  She slowly raised a hand to her mouth, kissed it,  then held it palm up toward me.  She held it there like a fermata, then she turned — and left.  

We sat there in the dusky, smoke-hazed silence, staring at the red Naugahyde door as it swung to and fro.  I willed myself to run after her, screamed at myself, but I could neither speak nor move.

For years I searched for her.  Harlem, Kansas City, New Orleans, Chicago.  No one had heard of Vivian Townsend.  It was as if she never existed.  

Me?  I never met another Vivian.  Never again fell in love.  Every night, after the gig, I shamble back to a dingy hotel room in a nameless town.  I lay on the bed, staring at a water-stained ceiling, awaiting the promise of twilight, and thinking: Skylark, my heart is riding on your wings.  So if you see them anywhere.  Won’t you lead me there?
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