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Mark stood perfectly still, knife at ready, as the line of soldiers passed. Chinese, from their appearance. They would likely have compasses. 

He waited for the last one to slip past, then fell in behind the man. Without warning, he put his hand over the man’s mouth and slit his throat. He dragged the body into the shadows.

For a year, he had been wandering aimlessly through the jungle. No map. No compass. No idea where he was.

Now, he had a chance at a compass. Or maybe a map. One or the other would be helpful.

Both, right now, would be a boon.  It would help him know exactly where he was and where he needed to go. It didn’t matter if he could read it or not. He knew his directions. All he had to do was find China on the map and go from there.

A compass, on the other hand, would only steer him in the right direction. It wouldn’t show him what he really needed to know. Still, it would help.

He silently cursed himself for not stealing Toby’s maps and compass. At the time, he was just thinking of the mission to destroy Natalia Morrow. He had not thought of such things as maps and compasses.

He knew the original letters written by Toby were unreadable. Not that it mattered. He could always write new ones to reflect any information he would find once back in the states.

The letter was unimportant at the moment. Getting out of the jungle was the important thing. Getting out of Vietnam was the top priority.

What he wouldn’t give for a good cigarette. Or reefer. Hell. He’d give his left nut for some junk.

He needed a good high. It would settle his nerves. It would help him regain his sanity.

He chuckled. Boil. Junk. 

Call it whatever. It was still a sedative. A downer. 

He was currently too high strung. Too on edge. 

“Let’s see what you have in your goodie bag,” he muttered to the dead man as he began going through the backpack, “rations. Good. Always wondered what you Chinese ate.” he found the man’s compass. “Just what the doctor ordered. Now where’s that map?” he rifled through a dozen uniforms. “How many fucking uniforms do you need?”

He removed a couple uniforms. “You won’t need those. Or the socks. May five finger those boots. Never know when I will need a new pair with all this walkin’.” He realized that the man didn’t have any maps. “No map. Oh well. At least I have a compass now.”

***
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VAL WAS DELIGHTED. His Val Hurd and His Roadmasters were the newest sensation. They played the coolest jazz and the hottest rockabilly. They were a local and statewide hit. 

The novelty of a fully integrated band, both black and white musicians together, made them unique. Their mix of musicians was virtually unheard of in the fifties. Almost illegal.

But Val, always being on the cutting edge, didn’t care. He saw only musicians. And they were the best.

Nattie played both bass and piano. Simmi played piano and sang leads. Charlie played rhythm guitar, sax, and harmonica. Val played lead guitar and sang occasional leads. Bobby played the drums.

It hadn’t taken long, after they came together, to hit it big. All the clubs in Des Moines wanted them. It didn’t seem to matter that two members were black. The kids wanted them. The young adults wanted them.

And what the kids and adults wanted, they got. No older adult was going to stop them. Besides. The winds of change were beginning to blow. The music scene was beginning to change.

Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Fats Domino, and James Brown had just emerged and were popular among the teens and young adults. This had opened a Pandora’s Box, musically. Anything went.

Boundaries were being tested. Not on a grand scale, yet, but they were being tested. And so, Val felt it was time to test a few as a band.

Now standing in the recording booth at Fredlo Studios, the band behind him ready to play, he smiled. They were finally laying down some wax. Recording a few songs. 

Over the past year, they had agreed to save their earnings and go all out. They would lay down a couple singles to try and get a little radio airplay, but they would also make an album. Fred and Lois Mauch had the best studio, the only studio. 

So they traveled, as a band, to Davenport. Money in hand. Songs written and ready.

“Are we ready?” Fred Mauch inquired.

“Yes,” Val gave a nod.

“Sugar Doll,” Lois announced, “take one.”

Bobby gave the beat and Nattie filled in with the walking bass. Simmi entered with the 88’s, followed by Charlie and Val. And the magic began.

Every song had been well rehearsed onstage as well as in the rehearsals at Val’s home. Their swinging, swaggering beat and jazz infused rockabilly sound filled the studio. Fred and Lois looked at each other. This band was going to be hot!

***
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JOEL SEGRAM BOSTWICK sat in the offices of Segram-Bostwick Records in Dubuque. He was desperate for a new talent. After reviving the recording history of the city, he was driven to bring home the talent. After buying the old Brunswick studios, he needed a break.

There were rumors that there was this hot new band from Des Moines. Val Hurd and His Roadmasters, they called themselves. Hot jazz laden rockabilly and blues.

But they had yet to record anything. And he had yet to produce a successful act. Perhaps he could recruit them.

But first, he had to hear them. An old music veteran himself, he knew a good band when he heard one. And he wanted to hear them in the worst way possible.

“I don’t care what kinda strings you have to pull.” he was saying as he yelled into the receiver, “I want you to get Val and his band in here...or, at the very least, at a club here in town. I wanna hear them! If they’re as big as their hype, they’re worth whatever they can bring in!”

He slammed down the phone. Torrance McAlpine had always been an ass. Always full of excuses. 

This time, it was something about the band being mixed. Fuck social norms. Fuck segregation.

If a band was good, they shouldn’t be denied access to the best clubs. They should be seen as the biggest draws a club could ever have! Society was so slow to catch on to change. What a drag.

McAlpine’s was the top club in the city. Mogun Joe’s was the top club for people of color. But Joe was awful hard to get a hold of and the club was nearly always packed. Press and labels rarely went there. 

And though Joe brought in some of the best talent in the city, he rarely sought talent from other towns. Unless, of course, if it was a national act. 

That left McAlpine. The man who generally drew acts from all over the state. The master of excuses.

And the biggest bigot Joel had ever met. Lord, how he would love it if another club rose to prominence. It would show McAlpine a thing or two.

He dialed the phone.

“Mac?” he smiled, “you still have the club down by the marina? You do? Good. Can I ask a favor of you? I can? Good. You know that new band from Des Moines, Val Hurd and His Roadmasters? You do? Would you be willing to book them for a three night gig? You would? God bless you. We’ll show McAlpine that talent doesn’t have anything to do with color.”
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Val sat in his living room when the call came in. He answered the phone cautiously. 

“Hello?” He inquired.

“Is this Val Hurd?” the voice on the other end asked.

“Sure is,” he averred, “how can I help you?”

“This is Mac Toosome of The Marina Club in Dubuque,” the voice on the other end announced, “and I would like to book your band for the weekend. Is that possible?”

“Well, sure, but...” he responded excitedly.

“We’ll pay whatever you ask,” Mac promised, “as we are booking you on the request of Joel Segram-Bostwick, the owner of Segram-Bostwick Records. Any requests?”

“Will you allow mixed crowds?” He instinctively asked.

“Sure, sure,” came the agreement, “music is, after all, a universal language. And our clientele are generally young and open-minded.”

“Then,” he took a deep breath, “it’s a deal. See you Friday?”

“Yes,” Mac averred, “that will be fine. See you then.”

He heard the phone click. He quickly dialed Pops.

“Pops, ol’ man,” He began, “I got a question for you.”

“What do you need to know?” Pops answered.

“What do you know about The Marina Club in Dubuque?” he blurted.

“Well,” Pops began, “it is the second most popular club in Dubuque, McAlpine’s and Mogun Joe’s being the most popular. McAlpine is a bigot. Hates people of color. Also loves to complain and cheat his talent. Rarely goes for out-of-town talent, no matter how popular they are. Joe, on the other hand, never gets anything but national acts. Mostly jazz.

“The Marina is a great starting point. Mac is open minded and will book anyone. Especially if they are recommended by someone else. Someone somewhat powerful. Could easily become the most popular music spot in that city. Why?”

“We got a gig there,” he blurted, “we were requested by a Joel Segrams-Bostwick.”

“The man who bought the old Brunswick Studios,” Pops averred, “I’ve heard of him. He’s hungry for success and willing to take anyone he can find with him. Good man. Take the gig. Hang back on the signing to a label until you know where you wanna go...and until you find a label with national distribution.”

***
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JORDAN CARVER HAD HEARD a lot about the newest Des Moines sensations Val Hurd and His Roadmasters. As head of Omaha’s Saddle Creek Records, he was hip on getting a listen. He had to get someone new.and soon.

“Mail in yet, Marcia?” He inquired.

“Yes, sir,” his secretary averred, bringing it in to him.

“Mostly junk,” he thumbed through the magazines and fliers but stopped when he came across the package from Fredlo Studios, “hello, what’s this?”

He opened it eagerly. Inside, he found a Val Hurd and His Roadmasters single cut and a note.

Mr. Caver, the note read, Lois and I recently had the privilege of recording this group’s first album and a handful of radio ready single cuts like this one. We believe that you might want to give a listen and decide whether you would like to sign this phenomenal act.

The group consists of Val Hurd, Simmi Lee, Bobby , Natalia Morrow, and Charlie Falco. 

Cordially, Fred Baucher.

He rose and went over to the record player in the corner of his office. Placing the single on the player, he began to listen. When the A side was over, he flipped it over. 

He knew that Fred Baucher never sent anything out unless he felt it had a future. And when he did, he sent it to everyone, including regional radio stations. There would definitely be a feeding frenzy where this talented group was concerned. Everyone would put in a bid. 

He had heard of Val, Simmi, and Bobby. They were veteran blues and jazz musicians. He was surprised by the abilities of Natalia and Charlie.the band was better than excellent. Beyond superior. 

He knew Natalia’s father and Charlie’s uncle. Morrow Mills was a force to be reckoned with in textiles and fabrics. Michael was the consummate businessman. He treated all like family.

Sam Haflan, on the other hand, was the soldier’s soldier. Disciplined. Regimental. Strong.

They had served together in World War II. He had become a close family friend. To both families.

He smiled. It was good that the kids were finding their way. He would love to be instrumental in that success, but after listening to their singles, he had no doubt that he could only do so by helping them distribute their independently released pressings and pushing them toward a larger label such as Warner Brothers, Columbia, Atlantic, ABC, CBS, Capitol, EMI, or RCA. Sure such labels as Bluebird, Chess, Checker, and Acorn just might get them heard, but the big ones would definitely want them.

He was just a small time label like the new one that had replaced Brunswick Records. Too small to hope for a winning contract.  He looked up at his secretary.

“Get Fred Baucher on the phone,” he said, “then call Val. I may not be able to land them permanently, but I can possibly help them land the best distribution deal...and distribute their current offering for them.”

“Right away sir,” she nodded, then picked up his phone and dialed Fred Baucher’s number. She waited until someone picked up. “Fredlo Studios? This is Jordan Carver’s office.”

***
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FRED BAUCHER COULDN’T believe it. He had sold the reel tapes of Val’s recordings to Jordan Carver of Saddle Creek Records. He knew that Jordan would see to it that the kids got a good recording deal from whatever label they chose. He would also personally allow them to have the run of his studios for recording. After all, Jordan was a standup guy. Real hip. 

He had made $54,000 on the deal. Jordan had got himself a cash cow. A real hit.

But he would make sure that the kids got half of whatever he ended up selling the tapes for. He
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