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PRAISE FOR


The Pink Dress


“I remember watching televised beauty pageants with my family when I was a kid in the 1970s and Mama saying, ‘They’re all pretty.’ But Jane Little Botkin unveils another view, one that shows how wild, western, chaotic, and sometimes downright ugly things were behind the scenes. The Pink Dress isn’t a beautiful walk down memory lane. It’s a wild ride through the turbulent 1970s, West Texas style. Here she is, Janie Botkin, taking the town by storm.”


—Johnny D. Boggs, nine-time Spur Award winner and author of upcoming books Longhorns East and Bloody Newton


“The great meaning of this story and what makes it a page-turner is how Jane came to peace with difficult parents and extraordinary expectations to eventually become a highly successful writer, but perhaps more importantly, a wife, mother, grandmother, and role model. Her story is one that will linger in my mind and make me want to know her. Bravo, Jane, well done.”


—David Crow, best-selling author of The Pale-Faced Lie


“It’s about time the story of GuyRex (Guyrex) was told, and to have someone like Jane, who was the genesis to the legend of these two incredibly talented men, share it so beautifully is a treat for all. Reading the events of their pageantry has brought back many wonderful memories that truly shaped my adult life as well. If you had the opportunity to be a part of the GuyRex system—that is, if you were a GuyRex Girl—then your life was forever changed for the good.”


—Gretchen Polhemus Jensen, Miss USA 1989, former Miss Texas, and former GuyRex Girl
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For my THMs









I’ve got some fond memories of San Angelo, And I’ve seen some beauty queens in El Paso, But the best-lookin’ women that I’ve ever seen, Have all been in Texas and all wearin’ jeans.


From “Texas Women” by Hank Williams, Jr.













Preface





I sat inside a hotel bar with four authors I barely knew in San Antonio Riverwalk’s Omni La Mansion one late October evening in 2019. Along with a literary agent whom we had invited to our small table, we celebrated our last day attending a western women’s writing conference. The evening’s weather was highly irregular for South Texas, blustery and wet, not conducive for tourism. But I had visited the historic riverwalk decades before—its low riverboats, outdoor eateries and bars, tropical flowers, and tiny white lights mixed with loud mariachi and rock music.


Like the other storytellers at my table, I began to reminisce my experiences during 1972 when I contested in San Antonio’s Miss Texas USA pageant. I shared my story as a tightly handled beauty contestant and soon had the women laughing at my escapades and overly exaggerated rendition of an East Texas accent. When I mentioned my handlers Richard Guy and Rex Holt (Guyrex Associates), nationally known as the “Kings of Beauty Pageants” and who dominated the Miss USA pageant scene for years, the agent’s interest piqued. Everyone was surprised to learn that I had been a Guyrex Girl, a term nationally trademarked later. What I didn’t tell the women in the bar that night was that I had been forced to move from a dysfunctional middleclass family—from a controlling mother—into a theatrical ménage of high performers who were also intent on managing all aspects of my life for one year.




Fondly called “the boys” by those in their widening circle of distinctive friends in 1971, Richard Guy and Rex Holt were inordinately creative and flamboyant. This aspect caused my father to dig in his heels even as my mother, her life full of drama and deceit, surprisingly relinquished my custodianship to the Miss El Paso-Miss America pageant franchise. One would expect this to be a no-win win for me, though admittedly my year was thrilling and certainly eye-opening for a once overprotected teenager.


The world I had entered was pure allure. It fringed on El Paso’s underbelly where a top stratum of moneyed and theatrical artists melded with the city’s wilder but popular element. Bank presidents, club auxiliary members, military officers, state politicians, and Hollywood actors, along with drug kingpins, casino high rollers, international detectives, bail bondsmen, and famous defense attorneys, shared a mutual passion for the Las Vegas pizzazz that Guyrex brought to the Sun City. Like the shifting desert sands that squeezed the city between the Rio Grande and the Franklin Mountain, El Paso thirsted for such refreshment, welcoming novel and creative ideas that could help exalt the Wild West city to a cosmopolitan destination. In effect, Guyrex created a fantasy world, not only for the patrons who attended their wild parties and fairy tale balls but also for the girls who were sculpted and refined until a distinctive Guyrex look emerged.


When everyone at our table agreed that I should author this story, I balked. They were not privy to the finer and darker aspects of my experiences, some typical of other beauty queens’ accounts. A romance novel author in our group asked the bartender for a clean cocktail napkin and a pen. The women were going to force my promise to write this tale. On the napkin, the writer scribbled, “I am worth so much more than I am willing to admit, and I am going to reach for the stars.” Reluctantly, I signed the pledge.


I was a first generation Guyrex Girl—Version 1.0—an experiment as unique and bold as the new queen-makers themselves. And like all first versions in experimentation, I was flawed, as were my creators. Like beauty, my years with Guyrex were just skin-deep in my personal growth, and though pivotal, not the watershed of my life. But if I pick at the years’ scabs until they hurt, I finally understand that I never saw myself as a victim and that view was essential to my personal success.


The literary agent warned that the journey likely would be painful. And she hasn’t been wrong. But when I make a promise, I always keep it, no matter the impact it might have on me. And that is part of my narrative too.















Prologue





2018


I inserted a key inside a tarnished brass doorknob. The door moaned open, its tattered, spring wreath bouncing gaily on a faded forest-green surface, mocking the purpose of my visit.


Almost a week earlier, I had entered the same door and discovered my mother on the floor, blood seeping on the worn, cream-colored carpet. After the accident, a pink-uniformed lady gently advised that my mother’s staying in her own home was no longer an option. But she had no idea that Mother was a fighter, a survivor with a life history of tragedies and disappointments.


The hospice woman looked at me with pity, trying to read my mind. Did she think I felt sorry for my mother? If she had known my thoughts, perhaps she would have been surprised, disappointed. Perhaps, too, I was just tired, worn out from transportation to my mother’s doctors’ appointments, grocery shopping, and lately, laundry and housekeeping.


But there had been more. During the past months, my mother had begun revealing stories of shame, betrayal, and suffering that, in turn, triggered my recollection of events, albeit in a separate sphere. And that, too, was exhausting. I soon realized that some of my mother’s recollections were overridden with alternative truths so she could endure. As for me, I discovered that you can never control what comes back to hit you smack in the face—or pierce your heart.


I recall watching Mother slowly calculating the move behind her bright eyes, battling her suspicion whenever I was involved. She stared at me as if I would dare challenge her decision, then turned her head toward the hospice nurse, and said, “I guess so,” adding not-so-confidently, “but only for a short stay.”


Relief flooded me. There would be no more arguments. No more spiteful accusations and recriminations. No more worrying.


But that, too, changed three days later after an early morning phone call. My ninety-two-year-old mother had ended her stay with a finality that even she could not control.


Thirty minutes later, a nursing home staff member, dressed in an ornately embroidered turquoise dress for the day’s Cinco de Mayo activities, guided me to my mother’s room, weaving among occupied breakfast tables adorned with colorful papel picados.


A few of the infirm, tilted catawampus in wheelchairs, stared dully at their breakfast bowls, despite the provocative colors and lively Mexican music softly playing in the background. Other residents glanced up curiously, their mouths—some chalked red with “cherries in the snow” lipstick and full of oatmeal—crinkling upward with innocent pleasure.


“Are you here to see Alice?”


“No, silly, she’s Susan’s daughter.”


I hadn’t been Susan’s daughter. I wasn’t even my mother’s daughter anymore. I was an orphan who stumbled stupidly behind a nurse, our erratic movements gently floating crepe paper streamers upward and drawing away the women’s childlike attention. By the time I saw my mother’s thin form lying in bed, her wounds uselessly bandaged, I was almost numb. In the background, strains of a mariachi band’s accordion crescendoed.
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I peered within the house—reluctantly—trying to avert my eyes from the soiled carpet. After taking a deep breath, I stepped inside, relieved the give-away stains had been removed. I surveyed the rest of the front room for other changes, though every aspect of the house was as intimately familiar as my mother’s critical blue-green eyes.


A shabby, square, burgundy recliner, its seat cushion listing sideways like a deflating life raft, sat in the center of the room. Mother had been trying to reach the treacherous chair when she fell. I closed my eyes and envisioned her slumped to one side, perhaps watching Judge Judy, Dr. Phil, or CNN, or dozing through some nondescript television program—her white noise, Mother had called it, an elixir for sleep.


In my imagination, the chair’s new, unfamiliar emptiness appeared to confuse a gathering of young faces surrounding it. Photos of great-grandchildren covered every available flat surface, including the cherrywood end tables, television stand, and fireplace mantel. Six months of magazines were stacked on the white limestone hearth below, and Dollar Store toys filled bookshelves, just in case.


Above the fireplace hung a large portrait of a young woman in chalky pastels, her hair piled high in soft curls, breasts and shoulders faintly covered in pearly roses. The face projected a half smile, and its cyan-colored eyes gazed over my head, almost as if it refused to make eye contact with its semblance. Guilt? I knew the rose-covered gown was pink.


Unlike the front room, my mother’s bedroom was left in disarray. A portable toilet needed attention next to the bed, which had its sheets thrown askew. Silhouetted in the filtered morning light, a stack of winter clothes, ready to be packed away, lay on top of an old ironing board. A memory flitted inside my mind. I had been an eleven-year-old in November 1963, ironing my father’s shirts in front of our old RCA, when Dallas nightclub-owner Jack Ruby shot Lee Harvey Oswald, President John F. Kennedy’s assassin—live—on television. I had screamed for my mother.


My eyes rested on another fabric heap covering a blond table in the room’s corner. I knew underneath the fine quilt pieces was Mother’s old Elna, her pride and joy. Despite my parents’ financial hardships, my mother triumphed in purchasing the fancy Swiss sewing machine almost sixty years earlier. The last dress she made for me had been a red chiffon gown.


Not long ago, Mother asked if I wanted the ancient Elna, her wrinkled face anxious to please. Looking at it now, instead of polished cotton pieces and a myriad of school clothes and fancy dresses, I only saw jagged rents of sorrow and conflict. No, the sewing machine had never stitched our relationship together the way we both had desired. I did not want it.


Instead, I fled. I hurried through a gauntlet of family faces down a narrow hall leading out of my mother’s bedroom. Obligatory photos of grandchildren in their caps and gowns, their expressions serious, appeared to frown across the hall, as if through me, toward youthful studio portraits of their parents, belying any order of family relationships. A young woman flashed by in an emerald-satin gown, and I, wearing the ubiquitous high school black velvet drape. I paused at the last photo. My mother had placed a golden border around an eight-by-ten-inch photograph of a young woman dressed in a gold-beaded scarlet gown.


I held a scepter and wore an official Miss America pageant crown.


Later that evening, I rocked while I wept, sitting in my bathtub with my arms tightly wrapped around my knees, mourning for the understanding that came too late—and the forgiveness that I had begrudgingly withheld.













Part One





Parents would give us their daughters because they knew they would get a better girl back when it was over.


— RICHARD GUY
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Chapter OneYou Could Be Miss America






“WANTED! You Could Be Miss America,” the words proclaimed in black and white above and below the beaming face of Phyllis George, Miss America 1971. Phyllis was America’s girl next door, wholesome and tan, her dark, glossy lips in a dimpled smile revealing perfect white teeth. Even better, she was a Texan, and we Texans believed that our state produced more beauty queens than any other state.


Maddie, one of my Tri Delta sorority sisters, had snatched the poster from the UTEP (University of Texas at El Paso) campus student union and now held it up in the air in the tiled foyer of our sorority house. Her black eyes sparkled with excitement as she spoke rapidly among a circle of girls who had arrived between classes to eat and chat. The main floor of the house was an open design, and the girls standing at the kitchen’s island had to pause their lunch-making to hear what caused the excited babble of voices.


In a corner of our main meeting room, to the right of the wide foyer, plumes of white smoke softly swirling above the daily spades game also seemed to linger. Players placed their fanned cards upside down and tapped long Virginia Slims into ashtrays, already brimming over, while they, too, listened. They didn’t dare rise—doing so would require putting their cigarettes down. A Tri Delta never walked with a cigarette in hand.


Somebody turned down the radio on the sound system in the polished, pecan-paneled wall, and Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young’s voices faded with “. . . tin soldiers and Nixon’s coming,” a lyrical reminder about American discontent on college campuses giving way to Maddie’s voice.


Like other university campuses across the country in 1971, our campus, sitting at the foot of Franklin Mountain directly next to an international border, had been a microcosm of American political disruption. Walter Cronkite’s evening news, with his nightly body counts, and Life magazine’s weekly graphic images fragmented our daily lives—adding color to stories about Vietnam War protests and massacres, Weathermen bombings, and Black Power and La Raza Unida rallies. Sit-ins, bomb scares, and streakers, wearing nothing but their ski masks, peppered my collegiate life as I tried to find my own place among scholarly and social organizations while radical groups fomented on campus.


I had not been a rebel, at least not yet, but rather an extraordinarily obedient daughter who feared veering out of her mother’s orbit. To make certain that I grew in a healthy environment, my mother became my Girl Scout troop leader, school parent volunteer, cheerleader parent, and primary punisher for all my sins. And because it was understood that college was in my future, Mother pressured me to join myriad organizations in preparation. Later, she complained that I “burned the candle at both ends,” but I didn’t care since I had been so interested in life—and learning.


To keep up with my activities, Mother had to join them in some fashion as well. Why? To ensure my accomplishments. At first, I didn’t question my supermom’s role in my life, though rebellion had begun fermenting in my mind. I bravely took a wee step in defiance early on, changing the spelling of my name from Janey to Janie. Yes, I was gutlessly obedient. Still, my secret pleasure, every time my mother had to read something with my newly spelled name, was something.


The sorority was Mother’s idea. She had been an ADPi in a Texas Panhandle college, in a Greek system devoid of men during War World II, and, as a result, often reminisced about her friendships with other girls who waited patiently for returning soldiers to repopulate their campus. In college, I would meet a suitable husband, she claimed—someone with purpose and a brain. Still, with the university life she engineered for me, she now had to shoulder new worries about the company I kept.


Possibly my mother dreaded that I would sneak out a window to meet a boyfriend, spending all night out, something she later admitted doing herself. Or possibly she worried that I would run amuck, perhaps to Juárez, Mexico. There, I might sit with my friends in a circle around an ancient table with scarred chairs, cracked upholstery pricking my back, just inside a door near the curve of the Kentucky Club’s polished bar. We might play Buzz and drink shots, our brains becoming fuzzy each time someone—their tongues thick like cotton—failed to “buzz” a multiple of seven or eleven or any number with seven in it.


Mother probably feared my walking back down Avenida Juárez, past dark-entranced bars and strip clubs, their neon lights flashing and loud music pumping from speakers, with hawkers inviting us inside: “Hey, girlie, venga, venga adentro. Come inside.”


She might have worried that I would stop under the sign at Fred’s Bar to eat ham and avocado of unknown origin, in a sandwich wrapped in a Mexican bolillo and purchased from a ragged street vendor. Inside the doorway, college students and Fort Bliss soldiers would leer and laugh too loudly, while we moved on, stepping over litter that stank of decay and debauchery.


Perhaps Mother feared that two pennies might elude my clumsy fingers in the bottom of my bag, as I frantically tried to find coins to buy my way home through the turnstile gate at the Santa Fe Bridge, even as the person behind me, dodging a splatter of vomit, would ask, “Anyone got change?”


I decided Mother had been afraid of me becoming her.


There would be no risks with my education. Instead of attending Rice, where academic funding awaited me, I had remained in El Paso, bribed to stay at home with a used canary-yellow GT Mustang convertible. I was not ready to live away from home, Mother said. Not ready was her excuse for most everything progressive and out of her control in my life. I totaled the car one year later.


Not until spring of my freshman year did I pledge the sorority. Mother had decided that I was also not ready for Greek life when fall classes first started. I couldn’t pay the dues anyway, and really neither could my parents. How my mother scraped dollars out of her meager household allowance each month to finance the social side of my developing womanhood I’ll never know. Tri Delta was the most expensive sorority on campus, and my childhood friends—my best friends—could not afford to join either. But, if I were taking bets, I would say they were first to cross the border for fun.
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I stood on a luxurious cornflower-blue carpet in the sorority house’s sunken living room to the left of Maddie and the foyer, as she read out loud, mentally checking off qualifications. I loved this room because of the carpet. My family had squeezed into a post-World War II tract house in Northeast El Paso. I couldn’t even tell you the carpet color in our living room. Perhaps a grayish-taupe, a beaten-down tan, much like some of the city’s residents.




$4,000 in Scholarships and Prizes To be given locally


MUST BE:


1. Single, never married, or had marriage annulled [check]


2. High school graduate by Labor Day [check]


3. Eighteen years old by Labor Day to twenty-eight [check]


4. Have talent routine




That stopped me. I didn’t even hear number five: “Must be a legal resident of El Paso County.” Generally suffering from stage fright, my talents were yet to be discovered. In fact, my self-image needed a healthy injection of confidence. I couldn’t dance or sing well, but I could play the piano, though I certainly was no Chopin. Phyllis George was a pianist, and I had watched her play last fall.


Like many families during the 1960s and 1970s, we watched the nationally televised Miss America pageant every September, shelving football for at least one evening. We selected our top ten finalists from the parade of states, much like choosing a trifecta from the post-parade of horses at Anapra’s Sunland Racetrack.


My father sat in his lounge chair, his Scotch and water in hand, and commented on the long-limbed contestants, openly admitting his predilection for women’s legs. “Janey, just look at your mother,” he had said more than once. “She has the prettiest legs, doesn’t she?”


Mother would beam at the compliment. And she had been beautiful, taller than I, with willowy legs, light auburn hair, and a heart-melting smile, especially when she looked at my father. Dad had also been drawn to female vocalists, and more than once, I caught my parents dancing cheek to cheek on our dingy kitchen linoleum to the sultry voices of Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge, emanating from the pawnshop hi-fi Dad brought home. My dad loved women, and, like others who encountered him, I was not immune to his charms.


My parents and I knew almost nothing about the contestants parading in a pale rainbow of chiffon gowns in front of the camera—only where they were from and how they looked. We waited for emcee Bert Parks to call out our Miss Texas and hoped that she appeared as exotic and glamorous as Miss New York or as golden-skinned and blonde as Miss California. Usually, we were not disappointed, and having our state in the mix made a family competition that much more fun.


Together, we dissected swimsuit competition, evening gowns, and interviews. But the real entertainment was the talent segment, counting for most of the judges’ scoring. Watching Miss America was akin to watching a variety show, much like Andy Williams, Ed Sullivan, or Carol Burnett. It was a time when my parents seemed happy together as they joined in laughing at skits, interview answers, and even mishaps. When we were unified as a family, even watching a silly pageant together, I felt safe and loved—and normal.


By now the girls at the spades table had left their seats and encircled Maddie, along with the rest of us. She continued to read the information underneath Phyllis George’s smiling face: “Preliminaries to be held March 4, 5, 6. Apply now at Guyrex Associates, 1304 Montana.” That was just two days away!


That night at our weekly Monday meeting, a more serious discussion about the pageant ran high among the girls. An extraordinary competition among sororities was proposed in the hours since the posters first appeared at the student union. Now, entering the Guyrex contest became more like an intramural consideration. Instead of competing in softball or some other athletic contest, where the Chi Omegas usually excelled, the Zetas announced they were entering a handful of girls who had a good chance of winning. While Tri Delta girls were typically stereotyped as rich, blonde, and smart (I fit the latter two characteristics), universal opinion held that Zetas were typically gorgeous brunettes—and fast. It was decided that a Tri Delta could beat a Zeta in the first Guyrex-Miss El Paso pageant, no matter that Phyllis George was famously a Zeta.


“Who’s going to enter?” someone asked.


“I will, if I can figure out the talent!” another answered.


“Janie, what about you? I will if you will,” my sorority big sister, Gayle, blurted out.


Much later, when asked how I had gotten into the Miss El Paso pageant in the first place, I usually explained that I had entered on a whim. The truth is I had a problem saying no. I was a pleaser who didn’t like disappointing anyone. My teachers generally loved me for this very reason while my peers often saw me as weak and malleable. No wonder my mother had guarded me so closely. I handled decision-making dilemmas by disappearing so I wouldn’t even have to be asked at all.


With nowhere to hide, I stood mutely while five of my new friends volunteered to parade half naked in front of strangers and organize amateur talent acts. No matter that just two years earlier, in September 1968, over two hundred women had journeyed to Atlantic City to protest the Miss America pageant as a sexist “cattle contest,” they claimed. “If you want meat, go to a butcher!” one protester’s sign read, disregarding that the women in the Miss America pageant were scored heavily on their talents.


No bras had been burned at that moment, but the event had begun a national dialogue about feminism while at the same time young men were actually burning their draft cards. On this early March night in 1971, at our sorority house, no girl advocated tossing her bra in a “Freedom Trash Can” in support of the women’s liberation movement. To many of my sorority sisters, everyone was getting “liberated” these days.


“Okay,” I finally answered, though I would much rather have played softball. Honestly, I wasn’t good at that either. I wondered how the heck I could manage the talent portion. I had several homemade evening gowns from high school in my closet. As far as a swimsuit went, I had suits from working summers as a lifeguard and spending free weekends water skiing at the lake. But talent? Maddie’s talent was decided. With her lithe figure and dark Puerto Rican looks, she could model the clothes she made like a pro. Gayle, suddenly grinning, announced she would dance, but everyone knew she was more comedienne than dancer. Shirley, her Summer Blonde hair framing an angelic face, could not only play the piano but could also sing. The girls squealed over various suggestions and began making up outrageous talent acts for those who claimed to possess none, as it was decided that our sorority would be well represented.


I was certain of one thing—I would not tell my parents. This little contest would join a long list of secrets I had become adept at keeping.
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Chapter TwoThe Boys






Some folks claim that El Paso, Texas, should be El Paso, New Mexico. It’s true that the city sits in isolation from the rest of the state—635 miles from Dallas, 600 miles from Austin, and 551 miles from San Antonio. These same naysayers maintain that Midland, 306 miles away, is West Texas, and El Paso is not. To other visitors, the city of El Paso, with its sprawl around the southern tip of the Franklin Mountain on the Mexico-United States border, seems more like a foreign country. The Mexican state capitol of Chihuahua is only 239 miles from El Paso.


Fort Bliss Army Base, Biggs Airfield, and nearby White Sands Missile Range routinely transferred military families into the isolated location during the 1960s, when my family moved to the city. Many pondered, “What the hell did I do wrong to get this assignment?” Then the desert, with its vast immenseness and natural beauty, grew on the transferees. Even as they spit the sand out of their mouths, their English became peppered with colloquial Tex-Mex expressions tinged with a slight Spanish accent—Seguro que hell yes! (Sure, hell yes!)—as if they had always been El Pasoans. For me, the love affair began when I first saw the purple-hued mountain, a departure from the flat shelf of the Texas Panhandle—that, and the occasional frilly donkey piñata my father bought for me at the Juárez City Market. Old Mexico, as we called it, had been the real enticement.


In truth, Mexico’s character remains everywhere in El Paso. And it is this mosaic of cultures created from centuries of intimate proximity to each other that best defines most of the city’s attributes and its residents, past and present. Throw in the geographic isolation from the rest of Texas, almost continuous military occupation, and an outlaw history, and El Paso remains clad with a Wild West reputation. Later I would not only have to swallow the city’s historical facts and statistics but also digest its long-lived and complex character in whole so that it would become part of me.


A wild, woolly place up until the late 1800s, the El Paso and San Antonio streets had been lined with saloons and gambling halls and, on Oregon Street, brothels. Infamous outlaws, gamblers, and gunmen such as John Wesley Hardin, Wyatt Earp, John Selman, Bat Masterson, and Pat Garrett frequented these establishments.


While other towns across the country were ending their outlaw eras by the early 1900s, El Paso continued to welcome gamblers, general riffraff, and other fugitives from justice. Also remaining were imported cultural diversions featuring top stars in theater and music—the same arts that dominated when Richard Guy and Rex Holt first appeared together in El Paso society. In the early 1960s, three blocks from the former Acme Saloon on East San Antonio Avenue, and the site where “lawman” John Selman notoriously shot El Paso gunman John Wesley Hardin, was the historic and popular Plaza Theater. Above the ornate theater hall’s Spanish-styled first floor, Richard Guy and Rex Holt first worked together as Arthur Murray dance instructors.


The current popularity of ballroom dancing—the samba, cha-cha, foxtrot, and waltz—brought Guy and Rex together, long before their venture into the successful Guyrex business partnership of succeeding years. Guy (as he preferred to be called) had been an army brat, much like the hundreds of other kids who finished their adolescences in El Paso. The son of Puerto Rican parents who retired to El Paso, Guy’s real name was Fernando Guiot y Vasquez. Rex, soon to be Guy’s partner, was the son of a Southern Pacific Railroad worker who moved with his family from Tucumcari, New Mexico, to El Paso in time to attend and graduate from Stephen F. Austin High School. While Guy worked as an Arthur Murray dance instructor as early as 1958, helping organize dance parties replete with lessons for only $14.50 and free instructional Arthur Murray dance books, Rex excelled in school, where his yearbook pages are filled with academic and extracurricular accomplishments. Even before he began his first semester at Texas Western College (later renamed UTEP), Rex got his start in a collegiate summer musical as a dancer. Perhaps that is how the two met, though they never told me just how they came together.


Guy and Rex soon expanded their craft on evenings at the Plaza Theater. During the day, Rex later told me, he taught art at a local public school. They organized and directed dance-o-ramas for competitive dancing and designed elaborate costumes for themed evenings. Then, in 1963, Guy established Guy’s Dance Studio, and the two made their social debut in the El Paso Coliseum representing the new business. In front of a captive audience in a city election rally, they performed a cha-cha exhibition before El Paso politicians gave their stump speeches. Guy’s Dance Studio soon became the Guyrex Dance Studio on the first floor of an enormous vintage house at 1304 Montana Avenue, and the men moved in together.


Wives of local executives and other organizations sniffed out Guy and Rex, the pair a novelty to El Paso’s socially elite, and the women appeared to clamber over each other to hire “the boys,” as they began calling the two men, for private events involving dance, decorations, and design. The women also encouraged their husbands to hire the creative duo to decorate business lobbies at Christmas, and El Paso Natural Gas Company relied first on Rex’s eye for artistic originality. He had worked there as an office boy in 1959.


The dance classes had continued, drawing attention to Guy and Rex’s newly designed and decorated rooms in their Montana Avenue house. Shortly afterwards, El Paso’s Festival Theater hired the men to design and decorate sets and make costumes, advancing the men’s reputations even further. But it was the annual Sun Carnival Parade that cinched Guy and Rex’s early place in El Paso society. In 1967, El Paso National Bank President Sam Young called upon them to design and build the bank’s float, including costuming, for the annual Sun Carnival Parade—and gave them only one month to do it. The float won the coveted Sweepstakes Award.


After myriad more award-winning floats, costumes, and set designs brought accolades to Guy and Rex on El Paso’s society pages, the men discovered a new venture in 1970. The franchise to run the local Miss America contest in El Paso, Texas, was for sale—and cheap.


True to El Paso’s character, there was another group of men and women who, having benefited from Juárez and El Paso’s past violent history, saw business and social opportunities. A half century before Guy and Rex started designing floats, the Mexican Revolution, led by Francisco Madero against dictator Porfirio Díaz and his government, brought war to the cities of Juárez and El Paso.


The rebellion also brought changes to El Paso’s ethnic composition, commerce, and attitude. While arms and supplies piped through El Paso to supply the rebel army and the shots from some of these weapons pockmarking Juárez’s adobe city walls, a Lebanese and Syrian population sought sanctuary in El Paso after immigrating to Mexico earlier. Well-to-do merchants with cash stashed in their pockets crossed over the border, even as Mexican bullets, losing velocity, softly pinged rooftops of Victorian houses near the College of Mines (another precursor to UTEP) during the first Battle of Juárez. If the new citizens fleeing into the United States possessed only the clothes on their backs, their centuries-old skills at “horse trading” and making money soon helped them establish profitable permanencies in their new home.


Some sought opportunities because of wars raging in their own home countries. As an example, young Joseph Abraham, patriarch of an El Paso Syrian American family, first emigrated to Mexico during the Turkish War for Independence and just as the Mexican Revolution was ending. Peddling door-to-door, selling anything from socks to soap, he survived Juárez for nine years. Then, along with a brother, Abraham found himself in the furniture business after legally immigrating to El Paso.


Guy and Rex partnered with descendants of these opportunists—the Abrahams, Salomes, Maloolys, Rheys, and Chagras, among others. The families’ enormous generosity generally overshadowed any potentially ambiguous relationships with law and order, their stories having been interwoven into the Revolution’s violent history. For instance, the Abrahams later intermarried with the family that had constructed El Paso’s Caples Building. There, Pancho Villa had collaborated with Madero and his new junto, which had been established on the building’s top two floors.


In Guy and Rex’s world during the 1960s, almost fifty years after the Battle of Juárez and after decades in which colorful characters had used El Paso to abscond from sullied pasts, responsibilities, and even arrest, a general indifference to the law still prevailed. If one couldn’t hide in El Paso or Juárez proper, an easy walk across the Santa Fe Bridge separating the cities usually guaranteed freedom. If not, the Rio Grande was shallow enough upstream, where adobe, plywood, and cardboard barrio homes looked southwest into the Sierra Madre foothills.


For many, El Paso life was more about skirting the law or the exhilaration of feeling like you broke the law. More conscientious citizens paid their maid or yardman Mexican wages—cheap labor—and relished trips to Juárez’s downtown market where they could beat down the vendors. Others went further.


Want cheap cigarettes or a bottle of tequila? Cross the border, make your purchase, and at customs, look the agent straight in the eye and claim only one carton or one bottle instead of the five you have tucked away under the backseat of your car. Gasoline too expensive stateside? Add a fake bottom to your truck and smuggle Mexican petrol over a less-traveled border crossing nearby. Marijuana? Polite conversation did not discuss your neighbor’s airstrip near El Paso’s Upper Valley where all kinds of contraband found its way into the States. Invited to a party in an upscale neighborhood in Mt. Franklin’s foothills, where cocaine will be passed around on a silver tray? Politely decline.


Still, to me, it was the character of El Paso’s fugitives-turned-citizens that best defined the city—independent, raucous, and undeniably fascinating.


Like many other El Paso residents, my family had a story too. And it would piece itself into the fabric of the city’s imperfections, perfectly. We slipped out of the town of my birth because my father was in debt. Escaping to El Paso was his fresh start, though in retrospect, he resumed some of the same bad habits there that caused our family’s mess in the first place.


We had lived in Hereford, a small town in the Texas Panhandle. Nowadays, an uncomfortable odor assaults travelers’ senses when they drive near or through Hereford. But in the 1950s, instead of stockyards, I remember sweet-scented summers, running in freshly mown, dew-damp Bermuda grass, the cut blades sticking to my bare feet. My brother and I played outside every morning and evening, dodging our weeping willow’s slender branches, its narrow, golden-green leaves cut evenly like my 1950s bangs. No one dreamed of violence, pedophiles, kidnappers, or even careless drivers while we crisscrossed the street with other neighborhood children.


Though he held an accounting degree, my father had taken over my grandpa’s B.F. Goodrich Company store where he sold farm implements, tires, appliances, and electronics. As a result, we owned the first television in town. Daddy also built a service station, the Speed Stop, its fluttering red, yellow, blue, and white pendants catching the attention of motorists in a new mobile America, while Mother stayed at home to take care of us kids. She had been a home economics teacher who quit teaching after my birth, ostensibly to raise the perfect child, though not necessarily following Dr. Spock’s rules of child-rearing. Dad’s thin, brown leather belt, always on hand, hung on his mahogany valet stand if needed.


My parents’ lives had ebbed and flowed with leisure—golf games, bridge parties, and country club dinners and dances. They hosted smoke-filled poker parties and all-day, bowl-game get-togethers, complete with multiple television sets in their new pink-brick home, which my mother had painstakingly designed. There were boats and airplanes, fishing trips, and vacations to Mexico, Nevada, Colorado, Minnesota, and Canada along with their high-rolling friends—bankers, dentists, doctors, and car dealership owners. Then the money ran out.


After an especially horrific blizzard in 1956 when Panhandle cattle were smothered in fifteen-foot drifts, the snow sucked up their noses, a chain of events began to impact my father’s store and ultimately the family’s security. Daddy gave credit to clients who were in dire financial trouble, even as his own debts piled up and as my parents continued their lavish lifestyle. Reality eventually smacks the foolish in the face, and, too late, my parents began to curb their spending. Their trips ended; the custom-built brick house was traded for a run-down white-clapboard house on the edge of town. My mother grew humiliated and frightened.


Not long afterwards, my father began bringing home cash, at least once a week, hiding it in a drapery valance Mother had sewn, his mind set on an escape plan to the West, either Tucson or El Paso. One day, just after I began the fourth grade, we packed up, leaving the businesses and the shabby house in the dust behind us. We drove out of Hereford past a familiar sign that read, “If the color of your skin is black, don’t let the sun set on your back!” El Paso would soon change whatever bigotries were temporarily embedded into my youthful character.


As for my father, he began making some unusual acquaintances in El Paso: other runaways much like himself on the up-and-coming. As he built a successful accounting practice, he really wasn’t that different from those who would soon populate my life in the world of Guyrex.
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		Official Miss America pageant poster featuring Phyllis George and advertising the first Guyrex Miss El Paso-Miss America pageant (Author’s Collection)



		Crowned Miss Leo’s Restaurants in March 1971, I joined nine other finalists representing local El Paso business sponsors. My “raw material” is evident in this photo. Six weeks later, my appearance would be vastly different. (Author’s Collection)



		Jay J. Armes, private detective and El Paso celebrity (Courtesy of El Paso Times - USA TODAY NETWORK)



		Miss El Paso finalists present uniformly at an El Paso Chamber of Commerce meeting. (Author’s Collection)



		Barbara Barrington, a former Vogue model and professional ballerina, worked tirelessly to help train new El Paso and Texas Guyrex beauty queens. Here, she illustrates how to sit “like a lady.” Later she co-founded the Barbizon School of Modeling. (Author’s Collection)



		After six weeks of rigorous diet and exercise, I was sculpted into a first generation Guyrex Girl. Here, I am squeezed into a Southwestern outfit made of upholstery fabric. My natural waist was 21 inches wide while most of my gowns were sewn with 19 1/2 inch waists. (Photo by Joe Casarez, Author’s Collection)



		A Guyrex gown, this pink rose dress became a symbol of my fairy tale year with “the boys.” Richard Guy and Rex Holt worked tirelessly to create a world of fantasy for their beauty queens, clients, and friends. They called it “Oz.” (Photo by Joe Casarez, Author’s Collection)



		To further my training, I traveled to Fort Worth, Texas, to meet with Miss Texas Executive Director B. Don Magness and current Miss America, Phyllis George. Magness later became the subject of controversy within both the Miss Texas and Miss America pageants. (Author’s Collection)



		“Off to contest” July 3, 1971, my parents and I interviewed with reporters before the Guyrex phenomenon hit Fort Worth two days later. The pageant temporarily halted their marriage difficulties. (El Paso Times, July 4, 1971, page 5A, Author’s Collection)



		July 5, 1971, a worried Richard Guy reads the rule book governing Miss Texas-Miss America pageant contestants. He and Rex Holt would not be able to have in-person contact with me the remainder of the week. I was thrilled! (Author’s Collection)



		I posed in swimsuit (left) alongside Miss West Texas State University and Miss West Texas. I’m certain that only I knew true West Texas was El Paso. (Author’s Collection)



		I waited anxiously backstage for the Miss Texas-Miss America pageant’s opening parade of cities while wearing the Guyrex chocolate-brown gown. This initial showing later helped put Guyrex in the national spotlight as evening gown designers. (Author’s Collection)



		After weeks of trying to conquer my piano piece for talent competition, I played the Love Story medley flawlessly while wearing the pink dress. (Author’s Collection)



		Miss America Phyllis George, a former Miss Texas, was featured guest at the 1971 Miss Texas-Miss America pageant. (Author’s Collection)



		During the Lee Trevino Day parade, our procession halted because of autograph seekers, especially children. Moments later, across the Stanton “Friendship” Bridge, government and other civic representatives toasted Trevino in the Palacio Municipal in Juárez, Mexico. ¡Qué Viva Lee Trevino, El Super Mexicano! (Courtesy of AP Images)



		New Year’s Eve, with Janice Bain, Miss Texas 1971, and comedienne Phyllis Diller at the Sun Queen Inauguration and Ball (Author’s Collection)



		Route 66 actor George Maharis, performing at the Madrigal Club in the Juárez Rodeway Inn, called me to the stage. I was uncomfortable with this recognition. (Author’s Collection)



		“Discovered” by Sam Peckinpah’s wife, Tom Bush was an accomplished artist who went on to play numerous roles in cinema and television after filming The Getaway with Steve McQueen and Ali Macgraw. (1982 Press Photo of Tom Bush as Deputy Sturgess from the television series Bret Maverick, Author’s Collection)



		Guy and Rex prepared the upcoming Miss El Paso pageant program with dozens of my photos advertising our sponsors. This photo, taken for an imitation fur company, displays my lack of enthusiasm. (Author’s Collection)



		The Miss Texas USA Pageant opened with a jazz number, more exciting than the Miss Texas-Miss America hoedown opener. Author, front right. (Author’s Collection)



		A Miss El Paso Scholarship Guild fashion show and luncheon included current and past beauty queens. (El Paso Times, April 24, 1974, Authors Collection)



		Miss Texas-Miss America Executive Director B. Don Magness found himself in hot water multiple times, from accusations of rigged pageants to his public disrespect for contestants. (Courtesy of Etta Hulme Papers, Special Collections, the University of Texas at Arlington Libraries)



		A press photo of “groomers” Rex Holt and Richard Guy in Mobile, Alabama, for their final Miss USA pageant appearance in 1989. There Gretchen Polhemus, Miss Texas 1989, won the fifth consecutive Miss USA title. (Photo by David Neville Ranns for the Houston Post)



		Guyrex Associates created pageant history, bringing America’s West to the world stage. Shown here, Gretchen Polhemus, 2nd runner-up to Miss Universe, representing the United States in cowgirl dress. (Photo by George Rose, Hulton Archive via Getty Images)
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