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Ladies and Gentlemen, Miss Candy Barr!

It was a time of transition in the music industry. The jitterbuggers and the bobby-soxers still moved to the big band sounds of Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey, Harry James, Benny Goodman, Cab Calloway, and so many others, though more often delivered by a disk jockey spinning records than the musicians themselves. Frank Sinatra, the skinny kid with the punk’s attitude and a way of delivering a song that brought girls to sexual ecstasy, was still packing the big theaters like the Paramount in New York. But radio had become the entertainment medium of choice, bringing with it shows such as Your Hit Parade to which teens could dance in the privacy of their homes. Transporting big bands from city to city had become too costly, especially since the tour dates had fewer and fewer customers. Some band leaders cut the size of their groups. Others retired. Increasingly young people decided that instead of paying to listen to their favorite singer perform live for just an hour or two, they would rather spend the same money on the singer’s records, playing them over and over until they wore out.

Las Vegas would change all this, the casino and hotel owners creating a city devoted to the glamour, the excitement, and the live entertainment that had mostly disappeared from cities such as New York, Cleveland, Chicago, Miami, and Detroit. But Las Vegas was just one city, a gradually evolving living museum dedicated to the excesses of the past. Vices that were criminal in forty-seven states were legal, controlled, and so safe to pursue throughout Nevada that the region seemed an amusement park for adults.

Television also altered the entertainment world, though at first no one knew quite how to use it. The producers relied in large measure on old-style vaudeville, cleaning up the acts for family viewing. Ed Sullivan, Jackie Gleason, Milton Berle, and Ted Mack, among others, hosted comics, dancers, singers, ventriloquists, and jugglers.

It was in the 1950s, during this period of transition, that a tiny Texas girl with no knowledge of the world at large began a career that would briefly bring her money, fame, and unwanted notoriety in cities she had previously never seen or never heard of. She was a dancer with a beautiful face, big breasts, and a body as finely tuned as a saxophone player’s horn. Her name was Juanita Dale Slusher, but the world knew her as Candy Barr, the last great dancer in burlesque.

[image: Image]

Candy Barr never set out to entertain the ever-growing audience of teenage boys overwhelmed with adolescent hormones, old men having a last hurrah with one of their hands hidden under the handkerchiefs discretely covering their laps, and younger men wishing they could trade wives or lovers for the woman on the stage. She knew they came to see her take off her clothes, but she did not care about that. Having to strip was the price she paid to practice her skills as a brilliant improvisational performer. “They weren’t there so far as I was concerned. I mean, I just went out there and entertained myself. We [the band and Candy] were doing a show.”

And what a show it was! Other dancers used records to help them plan their acts. Three songs, approximately two and a half minutes each, would be played over the loudspeakers. The dancers, including Candy Barr, would come out in costumes. But no matter what they wore, the routine was the same. Dance for one to one and a half minutes, and then remove the skirt. While the second record plays, the blouse is removed, leaving only a mesh bra. The third record plays almost three-quarters of the way through before the dancer removes the mesh bra. The audience gets a glimpse of the dancer with just G-string and pasties before the record ends and she is off the stage.

Burlesque dancers usually moved with whatever style they had developed growing up. Some used jitterbug steps. Others had at least some lessons in tap dancing or ballet. Still others made up their dances as they went along. No one had the innovative brilliance of Candy Barr, who ignored the traditions of the dying art of burlesque.

Candy Barr shunned records, time limitations, and clubs that did not allow her to use a minimum of a half-dozen musicians. She preferred a full orchestra, but if the club owner pleaded economic necessity, she would work with just two players, one on sax and one on drums. However, those two players had to have the improvisational skills of Miles Davis and Charlie Parker, coupled with the musical call-and-response sensitivities of Cab Calloway. When Candy walked on stage, the audience might be unaware of what was coming, but the musicians knew that they were in for a long, innovative ride that might last forty minutes or four hours.

“At the [Sunset Strip] Largo where I was working [in 1955], I was just having a good time dancing and carrying on. So one night I was dancing and I turned. . . . And it was a semicircle bandstand and the saxophone man stood over by the wall. I turned, and I don’t know if it was gravity or the perspiration on my back. I have no idea what took, but the wall caught me. And I couldn’t get off that thing. I tried and I couldn’t. I mean it felt so good just to lay back, you know? The wall caught me.

“And I told Tony [the saxophone player], I said, ‘Tony, I can’t get off this damned wall.’ He’s right there next to me.

“I said, ‘Do something with that horn.’ I said, ‘Make me get off this wall.’

“He said, ‘Okay, baby.’ And he made a peeling sound with the horn. Like just kind of loosing me.

“Okay, I got off the wall, but it just felt so good, I said [to the wall] ‘are you going to let him take me away from you?’ And you know, the audience would get so quiet, and I didn’t know it for years, because I talked to myself. On stage I’d be dancing, I’d go, ‘Uuuuhhh, that was good!’ when I’d do something unusually well.

“I said, ‘George’—he was my drummer that I hired, George Jenkins— he was a black drummer and he was just what I needed—’are you going to let him take me away?’

So he started pounding out one rhythm, and Tony would go with a different rhythm . . . .

“That’s the way I danced. I danced the music. I danced the plays and the songs I chose, like ‘Autumn Leaves.’ I lived it each time, like ‘your suntanned hands, your summer kisses . . .’

“I felt that most of my dances flowed because I flowed. When it came down to the time of my coming off with them I would be doing pirouettes. What with when the leaves were falling I had my clothes fixed with hooks and snaps, and as I came around I just ripped it right off my body.

“So Tony followed me out and he’s standing in front of the semicircle with his horn. I walked, and I was dancing, and I stepped back, and I said, okay, and they began playing off each other. The horn, the piano, the drums . . .” And Candy changed her movements to work with each of the musicians as each played a few bars in turn. “[When] Tony [was] out with the horn, I bent over [backwards] and my head hit the floor. He started [playing music] down my backbone . . . never touching me with his horn. I mean I was so agile I could do it.” And he matched her movement with the sound.

“So we did that act, and you know, that act created so much sensation that the law came out and said we couldn’t do it anymore because it was ‘too provocative.’ He can stand back there and play but he can’t come out anymore.” It was the biggest controversy on the Sunset Strip, and it added to the legend that was building throughout the country.

Candy had to find another dramatic movement, and she liked playing off the wall, though differently than when she would become stuck against it and need the saxophone to peel her from it. “You know I’d hit that wall and I’d say, ‘Don’t get me again because I can’t play with you anymore.’ I’d talk with everything—floors, walls, ceiling.”

What Candy didn’t do was talk to the audience. “I didn’t go out there and say, ‘Oh, hi, baby. Watch this. Watch this.’ ” But the wall was there, and she made it part of the show. The only question she had was how to use it.

“I remembered watching all those dancers I loved in my time, you know.” They were the athletic dancers who combined strength and agility with grace and ease of movement—Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, and Donald O’Connor, among others. She remembered dances from movies released in 1951 and 1952 where they did everything from dancing in a room that turned (Astaire) to dancing up the wall and flipping back (O’Connor). “So one night I just said, ‘I’m going to see if I can do that. So one night I just went up that damned wall. And I came off that and went into a knee-bend shimmy-shake. They went crazy.”

(Later in life Candy figured out that their response was unrelated to what she did as an innovative dancer. “It was because those tits of mine went Zing zing, Zing zing, Zing zing. I realized that years later and it made me almost cry when I found out.”)

The management of the theater wasn’t thrilled about the wall improvisations. They were impressed with what Candy was doing, but the wall wasn’t meant to be a prop. The impact of her body was enough to threaten its stability. “They told me, ‘You gotta be careful. You’re going to go through that wall one day. Be easy. Be careful. There’s no sense in getting hurt,’ and I thought, oh pooh!

“One night I’m dancing, and I hit that wall and I felt it give. I didn’t go through it because my reflexes were so good. I broke it. And in my step, I gave it a hand. Like everybody said, to the band, to the wall, to the people who bowed. And I went on about my business. But I hit it. I broke it. They were right. I sure was going to go through it.

“I felt it giving. I wasn’t totally unaware and I felt it go, and about then you just react. You just move a little quicker.

“Back and forth. Back and forth. And then my little conga player. And I said, ‘All right!’We created something brand new, you know?”

But even those who thought they knew, who were aware that the national sensation came from a small Texas town, had no idea the life a woman named Juanita Slusher had barely survived to become the sensation known as Candy Barr.


TWO
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The Capture

They called it “the Capture,” and it sounded so much like a childhood game that “nice” men could openly discuss their participation. Some were introduced to the experience by fraternity brothers or friends who made it a rite of passage when they turned twenty-one. Some shared the experience with their fathers, who taught their sons the intricacies of this subculture in a rite of male bonding no different, in their minds, than when they taught their sons to hunt, fish, or play golf. Others were out-of-town businessmen who sought an evening’s escape from the intensity of deal making in the board rooms where they were meeting with local politicians and executives. And a few, physically, economically, and socially indistinguishable from the others, came to exercise their dark side, to pay for the privilege of being able to do almost anything they desired with a woman. The only taboos were facial disfigurement and murder, and even these might be tolerated in some quarters if the money was right.

The women enduring the Capture knew what it really was—the form of involuntary prostitution often called white slavery. To the men who used these women, they seemed good looking, quick to laugh, and eager to be caressed by strangers. Some of the women worked from small apartments and houses of prostitution, always with one or more men around handling negotiations, providing protection, making certain nothing happened that was not agreed upon before the customer met with the prostitute. They also supplied whatever “reminders” the women needed to not try to go off with anyone, to not try to leave the life.

Other young women worked outcall, going to hotel and motel rooms to provide companionship to a man willing to pay for a “date” with a woman who dressed and spoke well enough so the other guests would not recognize her as a prostitute. In either case, the price was high for the era: [image: image]20 for each fifteen minutes in a house of prostitution, [image: image]100 minimum for the first hour of outcall, though both fees could rise depending on the man’s desires. By contrast, the young men coming home from World War II were given their 52-20—fifty-two weeks of [image: image]20 a week pay, more than enough to live adequately on one’s own or to travel the country, easing back into civilian life.

The prostitutes saw little of the money, however. White slavery was not a career choice. The women did what they had to do to live another day.

[image: Image]

It was not by chance that the Capture was centered in South Dallas, Texas, nor was it coincidence that Juanita Slusher, a young teenage runaway, found herself in that city within a city. Many poor, rural Texas girls fantasized that South Dallas was where you could find a job, find a room, have enough to eat, and begin to conquer the world, or at least the small section of which they were aware. California girls pursued their dreams in Los Angeles, and New York girls went to Manhattan. For Texas girls like Juanita—miserable at home, victimized both by people they knew and by strangers, child/women who could pass as adults long before they emotionally reached that stage in life—South Dallas offered the illusion of a new and better life.

The girls who came to South Dallas were partially right about the area. It was an affordable oasis in the midst of a vast building boom comprising office complexes, luxury hotels, and businesses catering to the newly rich. There were plenty of jobs, and though most were menial positions, they paid better than similar work in small towns. A girl could rent a room, buy food, and set some cash aside.

What the runaways and other hopefuls did not know was that South Dallas was the dirty little secret of a larger community in the midst of trying to redefine itself in the years following World War II. What had once been cattle country catering to cowboys and ranch owners was gradually becoming an important center for the oil business, insurance companies, and banking. The expensive hotels in the heart of the downtown area regularly housed sophisticated East Coast business leaders who were being courted by civic leaders to open a Dallas branch or move their headquarters to the Southwest.

The Chamber of Commerce publicly provided the official lures—a temperate climate, a quality education system, reasonable land, skilled construction workers, tax breaks, and the like. Some of the visitors were also interested in theater, music, and the type of sophisticated arts organizations they enjoyed in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and Chicago. For others, a baser form of entertainment was desired before they made the multimillion-dollar decisions that would affect their home office, two cities, and hundreds of workers. It was for the latter that South Dallas existed with a wink, a nod, and law enforcement officers who wore blinders during their patrols.

The longtime residents of South Dallas were unhappy with the way their community was treated. They were decent, hard-working folk living from paycheck to paycheck. They cared about their families. They cared about their churches. But because they were poor, most “nice” people had written off them and their children. Prosperity theology was becoming a part of the teaching of ever growing Baptist churches in the North Dallas area, and by that emerging thinking, God blessed you with material wealth according to your goodness. Neiman Marcus was not yet offering [image: image]250 perfume and his-and-her Christmas Jaguar sports cars in their annual catalog. Tiffany’s and Saks Fifth Avenue were not yet present so the country club set could drop in for purchases as frequently as their maids and kitchen help stopped by Woolworth’s 5&10-cent store on payday. But the excesses that would soon dominate the lives of the Dallas rich as they pursued ever more ostentatious and inappropriate ways of proving their wealth (e.g., a murder trial in which one of the principals had a necklace of diamonds spelling out the words “rich bitch”) were already as irreversibly present as tiny unkempt patches of crabgrass randomly present amidst an otherwise flawlessly manicured lawn.

The prosperity theology that was still in its infancy on a national basis was already a part of Sunday sermons in moneyed white Dallas. Success in life meant God’s blessing, prosperity theology taught, so the corollary had to be that the poor had failed the Lord in some manner. Blacks, Hispanics, members of the Choctaw and other Texas Indian tribes, and those with limited incomes were all abominations in the sight of God, for if they weren’t, then the wretches would be driving luxury cars instead of hitchhiking or taking a bus. Of course, where the elite white pastors taught prosperity theology to congregations proving their largesse with the envelopes placed in the Sunday collection plates, pastors serving the poor, the displaced, and the downtrodden focused on raising up the meek. It was live for the moment and lesser mortals be damned against live for the future, a room awaits you in our father’s mansion in Heaven.

Politicians of the era understood their communities and recognized that South Dallas residents had little clout in the ballot box and too little money to make truly meaningful contributions to any campaign. That was why no city politician would risk his career and accumulated political clout to fight the South Dallas juke joints, cheap motels, disreputable bars, and “entertainment” businesses that revolved, in part, around women who had been through the Capture. While many of the residents were prevented from voting, the profits from these shady enterprises made their way into the pockets of the North Dallas men who had the clout to put a politician in office or shatter his career.
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“The white elite of Dallas, Texas, is easy to spot. All the men are Baptists who never have an impure thought, even when having sex with their wives or mistresses. All the women are virgins, no matter how many lovers or children they might have.”

—A joke told in the 1940s by the social outcasts
in the disreputable South Dallas, Texas
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Teenage runaways, without jobs or prearranged places to stay, assured the success of the South Dallas illicit entertainment business. They were both the unwilling “play toys” and the eventual currency of the pimps, the hotel porters, and those members of the Chamber of Commerce who understood their entertainment value when properly seasoned. The most beautiful among them were set apart for special clients, provided to visiting business leaders as part of Dallas’s efforts to encourage investment in the city. They came without charge—tip optional—so the out-of-towners could pretend they were “dates” who were accompanying them to dinner, dancing, and whatever they desired behind closed hotel room doors because the women found them seductively brilliant, witty, and handsome.

Lesser women were used in the strip joints or as sex bait to keep pimple-faced local ranch boys from waving their manhood in nicer parts of town. In South Dallas, everyone knew their place, understood the industry that fueled the region, and either participated, was a victim of it, or quietly endured.

Juanita Slusher was drawn to South Dallas like so many other girls her age. Texas was home to both large family ranches and massive agribusinesses comprising many thousands of acres under single owners. Small towns evolved to serve the ranching communities, Main Street often nothing more than a courthouse and post office, a bar, a church, a diner, and maybe a general store. A handful of locals were hired to work in the service businesses. The vast majority either worked the land or left the community in search of excitement, opportunity, and a chance to live a different life than the one they had known growing up. And among those who left, South Dallas was often the draw.

South Dallas offered jobs as waitresses and maids, short order cooks, bartenders, handymen, and the like. The work was menial by big-city standards, but it was work at a time when the place they had called home offered little to alleviate boredom other than alcohol and sex.

South Dallas housing was cheap, some motels providing their employees with a free room, meals, and a small amount of cash. The living area might be little more than a converted storage closet, but it had a bed, a place to wash up, and a door that locked. Compared with some of the homes the runaways had previously known, it was a four-star establishment. What none of them expected was the Capture.


THREE
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Growing Up in Edna

It was 1948 when Juanita Slusher had a preview of the future she would soon face. She was thirteen years old, her 38-24-35 body making her physically mature beyond her years. Years later she would explain that her job when she returned home from school was to go out to a Chinaberry tree with a rub board and boiling iron kettle. There she would spend up to four hours a day washing the family’s bedsheets. “When girls ask me about breast development,” she told writer Gary Cartwright of Texas Monthly magazine, “I say, ‘Honey, get yourself a rub board.’ ” She had a love/hate relationship with her life at home in Edna, Texas, coming to the conclusion that home was intolerable and she needed to run away to escape the miserable existence.

Juanita felt she could survive on her own because of what she had learned from her father. Elvin “Doc” Slusher taught by example his philosophy that there were battles to be won and problems that were not worth the effort to rouse oneself to anger. He was a heavy-drinking, hard-working handyman and stone mason with a face and build that made him look like a double for actor Henry Fonda.

Doc had few successes in his life. That was why he could be a sometimes violent tyrant at home, trying to keep a firm control over his wife, three daughters, and two sons whenever he was battered by society in ways he could not fight. For example, there was the time he purchased an Atwater-Kent radio so the family could have free entertainment every evening. He was supposed to pay a few cents a week for it, but there were weeks when putting food on the table was more important than the bill for a luxury.

Doc was a proud man. The radio had been a special gift for his family and he saw no reason he should have to lose it just because he and most of his neighbors had fallen on hard times during the Great Depression. Eventually he’d be able to pay what he owed. Just not today. Some businesses understood that reality of poor working folk. Others, including the store owner from whom he had purchased the radio, did not. He sent men to repossess the radio, and they did not listen to Doc’s story. They had their own families to feed.

Doc understood this. His battle was with the people who sold him the radio, and that was a battle he could not win. Still, he decided to end the humiliating experience on his own terms. When the repo men arrived, he pulled out his rifle, aimed it at the radio, and fired five rounds into the tubes. “Okay, you can take it now,” he said, having maintained his pride. “I don’t want it anymore anyway because it don’t work.”

During the lowest point in the family’s finances, two men came to repossess Doc’s old Studebaker. The car was battered when Doc bought it, and it had seen a lot of use with the family since then. Still, the car was critical for a skilled laborer who needed to get to job sites. The problem was that, of late, he had been having trouble getting adequate work to pay for it. Without the car there might be no work at all.

“Daddy just got a can of gasoline from the barn and he spilled it in a circle all around the car,” Juanita recalled. “Then he lit a kitchen match and stood there, threatening to throw the match at the car. They knew he meant it and they went away.”

[image: Image]

Perhaps Juanita’s life would have been better had Doc been able to be around to protect her while she was growing up. Doc was a man of fairness who loved his youngest child in ways that made her feel wanted and secure. He would take her and his wife, Sadie, to the Pavilion, a big building where there was music for family listening and dancing, and a sealed-off room that was adults only. The latter was where a man or woman could enjoy the naughtiness of a glass of beer and a game or two of dominoes.

Doc liked his beer but he loved his Juanita more. He would stand her on his boots, take her in his arms, and move swiftly about the dance floor. They would fly through the Texas two-step, the waltz, and the other popular dances of the day. He delighted in his daughter’s joy, not realizing how much he was influencing her future. She giggled as they moved, but she also paid close attention to the steps her father was taking. She wanted to do those steps on her own. She wanted to become one with the music, as though her body was a sponge and the notes were liquid. She somehow understood that music and dancing would be an important part of her life.

[image: Image]

Doc was respected in Edna, Texas, at least respected as poor white trash for whom formal education meant elementary school and for whose family indoor plumbing was only a dream. Part of this respect came from his knowledge of the Indian ways gained, as with many things in his life, as a result of generally unacceptable behavior.

Elvin Slusher’s family lived near a settlement of Choctaw and Cherokee Indians who earned some of their income from growing fruit trees. Elvin liked to swim across the river that separated the Slusher home from the Indian land. It was there that he met Sadie, whose father spoke only his native language.

Elvin fell in love with Sadie, and he made amends for his fruit-stealing pranks and showed respect for her culture by studying the Indian ways under his future wife’s elders. He became knowledgeable in Native American healing, learning the medicinal plants common in the region as well as how to prepare poultices, teas, infusions, and the like. Juanita’s earliest memories of her father’s skills were those of neighbors and family members coming by the house when they were ill so Elvin, by then called “Doc,” could diagnose the problem. Then he would take a trowel or other digging tool out into the woods to gather bark, roots, or whatever he needed to make one of the Choctaw/Cherokee natural medicines.

There were college-trained doctors who served the region, but they were hard to find in a crisis, and Doc was considered better than the so-called professionals. He certainly was nicer, never charging them for his knowledge, treating them as though they were important instead of nuisance white trash.

Doc’s willingness to help others did not make him a saint. Juanita also knew him as a rake, a man who not only healed bodies but also provided “compassionate” assistance to other men’s mothers, wives, and daughters when they sought relief from sexual tension. His movie-star good looks made him the target for bored housewives and other stay-at-home women. Many of them would open their doors as he passed, suggesting that they engage in a more intimate exchange than a mere “How’d you do?” before proceeding on his journey. Being a “gentleman,” he could find no polite way to refuse. As Juanita explained many years later, “I called him the Pied Peter of Edna, Texas.”

Doc never wanted a long-term affair with the women he found so amusing. Affairs were commitments in ways Doc knew were wrong. He was a married man with children, and he liked the stability that brought him. An hour or two in the bedroom was one thing. Returning for an encore performance was almost always out of the question.

Not that Doc was fooling Sadie. Truth be told, there were no secrets in the Slusher house. His wife knew other women had tasted the fruit. But this was Texas, and in those Great Depression years, the culture and the law were on the side of men. If Juanita’s mama ever caught her daddy in bed with another woman, the law said it was a “minor indiscretion.” It was something in the inherent nature of a man who was physiologically incapable of monogamy, and thus it was not a crime. If her daddy ever caught her mama in bed with another man, and if he had acted with the righteousness of a Texan, taking his gun and shooting them dead, no crime was committed under Texas law. The woman got what she deserved, and the man shouldn’t have been messing with someone else’s wife in the first place.

Doc engaged in “minor indiscretions.” Only the women were committing adultery as the law was interpreted. That was why any concerns he had between the sheets were only about the unexpected return of whichever husband he was cuckolding. He did not have to worry about his own spouse.

Juanita knew none of this, of course. Not back then. And whatever her mother knew, she had her reasons for keeping quiet. There would be no dramatic confrontations in the household. There would be no threats of separation or divorce. Instead, Juanita grew up loving her father, learning to respect both her parents, the way children were taught in what only naive romantics now consider gentler times.

It was just this world of unquestioning respect for one’s elders that emboldened an eighteen-year-old neighbor boy to act out his fantasies with the four-year-old Juanita. He seemed a nice youth to the Slushers, someone who cared about their daughter and did not mind taking her out to play for an hour or two so they could get their own chores done. They did not think anything improper might take place. Not in Edna, Texas, in those days before World War II. Child molesters and pedophiles were neither known nor discussed there. Besides, the boy was a neighbor, and in small Texas towns, being a neighbor was the next best thing to being kinfolk.

The youth thought he was being gentle, but his relative size terrified young Juanita. She would go along with anything he wanted because to do otherwise did not seem possible. “He was a big, big man to me,” she recalled. “He’d come over to play hide and seek with me. Then he’d pull down my panties and put his mouth on my little bitty thing. I didn’t dare tell my parents because I was afraid that I would be punished or that my daddy would kill the man and go to jail.”

The boy never threatened Juanita. His molestation was made to seem a natural part of their being together.

Equally unsettling was the fact that not all the sensations were unpleasant. The boy was letting his tongue probe places even married couples of the day were not sure their pastors would want them exploring. But he was sophisticated enough to know that the sensations would not be physically hurtful. “Children have feelings, too, and often it was gentle and sweet and felt so very good,” said Juanita. Yet it was the pleasure that scared her as much as his acting in ways she could not find words to use to get him to stop.

It was only when the neighbor came over with a friend that Juanita realized she dared not go with the youth again. Her mother was cooking on the wood stove when the two boys came in. As usual he suggested taking little Juanita out to play to give her mama a break.

This time things were going to be different. Juanita knew that. She had no idea how everything had changed or what she might have to experience with these two young men. She just knew that she was having problems coping with the one boy’s actions. There was no way she dared leave her mama to go with two of them.

Frightened, Juanita climbed into the wood box behind the stove and begged her mama not to make her go outside to play with the two teenagers. Her mother relented, and though she has no knowledge of what happened after that, it was the last day the girl ever saw the neighbor boy.

[image: Image]

Ironically, the one time Doc caught his daughter in seeming sexual activity, neither she nor the little boy she was with knew what they were doing. Her little cousin had seen something fascinating between two adults. He didn’t understand it, but he and Juanita thought they should try it, perhaps figure out what it all meant. It was innocent curiosity that resulted from careless, unthinking adults, and it was the one time her daddy saw anything sexual around his little girl.

“My little cousin and I got caught out front of the house. Me with my panties and dress down, and him standing in front of me . . . .

“The only thing that I had done was that oral thing. My daddy came up and caught us and busted our butts. I don’t mean busted our butts because we were doing it in front of the house. I really don’t know why we got whipped, you know? We weren’t doing anything. He had me against the wall, and my dress was up and my panties were down. And his little dinky—we called it that back in those days—his little dinky was hanging out and he was laying up against me. So I don’t know who he saw do it that way. It was kind of funny.

“You would think that back in those days everybody did it laying down. I didn’t know people did it standing up. Never thought about it. You didn’t go around thinking how did Mom and Daddy make out. Well, I never think about how anybody makes out anyway.”

[image: Image]

The poker parties came next.

Juanita’s oldest sister, Kay, was married when World War II brought Doc into the navy to serve as one of the famed Seabees whose construction skills were critical to the war effort. Her other sister, Lee, was a teenager with a life away from home, and her two brothers, Forrest and Gary, were always off doing something that did not involve Juanita. This left the youngest daughter as the only concern, a problem since her mama had taken a piecework job in a laundry, where she made ten cents for each shirt she cleaned and pressed. She had to work long hours to make enough money to help with the family’s finances, and even then the family was frequently hardscrabble poor.

The house was typical of the rural area three hours’ drive from the nearest big city. The ramshackle wooden structure relied on an outhouse, a woodstove for cooking and some of the heat, and a bathtub that was painstakingly filled by heating water carried in in buckets. Food that could not be grown or hunted was often in short supply. All the kids knew what it meant to occasionally go to bed hungry. That was why Sadie took the long hours, even though they meant prolonged periods when her then eight-year-old offspring would have to be alone. Again a neighbor entered Juanita’s young life.

This time the neighbor, Carter (not his real name), was the brother-in-law of a family friend. He was at home during the hours Sadie Slusher was working, and his offer to help seemed a blessing. The fact that he was in his forties was even better, since he would have the maturity to handle any problem or concern that cropped up.

“The first time Mama was gone, Carter said, ‘Your mother told me to check for chiggers,’ ” Juanita recounted. “And I just didn’t have any reason to not go with authority, so that’s how it started.”

Juanita had no idea how long Carter sat with her, though it seemed to be many weeks. He would come in the morning and stay until her mother returned. For a while he acted as he had the first day. Then he began bringing over a woman friend. Finally, when he was certain Juanita was a properly brought-up Texas child who would not question authority, he asked her mama permission to hold card games in the Slusher home while Sadie was away at work.

Carter had been giving up his spare time to help the Slushers, so Juanita’s mother saw no reason not to let him have friends over. She knew baby-sitting could be boring, and this way everyone seemed a winner. Carter had his pals and Juanita had the supervision she needed. Certainly nothing bad could ever come of letting the men have their poker games.

[image: Image]

Carter was the perfect card-game host, and little Juanita was to be the key to his special times during those long afternoons. She was small for her age, strong but fine boned. There was as yet no hint of the large breasts, small waist, beautiful baby face, and powerful torso that would excite men from around the country in a few years. At eight she was still a prepubescent little girl just right to delight a group of pedophiles.

Preparations were simple. First he would set the table. There were the playing cards, the poker chips, the cigarettes, and the other necessities for playing the game right. Then Carter would take Juanita and dress her properly for his guests. Her lips would be painted red, and nail polish would be applied to match the lipstick. He put baby-doll slippers on her feet. “And they’d cut a piece of fruit, either a plum or a peach, and let the juices run down ya, and tie it on my breasts with stockings,” said Juanita, recalling the sessions so traumatic that, for years, she could neither wear red make-up nor eat a cherry popsicle.

Finally Juanita was placed in the middle of the table, the prize to be won. The gambling was always more intense when the player with the most chips could take the child and do what he wished with her.

Juanita didn’t tell her mama. She was too well bred for that. Her mama had said Carter was in charge. Her mama had said Carter was a blessing, looking after her when mama had to work and Juanita wasn’t in school. She feared she would be punished if she questioned Carter’s actions, even to her mother. She did not know her mama would have been horrified to learn the truth, including the fact that Carter was recently released from prison, something Juanita discovered only as an adult. She didn’t appreciate her daddy would have killed Carter and his friends with his bare hands. There was no way she could understand the full import of what was happening. All she knew was that this was the adult her mama had said was in control, the person to be obeyed, and Juanita was a good girl. She would endure without saying anything, too overwhelmed to do anything else.

After all, Juanita Slusher was a Texas girl brought up right and proper. After all, Juanita Slusher was eight years old.
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Juanita was nine when her life changed in ways she remembers were more difficult than enduring the sexual molestations. The problem she faced had been coming a long time, since well before Doc went to war.

Doc had hit hard times after Juanita’s birth in 1935. Just as Sadie would do when she went to work in the laundry, Doc was doing everything he could to keep the family together and food on the table without having to go on welfare. Each morning Doc would rise early, get his dogs and his rifle, then go after coon, squirrel, and other wild game. He also fished and raised a few hogs, the latter being butchered without waste. There would be the meat for eating, but his wife also made soap, shortening, and cracklings from the flesh.

While Doc was trying to ensure food for the family table, a woman named Etta was hunting for him. Doc saw Etta the same way he saw the fishing and the hunting. She was a rich man’s wife, at least by the standards of Edna, Texas, in the throes of the Great Depression. He and Etta made good money, lived in a house with indoor plumbing, and had all the luxuries Edna, Texas, could provide. Etta even had her own spending money, money she could use as she pleased with no accounting to anyone.

The first time Etta wanted Doc, she found him an enthusiastic bedmate. And as was his habit, the second time she sought his favors, he kindly excused himself so he could continue on his way. He had scratched the first itch. Anything more was too much like a commitment for a married man to make.

Etta was not one to be refused. She knew the Slusher family, knew Doc’s work depended on the vagaries of the building trades. She rightly figured that a good man trying to care for his family the best he could just might be susceptible to a little bribe, especially if it was for something he willingly gave for free the first time he was asked. That was when she went to her personal stash and began renting herself the most desirable man in Edna, Texas.

There came a time when Juanita’s mama learned about Etta, though if she said something, it was out of her daughter’s hearing. Instead, she focused on the priorities that mattered for the family, and that meant getting her daughter the best possible education.

The Edna, Texas, schoolhouse was tiny—just four rooms. When Juanita’s mama converted a closet at home to a small study, the space seemed almost bigger than a classroom. It was the child’s delight, a place to read and write and dream. But the quality of Edna’s educational system was as great as the building was small. The teachers were dedicated, and they had abilities that would have been in demand in big cities. By fourth grade, with her father in the service, Juanita was doing so well that she acted as a teacher’s aide for the English classes. Her teacher had tested her on the information the other students had to learn. Juanita was so far ahead of her classmates that semester, she became a helper, a high honor in the school.

Sadie delighted in her daughter’s accomplishments, encouraging her to try ever harder. She did not tell Juanita that life, even with a good education, would always be a struggle for a Slusher. This was an era when small Texas towns were divided by economics. There was little that might be called middle class. Mostly there were the wealthy and the white trash, and in Edna, Texas, Juanita was from the latter. How good you were inside did not matter. Money was the standard for determining a person’s value, and money—enough money to live like Etta and her husband—was not something Doc and Sadie would ever experience.

Sadie Slusher may have had bigger dreams for Juanita than she had time to share. Juanita had no future in Edna no matter how well she did. But good grades might enable the girl to leave the town behind, go to college, get a job that would make the family proud in a city where no one knew her history.

Juanita always appreciated the special consideration her mother gave her. “Mama took a closet in this old house we lived in, and she cleaned it out. In this closet she put me a light, my table, chairs, my dog and my dog bed, so that when I came home I could go into this room and study.

“She wouldn’t do that for the boys because they weren’t concerned about it [book learning and the future an education could ensure], and she made special arrangements so I could [study]. I knew that she knew, and she made it so I could have the best that I could.

“To me that shows something in a person that education didn’t teach ya. They just saw that I would be the one to try to achieve, because that’s just the way I was.” Juanita had a dream, and Sadie Slusher believed that a dream was worth pursuing.

Oddly, Juanita’s dreams for her future were further nurtured within the local Pentecostal church, where women were usually considered second to the men they married. Whether the pastor would have approved of Juanita’s ambitions for further education is not known. She did not discuss these plans with him, content to find support in the joyful music and the welcoming congregation. The Pentecostal movement was a young one in the United States, its growing appeal originally among the poor and uneducated who felt separated from God because of their difficult lives. The spirit-filled, ecstatic experience was uplifting, and it often involved speaking in tongues—speaking in a special heavenly language one or another member of the congregation would interpret. (Originally it meant that the speaker of one language could be understood by someone who only knew a different language, a situation that occurred for the Apostles of Christ on the first day of Pentecost.) There was a joy to the services, a feeling that each person, no matter how viewed by the society at large, was uniquely important to God.

Actually, Doc and Sadie Slusher wanted nothing to do with organized religion, but they were happy to let Juanita attend with her grandparents and their friends, a pair of sisters with whom they worshipped every Sunday morning and Wednesday evening. “I wanted to be a missionary, imagine that,” Juanita related years later. “In a way, maybe I was. I was never religious but I was always spiritual. God and Jesus were the only ones I ever really could talk to. I’d practice talking to them in front of a little mirror, making speeches, declaring myself for God. I’m not born again or anything like that. I always had those feelings. I wouldn’t be alive today if I hadn’t.”

It was Juanita’s enduring faith in God, even as her life spiraled out of control, that sustained her. She also never felt she was being judged either for what was happening to her or what she chose to do to survive.

It was March of 1944. The war in Europe had changed in the previous few months. Where once Hitler and the Axis forces seemed unstoppable, defeat after defeat was giving the Allies the hope that they would triumph on the Western Front. However, in the Far East, the fight against the Japanese was not moving in a way that could assure either side of victory. Worse, the kamikaze pilots were destroying ships and ground forces with their many suicide missions. For the kamikaze, to die fighting for one’s country was to ensure a glorious afterlife. They were an enemy who would strike anywhere, not concerned about returning from the mission as the Americans always planned to do.

The Seabees were kept busy with construction needs. Doc kept in touch with Sadie and the children, but it was obvious that he would not be home on leave anytime soon. The nine-year-old Juanita had to rely totally on her overworked mother.

Juanita no longer remembers who told her what happened that fateful day. It could have been a police officer. It might have been her grandparents. It might have been a neighbor or even an older sibling. All she knew was that her mama had been in a car accident.

Juanita was never able to know the extent of Sadie Slusher’s injuries. She had a concussion, that much is certain, but whether or not the concussion and her other injuries would have been life threatening with treatment is unknown. The doctors did little more than a cursory examination. The nursing staff provided minimal care. Instead of taking X-rays to check Sadie’s condition, they checked the state of the family’s financial health. When they learned that none of the Slushers could come up with the [image: image]50 the hospital demanded to begin treatment, they realized they were dealing with undesirables. Poor white trash was expendable in the county. Sadie was given a bed because the hospital staff was not without compassion. However, they had no intention of doing anything more to help her get better, since she was foolish enough to get herself into a crisis before she had saved enough money to pay for it.

It was only at the time of the Korean War that the family members of servicemen were given special consideration because of the hardships and dangers their husbands were enduring. Neither the hospital nor any of the service organizations such as the Red Cross would make an effort to contact Doc to see if there was a way for the navy to help. He would be granted compassionate leave to visit, but he would not be given the financial help necessary to ensure the care that would save Sadie’s life. Instead, after his wife’s death, Doc was given the bill for replacing the bed on which she was allowed to die.

Juanita’s married sister, Kay, traveled from her home and husband in Oklahoma to try to reach her mother’s bedside. She also lacked money yet hoped she could do something, anything to help. Instead, the unconscious, uncared-for Sadie Slusher swallowed her tongue, suffocating herself.
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“I was smart in school, good at English and Spanish, good in gym and dancing. I wanted to be a cheerleader, but poor white trash like us didn’t get to be cheerleaders.”

—Juanita Slusher
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The death of Sadie Slusher instilled in Juanita an understanding of injustice caused by the bigotry of others. Not that she could articulate such feelings at the time. Instead, the concept seemed to have permeated her being, like a seed buried deep in soil where the roots can gain a firm foothold and whose sprouts break through the surface with strength and assuredness. She had not yet become the fighter against injustice that would one day make her an underground folk hero, but she knew her mother had been wronged, murdered by a system of corrupt values. And once again she realized that her life would be about enduring and moving on, getting through the hell that each day might bring, savoring the pleasure, and never looking back.

The now-widowed Doc had broken his cardinal rule about “friendships” with women when he began seeing Etta more than once or twice before joining the navy. Worse for the family, Etta would sacrifice anything to be the permanent resident of Doc Slusher’s bedroom. Sadie’s death sent her racing to the divorce lawyer even before the dirt had settled on the grave. Doc was granted an immediate hardship discharge from the navy, and with both of them free of their obligations, they married that June of 1944.

Etta had several children of her own, and she saw in Juanita the answer to her own laziness. She assigned the nine-year-old child the chores of a housewife, ignoring the child’s passion for school and need to attend. Book learning wasn’t important. Etta had done all right in life without it, and a girl had no business dreaming the dreams Sadie had been encouraging. She’d let the child do her studying. She’d let her go to school. But if the hours spent cooking for the family, cleaning the house, doing the laundry, tending the garden, feeding the chickens, and handling all the other chores that befell her meant she would miss the school bus, she could always run the couple of miles to her classes. And if she was so tired she fell asleep over her books or at her desk, well maybe the child should have worked faster.

As the days turned into weeks and the weeks into months, life deteriorated for Juanita. Her father was home by then, but he had to work harder than ever. He frequently left home early in the morning, arriving late at night only to hear Etta’s litany about all the bad things Juanita had done that day.

What went unsaid were the sexual games that Juanita increasingly had to endure. Etta may have been bisexual. She may have been a pedophile. All that is certain is that after the men who took advantage of Juanita, there were two women who did the same. One was a cousin and the other was her stepmother. The cousin was the more blatant of the two. She would get Juanita alone, undo her own blouse and bra, and expose her breasts. Then she would pay the child a nickel to lick her nipples. Juanita was trained how to work her mouth and tongue for the cousin’s erotic pleasure. The child did nothing else. She never was asked to touch her cousin’s genitals, nor was she touched. The five cents was paid for the licking and sucking of the cousin’s tits. Nothing more was asked of her.

Etta had a different game. Some of her hatred for and abuse of Juanita came from a probable physical attraction. Again there was no genital touching. Instead, Etta gave Juanita a red Life Saver candy. She told the child to put the candy in her mouth, then bring her lips to her stepmother’s and place the candy in the older woman’s mouth, using only her tongue. Each time she performed correctly, Juanita would be given a Life Saver of her own to enjoy.

Doc knew nothing of what was taking place with his beloved daughter, though he came to question the wisdom of his hasty marriage almost from the start. There would be no divorce, though. He was still an old-fashioned man when it came to commitment. A husband respected what his wife told him. If she said that his youngest child deserved a whipping, he would take his belt and administer it until the child was in tears. The action tore at his heart, yet he would not question. The social norms of Texas in the 1940s did not allow a man to
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