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And with every passing hour

I’m so glad I left my tower

Like all you lovely folks

I’ve got a dream.

—Rapunzel in Tangled, lyrics by Glenn Slater








We’re like movie stars without movies.

—Washington Redskinette Syndi
Stewart, Cosmopolitan, 1982
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of nonfiction. Some names and identifying characteristics have been changed, and I have altered certain details of chronology. It’s Not About the Pom-Poms is otherwise an account of my expericences as I remember them.
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WE BURST OUT OF THE LOCKER ROOM AND HEAD DOWN THE narrow white hallway in pairs, talking and giggling. I am so nervous, my palms are wet and I have to blot them against my thighs so I won’t stain my miniskirt. We’re going over moves and checking one another’s faces. “Don’t let me forget that head flip!” “Remind me to move out of the way on our second formation change.” “Which arm goes up first on the intro dance?” “Do I have lipstick on my teeth?” “Does my bra show?” “Does my second bra show?” “Is my eyelash falling off?”

The narrow hallway leads to the wide underbelly of Paul Brown Stadium. This part of a football stadium is not glamorous—it’s gray and dingy, with exposed pipes and cinder block walls—but on Game Day it’s kinetic, so packed with people that it’s like the backstage of a Broadway musical. Our black, orange, and gold pom-poms swaying as we walk, we pass the security guys, the referees, coaches, reporters, cameramen, and the pyrotechnicians who are readying the fireworks equipment. I look at the other girls in their halter tops and low-slung skirts and realize, I’m one of them. I look like that, too.

The girls and I have known one another just a few months but it feels like we’ve been through combat training. In some ways we have. We have made it through three rounds of competitive tryouts, a summer of exhausting practices, constant dieting, twice-a-week weigh-ins, and brutal athletic conditioning. Now it’s all about to pay off, as we cheer the first home game of the preseason. It’s August 27, 2009, and the Cincinnati Bengals are playing the St. Louis Rams. But if you had asked me right then, in the passage of the stadium, who our opponents were, I would have had to think twice before answering. For us the games are not about the opponents or the score, though cheering is always more fun when we’re winning. They are about performance. The games are our shows and the field is our stage.

Like all modern cheerleading teams, we are a physically diverse group of women. Some of us are lithe, others petite and muscular. Some are curvy, some thin as a rail, some have legs that go on forever. Some are brunette, some blonde, some redheaded. Most are white, but our group includes an Asian American girl, two African American girls, and a pretty blonde who is part Cherokee.

I am different from all of these girls in one significant way: I am forty years old.

As we near the tunnel, people grin or ogle or give us the thumbs-up. Everyone smiles around cheerleaders, it’s Pavlovian. We’re iconic, beautiful, and fit, but we’re also over the top. We know it, we don’t mind, it’s why we’re here.

A group of fans is taking a tour of the stadium, led by an official. They can’t stop staring. We don’t stop to chat; we don’t have time. I’m going over my moves in my head. Each one of us is nervous about something different. I think I’m going to throw up. Why didn’t I pee before we left? What do I do on the second eight-count of “Welcome to the Jungle”?

Thirty-two of us have shown up to the stadium today but only twenty-four of us are on our way to the field. The others are upstairs working the private suites. I have been selected to cheer because I’m a good dancer, I’m consistently on time, and I always make my weight limit, one hundred twenty-three pounds for my five-foot-four-inch frame.

Our Game Day uniform, which we take home after every game and must return when we retire from the team, is a micro miniskirt in orange and black, and a white-and-orange halter top with a rhinestone B between the breasts. We wear calf-high, low-heeled white leather boots, shipped to us from a small shop in Los Angeles. (They are the only thing I will get to keep at the end of the season.) Beneath our skirts, which have a built-in panty, our legs are encased in suntan color L’eggs Sheer Energy panty hose with the waistband removed so we don’t have muffin tops, and the toes cut off so we have circulation.

We are all wearing tan, heavy foundation, fake eyelashes, and French-manicured or clear-polished nails, as required by our rulebook. Some of us have foundation or powder on our stomachs to give us great abs, whether we really have them or not. If you took all the silicone bra inserts, which we call chicken cutlets, that girls have stuffed inside their halters and put them in a pile, it would be about the size of a linebacker. I myself need no chicken cutlets; I got breast implants almost a year before, as part of the same midlife crisis that led me to believe I could get on the Ben-Gals in peri-menopause. Real or fake, each set of boobs is pressed together and up.

On our mouths we wear a hideous bright orange lipstick—Orange Flip by Revlon. It makes you look like someone’s pushy grandmother who leaves kiss marks on your cheeks after she greets you. The Ben-Gals have been wearing it for decades.

We pass the players’ locker room, which always feels forbidden. Cheerleaders are not allowed to enter the room at any point. I have memorized the white sign on the door: NOTICE! NO PERSON EXCEPT AUTHORIZED CLUB AND LEAGUE PERSONNEL AND ACCREDITED MEMBERS OF THE MEDIA SHALL BE PERMITTED TO ENTER THE LOCKER ROOM OF ANY PARTICIPATING CLUB ON THE DAY OF THE GAME. The locker-room door is connected to the tunnel by a “yellow brick road.” It’s not really yellow but a gray, black, and orange pattern that leads the boys to the field before a game and from the field after a nail-biting victory or humiliating loss. We are not allowed to step on the road lest we get in their way.

The boys are streaming in on their way back to the locker room after their warm-up exercises. Chad Ochocinco (who changed his last name from Johnson to Ochocinco to match his jersey number, eighty-five) and Dhani Jones are coming toward us. We avert our eyes, not wanting to distract them, but we peek at their faces to gauge their pregame state of mind. It’s almost seven-thirty at night but we have been at the stadium over four hours—practicing, eating an early dinner, and getting ready. We have been here longer than some of the players.

We form small groups, touching our toes and doing lunges, warming up our muscles. We arrange ourselves into a circle to the side of the Bengal brick road and say a quick prayer, led by Tara, our captain, a leggy brunette with deep, dark-brown eyes, a straight little nose, and wavy hair so long it touches her elbows. We stand shoulder to shoulder, cross our arms in front of our chests, and link pinkies, because our poms (cheerleaderspeak for “pom-poms”) prevent us from holding hands. Tara lowers her head and says, “Lord, thank you for allowing us to be here today and for keeping us safe. Make sure the fans are safe, the players are safe, and we are safe. Make sure everyone gets home all right after the game. Thank you for making sure that we have no injuries, and for allowing us to cheer.”

“Amen,” we say in unison.

We all stand, hands on hips, and bend our right knees. This is Ben-Gal Pose. We will do it a hundred more times over the course of the game, at the end of our short dances, the “fillers.” We shake our poms just below our breasts and say “Yay!” quietly, so as not to disturb the officials around us.

Then we go into the tunnel. I get chills. It’s short, maybe forty feet or so, just a passage with air vents, decorated with Bengals banners, but it feels holy to me. Through the opening I can see fifty-two thousand Bengal fans in the seats, drinking beer, cheering, thrilled to be back for another season, praying that the team can do better than the four-eleven-and-one record it had in 2008. Electric energy radiates from the stands because hopes are always highest at the beginning, and not in the middle, of a Bengals season. My sister, brother-in-law, boyfriend, mom, and two daughters are here. I can hear the public address announcer Bob Kinder in the background, talking about the game. The neon yellow-green goalpost is bright against the sky. A Bud Light ad is to the left, a Pepsi ad to the right.

We stand in two lines. All around me, hair is flying, poms are shaking. Orange Flip flashes over artificially whitened teeth. Fans are leaning their heads over the tunnel wall, screaming and clapping. I start tearing up. Remember this. This is real.

Bob Kinder is saying, “Here are your 2009 Cincinnati Ben-Gals!” The crowd goes crazy, cheering. We walk onto the field, chins high, smiling, past the officials, the photographers, and the video cameras, to the middle—right on the Bengal tiger.

Our intro dance is a revue that includes an “Eye of the Tiger” remix, Cobra Starship’s “Good Girls Go Bad,” and LL Cool J’s “Move Somethin’.” The synthesizer chords are booming through the $1.7 million video and sound system. “Back, back, back/Risin’ up.” We start to move. The fans’ favorite part is the kick line, when we arrange ourselves like the Rockettes on the hash marks. My chin is raised to the sky, so even the fans in the top tiers, thousands of feet away, feel like I’m performing for them. “Snotty, snotty,” Tara always tells us. “You’re smiling but be a little snotty.”

From the other end of the line, Tara’s yelling, “Back up, Brandy! Laura, half-step forward!” We can yell at each other during dances, but we always smile so no one can tell. I’m kicking in sync with the other girls. For these four minutes everyone’s attention is on us—unlike during the game, when many fans will glance over our heads in annoyance to the action on the field, seeing us as a distraction.

We ripple. We do high kicks. As my leg shoots out in front of me, I think about what it took for me to get here. Seconds pass and the music and crowd begin to fade out, until my head is silent. I am no longer on the field of Paul Brown Stadium. I’m an hour away and seventeen years younger, inside the ugly yellow house. I am a twenty-three-year-old newlywed, locked inside a bedroom, desperate to escape, and the only way out is to kick.

Brian and I fight often. It is the first year of our marriage, and we are living in a newly renovated yellow-brick house in Centerville, an up-and-coming suburb of Dayton. Usually we fight after we’ve been out together. His jealousy comes out whenever I’m around other men. He glares at me, becomes uncomfortable, and is short with me on the drive home. He always thinks I’m flirting with guys. Though only a few years older than me, he acts like an angry father. When we are out, he keeps his arm around me, glancing around protectively, as though gunning for a fight, preventing me from socializing with anyone, male or female. If a man says anything to me, no matter how innocuous, Brian becomes curt with me. When I dance, he watches angrily but rarely joins in. He rarely interacts with other people when we go out and doesn’t like to dance. We are opposites and somehow we have married.

Double dates with my girlfriend Renee and her boyfriend, Ted, are a disaster. Brian and I often have to leave in the middle of the evening because we get into a fight. In the morning I call and make apologies to our friends. But Brian doesn’t like me going out without him, even if it’s just with Renee.

Earlier that night, Brian and I had gone out to a bar near the University of Dayton. It was old and musty-smelling, and the upper level had a dance floor. The patrons were twentysomething college students, young and attractive. Smoke and alcohol wafted through the air. Brian and I danced together and then, according to Brian, I moved too provocatively or answered a man who said something to me. Whatever it was, I infuriated him. It didn’t take much.

In the kitchen now at home, Brian says, “I saw the way you were dancing. You were dancing dirty and men were looking at you. You’re such a fucking bitch.”

“I was just having fun,” I say.

“You can’t act that way. You look like a slut. Women who dance like that are sluts. You’re a married woman.”

His repertoire of names for me is limited and nondescript, like those of a fifteen-year-old boy: “stupid bitch,” “dumb bitch,” “slut.” These names stun and anger me. I call him names, too: “asshole,” “idiot.” Later I will give up, realizing that I don’t want to be a name caller. Now I still have some fight in me.

The words are taking a toll, though. I go to my dietitian internship at Miami Valley Hospital in Dayton, and when I make an incorrect calculation on a chart, I hear, “Stupid bitch, you don’t know anything.” I am in traffic and when another driver swears at me, I shudder. I wonder how my husband can hate me so much. He needs to own me but doesn’t seem to like me. Some fights begin because he has a problem at work and comes home angry. I try to keep things calm and easy, make a nice dinner for him, but some nights it doesn’t matter what I do. I am the target for his rage.

“I wasn’t doing anything,” I tell him in the kitchen. “You’re making this up.”

“Why do you always have to be the center of attention?”

“I wasn’t trying to be the center of attention. I just liked the music!” I don’t want to sleep with other men but I do want to enjoy myself, relax, dance with friends, and meet new people. I want to be a normal twenty-three-year-old who can go out with her husband and not have every weekend night end in a rip-roaring fight.

“Why don’t you admit you’re a slut?” he says.

“You know what?” I say. “I don’t have to take this. I’m going out.” I often threaten to leave the house but never leave. We are playing chicken. This is my way of trying to frighten him into backing down from the accusations he is hurling at me.

I go upstairs to the bedroom to freshen up, part of the charade of preparing to leave. He follows. In front of my vanity I put on my lipstick. He is in the mirror behind me. “Get out of this room,” I tell him. “I don’t want to be around you right now.”

His face reddens, he clenches his fists. He is not a physically imposing man but he scares me. He paces back and forth. “You’re not going anywhere,” he says.

Our house is big, four bedrooms and three bathrooms. When I first set foot in it, it impressed me. But there is something eerie about it. Later I will learn that he bought the house in foreclosure from an ex-girlfriend’s mother. The mother had been an alcoholic who hit the girl. I saw photos of holes in the walls and doors. The house has decades of abuse inside of it but I have no idea.

It’s generic, like a spec house, devoid of personality. We have a king-sized bed with no headboard. Some of our furniture is from Brian’s parents’ house. Our dresser is the one he grew up with, that of a small boy. There is a walk-in closet with beige wall-to-wall carpeting and pale-yellow walls with no pictures. We are playing house—married, young, and attractive—but miserable.

I blot my lipstick and go for the bedroom door. He blocks it. “Get out of my way!” I shout.

“I’m not moving. You’re staying here.” I try to dart past him but he shoves me to the floor and kicks me in the chest and stomach. In the past, he has pushed me, but it seemed designed to scare me. Now he is really hurting me, jamming his foot into my ribs and neck and arms. I cover my body to protect myself, silent, feeling the shock more than the rage.

Then something snaps in me and I realize that I don’t have to take it. I scream at him to stop. I kick in defense, as hard as I can. He is stronger. He jabs me in the stomach and shins, yelling, “I hate you! I hate your guts!” He kicks again and again.

Somehow I scramble to my feet and rush to the door but he is faster and slips outside of the room. I grab the doorknob but it won’t budge. Brian is holding it shut from the other side. “Open this door!” I cry.

“You’re staying here! You’re not going anywhere!”

I pull the knob as hard as I can but he is pulling from outside. How can this be happening? The trapping infuriates me even more than the kicking. Who does he think he is to shut me in a room? How am I going to get out? I let go and start pacing, angry, confused, humiliated.

I wonder what Renee, my mom, and my older sister Lisa would think if they could see this. What kind of husband does this? Though Renee has seen Brian’s temper, no one knows how often we fight, or the names he calls me. Lisa and my mother think I am happy, besotted, a newlywed.

I have never been so lonely. I am in prison, locked in an awful ugly bedroom with no love inside it. I feel shame for having married this man, just a year after we met, and getting engaged to him after knowing him only three months. We met in Dayton but our courtship took place primarily over the phone, while I was finishing college in Los Angeles, and he sweet-talked me, complimented me, and went on and on about his adoration. When we moved in together, he began to show this cruel side. I feel young and dumb.

I go back to the door and struggle with the knob. I shake it so hard that the force begins to knock off the door trim. But he is pulling harder. So I do the only thing I can do: kick a hole in it. My foot makes its way halfway through. It must scare him because when I turn the knob again, the door opens. He’s in the hallway, looking chastened. I rush past him, saying, “I can’t believe you did that.” I run downstairs to the kitchen, trying to find my keys.

“Don’t leave,” he says, following. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

I turn and hold up my finger. “You do not touch me ever again. If you lay one hand on me again, I swear to God I will leave you.”

“I’m sorry. I won’t, I won’t.” He begs me to stay. I get in the car and drive, not thinking about where I’m going, just driving. But I know I will go back. I’m a newlywed. Newlyweds don’t split up. I have to forgive Brian. I will forgive Brian. I will do it again and again for a decade and a half, through two children and across three states. I will begin to believe the cruel things he says about me, the words he hurls in my face. I will lose my verve, my laughter. I will lose my spirit until one day, I won’t even remember that I had one.
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TO UNDERSTAND WHY I MARRIED A MAN WHO LOCKED ME IN A room, you need to understand a little about the family I grew up in, and the strange combination of personalities that made me who I am. My parents, Linda Horn and Juris Vikmanis, met in Kettering, Ohio, a suburb of Dayton that was named for the famous engineer and inventor Charles F. Kettering. It was 1955 and they attended Kettering Fairmont High School—the same high school from which I would one day graduate. Although they were aware of each other, my mother was heavy, so boys weren’t really interested in her. They preferred her sister, Max, who was a beauty—tall and slim with long legs.

After graduation, my mom went to Bowling Green State University, and at the advice of her parents, she was put on a strict diet by a doctor. She lost over fifty pounds, and in the spring of 1960, right after she had lost the weight, she went out to Kramer’s Tavern in Dayton with some friends. Dad was in the engineering program at University of Cincinnati but he had come back for a cooperative education session with the manufacturing and engineering giant, Sheffield Corporation. He spotted Mom in a crowd of friends, and flirted with her as though seeing her for the first time. He thought she was beautiful and more sophisticated-looking than her peers. She was entranced by his charisma and Latvian accent; born in Latvia, he had immigrated to Berlin with his family during World War II, and came to Ohio at age fourteen after the war.

When my mom saw my dad, she saw her future. She had grown up wanting what her parents had: a beautiful house, a nice car, lots of friends, vacations, and parties. Her father, Burchell Horn, had been a home builder after the war and had made a good living. My mother wanted to marry a good provider, a man as successful as her own father. To do that, women of her generation had to pay a price—chores, childbearing, child-rearing, and loss of autonomy. She believed it was worth it.

He had excelled at school and worked hard at becoming American. He told people to call him Vic because it sounded more American, instead of the foreign-sounding Juris, with its silent “J.” He began school a year delayed because he spoke no English but he was smart and driven enough to go on to be admitted to UC for engineering. His personality was more that of a businessman than of an engineer—confident, charming, and suave. He was handsome, too, with full lips, a winning smile, and a good hairline. In his love letters to her he always signed off “Juris” even though she called him Vic. It was as though he could be himself with her.

My parents got serious within weeks. My dad returned to UC to complete his studies. Knowing she would soon be a wife, my mother transferred to Western College for Women, a daughter school of Mount Holyoke, to study home economics. There she learned all the skills of a perfect hostess: sewing, wardrobe planning, shopping, baby care, and housekeeping.

When they married in October 1961, my mom left school and moved in with my father. He took a job at Sheffield, making $10,000 a year, which is about $75,000 in today’s economy—a huge salary for someone just starting out. My mother worked as a bookkeeper for an optician.

My father soon began to reveal a harsh, cruel side my mom hadn’t seen before. He had spotted her at Kramer’s because she was so attractive, but there must have been an element of conquering to his interest. He constantly accused Mom of having affairs, even though she was faithful and completely in love with him. Nothing she said could reassure him.

Since they had only one car—my dad’s beloved 1961 Austin Healey convertible, his graduation present to himself—after work she had to take the bus home or wait for a ride from him. One day he was driving her home in the Healey. It was so low to the ground that people stared when they saw it. They got into a traffic jam, my father slowed down to let another car go in front, and my mother nodded at the driver. Noticing this exchange, my dad screamed, “Why did you smile at him? How dare you do that to me?” She couldn’t convince him it had meant nothing. When he believed something, no one could tell him that he was wrong, especially not a woman.
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With my idol, my big sister Lisa

In response to the stress of constant accusations, my mother began to gain back the weight. His jealousy subsided. He no longer thought she was cheating. Instead he made derogatory comments about her appearance. She decided that his insults were more tolerable than his jealousy, so she remained heavy.

In 1964 they bought a house in the Kettering neighborhood of Oak Creek. Their neighbors were young married professionals with children. It was like Leave It to Beaver, suburban middle-class America. The men were engineers at GM or the National Cash Register Company, and the women were housewives.

My father soon started an affair with his secretary, Jean. After a while, Jean’s husband contacted my mother to tell her. My parents invited them over to discuss it, which I guess was how people dealt with these things back in the early 1960s. My dad promised that the affair was over, and after the couple left, my parents resolved to strengthen their marriage.

The detente didn’t last long and my father continued to cheat. As many wives did back then, when divorce was virtually unheard of and women had no economic independence, my mother looked the other way. He called her fat, stupid, and incompetent. She began to believe what he said and blamed herself—and her weight—for his affairs.

After my sister Lisa was born in September 1966, my mother quit work. She didn’t want to but my father believed that a woman’s job was to cook, clean, and take care of the children. He was in charge of all financial decisions and he made her account for every penny she spent. (Society clearly supported my father’s attitude; until the mid-1970s in most states, a married woman could not even open her own checking account.)

I was born two years after Lisa, on September 10, 1968. Five days after my birth, an American Football League expansion team called the Cincinnati Bengals would play its first regular season home game in the University of Cincinnati’s Nippert Stadium.

It was an idyllic time for Cincinnati and its suburbs—prosperous and optimistic. Our street, Berrycreek Drive, was wide and quiet and every house had a huge front lawn. Women organized card parties, and for the Fourth of July, kids decorated their bikes with crepe paper and drove up and down the street. My dad’s favorite pastime was to work on his Healey. On hot days we put the top down, drove to the neighborhood Baskin-Robbins, and ate our ice cream outside at the picnic tables. It was one of the most peaceful and happy times that I can remember.
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Starting as early as age three I loved to perform in front of a crowd.

As a little girl I began taking ballet, after tagging along with Lisa to her classes and falling in love with dance. Every year my class would put on a recital, and I got dressed up in my tutu and performed under the hot lights, all those grown ups staring at me. My mom came to all our recitals but I don’t recall my father ever attending one; he was traveling, working late, or with his tennis group.

Foursomes tend to break up into pairs and our family was no different. The pairs were clear, and in my memory they existed from the moment of my birth: Lisa and Daddy, Laura and Mommy. Dad and Lisa were the big personalities, while my mother and I were quieter. Lisa loved everything my dad loved—the Healey, driving fast, being outside. A tomboy through and through, she was like his first son, and he seemed to have unlimited time for her.

Since she had been a little girl, Lisa had been obsessed with horses. She loved horseback riding, went to ranch camp, drew horses, and loved to talk about them. Though I liked horses I didn’t share her level of excitement. One Christmas there was a lot of talk about a gift my father had bought for Lisa and me. We saw a big box under the tree. Every day, as Christmas got closer, he would say, “I bet you wonder what’s in that box. Well, you’ll both have to wait until Christmas Day.”

“Is it new dolls?”

“No.”

“Is it a new game for us?”

“No.” I couldn’t wait to open it and find out what was in there. What wonderful present had he dreamed up for both of us? When Christmas Day finally came, he made us open all our other presents first. I was thrilled with my dresses and tea sets but kept staring over at the one big box. Finally it was time. With wrapping paper strewn all over the floor, the big present was the only box left. Lisa and I opened it as slowly as we could, untying the ribbon, running our fingers under the tape, and lifting the lid off. Inside the box was an expensive pony saddle. It was obvious to me that he had picked this present with no regard for what I might want and with no consideration as to my interests and passions. And he had passed it off as a gift to both of us when clearly it was for Lisa. I felt like my name had been put on the box as an afterthought. I felt like I didn’t completely exist.

If my father made his favoritism of Lisa clear, my mother did not do the same with me. She nurtured both Lisa and me equally. She was my booster, my cheerleader. In the morning I came down the stairs and she looked up from her tea and sang, “Here she comes, Miss America!” I would sit down with her and she would say, “You look so pretty today, honey.”

Though I enjoyed her positive attention, I felt that her love for me didn’t match Daddy’s love for Lisa. As wounded as I was, I understood why he loved Lisa more. They were two peas in a pod. How could I compete with someone who was like my father in every way?

Many Sunday nights we visited my mother’s parents, Grandma Colleen and Grandpa Burch. Their house was in Oakwood, a posh neighboring city to Dayton that was (and still is) home to the most successful families in the city. Orville Wright had lived there, and John H. Patterson, who founded the National Cash Register Company. To get to Grandma and Grandpa’s house, we would drive slowly down a brick road, singing, “Over the river and through the woods/To grandmother’s house we go.”

At the end of their street, Sweetwood Lane, was the Dayton Country Club. During summer nights Lisa and I would lay on the grass, looking up at the stars. We had a Siberian Husky named Nikki, with one brown eye and one blue eye, and we would let her off the leash to run across the golf course.

Grandpa and Grandma’s house had wide steps in front and I loved to dance on them, practicing what we had learned in ballet class. The steps were my stage, and I imagined an audience in front of me. Everyone else would be inside, getting dinner ready, and I would twirl around, envisioning thousands of people watching me in a theater.

Grandma and Grandpa were a couple for the ages, respectful and kind. Their roles were very defined—she was the cook and homemaker, and he worked—but I never saw them speak an unkind word to each other. Later on, when I got married, my grandparents would be my model for how a man and a woman should treat each other. They watched The Lawrence Welk Show on TV, and every Sunday in the fall that they weren’t at the stadium watching the Bengals live, they had a football game on.

Cleveland Browns coach Paul Brown had been forced off the Browns in 1963 by then-majority owner Art Modell, and after five years away from football, he had founded the Cincinnati Bengals, choosing the name of a football team that had been in Cincinnati from 1937 to 1941 to link the past with the present. A love affair between the city of Cincinnati and the Bengals was born. Like all Cincinnatians, my grandparents had been Browns fans before there was a football team in Cincinnati, but like all Cincinnatians, they soon converted to be Bengals fans. They had season tickets to the Bengals from the 1968–1969 season on.

When Paul Brown founded the team in 1968, he hired George Bird, who had been his entertainment director at the Browns, to perform duties for the Cincinnati Bengals. At Browns games, Bird had led a band called the Musical Majorettes, a group of pretty girls in skirts who marched and played instruments. The Cleveland Browns had been such a successful team during the late forties and early fifties—they had a twenty-nine-game undefeated streak—that it got to the point where fans would leave at halftime, knowing that the Browns would win. To keep them in the stands, Bird came up with the idea that the Majorettes should perform a halftime show. The fans stayed. One year he decided that the Majorettes’ skirts should be cut shorter because it would get them more attention. It did.

When Bird was hired to be entertainment director for the Bengals, he brought along his daughter Shirley, a music teacher who became the assistant entertainment director. He named his new band Bird’s Bengal Band, and both he and Shirley directed it. During the first two seasons, when the Bengals played at the University of Cincinnati, their cheerleaders were the UC Bear Kittens, the UC football cheerleading squad. The Bear Kittens did flips and pyramids and sideline cheers. After the Bengals moved to Riverfront Stadium in 1970, George Bird came up with “Ben-Gals” for the cheerleaders, and the team decided to hire its own girls. The dance style changed from the university-style flips to a dance line. Shirley Bird’s daughter Christy Allen Varrato, who cheered on the Ben-Gals during the eighties, said her mother had told her that the switch to the new dance style had to do with insurance: Once the NFL (after the 1970 NFL-AFL merger) was responsible for what happened on the field, they didn’t want to pay the high premiums required if the girls did stunting. So the cheering got safer, which led to the dance lines we see today. No one disagrees that today’s cheerleaders are sexualized, but who knew that it was all to save money?
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The woman who birthed the Ben-Gals, Shirley Bird

Shirley Bird was ahead of her time. Even at the dawn of the Ben-Gals in 1970, every Ben-Gal was required to have a full-time job or be a full-time student. Bird herself had worked all her life and thought that women should work. She also opposed fraternization between players and cheerleaders long before this became the norm for the NFL as it is today. Any girls that did date football players kept it hidden from her. During the early eighties when one Ben-Gal fell in love with offensive guard Glenn Bujnoch, Bird told her, “You can have him or you can have the Ben-Gals.” She chose Bujnoch.
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A 1984 acceptance letter from Ms. Bird, who understood the importance of projecting a positive image—something our director Charlotte still reminds us about today.

By the late sixties, professional cheerleading was sweeping the nation. College cheerleading had been around since 1898, when a male cheerleader at the University of Minnesota got in front of the crowd at a football game and directed them in a cheer, but now professional sports franchises were bringing on cheerleaders, too. In the sixties, new football teams had been popping up due to NFL expansion and the 1960 formation of the AFL and they needed instant fans. Cheerleaders helped because they were fun to watch, fostered loyalty, and kept people interested during long games. By 1968, twelve NFL teams had cheerleaders, including the Cincinnati Bengals and the Dallas Cowboys, whose first cheerleaders, from 1961 to 1971, were a coed squad of high school students called CowBelles & Beaux that did traditional-style cheers. Soon traditional cheerleading would prove unpopular, paving the way for a new and more provocative style of cheering.

When I was five, my father, whose company had been acquired by the Bendix Corporation, was promoted to Bendix’s director of engineering. We moved to West Bloomfield, Michigan for his new job. It was wealthier than Oak Creek and everyone there was from other cities.
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Dressing up for a dance recital also meant getting to try out makeup. This explains why I had no trouble with applying all that cheerleader foundation decades later.

In Bloomfield, Lisa and I enrolled in the Michigan Ballet company. One day some of the teachers asked if any of us wanted to be extras in The Nutcracker. I was one of the children in the first act party scene. I remember being backstage, getting makeup, wearing a petticoat and a ruffly blue party dress, pink ballet slippers, and a ribbon in my hair. In the second act I watched from the wings as the different sweets from around the world danced for Clara and the Prince. The Arabian Dance was different from all the other dances, with its slow, seductive music, performed by a beautiful, scantily clad woman who gyrated slowly. During the Arabian Dance the audience was silent. No one coughed or adjusted their programs. This was amazing to me: that a woman could have so much power over all these people. I was only six or seven and too young to understand sexual attraction but I knew that what I was seeing was important. Women had power over men that could be dangerous.

My father’s affairs were continuing, and though he was making no moves to end the marriage, he treated my mother with a lack of respect. At my parents’ parties he always had a drink in his hand and talked to other men’s wives. (The only drinks I ever saw him with during my childhood were beer and water—never soda or anything else. My mother had to always have the bottom two shelves of the refrigerator stocked with beer in tall-neck bottles for him.)

On a bright summer afternoon in Michigan, I was in the backseat of my parents’ car, a white 1969 GTO with green vinyl seats that made my legs sweat when it was hot outside. We were going about forty miles an hour and I realized that my parents were having an argument. It went from a heated talk to a shouting match within seconds. My mother opened the car door and said, “That’s it! I’m getting out!” I was terrified that she was going to jump out of the car and get hurt.

My dad slowed down, shouted, “Don’t get out of the car!” and reached over to shut the door. I understood then that there was darkness in their marriage. If their other arguments had indicated hostility between them, this pointed to something even worse. We weren’t a perfect family, and though I didn’t yet know what that meant, it unsettled me.

One afternoon in September 1975, my father called my mother at home and said, “I need numbers off of some life insurance policies in my desk drawer. Would you read them out loud to me?” She thought it was odd that he would have a work policy at home but went in and found the files. When she took them out, she noticed an unsealed envelope sitting on top. She set it down, opened the files, and read him the numbers. Then they hung up. She put the files back and started to put the envelope in the drawer, and then she got curious. She opened the flap and found photos inside of different women posed in the nude, taken in hotel rooms. My mother didn’t know if he had set her up to humiliate her or had done it because he didn’t have the courage to end the marriage himself. The next day she went to a lawyer and filed for divorce. It was her fourteenth wedding anniversary.

The day my parents told us that they were divorcing, they led us into the family room. The TV was off and it was very quiet. I knew something big was going to happen. I was on my mom’s lap and Lisa sat on his lap, on a cushioned turquoise couch. “We made a decision to separate,” my mom said, patting my arm. I twisted my face around and saw a look on her face that I had never seen before: terror.

Soon afterward, my mom, Lisa, and I moved to a condo near the house. Dad would visit us there and pick us up on the weekends. I didn’t understand what had happened, and wondered if it had something to do with the way they had fought in the GTO. I worried about my mom. It seemed like she still loved him. Had this been her decision or his? What could make my parents split up after all those years and two great kids? What made love run out?
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SOON AFTER THE DIVORCE MY MOTHER MOVED US BACK TO OHIO, so she could be closer to her parents and the support they could provide. We moved back to Kettering, which had a good school district but wasn’t as pricey as neighboring Centerville, to a street called Millwood Road. I understood that we didn’t have as much money as we had when Dad was around.

Despite the lack of money, the years following the divorce were fun, fast, and wild—just us three girls. My mom worked full-time as a bookkeeper, so Lisa and I were on our own every afternoon. We often ate dinner at McDonald’s if Mom didn’t have time to cook. I kept taking dance lessons, which I loved—ballet, tap, and jazz. Dance class was the only place where I felt really good about myself, where I was Laura, not Lisa’s little sister.

Lisa had a big personality and a loud, attractive style. Even at ten she was legendary. She wasn’t just pretty, but funny, too. She was friends with boys and girls and everyone wanted to be with her. I idolized her, so I understood why everyone loved her, but at the same time I was confused about who I should be.

I tried to get some ideas about who I should be from TV. With Mom gone at work, Lisa and I got to watch it at home in the afternoons. My favorite show was I Dream of Jeannie. I loved Jeannie’s cute bandeau bra and balloon pants, her lashes, her makeup, and her belly. I understood that she was sexy but appealing. I wanted to have that intoxicating effect on men, who could never stay angry with her for long. Whenever she got in trouble, Tony would put her in the bottle, but it was so cozy and sparkly in there, with the velvet and bright colors, that it didn’t seem like such a bad place to be.

My best friend during this time was Janice, a funny, confident girl who was in my grade, took dance classes with me, and was keeper of all my secrets. Janice spent a lot of afternoons hanging out on our lawn, playing with Barbies, or suntanning and talking about boys. Like my mom, Janice’s mom was divorced, but it was clear that she was much poorer than we were. Janice, her sister, and mom lived in the bottom apartment of an eight-unit building near a strip mall, close to a busy road. You had to go down a few steps to get to the apartment and they had a smelly carpet and worn-out furniture. One day I was visiting her and I went over to her sink to put my cup in it. There were dirty dishes in the sink and when I set my cup down, it jostled them and roaches scrambled out everywhere. I was horrified. From then on I never spent the night there because I was too afraid.

While I tried to steer clear of Janice’s house, I didn’t worry that my mom would end up like Janice’s mom because I understood that Grandma Colleen and Grandpa Burch could help her if she really needed it. One Christmas soon after the divorce we went to visit them in Oakwood. As we were all opening presents, Grandpa handed envelopes to my mom, her sister, Max, and her brother Larry. My mother opened her envelope and started to cry. I went over and saw that it was a check made out for $10,000. They knew she needed it.

For entertainment, my mother would take Lisa and me to the Kentucky Horse Park in Lexington or to Kings Island amusement park just north of Cincinnati. When I was ten, a new roller coaster opened at Kings Island called The Beast. It was the largest, tallest, and fastest wooden roller coaster in the world at the time. Hard rock would play on the stereo system when you went through, and the teenagers were crazy about it.

I was deathly afraid of The Beast. The very first time I saw it, I was relieved to find that I was too short to ride. I sat with my mom and we waited for Lisa to come out. By the time I was a teenager Lisa convinced me to go on The Beast—but only once. Though the ride was only a few minutes long, I hated every
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