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Chapter 1 

I was born Sandra Bell, but haven’t used that name in over a decade. My life eventually 

slid so far off the rails that it seemed prudent to change my name and face and begin again as 

someone else. The initial derailing began after my Freshman year of high school. That summer I 

got my first kiss and saw my first dead body. Lots of new experiences, though anything will 

eventually become commonplace if it happens often enough, even murder.  

But on that last day of school, all I wanted was to make it to the bus stop and catch a 

southbound bus before anyone else got there. Then I could ride alone and unjudged. With any 

luck they’d all forget about me over the break. Meanwhile I’d find new friends outside of school 

and spend my Sophomore year going to parties and dances, not watching TV with my little sister 

again. 

I maneuvered the gauntlet of the main school hallway as quickly as dignity allowed, past 

the khaki green lockers and gray plaid uniforms of my classmates. Eyes resolutely forward, I still 

clocked lots of smirks and whispers as I passed, no smiles. You’d think I’d be used to it by now, 

but I swallowed hard and resisted the urge to run. 

I was trying to be invisible, but Sister Amy blocked my way. Instead of a habit she wore 

a homemade, purple sweater with fringe flopping around the collar and cuffs. She looked like a 

reject Muppet, Sister Fuzzy Wimple. I kept a straight face with difficulty. 

“You stay out of trouble this summer, and maybe we’ll see you back here in the fall.”  

Her voice was raspy, her glasses so smudged I was surprised she’d noticed me.  

“Yes, Sister.” When she turned to scold someone else, I scooted past her.  

Empty threats. I knew they’d already hit my father up for a big “donation” to keep me 

from getting expelled, but no reason to kick a hornet’s nest. 
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A group of Sophomores murmured and gave me dark stares as I went by. Usually they 

wouldn’t bother to acknowledge a Freshman at all, but they made an exception for lucky me. My 

grandmother’s words, “You just ignore them, Honey,” played in my mind while I held my head 

high and pretended not to see them.  

The bell rang when I was halfway across the lawn. I dashed across the street with just my 

purse and sweater. No textbooks, no papers, everything either handed back to the nuns or thrown 

out. I needed no souvenirs. Unburdened and relieved, I hopped on a rapid transit bus just before 

it pulled away.  

I thought I timed it perfectly, but the Megans were already on board. 

In a school full of Irish Catholics there were plenty of other girls with this name but these 

two were the Megans, who started rumors and harassed anyone they didn’t like yet somehow 

managed to have all the nuns in their back pocket.  

I thought about getting off. The next bus would be full of my classmates, but at least not 

these two. Though I’d be late to meet Tigger. I wasn’t sure how long she’d wait for me and that 

meeting was too important to miss. I prayed the Megans would continue talking to each other as 

I hurried past, but they both turned around. 

“Sandy, has your friend had her baby yet?” Red-headed Megan’s ringlets bounced around 

her face when she spoke. 

I briefly closed my eyes and grasped the support pole tighter before replying. “For the 

millionth time, Elaine isn’t pregnant.” 

“I heard she’s in a Magdalene house somewhere.” With a slight flick of her head, the 

other Megan flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder. I always marveled at that. My fuzzy 

hair was pressed rigidly straight. It wouldn’t flip if I had a seizure. 
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I took a deep breath and fought to keep a civil tone. They were only Juniors. They’d be 

back to rule St. Catherine’s for another year. “She isn’t pregnant. She just transferred to St. 

Agnes in the Valley.” I stared out the window, hoping they would lose interest in me. 

“Then what’d she do to get expelled?” 

“We dressed that statue of St. Catherine up like a homeless person. Remember when 

Sister Virginia had that assembly a few months ago and told everyone ‘such behavior would not 

be tolerated’?” The bus stopped and more people got on. If I was lucky, soon they wouldn’t be 

able to see me through the crowd.  

“I remember that.” Blonde Megan turned to her friend. “My favorite part was the raggedy 

hat under the statue’s hand with a few nickels in it like she was begging.” She laughed. 

“The nuns didn’t think it was funny,” I replied. “All three of us got suspended. Kathy had 

to do a bunch of choirs for the nuns and Elaine got kicked out.” And I may never get an 

allowance again since Dad said I owed him for the bribe he had to pay to keep me at the school. 

“What about you?” Red Megan asked. 

“I got choirs too,” I lied. The nuns were letting Kathy work off her guilt because she was 

the only Catholic in our cadre. As heathens, Elaine and I were considered a lost cause. But telling 

about my father and the bribe didn’t seem like the right answer. I had enough image problems. 

Blonde Megan stared at me while the bus rocked and jolted. “You’re lying,” she 

declared.  

“Yeah.” Red Megan gave a jerky nod.  

They whispered among themselves for a moment, nodding to each other. I gave them my 

most confident gaze, but received a narrowed-eye glare in return. My stomach clinched. 

“We don’t like liars,” Blonde Megan said.  
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Red Megan gave her jerky nod again. “I don’t know what you really did to get in so 

much trouble, but it’s bad enough that even the nuns are covering up for you.” She slung her 

purse over her shoulder and stood. 

On reflex I stepped back, right onto the foot of the person standing next to me. He jabbed 

me with his elbow. I pretended not to notice, furious with myself for being such a coward. 

“You’re going to be sorry.” Blonde Megan also stood. “Next year we’re going to find out 

what really happened and make sure everyone knows.” The two of them made their way to the 

back door as the bus pulled to a stop at Wilshire. Several other passengers also made their way to 

the door. 

“Have a good summer, liar.” Red Megan said as they exited. 

Great. When they didn’t find any new dirt on me, they would just make something up for 

maximum shock value. I hadn’t dared to hope my life would be better next school year, but I 

hadn’t expected it would get this much worse. 

At least there were empty seats now. I took one next to a man with bronze skin wearing a 

feathered headdress and a pink Hawaiian shirt with a camera around his neck. He looked like a 

typical bus-crazy but he seemed harmless, staring into space with a little smile on his lips.  

I went into standby mode also, with my face blank but now even more anxious about 

meeting Tigger. She was my one best hope of reconnecting with the kids in my neighborhood. 

No one else had remembered me when I called them. She barely did either, but since I’d 

accidentally called her on her birthday she’d decided we must be friends and had agreed to meet 

me at the mall. 



 Bellbottoms Bitches, and Belladonna – Page 5 

September 23, 2018 

Tigger was waiting for me at the bus stop, bouncing around on the balls of her feet, a 

trademark move which had earned her that nickname. She shared my café au lait complexion, 

but looked like a pixie with her tiny frame, sharp features, and happy demeanor.  

“Sandy, you look dorky in that outfit,” she said by way of greeting.  

“Tell me something I don’t know.” I sighed and swung my sweater over my shoulder. 

“Today was my last day of school.” I’d rolled up the hem of my skirt to make it look short and 

fashionable, but it was hard to play off knee-high socks and pleats in plaid. It didn’t help that all 

the public high schools had finished a week ago.  

“How long has it been?” Tigger asked as we walked toward the mall entrance. 

“Four years.” My parents put me in private school after I lost a fight on the playground at 

the beginning of sixth grade. I’d kept up with my friends in the neighborhood for a while, but 

we’d quickly lost contact when we all started Junior High. 

“And you remembered my birthday. That’s so cool of you,” Tigger said while holding the 

door for me. 

“Yeah. Of course.” I gave her a big grin. “When you said you’d be at the mall today I 

thought it would be a good chance to meet up, see how you’ve been, do some shopping.” 

The air-conditioned mall was cold after being outside, but I decided against putting on 

my sweater. The uniform was bad enough. The sweater went around my waist and I tucked my 

geeky glasses in my purse.  

“Look at these tops.” Tigger hurried into a shop displaying lots of floral print blouses 

with big sleeves. Everything in that store was too neon bright to me, but I bopped my head to the 

R&B music thumping in the background. I like my life to have a good soundtrack. 
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Tigger bounded over to a rack and began browsing. When I caught up, she grabbed a top 

and held it in front of me. “This one would look good on you.” 

“Hmm.” I hoped I sounded enthusiastic. The blouse was lime green polyester, just about 

my least favorite. It was also nice and low-cut to show off my non-existent chest, but I needed to 

keep up the charade that I’d only asked Tigger here to eat and pick out clothes. 

“How about this one?” I picked up a baggy top with lots of ruffles across the front. I 

knew I had no fashion sense. I just liked the way ruffles made me stick out farther in front. 

“Might make me look like I’ve hit puberty.” 

Tigger chuckled and shook her head as she put her selection back on the rack. “You 

should get one of these,” she stage-whispered. Then she yanked her shirt out, exposing her 

padded bra.  

I nodded conspiratorially, but I didn’t think my mother would buy me one.  

“Can I help you?”  

We both jumped. I turned around. A sales lady pointed at the blouse I was still holding. 

“Are you looking for anything specific?” she asked. 

When I shook my head, she moved away. She’d sounded cheery, but she nodded at the 

security guard standing near the door as she passed him.  

The security guard stared at us. He stood with his pudgy hands resting on his belt, 

actively chewing on a toothpick. Then the music changed to some hippy with a guitar yowling 

like a cat on a fence, as if even the sound system wanted to shoo us away. 

I noticed that this store had mostly blouses. “How about jeans?” I asked Tigger.  

“Let’s try the Levi store,” Tigger said. She smirked at the guard as we left.  

The Levi store was playing pop music –okay, but not as good as R&B. Shopping music 
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should have more bounce. While we stood at the shelves of 501s on the back wall I noticed the 

same guard hovering near the entrance. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Tigger said when I pointed him out. “We don’t even have 

bags to put anything in. Why’s he dogging us?” 

“Why do you think,” I replied. Then I had a thought. “Maybe he decided you were 

holding your blouse out at the other store so I could stuff something in it.”  

“Should I offer to show him my chest?” 

We both giggled, still glaring at the toothpick chewer. “Maybe it’s a coincidence. Let’s 

go get something to eat.” 

We headed toward the food court, window shopping and taking our time. I glanced back 

and the security guard was meandering along behind us. When I caught his eye, he quickly 

turned his head toward a window display.  

After the day I’d had at school, I had no patience left for this nonsense. I had to take crap 

from the nuns and the Megans, but not from this idiot. I snatched my glasses out of my purse, 

shoving them onto my nose as I marched up to him. 

“Why are you following us?” I asked. 

He stopped chewing and his eyebrows went up. “What?” 

“You’ve been following us around for a while now.” 

His eyes narrowed. “I’m just doing my job,” he said. 

“Oh. I assumed you wanted one of our phone numbers,” I replied. “Isn’t that what you 

thought, Tigger?”  

“Yes. That must be the reason. It can’t possibly be because he’s racist and thinks the 

black girls are going to steal something. My dad’s a contractor. He can afford to buy me a 
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blouse. How about you, Sandy?” 

While she spoke, the guard shifted his weight back and forth from one foot to the other. 

“My dad’s a lawyer,” I said. “Yeah, he can afford a blouse or two. See the ridiculous 

uniform I’m wearing? It means I go to private school.”  

“Maybe he thinks black people are just natural born thieves whether they have money or 

not.” We both stared at the guard. 

 He looked down at his shoes, then took the toothpick out of his mouth. “I’m not racist,” 

he mumbled as he slunk away. 

“That gets so old.” I placed my glasses back in my purse. 

“Don’t I know it,” Tigger said. “Why’d you put your glasses on to talk to him?” 

I shrugged. “People take me seriously when I wear them. Except boys.” 

We lined up at Carl’s Jr. While we waited, I scoped the area for empty tables. Across the 

way, some people waved at Tigger. The group of five girls and three boys came over to stand 

with us. 

After they greeted Tigger one of the boys asked me, “What’s up with the outfit?” 

“It’s a costume,” I lied. “I’m going to a party later.” I don’t know if he bought it. 

Tigger smirked but didn’t contradict me. Then she introduced me all around. 

Yes! Thank you, Tigger.  

I didn’t catch all their names. Every girl seemed to be called ‘Chelle. Michelle, Rochelle, 

one was Cheryl. I recognized most of them from elementary school. 

“You look familiar. Did you go to Palms Junior High?” one of them asked. 

I shook my head. “No. I go to school across town. I went to 54th Street Elementary, 

though.” I didn’t dare mention St. Catherine’s. That would label me a foreigner, but I thought 
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mentioning our common ground might help. 

“What was your name again?” Gary, the tallest boy, had sat behind me for the entire fifth 

grade yet he couldn’t remember my name.  I obviously had my work cut out for me this summer. 

“I’m Sandy, and you are?” 

“Gary.” 

“Right. Gary. Good to meet you.” I nodded and smiled. He seemed friendly enough, but I 

didn’t dare say much else for fear of embarrassing myself.  

The boy with the biggest afro grinned at me. I switched to my coy, flirty look. I changed 

my mind. It looked like getting back into the social scene wouldn’t be as hard as I thought. I 

knew hanging with Tigger was a good idea. By the end of summer, I’d have trouble keeping my 

invitations straight. 

One of the ‘Chelles mentioned that they would be hanging out in the mall most of the 

following week.  

“Ok. Maybe we’ll see you,” Tigger said.  

My pulse sped up when she said “we.” I had to keep myself from grinning at how well 

my plan was working. The others wandered away while Tigger and I took our food to an empty 

table near the center.  

“Wonder if that security guard will start following them?” I asked as I carried my tray. 

“No. Too many of them,” Tigger replied. “He’ll probably think they’re a gang and call 

the police.” That was only half funny. I’d heard of such things happening and Tigger probably 

had, too. Mall security guards were one thing, but L.A.P.D. was not to be messed with. 

Once we were seated with our combo meals spread out in front of us, it seemed time to 

ask the big question. 
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 “So Tigger, we should do this again, maybe hang out this summer.”  I grabbed a fry and 

dipped it in ketchup. 

“Yeah. Maybe.”  

When I glanced up, she was looking at me with one eyebrow raised. 

“So how do you like your school?” she asked. “Saint somebody, right?” 

I hesitated before answering. Should I explain that one harmless prank had turned me into 

a leper no one wanted to be caught talking to? No. Too much information. “Yeah. St. 

Catherine’s. I’m not fitting in with the plaid platoon.”  

“That’s good,” Tigger said. “Everyone thinks girls at schools like St. Catherine’s are 

lesbians. Why else go to school with no boys?” She smiled around her straw as she slurped her 

orange soda. 

Great. “No. Not a lesbian.”  

“You could go to Dorsey or Crenshaw High,” she suggested. 

I choked on a French fry then took a sip of soda to cover. “Uh huh.” My cousins at those 

schools talked about rapings and beatings like they were ordinary, but only happened to geeky 

people who didn’t know how to behave. I was pretty sure that would include me after being in 

private school for so long. I was comfortable with the kids on my block, but the idea of one of the 

huge high schools down the hill with their metal detectors and violent reputations made my scalp 

sweat. Something told me Grandma’s “ignore them” advice wouldn’t cut it there. 

Over Tigger’s shoulder someone lurched into the food court who seemed familiar.  

“Huh. That little old lady looks just like my grandmother.” Grandma was barely five feet 

tall and looked like an elderly Billie Holiday with a cane and an arthritic limp. She was a unique 

character, but I didn’t dwell on the similarity. Strangers often looked familiar at a distance 
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without my glasses. She was only on my mind because I’d just been thinking about her.  

Tigger glanced over her shoulder at the woman then went back to her food. She looked 

up at something behind me and smiled. “He’s coming this way.” 

“Who?”  

“The boy you were flirting with.” 

My heart started thumping. Was he coming back to talk to me? I didn’t dare whip around 

to see. Instead, my gaze fell on the woman with the cane again. I stared at her while I groped 

around trying to think of something clever to say if the boy showed up. I tried not to squint, 

waiting for the resemblance to my grandmother to fade as she hobbled closer.  

It didn’t happen.  

“Sandra Marie, where are your glasses?” she asked. “Say goodbye to your little friend. 

I’m taking you home.” 

 


