
BRENDA BELLE 

 

The first time Brenda Hickman went to jail she was 14. Technically, it wasn’t jail. It was 

a juvenile facility -- DeKalb Regional Youth Detention Center. 

 

Brenda wasn’t that upset about it. There was a good chance the whole thing would be 

expunged. That was the word her public defender used: “expunged.” She’d just been in 

the wrong place at the wrong time – the wrong place being Earl’s car when he was pulled 

over for driving while intoxicated. Driving while chugging malt liquor was more like it. 

 

What sealed the deal was the unlicensed gun in the glove compartment – that and the bag 

of weed on the seat. Third offense, and he was 19 now. Earl was going away for a while.  

 

As far as Brenda was concerned, it was an arrest of convenience. She’d hung around with 

Earl longer than she’d intended – if only to spite her mother. “That boy is wild. He’s 

gonna lead you into the wilderness right along with him,” her Bible-thumping mother 

said the first time she met Earl. 

 

When the arrest proved her mother right, Brenda figured even her own sentence might be 

the lesser of two evils. She’d rather be in DeKalb than forever listening to “I-told-you-

so’s.” Sure enough, mama had started in as soon as Brenda made her one phone call from 

the police station. 

 

“I told you from the start that Earl was no good. He’s just like your daddy. You better 

straighten up your act, young lady.” 

 

Of course, Brenda didn’t know who her daddy was. Had never met the man. So she 

couldn’t vouch for the comparison. All she knew was what her mother had told her. Her 

dad was “too good looking for his own good…sweet talking and fast walking…” 

 



Brenda’s plan was to do the good behavior routine at DeKalb and get out early. It was 

funny, but good behavior had never appealed to her when she was outside. Her mother’s 

harping and scripture-quoting had always led Brenda in the opposite direction. “You’re 

turning into a regular Jezebel!” her mother would claim, shaking her Bible as if it were a 

tambourine. 

 

Brenda thought of DeKalb as her prison debut, her “coming out.” Those fancy Atlanta 

debutantes “came out” to high society. Brenda “came out” to prison society. 

 

It all worked out exactly as planned. Brenda got released early for good behavior and the 

offense was expunged. But then there was her second offense and her third. Never 

anything she initiated; just one more handsome bad boy she couldn’t resist.  

 

At school – when she bothered to go -- her math teacher had told her she was smart 

enough to go to college. Instead, she ended up taking college courses in the county jail – 

not enough to get a degree, but enough to learn how to play around with numbers. 

 

By the time she was in her twenties, Brenda had become a self-starter. She was through 

falling prey to the half-baked whims of one guy or another. She took charge of her  

destiny. “Clean crime” was how she thought of it. No guns, no drugs, no relying on 

anybody but herself. 

 

She started kiting checks and passing bad paper. Combined with a knack for borrowing 

sob stories from the afternoon soap operas, she managed to get whatever she wanted – 

beginning with Bobby Wilkes. 

 

Brenda met Bobby Wilkes at a bar, but not the kind of dive where she’d met those other 

losers. That was in the past. These days she aimed higher.  

 



She first noticed Bobby at the lounge at the St. Regis Atlanta. That night, she just 

watched. She saw him tip a waiter with a $100 bill he peeled out of a monogrammed gold 

money clip.  

 

When she overheard him say he had to attend some kind of charity event at the hotel that 

weekend, she decided she did, too.  

 

She did her homework. She paid a visit to the Central Library on Margaret Mitchell 

Square and read the recent society pages of the Journal-Constitution and back issues of 

“Town and Country.” A quick study, Brenda learned what society ladies were wearing, 

what money looked like. It looked cool, controlled, classy.  

 

That Sunday, Brenda showed up at the Animal Rescue League Ball dressed in a black 

cocktail dress and a pair of four-inch heels – an ensemble she’d lifted from Rich’s 

Department Store a few hours earlier.  

 

Shoplifting wasn’t her style anymore. Not since her second arrest back in high school. 

But sometimes it was unavoidable -- a small but necessary means to a larger, more 

lucrative end. 

 

She wore her hair in a sophisticated French twist, colored her dishwater-brown locks a 

soft blonde -- far from the brassy hue she favored in her pre-DeKalb days. She finished 

the look with a pair of understated pearl earrings and a Victoria’s Secret bra that showed 

off her far-from-understated assets. Brenda knew she’d turn a few heads – Bobby’s 

among them, she hoped. 

 

When she spotted Bobby, she gave him a closer look. He wasn’t what you’d call 

handsome, but he wasn’t bad looking either – a six-footer with broad shoulders and hair 

whose even tint was probably as fake as Brenda’s. He was wearing a tuxedo, like every 

other man in the room, and it didn’t look rented. His monogrammed gold cufflinks 

matched the money clip.  



 

Of course, he was also wearing a wedding ring, but Brenda had no problem with that. 

Especially because he was clearly alone at this shindig.  

 

Standing nearby at the bar, she overheard him talking to the bartender about his years in 

the military. Nothing like it to make a man of you, he said, raising a glass to God, country 

and the Naval Academy. 

 

Brenda had found her way “in.” A pure soap opera moment. She pulled a lace-edged 

hanky out of her evening bag and dabbed her eyes – making sure she was in Bobby 

Wilkes’ line of sight. She lowered her head and just happened to drop the handkerchief. 

Hokey, but it worked. When she reached for it, he was right ahead of her and right on 

target. No military maneuver could have gone smoother. As they bumped heads, she let 

out an embarrassed giggle, then resumed tearing up. 

 

“God and country,” she explained, had been her late husband’s favorite toast, throughout 

his decorated Naval career. Now those words were carved into his tombstone.    

 

Bobby comforted her for the rest of the night -- and on all of the nights that his paper 

products company brought him to Atlanta. He started calling her “Brenda Belle,” saying 

he thought her middle name described how pretty she was.  

 

She’d been on the fringes of Atlanta society enough – between those snobby girls in high 

school and the families whose houses her mother cleaned – to convince Bobby she was to 

the manor born. A young widow with a small trust fund and her dear husband’s military 

death benefits. Bobby kept telling her he loved her, but for all she knew, he was playing a 

game, too. 

 

They were getting along swell when Brenda discovered she was pregnant. Suddenly all of 

Bobby’s sweet talk turned sour. He insisted the baby couldn’t be his. Sicced a private 

investigator on Brenda Belle. The detective concluded that the baby probably was 



Bobby’s, but he also told Bobby about Brenda’s police record. And he turned up a few 

more recent activities that the law would probably be very interested in.   

 

That was enough ammunition for Bobby. He paid Brenda Belle $5,000 cash to disappear 

from his life quietly and forever. It was up to her. Take the money or he’d fill the 

authorities in on her latest escapades. 

 

Brenda blew through the $5,000 well before her daughter was born. She was in her eighth 

month when she reluctantly moved back in with her mother. Her mother was living in 

Florida by then, and she wasn’t exactly welcoming to Brenda, or to the idea of becoming 

the grandmother of an out-of-wedlock grandchild. But she opened her Bible to Matthew 

19:14 and reluctantly convinced herself that taking them in was the Christian thing to do. 

 

To her surprise, Brenda discovered that, instead of being a liability, baby Roberta gave 

her a type of credibility she’d never had before. Brenda boosted a fancy stroller right 

under the nose of a distracted mother loading her screaming infant into a car seat in the 

Winn Dixie parking lot.  

 

Brenda started putting Roberta in the stroller and hanging around playgrounds in high-

class neighborhoods. Mother and daughter both made friendships that worked to their 

advantage. Brenda found that rich fathers were extremely vulnerable after their kids’ 

fancy birthday parties. As soon as the festivities broke up, she’d claim car trouble, and 

more often than not, they were eager to drive her home. 

 

One of these fathers owned a BMW dealership and gave Brenda a job as a bookkeeper -- 

the easiest way to see her every day without arousing suspicion.  

 

Brenda enrolled Roberta in daycare and put her old math skills to work slicing a little 

here, a little there, off the books. She thought nobody would notice, not even her boss – a 

nice enough guy, but not the brightest headlight in the showroom. 

 



He did discover her handiwork, however. But that was months after he’d set Brenda and 

Roberta up in a posh apartment, where he frequently enjoyed three-martini lunches. 

Disillusioned as he was by her fiscal infidelity, he decided it would be less disturbing to 

his wife and family to pay Brenda to go away than to press charges. 

 

That’s how it usually worked. Granted, there were occasional glitches – including a few 

more short stints in jail. Brenda parked Roberta with her grandmother during those 

sojourns, an arrangement that did neither of them any good.  

 

At 16, Roberta was more of a handful than Brenda had ever been – taller and with an 

even better build, but without the smarts. When Brenda was a teenager, she got into 

trouble because she hung around with the wrong boys, the wrong crowd. Roberta was the 

wrong crowd. She led boys astray, and usually they were all too willing to be led. 

 

Brenda’s mother kept claiming that her granddaughter’s behavior was going to put her in 

an early grave – a prediction that proved true. Brenda buried her mother in the cemetery 

of her former Atlanta church. The woman was three days shy of her 62nd birthday. 

Brenda put her mother’s Bible in the casket – not out of sentiment, but because she 

wanted to close the cover on that well-worn volume for good. 

  

Brenda didn’t know when it all started to go south for her. At 43, she no longer had the 

looks to lure even the low-rollers. In truth, she looked closer to 60, a situation 

exacerbated by the fact that, except when she was in prison, she bypassed dental care. 

Frankly, she was tired. She wanted a little peace and quiet; she just didn’t want to pay for 

it. 

 

She’d scammed her way into a number of short-term Florida condo rentals by the time 

she landed at the El Dorado – a two-story condotel on the Gulf Coast. The funny thing 

about this one was that it was right across the street from the luxury beachfront high-rise 

that the BMW dealer had rented for her some years back.  

 



She tried to stay under the radar. She was amazed at how easy it was to find modest 

rentals on the Internet at the library and then dupe the owners into opening their doors to 

her. She tried to stick to naïve Midwesterners or trusting Canadians who’d paid too much 

for their property and were hoping to break even by renting it out. If an owner asked for a 

deposit or payment in advance, Brenda just moved on to the next listing. 

 

Brenda probably could have ridden out the sweet little place at the El Dorado longer if 

Roberta hadn’t shown up. Mother and daughter weren’t exactly estranged, they just 

didn’t have much to do with each other. Most of the time, Brenda had no idea where 

Roberta was living, but then, Brenda rarely set down roots herself. 

 

By the time Roberta knocked on her door on a late summer afternoon, Brenda had been at 

the El Dorado long enough to establish a routine. Each morning she sat at the wrought-

iron café table outside her door, working Sudoku puzzles and smoking. She’d smile and 

chat with the other tenants – not that there were many in July. Afternoons, she’d watch 

her soaps. They were still the best source of stories for suckering landlords. 

 

What had she told this one? Oh, yes. She had pulmonary fibrosis and wanted someplace 

quiet to stay while she awaited a lung transplant. 

 

Then Roberta arrived with her old dog. Could mom take care of it? Well, why not? She 

had nothing against the dog. And it was better than having Roberta there.  

 

A week later, Roberta moved into the two-room condo, followed shortly thereafter by her 

good-for-nothing boyfriend Hank. Brenda had hoodwinked enough men in her day to 

know that Hank was hoodwinking Roberta.  

 

He was slick and he was charming, but when he drank, he got loud and vulgar and mean. 

One afternoon after he’d polished off a bottle of wine for breakfast and a six-pack of Bud 

for lunch, Hank started hurling insults at Roberta and Brenda. When he hurled a beer 

bottle that clipped Roberta on the forehead, Brenda had had enough. 



 

She ordered him out. For keeps. He grabbed Roberta to “convince” her to come with him. 

She pulled away, and he slapped her – hard. She screamed and fell against the kitchen 

table, which promptly collapsed. 

 

They were still at it when the cops arrived. They cuffed Hank and escorted him out. Then, 

for some unknown reason, Roberta started defending the creep and talking back to the 

cops, so they cuffed her and led her out, too. 

 

When the squad cars pulled away, Brenda was alone for the first time in days. She 

stepped outside and looked down at the dog. He was cowering under the café table. “I 

don’t know how you stand it, bud,” she said. 

 

The courtyard had been almost empty when all of this started, but when Brenda took a 

seat for a smoke, she noticed a family swimming in the pool and an old guy across the 

way. He was the same old guy who was there all the time. Brenda had hardly ever talked 

to him, though he did stop by every now and then to pet the dog. She wondered if he was 

the one who’d called the cops. 

 

She lit a Pall Mall and took a hearty drag. It probably wouldn’t be long before she had to 

move on. Fortunately, the owner of this condo lived in Canada somewhere – Nova Scotia 

or Newfoundland, she couldn’t remember.  

 

Brenda thought distance would buy her some time. The woman had called once or twice 

about the rent, but Brenda managed to put her off. After all, how tough was this lady 

going to be on a woman waiting for an organ donor?  

 

Maybe it was time to augment this particular sob story. But what could be more of a 

tearjerker than a fatal lung disease? 

 



Brenda used the butt of her first cigarette to light the next. She took a look at the dog. The 

old thing was sleeping peacefully now, lying at her feet, wheezing.  

 

An episode of “The Young and the Restless” -- or was it “Days of Our Lives”? -- 

suddenly came to mind. An ailing grandmother was given a therapy dog to ease her 

suffering. Then the beloved animal died unexpectedly, and nobody could do enough for 

grandma. 

 

No, no, wait. It wasn’t a soap at all. It was a talk show – one of the big ones, “Oprah” or 

“Ellen” or something. The woman came on the show with a big photo of the deceased 

dog projected behind her. Then Ellen – or was it Oprah? – gave the woman a new dog, a 

makeover and a car. 

 

Brenda took another look at Roberta’s dog. Without warning, the poor pooch began to 

look rather sickly... 


