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Desiree Beauchamp first started hitchhiking when she was sixteen years old.  She knew it was dangerous, but it made her feel so desirable when she did. She would tell herself, “Drivers have a choice who they let into their cars, and they choose me.” One day in her high school history class, she was struck by the urge to take off and go hitchhike somewhere, anywhere. Her day at school was so boring and mundane. She was feeling depressed because her boyfriend, Aaron, had stopped coming around like he used to.  She didn’t understand why, when they had been a couple for so long. She tried to talk to him about it, but he was as cold as ice. She had really thought he was the one.  In her mind, they had a close relationship.  When they first met, they both declared they were right for each other.  He had even bought her tickets to a Taylor Swift concert because he knew how much she liked her.  They had a great time at the concert, came back to her house afterward, and watched a W.C. Fields’ movie together.  He had fallen asleep on her shoulder; she liked that he felt comfortable enough to relax that way with her.  It was like they were an old married couple; it was that easy to get along together.  But lately, he wasn’t giving her the time of day.  He never came to her house anymore, and he used to come over at least three times a week.  He wouldn’t even tell her why or what the problem was.

A few days earlier, after school, she’d forgotten the key to her bike lock and didn’t know what to do. Standing there and feeling helpless, she turned to find Aaron coming down the hall, walking with a friend. 

“Oh, Aaron. I’m so glad you came by. I’m having some problems with my bike lock. Could I ask for your help?”

Aaron gave her a dismissive look as if she were just a nobody. “Ah, OK, let me look at it.” He was able to unlock it after several tries, but then left, without saying a word more.

What did I do wrong? she kept asking herself.  I thought he liked me.  Maybe he doesn’t like my body?  After all, she knew he liked a cheerleader at school. She had overheard him talking with friends about what a great body the cheerleader had, and Desiree asked herself, Is he really that shallow?  I thought we had a real connection. Maybe I’m too weird?  Maybe I scare people away?

She longed for the kind of relationship her friend had with her boyfriend.  He played guitar and sang love songs as he dreamily looked into her friend’s eyes.  She wished someone would sing her love songs.  Her cousins all had boyfriends.   She felt like the ugly duckling in her family and often asked herself, “Why can’t I be like everybody else in the world?”

While the teacher droned on about the Middle Ages, she was filled with the burning desire to go to Newport Beach. She loved the beach, and it was her go-to place to get away from things that weighed her down. Sitting on the sand and watching the ocean helped to clear her head. She had to get away from everybody.  The only problem was that she didn’t have a car.

She ditched her next class and walked out of school with hardly anyone noticing. She knew she had no other option than to hitchhike, so she made a beeline for the nearby southbound freeway onramp. Leaving school in the middle of the day gave her a sense of power and control that was irresistible. Newport Beach called out to her.

Almost immediately, a car pulled over.  A handsome-looking man who looked about thirty reached over and opened the passenger door for her.

“Where are you headed?”

“Newport Beach. The pier.”

“I’m on my way to Dana Point.  The pier is on the way. Hop in.”

“Thanks.”

His car felt cool inside: a welcome respite since it was a hot day.

He asked her, “Is the AC too much? Too cold?”

“No, it’s perfect.”

“What’s your name?”

“Desiree.”

“A French name.  It means desire.”

“I know.”

“Is your family French?”

“They’re Belgian.”

“I see.  My name’s Paul, by the way.”

“Hi, Paul.”

He drove in silence for a while as she sized him up.  She thought, "He’s nice-looking.  I know he’s older, but maybe a mature guy is what I need.

“So, Desiree: do you have a boyfriend?”

Wow! she thought.  It’s like he can read my mind.

She told him, “No.  Not anymore.”

“Really?” he asked.  “I can’t believe it.  Why doesn’t a cute girl like you have someone special in her life?”

“I don’t know.”

“You really are beautiful, you know.”

“Thank you.”

“And very sexy.”

“Thanks,” she said, feeling a little uneasy, and pushing down the hem of her sundress, trying to make it look longer.

He was quiet for a few more minutes and then said, “You know, I love it when I can see the tan lines from a girl’s bikini straps.”

“Oh, really.”

“Do you have tan lines from your bikini straps?”

“Probably.” 

He reached over to her left shoulder and pushed down the spaghetti strap of her sundress to see if she was tanned there.

“Don’t do that,” she told him, pulling it back up.

“Okay.  Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“It’s okay,” she said, looking out the window.

“So, what are you going to do when you get to the beach?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood a little.

“Oh, I don’t know.  Just watch the waves, I guess.”

“Would you like to stop for something to eat first?”

“No, thank you.  I’m not really hungry.”

“But I am.  And I’m the one who’s driving us to the beach,” he said, with a nervous laugh.  “It won’t take long.  I promise.”

They crossed over Pacific Coast Highway, where he made a sudden left turn.

“I think you’ll like this place. It’s a small diner that I come to often. Great ocean view.”

He valet-parked, and they went in and were seated at a table next to the water. He ordered a beer and a hamburger, and she some hot tea.  Asking about her school and what classes she liked, he then complimented her looks some more and tried to make her feel more at ease.

“Tell me about your boyfriend.”

“I don’t have one anymore.  Remember?”

“Well, tell me about the one you had.”

She explained what happened and how Aaron had treated her.

“He’s crazy for dropping a pretty girl like you.”

“Thanks.”

“So, how far did you two go, anyway?”

“How far?” she repeated.

“You know, how far did you go sexually?  You don’t have to answer.”

“All the way.” She felt a bit uncomfortable talking about sex with him at first, but soon she felt emboldened.  She was starting to enjoy being with him and the verbal dance they played.

He boldly asked, “So, Desiree.  How many orgasms have you ever had in one session?”

His question confused her.  She wasn’t sure what he meant by “in one session”.  She told him, “I don’t know.  Maybe about three.”

“Wow!”

She was surprised she even said that: it wasn’t true.  Suddenly, she wanted to get as far away from him as she could.  “I think I’d better go back home now. My mom will be upset if I don’t come back on time.”

“Don’t want to go walk on the sand with me?  It would be so nice to watch the sun go down with you.” His mood changed to a darker tone. “Haven’t you ever heard the expression, ‘Cash, grass, or ass; no one rides free’?”

“No.  I haven’t heard that one.”

“Don’t you think you owe me a little something?”

“No.”

“You expect me to head back in the opposite direction that I was coming from, just so I can drive you back?”

Picking up her purse, she stood up to leave. “Goodbye.”

He followed her out into the parking lot. “Hey, I’m sorry I said that.  I’ll behave myself.  I promise.”

“That’s okay.  I’m alright.”

“No, really.  Let me take you back.”

“Well, okay.” He drove her back to Tustin and pulled over near the on-ramp where he’d first seen her.  “Do you want me to drive you to your house?”

“No.  My mom would freak out if she saw me stepping out of your car.”

“Okay.  Suit yourself.  I don’t want to piss off your mom.  That’s the last thing I want to do.”

***
[image: ]


Months later, despite what had happened with the man in Newport Beach, she still hitchhiked. She began to develop a way of conversing with men who picked her up. She purposely turned down rides from women who stopped for her. She knew how to push men’s buttons and get them to agree to situations that would allow her to take control of the conversations during the rides.  It made her feel more confident and in control when older men would compliment her and give her money for sex. Before long, she started accruing a sizable amount of savings from her little hitch-hiking jaunts.  When her mom would ask her where she was getting money to buy clothes and jewelry that she began to earn, she told her that she was tutoring at the high school, and the students paid her.

As the days went by, she would fantasize that out there, somewhere, a guy would pick her up and he would be that person she’d always been hoping for—someone to fall in love with and maybe even marry.

On the last day of her life, she got picked up by a young marine.  Immediately, she had a bad feeling about him.  He was too pushy and kept pawing at her. She wasn’t able to control the situation, and at a stoplight, she tried to get out of his car. He grabbed her arm, trying to pull her back into his car.  She dug her fingernails into his arm, and he snatched her purse.  She managed to get free but had no purse, no money, and no cell phone.

“Crazy little tease,” he yelled as he drove away.

She began crying and crossed the street, aiming to hitch-hike back to Tustin.  She told herself, It’s too far to walk. What am I going to do? I just want to go back home. I can’t exactly call my mom and tell her to pick me up.  She’d wonder how I got here in the first place.  Besides, I have no phone and no money.  Why do I keep doing this?  What’s wrong with me?  What an idiot I am!!  She felt that she had no other option but to hitchhike back home. She stuck out her thumb, and a dirty white van pulled over.  She walked up to the van and saw a guy in his late thirties who was wearing a tie-dyed shirt.  She thought he’s obviously not the world’s best dresser, but he looks friendly enough.  He rolled down the window on the passenger’s side and asked, “How far are you going?”

“To Tustin.”

“I can take you there.  I must make a quick stop on Ortega Highway first.  Is that okay?”

“Ah...Sure, I guess.” She wasn’t exactly sure where Ortega Highway was, but she was willing to take a chance.

He reached over, opened the passenger door for her, and she climbed inside.
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Clarissa Santy and her husband, Ron Parker, were flying back from Savannah, Georgia, after spending their honeymoon in the beautiful southern city. Clarissa, a homicide detective at the Orange County Sheriff’s Department, chose the city not only to spend their honeymoon in but also to meet some recently discovered cousins.  Her husband, who worked as an investigator at the District Attorney’s office, combined business with pleasure on their trip: he spent part of the time at the FBI headquarters in nearby Quantico, Virginia, to complete some training he was required to do as part of his job. While Ron was off learning new things at the FBI, Clarissa was getting to know her new family. One of the cousins, a famous chef at one of the premier Savannah restaurants, was murdered, and as chance would have it, Clarissa became involved in the case.  What started as a fun honeymoon and vacation ended up being a murder investigation for most of the trip.

With the case solved and Ron back from the FBI, they made the most of their one remaining day of vacation. But like most of her life, even that one day was cut short when she got a call from her boss, Lieutenant Emily Harris. 

“Clarissa?”

“Lieutenant?”

“I’m sorry to interrupt your stay. I had a note here that you were planning on returning tomorrow. Are those still your plans?”

“It sounds like something is brewing.”

“Yes, it is. We have a pretty high-profile case that I want you involved in. A 16-year-old girl’s body was found off Ortega Highway. She was badly mutilated.”

“Well, the bodies just keep coming, don’t they?”

“I did get a call from the Savannah PD folks who sent along their regards for all your help with their case. They were very impressed with your work.”

“They’re very polite down here. I don’t think they’d know how to say something bad about a visitor. Yes, we’re coming home tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Clarissa. I’ll reach out to you in the afternoon. Now go and enjoy your honeymoon.”

“I plan to. Goodbye for now.”

After Clarissa hung up the phone, Ron asked, “Who was that?” 

“The lieutenant. Got a new case she wants me to jump on when we get back tomorrow.”

“Well, I guess the honeymoon’s over.”

“I’m afraid so.”
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The plane ride home from Atlanta was anything but smooth. Shortly after takeoff, the plane began rocking and rolling. The pilot came on the intercom. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve turned on the seatbelt sign because of the turbulence we’re experiencing. It looks to be pretty strong and will be with us for the next few hours, so please remain in your seat for your safety.”

Even the stewardesses abandoned their drink trollies and went back to their seats—never a good sign.

“Always turbulence up ahead. Here and back home. Why do I always travel in the spring?” Clarissa wondered.  “There are always thunderstorms in the south this time of year.”

Trying to distract her, Ron asked, “What do you miss the most from home?”

“I miss Gumbo,” she answered, speaking of their Jack Russell Terrier.

“Me, too.  I can’t wait to see him running down the hall towards us when we spring him from the vet.  I wish we didn’t have to go back to work so soon.”

“Don’t remind me of work.  It’s been great to be away from it,” she answered, and started to read the L.A. Times that she picked up at the airport.  “Well, it looks like we’ve had another heatwave.  Yesterday was 95 in Santa Ana.”

“You’re kidding.  All our plants are going to wilt.”

“I know,” she answered as she continued reading.  “Oh, my.”

“What’s wrong?”

“The paper has all the gory details about the case the lieutenant mentioned yesterday.”

“The girl who was found on Ortega Highway?”

“Yes.”

“What’s it say?”

“Her arms were severed.”

“Really?! That’s awful!”

“Welcome back to the real world,” she answered and read more of the article.

“Yeah. The honeymoon’s definitely over,” her husband complained, looked out the window, and tried not to think of the storm outside.
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They arrived home, and while she was unpacking, her phone rang to the tune of Elvis Costello’s Watchin’ the Detective.  She reached over to her end table, picked up her phone, and answered, “Detective Santy.”

“Welcome home, Clarissa,” her boss, Lieutenant Emily Harris, said. “We’re having a briefing at 2:00 that I’d like you to attend.  I want to fill you in on where we’re at with the investigation of the Ortega Highway girl.  Her name is Desiree Beauchamp.  You may have heard about her in the news?”

“Yes.  The one with the severed arms.  Horrible business.  Do we know what was used as a murder weapon?”

“The pathologist thinks he used a butcher’s saw. She also had high concentrations of Ambien and alcohol in her system.”

“I hope she didn’t feel it.”

“Me, too.  We’re eager to get this guy.  I assigned Detective Ventura this case in your absence, but I’m turning it over to you now.  It’s way out of his league.  Besides, I’d like a woman to lead, due to the sensitive sexual nature of the crime.  I think her mother and friends would feel more comfortable talking to a woman.”

“That makes sense.”

“A Criminal Analyst from the D.A.’s Sexual Assault Unit will be at the briefing, so we’ll see you then.”

“Okay, ma’am.  I’ll be there by 2:00.”
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One of the reasons Clarissa wanted to move to Santa Ana was that her home was close enough to her office that she could walk to work if she wanted to.  It was a beautiful spring day in downtown Santa Ana, the heart and soul (according to some people) of Orange County, California.  Planted on both sides of many streets in Santa Ana, the jacaranda trees were in their purple splendor and created a canopy of lavender trumpet flowers that drifted down, blanketing the streets and sidewalks as she walked to work.  The trees were the topic of local debate: you either loved them or hated them.  On the downside, many complained about what a sticky mess they made on the sidewalks and car windshields; on the positive side, they were harbingers of summer, and many, like Clarissa, looked forward to the few weeks in May when they were in season.  When she was growing up, she treasured the time that they bloomed because it meant that school was almost over, and soon, she’d be free to spend warm summer nights hanging out with the neighborhood kids until the mothers on the street called their children home.

She lived in the Floral Park neighborhood of Santa Ana, an oasis of beautiful homes, many built in the 1920s and 1930s, which were often showcased on home and garden tours.  In a city more well-known as the land of gangs and barrios, it was an oasis of tranquility.

Life is good, she told herself, glad to be back home again.

The closer she got to the Civic Center, the more homeless people she saw.  They set up camp in the parking lot next to the courthouse. Her office was located next to the county jail, where TV crews had swarmed, hoping to get the latest
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