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      For Mom and Dad

      No parents could have been more supportive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sharp Focus: In photography, focus is the adjustment of the setting on a lens to define the subject clearly.
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        Thank You,

        God Bless

      

      

      

      Looking through my camera lens I could see my brother, Nate, speaking with some of the guests. He looked handsome and assured in his priest’s black shirt and collar, but I could tell by the red flush of his neck that he was nervous.

      I quickly snapped a photo and moved on to other faces in the room. I couldn’t help him with his nervousness and I knew he would do just fine with his speech. He was in his element. Right now I could concentrate on taking pictures of the event for him.

      I make my living as a photographer but gigs like this were unusual for me. I most often worked doing corporate commercial shoots, either as a direct contract, or to sell as micro-stock. I also sold landscape and still life photographs for wall prints, calendars, cards and computer wallpaper. Working with live subjects wasn't my preference, though I had friends who could make a lot of money doing wedding and special event photography.

      I had offered to do this for my brother since this event was a big deal for him and for the community. This was the party for the grand opening of a homeless shelter that was going to be new way of working with the homeless. Catholic Charities as part of the Archdiocese of Denver was putting a lot of trust in my brother and his vision for compassionate care.

      My attention was soon drawn to the face of a man whose name I didn’t know, and by the scowl on his face I didn’t want to meet him. His narrowed eyes were glaring in the direction of the knot of people around Nate. His angry energy made me uneasy and I wondered why he was even here.

      Someone bumped against by elbow and I lowered the camera and turned toward the distraction.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to jostle you.” The short, frumpy woman with a mop of curly hair held out her hand. “My name is Wendy Parsel.”

      I shifted my camera to my left hand and shook hers. “I’m Rowan O’Donnell. It’s nice to meet you.”

      She smiled, and I could see traces of her mauve lipstick on her teeth. “Are by any chance related to Father Nathan O’Donnell?”

      “Yes,” I said and smiled back. “Nate, is my brother.”

      “That’s wonderful." Gesturing with her hand over to the person I’d had been focused on, she said, "I wouldn’t bother getting a picture of that curmudgeon over there. He’s not here to support the opening of this shelter.”

      “Why is he here then?” I asked.

      “To express his disapproval, I’m sure” she said. “That’s James Louden. He had tried to get the City Council to vote against this project, and then to get the neighborhood associations here in the Golden Triangle area to protest building it. You might want to keep an eye on him.” Her smile became a closed-mouthed grimace.

      Wendy rattled the ice cubes in the plastic cup she was holding and nodded towards the drinks table. “I’m going to get some more iced tea. Can I get you anything?”

      Shaking my head no, I watched her walk away, hips swinging in the tight wool skirt she was wearing. I wasn’t actually sure how she could walk, her skirt was so tight. I looked back toward James Louden. He had decided to sit down in one of the seats in front of the podium where Nate would soon be speaking. The scowl had not left his face. I felt he had a bit of a point. This area of town had a lot of museums, restaurants and some fancy new condos. If I lived in the area, I'm not sure I would want a shelter nearby either. The blocks surrounding other homeless shelters in downtown Denver were often full of street people panhandling on the corners and otherwise just hanging out until the shelter opened in the evening. Bags of belongings and trash often littered the sidewalks.

      I decided not to worry about it and went back to look for more picture-taking opportunities. While I wasn’t being paid for this event, I still wanted to have some nice photographs for my brother to have for himself.

      Nathan Ryan O’Donnell is older than me by two years. Our father hadn’t been around much when we were children and I had always looked up to my brother for approval and guidance. This became even more true when our mother died from breast cancer when I was ten and Nate twelve.

      Over the years, we split ways over our religious upbringing – Nate became a Catholic priest and I am very much a lapsed Catholic – but my love for Nate has never diminished. And while I’m not sure that this shelter is a good idea, I’m happy to show my support for Nate.

      The name of the shelter is Our Lady of Refuge, also known as Refuge House, and it is one of the very few wet houses in the country. A wet house is a shelter where residents who are accepted can live in one of the apartments for free and where alcohol is permitted on the premises. Most shelters require their residents to be alcohol and drug free. And while the men who live here will have to register their alcohol with the front desk, where it is stored for them until it is requested to drink in the common rooms or in the garden, there isn’t any limit to how much they can drink. They just can’t drink alone in their rooms.

      And while most shelters were just large dormitories where guests were only allowed in for the night, these were full apartments with a bed, bath, small kitchen and some storage and seating.

      My brother swears that studies have shown that residents in similar settings actually end up drinking less, and that they’re healthier with a safe place to stay than when they’re out on the streets. I’m sure they will be safer, I just don’t think a drunk has any control over his drinking, whether it is forbidden or not. And why should anyone be supporting their destructive behavior?

      My attention was dragged back to the podium where a representative of the Archdiocese stood and asked everyone to please take a seat. He introduced Nate as being responsible for implementing the shelter project and who will be its director.

      As the guests clapped, Nate came over to the podium, shook hands with the announcer and then shuffled some index cards for a minute before looking up at his audience and gave everyone a warm smile.

      “Thank you everyone for coming. I’m sure most of you know how hard I’ve worked to see this dream come true. A place where the outcasts of society are given a warm and safe place to stay and work out their difficulties without fear of judgment and censure.” Nate glanced around the room, stopping for a minute to look at me. My stomach clenched as he gave me a gentle smile, then continued speaking.

      “My own father would have died on the streets if he hadn’t been given a helping hand. And the dangers are not just from the alcohol and drugs themselves. Street life is brutal and hard. Just in this last month there have been three deaths. Men who had no place to turn to were brutally murdered in this city. Killed simply for being what they were – men without hope.”

      At that point, the screech of a chair scraping against the floor was heard and James Louden stood and shook his fist in the air.

      “They deserved what they got! Addicts and criminals living in filth, and you want to bring them here into our neighborhood.” I could see flecks of spittle fly from his mouth as he spoke.

      “I won’t let this happen! And I’m not alone. You’ll soon see what we can do to get this shut down.”

      At this point several men were up and walking toward him, holding out their hands and pushing their open palms down in a hushing motion. James kicked back against his chair and stalked out of the room, forcing people out of his way.

      Everyone gave a collective sigh of relief and gave Nate their full attention.

      The rest of the speech went on without further interruptions and was well received by the group there. I continued to take pictures of Nate at the podium and of him meeting with well-wishers representing other charitable organizations who had assisted with the funding for Our Lady of Refuge.

      

      As the party wound down, I went to assist Nate with the clean up. He was stacking chairs to return to the rental company and I began emptying the trash cans full of paper plates and cups.

      "When will the doors actually be open for your first residents?" I asked as I grabbed some more empty cups off of the tables nearby.

      "We'll be taking people in the week after next. This next week we'll be busy with interviewing people who are seeking residence. We want to make sure we get people who'll be a good fit for the house and will get along with each other."

      I nodded and tied up the bags of trash. When I finished I went over to Nate to help him move some of the folding tables back to the middle of the room where they'd serve as dining tables for the residents there. While the small apartments in the building were furnished with small kitchens with mini-fridge, microwave, sink and cupboard, there was also a dining hall where breakfast and dinner were made available to residents for a small fee.

      I put my hand on Nate's shoulder when we were finished. "It was a good speech, Nate. I'm proud of you for doing this."

      Nate put his hand on mine and gave me a light kiss on the top of my head. "Thanks, Row. I'm going to take these trash bags out to the dumpster then I'll be right back. We can lock up then."

      "Sure."

      Nathan took the bags of garbage and walked back to the kitchen door that opens into the alley behind the building. He propped the door open and went out with the bags. I could see through the door that it was starting to get dark outside but that the rain from earlier in the day had stopped.

      I turned and looked around the room to see if there was anything else to do, but it looked clean and tidy. Nate said he would vacuum the room later when they were getting ready to open. I went over to my camera bag that was sitting along the wall, out of the way. I checked that the camera was secured and the zippers closed, then waited for Nate.

      Just as I sat down on the edge of one of the tables, I heard a yell from the alley and heard the sound of breaking glass.

      I jumped off of the table and ran to the door while calling out, "Nate?"

      When I got there I looked out and I could see Nate lying on the wet cement ground. "Nate!" As I ran to him I could hear someone running away, splashing through the rain puddles.

      When I got to Nate I knelt down by his head. He was lying on his stomach and his head was facing away from me. There was broken glass on the ground and in his hair. My heart stopped for a beat and then raced when I saw blood pouring from his head. Fumbling for my cell phone, I called out, "Help! Someone, please help!"

      Waiting for 911 dispatch to answer, I gently touched Nate's back. I was afraid to move or shake him, but he seemed to be breathing. "Oh, God, " I prayed. "Please let him be alright."
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        Need work

        anything helps

      

      

      

      Four hours later, I sat next to Nate's bed in the cubicle of the emergency room at Denver General. He was lying there quietly with his eyes closed. His hair looked darker against the paleness of his skin. Luckily, the doctor said that Nate had only suffered a mild concussion and the gash in his scalp was easily stitched closed. Nate had already given a statement to the police - no, he had not seen who had attacked him - and I let them know about the disruption caused by James Louder.

      I had called the Archdiocese and they were sending some people over to assist Nate and take care of health insurance questions.

      Nate opened his eyes and looked at me. I gave a little smile. "How are you feeling?"

      "I've been better," he said. "Mostly I just want to get out of here and back to my office."

      "The doctor says you need to take it easy for a while. I think you should delay the opening, or get someone else to help with the admission interviews."

      "No, no, I'll be fine. Talking to people isn't going to jar my head around."

      I let out a long sigh and leaning back in my chair I looked up at the ceiling. "You are a sweet and caring man, but I do not see why you would endanger your health for these people."

      Nate reached out and took my hand. "I know we don't see eye to eye about this, Row. I wish there was some way to show you what I see."

      "Well, until they are able to turn your head into a camera lens, that will be difficult."

      Nate took his hand back and grunted. I decided to get some coffee and asked him if he needed any. He started to shake his head, stopped and winced, then just said, "No, thank you."

      I walked slowly down the hall to a coffee vending machine and put in two dollars. As the coffee dribbled into the cup, all I could see was the blood flowing to the ground from Nathan's head. White-hot anger bloomed in my chest. Almost choking, I fell back and leaned against the green tile wall. I closed my eyes and tried to take some slow deep breaths.

      "Are you all right, hon?" asked a nurse who was walking by. I opened my eyes and nodded yes. "I think your coffee is ready." He smiled and walked on.

      I took the coffee cup and took a careful sip, my hand shaking slightly. I didn't understand how someone could attack my brother for doing something so selfless. He'd dedicated his life to helping people like our father. And while I feel it's wasted time myself, I admired him for his dedication. He is a much better person than I am and he always has been.

      Finishing the bitter coffee, I tossed the cup into the trash bin nearby and right then I resolved to help find the bastard who'd done this thing to my Nate.

      

      When I got back to the cubicle where Nate still waited for his doctor to say he could leave, he looked up at me and smiled. "I have an idea."

      "I'm not sure I trust that grin you're giving me," I said.

      "This is a good idea. Trust me."

      I sat down and raised my eyebrows. "Let's hear it first."

      "My friend, Fr. Braxton, is working on a sociology paper about the work we'll be doing at Refuge House. He wants to do a presentation for a symposium next year and he asked me to work with him on it. I was thinking that we could add something for the presentation that would really give it some punch."

      "We?"

      "Well, if you're agreeable. I was thinking you could do a photo essay on the street people of Denver."

      "A photo essay."

      "Yes, you could do a sort of A Day in the Life of the Homeless. If it went well, maybe you could even turn it into a book."

      "I have a lot of work on my plate right now, Nate, and I don't really have a good perspective for a project like this."

      "You said earlier about how you only really see things through a camera lens…"

      "I did?"

      "That's what I heard. And I think if you spent some time with these people and studied them with your camera you could come to see them as I do."

      "So is this project something you want done for the symposium? Or are you really just looking for a way to get me to see things your way?"

      Nate looked away at the curtain separating his cubicle from the one next to his. We were both quiet for a moment and I gazed at his face. I could see small wrinkles around his eyes where there hadn't been any a month ago. I could have lost him today. Maybe this project will give us some more time together.

      I leaned forward and rested my forearms on my knees.

      "If I did decide to do this, I would need some help. I can't just walk up to scruffy looking people on the street and ask if I can photograph them."

      Nate turned back to me and smiled.

      "I think I know someone who could help you out with that. If I can set up a meeting, will you come?

      I hesitated for a moment. Then shrugged my shoulder. "Ok. I can start and see if the project will work. If it seems promising, I’ll squeeze in some time to do it, but it might take me several weeks, or longer."

      "That's perfect, Row. Thank you."

      I leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. I thought to myself, "Yes, I'll find some time to work on it, but I'll be doing more to find your attacker."
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