
  
    [image: Exposure]
  


  
    
      EXPOSURE

      A ROWAN O’DONNELL MYSTERY

    

    
      
        HEATHER ORMSBY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Moonlit Skies Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Heather Ormsby

      Cover photo © James Mattil

      Graphic Image © GDJ/Pixaby

      Cover Image © Robyn Mackenzie

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For my friends of the Central Park Artists Organization in Denver, Colorado. May you continue to cultivate vibrant communities and inspire people to create.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Exposure: this is the amount of light that reaches your camera’s film or sensor. The length of exposure determines the amount of visual data created.
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      Rowan O’Donnell is nervous about being the center of attention at the gallery opening for her photography, but also excited for her future - until she is forced to endure the sight of gallery owner, Harry Lowe, meeting a fiery death in Heather Ormsby’s fourth short novel of this amateur sleuth series.

      In the year since she found and rescued an abducted student from her class at a local college, Rowan has built up her own online teaching website and devoted the rest of her time to creating fine art photography for her first ever gallery show.

      She wishes that the gallery show, her career, and her concern about inviting her boyfriend, Stone Marks, to live with her was all that preoccupied her time, but a stalker has recently begun emailing her creepy letters and sending images of her taken without her knowledge.

      Harry’s death and the temporary closure of her show have forced Rowan to find out if it was her stalker who brought death to the gallery, or something else altogether.

      While she deals with her relationship, her future in the fine arts, and fear about her stalker, Rowan searches for answers to why someone would murder Harry – and threaten her own life.
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      The words spelled out my name in large black letters on the walls of the downtown Denver gallery, Rowan O’Donnell – Photographer. Underneath, smaller letters said Verdant/Arid, the name of the series I was presenting.

      Clusters of people stood around me, their hands gesturing at the gallery artwork that they weren’t really seeing while holding plastic cups of wine and toothpicks poked through cubes of cheese. The old oak floors of the converted lower-downtown warehouse creaked under the weight of their movements. Sweat was forming on my forehead and under my arms and I just knew my cheeks were red from both the heat and the attention.

      The drinks table had been set up in the center of the room and was more popular than my photographs hanging on the walls. Plastic cups, so thin that drinkers were in danger of cutting their lips, were filled with a choice of red or white wine. Bottles of local, small-craft beer were lined up next to the trays of cheese cubes and sliced vegetables.

      I held a diet soda can that was going warm in my hand as I greeted guests, collectors, and the press. My cheeks were sore from smiling and my feet hurt in my black, strappy heels. I desperately wanted to sit down in a quiet corner somewhere to take it all in.

      This was my art show opening at the L&R Gallery and I was having a miserable time.

      Don’t get me wrong. This was something I had wanted and had worked for and pursued. It was as much exhilarating as it was misery making. I’m just happier being outdoors in the mountains, or on the city streets with my camera, and the attention of the lens focused out on the rest of the world, not me.

      A flash bulb went off, momentarily blinding me. The event photographer was using a diffuser, but the light was still bright.

      Being the center of attention? Not so much fun. But here I was smiling, joking, and talking about my work.

      Stone Marks, my boyfriend, stood encouragingly at my side. He was wearing his ‘cool college professor’ uniform of faded blue jeans, houndstooth jacket, and chin and cheeks slightly scruffy with whiskers.

      I sighed and then glanced at the door. Through the window glass I saw my best friend, Dana D’Angelo, coming this way. Cheeks rosy from the January cold, her hair was pulled into a curly mass on top of her head. I waved to her franticly and she made her way to me squeezing through a knot of people.

      “You made it,” I said as I pulled her to me in a one-armed hug and kissed her cool cheek. She smelled like snow and baby powder.

      “Finally,” Dana said. “Gina decided she would graciously allow her father to bottle feed her tonight. She can be so clingy.”

      Gina was Dana’s four-month-old baby girl and my goddaughter. I laughed. “You love it. You can’t fool me.”

      “Hey, Dana.” Stone leaned in and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Hey, how are you?” She shrugged out of her gray wool coat. “Do you know where I can put this thing? It’s getting warm in here.”

      “Sure, I’ll take it for you.” Stone took the coat, gave my shoulder a squeeze, and then pressed his way to the back wall where there was a metal coat rack full of various wool, fleece, and down-filled jackets.

      Dana grabbed my arm. “I want to see your work! Tell me all about it.”

      I started to escort her around the gallery.

      Dana looked up at me. “Your hair and makeup look great.”

      “Thanks.” I self-consciously put my hand up to fluff my bangs. I’d been growing out my hair a bit after cutting it very short last year. It was about chin-length, with layers. My hair is red, but it’s started to fade a bit and I’ll have to decide soon if I want to let it go white, or start coloring my hair.

      “I got it done at a salon nearby. Trying to look the part of a successful and sexy professional artist.”

      “That’ll never be a problem for you.”

      We managed to get closer to one of the gallery walls and the large fine-art print of one of my photographs hanging there.

      “Wow. That’s amazing. What is it?”

      I shook my head, smiling. “It’s actually water running over stone, but the image is abstracted through reflection, enlargement, and the movement of the water.”

      Dana nodded. “It’s good. It’s different than your other work.”

      “It is. I’ve always done more with landscapes and scenes, or moments in time. That tends to be more commercial, and it’s my bread and butter. But I wanted to do some more artful work.”

      “I like your landscapes, though.”

      “Thanks. I just don’t think they’re… Well, gallery worthy. They’re good for calendars and the prints look good on the walls of the dentist office, but no art collector would pay good money for them.”

      Dana nodded her head and looked around at the gallery scene. “Got it. You’re going for pretension.”

      “No!” I laughed and jostled her arm with my elbow. I pointed to a woman standing in the corner who was talking on her cell phone. The woman’s hair was cut into a sleek bob of shiny platinum blond hair. White teeth glinted though a swath of red lipstick and her tall, slim frame was clothed in a black sheath dress.

      “Do you see that woman? That’s my agent, Harper Russell. She thinks I have talent.”

      “I’ve been telling you that for twenty-some years,” Dana protested.

      “Yes, I know.” I put my arm around Dana’s shoulder. “But Harper is pushing me to find an edge. I’m moving beyond landscapes and still-life’s and finding some meaning in the work beyond beautiful images.”

      “Sounds like art-school mumbo jumbo to me. But show me what you’ve got.” I put my soda can on the tray of a passing caterer and we took a tour of the space.

      Some of the photographs were framed and others were photographs printed on metal, canvas, or wood. The theme of my current work was water, and all the images were the various shapes and forms of water – droplets, tears, rivers, steam, and pools. But the centerpiece of the show was a black and white print of a boat in what looked like the desert. The boat was tipped over on its side. The boat’s paint was blistered and peeling in the bright sun, and it lay abandoned in a dry lakebed.

      I was particularly proud that this massive piece looked so good in black and white. I’m naturally drawn to color, and it had taken me a while to ‘see’ in black and white and to understand how the shadows and highlights would appear on film.

      Water is life, and this emphasized the lack. Here in the Rocky Mountain West, where 90 percent of all the world’s water rights lawyers reside, we know the importance of water.

      Dana bounced up and down in her dress-boots and pointed to a photograph on the wall to the left. “Ooh, there’s little Michael.”

      She was looking at a photograph I had made of her five-year-old son (who is also my godson). He was in mid-wail of a really good tantrum, and I had captured the tracks of tears perfectly that had rolled down his cheeks. His eyes were shut tight, and the lashes had salty droplets clinging to them.

      Her face glowed as she looked at the picture. I laughed.

      “Only a mother could look at that with love.”

      “He’s a beautiful child, even when he’s being a little monster.”

      The birth of his little sister had caused him to act out for attention. Dana had said things were improving a bit ever since she sat him down and explained that he was a big brother now and he had to teach his sister what he knew about being a kid. And that tantrums wouldn’t look good to the other little boys and girls in his kindergarten class. I was just glad I didn’t have children myself. A photography shoot or two was about all I could handle.

      The click of heels on the floors announced the arrival of Harper as she approached. Her cheeks were pink, and her eyes shone. She was in her element.

      “Rowan, people are loving it! I’ve already made two sales.”

      I let out a sigh of relief.

      “So, I want you to meet with the Denver Post critic he’s…” Her eyes had flicked up to the door before she paused. I turned and looked. One of the other two gallery owners, Harry Lowe, had come in the door and was talking on his cell phone. His other hand was gesticulating wildly as he walked back toward the offices. A tall, pale man with a scruffy beard and wearing a red leather jacket followed in behind him.

      I looked back at Harper. Her brow was furrowed, but then she looked down at me and smiled. “Where was I? Oh, yes, I want you to speak with the Post. Come with me.”

      I waved helplessly at Dana as Harper pulled me away. Dana shrugged. I could see Stone walking toward her carrying two drinks. I could count on him to keep her company while I worked at selling myself.

      

      For the next hour I was busy talking to critics and collectors and blog hosts about my work. One visitor walked up to me, opened his mouth to talk, but then froze. Someone else stepped in to ask about the photograph of bison in the snow with the Denver skyline behind it – a line of storm clouds behind the city and obscuring the Rocky Mountains.

      It was exhausting and I was grateful to finally be able to rejoin Stone and Dana in the center of the gallery when Harper left me to go check on what was left of the beer and wine. Dana and Stone were chatting about the baby.

      I took Stone’s hand in mine and instantly felt more relaxed. “How much longer do I have to be here?”

      Stone glanced at his watch. “About another hour, I’d say. The crowd’s beginning to thin out a little bit.”

      “This is really nice, Row,” Dana said. “A good showing. Is your brother coming to see it?”

      I shook my head. “Nathan couldn’t make it today. He said he’d stop in later this week to see the work.”

      Stone squeezed my hand. “I saw your neighbors, the Sandersons. They stopped in for a quick peek, but you were busy with an interview.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry I missed them.”

      Dana grabbed my other hand with both of hers. “Row, Stone just told me about those nasty emails you’ve been getting. Have you reported them to the police?”

      My stomach sank and I looked at Stone reproachfully. He at least had the grace to flush and look away. I hadn’t wanted to think about that today.

      I had started a series of instructional videos on-line some months ago. After a semester of teaching photography at an arts college, I had thought that the thing needed most in arts education was information about how to turn the work that creatives do into a full-time income. So many artists I know work on their art in their free-time or as a side-hustle. Why not teach students how to actually make money?

      My videos were focused on turning photography into money-making projects, but they were suitable for other visual artists. I had fun making them and while the courses weren’t very expensive, they had turned into another income stream for myself.

      The downside was that one of the ‘students’ who paid for the course had started to write to me through the email link I had set up to answer students’ questions. And then I began getting emails to my personal email account. The messages had started out as innocent-seeming notes thanking me for the course. But then they escalated to asking me personal questions and statements that revealed the person had been looking into my background and family. He called himself Ozzy.

      The last email had included a picture of me that had been taken while I was at the gallery here a week ago when I was finishing getting the work set up for the show.

      A shiver ran down my back, but I smiled at Dana. “It’s nothing. Just some internet weirdo. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”

      Stone started to say something but just then there was a muffled scream from the back of the gallery.

      Dana let go of my hand and turned around to look. I could see the back of the room now where the entrance was to the gallery offices.

      A man was there, his arms were strapped down with what looked like tape around his torso and what looked like a gag was in his mouth. He was hunched over, and it took me a second to realize he was taped to a chair. His mouth was open wide as he screamed around the rag, and I could see the whites of his eyes as he looked right at me.

      Flames licked around his torso, his face, the rag and his hair. Was I really seeing this? A man taped to a chair and set on fire?

      Other people in the room began to scream as he moved farther into the room.

      He lurched to a stop and then ran right towards me while hunched over and stumbling.

      I just stood there, helpless, both hands covering my mouth in horror. Stone had left my side, but I couldn’t move.

      The man had just reached me when he fell to the ground, not moving. Flames continued to lick at his head, and I could smell burning hair.

      Stone ran up and threw a large coat over the body and bent down, patting out the flames. He must have left to grab it off the coatrack near the door. Someone else yelled out to call an ambulance, but I worried it was too late.

      The man, gallery owner Harry Lowe I realized, had not moved since Stone had rolled him onto his side. I feared he was dead. Looking down at him I could see the top of his head sticking out from under the coat. His eyes were open, and he seemed to be looking right at me.
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