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      A professional photographer who won’t back down from a mystery when friends or family are in trouble - even if her own life is in danger - Rowan O’Donnell is a woman to be taken seriously.

      Whether it’s a case of murder, suspected drug dealing, or kidnapping, Rowan isn’t afraid to stick her nose in and ask the hard questions. And woe to anyone who threatens her dog, Twist.

      Rowan O’Donnell was created as a way for me to unite and share my love of photography and mysteries. Exploring the world with a camera can lead to seeing people and things in unique ways.

      And Rowan has developed as an interesting character in her own right. A woman with a troubled childhood whose father died as a homeless alcoholic, she can be difficult to get close to, but once a friend, she is loyal to the end.

      I hope you enjoy these first three books of the series as an introduction to her world. There are many more books ahead!
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        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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      The next day, gray clouds filled the sky. It was October after all, and we usually have a freeze or even some snow this time of year. I was up at 7 and I felt groggy from my late night at the hospital. I had some editing work to do with some commercial stock photographs I had shot over the last two days, and since I knew that Nate was out of the hospital and being well taken care of, I decided to get some work done.

      I live in a loft apartment on Little Raven Street. The street is in lower downtown Denver by the train tracks. The apartment is in one of the old warehouses that were renovated when the area started to attract people who wanted to live downtown, especially after the Coors baseball field was built. Since then, a lot of condo buildings have sprung up but I prefer the character of the older buildings. I also like the open space of my loft. I can turn it into a little photography studio whenever I need to do some inside work with the light box or strobe lights.

      The bedroom is separated from the main living space by some glass-brick barricades. I'm not tall but I can see over the walls into the rest of the apartment so everything feels wide open with very little to break up the expanse of wide-plank wood floors. I have a study area along one brick wall that serves as my workspace and my computer lives there with a large screen for my photo editing and accounts work.

      Before getting to work, I went to the kitchen counter in the main room, boiled some water, ground some coffee beans, and poured it all into my coffee press. Caffeine was number one on my agenda. After toasting a bagel, I took breakfast with me to my computer.

      I love taking photographs. Setting a scene within the viewfinder, I can tell a story with the juxtaposition of objects, the light illuminating the subject, the speed with which I release the shutter and even with what I withhold from the viewer's eye. It's all about the storytelling for me. Even the simple scene of a table top with a tea cup and spoon can tell a story, or leave the viewer with a desire to know more about it. Whose cup is this? Why did they leave the cup on its side? Did they leave in a hurry and drop it?

      When the picture taking is over, then the computer work begins and fiddling with the details for a finished product isn't always fun, but it's necessary work. I can change the mood and tone of the picture with the click of a mouse. I prefer to get the bulk of the work done when I'm looking through the viewfinder of the camera and working with natural light is best, I think. But there's always some finishing work to do on the computer.

      That morning, I spent the next few hours pouring over the pictures I had taken on Wednesday of a model in a business suit doing business-like things outside downtown business offices. Boring, yes. But these were the kinds of pictures brochure makers want in order to promote their companies. If the photograph is generic enough but sets a mood and has attractive people in it, then that will sell in the stock photography industry, work which is often my bread and butter.

      Satisfied with the best of the photographs, I sent them online to the agency I work with. I would probably hear back from them within a couple of days about whether or not they were accepted.

      Around noon, I put together some lettuce and tomato sandwiches for lunch with my friend and accountant, Dana D'Angelo. Dana and I have been best friends since parochial school. She has curly brown hair that will not straighten no matter what she does with it. My own is red, long and straight as straight can be. I have always envied Dana her curls and she my long straight hair. Maybe it’s our differences that helped make us close when children. We shared getting into many scrapes and adventures together over the years, and she had stood by me when I was dealing with my father’s abandonment and my mother’s death.

      Now she is married and has a two-year-old son. She is a certified accountant, and while she has mostly taken time off to raise her son, she still has a few private accounts to keep her hand in the game and to maintain her sanity with some adult conversation once-in-a-while.

      When the doorbell rang, I swung the door open wide with a big grin on my face. Standing there, though, instead of Dana, was my neighbor, Rob Anderson. His face lit up and he grinned back at me.

      "Hey," he said.

      "Hi! Sorry, but I thought you were someone else."

      His grin faded.

      "That's fine. I just have that chair you asked me to fix the leg on. It's finished. Do you want me to bring it in?"

      "Oh, that's great. Sure bring it in."

      Rob was a carpenter who had a shop on the ground floor where he did finishing work as well as create his own pieces of furniture. Really they were more like works of art. He was very talented and seemed to enjoy his work. He always had sawdust in his hair or wood shavings sprinkled about his clothing.

      One of my kitchen table chairs had had a leg fall apart and I had asked him last week if he could have a go at fixing it. He walked in with it now and it looked great. The leg had been replaced and it perfectly matched the other three. He set it down in the kitchen.

      "That's fantastic, thank you!" I immediately sat down on it and wriggled on the seat. "Perfect. How much do I owe you?"

      "Nothing. It was simple to do."

      "It was not nothing. I insist on paying you for the work."

      He shook his head. "How about you just make me dinner some night. I hear you make a mean pork green chile."

      I laughed. "You've heard no such thing. You just know I have a bushel of roasted green chiles in my freezer after helping me carry it up from the car last week."

      Just then, Dana knocked at the still open door.

      "Am I interrupting?"

      "Come on in, Dana. You remember my neighbor, Rob?"

      "Sure," she said as she walked in and shook Rob's hand. "It's good to see you again."

      "You too." Walking to the door, Rob looked back at me and said, "Dinner then next week?" He smiled wide and dimples appeared in his cheeks. I could feel my cheeks grown warm with a flush.

      I nodded, then went and closed the door behind him.

      "Dinner?" Dana lifted one eyebrow and wiggled it mischievously.

      "It's nothing," I said as I walked by her to the kitchen, swatting her arm in the process. "He fixed my kitchen chair and refuses to take money for it. So we're compromising."

      "Mmmm hmmm. You know he has a crush on you."

      "Nonsense." I picked up the plates of sandwiches and put them on the kitchen table. "If that were true, then why would he have set me up on that date with his brother, James?"

      "I'm not sure what that was, but he definitely likes you." Dana sat down and picked up a napkin.

      "Do you want some iced tea or just water with lunch?" I asked as I took some glasses out of the cupboard.

      "Iced tea is fine." She tipped her head to the side and watched me fill the glasses. "Why don't you give him a shot? He's an attractive guy with steady work. Very handy to have around." She gave the chair she was sitting in a pat on the side.

      "I'm just not looking for any kind of dating relationship right now." I brought over the drinks and handed one to her. "Let's just drop this and talk about something else."

      "You are never looking to date. You go out once in a while but never more than twice with the same man. You’re always too busy or just not interested and you're going to end up all old and wrinkled and alone.”

      I took a sip from my glass. “Not all of us are lucky enough to have found someone like your Ben,” I said.

      “You might just have someone like that as your neighbor,” Dana said.

      “Not likely. So, in other news, Nate got me involved in a new project.” I told Dana about the photo essay I would be working on for Nate.”

      “How did he get you to agree to do this thing?”

      “It was yesterday when Nate was in the hospital.”

      “How is he, by the way?”

      “He’s going to be fine. He just still has a bit of a headache. Anyway, that’s when he got me.”

      “Are you sure you’re up to doing this, Row? You don’t like being around people who are drunk, and you’re likely to see a lot of that.”

      “There’ll be some like that, but I’ll adapt.” I picked up my napkin and twisted it in my hands.

      “Why does Nate want you to do this?”

      “He’s tired of us arguing all the time over his life’s mission, I guess.”

      “You always have seen things differently around your father’s drinking.”

      I abruptly stood up and went to the counter to pour some more tea. “It wasn’t just the drinking. He practically abandoned us!”

      Dana stood up walked behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist and putting her chin on my shoulder in a backwards hug.

      “You were younger than Nate when your mother died and your father started drinking. It hit you harder, somehow. But you’re an adult now and can see outside yourself, at how hard it was for everyone, including your father.”

      I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      “You can do this. You’ll be fine. But feel free to call me any time if you need someone to talk to.”

      I nodded and we both went back to the table.

      

      Two hours later, Dana left and Nate called just as I was cleaning up the kitchen from lunch.

      “Hi, Nate. How are you feeling?”

      “I still have a headache, but it’s just a background pain. I’m calling to tell you I found someone to work with you on our project.”

      I walked over to my desk and picked up a pen.

      “Ok. What’s his name?”

      “You’re sure you want to do this Row?”

      “You talked me into this and now you want to talk me out of it?”

      “I just don’t want you to feel like you were being manipulated by my condition in the hospital.”

      “Don’t feel guilty about this. I agreed to look into making these photographs for your project and meet with your friend. If I decide I can’t do it, I’ll let you know”

      “Ok, sure. He’s not exactly a friend, but he’s someone I’ve spent time talking to now and again in my ministry and I’ve come to depend on him for information. He lives on the streets and spends time in Denver in the summers and fall. Not sure where he goes when the snow falls, but I’ve never seen him here in the winter.”

      “Is he an alcoholic?” I asked. My hand tightened around the phone.

      “I’ve never seen him drunk, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t drink. He’s quite the character, though. I think you’ll like him.”

      “We’ll see. When do we meet?”

      “Let’s meet up tomorrow afternoon at that coffee shop you like on Market Street. He said he could meet us there. Two o’clock ok?”

      “Alright that sounds fine.”

      “I really hope this works out and you can do the project, Row. I think it will be a good thing, for you and for the symposium.”
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      “I know I’m butt ugly

      but I’m still hungry. God Bless”

      

      Sunday morning I slept in until 9 a.m. before rolling out of bed and opening the blinds of my window. It was looking to be a beautiful October day. The skies were deep blue and not a cloud in sight.

      I don’t usually work on Sundays, not so I can go to Church like my brother wished I would, but just because I need to take a day off to recharge. Self-employment was great in that I could set my own hours and only had to answer to myself, but when I’m focused on a project or getting short on funds, I could easily find myself working all of the time. The problem with that is that I get run down and usually end up with a head cold. I also find my work getting stale. Forcing myself to take one day off a week helps me to put a bit of distance between the work and myself and I can take some time to see other art works or to explore new places or read for inspiration.

      Today, though, since I was meeting with Nate, I just spent the morning and mid-day doing some cleaning and laundry and read the Denver Post online. There was an article about Our Lady of Refuge and the opening celebration. They didn’t mention the disruption during Nate’s speech but they did say the location had been controversial and some community organizers had worked to keep the shelter from being opened. There was nothing about the attack on Nate.

      Around 1:30 p.m. I left home and walked up 15th Street. As I walked the few blocks to Market Street I passed a man on a corner. He was dressed in dirty clothes and held a cardboard sign asking for money. He nodded and asked if I had any change to spare. I shook my head and kept moving, holding my breath to avoid his stench. I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle spending a lot of time with people like this. I found it difficult spending any time with drunks and I suspected most of the panhandlers like this man were just that. Drunks.

      Once on Market, I turned left towards the 16th Street Pedestrian Mall. The Mall is a tree lined street running a mile long and has been closed off to traffic to encourage a pedestrian shopping and dining area. Red and gray granite runs down the center where trees, benches and artworks are surrounded by cafes, retail stores and historic office buildings. A free shuttle service runs shoppers, tourists and business people from Market street to Broadway. Crossing 16th, I came to Leaves & Berries Tea and Coffee Shop. The shop sits in the middle of the block and faces the RTD bus station where shuttles and buses run people in and out of downtown. There are two benches on the sidewalk, but the entrance to the coffee shop is down a couple of concrete steps from the sidewalk. I was a bit early, so I sat on one of the benches and soaked up the sunshine, watching people going to and fro at the bus terminal across the street.

      I soon saw my brother. His black shirt and white priest’s collar were freshly ironed. His eyes twinkled at me.

      “You’re very chipper this afternoon,” I said as I stood to greet him with a hug.

      “Hey, Row. How are you?”

      “I’m great, and you seem to be feeling better.”

      “I am. Sunday is always a good day.”

      “The Church ladies must have fed you a good brunch after Mass today.” I smiled and patted his stomach.

      He laughed. “A full stomach always makes me happy.”

      Nate took my hand. “Here,” he said. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Nate led me over to one of the other benches. The man sitting there looked a bit like Santa Claus on a summertime bender. His arms were spread out on the back of the bench and his threadbare, red bathrobe opened around his large belly that strained against a soiled white t-shirt. He was smiling dreamily through a thick, yellow-white beard. Feathers on a handmade band around his canvas hat fluttered in the breeze.

      Nate put his hand on my shoulder.

      “Rowan, this is John Baptiste. He’s my eyes and ears on the street. He’s agreed to introduce you to some of the folks living out here and to offer you a bit of protection while you’re working.”

      John held out his hand. The nails were grimy with dirt but the hand itself looked basically clean. I shook hands with him quickly. “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “It’s a real pleasure for sure,” he replied with a soft southern accent and winked one of his blue eyes at me.

      

      We spent the next hour inside the coffee shop going over the particulars. Nate and I had black coffee and John had some Earl Grey tea and a scone. Nate had already agreed to pay John a stipend for his assistance, though he would not tell me how much he would pay.

      John said he would show me the darker side of Denver, but try to only introduce me to people he knew and trusted.

      John then looked my in the eye. “My only limitation to this agreement is that I not be one of your subjects. I do not want to be photographed.”

      “No?” I was a bit disappointed. He was a very colorful person and his warm personality were thawing me towards working with him. With his blue eyes, red bathrobe and feathered hat I could imagine him in poses against the gray and brown streets and my fingers itched to get out my camera and start shooting.

      “No. I’m firm on this and you must agree to it before we begin this venture.”

      I looked over at Nate. He gave a small smile and shook his head.

      “Ok. I won’t photograph you.”

      “Bon. Then we’re in business.”

      We agreed to go on our first outing a week later on Tuesday. I had some projects I needed to finish up before I could devote any time to this one and John wanted to talk to some people to see who would be agreeable to being photographed.

      After John left, I looked at Nate and raised my eyebrows.

      “You were right. He is quite the character.”

      Nate reached across the table and patted my hand. “You’ll be safe with him.”

      “It’s too bad about the ‘no photos’ rule, though. He’d make a great model.”

      “I’m sure he’ll introduce you to people who are just as interesting. There’s a large variety of people living on the streets, all with their own story to tell.”

      I nodded and we both stood up to leave.

      “Are you starting resident interviews tomorrow?”

      Nate nodded.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling up to the work?”

      “I’m much better. And the sooner we get things going, the better.”

      I nodded. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

      “I will, and I’ll be fine.” Nate leaned down and kissed me on the cheek.

      Watching him leave the shop I decided I needed to talk to the one man I knew who could cause Nate trouble.
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      “I don’t bite

      Just starving”

      

      After stepping out of the coffee shop and onto the sidewalk, I pulled out the address I had found earlier that day. James Louden’s address was just a block away from the Refuge at 11th and Acoma.

      I walked to the 16th Street Mall and took one of the free shuttles up to Broadway. From there I walked past the Denver Public Library and the Denver Art Museum. The Denver Art Museum was actually two buildings. The older one stood on the north side of 13th Avenue and it was connected by a walkway bridge to the new building, the Frederic C. Hamilton building south of 13th. The two sides look nothing alike. The Hamilton building was designed by Architect Daniel Libeskind and is very modern with jutting, sharp angles.

      I went on to 11th and walked a block west to Acoma. Louden’s house was to the left and was the only house on the block. It stood between the Curious Theatre Company and an empty lot. The Curious Theatre was in an old renovated church that now staged plays. Today it was closed and quiet.

      At Louden’s house I climbed the new stairs and stood at the door, hesitating. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to accomplish. Did I think he had attacked my brother? Did he know who had? And if he was responsible, then what was I hoping to do here? I didn’t know, but I was going to take this step forward and see what happened next. I rang the doorbell. Hoping he was home on this Sunday afternoon.

      After a minute, James Louden opened the door. He was squinting at me and wore a slight frown.

      “Mr. Louden?” I put out my hand to shake his. “My name is Rowan O’Donnell. I was wondering if I could speak with you for a moment?”

      He slowly put out his own hand, then gave mine a quick shake before pulling back. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”

      “You probably saw me Friday at Refuge House. I was a photographer there.”

      His frown turned into a grimace.

      “What do you want? Wait, did you say your name was O’Donnell, like that priest?”

      “Yes, Fr. Nathan O’Donnell is my brother.”

      “What the hell do you want?”

      Louden had stepped back and looked ready to shut the door at any moment.

      “I’m sympathetic you know,” I said. “I understand why you wouldn’t want the shelter built in your neighborhood.”

      “It doesn’t seem to matter.” Spittle flecked out from his lips. “The damn place is opening here anyway. Again, what is it you want?”

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t know if you had heard, but my brother was attacked Friday night after the reception.”

      Louden showed no surprise. “So what?”

      “I want to know if you had anything to do with the attack.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Even if I did, why do you think I would tell you?”

      “I guess I really didn’t expect you to, but I need you to know that it’s one thing to disapprove of the mission, but to target my brother is something else altogether. It won’t be tolerated.”

      Louden shook his head. “You’ve got some balls on you, I give you that. I’ll tell you what I already told the police. I didn’t attack that priest and I don’t know who did, but I can tell you one thing,” he leaned forward, and lowered his voice, “it will probably happen again.” Then he slammed the door shut.

      I stood there a moment and took a deep breath. I was shaking a bit, both from nerves at confronting this man by myself, and from the adrenaline that shot through me from his angry response.

      I walked down the stairs and to the corner of 11th and Acoma. The Refuge was a huge building that had been a school at one time. The renovation had taken a lot of work and money, but had maintained the old architecture. It looked institutional, but the red brick was warm and the grounds around the building were planted with grass and trees and the whole of it was welcoming. Near the main entrance that faced Acoma, a statue of the Virgin Mary stood in a small brick grotto. Chrysanthemums were planted around it, yellow, burnt orange and red giving a show of fall color.

      I could understand Louden’s fears, I really could. This area was full of homes, small businesses and cultural centers that were ready to burst forth in post-recession recovery. Who wouldn’t be worried about drunk men loitering on corners? But looking at the Refuge House, I saw a place that looked nice and maybe, just maybe, it could help people. At the least, it could be a place where these men could stay and hang out, and not have to loiter elsewhere. Maybe it would work, but it needed a chance first. Louden, and others like him, seemed determined to keep that from happening.

      I balled my hands into fists. I’ll be damned if I’d let this determination hurt Nate. I wasn’t sure what I could do next but I’d keep my eyes and ears open.
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      “Can’t sing

      Can’t dance

      Too ugly to model

      Anything helps”

      

      I spent most of last week working. If I was going to be spending a chunk of time devoted to working on the photo essay of the street people of Denver, I was going to need to wrap up some paying work first.

      I time tackling a photo shoot of Denver landmarks for a calendar, finished up some commercial work for the website of a local bakery (some of my pay came in cookies – yum), and posted some new work to my photo blog where I also give viewers the opportunity to buy prints of my photographs.

      I also spent some time at Our Lady of Refuge. The Refuge House opened yesterday, Monday, and I was nervous about any further sabotage or protests. Everything seemed to be quiet there though. Nate said they were still interviewing potential guests, they weren’t quite filled up yet, but he wanted to get the house open so that the ones they were admitting could get settled. I kept my fingers crossed that everything would continue going well.

      When the day of my appointment with John rolled around, I was ready to focus on this project. I still felt conflicted about the subject matter. With my personal family history of alcohol abuse, I had learned to be unsympathetic about the people I would see panhandling on the street corners. Even worse were the people who would have dogs with them that looked malnourished, lying on cardboard on the cold sidewalk.

      The people holding signs requesting money ran the gamut from young granola types who looked to be taking a summer off from washing their hair, or bathing at all, to old geezers whose lifetime of drink showed as their hands trembled, or worse, they held up imaginary signs, their glazed eyes missing the fact that their signs had slipped from their hands as they stood or sat while staring at the traffic rolling past.

      Friends would speak about the poor military veterans who needed our help, but I would argue back that there were veteran agencies that were available to help get them back on their feet if they chose to. So, I would drive past the handmade signs, some clever and others not.

      Like it or not, I would get to meet some of those sign writers today. I met John at the Denver Public Library on Broadway. Being a warm dry building with free access to the Internet, the library often served as a day shelter for street people. I’m sure this was true of most city libraries. I agreed that libraries should be open to everyone and that these great institutions provided an essential service in giving everyone a chance to learn and grow. It’s just that the stench of unwashed bodies was nauseating.

      When I found John he was standing with three other people near the new fiction section just inside the Broadway street entrance. One was a morbidly obese woman who looked like she was going to crush the chair she was sitting in. The other two men appeared to be in their forties. They all wore clothing that looked warm if a bit soiled. They had coats with them but no bags. The library has security at both entrances and they prohibit people from brining in large backpacks and bedrolls.

      John introduced me to them and we came to an agreement about letting me spend the afternoon with them. It wasn’t too cold out, so the men and I left to meet up with their friends who were watching their belongings over at nearby Civic Park.

      As we crossed over to the park, John gave me some instructions. “I’ll introduce you and get the ball rolling. But don’t get too nosy with questions. The men won’t like it if someone starts poking around their old lives and demons.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I said.

      “Be sure to. Living this way is hard and laws get broken so that these men can eat and find some safety. Some also have their addictions, or self-medicate because they can’t get their psych meds anymore. Some will talk about it, but let them volunteer the information.”

      “Ok.”

      “Also, you’ll get farther with them if you don’t seem judgmental.” At this, he stopped and looked me in the eye. No twinkle to them now, just a stern stare.

      “Your brother mentioned how this might be difficult for you. You’ve got to get beyond the stench and the dirt. We’re all just people here.”

      I nodded but wasn’t sure what to say. He nodded back and we continued on into the park.

      The four of us approached the small knot of people under a stand of trees and John introduced me. They agreed to let me stay and to take some pictures.

      They were an interesting mix. There was a young couple, teenagers, and the smell of marijuana permeated everything around them. Their fingernails were encrusted with dirt and I couldn’t tell of they were tan or just so smudged with dirt that their skin had changed color. Another was a grizzled man with a dog, a terrier who was as grizzled as his owner. The man’s name was Bo, and he greeted John like an old friend bending his ear with gossip about people I didn’t know. There was also a woman who was wiry thin with sunken cheeks. She wouldn’t look at me but would smack and pull her lips taut against her gums where her teeth should have been. She mumbled continuously for the next hour as I took photographs of her and the group.

      All of their belongings were piled up around them as they sat in a circle and joked and laughed with each other and talked about people they knew. I didn’t see any drugs, but there were plenty of cigarettes and one paper bag wrapped around a glass bottle that was being passed around.

      Listening in to their conversation, I learned a lot about these people. They seemed a tight-knit group and they seemed to know almost everyone living on the streets in the downtown area. They kept tabs on who was who and on when new people entered the scene or when others left or disappeared. They were also protective of each other. They may not know a person’s personal background, history, or even their real name, but they do know how maybe a person can’t sleep for more than a couple of hours without twitching awake, or that another person has seizures almost every day and needs someone to look after him, or that someone else drinks to passing out but he wouldn’t hurt a soul, or that this man is as mean as a snake and when he starts talking to people who aren’t there, it is best to stay away.

      Over the course of the hour, the couple that had been drinking the most were starting to argue with each other in slurred words. I walked away from them, my jaw was clenched and I was trying to tell myself it was ok. Other people had joined the group and I went over to join them. One of them was named Tex. Not his real name, but he claimed to be from “the great state of Texas” and others had given him the nickname.

      I soon had my camera focused on him as he held out a crust of dry bread to a park squirrel that had been brave enough to approach the group. His eyes widened with wonder when the squirrel put its paws on his leg and reached up for the food. Tex’s face was deeply lined and dark tan. He wore a faded blue bandana around his head, the hair underneath was coarse and gray and worn long down his back, tied into a ponytail. His body odor suggested it had been a while since he’d last had a bath.

      My camera shutter clicked away as Tex befriended the squirrel, then his eyes flicked up to mine. His brown eyes were bloodshot, but not unkind. I lowered my camera and gave a quick smile.

      “Do you spend a lot of time here in this park?”

      He shook his head and shooed the squirrel away, all of the bread being gone.

      “Nah. I’ve got a place a far walk from here where I hunker down. I just came into town here for the give-away.”

      “Give-away?’

      John came over and sat down next to me. He had been counseling the young couple and gotten them to separate to cool off. “One of the churches near here has a day once a month when they have volunteers come down and give away clothing and gear to people who need it.”

      “Yep, Was hoping to find a good sleeping bag before winter sets in, but they didn’t have nothin’ like that. Wasted trip.”

      “Are you going to stay down here tonight?” John asked.

      “Nope. Too many people. I’m going to walk back. Just taking a break here for a bit.”

      Tex stood up and stretched, then turned to Bo who was sitting on the ground nearby and chatting with the young couple.. “Hey, Bo, I’m headed out. You joining me?”

      Bo shook his head. “Nah, I don’t want to walk any more today. I’m going to stay down here. I’ll meet up with you tomorrow.”

      Tex nodded and walked off.

      “Do you know where Tex stays?” I asked John.

      “Yeah, he panhandles on Quebec Street at the highway 270 exit. Sand Creek runs along there and he sleeps under the Quebec overpass along the creek banks.”

      “That’s a long walk from here.”

      “He doesn’t much like being around a lot of people and likes his space. He’d rather be in the rain and snow than bunched up with other folk in a shelter. He says the air in those places gives him a headache. Plus, he can’t drink in those places. He wants his independence.”

      “You know him pretty well?”

      “I try to know everyone. It’s safer if you know who you’re with.”

      At this point the group decided to start heading to the shelter on Park Avenue West and to get in line for dinner at the soup kitchen there. John and I followed and Bo and his dog came as well. He said he had some people he wanted to talk to, then he would go on to a little camp he had down by the river. As we got near the Denver Samaritan House, a shelter that is also run by Catholic Charities, I could see a large group of people clustered in a small park area near the shelter as well as others, mostly men, congregating on the sidewalk on the other side of the street. There were piles of belongings with the people, and trash was blown around as a gust of wind blew down the street.

      I felt intimidated as we approached. With my clean clothes and expensive camera, I was the outsider. And some of the people here were obviously mentally ill and their shouts and erratic gestures were frightening. For a while, I was unable to take any pictures, worried that doing so would just draw attention to myself. As John talked to people, though, and introduced me, there didn’t seem to be any hostility to my presence and I started to relax and feel more comfortable.

      There were two men in particular who were welcoming. Bo had gone up to them right away. They were both black and wore identical blue knit hats and black, down ski parkas. They introduced themselves and Tig and Mark and offered me a cigarette. I declined but asked if I could photograph them. The man who called himself, Tig, bounced up and down on his toes.

      “Yeah, man. I was meant to be a fashion model,” Tig said. He stopped bouncing and struck a pose with one hand on his hip, the other behind his head like a pinup. I took the picture, laughing out loud as Mark joined in the antics with his own fashion poses.

      Just then, an empty glass bottle smashed at my feet, glass flying and spraying my legs. The smell of whiskey rose up from the concrete.

      “What the hell!” Mark yelled at the man who had thrown the bottle. The man stood close by to my right. He was young, maybe in his twenties, with spiky blond hair and wearing a beige camouflage jacket. He stood there swaying on his feet, eyes glazed but looking at me with anger. He raised his arm and pointed at me.

      “We’re not animals in a zoo,” he said. His voice was loud and spittle flew from his lips. “Fucking tourist looking at the monkeys in their cages.” Then he coughed up a gob of mucus and spat at my feet. The dog started to bark.

      “Hey,” Tig said. Then John came up to the man and grabbed his arm.

      “She is my guest,” John said, and shook the man roughly. “What’s your name? I don’t know you.”

      A young woman came up and took the man’s other arm. “I’m so sorry. He’s with me and he isn’t well.”

      The man tried to shake them both off. “I’m fine! Leave me alone.”

      John looked at the woman. She was thin with brittle brown hair and her lips were dry and cracked.

      “You need to take him out of here,” John said. “You need to learn the rules of the road here. I won’t tolerate this rudeness.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry” she said. “It won’t happen again.” She started to pull the man with her.

      “Fuck you all,” the man said, then he reluctantly went with the woman as she tugged him back and away from the group.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that. Are you alright?” John said to me.

      The outburst had been so sudden and violent that I had been frozen in place as it happened. Now, my hands started to shake. I let out a gust of air. I hadn’t realized I had been holding my breath. I gave a shaky smile to John. “I’ll be fine.”

      “That was not cool,” Tig said. “That man be crazy.”

      John looked at Tig. “Do you know who he is?”

      “Nah. He’s new. I saw him and his girl coming up from the tracks by the Platte River last night. Must have hopped a train here.”

      “He’s a crazy one,” Mike said.

      John shook his head with lips pressed into a grim line. “No excuse for bad behavior.”

      “If he can’t help it, what’s to be done?” Tig said, shaking out another cigarette.

      John put his hands on his hips. “It’s dangerous enough out here without needing to fear each other.” He looked at me and relaxed his arms, his hands dangling at his sides. “You’ve probably seen enough for the day, hmmm?”

      I agreed and capped my camera lens. I carefully stepped around the glass on the ground and shook hands with Mike and Tig.

      “Thanks for the pictures. This is a digital camera, do you want to see the frames I shot?”

      Mike laughed. “Nah, I know what this ugly mug looks like. You go on.” Tig grinned in agreement.

      John walked me back to the lot near the library where my car was parked.

      “Are you still wanting to meet again tomorrow?” John asked. He had agreed to guide me around for three or four days, then we’d see if I needed more time to get the shots I needed.

      “Yes, I’m still up for it. Thanks for today.”

      John tipped his hat, the feather waving wildly in the breeze, and walked away.

      

      When I got home I was exhausted and decided to wait until the morning to look at the photographs I had taken that afternoon. I made a bowl of instant macaroni and cheese and plopped down on the couch to eat. I sat there staring at the TV without turning it on. My mind was full of the images I had taken and of the people I had met. I wondered if my father would have been hanging out down there with the other men if he were still alive, chatting and smoking away the hours, waiting until it was time to get the next hot meal and a cot.

      Suddenly the pasta tasted like cardboard and I put the bowl down on the coffee table, then clicked on the television. I watched the flickering screen for the next few hours, numbing my mind before going to bed and hoping I wouldn’t dream.
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