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      For Mom and Dad. Your continued support has been a Godsend and your love of Colorado a forest of inspiration.

    

  


  
    
      Depth of Field: the distance between the nearest and the farthest objects that are in focus in an image.
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      This mountain was trying to kill me. Yesterday, there’d been lightning and hail. Today, I was struggling to stay upright with my large-format camera heavy on my back as I slid down the scree with only a walking pole for balance. There were no visible trails at the top of Mt. Sherman. Not until we got down to 12,000 feet. Until then, it was a matter of slipping and shambling down a steep incline, ankle deep in rock that slid beneath my boots.

      Rob Anderson, my boyfriend, was stopped below me, a pair of binoculars in his muscular hands as he peered through them at the moraine below us. I slid in behind him.

      “My boots are going to be full of rock by the time we get down,” I said.

      Rob grunted in agreement.

      I looked down at the tundra and glacier pools. “What are you looking at?” He handed me the binoculars and pointed to a small patch of blue.

      “That same tent has been set up there all week as we’ve been working up here. But we haven’t seen anyone else, not even any day hikers. And the tent is starting to look tattered with all the weather that’s been going on up here. I think we should check on it.”

      “It’s pretty steep right here. We might be better off going around on the left a bit before trying to make a line with the tent.”

      Rob agreed and led the way down the mountain’s steep slopes. He had decided to take some vacation time and join me on my annual photography trip to the mountains. I spent time up here in the Rocky Mountains every year to get great scenic shots for calendars and wall prints and cards. I don’t think he quite knew what he was getting into. It’s a lot of work lugging camera and camping equipment through forestland and up and down mountain slopes. But he is athletic and enjoys the outdoors and has been great about helping me with some of the load.

      We finally reached the bottom of a slope and onto some flatter ground where we could walk straight out to the tent. When we got close it was hard to tell how long the campsite had been there. There weren’t any signs of habitation aside from the tent itself. Rob called out a hello. There was no reply, just the tent sides flapping in the wind and the buzzing of flies around the tent. The entrance was zipped.

      “I’m going to open it up and see what’s inside,” Rob said.

      I took off my heavy pack and set it on the ground beside me. I rolled my shoulders and stretched while I watched Rob walk to the tent, squat down and pull the zipper up to open the front flaps.

      I could smell something wasn’t right the moment the zipper started to open.

      “God.” Rob stumbled back, his boots scrambling on the rocks and turf.

      I held my hand against my nose. “What is it?”

      “More like who is it. You don’t want to see this.”

      I couldn’t help myself, though, and came forward to see. Still holding my nose, I pulled aside the tent flap with my other hand as I bent down to see in. At first, I just saw a yellow sleeping bag. My eyes followed it to the other end of the tent where I could see a person’s head. This person wasn’t just asleep, though. The hair sticking out was like straw and the skin was dry and shriveled against the skull. The nose was black along the edges. Flies that had been outside the tent before we opened it were now swirling around inside and starting to crawl on the face. Mercifully the eyes were closed.

      I couldn’t stand the stench any longer and I stepped back away from the tent.

      “We need to close that back up before any more wildlife get a hold of the body. We need to get the authorities here.” Rob used his GPS tracker to get our coordinates on the mountain. He wrote it down in a small notebook he had taken to carrying.

      “Ok. Let’s head down.”

      I nodded, took a sip of water from a bottle hanging from the side of my pack, then slung the pack back on, my camera equipment settling into place once again on my back. We could get down in about an hour where, hopefully, my cell phone would have a signal and we could call mountain rescue. I wondered if they would make an attempt today to get the body down. It was already after 2 p.m. and night would probably be falling by the time people got notified and into position on the trail. Not to mention the possibility of afternoon lightening storms.

      Another night on the mountain probably wouldn’t matter for the poor person, whoever it was. It was another day, however, for the killer to get away. I couldn’t get the image of the bullet hole in the middle of the man’s forehead out of my mind.
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      I had underestimated the speed and skill with which the local Mountain Search and Rescue team was able to work, and they had already recovered the body – bringing it down to the trail head and the waiting ambulance - just as dusk left and full night fell on the mountain. Nights at that altitude are cold and I was grateful I had my lightweight down jacket with me while we waited to speak with the Lake County Sheriff.

      I had called my friend Amber, whose guest cabin we were using as a base camp, to let her know we would be later than expected. Amber Green is a sculptor and also owns a gallery in Leadville called Blue Earth Arts. She has had several shows of my photography there and we have become friends over the past few years. She lives in the town of Holliday, just a few miles south of Leadville off of Highway 24, a scenic route that follows the Sawatch Mountain range to the nearby towns of Buena Vista and Salida. It’s rugged and beautiful country that attracts outdoor enthusiasts, athletes looking for a high altitude challenge, and history buffs exploring the mining history of Colorado.

      Amber had graciously granted us the use of her guest cottage that was wonderfully near to hiking trails up into the mountains of the Sawatch and the Mosquito mountain ranges. We could get an early start and be in place in time to catch sunrise as it kissed the mountains and brought wonderful colors into play. Some nights we would camp out on the mountains so that I could get the best light for sunsets and sunrises. Hiking in the dark is never very fun and it could be dangerous. So camping out was the best way to be there to catch the light. The rest of the time we had been staying at Amber’s for most of the previous week.

      My dog, Twist, a Border terrier, had spent a lot of time with us our on the trail and camping. He’s a little guy, about 15 pounds. His coat is a light brown with bristles of gray and black flecking his wiry hair. Today he had stayed with Amber who didn’t mind his company. Twist needed to take a rest and I had known that today’s hike would be rough on his paws with all of the sharp rock. Amber’s gallery is closed on Mondays and she uses the time to work on her sculpture in her home studio.

      My name is Rowan O’Donnell and I am a professional photographer. I specialize in landscapes and still life fine art photographs, but also do commercial work for hire in order to support myself. My boyfriend, Rob, is also my neighbor in our Denver loft and condo complex. He is a carpenter and a few years younger than I am.

      We had known each other for a while, but we hadn’t become romantically involved until after he had helped me out the previous autumn. I had been working on a difficult photography essay on homelessness for my brother, a priest in the Denver Archdiocese, and had inadvertently become involved in a search for a serial killer who was killing homeless men. The situation was a bit more complicated than that short explanation, and my life was in danger at times, but it ended up with Rob and Twist becoming a part of my life and I wouldn’t give that up for anything.

      Here, death enters my life again. Who the person was we didn’t know, but I had a feeling the violent death would taint the rest of this trip.

      

      Sheriff Ortiz kept his hat on during our interview at the trailhead. I suspected he was bald underneath the hat. He was friendly enough as he asked us questions about what we had been doing on the mountain. He even asked me a few questions about my camera equipment and if he could hold the camera and gear bag.

      He stumbled a bit at the weight of the equipment and he whistled while raising his eyebrows at us for carrying it up the mountain. The steep climbs and lack of oxygen make even an ordinary pack of water bottle, a lunch and a jacket seem like too much weight. Then, after we gave him the address and phone number of where we were staying in Holliday, as well as our cell phone numbers and home addresses, he let us get in our jeep and head back to Amber’s.

      

      When we got to the guest cottage, I wearily unloaded my equipment and pack and eased out of my heavy soled boots. Yanking my socks off, I wriggled my toes in relief and slid my feet into some flip-flops. Rob stayed behind to take a shower but I wanted to touch base with Amber and retrieve Twist. I walked out into the yard and up the path to Amber’s home. She lived in a house made of logs with a red metal roof to protect it from forest fires. She wasn’t surrounded by forest, but she was on the edge of town and any fires from the wilderness around us could blow in and cause a lot of damage if things were dry enough. Her work studio was on the side of the house, but the path went up to a patio that was attached to the kitchen. The kitchen door was rarely locked as everyone who lived in the town knew each other and crime had been rare.

      When I got to the screen door of the kitchen, I knocked on the wood frame before opening it and stepping in.

      “Amber,” I called out. “We’re back.”

      Twist bounded out of Amber’s studio and ran toward me, his nails clicking on the wooden floor of the hallway and his little legs skidding as he rounded the corner to the kitchen. I bent down to him as he jumped up to lick my face. As I scratched his ears and rubbed his sides, Amber came out, wiping clay off of her hands with a rag. Her long blond hair was pulled into a thick braid down her slender back.

      “Good to see you safe and sound. Did you have a good day with the camera?”

      “Yes, I got some good shots. We found something unsettling, though, which is why we’re late.”

      Amber looked at me, her eyebrows raised in a question, but when I didn’t answer her she padded in her bare feet to the kitchen where she lifted the lid off of a soup pot that was simmering there on the stove.

      “I made a large pot of soup. Why don’t you go get cleaned up, then meet us on the back patio for some dinner and a couple of drinks? You can tell us all about it.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      

      After my own shower, I felt more myself. Rob and I met with Amber and her boyfriend, Derrick, for a late supper at the large patio table. There were flowerbeds along the fence that ran around the entire yard that were filled with orange poppies and yellow yarrow. Towards the back of the yard, and across from our own guest cottage, Amber had a simple greenhouse where she grew lettuces, Swiss chard, peppers, herbs, cabbage and carrots. With the high altitude and short growing season of the area, a green house is necessary for any food gardening. It also keeps the deer and rabbits from eating the plants. Just a little farther south, the lower elevation of the town of Buena Vista made it possible to have a regular garden if you could keep the deer fenced out and prevent them from eating everything.

      Derrick Stevens lived with her, but the house and property were all hers, testament to her hard work in running her gallery and to her sculpting talent. People will travel a long way to see her sculptures even though she posts pictures of her work on her website. Just being in the presence of her sensuous work becomes almost a religious experience. She does work in metal and stone. But, my favorite pieces are her woodcarvings. Large swoops of warm wood that catch the light and just beg to be stroked by the viewer’s hands.

      Their home is rustic and comfortable. Environmentally conscious, they have solar panels for electricity and use wood stoves for heating and cooking that efficiently use compressed wood pellets. They have a clothesline in the yard instead of a dryer. They even use composting toilets in their bathroom, and in the guesthouse bathroom, which made Rob a little squeamish but there wasn’t any smell thanks to liberal use of saw dust and cedar chips.

      Amber brought out a pot of lentil soup and served it with a fresh salad made from her garden lettuces and herbs, and thick slices of bread that Derrick had made himself. He has a secret recipe for getting bread to rise at high altitude – Holliday sits at 10,000 feet above sea level, just a little lower than nearby Leadville – and the whole wheat bread was fluffy with a nice nutty taste. Twist lay at our feet under the table. There wasn’t any meat, so he wasn’t very interested in begging. He did resign himself to a bite of bread, though.

      Amber and Derrick had bottles of beer from a nearby brewery. Rob and I drank lemonade. Rob likes beer, but he won’t drink when I’m with him out of consideration for me. My father had been an alcoholic and ended up dying from drink while living homeless on the streets. I won’t touch the stuff and usually avoid situations where people are drinking to excess.

      White electric lights twinkled around the yard’s fence and candles in hurricane lamps lit up the table. After we cut the edge off of our hunger with the fragrant soup, we slowed down and Amber invited us to talk about what we had found that day.

      I took a sip of my lemonade and then described what we had found. I left out some of the gruesome details, like the flies and the smell.

      “That’s terrible,” Amber said. She and Derrick had both put down their beers and listened intently. “Did anyone have any idea of who it was?”

      I shook my head. “No one said anything to us if they had suspicions or if they had found an ID on the body.”

      Derrick leaned forward. “Can you describe the man?”

      “He had a scruffy beard. Maybe a week’s worth of growth. He had dark hair, almost black, and it seemed pretty long but it was hard to tell from where I was standing. He was in a sleeping bag, so I couldn’t see what he was wearing. His skin was pretty shriveled so I don’t know if I’d recognize him from a photograph.”

      Amber and Derrick looked at each other and then Amber nodded her head once. Derrick turned again to look at me.

      “My brother has gone missing.”

      My breath caught. I hadn’t thought that our story might have hit so close to home. Rob draped his arm over my shoulders.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize,” I said.

      Amber put her hand on mine across the table. “How could you know? We hadn’t said anything, plus Drew – Derrick’s brother – has been known to take off for a week or two to clear his head.”

      Derrick abruptly stood up. His thin, wiry frame seemed to vibrate with energy. “I told you, he wouldn’t take off like this right now. He’s got some major plans going for the bar and needs to be around to handle the renovations.”

      “That’s true,” Amber said. She reached up and put her hand on Derrick’s forearm. “But maybe he just needed to take a rest before the work gets started?”

      Derrick shrugged his shoulders, shaking her hand from his arm, then ran his own hands through his thick brown hair.

      “I’m going to go get the cheese and fruit.” Derrick turned and walked into the house.

      Amber looked at us. “I’m sorry. He’s worried. More so than usual and I’m not sure why. If you did find Drew, then I don’t know what he’ll do.”

      “I certainly hope it wasn’t Drew,” I said. “What is the bar that Derrick mentioned?”

      “Drew owns the Black Bear Grill in town here. He got some money together somehow and decided to make some improvements on the bar. Derrick helps him out sometimes when he’s not working as a fly-fishing guide or at the ski rental at Ski Cooper”

      “Ski Cooper?” Rob asked. He started stacking the soup bowls while listening to Amber.

      “That’s the ski area just west of Leadville down the road. On highway 24 towards Minturn. It’s one of the smaller ski areas and draws a steady but more down-to-earth crowd of skiers than Vail or Aspen. It’s got a very relaxed atmosphere and pretty good, natural snow. You won’t see any million dollar mansions as you’re riding up the ski lift.”

      “Sounds nice,” Rob said. He took his notebook out of his shirt pocket and wrote in it with his little pencil. I could only assume it was the name of Ski Cooper. Then he stood, and collected the dishes he’d stacked.

      “We’ll have to give that a try this winter,” he said to me.

      I smiled. “I’m not much of a skier. If we stick to the green and blue slopes I think that would be ok.”

      Amber and I both watched Rob walk back into the house. He was fit and looked good in his jeans and white t-shirt. His brown hair had extra blonde highlights from our time outdoors this summer and he had a couple of day’s worth of whiskers on his chin and jaw.

      “That one’s a keeper,” Amber said, giving me a sly smile.

      “Yep. Despite my best efforts at keeping him at arms length, he wriggled his way in.” I looked down and wrapped my hands around my glass. “Derrick seems to fit in nicely.”

      Amber glanced back towards the house. “We make a good pair. He even started to do some sketching a few months ago. Before we met he said he had no interest in art.”

      She rubbed the back of her neck with her right hand.

      “Lately, though, he’s seemed distracted. He’s been spending a lot of time at his brother’s bar. And he’s lost weight and been jittery. If I didn’t know him any better I’d suspect he’s been using drugs.”

      “Drugs? Really?”

      “I like Derrick’s brother, Drew. I really do. But there’ve been rumors about drug sales taking place at the bar. And this money Drew suddenly came into to do his renovations? I have no idea where it’s come from. There hasn’t been a big increase in business, that’s for sure.”

      We could hear Derrick and Rob coming back outside from the kitchen and Amber’s hand darted out to press down on mine.

      “I haven’t said anything to him about my concerns. Please let’s keep this between us.”
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