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  OKLAHOMA WINDS


  Chapter 1


  Irene shivered as she walked down the hall of the old bank building. The wooden plank floor creaked with each step. She drew the light jacket more tightly around her plump body. Temperature control is important in an archive and Sydney St. John, archivist of the Filmore Historical Archives, and her boss, kept an eagle eye on the thermostat.


  Irene had volunteered to come in early to try to make points with Sydney. The transcripts of some oral histories she had typed up earlier in the week were not up to the archivist’s standards and she needed to make points if this internship was going to earn her a good grade. Surely, volunteering would make a difference in the report sent back to Dr. Harmon who was the monitor for the internship.


  She turned on the hall light and made her way down the stairs to the processing room. It was even colder down there. The light was already on, although no one else was supposed to be in the building this early. Someone forgot to turn it off the night before.


  She set her purse on the worktable. She and Sydney had cleared it off the afternoon before to make room for her work. Now, there were tools and a box of acid-free folders she might need, plus a copy of the box list that had come with the new collection. Irene went to the old boxes stacked against the far wall and picked up the lone box sitting on the floor nearest to the table. It was numbered “17.”


  Startled by a noise behind her, she started to turn, but the box was heavy, hampering her movement. Something hard smashed down on the back of her head. Her knees buckled and she dropped the box straight to the floor. The second blow took her to her knees. The pain blinded her. The cold concrete floor cooled her cheek as blood bubbled from her lips.


  Chapter 2


  The morning was bright and sunny when Sydney unlocked the front door and went into the archive research center. The weather prognosticators on radio and television had been going on about possible storms late in the afternoon. It was mid-May, tornado season in Oklahoma.


  She usually went in the back door, but this Wednesday morning she had some heavy books and files in her book bag and took the shorter route through the front door. She unlocked her office and put the heavy bag down on the desk. Her purse went in the drawer. She took a deep breath and sat down, turning on her Mac computer. Checking email and looking to see if there were any queries on the website was almost always her first task. Being orderly was one of the things that made her a good archivist.


  Once she finished that, she would help with the preliminary inventory that Irene, her intern, was supposed to be working on in the processing room. Sometime or other, she would have to speak to her about the oral history transcriptions. The girl wasn’t doing so well on those. For the moment, though, she wanted to relax and take care of any digital contacts.


  She hated confrontation and this was the second time she had needed to talk with Irene about the transcriptions. One just didn’t re-write what was said to make it read like dialog in a book.


  Fifteen minutes later, Sydney made her way downstairs to the processing room next to the loading dock. As she stepped through the open doorway at the foot of the stairs, she sensed something was wrong. There was an odd smell, something not related to the usual odors of mildew and dust, which were especially strong the afternoon before when the new collection arrived. Glancing around, nothing appeared unusual, except Irene wasn’t in sight. Sydney stood still just inside the door, a dark uneasiness making her hesitate.


  The newly arrived boxes, ragged and worn, stood in stacks against the far wall. The worktable stood ready with the usual tools: boxes of plastic paper clips, and a pencil cup with pencils, a bone folder used to crease folds in papers, a paper clip remover, and a metal spatula. Beside those, a box of acid-free folders and a short stack of acid-free white paper. In the center, sat Irene’s oversized purse, big enough to hold a laptop computer along with the usual paraphernalia.


  She moved farther into the room and began walking around the large library tables, set end-to-end, that they used as worktables. She came to an abrupt halt. On the floor, lying on her right side was Irene. Her face was turned toward the table, so that it was not clearly visible. A dark pool lay around her head.


  Sydney swallowed hard, inhaled deeply to keep from getting sick to her stomach. She sat on her heels, and reached toward the girl’s neck. The skin was cool and there was no carotid pulse. She felt as if she had known Irene was dead the moment she saw her lying there.


  Slowly, she got to her feet and looked around the room. Whoever did this might still be in the building. Turning, she ran up the stairs and into her office, locking he door behind her. She picked up the handset for the landline and dialed “911”.


  “What is your emergency?”


  Taking another deep breath, she told the emergency operator what she’d found, who she was, and where. After the promise that someone would be there soon, she hung up and sat down. She thought she heard the ticking of the old wall clock outside the reading room. It was her heart beating in her chest as if it would explode.


  Irene is young. She shouldn’t be lying there, so still, so pale, the pool of blood looking dark and sticky.


  Otis will know what to do. He will take care of it.


  Chapter 3


  “Her full name was …?”


  “Irene Stanley.” Sheriff Otis wrote that onto his little notepad.


  “She’s not been dead very long,” he said. “What time does she usually come in?”


  “At eight. But we received a new collection yesterday and she came in half an hour early to get started on the inventory.”


  “And you?”


  “Between eight and eight-thirty.”


  “Every day?”


  “Just about. Today it was about eight-twenty.”


  “What time did you come down here?”


  He waved vaguely to indicate the processing room. It was the largest room in the whole building and the nearest to their so-called loading dock. Originally, it was an underground garage and workroom, where deliveries were made to the bank that was housed there. Now the one room served as a receiving area for unloading boxes from trucks. The other had the tables used for unpacking boxes of papers and memorabilia, and cabinets to store supplies.


  “I’m not sure. Just a few minutes after I got here. Maybe fifteen minutes.”


  Otis went on to ask about her every move since arriving. Then, he started in on what she knew about Irene, which really wasn’t much. The girl was a graduate student majoring in American history at Oklahoma State University in Stillwater, to the southeast. For the past two years Sydney had offered an unpaid internship to students for the summer. Irene was selected out of very few applicants. Young people weren’t attracted to the relatively long drive from where they lived or being stranded in the boonies; or working with papers for that matter. They preferred computers and the Internet.


  “Did she drive back to Stillwater every day?”


  “Yes. I think she shared an apartment with other students. There’s not much for a young person to do here in Gansel.”


  Otis nodded as he wrote in his small spiral notebook. His ham-sized hands made it seem even smaller than it was.


  “The OSBI’s been called and they’ll be sending some agents to ask you questions, too.”


  “OSBI?”


  “Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation. They have the forensics expertise and trained investigators. Small towns and counties like us just don’t have the personnel or facilities.”


  She nodded. The EMTs lifted the gurney and wheeled it through the door into the loading dock where the ambulance sat. She followed, feeling that she should see Irene out of the building for the last time.


  What could someone have wanted that they would have killed the poor girl? Or was it a personal thing, revenge or something? There was no appearance that she had been sexually assaulted, something Sydney would never have admitted was a relief to her.


  The doors of the ambulance slammed closed and she jumped at the noise, magnified in the confined space. It drove off, carrying the body to Oklahoma City for full examination. When it was all said and done, Irene’s whole life would be an open book from now on.


  Sydney desperately wanted to do something, but when she asked Otis, he specifically warned her not to contact the family or the library school. Or do anything else for that matter. The school would know how to contact her family – she had no information herself on where or who they were. Except Irene had said she came from Texas somewhere. Near Fort Hood she thought, in the middle of the state. Her father was a retired Army officer.


  Back in her office Sydney called Charlene, her part-time employee, and told her not to come in the rest of the week. She didn’t explain why for the moment. “I’ll let you know what’s happened and when to come back. We’ll probably need for you to do a check on the boxes to see if anything is missing or out of place.” Charlene was scheduled to come in on Thursday and Friday to help with the new material, but there was no telling how long the police would want to keep the processing room cordoned off.


  She stayed in her office for hours, answering questions asked by Otis and, once the OSBI agents showed up, their questions. She offered to make coffee for everyone, but they not only said they didn’t want any, they wouldn’t let her make some for herself, either. She tried to call Dr. Arnold, the director of the archives, but got no answer at his home or on his cell phone. An OSBI agent wanted to fingerprint her. She told him her prints were on file with the county since county employees had to be printed when they were hired.


  Was Irene fingerprinted? Yes, even though she was an intern, working only part time. It was late when the OSBI agents left and the sheriff closed things down.


  Under Otis’s watchful eye, she gathered up her things, adding some folders of work to the book bag and left, locking both her office door and the front door securely behind her. The sheriff and OSBI agents had taken care of the loading dock and back entrance. She confirmed that when she left by driving down the alley. Yellow police tape was draped across the big garage door.


  Otis knew where to find her. She thought about going south into Edmond, the larger town where she did her shopping. She had already planned that trip for this evening, but decided against it. Although she felt in serious need of distraction, she was in no mood to deal with people. Hopefully, the work she was taking home would keep her mind off the sight of the young woman lying in a pool of blood.


  It was late afternoon by the time she pulled into her driveway. An old detached garage sat at the end of the driveway, leaning slightly to her right. It was good for storing things, but the only time she considered putting car her inside it was during a tornado threat or if a hail storm was predicted.


  She missed her house in Norman, south of Oklahoma City, with its attached garage. If it wasn’t a two-hour drive round-trip, she would have commuted to work, but it was too far to drive every day, and the traffic was terrible during rush hour. Hell, it was terrible before and after rush hour. She’d sold her house down there and rented this one in Gansel. She thought about buying again, but there was little available real estate in Filmore County.


  A cool breeze touched her cheek as she made her way to the front door. Spring usually had warmed up considerably by this time in Oklahoma, but this year, there had been a rash of storms and the temperatures were cooler than usual.


  She fumbled with the key as she tried to balance her purse and book bag, hold the screen door open, and unlock the door. Once it was open, she stepped directly into the living room. The automatic timer had turned on the floor lamp in the corner since she hadn’t reset it for daylight savings time. She never liked to walk into a dark house. Most of all she didn’t want to trip over Lewis, her part Maine Coon cat named after Inspector Lewis in the BBC mystery series.


  Her first task, as any cat lover knows, was to feed him. That kept him busy just long enough to put her book bag in the small bedroom she used as an office and drop her purse in the bedroom. Sometimes she even managed to change clothes before he came looking for petting. By the time she was dressed more comfortably, he was on the bed. She sat beside him and obliged. His purr was as big as he was: seventeen pounds at his last visit to the vet.


  Eventually she was able to extricate herself and fix her own dinner: leftovers of Brazilian chicken stroganoff heated in the microwave. She’d found the recipe on the Internet during one of her cooking sprees.


  She set the kitchen table out of habit, and sat down with the hot meal in front of her, but found that she had no appetite. Questions about why and who ran through her mind almost on a loop. It was a mystery, of course, and she hated not being able to solve mysteries.


  This isn’t one of your puzzles from someone’s papers, she told herself. Someone died in the present, someone she knew and liked.


  If she were down in Norman, she could have invited friends over for dinner or met them at a local restaurant. She ate alone to much and was afraid of getting sloppy, eating dinner on a TV tray in the living room while watching the news. Tonight she needed the routine so she could concentrate on something other than the memory of Irene lying on the concrete floor.


  The phone rang. When she picked it up, Julia started talking almost before she said hello.


  “Are you all right? Molly and I saw Otis and the police cars all around the archives. We were worried about you, but she saw you at the window.”


  Molly would have had to come out of her restaurant, walk around the corner, and half a block down the street to see in the office window.


  She told Julia everything she knew, how she found Irene, questioning by Otis and the agents. There were a lot she didn’t have the answer to, but Julia was glad to speculate about why the intern was murdered and by whom. Nothing to be taken seriously, of course, but it was a way for Sydney to get past the sick feeling.


  After nearly an hour, the sun had set and she felt exhaustion creeping into her whole body. She promised Julia she would call tomorrow and hung up. Taking just enough time to clean up the kitchen, she got ready for bed. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Irene’s body in that pool of blood. In the end, she turned on the light and read. Eventually her eyes closed. Her sleep was restless and full of unpleasant dreams that she forgot immediately upon opening her eyes the next morning.


  It was the phone that woke her. Otis apologized for waking her, but he wanted to let her know that she couldn’t get back into the archives for another day or two. The OSBI wanted to keep it sealed until they were sure they had gotten everything they could. There would also be more questions for her.


  “Am I a suspect?”


  “Everyone’s a suspect,” he said predictably.


  She set up the coffee maker and washed up in the bathroom while it did its work. Dressed, and armed with a cup of coffee, she opened up her laptop and began checking her email, both work and personal. The first thing she found was a message from Dr. Arnold. Otis had found him and told him what happened; she was grateful the sheriff had kept trying to reach him. If she wasn’t so used to her boss’s ways, she would have resented the fact that he’d not responded to any of her calls.


  The director’s message read:


  “I don’t know how this happened, but we’ll need to take care of it. Meeting tomorrow. Your office.”


  He’d signed it simply “Arnold,” with a Biblical quote under his name. The quote was inappropriate since their email was on the official county system, but she ignored it as usual. She shot off a response, letting him know that the archives would be closed all day, so they would not be able to meet there.


  Online news sites didn’t yet have a story on Irene’s death, which seemed unusual. There were messages on Facebook to respond to. She’d joined Facebook because her family was scattered across the country and it was easy to keep in touch through the social networks. Also, her friends down in Norman kept her in touch with things going on down there. She wondered if she should post anything about Irene, or how long she should wait to do so.


  Otis hadn’t given her any instructions on that. Not yet, she decided.


  She went back to reading what others had posted and an hour passed before there was nothing more to check out. She pulled out research notes and began searching online for information to fill in gaps. She kept a three-ring binder in the archives on each of the collections and its creator to supplement what was in the papers. Not only did she have printouts of information on the people, but also on the history of the area and state history that was pertinent to the collections.


  For hours, Sydney was able to push the tragedy from her mind, concentrating on other things as much as she could, keeping busy with mundane tasks. Even checking news sites was more about research than anything personal.


  She pulled out the transcriptions Irene had worked on and looked at the corrections marked in red pencil. Reading the words Irene had typed rather carelessly brought to mind the girl’s smile, her confused expression as Sydney tried to explain the meanings of eighteenth or nineteenth century words and phrases. In spite of all that, Irene had always remained cheerful, seeming happy to learn as she went along, rather oblivious to certain nuances and not worrying about it.


  Again the question plagued her: Why in the world would anyone want to kill a young woman like Irene? What had she known or done to bring a violent end to her life? Maybe she had just been in the way because someone wanted an item in the archive. But there was very little of intrinsic value. Little of historical value, too, at least nothing that would be worth killing someone to get at. Most of the papers in the collections were more of interest to the families in the county. A few Oklahoma historians, particularly those working with the history of the land runs in the nineteenth century, researched the family histories stored there.


  The latest collection was that of Josiah Bartlett. Nothing to do with the former Oklahoma governor. Josiah was a moviemaker of sorts in the late 1930s. He had traveled throughout parts of the state making black and white movies in small towns with the children as the stars. Once the movies were finished, he’d show the movie to the townspeople for a small charge, then give the reel of film to them to keep.


  He had eventually settled in the town of Gene Autry, now nearly a ghost town. His papers had been stored in the attic of his old house where they’d been for decades after he died and the family moved away, leaving them behind.


  The phone rang. It was Sheriff Otis.


  “You can get back into the building day after tomorrow,” he said.


  “Did they find anything?”


  “Not much. Some odd fingerprints, but you do get visitors now and then.”


  “Yes.”


  “We will need for you to do a quick look to see if anything’s missing when you get back in. I’d like to be there.”


  “Call and we’ll set a time and day.”


  “Okay.” Silence lay between them for a moment, and then Sydney said, “She was murdered, then.” It was a statement rather than a question. Nothing she had seen made her think it was an accident.


  “Yeah. No sign of the weapon, but she didn’t fall and hit her head on something. Sorry this happened, Sydney.”


  “Thanks, Otis.” Everyone called him by his last name. It was accepted that he hated his first name, which was Alexander, and no one ever used it. “Can you keep me posted on what y’all find out?”


  “Sure. At least as much as I can.”


  “Thanks.”


  They said their goodbyes and hung up. She immediately remembered what she had forgotten to ask: Had Irene’s family been notified?


  Would the family contact her for any reason? She was the girl’s boss, after all, and was responsible for the building in which their daughter was found dead. It would be difficult to talk with them, but parents might want to know about their daughter’s last days.


  “Don’t go borrowing trouble,” she told herself. “If they call, they call.”


  She found her address book and looked up Dr. West’s number at the University of Oklahoma. They had met when she was in library school and she had found out that he knew a great deal about American antiques. He specialized in coins, medals, and weapons, especially bladed ones. She wasn’t sure that he would know about a long knife found in a recent donation since it might not be American, but he might at least know of someone else who could help her. Since she wouldn’t be working tomorrow, it was a good time to go down and see him.


  When she dialed his number, she got his answering service. She left her name and cell phone number.


  She settled into working with the files she had brought home and searching more on the Internet for information on various people and the history of Oklahoma, particularly Fillmore County, of which Gansel was the county seat. The knife in question she identified as possibly an American Revolution rifleman’s knife. The family in whose collection it was found had probably kept it as a family heirloom and brought it into Oklahoma before statehood.


  A coin, or medallion had once shown up and she had gotten very excited. According to online information, it was issued at the time of George Washington’s funeral and she was certain that it was very valuable. Dr. West was very amused, informing her that it was a counterfeit and worth only the weight of the painted lead out of which it was made.


  She closed up her laptop and got up from her desk to go into the kitchen for more coffee, when the phone rang. The readout showed Dr. West’s number.


  They exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes. He was one of the few professors at the university who still taught an undergraduate class and that had been held that afternoon. He’d found her message when he returned to his office before leaving for dinner.


  “So, you’ve found something in one of your collections again,” he said, getting down to business. She turned the phone to speaker and turned down the volume a little. He was a slight man with a booming voice that was very impressive in the classroom.


  She described the knife. “It’s fourteen and a half inches long overall, with a ten inch blade. Narrow, tapering to a point. It has a metal pommel and I think the handle is wood.”


  “It has a guard between the blade and handle?”


  “Yes. I think it’s probably an American Revolutionary rifleman’s knife.”


  “It sounds like it’s exactly what you said,” he said when she’d finished. “I’ll have to take a look to know whether it’s authentic.”


  “Would tomorrow morning be all right?”


  “That would be perfect,” he said. “I’ll pull out some data for you this afternoon.”


  “Thanks, professor. I appreciate it.” He had asked her to call him by his first name, Phillip, but she liked “professor” better. She admitted that she was something of a snob and liked the idea of having a working relationship with a well-known academic.


  They set a time for her to meet him in his office the next day. He asked how things were going in the archives otherwise, and she told him the good, and hinted at a very sombre occurence, which she promised to explain when they met. It would be better to tell him about that in person, she thought, rather than over the phone.


  She kept busy with research until nearly time to go to bed. However, word was getting around, and a couple of friends called to see if she was all right, but mostly to get the gory details.


  Laurie Burnside called from Norman. She’d heard about the murder on the news and was shocked that someone she knew was involved. They made plans for lunch the next day since Sydney was going to be in Norman visiting Dr. West.


  She had not heard anything on the news herself, so at nine-thirty, she turned on the TV to listen to local news. The lead item was the weather, of course, as Oklahoma was in the middle of its storm season. There was a storm building just below Altus in the southwest corner. The state had suffered several deadly twisters in the past decade and everyone kept aware of incoming storms.


  Toward the middle of the half hour there was a short piece about Irene’s death, saying the police described it as suspicious. They apparently weren’t quite ready to call it murder.


  On some level, it was too difficult to accept that someone had killed the poor girl, even though she knew the truth of the matter. Partly it was because there seemed to be no motive for murder, partly because such a violent act was difficult to accept in her own life. Much less her work.


  She turned off the TV, realizing she’d had very little to eat all day. She made a turkey sandwich, washing it down with a small Coke. Afterward she paced from room to room, trying to find something to occupy her mind and her hands. It was time for bed and she picked up the book she was reading – a mystery – but put it back down again. The Oklahoman newspaper was of even less interest than usual. It came in the morning and could not have picked up the story out of Gansel. She usually browsed through it at dinner in the evening, but tonight she had just set it aside.


  Nothing on late TV interested her, either. She puttered around, picking up and putting away. Finally, she turned out the lights and went to bed, lying for a time thinking of Irene. Poor girl. She was a bit overweight and wore very short, very tight shorts. Hardly the sort of outfit that was suitable for a college coed.


  In her day, a girl began dressing more like a grown woman when she went to college, the more sophisticated the better. It was a rite of passage. Well, jeans were beginning to become fashionable, but young adults knew how to dress properly for the occasion in those days. Although Irene was smart, she also had the usual attitude of her generation that there was no longer any reason for many of the social skills that Sydney had cultivated so carefully.


  Working in an archive, however, the one thing that was important for safety was shoes. Climbing on ladders and stools to move heavy Paige boxes to upper shelves was not a place for sandals. It was always a battle in the spring and summer, and sometimes into the late fall, to get the students to wear enclosed shoes. But if they didn’t, they didn’t work.


  She fell asleep remembering the girl’s voice, and long blond hair of which she was so proud.


  A bang in the night woke her. She lay very still, gripping the covers, listening. Had it been inside or out? Was she hearing footsteps in the living room? Was that …?


  Chapter 4


  Finding parking was the usual problem on campus, and Sydney settled on a space on the second level of the parking garage on Asp Avenue next to the student union. She walked the short distance to Bizzell Library just above the South Oval. Memories of her time in classes came back with a rush. She had been so excited about returning to school, especially at the ripe age of 49. Most people she knew were starting to plan their retirement by then. Not many would have been starting a new career. She had not given retirement much thought, except to put some money away. It was even less in her plans these days, what with the archives and being single. After all, what would she do with so much free time?


  Dr. West’s office was on the ground floor of the old library, just off what was now the back entrance to the library. It had originally been the main entrance until the newer addition was made, with the funky clock tower out front. The tower was not attached to the new building itself, but was identical in style and material. That had always put her in mind of ruined castles in Europe where only a single tower remained among the fallen stones and bricks. The similarity was reinforced by the outside walls of the old building, in what was commonly called Cherokee Gothic. The term was coined by Frank Lloyd Wright when he saw the buildings on a visit to the university. The school administration allegedly hated the name, but had not been able to quash its usage.


  She climbed the steps and through the two sets of doors into a foyer. To the right were the offices of the School of Library and Information Studies, known to everyone as SLIS. At the end of the hall to her left, her destination. The frosted glass in the door glowed ever so slightly with daylight coming through the high windows at the back of the office. The door stood slightly ajar.


  This was the part of the library she enjoyed most, with its old, dark wood paneling and doors. The heating and cooling weren’t the best, nor was the lighting, but it gave one a feeling of solidity and age, just the way a library should feel. She knocked on the glass in the door and a hearty male voice bade her enter.


  The office was as she had always seen it: Bookshelves lined the walls on both sides. A large library table stood against the back wall, under the high, narrow window, with the heat registers under it. On top were folders, manuscripts, piles of books, and other academic detritus. The desk was similarly decorated, but the piles of papers and books were somewhat neater.


  “Sydney, it’s so good to see you.”


  Dr. West rose from his chair, came around the desk, and gave her a hug. She returned the embrace, realizing how much she missed both
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