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PRIVATE 

| CHAPTER ONE |
1914 Oklahoma
Slowly the sky brightened from dark to gold, as a narrow ribbon of sun put the night to bed.  A slice of sunlight streaked through the edges of the loose, eastern-facing door on a weathered building, illuminating the cracks like hundreds of glinting mirrors.  The warmth kissed her face. 
She smiled, stretched and yawned like a satisfied barn cat. The sun, life-giving, felt wonderful. Sleepily gazing around, she spied horse stalls, fresh hay littered with bridles, boots and jackets strewn about the sweet-smelling barn.  Blackie whinnied softly to her.  
Jumping to her feet, she frantically snatched up her scattered belongings. She jerked up the cuffs of worn, faded britches to struggle into her boots, watching him slowly open one eye. Trying to focus on what she was doing, he lazily rubbed sleep from his eyes. 

"Good morning, Miss Jessie," he yawned. "It is morning, right?" 

"Right you are, Mr. Morgan, and I've got to get out of here! How could we just fall asleep last night!?  I should have been home hours ago; I'll really catch it when I get home.  Especially if Ben's up already." 

"Aw, it's real early," he replied. 
"Yes, but Ben's an early riser." 
Daniel deliciously stretched his six-foot frame. "Yeah, well, that warden brother of yours is always in the way, doing things he shouldn't be."


"No, he's not always 'doing things he shouldn't be' - you just consider him an interference to you this morning. He's probably checking the bank statements and supplies, getting ready for today's work. You of all people should know there's nothing wrong with working hard."  


He grinned.  "Well, aren't we the defensive sister today!?  Just last night you were griping about the reins being too tight."


She smiled impishly. "I guess that's just a woman's prerogative -- to do as she feels in one instance and different in the next. Besides, you know how it is with family -- you beat up on each other, but you don't let anyone else do it. Anyway, I really don't have time to debate with you right now; I've got to get out of here." 


He took a moment to admire the way those britches fit Jessie – figured they must be a pair of her younger brother’s. He wouldn’t like most women in men’s pants, but on her … they looked good …!
"Just as soon as you give me a kiss, you can go," he mocked.  


Punishing her foot abruptly halted, as it finally slid down into the second boot.  Running her fingers through her tussled hair, she unbolted the stall door and led Blackie out. "Sorry, Danny; that will have to wait." 
An instant later he heard the barn door slam after her.  


Blast it!  I’m supposed to be the one on the run, not this little flip of a woman. Most women would linger in his company, whine and pout, wanting more of his time.  But not this little firecracker - she was always in a hurry.  And always leaving him wanting more.  

Daniel lazed back on the straw bed for a few minutes more, then struggled up and starting moving around. He knew if he dozed back off, he'd be dreaming again of silky, strawberry-hued hair and green eyes when he should be getting to work. 


"Jessie McCarey, you drive me CRAZY," he said aloud.  
-∞-

After Jessie gingerly urged her horse down the steep, rocky slope toward home, she crossed a grassy hillside sweeping downward into a charming valley blanketed with Lazy-Susans and other multi-colored wildflowers. The sun began its ascent into the sky.  Overhead -- it was already no longer black, nor even deepest blue, but a clean azure.  

Normally, she would delight in this early ride through the Oklahoma countryside. She'd suck in the fresh air, marvel at the sun painting those gorgeous golden/hot pink shades through the clouds, mimic catbirds with their meowing song and revel in the gold and green mixtures of wild scrub oak trees. Or indulge her dangerous spirit by galloping Blackie pell-mell around the sharp curve toward home.  But right now: it felt as if the entire world were momentarily preserved in amber.  Pushing Blackie, still she experienced a slow-motion sensation. 


Jessie wondered whether Ben would be in a decent mood. Lately, he'd been an ogre and she suspected that financially their family may be hurting.  She didn't want to cause him any more grief, but he had really been coming down on her.  If he realized she hadn't been home … he'd be in a stormy mood this morning. Never before had she stayed out all night. Now she felt apprehensive as she quickly turned Blackie up the road leading to the picturesque house. 

It always surprised her how much the view affected her, each time rounding that last bend. Spying their home from the long road momentarily brought her out of her stupor. Bright sunflowers and wild grasses sprang riotously all along the path and huge maple trees surrounding the house framed it like delicate filigree around a painting.   


Papa really knew how to build us a home.  She loved the way the full-circle porch wrapped around the warm-colored wood two-story.  Her thoughts unexpectedly flooded with lively childhood memories of playing ‘nurse’ there with her headless doll (parts neglectfully lost); but preferring to chase after her brothers, wanting to join whatever they were engaged in. 

Tying Blackie in the barn, she hastily entered the back door and tiptoed down the hallway to the room used as an office, listening for sounds that would indicate her oldest brother was awake. The long clock in the hall ticked … ticked … ticked, guiltily suggesting someone might be watching and waiting. Nearing the office, she heard the click of the old abacus.  She took a deep breath and walked in.  

Ben, so engrossed in a document he was studying on the desk, didn't notice her right off.  She softly strolled next to him and laid her hand on his broad shoulder. He glanced up and smiled -- a good sign, so she playfully entwined her fingers into the blond curl at the back of his neck. 

"How do things look?"  Jessie asked.  


"Not so good, kid." 


Jessie was stunned; not surprised that the finances might be in poor shape, but that Ben never indicated anything negative about the family’s business.  


"What's wrong?"  


He glanced up.  For a minute, Jessie thought he would speak, but then, as if deciding how to say something, slowly shook his head. 


Finally:  "We're going to have to get into something else; this ranch just isn't making money. We're barely making ends meet and I can't keep Papa from spendin’ money. Those Appaloosa ponies he bought last month just about did us in. I still haven't figured out why he bought them – they’re not going to sell." 

Jessie quit playing with his hair, surprised at Ben’s revelation. "Can't believe you're telling me this; you never let me in on business." 


"Well, you I can trust enough to tell and the only one with sense enough to understand these figures. The others, 'cept maybe Stephen, would only shrug it off with 'it'll all come out in the wash' or something else about as profound! Stephen is so busy working and trying to pay for school, I hate to worry him. I’m glad you’re here, Jess – maybe you can help me figure out what to do with this mess."  


Jessie stared at Ben with unabashed admiration, suddenly experiencing that bond she hadn't felt for awhile. She’d always looked up to her hulking oldest brother. And Ben was such an easy-going teddy bear; he and Jessie usually got along well.  But lately he’d played the bossy brother card a lot.  She might normally have thought it sweet – perhaps just protective of him, but lately it felt … confining.  

"Aren't you going to ask me where I've been all night?" 

"No, last night Mama said you were with Daniel Morgan. Why, I don't know, but my opinion of that arrogant … won’t change anything, so I guess it doesn't matter. I thought you were still out when I got up and I worried, but hoped you had enough sense to get in here soon. If you hadn't come draggin’ in before the folks ask about you, I'd have come looking for you.  Wouldn't relish telling Mama her sweet daughter had been out all night."  


"Yes, I was with Danny and for the obvious reasons - the same ones you and our dear brothers use when you're off with your women friends.  I needed some company.  I get the feeling you don’t care much for him, but I feel safe with Danny. Because of his Daddy’s reputation, if nothing else, you know he wouldn’t let anything happen to me." 

When Ben sighed, she softened her defensive stance:  "I honestly meant to get in early, but we fell asleep.  I’m sorry I worried you." 


He narrowed his glance as he examined the expression on her face: very matter-of-fact, not all ‘day-dreamy’ as you'd expect from a young woman who might be carrying on an intimate relationship with a man.  And Daniel Morgan wasn't the first, either; there was that wild Carston guy before. She acted just like a man, doing exactly as she pleased, and Ben felt she recklessly cared less what other people thought of her. 

That bothered Ben a lot, but he knew better than to argue - it would only serve to make her more stubborn. Reasoning with her seemed a better solution. But she’s only seventeen!  He tried being responsible for her but she was a handful.  Papa had her thoroughly spoiled.  His only hope was that she'd get married and settle down, soon. 


"Ben, please don't start lecturing me again. Tom is even worse and it’s driving me crazy. I'd rather just help you today, with whatever needs to be done." 

"Jess, you’re just a kid and it frustrates me. If anything bad happened to you, I’d never forgive myself. As the oldest brother, I’m supposed to be your protector, do you know that? It puts me in a bad position – I want you to be happy and have fun, but where do I draw the line?  Do you know what I’m sayin’?"  He gave her a curious look. 

"Yes, I understand perfectly what you mean. Ben, nothing happened between Danny and me."

When a disbelieving look appeared on his face: "Really! We’d been out riding along Ridge Road and stopped by that old barn of his cousin’s.  It was warm, so I pulled off my boots and relaxed, just looking up at the stars through the cracks.  Good thing it didn’t rain!  Of course, then I’d probably not overslept …"

She giggled. "With my head on his shoulder … now, don’t tell him, but instead of listening to his ramblings on and on about his father’s bank, I kept going over in my mind all the legal work I’m learning.  I was so tired; guess I just drifted off.  Next thing I know, it’s daybreak, so I hurtled home. Poor Blackie!  I slipped in so you’d know I’m here, but need to go brush him down." 


Jessie laid her hand on his shoulder again.  "Honest:  I am sorry."

She wished for some sort of understanding, or at least, resignation, of her right to a personal life.  She knew, as a man, it would be difficult for her brother to empathize with her feelings, but still, she hoped … Papa always seemed to trust her judgment … Of course; she hadn’t given him this particular reason not to trust her before.  

He searched her pleading face for awhile, then reached up and clasped her hand in his.  A smile lit up her face as she sighed - she had a reprieve for now; he wouldn't mention it to the folks. 

"Ben, it's curious that you told me all this right now, because I've got an idea I'd like to talk to you about.  Might even be a solution to our money problems.  But first, I’ll take care of Blackie."

"Mama will be cookin’ breakfast soon; think I hear the others stirring." Ben reluctantly joined the conspiracy:  "You best hurry; she’ll wonder where you are.  Meet ya in the kitchen -- I'm starving." 

Ben slid his arm around her waist as they tiptoed down the long hallway, past family photos, wild flower arrangements and mementos.  Ben gave Jessie an affectionate swat and shoved her out the side door as he headed toward the kitchen. 
-∞-

A little later, Jessie returned via the kitchen door. There the windows were open, the morning breeze floating past bright yellow gingham curtains.  Her brothers scattered around the large table, laughing and talking. 

Tom, tall, muscular and with darker hair, was their next-to-the-oldest sibling. Reserved, and though very capable in many aspects, not exactly an introvert; but not a talker, either -- more of an action fellow, who prized the ranch life and working horses. He periodically ejected exasperated looks across the table at his younger siblings.  

Next to Tom sat Stephen: articulate, dangerously handsome, thoughtful and intelligent. The studious member of the clan, Stephen eagerly anticipated attending law school.  Stephen smiled at Tom’s efforts to coral the on-going activity.  

The twins, Jason and Josh, playfully wrestled; quite rambunctious at fifteen – typical rowdy boys. They looked very much alike, though not identical. Jason had startling-green eyes, whereas Josh’s were blue-green. And one of Josh’s front teeth protruded slightly in a different direction, sporting a chip from an earlier tussle with his twin. But their similar mannerisms, frequent grins, freckles and light-brown hair stuck up in the same cowlick in back, often giving folks pause, trying to determine which ornery youngster they were dealing with. 

And of course, the youngest: eleven-year-old Matthew, (though he would be furious if called the ‘baby.’) Matt didn’t sit down at the table; instead, he followed his mother around the kitchen like a sweet little puppy, begging to help. 

Their mother, Kathleen, a stunning, forty-ish auburn-haired woman, busily fried eggs and sizzling slab bacon in huge cast-iron skillets over the wood-heated stove.  She reached up and brushed a pretty tendril from her face, where it escaped from the mother-of-pearl clasp holding her hair back from the nape of her delicate neck.  As she pulled open an oven door to take out hot biscuits, the delicious smell filled the room.

"U-m!" Jessie enthused and their Mama glanced up from her work. 


Ben stood lackadaisically in the doorway, and Jessie smiled up at him and snuggled against his shoulder - a rare sight lately. The twins stopped their playful wrestling momentarily when they spied Jessie and Ben. 

"Just what’re ya’ll up to?"  Jason asked. 

"Oh, we're … being conspiratorial," she answered. 


"Con, conspir...  what?  Why don't ya just speak English, Jessie?  Always showing off that teacher instinct!" 


"I'm not going to be a teacher, and you know it! I don't have enough patience with children. Why do you keep bugging me about that?" 


"Well, you wus offered that job teaching grammar school; had the best grades for several years and finished way ahead of us. Ya always made better grades ‘an us."  

"You’d do better if you brought work home in each subject every night like I did …"

Jason playfully popped his napkin at her. "I'm s’prised ya don't take ‘vantage of that job offer." 

"I'll take advantage of something!" She reached over and rubbed his hair around and around, reducing the fair stuff to a static-icky mess. 

"Hey!" he started, but she grabbed him from behind, putting her arm around his neck in a mock headlock. 


"Don't mess with me, boy, or I'll have to make you look bad!"  


The commotion was suddenly interrupted with: "Sarah Jessica McCarey! Why must you continue to roughhouse with your brothers? It's so unladylike! It was bad enough when you were little, but you're a grown woman!" 


Kathleen McCarey never employed the masculine-sounding shortening of her daughter’s middle name that her husband and sons used. It just wasn’t fitting.  And when Kathleen became perturbed with any of her children … the complete name was ejected. The intended offspring immediately recognized the need to snap to attention. 

Jason looked up at Jessie and grimaced - he knew he was partly responsible for her getting the reprimand.  Sorry, his eyes seemed to say. 

"Yes, Mama," Jessie sighed, "but it's so much fun to tease him." 


Her mother sighed in return.  Would she ever understand this wild daughter? 


Kathleen McCarey was a beautiful woman - still. Small, a couple of inches shorter than her daughter and slender, even at forty-seven, after having borne seven children. She had very fair, smooth skin with just a hint of freckles across her nose, and still-brilliant dark, copper-colored hair. Kathleen was the true southern woman: feminine, soft-spoken, family-oriented and very conservative; fragile-looking, yet strong. Her husband and children adored her and she centered her entire life -- every waking moment -- on their needs. 


Jessie’s Mother pretty much understood her sons, they were, after all … men. But Sarah!  How she longed for her only daughter to share companionly, womanly things with her - cooking, sewing, talking together about the things in their hearts. But her daughter much preferred to be out with her father and the boys - working the horses or anything other than being in the house. Not that Sarah wasn't a dutiful daughter. She did her share of the work. Sarah didn't have to be asked to help with pumping and carrying water from the cistern, or the washing and ironing, mending or cleaning. She was always the first to jump in when she saw something that needed to be done. But she didn't take the pride in keeping house that Kathleen did.  

To Kathleen, keeping the house was akin to spirituality; she cooked, made beds, cleaned, organized, and repaired the children’s clothes painstakingly and lovingly.  But not her daughter - she finished the work as quickly as she could so she could be off outside with the men. Though she had a healthy appetite, obviously Sarah didn’t enjoy the cooking.   


And that job of Sarah’s!  No self-respecting woman had to work to support herself - even though it was for a highly-regarded man like Wayne McPherson, the local lawyer.  Kathleen was proud of her daughter’s book learning, but secretly worried that Sarah would never be able to catch a good man. Little did she know that the farthest thing from Jessie's mind was getting a man to ‘take care of her.’  


"I thought you’d be downstairs to help me earlier.  Have you been out riding?"

"Y…es, Mama. I…’m sorry; didn’t realize the time. I'll set the table," Jessie guiltily volunteered.  


As she pulled plates and cups from the bureau, Jessie cradled one of the plates – lovingly caressing it with her fingers.  She stroked the light gold filigree on its edges, then across the scene of a stunningly beautiful lady in fancy ballroom dress. This was one of two surviving china plates belonging to her great grandmother, Bridgette, when she was a young bride in Ireland. Jessie had always admired the delicate items and cherished them as treasured possessions. 

She wistfully envisioned their Grandmother carefully placing them around the table for her own family.  "How I’d love to travel to Ireland, and find out about our great grandparents."

"When you go, can I come along?" Matthew wheedled.  


Jessie smiled.  "Sure, Buddy."  

Jessie decided to place the two plates at the back of the stack of dishes in the cupboard, so they wouldn’t receive as much wear. 


"Mama, we should find a way to display Grandmere’s plates, to keep them looking nice. If we keep washing them so much, the exquisite prints will disappear.  They’re antiques -- to me, anyway."

Kathleen’s face brightened. "That’s a lovely idea, sweetheart.  Perhaps we could crochet a hangar for the wall?" 

Matthew, with a wide grin, eagerly reached across the table. Mimicking Jessie’s gestures, he helped place everything on the table just as Jessie did.  "Thanks, Matty," she beamed at the younger brother she adored.  


Matthew had sandy-colored curls, big blue eyes and the sweetest smile she ever beheld.  Ever since he was born, Jessie could never get enough of hugging and holding him. His long lashes would brush her cheek while rocking him – she thought of them as angel kisses.  


Actually, all the McCarey siblings spoiled him – gave him their rare treats of candy, rides on their shoulders, nearly anything he wanted. But rather than acting badly, Matt had such a sweet disposition, few could resist his smile. Jessie hoped he’d always be this way and nothing would ever hurt him or change his innocent exuberance for those people and things he loved.  As Matt rounded the corner of the table, the twins grabbed him, tickling him mercilessly as they pulled him up to sit between them. 

Jessie made several trips to the table, carrying dishes, homemade blackberry jam, biscuits.  She grabbed the coffee pot and filled everyone's cups, (Matt’s small one only half-way, the other half -- milk), just as Gus McCarey walked into the kitchen.  Gus was such a big man; he seemed to fill the colossal oak frame of the doorway.  

"Coffee, Papa?" 

"Yes, my Darlin'; and how is everyone this lovely mornin'?" 

All eyes gravitated to the graying-blond man standing at the head of the table. He'd had another bout of drinking last night, so they were somewhat surprised at his lilting mood.  


"We're all good, Papa," Jason answered. "What do you think we should start first today? Plenty to do. Josh and I were just figurin’ who would be fixin’ those fences on the south end today and who all would be gelding..." 

Gus looked blankly at him. 

"You remember; we talked about the colts yesterday, Papa." 

"Oh? … Oh! Yes, I forget, you're exactly right, son." 


The room got very quiet as they assessed this most-recent of their father's lapses. They seemed to be getting more and more frequent. And their father seemed to be doing less and less around the ranch. It wasn't as though he was lazy – it was ... something they couldn't put their finger on – more like disinterest or inattentiveness. They all felt Papa simply too young to be getting senile, so it was puzzling and a little worrisome. 

The silence was finally broken by Kathleen's sweet voice: "And how much do you think you can eat this morning, dear?" 

"Plenty!" Then, rubbing his hands in anticipation, he sat down. 


After grace, the chatter soon began again around the table; a little jabbing of each other, affectionate horseplay with the passing of food, until Kathleen would give them an exasperated look. Which would halt it temporarily -- typical mealtime at the McCareys.  
-∞-  

As soon as everyone finished breakfast, Jessie excused herself and led Ben back to the study. 

"OK," she said, taking a deep breath, "before you show me our desperate condition on the ranch books, you ready for this?" 

"I guess I might as well be - what's got you interested?" 

"Oil"



"Oil?"


"Yes, oil." 

"What are you talking about, Jessie?"


"I want us to get into the oil business."

She hesitated dramatically.  Then:  "You know, put up a rig and plunk a hole – [she dropped her finger down from mid-air in an exaggerated gesture] -- then oil pops out of the ground and we make money." 


"Are you crazy? We don't know anything about drilling for oil!" 


"What's there to know? None of the other drillers around here know what they're doing, either. Why do you think they call it ‘wildcatting?’ And I've been doing some research…"  

"When would you have time to do that - what with your job at McPherson's office and helping Mama here, too?" 


"On my lunch hours. I've been quizzing that guy who works for the Franks on their leases. He explained some interesting stuff about rocks and the lay of the land around here; called it the study of ‘geology’. There are good areas for drilling oil here - probably some better than others. I've been listening to him and studying how the layers of rock form in certain spots. Think I know a good place to try." 


"You lost me."  Ben rubbed his forehead as if it hurt.  


Scrambling around, she found a piece of paper and pencil in the desk and drew a sketch of layers of rock formations, like she'd seen the driller in town use. She showed Ben how the oil became trapped in spaces, and pockets or domes above, filled with gas. She explained that much of the recent theory about finding oil had been derived from earlier drilling for water in Pennsylvania. 


"How'd you learn all this?" He may not have understood all of it, but Ben was apparently impressed with the drawing. 

"Just listening - to him and others out there around the Franks’ well. I go out quite a lot in the evening. They assume I'm just riding around, enjoying the fresh air - some dumb woman, but even when I’m not asking questions, I've been listening and taking notes on the sly.   Had to be a bit secretive -- didn’t want him to suspect that I was picking his brain."  
She laughed. 

"And just how to you propose to do this?" 


"Well, we purchase a lease, get up a crew (mostly me, you, the other boys), build a rig and start drilling - just like the other wildcatters. I think we should talk to Samm Mann about leasing his property, to start. There's an area over there that looks like it may have one of those salt domes on it … see how the wide creek turns and swells here at the Indian trading post … all the silt built up. I think it would be worth checking out." 

"You know Samm's turned down every prospective driller?" 


"Yes, but I think he'll talk to us.  I'll ride over soon and visit. [A mischievous grin spread across her face.] Maybe take some of Mama’s fresh pumpkin bread as a bribe. We might try getting a ‘stay’ lease on the Smiths’ property adjoining Samm’s, in case a well comes in. You know how other drillers set up a rig as close to a find as possible, which depletes the pressure."

"Is that important …?"

"We’ll want the option.  If we hit oil, within days any open area surrounding Samm will disappear under a maze of derricks and the tents of the wheeler-dealers, conmen and others looking to find an easy buck."

"Sounds mighty ambitious.  All this takes money - where you gonna get it?" 

"I've got most of mine saved up from the last three summers working. Thought you might have a little, too? We need enough to travel to Kansas City or St. Louis - to try to get some investors to help put up the needed capital."

When Ben looked puzzled she added:  "You know, buyer friends of Papa's."  


"Capital?"


"Money!" 

"You think you can just waltz up there and people are gonna give you money to punch holes in the ground?!!"  


"Yes, they will. Of course, we have to convince them there's money to be made here - and right now before it's all drilled out. I've got some good ideas and selling points." 


"They'd never listen to a woman." 

"I figured that." She sighed. "I'll coach Stephen until he can discuss this like I would.  Even better.  You know he’s got the gift of gab.  Then we'll send you and him to negotiate with them."  

"Jess, I don't know ..."


"Yes, you do - we've got to grab this opportunity, Ben, right now!  Ben, be bold - we can do this!  Please do this with me!"

Her radiant face pleaded with him.  He'd not seen her like this since the day she first learned to gallop Blackie pell-mell across the range, hair flying - eyes dancing.  He shook his head, exasperated. 


"Stay with me, now, Ben; listen to me. I've got a lot more ideas about this.  We can do this!" 


"Well, let's get Stephen in here and see what he thinks, if he hasn't already left for town." Ben nodded toward the door. 


"I think I just heard him talking to the twins. He probably does need to leave, so why don't I tell him we'd like to talk to him when he gets off work?" Jessie asked. 

"Okay, that will give you and me awhile to hash over some more of your ‘ideas’.  Although I still don't know, Jessie …" 


"You will by the time I'm finished with you!!  I'm not going to give up, particularly now that I can see I have you interested. And I think Messrs. Martin and Stockton will be intrigued when we talk with them," she countered. 

Jessie walked outside on the wide porch and found Stephen saddled up as expected, ready to leave for town. 


"Brilliant Brother, Ben and I need to discuss some business with you this evenin’ after work, so come right on home, o‘kay?" 


"What about, Jessie?" 


"Oh, you'll find out … [she smiled mischievously]… tonight." 


"Got to tease me, huh, Orn’ry?" Stephen laughed. 

He turned and lifted himself onto his horse, then trotted out toward Big Spring, the town two miles away.  She watched his tall frame disappear down the road; thinking to herself:  yes, Stephen would be the right man to influence the investors. Naturally, as head of the family and this prospective venture, Ben would go also, but Stephen was the man for this job – he worked very hard at school and struggled with two part-time jobs to save for tuition so he could go back to university. She was so proud of him for continuing his education. 

And Stephen had a personable way about him. People liked him right off; felt comfortable with him. Gosh, he might be a politician or judge or even governor someday! But for now her only concern: that Stephen convinces a few choice people -- backers -- to part with some of their hard-earned dollars.  She felt confident that they wouldn't be wasting their money.  It’s gonna get interesting …! 

Now, she needed to convince Stephen and make sure that Ben understood why Stephen should do the major part of the presentation. She loved them both so much; she couldn’t bear the thought of ever hurting either of them. 
-∞-

When Stephen returned home that evening, Jessie had Ben convinced that they should at least try to see whether her proposed business venture would work. After supper, they all strolled outside and Jessie hopped up on the corral fence, relishing the gorgeous April evening and brimming with excitement, especially now that Ben was an ally.  The men pulled out cigars and began puffing -- Stephen offering Jessie one in jest. 


"No, thanks," she sweetly declined. 

"Why not - you try everything else we do," he joked. 


"Well, to tell you the truth, I smoked tobacco once, but it didn't appeal to me. Made me cough and it stinks. If you've got some whiskey, though, I'll try that."  She grimaced, and then smiled sweetly. 

While Stephen roared with laughter, Ben just shook his head. This wild sister of theirs!  Now what is she getting them into?  


Jessie started: "Stephen, Ben and I have been discussing a little money-making project we'd like you involved in." 


"Yeah, what do you have in mind, Sis?"  


"You know that gusher the Townsends brought in last week? I think we should find some money and start doing some drilling for oil ourselves. This area must be rich with it." Stomping her boots on the ground:  "I just sense there's a whole lot more in there." 


"Whoa, that's quite an idea, Jessie.  I don't know ..." 

"Before you start getting pessimistic, let me tell you what I think we can do."  


"What do you think of this idea, Ben?" Stephen quizzed. "Yours or hers?"   


"I have to give her full credit," Ben admitted.  "At first, I was really skeptical, too, but she's convinced me that we ought to go for it. Give her a chance to explain, okay?" 


"Lay it on me, Sis."


Jessie proceeded to show Stephen about the geology and how to interest investors, as she’d explained to Ben earlier.  When she finished, Stephen had a few questions but seemed incredibly optimistic. Jessie breathed a sigh of relief - he hadn't been as hard to sell as Ben. 


"I don't have any cash I can put in, Jessie. You know I have tuition to pay, but if you and Ben can come up with the travel money, I'll be happy to go to St. Louis or Kansas City and try convincing those investors. May be able to get my boss to let me be away for a few days; but not long, for sure. While I talk to him, you two get the rest of the plans worked up."  

Suddenly, Stephen grinned broadly. "You know, I'm getting kinda excited about this!" 


Jessie thrilled to hear him say that - she felt confident now that Stephen would come home with the money they needed. 

She turned to their oldest brother.  "Ben, you understand … don’t you … why I think Stephen should do the presentation?  I know you’re head of the family and all ..."

"Stephen will do a great job, Jess – and he’s welcome to the job. Anyhow, I get nervous talking in front of a group; but he’s a natural. I’ll back him up with the figures; that’s what I’m good at."

She reached over and hugged him. "By the way, we'll get the other boys involved later if they want, but for right now, this is just between the three of us? The others will assume you’re selling some horses. If things don’t work out, all we’ll be out is our own savings. I really hate to hold out on Tom, but I'm afraid he might be too negative and we don't need that. When we get the cash and are ready to do the actual work, we'll ask for his advice.  But for now, let's keep mum, okay?"


When Jessie winked, the three nodded in agreement, grinning at each other like ornery little kids who had entered into a secret pact.  
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