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Sometimes the perfect match is the one you didn’t expect.

Nothing much riles Gentry McRae. He works hard on the ranch he co-owns with his best friend, and is content with his life. He’s proud of all they’ve accomplished in the ten years since the war. That is, until his partner dies and leaves his half of the ranch to his mail-order bride—and wills the bride to Gentry. “Now just a doggone minute, I don’t plan to marry for years!” 

But, a single woman can’t reside on a ranch where four men live without ruining her reputation. What’s a good man to do, except marry the woman when she arrives?

Heidi Roth has been spurned for being too plainspoken and too tall. In addition, her sister constantly makes fun of her for those reasons. That’s why—with many doubts—she’s willing to travel for months from Bavaria to Texas to marry a man who once lived in her town. 

When she arrives, she learns her prospective groom is dead, but left her his share of a ranch. She has serious doubts, but agrees to wed Gentry to protect her reputation. Sure enough, from the next day, one event after the other happens to complicate her life—yet she is happy. Until she sees the will and learns they are not equal partners as Gentry had led her to believe.
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German Words Used
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Mutter – mother

Grossmutter – grandmother

Vater – father 

Du lieber Himmel – good heavens

Ja – yes

Frau – Mrs.

Herr – Mr.

Und – and 

Nur ein Dummkopf würde so etwas tun – Only an idiot would do something like this.

Ist – is

Gugelhupf – a tall yeast cake baked in a special tube pan. Similar to a bundt cake but taller and smaller around. Usually served at afternoon tea or breakfast. Originated in the 15th century in Europe.

Kinder – children

Diese armen kinder – those poor children

Mein lieber ehemann, bitte vergib mir – My darling husband, please forgive me.
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Chapter One
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Dietrichsburg, Bavaria, Germany, April 7, 1875

Heidi Roth turned to face her mother. She longed to shout, but she kept her voice respectful. “Mama, why do you keep consulting the matchmaker for me? She’s tried twice and the men she found didn’t want me.” 

She turned back to concentrate on her dough and hide the pain the reminder created—like a stab to her heart. “I’m too tall or too old or they don’t want a wife who speaks her mind instead of letting them make all the decisions—or all of those.” 

She turned to face her mother, pleading for understanding, “Oh, Mama, do you not realize how humiliating that is? Please accept that there is no one for me.” She suspected her mother would continue her campaign.

Her mother crossed her arms, a sure sign she was not going to change her mind. “There’s a lid for every pot, Adelheid.” 

Just as Heidi had suspected, her mother was relentless.

Mama shook a finger at her. “You must go see Mrs. Heinz today. She assures me she has the perfect match for you.”

Although Heidi did not plan to consider consulting the matchmaker, she knew Mama would not give up. “I will think about it.” That should stall Mama for now. 

Seeking a distracting, Heidi inhaled the tempting aroma that filled the kitchen from apples combined with cinnamon and sugar that simmered on the stove. At least the mixture was pleasant even if her mother’s conversation hurt. In reality, she had no intention of being disgraced again. Obviously, her dream of a husband and children was denied her. Surely she could learn to be content with being a loving daughter and aunt.

She refrained from taking out her frustration on the dough she was kneading. It must be light and flaky to delight her family. Otherwise, she would give her sister more fuel for criticism.

“While you are thinking, you are making strudel for us. You have the perfect touch that makes a delicious crust and just the right amount of fruit. You will make a good wife, if you can learn not to be so outspoken.” 

Always Mama seasoned a compliment with criticism. Heidi was weary of hearing a list of her faults. Did no one approve of her?

“I will not pretend to agree when I do not. That is not honest.”

“Adelheid, that is exactly what I mean. You do not have to pretend to agree, but you should not speak out about every single topic. It is not ladylike.” 

She glanced at her mother. “Then I guess I am not a lady. I want a husband who takes me as I am without me pretending to be someone I am not.”

Mama’s voice softened. “Please go see Mrs. Heinz. Do this for me if you will not do it for yourself.” 

She moved to the stove to stir the apple mixture. Mmm, she loved the smell and inhaled deeply. “I promise to think about it.”

Her mother threw up her hands as if pleading for diving help. “I am going to sew.” Mama left Heidi in peace.

Heidi hated to disappoint her mother, but she meant what she said. She had watched her sister and cousin pretend to like whatever their beaus liked. Now that they were married, did they continue the duplicity? Surely they would have to do so. Otherwise, what a shock for the husband of each. 

No pretense for her. She wanted a man to love her for her real self, not for who she pretended to be. Of course he would also have to accept her height, because there was nothing she could do to change it.

Cooking was something Heidi enjoyed, but she also enjoyed keeping accounts for the grocer. The few hours she worked there each week gave her independence and purpose worth much more than the small salary she earned. The grocer did not know that she would have worked for free for the chance to use her mind.

She washed the flour and dough from her hands. While the apple strudel baked, she cleaned the kitchen. The entire kitchen smelled of apples and cinnamon when she removed the strudel from the oven. The aroma of the cooling pastry brought her sister, Willhamina, and her cousin, Greta, from their gossiping in the parlor.

Heidi covered the cooling strudel with a towel, then cleaned and put away the pan. “The pastry is dessert for evening when Papa is home, so do not cut it now.” 

Willhamina nudged their cousin and worked her mouth into the pout her sister thought appealing. Heidi thought she looked like a fish. “Poor Heidi. Too bad you will never have your own home. You will always have to cook in Mama’s kitchen.”

Greta pretended sympathy. “Oh, dear Heidi, if only you could find a giant man. Then you could have your own home and giant children.”

Both women giggled as if they were school girls instead of adults.

The two average-height women had taunted her all her life because she was taller than others her age. They acted as if they were perfect. 

Being ten inches over five feet meant Heidi towered over most people. She was tired of her sister, her sister’s friends, and several cousins making hateful remarks about her height and lack of a husband or children. Did they think being tall meant she had no feelings?

Their insults hurt as well as angered Heidi. Usually she remained quiet when they spoke their hurtful words, but she snapped, “At least I do my part and cook instead of sitting around gossiping. And I assure you that if I had children, they would certainly be better behaved than your ill-mannered demons.” 

The other two women gasped. Willhamina sailed out of the kitchen in a huff and Greta followed.

Good, Heidi did not need them around. Now that both Willhamina and Greta were married with children, their sarcastic ridicule approached malicious. Willhamina’s husband, Hans, made so little at the lumber mill that they lived here with Heidi’s parents. Only so her sister could have the life she deemed necessary. By no measure did that mean her sister did her share of the work.

Heidi gazed out the kitchen window. Apple trees bloomed and blue squill flowers carpeted the neighbor’s meadow beyond the orchard. A pretty view she enjoyed all year. But, would this be the scene she watched for the rest of her life? 

Heidi knew she had to do something to change her situation. Combined with her mother’s lecture, the comments from her sister and cousin fueled her actions. She took off her apron and grabbed her shawl. She intended to slip out the kitchen door. Her sister did not need to know everything she did. 

She called to her mother, “Mama, I am going for a walk.”

Though the sky was blue overhead, the day was brisk. Her coat would have been better. But after the hot kitchen, the fresh air invigorated her. She enjoyed the dark green of the forest surrounding the little town. 

She strode from the house toward the matchmaker’s home, her emotions in turmoil. Thinking about going back to Mrs. Heinz created a storm in Heidi’s middle and a drummer pounding in her head. She couldn’t block the memory of the two times she’d been rejected.

Each of the matches Mrs. Heinz had suggested in the past was a man Heidi had known all her life. Each disliked that he was several inches shorter than she. Each wanted a younger wife, not someone nearly twenty-five. Neither liked a woman who spoke her true opinion.

Heidi wanted to run into the forest and never return, but she could not. Something must change. Above all else, she wanted her own husband and children. So, she held her head high and walked the half-mile to the home of Mrs. Heinz. She was so deep in thought she hardly noticed those she passed on the street.

The matchmaker smiled broadly and her eyes sparkled when she greeted Heidi. Mrs. Heinz didn’t get paid unless the couple she matched actually wed. Heidi was surprised Mrs. Heinz was so friendly after two failed attempts to find her a husband.

“Come in, come in, my dear Adelheid. I have wonderful news for you.” She gestured for Heidi to sit in front of her official desk in a small room off the foyer instead of going into the parlor.

Doubting the other woman’s word of ‘wonderful news,’ Heidi sat on the chair. She wanted to make an excuse and rush out the door. Her sister’s words still stung, and she blinked back the tears that threatened. She folded her hands demurely in her lap. 

The matchmaker opened her desk drawer and extracted a bulging envelope. “Do you remember Johann Meyer? What am I thinking? He left when you were a baby.”

“I know Mrs. Meyer and her mother-in-law from church. Each of them is kind and pleasant. They have mentioned Johann many times to Mama when I was with her. He writes to them from America. We don’t talk with Mr. Meyer. He does not say much unless he is talking with a group of other men.”

Mrs. Heinz adjusted her spectacles, then unfolded some papers. “Johann is thirty-nine and ready to marry. His ranch in Texas is very successful. His grandmother is determined that he wed someone from Bavaria. She is furnishing all the travel expenses to insure that Johann marries a good Bavarian woman. We believe you are perfect for him.”

That the two Meyer women approved of her to marry Johann was a pleasant shock. Stunned, she searched for something to say. “I have heard that Texas in America is a wild place. Does he have a house on his ranch? Is he close to a town?” Why had she asked such questions? In spite of her misgivings, she could not help feeling hopeful. 

The matchmaker referred to a sheet of paper. “I wrote down the description of his ranch as he described it to his mother. He has a strong two-story house made of rock and wood. Does not that sound nice?”

Heidi could only nod.

Mrs. Heinz continued, “He is partners with a younger man and they have three cowboys working for them on the MM Ranch. He has a housekeeper who does the cooking. Those who wish to do so go into town once a week for supplies.”

That relieved Heidi. At least the ranch was not entirely isolated or in the middle of nowhere.

The matchmaker smiled, “This is very nice—he and the people from his ranch usually go to church on Sundays. In addition to the cattle, he has chickens, two milk cows, and several pigs, and a large garden.” 

She looked up and met Heidi’s gaze. “Doesn’t he sound like quite a good match?”

He did, but she wished he were not quite so much older than her. She still had questions. “What if when I get there, he does not want me—what could I do? I would be in a strange place with nowhere to live or money to provide food. I have been studying English for several months, but I am not yet good with that language. That would count against me.” 

But she had made up her mind to accept. If he rejected her, she would figure out a way to support herself. Although she hoped for a husband, she was no frightened mouse of a woman who had to have a man to survive. 

Mrs. Heinz shook her head and laid the note aside. “There is no danger of that. Both the Mrs. Meyers know you. They are sure you would be good for Johann and he would be good for you. Do you need to think about it? I am sure this would be a wonderful match.” 

Although she hated to leave her parents, she was tired of her family members criticizing her. If she needed to support herself, she could cook and sew and clean and do accounts. Her heart pounded so loud she thought Mrs. Heinz must hear it.

Heidi took a deep breath. “I believe Johann and I can make a good marriage.”

Mrs. Heinz leaned back and clasped her hands to her chest. “Wonderful, my dear! You are a beautiful woman and a good daughter. I know how hard you work to help your mother, and even find time to help Mr. Schneider with his bookkeeping.”

“Thank you,” was all Heidi could say. 

“I am so pleased you will have your own home—and it sounds like a very nice one. I have your funds and your travel arrangements. Mrs. Meyer was so sure you would accept that she has given me your tickets and the cash you’ll need for incidentals.”

Heidi cleared her throat to remove the lump that had lodged there. “You mean... you mean I am supposed to leave immediately?”

Mrs. Heinz held up a hand in a motion to halt. “You must get to your ship by the end of the month. To do so, you must leave in fourteen days. In the meantime, please write Johann a letter today while you are here. I will mail it so he will have it before you arrive.” She handed Heidi several sheets of paper and set the inkwell and pen near her.

Dear Johann,

You will not remember me, but I live near your parents and your grandmother and attend church with them. Mrs. Heinz, the matchmaker, has said you and I are a good match. Your mother and grandmother know me and agree. I hope you will.

My name is Adelheid Roth, but everyone calls me Heidi. I am twenty-four and am ten inches over five feet. I have blonde hair and blue eyes. I have been told I am pretty. Mrs. Heinz said you have a housekeeper, but I am a good cook and housekeeper. If you want help with your ranch accounts, I am good at keeping them. Here I keep the accounts for the grocer.

Things I enjoy are reading, embroidery, knitting, and helping tend the flowers around our cottage. I have ridden a horse, but I am not yet a good rider. I hope you will be patient and teach me. Also, I do not know how to fire one of the six-shooters I have read about. If we need meat and you are busy, I can hunt with a rifle. My health is good and so are my teeth. I have a pleasant disposition—at least, most of the time. I must warn you that Mama says I am too outspoken. She means I am too honest with my opinions, but I will not lie. 

Perhaps you remember my parents. Papa (Rupert) is a clockmaker and also repairs them. Mama (Renata) keeps the house (with my help) and volunteers at church functions.  

Mrs. Heinz asked me to write you, but I do not know anything else to tell you. I look forward to seeing you at the end of my long journey.

Sincerely, 

Heidi Roth

Heidi released a deep sigh and handed the paper to Mrs. Heinz. “I hope this is all right. Perhaps you should read it and see how it sounds.”

Mrs. Heinz scanned the letter and smiled. “A very nice introduction. You will need to send a telegram to him from San Antonio so he can meet your stage, but that is in the envelope with other instructions and the cash and tickets. I will add my letter to be sent with yours and I will mail the letters today.

Heidi rose to her feet. “Thank you for your persistence. I will go now and share the news with Mama and Papa.” On the trip home, her head filled with the things she must do before she could leave.

An enormous adventure had begun and a groom awaited her. With buoyant spirits, she almost danced home. 
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Chapter Two
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Harrigan Springs, Texas, USA, June 22, 1875

Gentry McRae leaned back and enjoyed the breeze from the open windows. Although the weather was too warm for a fire, their chairs still set near the parlor fireplace. “I’m sure glad we bought these two overstuffed chairs. After a long day working on the ranch, my body welcomes the soft comfort.”

He was content with the life he and his friend had built. When he was discharged from the war, he intended to follow his dream of a ranch. He smiled to himself at his plans. His dream ranch had not been even half the size of this one. 

Rubbing his satisfied stomach after the good meal he’d had, he spoke as much to himself as to his partner. “Yessireebob, this is a great life.” 

Things were about to change, though.

His best friend and partner, Johann Meyer, sat in the matching chair reading the letter from his mail order bride and the one from the matchmaker. His mother and grandmother had each written him long letters with glowing words about his mail order bride, as well as the latest information on his large family.

The other man grunted to acknowledge he’d heard Gentry. 

Gentry couldn’t resist teasing his friend, whose name of Johann he’d shortened to Joe. “You’ve read over those letters so many times, you’ll have the pages in shreds before your bride gets here.”

From the other armchair, Joe nodded. “Ja, I know, but she cannot write now that the ship has left port. I have only these letters from her and the matchmaker and from my grandmother and from my mother. Can I help if it pleases me to reread them?”

“Aw, I just like giving you a hard time.”

Joe laughed. “You do it well, but I do not mind. I am surprised at how much I look forward to Heidi’s arrival and our marriage.”  

The three ranch hands ate in the kitchen with them, but had gone to the bunkhouse for the evening, likely playing cards. Their cook, Annie Fraser, had finished in the kitchen and gone to her room, which left Gentry and Joe alone in the parlor. 

Joe lowered the sheets of paper and looked at Gentry. “Each day I imagine where the ship is and how long until she arrives. I think she will get here near the end of the month, no later than the second week of July. From Bavaria—I cannot get over that it is now part of Prussia—is a long way for her to travel and she is alone. I worry men may try to bother her, especially when she has to change ships. Being a large woman will help protect her.”

Gentry had read the letter from the prospective bride. By large, Joe meant tall. “You don’t mind that she’s tall?”

Joe shook his head. “My mother wrote that Heidi will make a good rancher’s wife, able to help with the chores. Mama said Heidi is a hard worker at home.” He chuckled. “Mama also said Heidi gets into trouble with her parents because she is too plainspoken.”

Gentry gave a burst of laughter. “Ought to fit right in then, shouldn’t she?” 

“Ja, and Mama said she is very pretty, blonde with blue eyes. Heidi may be tall as me. I do not mind her being tall, but only if she is a good wife.”

Gentry shook his head. “Beats me how your grandmother in Bavaria sought out a matchmaker there to arrange this marriage that will take place in Texas. She sure is determined you marry a woman from the old country.”

“This is true. Even though they used a matchmaker, Mama and my grandmother have known Heidi since she was born. They see her at church each Sunday. The valley where they live does not have so many people, especially young women willing to come to America.”

“You were barely grown when you came here.”

“Ja, I was fifteen, but thought I knew everything.” He laughed at himself. “No wonder I had so much trouble before I settled on this ranch.” He chuckled again. “Now that I mention that, I had plenty of trouble after I came to Texas, as you recall from rescuing me.”

Gentry didn’t want Joe thanking him again. “I hope she’s as nice as you deserve. At least you have a common background.”

“She sounds nice, but I wonder if she knows much English. For me it will not matter, but she is trying to learn more. Mama heard Heidi has been having English lessons for several months from a professor. He gave her a book to study on the journey.”

A streak of mischief came over Gentry. “I’m sure glad you’re getting married. You’re getting too old to be single. You wait much longer and you’ll have to be pushed to your wedding in one of those wheelchairs. Your bride will have to be your nurse as well.”

Joe sputtered, “Phfft, thirty-nine is not that old for a man to wed.” He raised his fists to pump up his biceps. “I’m in the prime of my life. I’ll bet I could lick you if we were stupid enough to fight.”

Gentry laughed at his friend, who was four or five inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter. “I disagree, but let’s not put it to the test. We get enough exercise tending to this place.”

Joe pointed at him. “Ja, and we must soon start a home for you. Once you see how good it is to have a wife, you will want your own. If you wish, my grandmother can consult the same matchmaker in Bavaria for you.”

Gentry shook his head and held up a hand. “No thanks, old man. I reckon I’ll wait a year or two before I send for a wife. I’m only 28, so I have time.”

Joe sent him a piercing look. “I will use my bigger share of the ranch to outvote you. We will start on your home once Heidi is here. She will send me a telegram from San Antonio to let me know when to meet her in Bandera. I’m glad I have a new buggy. My wife should not have to ride on a wagon.”

Gentry was glad he and Joe didn’t disagree often. At the same time he was grateful to be in partnership with Joe, it still rankled that Joe called the shots. “That’s a real nice buggy, best I’ve seen since before the war. Still, I reckon she’ll be happy just to light and not have to travel for a while. By now she’s probably plenty tired of ships and stagecoaches. Especially the bumpy, dusty stage.”

Joe said, “Now I must concentrate on getting this house as clean and well-furnished as possible. Annie does a good job, but this place must sparkle and shine. Heidi must not think she has married a pig.”

Gentry looked around the parlor. “The place looks good to me.”

“Ja, Annie keeps it good, but we must shine the windows inside and out. The outside trim needs a touch up in some places, so I think we should paint all of it so it matches.”

“You’re right, friend. Wouldn’t hurt to paint all the wood outside if we have time. We sure don’t want the wood to rot. Our weather is as hard on buildings as it is on people.”

Gentry was proud of the home they’d built. Even though Joe had family money behind him, they’d started with a simple one-room cabin. Once they had a place to protect them from the elements, they gradually built the outbuildings they needed. 

After the barn and other outbuildings were complete, they enlarged the house. Once they’d hired ranch hands at the end of their first year here, the work went much faster. Now, ten years later, they had a grand ranch with a growing herd of cattle as well as horses, pigs, chickens, and two milk cows. 

The smoke house was about as full as it could handle. The garden was yielding plenty in spite of the drought. Though it could be harsh at times, overall this was a good life.

The house was built primarily of native limestone and so was the bunkhouse. The other buildings were mostly made of wood. Their land included a couple of good creeks that ran into the Medina River, which was where their land ended. The plan was to build a second house for him about a hundred yards away. When Joe’s bride arrived, Gentry would move into the bunkhouse until his place could be constructed. He figured once the house was ready, he’d go about finding him a bride.
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