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The Plus-Size Mail-Order Runaway Brides of Kansas
Book One: Grace Creek Beginnings
The year was 1890, and the West was still young enough to blush with promise.
Across the prairie, the whistle of locomotives mingled with the cry of meadowlarks, carrying news of new beginnings.
The railroad had become the nation’s iron thread, stitching together towns that hadn’t existed a decade before. Kansas — once known mostly for wind and wheat — was turning into a patchwork of hope. Immigrants from every corner of the world came chasing a second chance.

Here, along those open plains, ethnicity was not a barrier but a bridge. There were no state laws forbidding friendship or love between races, and so communities formed naturally — Native, Colored, White, and Asian families building homes side by side. The prairie didn’t care what color your skin was; it only asked if you could plant, pray, and endure.

Towns rose where wagon wheels stopped: a blacksmith’s forge, a schoolhouse, a small church, and always, always, a bakery. Bread had a way of gathering souls faster than sermons could.

The air smelled of new lumber, woodsmoke, and wild grass. Men came west for land, work, and sometimes redemption. Women came west for safety, love, or to prove that life could start over no matter how far from home you’d traveled.

Letters crisscrossed the country — folded hopes sealed in wax. Some were written by the lonely, others by the desperate. Many by men who couldn’t read or write but paid a neighbor to pen their longing for a wife. And so, through trains and prayers and paper promises, the mail-order bride became one of the greatest migrations of the human heart.

But not every man was what he claimed to be.
And not every woman who arrived was as helpless as she seemed.
This is the story of four women — Maggie O’Donnell from Boston, Clara Rose from New York, Josephine Langston from the Japanese settlements in California, and Bloomingstar Whitefeather from the tribal lands of the Midwest — who met on a train bound for Kansas City. Each carried a letter, a photograph, a loaf of courage, and a secret hope that love could meet them halfway.

They were runaway brides by faith, not by fear — determined that if the men who called them west were not what they’d promised, they would not surrender their futures. Instead, they would make their own.

And from that bold decision — one made with flour-dusted hands and prayerful hearts — a town was born. A town where God’s grace baked fresh every morning, where unity triumphed over division, and where laughter became the law of the land.

Welcome to Grace Creek, Kansas,
where bread, faith, and friendship built what bullets and bitterness could not.

.

Historical Note

(For Readers of “The Plus-Size Mail-Order Runaway Brides of Kansas”)

By the year 1890, Kansas stood at the heart of America’s great transformation.
Only a generation earlier, the land had been open prairie, traveled mostly by buffalo, traders, and native tribes. But as the century turned, railroads carved pathways of progress, connecting small frontier towns to cities as far as Chicago, St. Louis, and San Francisco.
The Homestead Act of 1862 had drawn settlers westward with the promise of free land, and by 1890, those homesteads had grown into communities — each one a blend of cultures, languages, and traditions.

Kansas, more than most territories, became known for its cultural openness. While much of the nation wrestled with segregation and division, the Kansas plains offered something different: freedom to coexist. On those wide stretches of land, Native Americans, freedmen, immigrants from Asia and Europe, and white settlers often lived and worked side by side. Necessity, not law, was the teacher — neighbors learned that cooperation was survival.

Newspapers of the time carried advertisements for “companions for Christian men in the West,” and many women answered. Some sought marriage, others refuge or opportunity. These mail-order brides often came by train — courageous souls carrying hope in a carpetbag. Many arrived to find hardship, some to find love, and a few to create entire towns where God’s grace had the final word.

It is within this backdrop — the building of towns, roads, and hearts across the Kansas plains — that the story of Grace Creek unfolds.

Though fictional, its spirit is true to the history that shaped the American West:
A land where faith was the law, courage the currency, and the scent of fresh bread meant that hope had found a home.

Freedom

The Plus-Size Mail-Order Runaway Brides Series
By Cherry Hargrove
Setting

It’s the 1890s in Kansas City, Missouri, the great meeting ground of America’s hopes and hungers. The railroad whistles through new towns that smell of sawdust, sweetbread, and dreams. Out here, cultures mingle freely — Native, colored, Japanese, Irish, and every kind of wanderer looking for a second chance. The men outnumber the women, and the mail-order bride trade is booming. But not every bride intends to stay once she gets off that train.

The Four Runaway Brides (and Bakers)

1. Bloomingstar Whitefeather
A plus size Wyandot Native American baker whose dough rises like her faith. Tall, full-figured, and radiant with quiet dignity. She keeps wild herbs in her bread and prays over every loaf. Her grandmother taught her to bake with river water and sunlight, saying, “Bread remembers the hands that make it.”
2. Clara Rose Henderson
A colored woman from New York, elegant, sharp-witted, and curvy as a cinnamon roll. She learned to bake from a Harlem pastry chef who told her, “Good bread forgives your mistakes if you sing hymns while you knead.” Clara’s biscuits can stop an argument — or start one.
3. Josephine “Jo” Langston
A plus size Japanese-American schoolteacher-turned-baker from San Francisco’s small Christian enclave.. She bakes precise, delicate pastries and quotes Scripture like a recipe card: exact, measured, and sweetly stubborn.
4. Maggie O’Donnell
A white Irish baker from Kansas City, a plus sized red-haired, big-boned, and bold. She calls herself “a butter-loving evangelist of bread.” Her laughter fills a room faster than yeast fills a pan. She believes that if you feed people long enough, they’ll confess their sins just to get seconds.
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Chapter One: The Train to Freedom
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The Plus-Size Mail Order Runaway Brides Series
By Cherry Hargrove
The train to Kansas City howled like a restless wind across the plains. Steam curled through the chilly morning air as passengers bustled about — soldiers, widows, peddlers, preachers, and four women who had no idea that destiny had booked them all in the same car.

The second-class carriage was noisy, smelling of coal, biscuits, and too much perfume. The wheels clattered in rhythm like a gospel drumline. Dust danced in the shafts of light cutting through the windows, and somewhere a baby cried in time with the whistle.

Bloomingstar Whitefeather sat near the middle, a basket of bread resting on her lap. She was tall, plus-size, and graceful in her stillness, with hair braided into two thick ropes. Her eyes carried the soft glow of prairie dawns. She wore a hand-sewn calico dress and moccasin boots, and when she prayed, she did it softly — in her native Wyandot tongue.

Across from her sat Clara Rose Henderson, a plus sized colored woman from New York who looked like she had stepped straight out of a city dream and into a country comedy. She had a hymnal, a needle kit, and three jars of peach preserves in her satchel.

Clara’s first words on the train were, “Lord, this seat feels like repentance — hard and unavoidable.”

Bloomingstar smiled. “Sometimes repentance leads to good bread.”

That made Clara pause, then laugh. “Oh, honey, if repentance comes with biscuits, I’ll repent twice.”

Their laughter turned a few heads.

Two seats back, a plus size figure with round spectacles peeked over the backrest. Josephine Langston, known simply as Jo, was a Japanese-American schoolteacher who had baked her way through heartbreak. She carried her recipe book like a diary, written in English on one page and Japanese on the other. Every time the train hit a bump, she’d whisper, “Lord, keep my pastries and my patience intact.”

When the women laughed again, Jo’s curiosity got the best of her. She scooted forward, notebook in hand. “Excuse me,” she said in careful English, “did I hear the word biscuits? Because I am a baker — and a good one, I think — unless the humidity disagrees.”

Clara leaned closer. “Child, you bake too? What are you running from?”

Jo blinked. “A man who wrote too many letters and not enough truth.”

“Mercy,” Clara said, fanning herself. “Then you’re among saints of the same testimony.”

A roar of laughter came from the front of the car. There stood a woman with flaming red curls and freckles so bright they looked dusted on by angels. Maggie O’Donnell, Irish, loud, and alive. She carried a large wicker basket and a rolling pin strapped to her trunk with a strip of apron cloth.

“Did I just hear about biscuits?” Maggie bellowed, plopping down in the empty seat beside them. “Because I’ve got cinnamon rolls in this basket that could make a man forget his own name. Pity no one on this train deserves one yet.”

Clara gasped, clutching her pearls. “Well, bless your bold heart, sugar! You just sat down like you owned the railway.”

Maggie winked. “I don’t own it, darling, but I might lease it till we reach Kansas.”

Bloomingstar chuckled, her voice low and calm. “You bake too?”

Maggie lifted the basket lid proudly. The warm scent of honey, cinnamon, and butter filled the car. Even the baby stopped crying for a moment.

“Baking’s my calling,” Maggie declared. “I make bread that heals tempers, rolls that stop fights, and pies that make preachers long-winded. But I’ll be honest — I’m not sure the man waiting for me in Kansas deserves a woman who can bake forgiveness into dough.”

Clara nodded. “Preach, sister. I was supposed to marry a widowed deacon who claimed he had a fine house. Sent me a picture of a mansion — I later found out it was a courthouse!”

Jo gasped. “That is... dishonest.”

“Baby, that’s sin with wallpaper,” Clara said.

All four burst into laughter so loud the conductor peeked in. “Ladies,” he said, “I’ll kindly ask you to keep it down — unless you’re planning to start a revival.”

Maggie grinned. “Sir, give us one more hour, a little butter, and some yeast — we’ll start one that’ll outlast your train.”

Even he chuckled and tipped his hat.

When calm returned, Bloomingstar pulled from her basket a small loaf of herb bread. “In my people’s way,” she said softly, “we share bread to seal friendship. If you eat of it, we walk together in truth.”

The women exchanged looks — different colors, different lives — yet somehow, they understood one another. They broke off pieces and passed them around.

Clara said grace, her voice strong: “Lord, bless these crumbs and the women who came with them. We may be strangers on a train, but You know our stops before we do.”

“Amen,” they all whispered.

Then, as if heaven approved, the train gave a long whistle — whoooooo! — echoing like an amen down the track.

Maggie said, “Well, if this man I’m supposed to marry turns out to be half the mess I suspect, I say we find a boardinghouse and start our own bakery. Call it Runaway Bread or The Heavenly Loaf.”

Jo clapped. “We can make breads from every culture — Native herbs, Japanese sweets, Irish rolls, colored Southern biscuits — all in one place!”

Clara smirked. “That’s either genius or pure chaos, but I like it.”

Bloomingstar nodded. “If we are to run, let us run toward purpose, not away from it.”

And that was the moment something holy happened on that rattling train car — something unseen but eternal. Four women, each from a different world, bound by one Spirit, one laughter, and one loaf of bread.

Outside, the prairie stretched like a promise. Inside, the laughter rose again, shaking the car until even the serious preacher two rows up smiled into his newspaper.

“Ladies,” Maggie said, raising her cinnamon roll like a toast, “to freedom, to friendship, and to bread that never burns.”

They clinked their pastries together like champagne glasses.

“That’s grace,” Bloomingstar whispered.

And the train carried them west, straight into the story God had baked long before they were born.

Praise Scriptures

“Taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed is the one who takes refuge in Him.”
— Psalm 34:8 (KJV)
“And my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus.”
— Philippians 4:19 (NKJV)
“The LORD will perfect that which concerneth me; Thy mercy, O LORD, endureth forever.”
— Psalm 138:8 (KJV)
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Chapter Two: The Pact of the Runaway Bakers
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The Plus-Size Mail Order Runaway Brides Serie

The whistle blew again, long and low, as the train carried its laughter westward. The rhythmic clatter of iron against track felt like a heartbeat, steady and divine. Somewhere, a kettle whistled from the dining car, and the scent of coffee drifted through like incense.

The four women had grown comfortable together — sharing bread, stories, and occasional side-eye glances at the loud snorers in the back. The conductor had already declared them the “most joyful troublemakers aboard.”

Maggie O’Donnell, never one to keep quiet long, tapped her boot on the floor. “Now that we’ve met, ladies, I think introductions are in order before I start taking attendance.”

Clara laughed. “Attendance? What is this, a Sunday bake sale?”

“Hush, sugar,” Maggie said, wagging a finger. “A woman’s introduction tells you whether you can trust her biscuits. So, I’ll start.”

The Introductions

“I’m Maggie O’Donnell,” she began, lifting her chin with pride. “Born and baked in Kansas City. My father was a wagon repairman, and my mama taught me that flour covers all sins if sifted with forgiveness. I ran a small bakery by the stockyards till a man came in promising partnership and love. Turned out he just wanted recipes and free pie. I told him to marry his appetite instead.”

Clara snorted so loud she nearly choked. “Girl, I like you already.”

Maggie grinned. “Well, the Lord said multiply, not settle, so here I am — a mail-order bride candidate bound for a fella named Chester Lott in Wichita who says he owns a ranch. If that man’s got more cows than manners, I’ll need divine intervention.”

The others howled with laughter.

Next was Bloomingstar Whitefeather, who spoke softly but every word carried weight.
“I am from the Wyandot settlement near the Missouri River,” she said. “My grandmother baked bread for missionaries and soldiers. She said it was the only time both sides chewed on peace at once. I bake from what grows wild — herbs, cornmeal, and hope. My letters came from a man named Mr. Robert T. Cline, who said he was a farmer seeking a quiet wife.”
Jo raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure it’s quiet he wants?”

Bloomingstar smiled. “If he lies, the Spirit will tell me. And if he drinks, I’ll send him to water — the hard way.”

Clara Rose Henderson fanned herself and took the floor next.
“I’m Clara from New York City,” she said. “I’ve been baking since I was knee-high to a hymn book. I catered to fancy folk uptown till one gentleman thought my biscuits were an invitation to wed. I told him, ‘Sir, I feed people; I don’t marry their hunger.’”
The women hollered again, clutching their sides.

Clara continued, “Then I read an ad — ‘God-fearing man seeking capable wife, fond of laughter and loaf-making.’ I prayed, said yes, and now I’m heading west to a Mr. Ezra Malone in a place called Cottonwood Creek. But if he’s more creek than cotton, I’m going home.

Finally, Josephine Langston adjusted her spectacles.
“I am Josephine Langston — Jo, please. My father taught Japanese students; my mother taught me English, Scripture, and sponge cakes. I wrote my would-be husband, Mr. Franklin Tate, because he seemed scholarly. He promised books, quiet evenings, and a life of prayer.”
Clara squinted. “That sound holy or boring — I ain’t sure which.”

Jo blushed. “Both, perhaps. But I’m beginning to suspect he may have borrowed someone else’s handwriting. His last letter was smudged and signed ‘Frank’ like an afterthought. I fear he may be... less bookish and more bootish.”

Maggie slapped her knee. “If he’s bootish, we’ll boot him back to wherever he came from!”

They laughed till their sides hurt.

The Revelation

As the laughter died down, Bloomingstar folded her hands. “Tell me something — how did each of you afford this trip? Many mail-order brides have their fare paid by their intended husbands.”

Jo adjusted her glasses again. “Oh, mine sent a ticket... but I had already purchased my own. I wasn’t sure I trusted a man to remember the details.”

Clara’s mouth curved. “Now ain’t that something — I did the same thing. Paid for it myself.”

Maggie blinked. “You too?”

Bloomingstar nodded slowly. “Yes. I sold twelve loaves of honey wheat bread at the mission market and bought my ticket.”

They stared at each other, four women realizing they were not desperate — they were deliberate.

“Well,” Maggie said, “I declare! We’re not runaways because we’re weak — we’re runaways because we’re wise.”

The Pact

It was Clara who leaned in first. “Ladies, before we get ourselves off this train and into trouble, I say we agree on what we will and will not accept.”

Bloomingstar’s calm voice filled the air. “Agreed. We pray first, then decide.”

The four bowed their heads. Bloomingstar prayed in both English and Wyandot, her words gentle and sure.

“Creator of all nations, guide our feet and guard our hearts. Let us not marry trouble out of loneliness, but choose peace out of wisdom. Amen.”

When they lifted their heads, Jo already had her notebook open, pen poised.

“Let’s write it down,” Maggie said. “We’ll make it official. Call it The Runaway Brides’ Pact.”

Jo titled the page neatly in perfect script.

Clara dictated, “Rule number one: If the men have lied — rejection.”

Maggie chimed in, “Rule two: If the very appearance don’t line up with what was promised — rejection.”

Jo giggled as she wrote.

Bloomingstar added, “Rule three: If they have no wagon, no land, or no proof of honest living — rejection.”

Clara said, “Rule four: If they’re drunk, staggering, or smell like moonshine — rejection and a prayer for deliverance.”

Maggie pointed her rolling pin like a sword. “Rule five: If the first words out their mouths are ‘What’s for supper?’ — rejection with a side of holy silence.”

Jo’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Should I write that exactly?”

“Yes,” Maggie said firmly. “Word for word.”

When Jo finished writing, she tore the page carefully into four pieces, each copy identical, written in her elegant hand. She handed one to each woman.

They all signed beneath the words “In the sight of God, this is our covenant.”

Then Clara said, “Let’s seal it.”

Bloomingstar broke another piece of bread from her basket. “Bread for covenant,” she whispered. “Break, bless, believe.”

They each took a bite, their laughter softening into reverence.

“Now,” Maggie said, “if any of us get off this train and see a liar, a drunk, or a man with fewer teeth than promises, we turn right around and meet back at the boardinghouse on Main Street.”

“Deal,” Clara said. “And if the boardinghouse don’t take us, I got recipes enough to buy us a kitchen.”

Jo nodded. “I’ll bring my notebook. Someone has to write our miracles down.”

Bloomingstar smiled. “And I will bring the flour.”

The train thundered west as the sun dipped lower, painting their faces gold. They leaned together — Native, colored, Japanese, and Irish — each holding her copy of the pact, signed and sealed with faith.

“Ladies,” Maggie said softly, “we may not know what’s waiting, but we know Who’s guiding.”

“Amen,” Clara said.

Bloomingstar looked out the window at the glowing horizon. “Freedom smells like bread baking,” she murmured.

And Jo, ever
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