
Table of Contents

Preface

Chapter One: Pints, Gallons & Gossip on the Rails

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Four

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface

[image: ]


Historical Reality and Spiritual Truth: The Boston Cooking School, 1890s

In the late nineteenth century, America’s kitchens began to change. Flour met science, and homemaking met higher learning. Founded in 1879, the Boston Cooking School stood at the center of that transformation.

Under the pioneering guidance of Miss Fannie Merritt Farmer, the school taught the art of cookery not as guesswork but as precision — a “science of nourishment,” designed to bring order, sanitation, and beauty to domestic life. Young women learned that every rising loaf and simmering pot had measurable meaning.

At the time, the school primarily served middle- and upper-class white women from New England families. Many were daughters of ministers or merchants who sought to elevate home management to the same respect as medicine or education. Yet, while history records few students of color within its marble walls, the influence of the Boston Cooking School traveled far beyond Boston.

By the 1890s, its methods — and Miss Farmer’s famous Boston Cooking-School Cook Book (1896) — reached into church kitchens, settlement houses, YWCA branches, and missionary training schools across the nation. Black, Native American, Chinese, and immigrant women studied its recipes and ratios through correspondence lessons, mission programs, and industrial education projects inspired by Fannie Farmer’s work.

Wherever there was a woman who believed in faith, flour, and future — the spirit of Boston found her.

Fannie Farmer & The Boston Cooking School (Established 1879)

Though located in Boston, its graduates and curriculum spread westward through correspondence and teacher training.
By the 1890s, many western home economists and “Domestic Science” teachers used Fannie Farmer’s methods, emphasizing precise measurements and scientific cooking.
It’s historically accurate to say your brides “trained under the Boston Cooking School correspondence and certificate program—the same methods taught by Fannie Farmer herself.”
Fannie Farmer’s Boston Cooking-School Cook Book (1896) became the nation’s standard and was taught even in Kansas, Colorado, and California women’s clubs.

2. The California School of Domestic Arts and Science (San Francisco, est. 1880s–1890s)

A real western pioneer in culinary education.
It trained women in bread-making, canning, baking, and domestic economy—especially for professional work in hotels and boarding houses.
Graduates were often called “certificate cooks,” 

3. State Agricultural Colleges (Western Extension Programs)

By 1890, Land Grant Universities like:

	University of California (Berkeley)

	University of Kansas

	Colorado Agricultural College (now CSU)
had begun offering short courses in “Home Science” through the Morrill Act.
These included bread-baking, canning, and preserving workshops taught by “lady instructors” who traveled by train to rural towns.


4. The Settlement Cooking Schools

These began in cities like Chicago and San Francisco by the 1890s.
They taught immigrant and working women the American “science of cookery,” blending faith-based charity with skill training.
This would fit perfectly with your theme of faith, redemption, and second chances.

The Bakers Eight

In this fictional historical thread becomes holy truth. The eight heroines — Ruby Mae Carter, Naomi Two Feathers, Mae Ling Wong, Pearl Ann Johnson, Betsy June Hollister, Jo Harper, Hattie Lou Dawson, and Carrie Baptiste — each bear certificates of training from Fannie Farmer’s Boston Cooking School.

Some attended in person, journeying from their towns and territories to Massachusetts to sit under Miss Farmer’s steady hand. Others earned their certificates through affiliated church-based mission programs, where they studied the same scientific methods, the same recipes, and the same belief:

“Good bread has no color but golden.”

By the time they met in Boston for their final certification, the eight women had already formed an unbreakable sisterhood of flour and faith. They laughed, prayed, and sang hymns as they measured milk and yeast, treating each batch of bread as both chemistry and worship.

Miss Farmer herself once told them, “Science is for all who hunger, and bread is the language of heaven.”
She handed Naomi Two Feathers a measuring cup, and whispered, “Teach others that there is no color in kindness and no limit to grace.”
That spirit — the union of domestic science and divine purpose — became the foundation for everything that followed: the train ride, the gossip, the laughter, the heartbreak, and the miraculous rise of The Bakers Eight.

Why It Matters

History remembers Fannie Farmer for bringing precision to the kitchen. But in this story, her legacy stretches even further — inspiring a circle of women who turned measurement into ministry. Each one took what she learned in Boston and carried it westward — into kitchens, boardinghouses, and hearts that needed hope.

They were more than bakers.
They were builders of community, teachers of grace, and living proof that God’s callings rise higher than prejudice, distance, or despair.
This novel is dedicated to every woman who ever believed that faith could mix with flour — and that heaven might just smell like warm bread.

“Give us this day our daily bread...” — Matthew 6:11
“And of His fullness we have all received, and grace for grace.” — John 1:16
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Chapter One: Pints, Gallons & Gossip on the Rails
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The train from Boston to Promise Creek was half hymnbook, half hilarity.

In the ladies’ car, eight plus-size graduates of the Boston Cooking School of Domestic Science fanned themselves with recipe cards and discussed the noble art of measurement.

“Now Ruby Mae,” said Hattie Lou, the former schoolteacher, tapping her pencil against a notebook, “how many pints make a quart again?”

Ruby Mae adjusted her bonnet. “Two pints make a quart, four quarts make a gallon, and eight women make a commotion.”

They all burst into laughter loud enough to rattle the teacups.

Pearl Ann fanned her face. “Mercy, I wish these corsets came in baker’s stretch. I can’t rise proper with all this whalebone pressing on my faith.”

Mae Ling, serene as a Sunday sunrise, smiled. “If the dough can rise under pressure, so can we.”

Naomi Two Feathers nodded solemnly. “Back home we say, ‘When the yeast wakes, the heart must too.’”

Unfortunately, their conversation had an unintended audience.

Across the aisle sat the Holiness Committee of Ladies Returning from Their Annual Convention, ten women dressed in black bombazine that squeaked when they frowned. Their leader, Mrs. Prudence Pecksniff, leaned toward her companion.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered. “They’re counting pints and quarts! I knew it—moonshine runners disguised as brides!”

Her friend gasped. “And the one said she can’t rise proper! The shame!”

Prudence sniffed the air suspiciously. “Do you smell spirits?”

“Yes,” said the other, nose wrinkled. “Cinnamon spirits—and something unholy called nutmeg.”

Meanwhile, the brides continued their joyful arithmetic.

Jo Harper held up a measuring cup. “A pint of patience, a cup of kindness, and a gallon of grace—that’s my recipe for a husband.”

Betsy June giggled. “If mine don’t knead right, I’ll just let him rise alone.”

The laughter rippled down the car like good dough in a warm oven.

But the Holiness Ladies heard only scandal.

Mrs. Pecksniff clutched her Bible so tight the edges curled. “Mark my words,” she hissed. “Those women are bootleg bakers. Probably brewing sin by the gallon.”

Before the train reached Topeka, she had drafted a telegram so stern it could curdle cream:

“STOP. WOMEN ON TRAIN TALKING PINTS AND GALLONS OF MOONSHINE STOP. MORAL DANGER APPROACHING PROMISE CREEK STOP.”

By the time the whistle blew, the rumor was already miles ahead, running faster than the train and twice as wild.

The eight brides just kept laughing, unaware that their innocent talk of pints and risings had been transformed into barrels and binges.

Ruby Mae sighed happily. “Ain’t it grand, girls? We’re about to start new lives with godly men and good ovens.”

Hattie Lou nodded. “Yes, ma’am. And may all our risings be righteous.”

Behind them, Mrs. Pecksniff nearly fainted.

The westbound train from Boston cut through the early morning mist like a promise on rails. Its whistle sounded across the valleys—sharp, hopeful, and full of expectation. Inside one of the passenger cars sat eight women, all plump with purpose, laughter, and a good dose of yeast. They were a sight to behold—bright shawls, round cheeks, and hearts just as generous as their waistlines. Each one carried a travel trunk, a Bible, and a certificate from the Boston Cooking School of Domestic Science.

They were, in their own words, “graduates of the science of bread and the spirit of gratitude.” Every one of them had answered a mail-order advertisement for marriage out west. Every one of them had paid her own way. And every one of them intended to make a new life in Promise Creek, Kansas.

The passengers had been watching them since the train left the Boston station. They sang hymns, traded recipes, and filled the car with the warm, buttery scent of homemade biscuits packed in tin boxes for the journey. When they laughed, it sounded like music—different accents blending like the ingredients of a perfect loaf.

Ruby Mae Witherspoon was the unofficial leader. A Tennessee widow with a laugh that could lift the spirits of the dead, she had a habit of quoting Scripture and wiping her hands on her apron even when she wasn’t cooking. “Now girls,” she said, settling her bonnet, “let’s remember we are ambassadors for the Lord and for the Boston Cooking School. Miss Fannie Farmer herself said a good loaf is a holy thing.”

Betsy June Miller, a Kansas farm girl with freckles and dimples, grinned. “If holiness comes in loaves, I reckon I’m sanctified from head to toe. My biscuits rise higher than my hopes, and that’s sayin’ something.”

The others laughed. Mae Ling, the calm Chinese widow from San Francisco, smiled softly. “Miss Fannie told us that bread rises best when it rests,” she said. “So must the heart.” Her accent was gentle, her English precise, her humor sharper than anyone expected. “But not too much resting, or the man you hope to marry will rise before you.”

That set them all off again. Naomi Two Feathers, a Cherokee herbalist from Indian Territory, wiped tears of laughter from her eyes. “Sister, I believe that’s in the Book of Proverbs somewhere.”

“Which verse?” asked Pearl Ann Dupree, a proud Mississippi belle with a voice like molasses. “The one that says ‘He that findeth a wife findeth a good thing,’ or the one that says ‘Woe unto him that letteth the biscuits burn?’”

Even the conductor, passing by with his ticket puncher, couldn’t help but grin. “Ladies,” he said, “if half the men in Kansas hear y’all, they’ll be waiting at the depot before we even get there.”

Ruby Mae winked. “Then tell ‘em to bring rolling pins, Mister Conductor. We’ll see who can handle the dough.”

The passengers erupted in laughter, but not everyone on that train was amused.

Across the aisle sat ten stern-faced women dressed in black bombazine. They called themselves “The Holiness Committee of Ladies Returning from Convention.” They had just spent a week in Chicago listening to lectures on temperance, purity, and the evils of dancing. Now they were headed home to Kansas as self-appointed guardians of public morality. Their leader, Mrs. Prudence Pecksniff, frowned so deeply her hat tilted forward. She looked over her spectacles at the laughing women and muttered, “Scandalous behavior, right here on the Union Pacific.”

Her companion, Miss Charity Blodgett, whispered, “They’re entirely too merry. I saw one of them wink at the conductor.”

“That’s not the half of it,” Prudence said. “I heard them talking of risings and pints and gallons. Moonshine, no doubt. Lord help us, they might be smugglers.”

“Smugglers?” Charity gasped.

“Of spirits,” Prudence hissed. “Of the unholy kind.”

Meanwhile, the eight brides were blissfully unaware of the suspicion forming like storm clouds on the other side of the car. They had just unpacked a tin of cinnamon rolls and were arguing over whose recipe used the most milk.

“I say two cups,” said Clara Bell Schmidt, a cheerful German-American from St. Louis. Her cheeks were rosy and her laughter came easily. “Two cups makes the dough soft, like clouds.”

“Mercy,” said Ruby Mae, “two cups would drown mine.”

Naomi Two Feathers leaned forward. “In my people’s way, we say the dough must be alive. Too much milk and it forgets how to breathe.”

Betsy June nodded solemnly. “Amen to that. Same with men.”

Hattie Lou Porter, the Ohio schoolteacher, looked up from her notebook. “You mean too much comfort and they forget how to work?”

“I mean,” Betsy said with a sly smile, “if you pour too much sweetness on ‘em, they don’t rise at all.”

The car filled with laughter again. Even the young telegraph operator sitting three rows up chuckled under his breath. The Holiness ladies exchanged horrified looks.

“Did you hear that?” Prudence whispered to her committee. “They said the men don’t rise! Oh, the depravity!”

Charity pressed a hand to her chest. “Prudence, shall we pray?”

“We shall telegraph,” Prudence replied.

At that moment, Jo Harper, the missionary cook of the group, began humming “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” Within seconds, the others joined her, harmonizing like an eight-woman choir of joy. Their voices filled the car, drawing smiles from travelers who had been weary since Pittsburgh. A child clapped her hands. An old veteran tapped his cane in rhythm. The Holy Women’s Committee pursed their lips tighter.

Ruby Mae closed her eyes and lifted her hand slightly as she sang. “Leanin’, leanin’, safe and secure from all alarms...” Her rich alto blended with Pearl Ann’s honeyed soprano and Hattie Lou’s steady contralto. When they finished, even the conductor called out, “Amen, sisters!”

“See there,” Ruby said proudly. “We’re already stirring revival, and we ain’t even halfway to Kansas.”

Naomi added, “The Lord travels faster than the train.”

It was true. They had two full days yet to go, but the journey had become a rolling church service of sorts. Between hymns, they swapped stories of their soon-to-be husbands. Betsy June’s man was a wheat farmer who claimed to love laughter. Ruby Mae’s suitor was a widowed deacon who wanted “a steady hand in the kitchen.” Pearl Ann’s gentleman rancher promised “Southern hospitality out West.” Naomi’s letter came from a schoolteacher who admired “a woman of spirit.” Mae Ling’s doctor wrote that he wanted a wife who understood herbs and health. Hattie Lou’s banker suitor had proposed after only two letters. Clara Bell’s carpenter wrote of building a bakery. Jo’s missionary had asked for a wife who could “bake bread and preach peace.”

They compared photographs, some faded, some smudged. Most of the men looked serious and squinting, as if they’d been told to frown for the camera to appear respectable.

Pearl Ann fanned herself. “Mine looks like he swallowed a lemon.”

“Maybe he did,” Ruby Mae said. “Men do strange things when they’re nervous. My first husband used to whistle whenever he told a lie. Whistled all through our wedding vows.”

Mae Ling said, “At least you had music.”

Naomi chuckled. “My uncle said a man’s face in a photograph tells nothing. You have to see how he bows his head when you pray. That’s how you know if he’s a good one.”

Jo agreed. “Or how he treats the waitress. I once saw a man bless his meal and curse the girl who brought it. That’s two tongues, and the Bible says the double-tongued man is unstable in all his ways.”

Betsy June sighed dreamily. “I just hope mine has teeth.”

The car exploded with laughter. A passenger two rows ahead nearly spit out his coffee. The Holiness Committee clutched their hymnals like shields.

“Prudence,” whispered Charity, “did you hear that? They’re discussing men’s teeth! This train has become Babylon on rails.”

Prudence Pecksniff adjusted her spectacles. “We must take moral action before this corruption spreads.”

But the brides kept laughing and talking. Every so often they’d quote Scripture to justify their jokes.

Ruby Mae said, “Well, the Bible says, ‘A merry heart doeth good like a medicine.’ We’re just handing out free doses.”

Pearl Ann added, “And ‘he that hath a clean heart can eat biscuits without guilt.’ That’s my version.”

Hattie Lou corrected her. “That’s not in the Book.”

“It ought to be,” said Pearl Ann.

They sang again that night, their voices drifting down the corridors of the train. They sang “When We All Get to Heaven” until the sleepers joined in, and “Bringing in the Sheaves” until the conductor threatened to fine them for excessive harvest.

By morning, they’d become famous along the line. In every dining car they entered, travelers asked, “Are you the baking brides?” They’d nod proudly. “Yes, ma’am. Certified at the Boston Cooking School. Bread, biscuits, and blessings—guaranteed to rise.”

The Holiness Committee sat rigid and silent. Prudence Pecksniff kept scribbling notes in her little black ledger. At every stop she inquired after the telegraph office. Her mind was already plotting a moral rescue of Kansas.

By the second afternoon, the air was thick with coal dust and tension. The train slowed for water near Topeka. The eight brides had just unwrapped their lunch—cold chicken, cornbread, and pickles—when Prudence marched down the aisle to the telegraph clerk who traveled in the car behind them. She handed him a folded paper and whispered sharply, “Send this immediately to the sheriff and mayor of Promise Creek. It concerns a matter of public decency.”

The clerk frowned. “You sure about this, ma’am?”

“Do I look like a woman unsure of righteousness?”

He sent it.

Back in the ladies’ car, the eight were finishing their meal. Betsy June leaned back, patting her stomach. “If heaven has fried chicken, I’ll never leave.”

Naomi smiled. “You won’t have to. Heaven comes to those who bake in peace.”

Mae Ling nodded. “And those who measure properly.”

Hattie Lou laughed. “Girls, if Miss Fannie Farmer could see us now—eating fried chicken on her fine train, quoting Scripture, and dreaming of husbands—she’d say, ‘This is domestic science in motion.’”

Ruby Mae raised her tin cup of water. “To Miss Fannie and to Jesus—two people who taught us how to rise!”

They clinked cups. The train rattled. The passengers smiled. But in the telegraph office of Promise Creek, a message was already being delivered to a group of nervous grooms.

The wire read: “Warning. Eight women arriving from Boston. Talking of pints, gallons, and risings. Suspected of brewing and moral impropriety. Proceed with caution.”

By the time the brides finished their dessert and started singing “Blessed Assurance,” their reputations had been undone by one meddlesome telegram.

Unaware of the storm awaiting them, they gazed out the window as the sun set over the plains—gold on gold, like butter melting over cornbread. Ruby Mae sighed and leaned her head back.

“Girls,” she said softly, “I do believe we’re riding straight into the will of God.”

Pearl Ann smiled. “Amen to that, Sister Ruby.”

Betsy June nodded. “Even if the men don’t rise?”

Ruby chuckled. “Then we’ll bake without ‘em.”

They all laughed again, full of joy, faith, and unshakable humor. The passengers applauded as the train rolled west.

And far ahead, in the town of Promise Creek, the rumor grew faster than yeast in summer.

The church women there were already waiting. The grooms were already doubting. And heaven—heaven was already smiling.
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Chapter Two
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Cancelled Upon Arrival

The morning of their final travel day began with squeals, starch, and steam. The train was huffing through Kansas prairie now, the world outside rolling like a quilt stitched from golden wheat and silver rail.

Inside the ladies’ car, eight excited, nervous, gloriously plus-size women turned it into the busiest parlor car the Union Pacific had ever seen. Petticoats hung from hooks, hatpins flew like arrows, and somebody—probably Ruby Mae—had taken over the washbasin to rinse her curls in rosewater.

“Lord have mercy,” Pearl Ann groaned, fanning herself with a timetable. “If I get any more nervous I’ll melt down to gravy.”

Naomi Two Feathers, the Cherokee baker, smiled. “Better gravy than ashes, Sister Pearl. Nerves mean life.”

Ruby Mae twisted her hair into a bun. “And excitement means blessings about to show up. Scripture says ‘they that sow in tears shall reap in joy.’ Well, we’ve sown plenty.”

Mae Ling, the Japanese widow from San Francisco—short, round, and graceful as a teapot—lifted her chin from behind a little mirror. “My mother used to say a woman’s face must shine brighter than the oven door if she expects good fortune.”

Betsy June giggled. “Honey, by the time we step off this train we’ll all be shining like biscuits brushed with butter.”

They laughed so hard the conductor peeked in and shook his head. “Ladies, this car’s brighter than the dining coach.”

Hattie Lou, their Ohio schoolteacher, was trying to organize them. “Now remember—Promise Creek station in less than two hours. We’ll need to look presentable. We represent the Boston Cooking School of Domestic Science, Miss Fannie Farmer, and all decent bread-loving women east of the Mississippi.”

Clara Bell the German baker called out from behind her trunk, “Then somebody starch my collar straight! I look like a crumpled pie crust.”

Jo Harper, their missionary cook, knelt over a basket and prayed aloud. “Lord, bless these corsets to do their job without killing us dead.”

Pearl Ann snorted. “That prayer’s worth more than gold.”

They went to work fixing each other’s ribbons, powdering cheeks, tucking runaway curls, and laughing till the whole car smelled of rosewater, starch, and nervous excitement.

Ruby Mae opened her purse and counted her bills again. “Two hundred  dollars, and not a penny less. Every cent I earned myself. I told the Lord, if this marriage don’t work, I’ll open a pie shop.”

Betsy June looked up. “Two hundred? Why, that’s exactly what I got!”

“Me too,” said Hattie Lou.

Mae Ling nodded. “Two Hundred”

Naomi Two Feathers frowned, then smiled wide. “I thought maybe mine different. But same—two hundred.”

Clara Bell, Pearl Ann, and Jo Harper all chimed in with the same figure. Eight women, eight purses, eight identical amounts.

“Well now,” Ruby Mae said, “that’s either divine providence or Miss Farmer’s arithmetic class finally paid off.”

Betsy June’s eyes sparkled. “You know what that means, don’t you? If these grooms don’t suit up proper, we can buy ourselves a boardinghouse. Eight times two hundred is—well, it’s enough for a roof and a kitchen.”

Naomi clapped her hands. “We could call it ‘The Rising Loaf.’”

Pearl Ann giggled. “No, no, honey. We call it ‘Men Not Required.’”

Mae Ling folded her hands politely. “I suggest ‘The Bread of Life Inn.’ It sound holier.”

Hattie Lou scribbled on her notepad. “Ladies, if we pool our funds, we’ll have six hundred and ninety-six dollars. Enough to rent rooms, buy flour, and hang a sign.”

Ruby Mae smiled. “We got options, sisters. We’re not beggars, we’re bakers.”

Jo Harper lifted her Bible. “And the Lord is our landlord.”

The train rattled; the prairie rolled by; the laughter swelled.

When they weren’t talking business, they talked men. And when they talked men, they talked nonsense.

Betsy June sighed. “My suitor’s letter said he’s six foot two. I hope that’s without the hat.”

Pearl Ann fluttered her lashes. “Mine said he was God-fearing. I just hope he don’t fear women too.”

Naomi added, “My letter said he wants a quiet home. He better learn that bread dough makes noise when it’s happy.”

Ruby Mae laughed until she wheezed. “My dear husband-to-be wrote that he admires a woman with a gentle spirit. I reckon I’ll lend him mine on Sundays.”

Even Mae Ling joined in. “My doctor wrote that he likes calm temper. I told him I am calm until oven door slam.”

The car rocked with laughter again. They were magnificent together—eight radiant women, wide of hip and full of hope, traveling west to marry strangers and build new lives.

As the train slowed for the final stretch, Hattie Lou called out, “Girls, we got an hour left! Brush your skirts and straighten your souls!”

They formed a line down the aisle, taking turns at the little mirror. Naomi braided her thick dark hair and tied it with a red ribbon. Pearl Ann dabbed perfume behind her ears. Clara Bell powdered her nose. Mae Ling pinned a silk flower in her bun. Betsy June’s curls escaped again, but she let them. Ruby Mae blessed herself and muttered, “Lord, let them men have good teeth.”

The Holiness Committee, sitting in the rear, watched every move with disapproval. Mrs. Prudence Pecksniff leaned toward her companions. “You see them preening? Peacock vanity. And mark my words—moonshine smugglers. I can smell sin beneath that rosewater.”

“They’re singing again,” whispered Charity Blodgett. “One of them’s tapping her foot!”

“Tapping?” Prudence gasped. “Next thing you know, they’ll be dancing.”

They were, in fact, half dancing—spinning around to a little clapping rhythm Jo had started. It wasn’t indecent; it was joy spilling over. Passengers applauded. One elderly gentleman tipped his hat. “Makes a man glad to be alive,” he said.

The Holiness women
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