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Recipes Included in This Book


✧ Iris Byrne’s Original Cinnamon Rolls

✧ Brown Butter Pecan Coffee Cake

✧ Spiced Apple Cider Donuts

✧ Meyer Lemon Pound Cake with Lemon Glaze

✧ Iris Byrne’s Potato Soup

✧ Honey Cardamom Morning Buns

✧ Clara Byrne’s Shortbread

✧ Blue Ridge Sourdough

✧ Magnolia’s Buttermilk Biscuits

✧ Magnolia’s Vanilla Cream Puffs

✧ Ruth Byrne’s November Spiced Pear Cake

✧ Magnolia’s Restless-Night Snickerdoodles

✧ Iris Byrne’s Gingerbread

✧ The Black Walnut Cake

✧ Magnolia’s Molasses Ginger Cookies

✧ Ruth Byrne’s Saturday Morning Cinnamon Rolls — A Note

✧ Cranberry Orange Pound Cake


✦  ✦  ✦

The recipes in this book are real and reliable. They have been tested and they work. Magnolia Byrne bakes them in the order they appear in the story. You may bake them in any order you choose.

✦  ✦  ✦

Sugar Creek Bakery, est. 1952

Open Monday–Saturday, 7 a.m. to 4 p.m.

Biscuit on premises. Always.
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Chapter 1 The Smell of Cinnamon and Old Secrets

[image: ]


The first thing Magnolia Byrne did every morning was bake.

Before the sun had fully committed to rising over the Blue Ridge foothills, before the mockingbirds had decided what song they wanted to practice, before a single soul on Clover Street had untangled themselves from their sheets — Magnolia was already in the kitchen of Sugar Creek Bakery with flour on her forearms and butter browning in a copper pan, and the smell of cinnamon was threading itself through the old building's bones the way it had for more than seventy years.

She had been doing this since she was six years old, when her grandmother Ruth had lifted her onto a step stool and handed her a wooden spoon and said: now you stir, and stir gently, and pay attention to what the bowl is telling you. Twenty-eight years later the step stool was gone and the wooden spoon was the same one — kept in the utensil crock because her mother had insisted on it and Magnolia had not argued, because there were some things whose continuation was its own form of argument — and the paying attention had become so thoroughly part of her that she could no longer separate it from the baking or from herself.

The bakery occupied the ground floor of a clapboard building on the corner of Clover Street and Maple in the town of Sugar Creek, Virginia, population 4,200 and falling slowly, which was the fate of most small towns wedged between the mountains and the interstate. The building itself was nearly a hundred years old, its white paint the specific shade of cream that paint turned when it had been applied faithfully for decades without ever fully stripping down to bare wood first. The front windows were wide and low, designed by Magnolia's great-grandmother Iris to showcase what was inside, because Iris Byrne had understood — before the word existed for it — that the bakery window was a form of marketing available to women who could not afford any other kind.

What was inside, at six-fifteen on a Thursday morning in late September, was Magnolia herself.

She was thirty-four, dark-haired with the kind of waves that did what they wanted regardless of what she did to them, and she had her great-grandmother's hands — broad-palmed, capable, the knuckles slightly flour-dusted even when she had washed them three times. She wore her apron — cream linen with tiny sprigged flowers, a birthday gift from her best friend Delia two years ago — tied twice around her waist, and she stood at the marble-topped island that dominated the bakery kitchen, making her great-grandmother's cinnamon rolls from a recipe card so old and so used that the ink had faded to the color of strong tea and the card itself had been laminated by Magnolia's mother in 1998 with the specific foresight of someone who understood that certain things were irreplaceable.

The marble island was the kitchen's oldest piece — installed by Iris herself in 1952, hauled in through the back door by four men from the church, a slab of Virginia green marble that had come from a quarry up near Waynesboro and that had cost Iris what she described, for the rest of her life, as a ridiculous amount of money and was worth every cent. Magnolia pressed her palms against it now and felt the cool familiar give of it under her hands. The marble remembered everything: every batch of bread dough, every pie crust, every generation of Byrne women standing exactly where she stood, doing exactly what she was doing, in the exact quality of early-morning kitchen light that came through the east window and turned the flour dust in the air into something that looked almost intentional.

The dough was in its second proof. She could tell, without touching it, that it was ready — the dome of it had risen to the right height and held the quality of something that had been patient for long enough and was prepared to become what it was meant to be. She dusted the marble surface and tipped it out and the smell that rose from it was the smell she associated with everything true about her life: yeast and warmth and the faint sweetness of vanilla worked into the dough from the beginning, the way certain things were worked into a person from the beginning.

She moved through the recipe by memory and by hand. The filling — dark brown sugar and cinnamon and freshly grated nutmeg and the pinch of cardamom that was hers and not Iris's, a small amendment she had made at twenty-seven and that now felt as original as everything else — went on with the back of Iris's wooden spoon, spread to the edges with the patience the recipe required. She could feel, through the spoon, the specific resistance of the dough beneath the filling, the way it pushed back slightly as she worked, the living quality of something that had been properly made.

She was rolling the dough when she thought about the letter again.

She had been not-thinking about it since yesterday afternoon, which was the mental activity of someone who has a thing they don't want to look at and has placed it carefully in the room of the mind they pass through least often. The letter had arrived with the mail — between a seed catalog and the electric bill, which was itself an act of bureaucratic indifference that Magnolia had found vaguely insulting — and it bore the official seal of the Hargrove County Register of Deeds and, in the return address, the name Calloway Development Corp.

She had held it for a full minute before placing it face-down on her desk.

Then she had gone to the kitchen and made three dozen snickerdoodles, which were not on the day's plan but which had been necessary, and they had come out perfectly — crisp at the edges, soft at the centers, the cinnamon sugar coating still warm when the first customer opened the door at seven — and the letter was still face-down on the desk.

The name Calloway had a specific resonance in Sugar Creek, the way certain names did in small towns — not famous, not notorious, but layered. Robert Calloway had grown up here, two years ahead of Magnolia in school. He had been the kind of boy who occupied the center of a room by some gravitational quality she had never fully understood and had found, even then, mildly exhausting. He had left at twenty-two for Richmond and then Atlanta and then the particular world of development money that arrived in small towns wearing the word opportunity the way a wolf wore wool, and he had come back three months ago to a set of reactions that ranged from cautious to quietly hostile, depending on who you asked and what they remembered.

He had set up an office above Wayne Gruber's hardware store on Mill Street. He had been seen in quiet meetings with the county assessor, with two members of the planning board, and with several of Sugar Creek's older residents whose connection to him was unclear but whose expressions afterward had tended toward a particular tight-mouthed variety of unhappy.

And now he had sent Magnolia a certified letter from Calloway Development Corp, which meant he had decided that the corner of Clover Street and Maple was relevant to whatever he was building.

The first pan of cinnamon rolls slid into the oven at six twenty-two. She checked the sourdough — two loaves on overnight proof, domed and ready in their bannetons — and set the timers and poured herself a coffee from the old drip machine she refused to replace because it had been her grandmother's and the coffee it produced was better than anything newer, a fact she had tested empirically and accepted with the satisfaction of someone whose loyalty had been confirmed by data.

She sat on the stool by the window with the coffee and the September morning and let the bakery settle around her.

This was her daily practice, these five minutes between the first pan going in and the first task of the next phase. Iris had called it the listening time. Ruth had called it five minutes of sanity. Magnolia's mother Clara had rarely observed it — she had been constitutionally unable to sit still in a kitchen — but Magnolia had returned to it when she took over the bakery at twenty-eight, first as an act of deliberate homage and then as the thing it actually was: necessary.

The bakery in the early morning had a quality she never took for granted. The smell of it — cinnamon primary, brown butter second, yeast underneath everything, and something older beneath that, the accumulated warmth of seventy years of good things made in this space — was the smell she associated with safety, with continuity, with the specific comfort of a place that had been itself through every difficulty the world had brought to it. Her mother had died in this building, upstairs in the apartment, with the smell of the bakery rising through the floorboards. Magnolia had held her hand and thought: she is dying in the best-smelling room she could have chosen, and she had understood this not as a tragedy but as a kind of grace.

She was thinking about Clara when the sound came from the corner by the oven.

From the large wicker dog bed tucked between the oven and the flour cabinet, there came the sound of a Yorkshire terrier waking up and registering the presence of cinnamon in the air and deciding that this was an entirely acceptable state of affairs. It was a small sound — a sort of compression and expansion, the canine version of a contented sigh — but it carried the full weight of a creature who had made peace with his circumstances.

"Good morning, Biscuit," Magnolia said, without looking up from her coffee.

Biscuit — seven pounds of Yorkshire terrier, tan and black, with ears that stood perfectly straight when he was engaged with the world and folded sideways when he was in what Magnolia thought of as his dignity mode — stood in his bed and stretched with the elaborate ceremony of someone for whom morning stretching was a serious undertaking. He stretched his front legs first, then his back, then shook himself once from nose to tail with the quality of a man shaking out a newspaper, and then he trotted to Magnolia's ankles and sat.

He looked up at her.

He had the face of a dog who had arrived at a considered position and was prepared to hold it.

"You may stay," she told him, "but I need you to be professional this morning. We have things to think about."

Biscuit's ears performed a small negotiation — one went slightly sideways, then returned — that suggested he was giving the statement the consideration it deserved without making any firm commitments about the professional part.

He had come to her three years ago from a rescue organization in Roanoke that a friend had posted about on the town's community board, and he had been, in the three years since, the bakery's co-proprietor in every practical sense. He ran his morning rounds through the customer tables with the thoroughness of an inspector and the warmth of someone who genuinely liked his work. He had a gift — Magnolia had noted it within the first month and had had it confirmed by Delia, who was a licensed social worker and did not use words like gift carelessly — for knowing where to be when a person needed something they had not asked for. He would appear at a table where someone was having a difficult conversation and sit in the specific way he had, pressed gently against an ankle, warm and present and entirely without agenda, and the person would look down and something in them would ease.

"He is a therapist," Delia had said, watching him work one Tuesday morning.

"He is a very good dog," Magnolia had said.

"Those are not mutually exclusive," Delia had said, and she was right.

Biscuit's head came up now with the alertness she had learned to read as meaningful: ears straight and slightly forward, the particular quality of attention that meant something outside had entered the range of his assessment.

Magnolia looked at the front window.

The thing outside was Deputy Sheriff Cole Whitaker, standing on the sidewalk in his tan-and-brown uniform with his hat in his hands, looking at the bakery door with the expression of a man who needed something and was taking a moment to decide how to ask for it. He was backlit by the early sun, which was coming over the row of maples on the east side of Clover Street and hitting the sidewalk at an angle that made ordinary things briefly luminous.

Magnolia got up and unlocked the front door.

"You're early," she said. "The sign isn't even out."

"I know." Cole Whitaker was thirty-seven, with dark-gold hair that hadn't decided whether to go brown or stay where it was, and the kind of face that had been good-looking at twenty and had become more interesting since. He had the quality of stillness that certain people developed when they had learned that stillness was more effective than motion — a quality she associated with good listeners and good investigators and people who understood that the world generally gave you more information if you waited for it than if you pushed. He had grown up two streets from this bakery. They had been in the same year at Sugar Creek High. They had a history that was approximately as complicated as the town itself, which was to say: layered, unfinished, and the subject of more than one conversation at Delia's kitchen table.

"Magnolia." He stopped. He looked at Biscuit, who had come to stand in the doorway with the patient authority of a small dog conducting a security assessment. "Is your front door always unlocked before opening?"

"I was expecting the flour delivery."

"The flour delivery comes in a white panel van. I come in a county cruiser."

"You both need coffee." She stood aside. "Come in, Cole."

He came in and stood in the middle of the bakery floor — the wide-planked pine floors that Iris had laid in 1952, golden with age and the accumulated warmth of seventy years of ovens — and he looked at the room the way people looked at Sugar Creek Bakery when they had been away from it for a while. With the recognition of somewhere that had not changed while everything around it had. The display case was dark, the chairs still upended on the tables from closing last night, the chandeliers Magnolia's mother had installed in 2003 throwing their early-morning pattern of small lights across the ceiling. It smelled, as it always smelled in the hours before opening, of cinnamon and warm butter and the faint yeast-sweetness of bread doing its slow transformative work.

Biscuit moved forward, sat down in front of Cole's boots, and looked up.

Cole crouched and let the dog sniff his hand. He had a hound of his own — Pastor, a bluetick coonhound who spent his days on the sheriff's department porch and his evenings on Cole's couch — and Biscuit had determined some time ago that Cole Whitaker was someone whose ankles were worth the honor of proximity. Cole scratched behind Biscuit's ear with the unselfconscious ease of a man who liked dogs and made no performance of it.

"What happened?" Magnolia said. She poured his coffee without asking. Black, no sugar, largest mug. She had known this for twenty years.

Cole straightened. He wrapped both hands around the mug and looked at it for a moment before he looked at her, which was how she knew it was not routine. "We found a body this morning," he said. "Down at the old Hargrove mill."

The kitchen timer went off.

The smell of cinnamon rolls filled the bakery with the specific warmth of something coming perfectly right at exactly the wrong moment.

"Who?" Magnolia said.

"We believe it's Robert Calloway."

She thought about the letter on her desk. She thought about Calloway Development Corp. She thought about the specific way that things that arrived by certified mail sometimes had the quality of premonitions.

"How?"

"Medical examiner hasn't finished. But it wasn't natural." He met her eyes. "Blunt force. There was a struggle."

She went to the oven and took out the cinnamon rolls. She set them on the cooling rack. She stood for a moment with her back to Cole and her hands on the oven door and thought about a boy she had not liked becoming a man she had liked less, dead in the building that had once been the center of Sugar Creek's working life.

"The development plans," she said.

"Yes."

She turned around. "He sent me a letter. About this building."

Cole was very still. "When?"

"It arrived yesterday. I haven't opened it yet." She crossed to her desk and picked up the letter and held it out to him. "I was going to. I just—" She stopped.

He took the letter. He looked at the return address. He set it back down on the desk without opening it, because it was not his to open and because Cole Whitaker had always understood the difference between what was his and what wasn't. "Don't open it yet," he said. "We may need to document it first."

"Do you want to tell me what you know?"

He looked at her for a long moment. Outside the window, Sugar Creek was beginning its day — Tommy Ingram's delivery truck making its first run, the mockingbirds finally committing, the light going from copper-rose to proper gold. He had the look of a man making a calculation, and she knew the calculation was between what he was supposed to tell her and what he understood she needed to know.

"Come to the mill this morning," he said. "As a neighbor. As someone who knew him from this town. People will be talking and I would rather they talk to someone I trust."

"That is the most roundabout way you have ever asked me to help with something," she said.

"I'm not asking you to help. I'm telling you where I'll be in case you happen to go for a walk."

"I see."

"I will not be there until eight-thirty. The path along the east bank is public land."

"I know the path."

"I know you do." He finished the coffee. He put the mug on the counter. He looked at Biscuit, who had been following this exchange with the concentrated attention of a small dog who was not being underestimated. "Biscuit can come. He knows how to behave."

"He does," she agreed. "Better than most."

Cole picked up his hat and put it on. He went to the door and paused with his hand on it. "There's something else. Calloway wasn't the only person he'd approached about property. We found a list in his office this morning. Your name was on it. So were four others."

"Who?"

"I'll tell you at the mill." He opened the door. The September morning came in, cool and smelling of creek water and turned leaves. "Open late today, Magnolia."

"I open at seven. It is six fifty-one."

He almost smiled. "Then make something that takes nine minutes," he said, and walked out into the morning.

She stood in the bakery door and watched the cruiser pull away from the curb and she thought: this is not a coincidence. A man arrives in town trying to buy up property and three months later he is dead at the old mill and his name has been a loose thread in this town's history for longer than the three months he has been physically present in it.

She went back to the kitchen.

She made the snickerdoodles.

Biscuit returned to his bed, turned three careful circles, and settled with a sigh that communicated the complete emotional range of a dog who had processed a significant morning and arrived at the sensible conclusion that proximity to the oven was the correct response.

✦  ✦  ✦

Sugar Creek Bakery opened at seven o'clock as it had opened every weekday for seventy-three years — with the sign turned in the window, the display case filled and lit, the coffee service ready, and the specific atmosphere of welcome that was not performed but accumulated, the way warmth accumulated in a room that had been warm a long time.

Magnolia had been running the bakery alone since her mother Clara died four years ago. Before that she had run it alongside Clara, and before that she had worked it summers and weekends through her twenties, and before that she had grown up in it, upstairs and underfoot and behind the counter on the stool her grandmother kept for her. There had been a period in her late twenties — four years in Charlottesville studying culinary arts, followed by two years at a restaurant in Richmond that had been excellent for her technique and insufficient for her soul — when she had been away from Sugar Creek and had told herself that this was what moving forward looked like. Then her mother had called in the spring of her thirty-first year and said: I need help with the morning rush and also I have been to the doctor and it is not good news, and Magnolia had been home within the week and had not left.

She did not regret this. She had examined the question from several angles over the intervening years, with the honesty that was possible only in the dark hours of the early morning when the bakery was empty and the bread was proving and the silence was the kind that asked real questions, and she had found, consistently, that she did not regret it. The bakery was not a consolation for something she had failed to achieve. It was what she was for. The recognition of this had arrived slowly and then permanently, the way all genuine understandings arrived.

By eight o'clock the Clover Street regulars were in their places.

The McCready sisters — June and Harriet, seventy-one and sixty-nine, retired schoolteachers both, with opinions on every subject and the willingness to share them — occupied the window table with their decaf coffees and their comprehensive survey of everything happening outside. They had occupied this table every weekday morning for eleven years, and Magnolia could not imagine the table without them any more than she could imagine the floor without the pine boards.

"Robert Calloway," June McCready said, when Magnolia refilled her cup.

"I heard," Magnolia said.

"Harriet said it would end badly for him," June said. "She said so when he came back in July."

"I said something was off about the whole situation," Harriet corrected, without looking up from her crossword. "I did not predict violence. I predicted unpleasantness of the general variety."

"He was sniffing around properties he had no business sniffing around," June said. "The Gruber building. The mill land, which is Patricia Hargrove's even if it hasn't been actively used in years. And someone told me—" she lowered her voice in the way of people who were sharing something at a volume that could be heard by anyone within six feet, "he'd been to see Eugenia Marsh."

Magnolia kept her expression neutral. Eugenia Marsh was Delia's mother, seventy-one years old, the matriarch of one of Sugar Creek's oldest families, and not a woman you visited without a very specific reason. "Do you know what about?"

"Eugenia didn't say. Which means it was either nothing or it was everything, with Eugenia." June looked at Magnolia with the frank directness of a woman who had been paying attention to this town for seven decades and felt no obligation to be subtle about it. "You're going to look into it, aren't you."

"I'm going to make your croissants," Magnolia said.

"Same thing, in this town," Harriet said, still looking at the crossword.

Old Mr. Tatum was on his counter stool, working through his plain croissant with the deliberate pleasure of someone for whom this was the morning's primary event. He was eighty-three and had been a regular at Sugar Creek Bakery for fifty of those years and he had the quality of very old regulars in bakeries: he was part of the room's furniture in the best sense, an element without which the space would feel incomplete.

"Calloway," he said, when Magnolia passed.

"Mr. Tatum."

"That mill has had trouble in it since 2003." He said it with the comfortable authority of a man who kept his own counsel and released observations only when he considered them fully formed. "I always thought that fire was not right."

Magnolia paused. "What do you mean?"

He tapped the side of his nose, which was his gesture for: I know something and I am choosing this moment to acknowledge that I know it. "The young fellow who worked there. Jimmy something. He left town the week after the fire and never came back. Now why would a young man who had nothing to do with any wrongdoing leave a town like Sugar Creek in a hurry?"

She thought about this for the rest of the morning.

✦  ✦  ✦

Iris Byrne's Original Cinnamon Rolls

As made at Sugar Creek Bakery since 1952. This recipe is on a laminated card that Magnolia keeps in the top left drawer of her kitchen desk. She knows it by heart.

For the Dough:


• 4 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

• 2¼ tsp active dry yeast (one standard packet)

• 1 cup whole milk, warmed to 110°F

• ⅝ cup granulated sugar

• ⅝ cup unsalted butter, melted and cooled

• 2 large eggs, room temperature

• 1 tsp fine sea salt

• 1 tsp pure vanilla extract


For the Filling:


• ½ cup unsalted butter, very soft — not melted, soft

• ¾ cup packed dark brown sugar

• 2½ tbsp ground cinnamon (measure generously — Iris always did)

• ¼ tsp freshly grated nutmeg

• Pinch of cardamom

• Pinch of fine salt


For the Cream Cheese Frosting:


• 8 oz full-fat cream cheese, softened to room temperature

• 2 cups powdered sugar, sifted

• 4 tbsp unsalted butter, softened

• 1 tsp pure vanilla extract

• 2–3 tbsp whole milk

• Pinch of salt


Method:


1. Warm the milk to 110°F — it should feel pleasantly warm, not hot, against the inside of your wrist. Dissolve a pinch of sugar in the milk and sprinkle the yeast over it. Let sit 5–10 minutes. The mixture should foam and smell yeasty and alive. If it doesn't foam, the yeast is past its best; start again with fresh.

2. In a large bowl, whisk together flour, sugar, and salt. Make a well in the center. Pour in the yeast mixture, melted butter, eggs, and vanilla. Mix with a wooden spoon until a shaggy, rough dough forms.

3. Turn the dough onto a lightly floured surface and knead for 8–10 minutes until the dough is smooth, elastic, and just slightly tacky. Magnolia judges readiness by feel: the dough should push back when you press it, with energy. Place in a lightly buttered bowl, cover with a clean dish towel, and set in a warm spot for 1 to 1½ hours until doubled in size.

4. Make the filling while the dough rises. Combine the softened butter, brown sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamom, and salt in a small bowl, working them together with a fork until you have a spreadable, sandy paste that smells extraordinary.

5. Punch down the dough. Turn it onto a lightly floured surface and roll into a rectangle approximately 16 inches by 12 inches. The dough should be cooperative and elastic. Spread the filling evenly over the surface, right to the edges, using the back of Iris's wooden spoon or the back of any spoon you love.

6. Roll the dough tightly from the long edge, maintaining even pressure so the roll is consistent in diameter. Pinch the seam firmly. Slice into 12 equal rolls — Magnolia uses unflavored dental floss rather than a knife: slide it under the roll, cross the ends over the top, and pull. Cleaner cuts, Iris's trick.

7. Arrange the rolls in a well-buttered 9×13-inch pan, cut side up. They should be touching but not crammed. Cover and let rise 45 minutes to an hour. Preheat the oven to 350°F during this time.

8. Bake 22–25 minutes until the tops are golden brown and the centers are just set. Do not overbake — they continue cooking from residual heat and should be pulled when they still look slightly underdone in the very center.

9. While the rolls bake, beat the cream cheese, butter, and powdered sugar
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