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      Kay Walton loved nothing more than making sure people were happy. And her favorite place to do just that was in her own café in the high mountain town of Lightning Gap, Virginia.

      Kay’s Café sat in the middle of the long main street, tucked in among an amazing variety of lovely old Victorian homes built when the town was founded. Turned out the local prevailing style back in the 1910s and 1920s called for solid craftsmanship, elaborate decoration everywhere it could possibly fit, and a bunch of folks making every eccentric choice they possibly could while they were at it.

      To this day, all the residents and shopkeepers carried on that tradition of keeping a good way away from what outsiders might call normal. And the types of people who were either from Lightning Gap or visited and realized that was where they belonged wouldn’t stand living any other way.

      Some said the long, sheltering ridgeline that seemed to embrace the whole town and keep it safe and protected carried its own variety of peculiar magic that made it feel like home.

      Even when the towering Lightning Stone that sat high and proud at the end of that ridge earned the name every time a good storm got going.

      Kay felt lucky every single day that she got to walk downstairs in her own stately Victorian home—painted a vibrant gold with accents of robin’s egg blue, spring green, and rich pink—and end up in the kitchen of her café. No one knew why the ground floor had been converted with open spaces and broad plate glass windows way back when, but she was thankful for it every single day and night.

      No worries about a commute through rain or snow or anything else for her, and she wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Some of the older folks still grumbled about how she’d renovated the place a few years back, but not a one of them stopped coming in for the best comfort food outside of their own grandmother’s house.

      And anyway, with the brave new frontier of the year Two Thousand close on the horizon, this hardly seemed the time to cling to the past in such a silly way. After all, Kay knew the value of tradition where it counted better than anyone else for miles around.

      In the kitchen and at the table.

      Right now the heavenly aroma of fried chicken justified her confidence, along with potatoes and onions getting to know each other in hot cast-iron perfection. Right behind that, the scent of strawberry-rhubarb pie promised to highlight the bountiful springtime harvest at its early season best.

      Most of her regulars loved how she’d updated the colors but kept the same classic soda fountain feel. New Formica tables with shiny chrome around the edges, now in the same warm pink and green as the house, and her favorite cheery robin’s-egg blue. She’d carried those exact shades onto the walls, and even the fabulous Fifties-style uniforms she and everyone else wore.

      She’d had her custom version of a fluffy full-skirted one for a few years now, but she never tired of the way it swirled out around her knees when she turned fast enough. That was enough to keep her quick on her feet like she was twenty instead of within kissing distance of fifty.

      Her big colorful name badge making sure everyone who passed through the door knew they were talking to the proud owner of Kay’s Café kept her on her toes.

      She could see all the tables and booths from her perch at the end of the soda fountain’s bar, with the bonus of getting to watch everything her handsome husband Adam whipped up.

      Thick, rich milkshakes in enough flavors to need their own little menu, delicious foamy floats made out of anything fizzy they had on hand, even several varieties of scooped ice cream to go along with the soft serve.

      Kay’s favorite thing to watch, and to sample, was the endless variation on an ordinary Coke. Cherry and raspberry were naturals, and the most frequent orders. Then folks branched out into vanilla, lemon, lime, chocolate, and even flavors like almond, cinnamon, or pomegranate.

      Whenever Kay or any of the other people taking orders brought him an unusual one, Adam always winked, grinned, and got to work.

      Kay liked a perfectly drawn original Coca-Cola best herself. The bright bubbles tickling her nose let her know the bittersweet flavor would be just the way she liked it.

      Best of all was when a pleasant lull between breakfast and lunch, or lunch and dinner, gave her time to walk around and visit with friends and new arrivals alike. See how they were doing, find out what they might need.

      And if she’d ever seen someone who needed her special attention more than her old high school friend Venus Mullins Thompson right then, she couldn’t remember a thing about it.

      Even though she’d been born, raised, and married right here in the same Appalachian Mountains as Kay, Venus always looked like an exotic creature who’d wandered in from an adventure movie.

      Or at least from one of the exciting world trips she and her husband Charlie were always getting ready to leave on or just getting back from.

      From the way Venus sat sideways at one of the pink tables, Kay couldn’t tell whether the flowing garment she wore was a dress, a skirt and top, or a top and extra-wide pants. But with the silky drape of the deep orange fabric—and the way it seemed to ripple and shift colors like a dancing fire whenever she moved—Kay knew it hadn’t come from within a thousand miles of Lightning Gap.

      The same had to be said of the copper earrings set with sparking green stones that dangled from Venus’s ears, and the matching necklace.

      Where Kay’s wavy strawberry blonde hair never got past her chin, Venus wore her thick brunette locks more than halfway down her back. Today she had it pulled back into an intricate braid with a twisting design Kay had never seen before. More of the glittering green stones peeked out on a ribbon worked right into the braid.

      Even with such a glorious, colorful outfit, and the remains of a bowl of thick, peppery Appalachian soup beans, proper mountain savory cornbread, and fresh spring green onions that should have put a smile on anyone’s face, Venus sat with her chin held in one hand. Idly stirring her surely gone-cold drink in its pale green mug and staring into space.

      Kay waved Adam over, and her heart jumped up and paid attention as much as it had the first day they met when he smiled and headed her way. Even after not quite thirty years of marriage, her high school sweetheart still perked her up just right. From his curly brown hair and big blue eyes, to his broad shoulders and fine backside.

      He leaned in and dropped a quick kiss on her cheek to let her know he felt exactly the same.

      “Hey sweet pea,” she said. “Do you happen to know what Venus is drinking? I didn’t take her order today. One of her fancy teas she brings back from her trips?”

      “Nope, not today.” He shook his head slowly and frowned. Kay wasn’t the only one who’d noticed Venus being down. “That’s plain old coffee, not that your coffee is ever plain. Best I ever tasted. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen Venus order much of anything to drink without a special request.”

      Kay nodded. “You’re right. Usually whatever she thinks up tastes fantastic, too. Listen, mind to send one of the kids over with a fresh pour for her in a couple minutes? And one of your best-in-the-world Cokes for me?”

      “Sure thing, sugar pie. If anyone can figure out what’s got Venus feeling droopy, it’s you.”

      This time Kay was the one to wink as she sashayed toward Venus, making sure to give her skirt a flirty twirl for Adam’s benefit.

      Venus didn’t move until Kay was a couple of steps away. Then she sat back and took a deep breath as if she’d gotten startled, or was sitting there half asleep.

      “Hey there Kay. I was off gathering nonsense about a million miles away.”

      Kay pulled out the chair across from Venus and settled herself onto the extra-comfortable cushions. She’d made sure each and every place in the café invited folks to sit and stay a spell, and she loved the way customers always made sure each table had chairs of different colors tucked underneath.

      “That’s okay, Venus. It’s no wonder, with all those travel memories you have stored inside your mind. Planning your next getaway?”

      Venus smiled, but it was a sad and pitiful affair.

      “Planning a trip, sure. But not to anywhere I’m looking forward to, at least not this time. Charlie’s daddy passed away last night. We just got back from spending the last few days with him down there in Estonoa. We’ll be heading back over in a couple of days for the funeral.”

      Kay’s heart ached the way it always did when someone right in front of her faced challenging bad times, even if she’d just met them five minutes before.

      Knowing Venus all her life made it ever so much worse.

      “Oh no, I’m so sorry to hear that, hon. Once you’ve been married for a while, that’s the same as losing part of the family you were born to. Is there anything at all we can do for you two, or for his people?”

      Adam appeared at her elbow just then, with a big glass of Coca-Cola in one hand and a fresh coffee in the other. Kay smelled a heavy dose of Venus’s favorite cinnamon and ginger in a brand-new blue mug with the café’s wonderful new Art Deco logo on the side, designed by the senior art class at the Lightning Gap High School.

      Adam had it done in secret, just in time for her birthday.

      Kay truly had hit the jackpot when it came to marrying time.

      “Thought you might like a fresh cup, Venus,” he said with that gorgeous smile of his, then he was gone.

      Venus wrapped both hands around the mug and took in a deep breath, and her own smile wasn’t quite as sad as before.

      “Something like this is about the best thing anyone can do,” she said. “I sure do appreciate you and Adam taking care of me at a time like this, you know? Just one of those awful things we have to get through, I guess.” She took a drink and closed her eyes for a second. “You’ll understand this probably better than anyone else I know, with the way you specialize in comfort food and how much it matters and all. It’s just so sad when someone passes, and they loved making something special that you know you’ll never get again.”

      Kay nodded slowly, remembering all the things she’d been lucky enough to learn from her parents and grandparents and aunts and uncles, and a bunch of people she’d met along the way. Not everyone got that chance to learn, or even if they did, the results never were quite right.

      Some mysterious touch of magic—of love made so real you could touch and smell and taste it—passed away from the world.

      “What was it your father-in-law made that you loved so well, Venus? I know I probably can’t get it right, but I sure would like to try.”

      Venus laughed under her breath.

      “The best thing he ever made was apple pie, if you can believe that. Well, more the filling for it, since he used it in all kinds of different things. Apple crisp and cakes and the cutest little hand pies, and he even put the rehydrated slices in with good fresh greens and such. You could make a whole meal out of one of his salads with those apples and walnuts and crumbled up cheese so sharp it made your jaws ache.”

      Venus pulled a delicate handkerchief out her pocket (that gorgeous outfit was wide-legged pants and a top after all), made of shimmery black fabric with delicate purple lace all around the edges. Kay patted her hand when she finished blotting her eyes.

      “Those dried apple slices sure do come in handy,” Kay said, blinking back her own tears. “My Granny and my mother both got me started with them. I might just try that salad idea if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t mind. He told me how to make the dressing the very first time I asked, and I’d be proud to pass it along to you.” She sighed and shook her head, sending tiny bits of green fire shooting all across the Formica table from her earrings and necklace. “He never did tell me what he soaked those apples in. I really wish he had now. That had to be what made them taste so good, since he used apples from wherever he could
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