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Pru Armstrong had just finished eating dinner on Thursday night when her phone buzzed. 

“Ruff?” Teddy, a fluffy, white Coton de Tulear, cocked his head at the sound. 

“I don’t know who it could be.” She reached for the phone on the kitchen table. 

Her boyfriend Jesse, a police detective, was working on cracking a series of car burglaries that had been happening recently.

Martha, her friend, roomie, and Teddy’s owner, was in Hollywood, in negotiations to sell the retired lady detective TV drama she’d made herself to a streaming platform.

“Pru, are you doing anything? Like right now? The place is slammed!” A stressed female voice sounded on the other end of the phone.

“Pip? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but we’re in desperate need of help! Can you get down here? Please?”

“Where are you?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. I’m being a waitress tonight at the pop-up restaurant on the main street. Near Brooke’s hair salon. One of the waitstaff texted thirty minutes ago saying she wasn’t coming in because she just got a better job. We thought we could handle everything ourselves but the line is out the door!”

“I don’t know how good I’d be—”

“You’ll be great!” Pip rushed in. “Please, Pru. We’re desperate!”

“Okay. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Thank you!” She could hear the gratitude in her friend’s voice. “I’ll tell the chef you’re coming.”

There was a clatter in the background.

“Gotta go!” Pip ended the call. 

“I have to go out for a while,” she told Teddy. “I’m sorry.”

“Wuff?” His usually happy smile turned upside down.

“I know.” She stroked him gently along his shoulder. “Hopefully I won’t be too late. I have to work at the library tomorrow as usual.” 

After giving him a special liver and cheese cookie and making sure he had his favorite sheep toy to wrestle with, Pru quickly brushed her shoulder-length auburn hair and tied it in a ponytail. Her outfit of jeans and green blouse would do – she hoped. Pru didn’t want to let Pip down, but she wasn’t sure what else to wear. 

After saying goodbye to Teddy, she hopped in her small silver SUV and drove the short distance to the main street. Most of the stores were closed at seven p.m. although the sun cast a soft orange glow over the small town.

There were a lot of parked cars further down the road and a line of people waiting patiently – or in some cases impatiently – outside a small storefront that had been vacant for a while. But now it was decorated in shades of red, with a feather flag outside saying Pop-Up with Joss! Another flag boasted: Special Menu! See his Paintings!

After squeezing into a parking space across the road, she hurried over to the storefront. At least fifteen customers were lined up, some muttering to themselves, while others were taking photos of the flags and showing the images on their phones to their companions. 

“Pru!” Pip burst out of the doorway. Her sandy-blonde hair was a little messy, and her white T-shirt had a few red food stains on it. “Thank goodness!”

“What’s going on?”

“Everything!” Pip pulled her inside.

There was a hum of conversation from the few diners seated at a long table, with empty place settings in front of each person. The interior walls were painted white, and dotted around the walls were paintings. Lots and lots of paintings, featuring the color red – and circles. 

“Is that a tomato?” Pru squinted at a painting featuring a round red shape with a tiny green vine attached.

“Yes. And there are also paintings of strawberries and pomegranates. Wait until you see the menu – it’s the same as the paintings!”

“Tomatoes are on the menu?”

“Gazpacho soup, then chicken salad with pomegranates, and strawberry shortcake for dessert!” Pip giggled. 

“Pip!” An attractive twenty-something guy with dark hair barked from behind the kitchen counter. He wore a white chef’s cap and a white cotton jacket. “We need to get the soup on the table!”

“Yes, chef!” She pushed up the wooden arm separating the kitchen from the dining room and urged Pru to follow.

“This is my friend Pru. She’s going to help us out.”

“Thanks.” The chef nodded briefly. “I’m Mark. We didn’t expect so many people turning up tonight. I just hope we have enough food for everyone.”

“He probably paid them to come,” a slender girl with wispy dishwater blonde bangs said sulkily. She wore jeans and a white T-shirt.

“Maybe, Ivy,” Mark agreed. “But he’s paying us for tonight, so let’s do our job.”

“Why should I?” Ivy scowled. “If I’d known this was his event, I wouldn’t have turned up.”

“But you did, and I’m guessing you’ve got bills to pay, just like me.”

Ivy shrugged and turned away, staring moodily out at the diners through the serving hatch.

The hum of conversation increased as more diners sat at the long table, some of them looking down at their empty place settings and then over at the kitchen prep area. Impatience and hunger flickered over their features.

“Hello, everyone!” A tall, skinny guy in his early twenties entered the dining area. He wore a red shirt, white slacks, and his dark hair was slicked back from his forehead. Red cats’ eye spectacles perched on his nose. “How is everyone doing? I hope you’re all hungry!”

“Starving,” an older man stated. “I thought this was a restaurant, not an art exhibition.” He pointed to the painting of the tomato on the wall. 

“It’s a dining experience to celebrate my very first exhibition!” The newcomer posed dramatically. “I’m Joss and this is my night. Feel free to look at my paintings while you’re eating. We have a very special menu planned, and the food is featured in my paintings!” He grinned as if he thought it was the cleverest idea. 

“When do we start eating?” A middle-aged woman asked him. “I’ve usually finished my dinner by now.”

“Hey!” Joss barked. “Where’s the gazpacho?”

“Coming right up,” Mark called through the serving hatch. “Pip, take the soup out.”

“Yes, chef.” Pip grabbed a large tray and walked carefully out to the dining area. 

“Pru, take this.” Mark finished ladling the cold soup into a white bowl and gestured to the tray.

She nodded, and picked up the wooden tray. It was pretty heavy with all the bowls on it. Following Pip into the dining area, she heard Mark instruct Ivy to pick up the last tray. 

“Darling, where are you?” A forty-something woman, with a tousled bob streaked with blonde and chestnut highlights, strolled into the room. Her sleek black dress looked effortlessly chic, and her black kitten heels completed the stylish look.

“Here!” Joss waved a hand in the air. “Everyone, I want you to meet Sylvia, the gallery owner in Sacramento. She’s responsible for my success tonight.”

“How sweet of you.” Sylvia kissed his cheek. “But without your wonderful art, tonight would not be happening.”

Pru and Pip set out bowls of gazpacho in front of the diners. Ivy stood in the kitchen doorway, holding her full tray. 

There were two empty seats, one at the head of the table and one to the right.

“And here are our seats.” Joss ushered Sylvia to the place setting on the right and took the chair at the head of the table. Sylvia frowned fleetingly, but didn’t say anything. 

“Soup, please.” Joss snapped his fingers at Pip. 

“She has a name, you know.” Ivy suddenly spoke. “Here’s your soup.” She banged down gazpacho in front of him, some of the red liquid slopping over the sides of the white bowl.

“Watch it!” Joss frowned and jumped back in his chair. “This is my best shirt!”

“It doesn’t look like it.” Ivy smirked. 

“Shoo, shoo!” Sylvia waved her hand at Ivy. “Go back to the kitchen and don’t serve us again. What’s wrong with you?”

“Why don’t you ask him?” Ivy jerked her thumb at Joss, who paled a little. 

“Joss?” Sylvia leaned toward him. “Is there something I should know?”

“No,” Joss replied quickly. “Nothing.” His voice was a little high at the end. 

“We’ll talk about this later,” Sylvia advised him. 

“Uh-huh.” Joss grabbed his spoon, then dropped it when the entrance door opened and a man dressed in black paused on the threshold. 

The late evening summer sun was at his back. He was average height and build, with black curly hair reaching his shoulders, but he didn’t look average. He scanned the diners at the long table, then strode toward them. 

“What’s he doing here?” Joss muttered to Sylvia. 

“I invited him,” Sylvia replied airily. “It’s good for you to have some competition.”

“But you said I was your new fave artist!” Joss almost wailed. 

“You are, darling.” Sylvia patted his hand. “But this is a business dinner and Roman has made a lot of money for me over the years. It would be rude not to invite him, no?”

“No? Yes?” Joss sounded confused. 

“Everyone’s started?” the newcomer asked. He looked to be in his thirties, with a five o’clock shadow, and an aquiline nose. “You didn’t put the wrong time on my invitation, did you, Sylvia?” He looked piercingly at her. 

“Of course not, darling,” Sylvia replied. “You’re here just in time. Why, barely anyone has touched their soup!” She clicked her fingers at Pip. “We need another place setting.”

Pip looked at Pru with wide eyes. The table was full. 

“We’ll be back in a moment.” Pru tilted her head toward the kitchen. Pip caught on and followed her. 

“Phew!” Pip exclaimed in a low voice. “I didn’t know there was going to be so much drama tonight. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she replied. “Hopefully, once everyone has finished their soup and started on their chicken, there won’t be such an atmosphere.” 

“What’s going on?” Mark came over to them. 

When Pru explained, he exhaled and shook his head. “Typical. I was told twenty diners and now we’ve got twenty-three. Luckily I made sure I had some extra servings, just in case this happened.”

“Thanks,” Pip said. 

“Don’t thank me yet. Pru, go to the drawer over there and grab an extra place setting. And Pip, you can take the soup out for this new guy in a minute.”

“Yes, chef,” Pip replied. 

“Where’s Ivy?” Mark asked. 

“In the dining room.” Pru grabbed the white placemat and the appropriate cutlery. 

“When you’ve set up his place, you’d better take some more water out there,” Mark told her. 

“Yes, chef,” Pru found herself saying. 

“Aren’t they drinking anything else?” Pip asked.

“Nope. My instructions were only still table water so it wouldn’t detract from the artistic taste of the food.” He rolled his eyes. “That’s the exact wording from the email I received.”

Pru hurried out to the diners. If she was able to get the diners on the left to move down a little, she’d be able to make enough room for the newcomer. She hoped. She’d spied a couple of extra chairs at the back of the room, so as soon as she set down the place setting she’d grab one and bring it over. 

“I’m sorry, but would you be able to move down just a little?” she asked the plump woman on the left sitting next to Joss. “We need to make room for someone.”

“Okay.” The woman shrugged and moved her chair a couple of inches. “How’s that?” 

“I’ll ask your neighbor if she can do the same.” Pru smiled and asked the next diner the same question. In a couple of minutes, everyone on that side of the table had moved down a little and there was just enough space for the newcomer to sit down. He stood next to Joss and looked most unimpressed, his arms crossed in front of his chest, a gold watch peeking out from his black shirt cuff. 

“Here you are, sir.” Pru invited him to sit at the table. 

“Thanks.” He flashed her a brief smile, showing strong white teeth. 

“Here is the gazpacho.” Pip carefully placed the bowl in front of him, the red liquid thin and vibrant.

“Thanks.” He picked up his spoon. 

Pru remembered she had to fetch more water for the table, so hurried into the kitchen to do that. Pip followed. Ivy was already in the small area, picking at her short fingernails. 

Mark looked at Pru inquiringly.

“Water,” she explained. 

“Good.” He nodded. 

She took a large jug of water out and scanned the table. Everyone was sipping their soup, although she noticed some unimpressed looks on some of the diners’ faces. 

“Canned soup would be better than this,” one older woman muttered to her companion. She put her spoon down in disgust.

“Are you sure it’s not canned soup?” her female companion tittered. “I’m sure I could make better.”

“It is not canned soup,” Joss spoke loudly from the other end of the table. He must have excellent hearing. “This is my special night! Everything is made from the best and freshest ingredients! Isn’t that right, Sylvia?”

“Er – yes,” Sylvia agreed quickly. 

A smirk crossed Roman’s face. 

Pru noticed that Sylvia had barely touched her gazpacho. Neither had Joss. But she put that down to him busily talking to Sylvia and exclaiming loudly about the big contribution he was going to make to the art world. 

Pru went back to the kitchen. Mark was spooning chicken salad onto plates. It did look pretty with the red pomegranate seeds glistening like jewels against the white chicken meat, diced green celery, and white plates. 

“When they’ve finished their gazpacho, you can take out the chicken.”

Pru nodded, and looked out through the serving hatch. Joss was gesturing with his hands, describing the new painting he was going to start tomorrow, about something big and red. Then he dipped his spoon into his soup and brought it to his mouth. 

“Delicious!” he enthused, taking another mouthful. “Just like my paintings!”

“Yes.” Sylvia patted his arm, bringing her soup spoon to her mouth. “Just like your paintings, darling.”

Joss suddenly clutched his throat, his eyes wide and rounded. “Arrrgh,” he glugged. His head dropped face first into the soup bowl, the red liquid splashing over the rim.

Sylvia screamed and jumped out of her chair. She pointed her finger at him. “What ... what ...”

The other diners started screaming and scrambling out of their
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