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Chapter One

 


James’s shout reached Noah. He cleaned the
flour off his hands and then headed into the living room to see
what it was his cousin wanted to show him.

James stood, a grin lighting up his face,
and pointed dramatically to a large glass tank he’d set on the
table. “Ta-da. Our new roomie. At least for a little
while.”

Noah stared at the aquarium. Only it
wasn’t exotic fish or even plain, ordinary goldfish it contained.
It was some kind of….

“That’s a lizard. You’re looking
after a lizard. Oh man! How could you? Worms, beetles. Gross. Don’t
let it get out.” Noah flapped his hands at the tank as if the
lizard was trying to escape. He wrinkled his nose as the
predominantly yellow-skinned creature tilted its head. “That
thing’s smiling at me.” Noah pointed at it, and as James looked,
the beast turned its back, displaying a turquoise-blue rear end,
tail, and hind legs.

“Cool it, dude.” James laughed
and made placating gestures with his hands that did nothing to
allay Noah’s mounting anxiety over the latest house guest.
“According to Aunt Tawny, this little guy doesn’t eat live stuff.
He likes fruit, fresh green leaves, that kind of thing. So there’ll
be nothing going in the fridge to gross you out. You seriously need
to relax more, man.”

“Look, you work for your dad,
James,” Noah said. “And that’s really cool for you. But I work for
myself. I need to make money from the Snack Shack to pay all the
bills associated with the business, living here, and still make
enough to set aside so I can one day own my own bistro.”

“I know you do, bro. And I think
it’s really cool. But just because I work for Dad doesn’t mean I
can slack. As his son, I’m expected to prove I’m there because I
should be. That includes me working that bit harder and longer than
anyone else.”

“I’m sorry.” Noah squeezed
James’s shoulder. “Without you, I wouldn’t even have this
place.”

“Well, thankfully my side of the
family is totally cool with you. You know Aunt Tawny is really
taken with you.” James grinned and winked.

A soft laugh escaped Noah despite the way
the lizard seemed to be staring at him again. He pictured Aunt
Tawny in her flowing, multicolored clothes, exotic jewelry, and
long, dark hair piled high in a style that seemed to defy gravity.
In fact, all of James’s family was pretty cool and very laid
back.

They were such a big contrast to his own
straight-laced, strict family. It was hard to believe two families
could be so very different. But James and his family had proved to
be an absolute godsend when Noah’s family turned their backs on him
for coming out at seventeen. James’s parents had taken him in
immediately. Thanks to them, he’d gone to University and been able
to fulfill his dream of studying cooking and getting his own
business with the Snack Shack.

Now he wanted to be able to pay them back
and prove himself a success in his chosen field. The hours were
long and the work demanding, but he was determined to do it. He
made most of the food for Snack Shack at home, had a trusted
supplier for his hot pies, and sandwiches could be freshly made to
order at the counter. People liked it and word had spread. He also
did cakes and some catering outside of the Shack. But that also
meant he had little spare time for relaxing or enjoying
life.

Despite living close to the
beach, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone for a walk or spent the
day with friends. For a New Zealander, days at the beach were a
part of life, and yet Noah might as well live in some big inner
city for the amount of time he spent outdoors. He rarely took time
for himself. He needed to be open five days a week, and when not in
the Shack, he was baking or cooking for it. James occasionally
kidded that he’d forgotten how to enjoy life. Maybe he
had.

“So, we cool?” James
asked.

The question drew Noah from his reverie,
and he nodded at his cousin. “Sure. Just keep the lizard in its
aquarium, and don’t put anything that could contaminate my
ingredients or dishes in the fridge. How long are we stuck with
it?”

Aunt Tawny was renowned for taking in all
kinds of strays that she occasionally farmed out here and there.
Noah hoped she wasn’t thinking of making the lizard a long-term
guest.

James’s shrug didn’t bode well.

“She didn’t actually say. Just
that he needed to be kept safe. Maybe he’s the Harry Houdini of the
lizard world and likes to escape from the aquarium.” James laughed
and waggled his fingers in Noah’s face.

Noah glowered at the lizard, which seemed
to be smiling serenely up at him once more. “Yeah? Well, he’d best
not find his way out of that tank and anywhere near me. I have a
fly swatter and I’m not afraid to use it. Especially on lizards
that sneak out of their tanks.”

The lizard’s tongue flickered out at him
and it turned away, as if totally unconcerned by his
threat.

James wrapped an arm around Noah’s
shoulders. “Right. Now that that’s sorted, you and me are going to
the local, and you are having a drink with me.”

“But—”

“No buts, Noah. I know you’ve got
everything ready for tomorrow. Just one, maybe two drinks. Nothing
more. I’ll also buy you a meal made by someone else. I can afford
to treat you tonight. You can come home after that. I have a few
mates joining me later. Quite frankly, dude, you need the
break.”

Despite a spike in his nerves at the
thought of going out, being with just James wasn’t so bad. Noah
struggled in groups. Not naturally outgoing or gregarious, he
always huddled in a quiet corner if in a crowd. But he’d be fine
alone with James.

“Okay.” He nodded. “But we order
the food as soon as we get there. I don’t want you worrying about
me when you should be enjoying your friends’ company.”

“Awesome. Let’s just give this
little guy some fruit and stuff, and we’re good to go.”


Chapter Two

 


Frowning, Noah stared at the trays of food
he had ready to put out in either a heated or cooled display. He
knew exactly how many of everything there should be. He was short a
feta and sundried tomato tartlet, a mini asparagus quiche, a feta
cheese and spinach scone, a custard tart, and a chocolate
muffin.

“I don’t believe this. He knows
to tell his friends anything in my house fridge is off limits.
Dammit, James. You owe me for these.” While it didn’t sound much,
Noah needed every cent he earned, and this represented a
substantial loss. Meticulous over his accounting, Noah knew his
stock well.

He set out the food he had, as
he could hardly go back home now. When back home that evening, he’d make
sure James knew someone had helped themselves and the loss had to
be made up.

Thankfully, the day proved to be busy.
Anna, his helper, joined him at 8:00 a.m. Her bright and breezy
greetings ensured his customers left with a smile as well as good
food or coffee. Anna only stayed with him until 2:00 p.m., and once
the lunch rush was over, he only got a couple of stragglers or
those who just wanted to sit for a few minutes with a coffee and
cake.

The Shack only had enough space for a
couple of people sitting in the window, and he had two small tables
with chairs outside, for the smokers or for soaking up the Kiwi
sunshine. Propping his chin in his hands, Noah stared at the small
space. He longed for the day when he’d have a bistro café bar, a
place where people could eat good food, drink good wine, and enjoy
a convivial atmosphere.

That had been his dream since he was
fourteen years old. Over a decade later, he was on his way. He
loved the Snack Shack, but he couldn’t see himself there for more
than another year or two. If he could find a business partner, his
dream would come around much quicker. That was another reason for
cooking a lot of the food himself, as well as working the long
hours. He could prove how dedicated he was.

Noah stood, groaning as his back popped.
He stretched to ease some of the ache, and then plastered a wide
grin on his lips as a customer came through the door.

 


****

 


By the time he got home,
Noah felt as if he
could sleep for a week. He headed for his room, stripped, and
wrapped a towel around his waist. He trotted downstairs to go make
a coffee so it would cool while he showered.

Before he reached the kitchen, a
noise made him turn with a yelp. James wasn’t home, so the soft thud
was as disconcerting as it was unexpected. The noise sounded again,
and Noah sagged. He had no idea what the little bugger was doing,
but it was coming
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