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Chapter One — The City Between Them
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The rain had just stopped when Nick stepped out of the tram, the damp air of Melbourne wrapping around him like a cool breath. The city glistened — reflections of neon lights and coffee shop signs rippling across wet pavement. It smelled faintly of espresso and rain.

He pulled his jacket tighter, glancing at his watch. He was late again — not for class this time, but for a meeting at the café where he spent too many hours sketching.

Inside, the café was warm, filled with the hum of low conversation and clinking cups. Nick took his usual corner seat near the window, pulling out his sketchbook. Architecture always calmed him — the way lines became dreams, the way form shaped emotion.

“Mind if I sit here?” a voice asked.

Nick looked up. A man stood there, holding a camera and wearing a smile that didn’t try too hard. His hair was tousled, his shirt slightly wrinkled — like he’d just come from somewhere real, somewhere unpolished.

“Sure,” Nick said. “As long as you don’t mind me drawing.”

The man chuckled, setting his coffee down. “Not at all. I’m Mike.”

“Nick.”

Mike nodded toward the sketchbook. “You’re good with lines.”

Nick smiled faintly. “You’re good with lenses, I assume?”

Mike tapped his camera. “I try. I’m working on a small project — Melbourne in Moments. Trying to capture the quiet parts of the city. The people who don’t notice they’re beautiful.”

Nick tilted his head. “That sounds poetic.”

“It’s meant to be real.” Mike studied him for a moment, then grinned. “Mind if I take your photo?”

Nick blinked, surprised. “Me?”

“You’ve got that kind of face people stop for — thoughtful, somewhere else.”

Nick hesitated, then nodded. “Just one?”

Mike lifted the camera, the soft click of the shutter cutting through the café’s noise. “Perfect.”

They talked until the rain started again, their conversation easy and unforced — about art, architecture, the things that made them stay up too late and the memories that kept them grounded.

When Nick finally stood to leave, Mike said quietly, “Maybe I’ll see you here again?”

Nick smiled, shy but certain. “You probably will.”

And as he stepped out into the drizzle, Nick realized that something had shifted — small, almost invisible, like a photograph waiting to develop.

He didn’t know it yet, but this was how The Promise would begin — not with a declaration, but with a moment gentle enough to be missed, yet strong enough to change everything.
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Chapter Two — Portraits in Rain
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The next time Nick saw Mike, the sun had replaced the rain. Melbourne was golden — a city waking up under a soft morning light.

Nick had been sketching the riverbank for his final project, when a familiar voice broke through the sound of seagulls and passing bicycles.

“Didn’t expect to find you outside the café,” Mike said, lowering his camera.

Nick turned, smiling. “I could say the same. Still chasing moments?”

“Always,” Mike replied. “Though I think I just found one.”

Nick laughed, his pencil pausing mid-line. “You flatter everyone like that?”

“Only the ones who make the city look better.”

They fell into easy conversation again — about architecture and photography, the way both tried to capture time in stillness. Mike asked to see Nick’s sketches, and Nick hesitated, embarrassed, before showing him the pages.

“These are... peaceful,” Mike said after a long silence. “You draw the way I wish I could see.”

Nick looked up, unsure what to say. Compliments always caught him off guard. “And you photograph what I wish I could feel.”

That made Mike look at him longer than usual — just enough for Nick to feel his pulse rise.

They walked together after that, no destination in mind. The streets were alive — buskers playing guitars, the scent of baked bread from laneway cafés, the river glinting between buildings.

At one corner, Mike stopped. “Hold on. The light’s perfect.”

He lifted his camera again, the lens focusing on Nick. The wind caught Nick’s hair, the city blurring behind him.

Click.

“Don’t move,” Mike said quietly. “That’s the one.”

Nick’s voice came out softer than he meant. “You take pictures like they’re promises.”

Mike lowered the camera slowly, his expression unreadable. “Maybe they are.”

For a moment, the noise of the city faded. Just two men, standing too close, not saying what was already understood.

Then a tram bell rang, and the moment broke.

Mike grinned, trying to lighten the air. “Come on. I owe you a coffee.”

Nick smiled, still caught in the warmth between them. “You really don’t.”

“I insist.”

They ended up back at the same café, the one where everything had begun. The barista recognized them and smiled knowingly as they sat in the same seats.

By the time the cups were empty, the light had softened again, drifting toward dusk.

Mike asked, “So what happens after you finish your project?”

Nick shrugged. “I might stay in Melbourne a bit longer. Depends where life pulls me.”

Mike nodded. “Then maybe life will pull you here again.”

Nick didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The promise was already between them — unspoken, quiet, real.

Outside, rain began again, thin and silver, tracing the glass.
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Chapter Three — The Distance Between Hearts
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The days that followed slipped into a quiet rhythm.

Nick would spend his mornings drafting designs for his final thesis — a housing project meant to blend art and architecture, light and belonging. In the afternoons, Mike would show up, sometimes unannounced, with two coffees and a camera around his neck.

They’d sit together — in cafés, on park benches, sometimes even on the steps of old churches — speaking about everything and nothing.

But beneath the surface, something kept growing.

Nick felt it in the way Mike’s eyes lingered just a second too long when he smiled. In how their knees brushed under the table and neither pulled away. In the way Mike’s laughter softened whenever Nick looked at him.

Still, Mike kept a small distance — a quiet restraint that Nick didn’t understand.

One evening, they were walking along the Yarra River, the city lights shimmering across the dark water. A soft breeze carried the smell of eucalyptus and rain.

Nick stopped to watch the reflections. “Do you ever feel like this city is holding secrets?”

Mike glanced at him. “All cities do. They just wait for someone to listen.”

Nick smiled faintly. “You talk like a poet.”

“I take pictures because I can’t write poems,” Mike said, lowering his voice. “It’s the only way I know how to remember people... before they leave.”

Nick looked at him, something in those words catching at his heart. “You’ve lost someone.”

Mike didn’t deny it. “A while ago. I thought it was forever. Turns out, forever isn’t real.”

Nick hesitated, unsure if he should ask more. Instead, he said softly, “Maybe not. But promises can still mean something, even if they end.”

Mike turned toward him, eyes unreadable. For a moment, Nick thought he might step closer — that the space between them might finally dissolve.

But Mike just smiled, sad and tender. “You’re too young to be that wise.”

Nick’s voice was barely above a whisper. “You make me older.”

A silence hung between them — fragile and full of everything unspoken. The wind rustled the leaves, and the river whispered beneath the bridge.

Then Mike said, “You should finish that project of yours. I want to see it.”

“You will,” Nick said. “That’s a promise.”

Mike nodded slowly. “Just remember — not all promises are meant to last forever.”

They walked the rest of the way in silence. And though they stayed side by side, Nick felt the first small distance open — invisible but real, a space carved by fear, by memory, by something neither of them yet had words for.
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Chapter Four — Shadows of What Could Be
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Melbourne was changing again.

Winter slipped slowly into spring, and with it came brighter days — sunlight spilling through tram windows, jasmine blooming on brick fences, and the kind of warmth that felt borrowed rather than owned.

Nick had begun spending more time at Mike’s apartment — a converted loft tucked above an old record shop in Fitzroy. The place was exactly how Nick imagined a photographer’s home to be: sunlight caught in half-developed prints, walls covered with travel photos, coffee mugs filled with paintbrushes, and an old guitar resting quietly by the couch.

Mike handed him a cup of coffee one Saturday morning. “You ever think about leaving Melbourne?”

Nick shook his head. “Not yet. Everything I need is here.”

Mike smiled softly. “Careful saying that. This city has a way of making you fall in love with the wrong things.”

Nick’s heart caught on that sentence. “Like what?”

Mike’s eyes flicked up — just long enough to say everything, just short enough to deny it. “Like stories that can’t last.”

Nick set his coffee down. “You talk like you’ve already decided how this ends.”

Mike turned away, pretending to fix a photo frame. “Some endings write themselves, Nick.”

There was silence then — fragile, restless.

Nick walked closer, studying one of the photos pinned above Mike’s desk. It showed a man, smiling beside a red car, the ocean behind him.

“Is this the one you lost?” he asked quietly.

Mike froze. “Yeah. His name was Aaron. We were together five years. He died in an accident up north. I stopped taking pictures for months after that.”

Nick’s chest tightened. “I’m sorry.”

Mike nodded, his voice steady but distant. “You don’t have to be. I just... learned to live with the echoes.”

Nick reached out, his hand brushing Mike’s arm. “And now?”

Mike turned then, finally meeting his gaze. “Now I’m trying to remember how to live without fear.”

Their eyes stayed locked — too long, too deep.

Nick didn’t think. He just moved — a breath, a heartbeat, a decision — and kissed him.

It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t perfect. It was gentle, unsure, trembling — the kind of kiss that felt both like a beginning and a confession.

When they pulled apart, Mike’s hands lingered against Nick’s shoulders. “You shouldn’t—” he began.

Nick interrupted softly. “I wanted to.”

Mike exhaled slowly. “I’m not ready for promises.”

Nick smiled faintly, his heart pounding. “Then let’s not make any. Let’s just stay here for a while.”

Outside, a storm was rolling in. Rain began to fall, tapping against the skylight like the sound of distant applause.

And for the rest of that night, the city vanished beyond the window. Only two men remained — caught in a moment they both knew couldn’t last, but neither wanted to end.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NOTHING
TO HIDE

m
xﬁr ;.

/j |

¢ e&“
The Promise ~

Josh Nelson





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





