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Holding On

Chapter 1

The Weight of Silence
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Rain hit the balcony railing in restless waves, tapping against metal hard enough to pull Tom from sleep.

For a moment he stayed still beneath the blankets, eyes barely open, listening to the storm breathing against the apartment windows. The room glowed faintly blue from the city lights outside, shadows stretching across the ceiling in uneven shapes.

Beside him, the other half of the bed was cold.

Tom frowned softly and pushed himself up onto one elbow.

The balcony door stood slightly open. Thin ribbons of rain-cooled air drifted through the apartment curtains.

Victor stood outside barefoot in sweatpants and a dark T-shirt, one hand braced against the railing as he stared down at the empty street sixteen floors below.

Tom checked the clock on the nightstand.

2:17 a.m.

Again.

Lately, Victor had been waking in the middle of the night more often than not. Sometimes Tom pretended not to notice when the mattress dipped beside him. Sometimes he waited awake for Victor to come back to bed.

Tonight, though, something felt different.

Maybe it was the way Victor stood completely still despite the cold rain touching his arms. Or maybe it was the silence surrounding him—heavy enough that Tom could feel it from across the room.

Tom pushed the blankets aside and walked toward the balcony.

“You planning on catching pneumonia?” he asked quietly.

Victor glanced back over his shoulder.

Even in the dim light, exhaustion sat visibly beneath his eyes.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he muttered.

Tom stepped outside beside him, immediately shivering at the cold damp air. The city below looked blurred beneath the rain, headlights smeared into gold streaks against black pavement.

“You’ve said that every night this week.”

Victor gave a faint shrug.

“Maybe I’m becoming dramatic in my thirties.”

Tom smiled a little, but it faded quickly when Victor looked away again.

There had been a time when Victor would have pulled him close automatically. A hand on his waist. A kiss against his temple. Something small and unconscious.

Now there was distance even when they stood inches apart.

Tom leaned against the railing beside him.

“You wanna tell me what’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on.”

The answer came too fast.

Tom exhaled slowly through his nose. “Victor.”

“I’m tired, that’s all.”

“You’re always tired.”

Victor rubbed a hand over his face, frustration flickering briefly across his expression before disappearing again.

“It’s work.”

“That’s not true.”

The rain intensified around them, drumming softly against the balcony roof.

Victor stayed quiet.

Tom watched him carefully. He’d learned Victor’s silences years ago. There were angry silences, guilty silences, defensive silences.

This one felt different.

This one felt afraid.

“You’ve been disappearing,” Tom said softly.

Victor frowned slightly. “I’m standing right here.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

The words hung between them.

Victor’s jaw tightened.

Tom looked out over the city lights instead of directly at him. Somehow it felt easier that way.

“For weeks now,” he continued quietly, “you’ve been somewhere else even when you’re with me.”

Victor swallowed hard.

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“The truth would be a nice start.”

That almost earned him a reaction.

Almost.

Victor looked down at his hands instead.

Tom hated this part most—the carefulness. The way every conversation lately felt balanced on glass thin enough to shatter under the wrong sentence.

They used to tell each other everything.

At least, Tom thought they had.

“Did I do something?” he finally asked.

Victor looked up immediately. “What? No.”

“Then why does it feel like you’re halfway out the door all the time?”

Pain flashed across Victor’s face so quickly Tom almost missed it.

But he did miss something else.

Fear.

Real fear.

Victor opened his mouth like he wanted to speak, then stopped himself just as quickly.

Tom’s chest tightened.

“There it is,” he whispered. “That thing you keep almost saying.”

Victor laughed once under his breath, humorless and exhausted. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Look at me like you already know what I’m thinking.”

Tom turned fully toward him now.

“Then tell me I’m wrong.”

Victor held his gaze for several long seconds.

Then looked away first.

That hurt more than Tom expected.

The rain dampened Victor’s dark hair, strands falling across his forehead. Tom resisted the urge to brush them back. Lately even small touches felt uncertain, as though he had to relearn permissions that once came naturally.

Still, he reached out carefully and touched Victor’s hand where it rested against the railing.

Victor’s fingers curled around his instantly.

Tight.

Desperate.

Tom felt his heartbeat stumble.

But then, just as suddenly, Victor let go.

The emptiness left behind felt colder than the rain.

Tom stared at him for a second before forcing himself to step back slightly.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “So something is wrong.”

Victor leaned heavily against the railing, eyes closed briefly.

“I just... I need a little time.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

“I know.”

Tom laughed softly, though there was no humor in it.

The apartment behind them glowed warm gold against the storm. Home. Safe. The place they’d built together over four years of shared mornings, burnt dinners, lazy Sundays, and half-finished conversations before sleep.

Lately it felt like Victor had already left it emotionally.

Tom didn’t know how to stop that from happening.

“You remember when we first moved in here?” Tom asked suddenly.

Victor blinked at him. “What?”

“You said the balcony was the reason we took the place.”

A faint smile tugged at Victor’s mouth despite himself.

“It was.”

“You also said you were gonna keep plants alive out here.”

Victor huffed quietly. “I had confidence back then.”

“You killed three succulents in under a month.”

“They were weak.”

Tom smiled for real this time, relieved when Victor’s expression softened slightly.

“There you are,” Tom murmured.

Victor looked at him carefully.

For one brief moment, the distance between them seemed smaller.

Then Victor’s phone vibrated inside his pocket.

Everything changed again instantly.

Tom saw it happen.

Victor stiffened before pulling the phone out too quickly.

The screen lit briefly across his face.

Tom couldn’t read the message, but he saw enough.

Victor’s expression drained of color.

“Who is it?” Tom asked.

Victor locked the screen immediately.

“No one.”

Tom stared at him.

“No one doesn’t usually make people look sick.”

Victor shoved the phone back into his pocket. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“There you go again.”

“What?”

“Acting like you’re alone.”

Victor looked away sharply.

The silence that followed felt enormous.

Tom suddenly realized he was tired too. Not physically. Something deeper than that. The exhaustion of constantly reaching toward someone who kept retreating a little further every time.

Without another word, he turned and walked back inside.

A few seconds later, Victor followed.

The warmth of the apartment wrapped around them immediately, fogging the balcony glass behind them. Tom moved into the kitchen automatically and filled the kettle with water.

Victor leaned silently against the counter.

“You making coffee at two-thirty in the morning is deeply concerning behavior,” he said quietly.

Tom glanced at him.

“There’s the dramatic old man again.”

Victor’s smile appeared briefly this time.

Small. Fragile. But real.

Tom held onto it anyway.

They moved around each other carefully in the kitchen, familiar despite the tension. Victor handed him mugs without asking. Tom added too much sugar to Victor’s coffee because he always complained and drank it anyway.

Routine.

Tiny surviving pieces of intimacy.

Tom slid a mug toward him.

Victor wrapped both hands around it, staring down into the steam.

“You don’t have to carry everything alone,” Tom said softly.

Victor’s throat moved as he swallowed.

“You say that like it’s easy.”

“No,” Tom answered honestly. “I say it because I love you.”

Victor closed his eyes briefly.

That should have been a simple sentence after four years together.

Instead it landed between them like something unbearably heavy.

Tom suddenly understood then that whatever Victor was hiding—it wasn’t temporary.

This wasn’t stress.

It wasn’t work.

Something bigger was coming.

And Victor was terrified to let him see it.

They finished their coffee mostly in silence before finally returning to bed.

Rain still pressed softly against the windows.

Tom lay close behind Victor, wrapping an arm carefully around his waist beneath the blankets. For a second he thought Victor might pull away.

Instead Victor covered Tom’s hand with his own and held it there against his chest.

Tom buried his face against the back of Victor’s shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of rain and laundry detergent and something uniquely him.

For the first time all night, Victor relaxed slightly.

Tom wanted to believe that meant they would be okay.

Eventually exhaustion pulled him under.

But long after Tom fell asleep, Victor remained awake in the darkness, staring at the storm beyond the windows while the phone in his pocket felt heavier than stone.

Tom slept believing closeness could fix silence.

Victor stayed awake knowing some truths destroyed everything they touched.
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Chapter 2

Cracks in Routine
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The next morning began like most mornings used to.

Quiet.

Warm.

Familiar.

But somewhere between routine and reality, something had shifted.

Tom noticed it immediately.

Victor forgot the coffee.

Not forgot to make it—Victor forgot it existed entirely.

He walked into the kitchen already dressed for work, tie loose around his neck, dark circles still visible beneath his eyes despite the few hours he’d eventually slept. Usually he would steal Tom’s mug, complain it was too sweet, then kiss him absentmindedly before either of them fully woke up.

Today he walked straight past the counter.

Tom watched him pause beside the window instead, staring blankly down at the street below while rainwater still clung to the glass from the night before.

“Okay,” Tom said slowly, leaning against the kitchen island. “Now I’m officially concerned.”

Victor blinked like he’d forgotten Tom was there.

“What?”

“You ignored coffee.”

Victor looked toward the untouched pot.

“Oh.”

Tom narrowed his eyes dramatically. “You need medical attention.”

A faint smile tugged briefly at Victor’s mouth.

“There he is,” Tom said softly.

Victor grabbed the mug Tom offered him, fingers brushing his for only a second before pulling away again.

That tiny hesitation shouldn’t have mattered.

It did.

Tom pretended not to notice.

“You heading in early?” he asked.

Victor nodded once. “Probably.”

“You said that yesterday too.”

“Work’s a mess right now.”

“Mm.”

Victor glanced at him carefully. “You don’t believe me.”

Tom stirred sugar into his coffee slowly.

“I believe work exists.”

Victor sighed quietly.

There it was again—that tension sitting just beneath every conversation now. Not loud enough to explode. Just enough to poison the air around them.

Tom hated it.

More than anger.

More than fighting.

At least arguments meant honesty.

This felt like watching someone slowly disappear behind glass.

Victor checked his phone again.

Third time in two minutes.

Tom noticed because Victor used to hate phones at breakfast.

“You know,” Tom said lightly, “if you’re secretly cheating on me, I’d prefer someone hotter.”

Victor looked up sharply. “What?”

Tom smiled, trying to soften it. “That was a joke.”

Victor exhaled hard through his nose and shoved the phone face-down onto the counter.

“Can you not do that?”

The reaction caught Tom off guard.

“Do what?”

“That.” Victor rubbed tiredly at his forehead. “Make everything into a joke.”

Tom stared at him.

The words weren’t cruel exactly.

But they still landed wrong.

For a second neither of them spoke.

Then Victor’s expression shifted immediately into regret.

“I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine.”

“No, Tom—”

“I said it’s fine.”

Tom turned toward the sink before Victor could see the hurt settle fully across his face.

Because that was new too.

Victor snapping at him.

Not often. Not dramatically. But enough lately that Tom had started bracing for it.

Behind him, Victor picked up his coffee again.

“I’m just tired,” he said quietly.

Tom nodded once
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