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Chapter One: The Apartment Above the Bakery
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The apartment was smaller than she expected. One room, no curtains, a mattress on the floor, and a ceiling fan that made more noise than wind. Still, it was clean. Quiet. Hers.

Zoya dropped her duffel on the floor and kicked the door shut behind her. She stood there a moment, taking in the smell, yeast, sugar, and warm air rising from the bakery downstairs. It clung to the walls. She’d probably go to sleep every night smelling like bread.

She didn’t mind. It was better than her ex-husband’s cologne. Or the smell of that cold, tidy apartment they used to share, where silence hung thicker than steam.

Her feet were aching from the walk. She peeled off her sandals, cracked open the window, and sat on the floor, back against the wall.

Outside, the afternoon was heavy. The sun had started to slide low, but the heat hadn’t let up. Somewhere across the alley, someone was playing an old radio, slow jazz, barely loud enough to make out.

Zoya let her head fall back. Breathed.

This wasn’t a fresh start. She didn’t believe in those. It was more like... permission. To take up space. To feel what she wanted to feel. To stop asking for softness and just make it herself.

She shifted, pulled her hair off the back of her neck, and reached into her bag for a bottle of water. That’s when she heard it, across the alley, through the window.

A soft grunt. Then another. Not pain. Not struggle. Just effort. The kind that meant someone was doing something with their whole body. She leaned forward slightly and saw him, on the balcony, back turned to her, shirtless, hands moving over what looked like a slab of clay.

A sculptor, maybe. Or just some guy messing around with dirt.

Zoya watched for a minute.

She just liked the way he moved.

She hadn’t touched anyone in nearly a year.

Not properly. Not like she wanted to. There’d been a drunken kiss with a stranger in a bar once, months before the divorce was final, but it had felt off. Mechanical. She remembered pretending to enjoy it, then wiping her mouth with the back of her hand in the cab ride home.

Since then, nothing.

Not out of shame or principle. Just fatigue. Her body had been tired of giving itself away like a favor someone asked for. Tired of faking it. Tired of being careful.

But now, with the door locked and the sun on her skin and no one expecting anything of her, Zoya felt her body differently. Like it belonged to her again.

She stretched out on the floor, flat on her back, one arm thrown over her eyes. Her dress bunched around her thighs. She could feel the fabric cling to the damp places between her legs, and she didn’t shift to hide it. There was no one here to explain herself to. No one watching. No one to impress or disappoint.

Just heat. And breath. And this slow, steady hum inside her that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

Maybe ever.

She let her hand rest on her belly. Not moving. Just grounding herself.

Was it loneliness?

No. Not exactly. She’d been lonelier in a king-size bed beside a man who didn’t ask her anything beyond “what’s for dinner.” This felt different. Like solitude, but alive.

Like hunger. Not just for sex. Not just for touch. For feeling. Full-body, gut-level, no-apologies feeling.

She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling fan. Still useless. Still whining like it was being asked to do too much.

She smiled.

“I know the feeling,” she whispered.

It always came back to that night. Not the best sex she ever had, not technically. But the truest.

She hadn’t planned to sleep with him. It was one of those nights when everything felt a little tilted. She was twenty-five, restless, and wearing a black dress that wasn’t really hers. Her friend had loaned it to her for a party neither of them wanted to go to. He was there, some guy with a camera and a chipped tooth and a voice that never rose above a murmur.

They left before midnight.

They didn’t speak much on the walk to his place. Just the occasional glance, like they were both checking if the other might turn back. They didn’t.

His apartment was small. Messy in a warm way. Vinyls on the floor. Half a bottle of wine on the counter. He kissed her before the door closed.

She remembered how slow he was. Not performative. Not urgent. Just... present.

She remembered the way he looked at her, not with hunger, but with interest. Like her pleasure was a puzzle he actually wanted to solve.

He didn’t say things like you’re so sexy or I’ve wanted you all night. He said things like:

“Do you like that?”

“Slower?”

“More?”

“Show me.”

And she did.

She showed him the way her hips moved when something felt good. She showed him the kind of pressure that made her toes curl. She showed him where to rest his hand when she came so her whole body wouldn’t fly apart.

She came twice. Maybe three times. She’d stopped counting.

Afterward, she laid on his chest, naked and unbothered. He played with her fingers and said, “You feel like a Sunday.”

She didn’t know what that meant. She still didn’t.

But it stuck. The memory of it lived somewhere under her ribs. In the ache she felt now, on this floor, sweating in her dress, no one touching her.

Zoya closed her eyes and let her hand slip just slightly lower. She didn’t mean to, didn’t plan it, but her fingers found the crease of her thigh, the heat gathered between her legs, and just rested there.

Stillness could be erotic too.

She imagined the man from that night again, the way he looked at her like she was something rare.

That’s what she missed most.

Not the fucking. Not even the orgasms.

The being known.
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Part Two: The Window Between Them
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The sun had dipped lower, casting long orange streaks across the walls. Zoya was still lying on the floor, one knee bent, her dress wrinkled around her hips. Her skin buzzed with leftover memory, the kind that didn’t leave quietly.

The breeze pushed through the open window again, cooler now. She sat up, feeling the sweat between her breasts, the damp ache between her legs that hadn’t gone anywhere.

She walked to the window for more air and leaned her elbows on the sill.

Across the alley, the sculptor was gone. His balcony was empty now. The slab of clay still stood on its pedestal, part man, part nothing yet.

She was about to turn away when she saw it.

The inner door of his apartment was still open, just enough. The light inside was dim, the room full of shadows, but her eyes adjusted.

And then she froze.

He was there. Not on the balcony. Inside. Facing the wall, standing naked. One hand braced on the windowsill, the other wrapped tightly around his cock. His back arched slightly with each stroke, slow, deliberate.

Zoya didn’t move.

She was captivated.

His muscles moved with every pull, tight and tense, as if holding back. His breath, she couldn’t hear it, but she felt it through the glass. The rhythm of it. The push and pull. The way his body knew pleasure.

He didn’t know she could see him. He couldn’t possibly.

And yet...

He turned his head just slightly, as if sensing something.

Zoya didn’t duck. Didn’t hide. She stayed at the window, eyes locked on him. Her breath quickened. Her thighs pressed together.

She felt her hand move again, almost involuntarily, sliding up her inner thigh beneath her dress. Her fingertips grazed the edge of her underwear, drenched now, and then slipped beneath.

She gasped, soft and sharp.

One finger, then two, found her slick and ready. She moved slowly, matching his rhythm. Her eyes never left him. Each stroke of his hand drew a matching pulse from hers. It was intimate in a way no sex she’d had in years had ever been.

Not touching each other. Just... seen.

He bit his lip and leaned harder into the windowsill, stroking faster now, hips twitching. She could see the tension climbing through his back, the way his thighs flexed, how close he was.

Her hand moved faster. Her other came up to her breast, pulling the neckline of her dress down, thumb brushing her nipple until it ached.

Then she moaned.Loud. Instinctual. Real.

His head turned sharply, eyes meeting hers through the gap in the curtains.He saw her.And kept going.

Zoya’s legs trembled. Her fingers curled. Her whole body clenched around the pleasure rushing up from her belly to her throat. Her moans turned to ragged breaths, to a desperate whimper she couldn’t hold in.

Then she came, hard, pulsing around her fingers, hips jerking, mouth
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