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      Some nights, I can hear my ceiling breathing. It wheezes with the aches of old wood and plaster, but also with the restless energy of the tenant above me. Devon. The musician with the peeling Doc Martens and a voice that leaks through the floorboards around midnight, trailing cigarette smoke and song fragments. In older cities, neighbors are the ghosts that bump and mutter through your days; in this building, he’s more a poltergeist—rattling the pipes, slamming the mailbox, practicing his baritone scales at 2 a.m. until the radiators themselves seem to hum along.

      It’s almost a comfort, his noise. I’ve lived alone for so long it’s become an ecological fact, like the mold in the shower grout or the way the sun only skims my kitchen window for nine minutes a day. I used to have a roommate, years ago, and then a string of ill-advised boyfriends who left behind nothing but mismatched mugs and a collection of grudges that I’m still in the process of cataloguing. Silence was supposed to be the upgrade. Instead I’ve curated an artful quiet with Devon’s footsteps as counterpoint, as if the world above is the heartbeat my unit lacks.

      He’s attractive in the way men in bands are supposed to be: not classically handsome, but with features that look like they were chiseled by someone in a desperate hurry. He’s got cheekbones like articulated bonesaw and a nose that’s been broken and reset at least once; his eyes, when I’ve caught them, are a precise, electrical blue that makes me think of glaciers or the screensaver on my first laptop. Sometimes he passes me in the vestibule, guitar case slung over his back, nodding polite acknowledgment: You exist, inasmuch as I am required to notice you. Sometimes he hums as he waits for the elevator, and even the small fragment of his humming is enough to startle me. I can imagine him on the other side of the wall, head bowed, fingers tracing fretboard, lips damp from beer or something else. Sometimes, rarely, he’ll look at me direct and hold it for a second too long, as if he’s assessing the circumference of my solitude, the way you’d measure a room before moving in.

      I haven’t fucked anyone in almost a year. The word comes to me blunt and unpoetic, but that’s what it is: a dry spell so parched it aches, like my own body is actively rebelling against its lack of relevance. I touch myself less than I used to, because it only makes the absence more acute, the ache that much more insistent. But sometimes, usually after midnight, I’ll hear Devon’s steps overhead—slow, metronomic—and it’ll trigger something like muscle memory. Sometimes he brings girls home, but the walls are thin and I know the sound of a woman’s voice.

      Last night, the song fragments stopped around one. A different kind of noise filtered down: a steady, arrhythmic thumping, and then Devon’s voice, hoarse and unburdened by lyrics. Not the way men talk to lovers—no pleading, no sweet nothings, just the raw, guttural grind of a man alone with his own biology. I lay there on my back, acutely aware of the air pressing in on me, the way my sheets threatened to stick to my legs with each humid breath. I listened as his rhythm became more urgent, the scrape of metal—maybe the headboard against radiator pipe—punctuating the tempo. Then a pause, a ragged inhale, followed by something that started as a groan and cracked apart halfway through, as if he’d tried to swallow it but couldn’t quite manage.

      My mind, traitorous thing, conjured all the possibilities of what was transpiring directly above my ribcage. Devon, unbuckling his belt, letting it drop with a fatalistic clatter to the floor. Devon, unzipping those paint-stained jeans, thumb already pressing beneath the waistband of his underwear, eager, as if the act of stripping was less a preamble than a necessity—a formality, at best. He doesn’t bother with the pretense of privacy, not really. The windows in these units are floor-to-ceiling, but the blinds never descend all the way, and I’ve seen him sprawled on his couch before, shirtless and backlit by the boiling orange of his lava lamp, fingers digging under the elastic of his boxer briefs with the kind of impatience rarely performed outside a blackout drunk or a fever dream.

      I imagined him shoving his waistband down just enough, not bothering to undress because the urgency eclipsed any sense of ceremony. Maybe his jeans pooled loosely around his thighs, underwear rucked low, the tip of his cock already weeping onto his knuckles, glistening in the sickly yellow light I pictured overhead. Maybe he stood in front of his window, the one that faced the alley and let in the sour city breeze, one palm flat on the glass to steady himself as he fucked into the hollow of his own hand. I could see the sweat slicking his forearm, the tendons in his wrist flexing as he squeezed the head, twisting slightly at the top the way you do when you want to drag it out, make the edge of sensation scream just a little. I wondered—no, I knew—how his grip would be: palm rough, callused from strings, thumb pressing hard into the slick rim just beneath the tip, milking out the clear preamble of cum to wet his fingers before sliding down the angry, flushed length. There’s nothing delicate in the way he’d do it, no careful stroking like you see in porn; just a tight, hungry fist that rifles up and down, relentless, as if his own need is a contest and he’s determined to win.

      The motion wasn’t just up-and-down; it was a roll, a forward and back, like he was fucking into the heat of his own hand, fucking through something, past something.

      I lay there, vision blurring, every nerve in my body tuned to the friction above me. My own hand, before I realized it, crawled down my stomach and slipped under the waistband of my pajama pants. I moved without thought, like my hand belonged to someone else: my middle finger burrowed past the seam of my underwear, found the familiar, damp cleft. The urgency in me matched his—no soft warm-up, just a single-minded drive to get there, to keep up with the echo of his labor overhead. I pressed in, circled, chased the rhythm with my wrist as I imagined him above, sweat cooling in the blue light of his apartment, mouth slack with relief and release. I listened for him so hard I almost missed the sound I made—sharp, involuntary, nothing like my own voice. It tore out of my throat and reverberated off the bare walls, so loud I was certain he must have heard it, must have known.

      For a second I lay there, stunned at myself, the sheets tangled around my legs and my chest heaving like I’d just run full tilt down the block. The world was a new kind of quiet, the sort that settles in after an explosion: nothing but the distant hum of a streetlight through the window and the pulse fading in my own ears. I waited for something, maybe for the slow resumption of normalcy, or for the creak of Devon’s footsteps as he padded to the kitchen for a beer. Instead, the silence hardened around me.

      Only when the blood stopped roaring did I notice it.

      Not the sound of him, but the absence. No footsteps, no singing, no click of his lighter, just a thick, wet hush from above.

      I listened harder, not trusting myself to breathe. I pictured him frozen, hand wrapped around himself, caught in the same suspended moment I was, wondering if he’d heard the noise I made. Wondering if what he heard was deliberate or accidental, if maybe the sound had been meant for him and not just for the ragged emptiness of my own room.

      My heart stuttered. A deep, vibrating chuckle climbs the pipes, so close it might as well be in my own chest.

      "Is that you, 502?" A pause. "You like what you hear?"

      It’s mortifying, like being yanked through my ceiling by the hair; I shrink into the mattress, heart jammed in my mouth. But it’s also hot—because he fucking knows, and he’s not pretending otherwise. The slow, warm ooze of shame meets a sharper pulse of thrill, and for a moment I don’t know whether to laugh, die, or answer.

      I stare at the vent above my bed, the paint-flaked grill rusted open just enough to see the dark behind it. There’s a click, then a metallic rattle, as though he’s tapping on his side with a coin or a knuckle.

      "Didn’t mean to interrupt," he says, voice low and sliding. "Guess I got carried away."

      I laugh before I mean to, a burst of airless animal sound, like I’m a marionette yanked by a string. I never answer the vent; I pretend it’s a one-way system, like radio, or those old tin-can phones, but tonight I can’t help myself.

      “All good,” I say, and my voice is so unsteady I barely recognize it. “You do you.”

      There’s a silence that’s somehow louder than his voice, and then a soft, wet noise, unmistakable, not even trying for discretion. He sighs. No, not a sigh. A groan, half-swallowed. I can see his hand, now, in my mind: knuckles pale, grip so tight it must border on pain, the head flushed and angry red, thumb smearing the slick bead over his slit again and again, like a ritual or a dare. I can’t decide if it’s for my benefit or his, but either way, he wants me to hear, wants me to know I have an audience above, a duet in the bonework of the building. For a long minute, it’s just that: his rough exhale, the sticky wet slide of skin, the creak of his bedsprings as he finds a new rhythm. I’m still cupping myself, my hand already trembling with aftershocks, but the heat is back, curling up from
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