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            The coming
night lay like a sweltering, soggy blanket on the face of the city. Breathing
the thick, hot air was difficult, almost suffocating, because the air
conditioning in the apartment building had broken down. Being inside those four
walls was like baking in an oven, which was why Aimee had taken refuge on the
fire escape balcony outside her bedroom window. At least out here, an
occasional stray feather of air drifted over her.


            Earlier,
when Blane had come home with the fan he’d purchased, he’d retreated to the
kitchen where he’d set it up on the small bar dividing that area from the
living room. He’d then opened the nearby window, hoping to get some kind of
circulation going through the apartment so he could work from his laptop on the
dining table.


            Aimee stood
and sniffed the muggy odors that still radiated up from the streets and
buildings around them. There was a small, telltale taint of ozone in the upper
atmosphere, where a thick bank of clouds blocked out the last rays of the
evening’s sunset. Judging from the amount of humidity, she figured it would
only be a few more hours before the rains arrived and broke the heat’s hold
with showers of cool, life-saving water.


            She’d heard
Blane when he’d entered the apartment. He had that way of not quite closing the
front door when he came in, then used his foot to slam it shut. A double sound
that was uniquely his, like a bump whump!



            “Aimee?” His voice filtered to
her.


            She stuck
her head through the window. “On the fire escape!”


            She watched
as he sauntered into the bedroom and immediately shed his jacket and tie. Those
he hung on the coat butler by the door. Next he doffed the short-sleeved shirt,
tossing it over the jacket. Once he got down to his boxers, he grabbed a pair
of running shorts, slipped them on, and disappeared.


            No hello.
No kiss hello. No “How’d your day go?” No nothing.


            Aimee
frowned. This had to stop. For the past month and a half—no, more like two months, she corrected herself—their love life
seemed to have hit an impasse. There hadn’t been any zip or zing to break the
monotony of their day-to-day routine. Even their weekends, which normally saw
an upswing in lovemaking, had seen a definite downturn in frequency. There’s more fizzle than sizzle, she
silently maintained, which was why she’d come to a conclusion.


            It was time
she instigated a little seduction, beginning tonight. Get that hunger going
again, and put the zippity back into their doo-dah.
Yeah, Blane’s job had gotten a bit tougher ever since he got that promotion.
But it shouldn’t become a major player in disrupting their home life.


            Shouldn’t. Yeah, that’s the operative word here. It
shouldn’t, but it has.


            Wiping her forehead with the
back of her arm, she closed her book and climbed back inside the bedroom,
turning out the lights when she exited the room. Blane looked up from his
computer when she entered the kitchen but didn’t say anything, returning to
whatever he was working on as she opened the refrigerator door. It wasn’t until
he heard her pouring something that he finally commented.


            “Hey, can
you toss me a bottle of water while you’re in there?”


            “Please?”
she prodded.


            “Please.”


            He held out
a hand when she approached him, expecting her to place the bottle in it.
Instead, he glanced up at the tall glass of lemonade she gave him.


            “What’s
this?”


            “Arsenic.”


            Not waiting
for his reply, she went over to the wall to flip the switches, plunging the
entire apartment in darkness, and leaving the glow from Blane’s computer
monitor as their only source of light. She kept her movements slow as she
joined him, leaning back in her chair and propping her bare feet on the table
top. 


            Keeping her
eyes on his curious expression, Aimee took a long swallow from her own glass.
Although she was dressed in a simple sleeveless t-shirt and a pair of shorts,
her own hair pulled up into a ponytail, the front of her top clung to her
braless breasts. Damp with perspiration, the thin cotton outlined her puckered
nipples.


            Blane took
a sip of his lemonade. The soft click of the ice cubes against the glass seemed
loud against the backdrop of the fan. She smiled, glancing at him from the
corner of her eye before turning to the lights of the city below. He smiled
back, then slowly leaned his elbows on the table, holding his glass in both
hands. She could tell he knew she was up to something. Just what it was, he
hadn’t quite figured out as yet, but he was willing to put his work on hold to
find out just what she had up her invisible sleeve.


            They
quietly sipped their drinks, getting what small comfort they could by letting
the coolness within battle the sticky heat around them. The fan helped
somewhat, but the higher the setting, the louder it blew. It got to the point
where Blane finally turned it to low, where they could at least hear the
traffic outside.


            Aimee took
a deep breath. A thin rivulet of sweat rolled down her forehead, through her
eyebrow, and into her eyes. Across the table she saw his face and chest shining
with perspiration. He suddenly shook his head, flinging drops of sweat all
about him. Laughing, Aimee reached for the dishtowel sitting on the back of the
bar stool behind her and flung it at him. He deftly caught it and wiped his
face and neck. Tossing the towel onto the table, he took another long swallow,
and she saw him glance down at his computer screen. 


            Nuh-uh. Not again. Time for Stage Two.


            A brittle
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