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Act One: Dark Stranger Danger
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I stepped out of my kitchen door into the dry desert heat, holding a large white plastic garbage bag. The gentle breeze did nothing to inhibit the sweltering sauna outside; summer never really hit until August, then the scorching temperatures slammed you like a ball-peen hammer. The sweaty walk down to the garbage bins, a weekly ritual, was made bearable only by the cold beer in my other hand. I pried open the lid to the trash can with my thumb, the heavy bag hanging precariously over the other four fingers, while trying not to spill my beer; the limp bag plopped into the can... success. Only after celebrating my brief victory with a long cold swallow, did I notice the dark-haired man rummaging through the piles of junk next door. The house I lived in was a duplex, and this man was rifling through my neighbor Kyle’s private property. Kyle happened to be away with his wife at the time, on vacation. 

––––––––
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Kyle was a weird dude, the kind of person you tried hard to avoid. My problem with Kyle might have been his slick demeanor or poseur appearance; maybe my disdain simply stemmed from that irksome, high-pitched voice of his. At any rate, I’ll go on record as saying that no man, and I mean no man, deserves to have his stuff pinched.

––––––––
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I leaned onto my wife's old Jeep, sweaty bare back pressing against the hot steel, watching this stranger digging behind the garbage bins on Kyle's side of the duplex. His black hair was combed straight back, with a glossy, almost greasy, slick sheen, and scarcely visible streaks of grey weaved throughout. The unwelcome visitor’s button-up, white striped shirt, black tie and matching pin striped slacks not only spoke to him not being a thief, but probably not residing around here either. Thieves were everywhere in this grimy little town, dudes like this, not so much. I cautiously walked over toward the stranger, fists clenched, knuckles white and muscles taut.

––––––––
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"I'm Max. How can I help you?" I smiled politely, trying not to come across as unneighborly.

––––––––
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I must have startled him, as he jerked around, eyes wide open. He had a pronounced jawline and a long, thin nose. His dark eyes were set deep and penetrated as if they could see right through me. Light stubble dusted his hard facial features; broad shoulders with thick arms framed his long, lean, muscular body. 
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"Jackson." The man responded, reaching out to shake my hand, returning the smile. "I'm sorry, do you live here? I might be a little lost." He laughed the words out in a self-deprecating sort of manner. 

"I do not. I'm the neighbor." My face turned down into a frown. He did not appear to know Kyle. "What can I help you with?"

"I'll be staying here this week." Jackson paused, eyes darting around. "I'm friends with Kyle's father. I guess I am house-sitting, of sorts." He admitted, eyes appearing quite genuine at the moment, as they squinted into the bright sunlight.

––––––––
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The tension left my body, then I sighed, rolling my eyes. There was something about this man, an aura of confidence and humility. He seemed strong, yet relaxed and easygoing, as if he were my best friend, and I had just forgotten about him. His lips were always turned up at the corners, revealing a permanent, inviting smile, while his rough good-looks spoke to a tough, never-back-down type of attitude. My first reaction was to be unsettled by the eyes, which were dark and narrow, as if something wicked was hidden beneath. All aspects considered; Jackson mostly presented as a man to be trusted. 

––––––––
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"Sorry.” I shrugged my shoulders, cracking a grin, muscles relaxing, allowing the blood to rush back into my fingers. 
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