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For once, he hoped that the note he’d had slipped through his mail slot would actually be something constructive, or an actual check instead of an excuse, but as he looked over the familiar looping, girly handwriting of it, he only felt a stab of anger burn within him.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” 46-year-old Marcus Armstrong muttered, running a hand through his hair in frustration. “Again?”

It was the third note this month from the same apartment, the same damn excuse written on it.

I’m so sorry, Mr. Armstrong! Car trouble! Will pay next week, I swear!!! – Michelle

He felt the frustration brewing in him, hotter and more violent than ever, and in spite of his desire to push it aside, he knew this was something that had to be confronted once and for all.

At 5’9”, Marcus wasn’t the tallest man in the world, but he was burly and broad-shouldered, muscular from years of hard work with a stubbled jaw that might’ve been close to square, cool silvery eyes and dark hair that had a fair smattering of distinguished gray to it these days. He’d done just about everything a man could do with his hands, construction, mechanic work, was even a pretty decent handyman when it came down to it. For the last fifteen years he’d been building manager of an apartment complex in a semi-decent Southern California suburb that mostly catered to retirees and college students, and it had been the kind of work he took pride in. He liked to think he was fair when it came to his tenants, and that he could offer some sympathy for hard times, but every so often...

Downstairs somewhere, someone’s dog yapped at a passing delivery trunk, the high sounds echoing through the hallways. That would be another issue to be frustrated about, as the building had strict no-dogs policies, but that would be another issue for another time. Today... today, Michelle was going to be his problem. Annoyed, he rubbed his temple, standing up from his desk and preparing for the speech to come.

He hated doing this. Hated having to be the bad guy, hated having to make threats, even when they were necessary. When he did that, he felt like a parody of a person, like some cartoonish, villainous landlord rather than the easygoing building manager he preferred to be, someone who people feared and always gave that frightened look to as they knew their bad decisions were coalescing and coming after them. It was a look he hated seeing, but it was often a necessary one when it came to collecting bad rent.

Marcus sighed, but that didn’t stop him from pursuing this. Rules were rules, and Michelle Nakagawa of Apartment 3B was testing his patience for them.

He walked across the building, around the outdoor pool, to 3B, raising his fist. Marcus debated going in hard and fast, but then settled on a polite knock, rapping his knuckles twice in quick succession against the door.

Silence. Well, not silence, exactly, as he could hear the faint thumping of bass heavy music coming through the door. She was in there, and either she was ignoring him, or she couldn’t hear him, and that only sent another surge of annoyance through him.

Marcus knocked again, harder, more forcefully.

“Miss Nakagawa! It’s the building manager! I need to talk to you!” he said, raising his voice deliberately.

The music stopped, and somewhere in the distance there was a muffled, frantic curse, followed by less muffled and even more frantic footsteps approaching the door. He could hear the locks turning as the door slipped open just enough to reveal a dark, frightened-looking eye and a sliver of Michelle’s face, her short hair hanging about her face casually.

“Oh, hey, Mr. Armstrong!” Michelle said, giggling lightly but conspicuously not opening her door any wider. “Listen, is this about that note? Because I’ve got a lot going on and my paycheck got held-up, and-“

“You’re late,” Marcus said, not unsympathetic but at the end of his rope. “Again. Too late. We need to talk about this.”

Sighing, she nodded, her eye fearful. “Yes, Mr. Armstrong... please, come inside.”

Michelle opened the door widely and let him in, closing it behind him and looking very much like she was frightened and brought into the principal’s office, which made sense given the size disparity between the two of them. The pale and petite, 21-year-old Japanese American beauty looked positively tiny next to the burly Marcus, her 4’11” height meaning she practically had to crane her head to look up at him. She had a lovely face, and a naturally lively energy that must have served her well at college... and a body that he was in some awe of. Though petite, she had large breasts that looked even larger somehow in her loose, oversized white top, the shirt slipping over her shoulder enough to expose more pale skin... and that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her skirt was short and casual, revealing plenty of leg, riding up just high enough that he found himself staring at her just a moment too long, and for her to catch sight of the fact that he was staring just a little too long.

The living room of her apartment had that disarray of discarded clothes, scattered textbooks and mismatched posters that he associated with college students, and though he could’ve complained about the mess, that wasn’t his job to consider today.

Marcus cleared his throat. “Look... I’ve been very understanding with you lately, and maybe that’s my fault. I don’t like being the bad guy, and I don’t want to be the bad guy here, but the landlord, Mr. Henderson, he’s been breathing down my neck about unpaid balances, and you’ve been pushing your luck too much recently.”

Michelle walked across the
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