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      Because that filthy weiner, Braxton, took Mac’s last Coca-Cola from the fridge, Aldus MacBean ended up the Duke of South Hades.

      Like most descents into Hell, Mac’s wasn’t all in a straight line. It wandered here and there. Looped back, then dropped from a precipice before recovering a little altitude. Then plunging once again.

      Sitting upon his throne made from the bones of the damned, warmed by the fires of South Hades (which weren’t nearly as hot as North Hades), Mac considered that fateful day. Really, just what did go wrong?
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      Aldus McBean, or "Mac" as he told people to call him, stood before the ancient and narrow, but vigorously chilly refrigerator that Caldwell & Cannon Company had graced the employee break room with. Cold air, tinged with mildew, brushed against his face, calves, and forearms. He wore his usual tan cargo shorts, long athletic socks, and comfortable running shoes. Upon his broad shoulders and chest was the company-supplied short-sleeved, navy blue polo with the Caldwell & Cannon Company logo squatting on his left breast. The bland logo of three interlocking "C"s sat there like a badge signifying his complete lack of authority.

      Mac was neither short nor tall. His skin was pale, his hair a dull brown. Though, unlike that bastard Braxton, Mac’s hair was still thick and luxurious. He’d been told by more than one lady, that if he’d used a little more hair product, his hair would be as soft and lustrous as a pointe setter’s.

      Which appealed to him not at all. In certain light–definitely not the flickering, greenish fluorescents in the small, shabbily appointed, break room–his hair took on a reddish tint. Auburn was what one over-painted beauty school dropout had proclaimed the color to be one sunny afternoon.

      Auburn was close enough to red to end that particular relationship.

      Mac’s father had red hair.

      His father had been a right smug bastard and piss poor excuse for a parent on the rare occasions the man had shown up at the house.

      Mac would shave his damned head bald if his hair ever decided to go any more towards red.

      And no, he didn’t have his father’s volcanic temper.

      His was much worse, to be perfectly honest.

      Especially now, standing in front of the open fridge, cold air chilling his nether regions, as he eyed the spot where his last can of Coca-Cola had been.

      In the interest of fairness, he quickly scanned the contents of the fridge. On the top shelf was Miriam’s hateful tuna salad in a clear plastic container. Even now he could catch a fishy whiff of it, sealed as it supposedly was in the container.

      On the shelf below was a fairly anonymous brown bag that likely contained two baloney and muenster cheese and mustard sandwiches on white bread. Each precisely diagonally cut sandwich would be carefully wrapped in an intricate arrangement of wax paper.

      Mac had seen Lewis unwrap and eat those sandwiches a thousand times. He’d never figured out how the man managed to wrap them so neatly. He’d even snuck one of the wrappers out of the trash once. But the secret eluded him. He harbored a bitter jealousy toward Lewis for it.

      Next to the brown bag was a pinkish, semi-opaque plastic container that held perpetually dieting Julie's limp, store-bought baggie salad. Beside it sat a small container of ranch dressing. He'd once suggested she just bring a bottle of the stuff in and leave it in the door.

      She had given him such a sorrowful look that his face had nearly exploded in flames from the sudden heat that rushed up from his chest.

      You’ll learn, she’d said.

      Yeah. He’d learn alright.

      On the bottom shelf was his lunch. Like Lewis, he had a brown paper bag. Though, unlike Lewis, who had a crisp new bag every day, Mac’s was well worn. It was creased with a thousand lines, its material so soft and pliable it was practically like fabric. There were dark spots on it here and there where bits of mayo had escaped from his sandwich and left greasy marks on the bag. His name was written across the front in thick, black marker: MAC.

      It was unmistakably his. As was the ham and turkey on whole wheat bread sandwich, and the tiny plastic baggie of BBQ chips that nestled within the bag’s soft, brown confines.

      There was an empty space next to the bag. Actually, the space wasn’t quite empty. There were two faint rings there. The dried residue of condensation that accumulated on the bottom of his two cans of Coke.

      In the mornings, he would bring his worn brown bag of lunch and his two cans of Coca-Cola into Caldwell & Cannon Company’s undersized break room. He would ease past the wobbly, round table and the wobbly, mismatched, flimsy chairs arrayed around it to get to the humming and chugging fridge in the corner. The ancient Hotpoint fridge was the same color as a cartoon pig. Or, if one were so inclined to imagine, it was the same color and approximate shape as a big, naked hunk of Spam loaf.

      The color was soothing, though. Somewhere Mac had read an article about some sheriff who had painted the inside of his jail pink, with the idea of calming his inmates.

      Maybe the manufacturer of the fridge should have painted the inside pink, too.

      Regardless of exterior color, Mac would deposit his lunch and one of the cans of Coca-Cola in the fridge. The second can he would place in the small freezer compartment in the upper section of the fridge.

      There, he would let it chill for exactly twenty minutes as he went about starting his day at Triple C. He’d boot up the cranky old computer in his closet of an office. Then browse through his emails, deleting obvious spam offers and the occasional missive from an irate customer.

      Customer service wasn’t his thing at Caldwell & Cannon Company.

      Then, one minute before the twenty-minute mark, he would get up from his (yes, wobbly) office chair and make his way back to the break room.

      There he would retrieve his frosty can of Coca-Cola. Pop the tab and pour a generous portion of icy, burning Coke down his throat.

      Aaaahhhh. That was the proper way to start a morning.

      As lunchtime approached, he would repeat the ritual. Going into the break room, placing his second, and last, can of Coca-Cola in the freezer for exactly twenty minutes.

      Except when that rancid dingle-berry Braxton stole his Coke.

      And Mac knew it was that deformed union of a skunk and flea-ridden camel who stole it.

      The bastard would leave the crumpled-up cans of Coca-Cola in plain sight. After Braxton left–and he always left early–Mac would go into Braxton’s office and check the jerkhole’s trash can. And there the mangled can of Coke would be, sitting right on top of the crumpled candy wrappers and chip bags from the snacks that slob was always munching on.

      It didn’t help that Braxton’s office was twice as big as the oversized broom closet Mac had to work out of.

      Once, he had complained to Julie, the receptionist. They sat in the break room, he on a wobbly chair with torn brown vinyl. She on a wobbly chair with ripped and worn blue fabric. She was picking at her limp salad and gazing hungrily at his ham and turkey sandwich.

      That bastard Braxton stole my Coca-Cola again, he told her–after slamming the fridge door and throwing himself onto the rickety chair. Which nearly gave way under him.

      Yeah, he does that, Julie said, Benefits of being the boss’ brother.

      It’s not fair. He shouldn’t take what isn’t his.

      Julie had rolled her eyes. People who whine about fairness are usually under the wheels of someone’s bus.

      Which pretty much ended that conversation.

      But it got him to thinking.

      Thinking about ways to get even with the pilfering asshat.

      So far, most of that thinking had been more along the line of fantasizing. various slow and painful ways of removing Braxton’s body parts, culminating in a swift, merciful death. After Braxton had begged long enough for said merciful death.

      It was quite important there be a lot of begging involved.

      But, none of the fantasies had found a way to mesh with reality. Not in any way that wouldn’t get Mac arrested, tried, found guilty, and put into a nice, cozy penitentiary.

      No, there had to be a way to get back at that sticky-fingered maggot without doing hard time.

      And, as he stood there, refrigerated air raising goosebumps on his legs, staring at the empty space where his can of Coca-Cola should be, he felt himself at a tipping point. And the longer he stared at that empty spot, the more he felt himself leaning over a precipice.

      If he stared even a moment longer, he might find himself past the point of no return.

      On another occasion, he had been standing in front of the open fridge, staring at that same empty spot. Lewis, of the carefully wrapped baloney, muenster, and mustard sandwiches, had been sitting at the table, powering through his first sandwich.

      After cursing Braxton’s name and all his ancestors and possible progeny, Mac had thrown himself down on the brown
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