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			The Roast

			Harriet Pondemore pushed the bobby pins deeper into the bun of gray hair on top of her head, making sure it was tight and secure. She did not want any loose hairs falling into the food she and her sister, Ethel, would eat that Sunday evening. She took the hand-knitted potholders from the countertop, removed the roast pan from the hot oven, and placed the steaming pan on top of the vintage blue gas stove. “This sure smells delicious.”

			Ethel walked into the kitchen and lifted the roast pan lid. Steam formed on her bifocals as she leaned over to smell the brown hunk of meat inside. “You did such a good job with the seasonings, Harriet. I think you get better every time we have one of our special Sunday dinners.”

			Harriet smoothed her rooster-patterned apron and smiled sheepishly. “Thank you, dear Ethel. I added a little Dijon mustard, coarsely ground pepper, and minced rosemary. But truly, my dear, I think it was the cut of meat that did the trick; there seemed to be just enough fat to make it moist and flavorful. We will find out for sure when we cut into it.”

			Ethel took the mashed potatoes, corn, and a loaf of warm homemade bread into the dining room. Harriet positioned the aromatic piece of juicy meat onto a gold-rimmed serving dish and took it to the table where Ethel was pouring two glasses of Burgundy wine.

			“We should really let the meat rest so that its juices are retained,” Harriet said. She reached for the glass of wine that Ethel was handing her, taking a sip before setting it beside her plate.

			Ethel drank two big swallows of her Burgundy and then raised her wine glass in a toast. “Let’s say grace and then dig in.”

			“You say it this time, Ethel. You have such a way with words.”

			Ethel sat her glass onto the white lace tablecloth and then gently placed her arthritic hands onto her lap.

			“Dear almighty god,” Ethel began. Her voice was raspy from decades of smoking, leaving her vocal cords rough and scarred. “Thank you for gracing our table with this food. Thank you for the help you send our way. And thank you for teaching us your ways and guiding us to know right from wrong, so that we can be rewarded with long life,” she paused and looked up at Harriet with a smile. “And full stomachs. Amen.”

			Harriet looked up. “You always say that so nicely, dear. Let’s eat.”

			Ethel reached for the carving knife and serving fork. When she stabbed the knife into the slab of muscle, copper-colored juice began oozing from the puncture marks. She sliced away at it until there were several carved portions. “You’re right, Harriet, this does look like a good cut of flesh.”

			Harriet held up her dinner plate so that Ethel could place pieces of sliced meat onto it, then she did the same for hers. They each smiled, cut a bite-sized piece, and put it into their mouths.

			Ethel stomped her soft-soled loafer against the carpet. “Delicious!”

			Harriet swallowed her piece of succulent protein. “It is tender and tasty. I think we are getting good at selecting the meat.”

			The old sisters ate most of the roast and some of the potatoes. They dipped their bread into the meat juice, not wanting to waste any portion of it. They poured each other more wine, babbled about the herbs in the garden, gossiped about the new neighbors, and laughed until they could take it no longer.

			Ethel stood and took her plate into the kitchen. When they cleared the table and put away the food, they relaxed with more wine in the living room, each in their own dusty recliner. Ethel kicked off her loafers and Harriet removed her hospital tie-shoes. Then they each pushed their chair’s lever and raised the foot of their recliners, making sure their dresses covered their knees, and their thick tan nylons remained pulled over their hairy legs.

			“So what is on the agenda for tomorrow?” Harriet asked.

			“We have one of three caretaker candidates coming out to the house,” Ethel said. “I have their names written on that notepad by the phone.”

			“Thank you for taking care of hiring someone to help us,” Harriet said. “I’m sure we’ll find the perfect candidate.”
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			Candidate One

			Ding, dong.

			“Oh, goody,” Ethel said, rubbing her hands together as she ran to answer the door. “That must be our first candidate.”

			Harriet placed her knitting on top of the wicker basket beside her chair and followed Ethel to the front door. Ethel swung the door open, revealing a middle-aged man on the porch.

			“Hello, my name is Shane Gauntman,” the tired looking man said. “I am here about the caretaker job.”

			“Do come in,” Ethel said, stepping back from the door. “We can talk at the dining room table; please follow me.”

			Harriet smiled at the man as they took a seat at the table; Shane smiled back. While Ethel took the notepad and pencil she had placed on the table that morning, Harriet studied Shane. She took note of his gloomy expression, thin arms and slouching posture.

			“Mr. Gauntman,” Ethel began, “tell me a little about yourself. What kind of work have you done?”

			Shane cleared his throat. “I was recently laid-off from Henderson Steel where I worked as a pipe fitter and welder.” He looked down at the table then back up at Ethel. “But I do have experience fixing things. I can do plumbing, home maintenance, work in the yard, whatever you ladies need.”

			Ethel took note of Shane’s wasted body. “Are you strong enough to chop wood, move heavy furniture, or dig holes?”

			“I’m a hard worker and can do any physical work you ladies require.”

			“I am so sorry, Mr. Gauntman,” Harriet said. “My sister and I neglected to introduce ourselves. My name is Harriet, and this is my sister Ethel.” 

			“Nice to meet you, both.”

			“Let’s continue,” Ethel said. “Do you have a family, Mr. Gauntman? Our Black Bungalow?that’s what we call the little cottage on the other side of the driveway?is small and would not be suitable for a large family.”

			Shane placed his elbows on top of the freshly cleaned linen tablecloth. “My children are grown and have families of their own. However, my wife, Brenda, will be with me. It’s just the two of us.”

			“Is your wife healthy?” Ethel asked. “I ask because I don’t want anyone dying out there.”

			He dropped his forearms to the table. “She does have a heart condition and high blood pressure, but she sees the doctor frequently and has it under control, so I’d say she’s healthy.”

			“What kind of diet do you eat,” Ethel asked. “I ask because sometimes we prepare special meals. If you’re a vegetarian, or something like that, we would want to know so that we could make the appropriate meal without offending you and your wife.”

			He gave Ethel a somewhat puzzled look. “We eat a regular diet, but we do watch our fat and salt intake. We would eat anything you kindly prepared.”

			Ethel scribbled some notes onto the paper, glanced at her sister who was no longer smiling, and then looked at Shane. “Mr. Gauntman, thank you for coming out. We have two more candidates to interview. We will call you when we have made a decision.”

			Shane smiled and followed the sisters to the door. He felt they were not interested by the way Ethel conducted the quick interview, so he mentioned useful observations about their home to prove his competence. “You ladies have quite the house. I can tell it has been here a while by the door lock hardware and the old iron grates on the floor. There was a coal fired furnace in the basement, at one time.”

			“Very observant, Mr. Gauntman,” Ethel said, opening the front door. “You are quite right. The old octopus is still in the basement, next to our newer gas furnace. In fact, this house used to be a hospital and the Black Bungalow is where they used to store bodies, until they could be buried, of course.”

			“Of course,” Shane said, stepping out onto the porch. “You ladies take care.”

			“You, too, Mr. Gauntlet,” Ethel said, closing the door behind him.

			Harriet walked back to her recliner and picked up her knitting. “So what do you think?”

			“He’s too sickly, and so is his wife,” Ethel grumbled as she took a thin wood tip cigar from a box sitting on the end table next to her chair. “That’s the problem with telephones; you just can’t tell for sure how someone is until you actually meet them.”

			“Quite right, dear,” Harriet said, as her knitting needles clicked together from yarn overs. “He would not do. We still have two more candidates.”
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			Candidate Two

			“Maybe today will be our lucky day,” Ethel said to Harriet as they climbed the basement steps. 

			“If we get another scrawny man, I think I’ll faint,” Harriet said. She closed and locked the basement door.

			“He’s here now,” Ethel said, walking to answer the door. She swung the door open and smiled. “Are you Mr. Cory Atkins?”

			 A big, tall man with bib-overalls stood on the porch looking down at Ethel. “Yes, ma’am. I’m here for the caretaker job.”

			Ethel eyed him up and down, noticing rolls of fat flopping out around his tight torso bib, and buttons on the side that looked like they were ready to break their threads. “I’m Ethel and this is my sister Harriet, please come in.”

			“Thank you,” Cory said, following the ladies to the dining room table. The floor creaked underneath his feet. 

			The sisters looked at the obese man, looked at the small dining room chairs, and then looked at each other.

			“You know, Mr. Atkins,” Ethel said, walking back to the door. “It is such a fine day outside; may we conduct the interview on the porch?”

			Cory looked at the dainty chairs, and their delicate tapered legs. “Yes, ma’am; not a problem.”

			Ethel took her notepad and pencil with her to the porch. The summer breeze was soft and wispy, gently fluttering the ladies below-the-knee dresses. 

			“What kind of work have you done, Mr. Atkins,” Ethel asked as the three of them stood facing each other.

			“I’ve worked on a farm most of my life, ma’am,” he said, as the fat wobbled under his chin. “I’ve labored in fields, mended fences, tended cattle, and fixed anything that’s needed fixin’.”

			“You said you’ve tended cattle,” Harriet chimed in. “Do you have experience butchering?”

			“Not cattle, ma’am, but I have experience skinning and butchering white-tailed deer.”

			Ethel watched a bead of sweat roll down the side of Corey’s red face. “When was the last time you have worked in a field?”

			Cory looked at his beat-up pickup truck, then back at Ethel. “Actually, ma’am, I’ve been mostly driving tractor. I get a little winded when I’m lifting bales of hay and digging postholes, but I know what to do and can do it if necessary.” 

			“Do you have a family, Mr. Atkins?” Ethel asked.

			“I have no wife or children if that’s what you mean,” Cory said. The wind chimes on the back of the porch were distracting him. “I live with my ma and pa, right now. I’ve been helping them on the farm.”

			Ethel figured she already knew the answer to the next question. “What kind of diet do you eat? I ask because my sister and I sometimes prepare special meals and we do not want to serve you anything offending.”

			Cory put his hands in his pockets. “I eat like everyone else; meat, potatoes, things like that.”

			“What about junk food,” Harriet asked.

			“Sometimes,” Cory said, wiping his moist forehead with the side of his hand. “Doesn’t everybody?”

			“I suppose, Mr. Atkins,” Ethel said, lowering her pad and pencil. “Thank you for coming out for the interview. My sister and I have other candidates to consider and we will get back to you when we have reached a decision.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” Cory said, walking down the porch steps, the weathered wood groaned under his weight. 

			The sisters walked back inside. Ethel sat her pad and pencil on the table while Harriet crossed her arms.

			“We are not having any luck,” Ethel said, looking out the window as Cory got into his truck. “The first candidate was too skinny, and this candidate is too fat.”

			“The next candidate should be just right, Ethel dear,” Harriet said, sitting down to continue her knitting project. “You know things always work out when we trust in god.”
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			Candidate Three

			Harriet moved the sheer lace window panel enough to see candidate number three walk up to the porch. “My, he does look like he could be the one.”

			Ethel wiped a bit of drool from the corner of her mouth and walked to the door, opening it before the candidate even had time to knock. 

			The candidate looked shocked when the door swung open, revealing Ethel beaming at him. “Oh, Hello, I’m Derek Tendrish. I’m here for the caretaker position; I spoke with you on the phone.”

			Ethel shook his extended hand exuberantly. “Please, come in, Mr. Tendrish. My name is Ethel; we’ve been expecting you.”

			Derek walked inside, feeling a little uncomfortable as Ethel and Harriet smiled coyly and eyed him up and down. Maybe it would not be so bad having two sweet old ladies for bosses.

			“Please, have a seat, Mr. Tendrish,” Ethel said, pointing toward the table. “And we’ll get our interview underway.”

			“Thank you,” Derek said, sitting at the end opposite Ethel and her notepad while Harriet sat at the side and stared at him.

			“What kind of work have you done, Mr. Tendrish?” Ethel asked.

			“I’ve been one of the caretakers at the school, but they had to downsize, due to budget cuts,” he said, squirming in his chair when he noticed Harriet swooning over him. “I have experience with carpentry, plumbing, heating, and every kind of miscellaneous job there is.” 

			“Are you strong enough to chop wood, move
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