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Myra Thorndyke looked upon Jessie Bywaters in exactly the same way as she looked upon everyone else in the rest home she had founded for the elderly. No-one was privileged to any less attention from her, nor any more.

She could always be found sat immovable and irresolute in the hallway of the home. Her pose was commanding and uncompromising, but also soft and traditionally feminine, expressing a deference attributable to women of an older generation. Her back was straight and her head was held high. Her hands were folded together, and rested upon her lap. Though her arms were bare, her form was concealed within a flowing dress which reached down from her slender, pale neck, nearly to her ankles. The eternal youthfulness of her face was unmoving and her gaze uncompromising, but there was, set much deeper within the gentle curve of a smile and the blueness of her eyes, not only the strength of a deep passion for life, but also the naturally feminine resilience of her spirit, and a limitless compassion for those in need.

From the wide open door of the lobby to the dining room, which looked out onto the same hallway, Jock McCrew, lifted his head up from the sports page of the daily newspaper. He could see the shuffling form of the aged Jessie Bywaters manoeuvring her frail legs with the aid of a walking frame, out of the lift and onto the solid parquet flooring. He watched her as she paused briefly to assess the short but difficult distance across to the lobby. 'Too slow to catch a cold!' he croaked at the unsteady, but resilient figure from out of the sight of Myra Thorndyke's fixed gaze.

The innocent fun of his comment however, secretly spoke of defiance at the impending doom that was about to fall upon his adopted home. The money for its upkeep had run out and, unless the house was sold, the re-possessors would be moving in.

'My running days were over long ago,' she retorted playfully, as she paused once more to offer Myra Thorndyke a regular "good morning", which might be one of the last greetings they would exchange. Without comment, the unmoving gaze from the eyes of the founder chaperoned the feeble figure of the late riser as she passed through the hall and into the gathered company of the lobby.

'Your coffee's cold again!' Jock McCrew mockingly chided. A committed teaser, his comments were usually naively placed, but there were plenty of naturally deaf ears which were mercifully closed to his annoyances. The bent old lady, absorbing the gentle jibe without a comment of her own, cautiously lowered herself into her adopted seat, which was next to the old man who had spent the best part of his working life immersed in the grease and grime of car engines.

And as Jessie found her comfort, Olive Johnson just sat and smiled, safe from the painful thoughts of loss and regret that an obliterated memory was thankfully unable to recall and taunt her with. Occasionally she would blow a kiss at no-one in particular, reminiscent of the days when the boys would catch her eye. Billy Muir, whose diabetes had assaulted him in one eye and blinded him there, and was making a headway into the second one, feared the day he would lose his sight completely. He sat rigidly proud and upright next to Alan Thornton whose only words left in his vocabulary, issued from the security of his chair were ‘green apples’, which he occasionally uttered at random intervals . Glenda Brookes, still in her nightdress, stood up from her seat and, balancing precariously upon her walking stick, asked at what time the bus to Rochdale was due. Not many in the home knew where Rochdale was, but they knew it was a long way away, and it was a fixation of Glenda's to wander about the home asking the residents if they knew when the bus to her childhood town would be arriving.

'It'll be a heavenly chariot when it arrives, Glenda,' croaked Jock, with a wry smile in between coughs. Glenda ignored him, unable to understand anything beyond the vision of a bus, 'but it won't be taking you to Rochdale.'

'Now then Jock, it'll be the devil's own handcart for you,' chastised Jessie, talking to the air rather than looking directly at the man.

Jock McCrew fell silent, accepting his verbal slap on the wrist, and glanced at Jessie as she had sunk her diminutive frame into the high-winged easy chair, in which the generously cushioned seat supported her back with assuredness. She had needed to take a short rest in the lobby, before she embarked upon the rest of the hazardous journey to the dining table. Even in his imagination, Jock's fingers no longer had the energy of desire to run themselves up her legs, nor the stimulus to squeeze the less than obvious breasts of her reduced form. She was Jessie Bywaters, the friend and companion who had, in her own life, fulfilled the role of lover and mother, and had been left alone by the natural desertion of the death of those close to her, to see out the remainder of her life mostly alone, just like himself.

'I don't like my drink too hot. You should know that by now,' she emphasised, referring back to the coffee after Glenda's innocuous interruption and, by the dismissive nature of her tone, Jessie had politely terminated the friendly chatter.

Jock McCrew was sensitive enough to know it, and fell obediently silent when she had made her final statement. He reached for a cup which was on the side table next to his chair, exposing the tattoo on his forearm which vied for recognition against the dark stain of his paper thin skin, fed by Warfarin treated blood. A forced smile upon his face demonstrated that his comments were always meant to have been light hearted, but he revealed a nervous concern about exceeding the boundaries of irreverence. Jessie Bywaters was the senior resident, if seniority were to be judged by age alone, since she was three days older than Jock and, for her part, she had no longer the desire for her body to accept, or be celebrated, by the once flattering, but sexually desperate, services of a man. She was always the last down to breakfast every morning except when it was wise, through the mild indisposition of a cold, to stay in her room.

'Jessie's always worth waiting for,' piped in Bill Rodger from across the room. His diction was slightly affected by a mouth that had been extended painfully from a knife thrust during a hand-to-hand fight in his military service years. As he lowered his own newspaper with unsteady hands onto his lap, his scar, denying the growth of unshaven, morning stubble that was untidily evident on the rest of his chin, was revealed beneath a sharp, angular nose in the centre of a rather large, square head covered in a generous growth of thick, white hair. He ogled playfully at the new arrival with the intention of cheekily extending the banter.

'Now, then; keep your eyes off our Jessie,' piped in the helplessly loud voice of Mabel Maud Hathaway, adding her comment. Her large frame filled all the accommodating space that a very generous armchair had to offer, and in which she was busily crocheting. A once boisterous woman who still claimed her right to be right all the time, she was mostly proud of all her medical operations especially that of her recent hip replacement. She was familiar with many a medical word, though she didn’t really know what each really meant or referred to, and her hip was a region of her body that her husband, in his living years, referred to as her arse. Now armed with many high-sounding words in her dictionary, she had the opportunity to give her bottom some higher dignity, 'you know she's not the marrying kind.' Mabel Maud Hathaway was the guardian of morality and, in her presence, there would never be a suggestion through word or action that would go unnoticed if it might break her rigidly held code of practice.

'Aw, you're only jealous, Mabel,' coughed Harry Milburn, finishing off his third mug of tea. He stood otherwise unoccupied by the patio doors, his bald head generously decorated with intricately formed liver spots. Contemplating the jewelled rain drops running off waterproof, red rose petals in the garden on the other side of the door, he was not vexed by Mabel Maud Hathaway's apparent lack of interest in the boys, since he knew, for himself at least, that after swigging four cups of tea he would be spending most of the morning on the lavatory, and wouldn't have enough time for romance in the unlikelihood that it should ever come his way. His
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