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   90 Years Young!  - Wesley David Houston 

 

    Above the entrance to Shackleton House a large black clock with golden roman 

numerals was implanted into the upper brickwork; it looked like it belonged at a station. He 

studied it with interest, wondering if it was dormant.  

       His mother pressed the button for the buzzer and the comforting smile of one of the 

nursing home staff allowed them inside. They were then buzzed through a secondary door 

where to their left the communal area was located. The television held firmly against the 

magnolia wall with a scattering of chairs in front of it. Some of the residents were staring at it 

despite it being turned off. Another staff member attempted to put a straw into a gentleman’s 

mouth but was unsuccessful. A lady with a walking frame was making a slow circuit of the 

area, stopping at seated residents and staring closely at them before moving on like she was 

taking a mental register or perhaps trying to remember who the people were. The residents 

didn’t seem to mind, most didn’t even look back at her. 

      “What do you call a place with animals in it?” a loud voice asked slowly and carefully. 

   Extra-padded mucus-coloured chairs followed the perimeter of the walls until it was 

divided by a dining area with circular tables and plastic seats. Most of the residents were sat 

on the chairs with their eyes drooping as if in a forgotten waiting room.  

Looking for his grandmother, he recognised her sitting near the conservatory with a small 

saucer in her hand where she was picking at a piece of cake. 

“Name a country beginning with ‘F,’” came the godly voice again. 

    He watched as his mother stood over her own mother who upon looking up at her 

produced a slight smile before putting her attention back on her saucer.  

She took a hold of the plate and began pulling her up gently; manoeuvring her with care 

she scooted slowly towards where he had taken a seat at a table in the empty dining section in 

the corner by the window.  

“What animal has black and white stripes? What animal has black and white stripes?” 

   He pulled out a seat in preparation and she took a long and slow decline into it. She gave 

him a smile, he smiled back and the small saucer was placed in front of her. 

   His mother showed her the birthday cake she had brought her and she grasped the box in 

both hands as she tried to decipher the writing on the packaging. Her eyes studied it carefully 

for several minutes.  

  “What do you spread on bread? That’s: what do you spread on bread?” 
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   Pulling a helium balloon from a plastic bag it floated to the ceiling but stopped short 

when the ribbon it was attached to forced it back. Two interconnected golden hearts acted as 

ballast to stop it drifting away. 

  “Mum, look,” she indicated to the balloon. “You’re ninety today mum! Look what it says 

‘90 years young!’”  

    Her attention moved away from the box and she looked up slowly with a smile at the 

hovering shininess.  

“Happy birthday, nana,” he emphasised.  

Her countenance was somewhat astonished and she placed the box on the table and began 

picking at the piece of cake on her saucer once more. 

“That’s nice of the home to give her some cake,” he nodded to his mother; she smiled 

faintly while watching her own mother. 

    Beyond the window, a silver birch tree wallowed in the centre of the grass; its bright 

white bark seemed to reflect the white haired patrons. There was a melancholy about its 

solidarity and the fact that it was the final statue of nature the residents would ever see. 

   “How many years are there in a millennium? Make sure you write your answers down!” 

On one of the magnolia walls a framed sign read ‘everything stops for tea.’ On another was 

a red flashing sign, akin to a destination board at a station, it read ‘E-17 BATHTUB’ then it 

flashed off. It struck him then that people seemed to look at departure times their whole lives 

yet it was only towards the end that one destination really meant anything. This was the final 

stop, it was the end of the line; there was nothing outbound from here once you entered. 

   At the rear of the dining section was a tucked away room containing a narrow kitchen. 

One of the nursing staff was stood holding the door open as she was talking to someone 

within. A resident shuffled by their table, smartly dressed with a shirt and tie under a light red 

jumper and dark grey corduroy pants. A well maintained thin moustache underlined his nose 

and he approached her and informed her of something. She began shaking her head at him. 

“Bill, it’s not the day for you to go home.” 

    “I only have to be here for a week. That’s what my son told me. Isn’t it time for me to go 

now?” 

“You were put here eight months ago by the doctor. You’ll have to discuss it with the 

doctor.” 

He began rotating slowly so that he was facing their table holding a glum, disconcerted 

expression. He looked over the hovering balloon before walking off in small strides of 

agitation.  
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“Such a shame,” his mother said quietly. “Bill is so lovely; he asks all the time to go 

home.” 

“He seems like he shouldn’t be here.”  

“Well, I don’t think he should be, his son put him in here but let’s put it this way, he isn’t 

at the stage my mum was when I decided to put her here. I mean, I fought for her to live 

independently as long as I could. But Bill? He is too aware to be here yet.” 

“Does his son ever come to visit him?” 

“Not that I’ve seen. One visit I came and he was sat at that table looking through his photo 

album – crying.” 

“We should smuggle him out!” 

It was frightening to think that Bill still had the capacity to be aware of his incarceration. 

One day, if he himself was committed to a home like this, he would like to think some person 

from a generation decades behind him would save him too.  

“The capital of Japan is? What is the capital of Japan?”  

He finally looked over to realise the man perpetually calling out the questions was not God 

doing an end of life exam but a member of staff acting as a quizmaster. He was sat in the 

opposing corner asking the questions loudly. The few residents involved in the quiz had stern 

expressions as if they were being examined for entry into heaven.  

     A cat with a mix of ginger and white stalked amongst the chair legs, he leant down to 

stroke it. 

     “You didn’t tell me they had a cat!” 

     “It’s a stray, but the home takes care of it, gorgeous isn’t she?” his mother pointed the 

cat out to his grandmother, she smiled imperceptibly. 

    “Do you remember our dog, mum? Prince?” she inquired with hope. 

Her mother looked intrigued but not altogether convinced before nodding in response.  

    “Do you remember mum? Do you remember your husband Ray?” 

    “Where?” 

    “He’s gone mum, many years ago...” 

    “Ah, yes, gone!” she nodded adamantly as if she held a deep understanding of those that 

had died before her. She was outliving them all but it seemed life for her now was invested in 

the small things: the piece of cake, the smiles from her relatives she viewed as strangers, the 

helium balloon that signified her soul tethered to earth. Everything was gone and it was like 

she had survived ninety years and not even lived one because she could not recall it. Yet they 

both sat by her knowing they owed their very existence’s to her.  
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 Perhaps the whole thing was a reincarnation system failure where those that reincarnated 

too soon spent the rest of their years in utter confusion with family members trying to pull 

them back to their former lives. He thought of all the lost memories, all the one sided puzzle 

pieces his mother laid before her own mother in the hope she could expand on them. He 

imagined an alternative future where they both could reminisce and guide as a mother and 

daughter should, but the shutters had been down for years, no matter what key of memory his 

mother tried, nothing came through or went out.  

“What country has an animal called a kangaroo?” 

 She picked carefully at some of the white icing on her saucer. 

“Are you enjoying your cake?” he asked.  

Looking dead on at him he noted her eyes were healthy and bright, a glimmering dark 

hazel.  

   “All was… as they say, the other one, that’s when… you see. I wasn’t going to go… it’s 

good to go. And I saw many of the others. This was when… as you call it, if I… when. Yes. I 

took several… of mine,” she expounded. 

 Maybe his grandmother was just in a permanent state of intoxication she couldn’t escape 

from, she could never sober up. Lost, lost to oblivion, her mind blank, no cure, no healing. 

Cast on the tumultuous storm of short circuiting neurons, a violent inner ocean that would not 

cease and calm. Maybe she was speaking sense, and it was everyone else that couldn’t 

fathom the complexities of her utterances. Brief starts of alternating stories so that they all 

combined in apoplectic confusion. He kept his attention on her, pretending to understand, a 

great moroseness rushed around him at the conundrum. This was all that was left; 

mismatched words of mismatched phrases. The constellations of her mind were cascaded 

together and she was lost within them, no longer could she step back and point them out; 

everything but the cake she was eating was a bewildering blur. Her mind was like a 

deciduous tree losing all of its leaves and being unable to grow them back like all the others, 

there was no more photosynthesis but the tree remained alive. 

   At one point came the impulsion to shake her, propel her out of this mind fog. He 

wondered what she would talk to her daughter and grandson about if she didn’t have this 

affliction. If she woke up the next morning regenerated, full of clarity, and his mother could 

spend hours conversing, advising, catching up on those faded years. 

   The quiz had finally finished and the television was turned on to a game show where the 

host recited questions as if in mimicry of the nursing staff member before him. A giant coin-

pusher machine was fed large plastic counters that funnelled through to a sliding ledge that 
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ran back and forth. Each correct question gave the contestant a new attempt at the machine 

and the ledge would either push the counters into the winning tray or it would keep piling 

them up. 

    Cosmically, it seemed that the universe was similar: one giant pushing ledge, slowly and 

treacherously forcing everyone over into the abyss. Never having seen the show before this 

was the impression it gave him, and that the whole thing was rigged against us, just like the 

coin-pushers at the funfair, and we could never win and our lives were being pushed away 

one day at a time.  

    The questions continued from the television; irrelevant questions. The important ones he 

wanted to ask his grandmother could never be answered. Bill was still questioning, he 

appeared to be the only one, and it somewhat sidetracked the staff, they weren’t used to these 

questions. 

 At the end of the visit, on the way towards the exit, he glanced to the occupied chairs that 

ran up to the conservatory where the dull light fell in and made the area look like a chapel. 

They still existed. 

 As she had just eaten some cake, one of the nursing staff assured his mother that they 

would present the new cake to her towards the later afternoon; she had also brought an extra 

one for the staff to consume. 

    The visit had hit her harshly, her mother being 90 years old, in any other set of 

circumstances a huge celebration would have been arranged, but this 90 was different. He 

supposed that three year olds faced the same dilemma; they could not comprehend their age 

and could not fathom the decades ahead or the two years already behind them. The tragedy 

was that within that mind she probably did still have an archive of memories and 

remembrances but before she could recite them she was blocked and stripped of them like 

bouncers guarding a doorway, they wouldn’t let her out of the vault with any valuable 

thoughts. Moreover, she had forgotten the past, had no awareness of the future, she was 

living in the present valuable moment, which was a significant lesson to learn from her.  

The malady had torn her mind to shreds so that any semblance of simple conversation was 

impossible but it had also torn her daughter’s heart to shreds in the many years she had stood 

alongside the deterioration. He thought of her having to visit this shell of her own mother, 

gone but still there, shattered internally but still hopeful something might repair.   

The cake and balloon, even though she didn’t understand any of it, they perhaps had 

echoes of other dates where celebrations ensued.  



6 
 

On the way out they came across Bill who was stood in a maroon coat holding a small 

faded grey hold-all. He faced them as they approached the first doorway with the stray cat in 

toe.  

“This way, Bill!” One of the nursing staff exclaimed as she ushered him back to the 

communal section. She then buzzed them through the first door and then the second. The 

three made their departure from Shackleton House. 
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