Donohue looked around glumly. Harlem was never one of his favorite places, and after that encounter with the Mercedes, he was stiff and sore and in no mood to go tramping around aimlessly looking for Smash addicts. Just on a whim, he decided grab the stack of mug shots of the itinerants they had found in the sewer a fortnight ago and go check with the staffs of the senior houses to see if any of them had once been seen in the area. Maybe a security camera would have picked up a face?

The Senator Wagner Senior Homes looked to be the most promising. It was by far the largest on the listing, and after its recent renovation, the most likely to show an interest in their patients, present and former. The lobby looked imposing, especially the tall ceiling. The late afternoon sun made the marble surfaces gleam.

He showed his badge to the guard and asked to see the head nurse. “You’re in luck. She’s due back in about five minutes,” said the guard, who went back to reading his Penthouse. While he waited in the lobby for the head nurse to show, Donohue was totally nonplussed by the amount of activity. Electric wheelchairs whizzed past, much like Monday morning in Midtown Manhattan.

Two old geezers especially grabbed his attention. Both had to be close to a hundred, from the looks of them, but they both seemed to be totally unaware of their age as they entered the room like gunfighters, coming from opposite ends in electric wheelchairs. They stared daggers at each other for a time. It was so quiet that Donohue began to wonder if anybody else was looking. 

Then, suddenly they both gunned their chairs and accelerated madly at each other, swinging canes wildly, but they missed each time, knocking over vases and magazines as they made passes like ancient bullfighters. “You espontanio! Why don’t you grow up!” yelled the one with the buzz-cut, in a heavy Welsh accent. 

“Piss-ant!” shouted the other, who had a halo of white curly hair, in a flat New York bleat. “You couldn’t hit a bull in the ass with a handful of rice!”

Donohue got out of the way of their duel and dashed to the reception desk. The head nurse had just entered the room. A middle-aged woman, she had silver streaks in her dyed red hair tied in a bun behind her nurse’s cap. She was munching on a donut.

“Excuse me—nurse! Who are those old guys—are they too old to arrest for disturbing the peace?” asked Donohue. 

She swallowed the rest of her donut and licked the chocolate off her fingers. “Oh, that’s Old Man Reed and Old Man Cale.”

“Which is which?”

“Cale is the one with the leather trousers. Don’t worry about them—they’re basically harmless. Just means a little more work for the janitors. Besides, they’re celebrities.” 

“What, they star in action films for old folks?”

She laughed,  “I wouldn’t put it past them, but luckily their agents died years ago. Way back when, they were hot shit in the music business. Both recently turned 100, and they still hate each other. You wouldn’t believe the racket they make—either they’re shouting and screaming—or trying to wake the dead with that damned electric guitar and viola screeching. Cale’s always trying to break things, but Thank Elvis that his arthritis stops him from grabbing anything too heavy. I admit it’s enough to drive you mad, some days.”

As she spoke, Cale swung his cane at Reed’s head and missed, which sent him skidding out of the room in a chorus of expletives. There was a loud crash in the next room.  Visibly amused, Reed pointed in Cale’s general direction and said in a sing-songy voice, “NURSE! He’s FALLEN and can’t get UP!” He let out a flat laugh that sounded dry as rattling leaves. The laugh echoed around the marble hall. The head nurse pressed a button under the desk. “Time to summon the orderlies, I guess…”

She turned back to Donohue and shrugged, “You see how it is? But Mayor Clinton won’t let us put ‘em in a padded cell, says they’re part of our national heritage or something, so we gotta put up with it. Says they’re cultural treasures. She’d change her tune real quick if she had to pick violin splinters out of Reed’s ass.”

“You mean viola,” said Donohue helpfully. He couldn’t recall how he had come to know that. Probably one of Hayte’s lectures on ‘culture’.

“Honey, I wouldn’t know a Stradivarius if it were lodged up the Hershey highway! Anyway, what do you want here in this neck of the woods, officer? Looking for octogenarian gang members?”

More wheelchairs whizzed past, the occupants grinning crazily as they swerved around corners and furniture. One wizened grandmother narrowly missed Donohue’s foot. “Hey, watch it!” She disappeared rapidly down the hall, zig-zagging crazily. 

The head nurse yelled into her headset intercom mike, “Mo, you do that one more time, and I’m taking your wheelchair away!”

She turned back to Donohue. “That’s old Maureen Tucker. Hell, they don’t care—none of them. Too old.” She shrugged, “They’ve spent their whole damned lives in rush hour traffic. Now’s their chance to cut loose. Some have gotten pretty good—even smoke their tires around the sharpest corners.”
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