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  THE GRANNY AVENGERS is a new series written by Carolina Danford Wright. Old School Rules is the first book in the series. Each of the protagonists in this series is old enough to be a grandmother. Each is brave and on the side of truth and justice. Some of these heroes act on the spur of the moment because it is the right thing to do. Some, because of circumstances, seem to stumble into being avengers. Other Granny Avengers take over when the criminal justice system has failed to do its job. You will enjoy getting to know these feisty women as they struggle to right the wrongs of the world.
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  Mercedes Carrington was old. She was seventy-five. She was also old school. She remembered black telephones that were hardwired into the wall. She remembered when “Tears on My Pillow” was a brand new song. She remembered luncheons where they served sandwich loaf, and she’d tried to avoid the egg salad and tried to get an end piece that had gobs of extra cream cheese on it.


  Her politics had evolved and shifted over the years. She had voted for candidates from all parties, and she had written in Margaret Mead for President in 1972 when she couldn’t bring herself to vote for either Richard Nixon or George McGovern. She was a staunch supporter of the military and law enforcement. She also was pro-choice but with limitations. She admitted that she was an anachronism, and she had a wonderful sense of humor. She thanked God every day for that. No one could survive in the world as it existed today without an enormous sense of humor.
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  She had already decided this was her last plane flight. Flying had become too difficult. The only airline that flew anywhere close to her small town had made the bathrooms on all their planes so small that Mercedes didn’t drink any liquids the day she flew. She did not want to be forced to use the miniscule lavatories. Because she suffered from crippling arthritis, she bought a first-class ticket when she flew long distances.


  A first-class seat was supposed to give its occupant more room to maneuver. But even first class had turned into a nightmare. The airline, determined to add more rows of seats to all of its planes in order to increase its bottom line, had pushed even the first-class rows closer and closer to each other. And it seemed, the minute the plane reached cruising altitude, the businessman in front of her always tilted his seat back as far as possible and slept for the duration of the flight from Phoenix to Philadelphia. This was certainly his prerogative to recline his seat, but why did he always have to sit in front of her, Mercedes wondered.


  Because she had a difficult time getting in and out of her seat anyway, having the pomaded head of the man in her lap for five plus hours, had pushed her over the edge. This was her last time in the air. Enough was enough. Who needed to punish themselves, at age seventy-five, with flying from place to place . . . even flying from place to place after having spent seventeen hundred dollars on a first-class ticket?


  At least the airline still allowed her to board early. She used a wheelchair in the airport because of her arthritis and the long distances one had to walk to reach the gates. It seemed her gate was always the last one on the concourse. When she asked, it was explained to her that this was because she was flying to such far-away places. The wheelchair attendants were almost always kind and helpful, and Mercedes tipped them generously for not ignoring her and for pushing her down the jetway to the plane.


  She was tired and ready to be home. She had one more short flight to go and was hoping she’d allowed enough time to travel from Terminal A to Terminal F in Philadelphia so she could make the commuter flight. The airline had cut flights to the point where there were now only two flights a day between Philadelphia and the airport closest to her small town. Timing was everything. If one missed the last flight out of Philly, one had to spend the night sitting up in the airport. This was difficult for anyone, but it was especially difficult for a senior citizen in a wheelchair.


  Fingers crossed that the airport staff at her final destination would be able to find the ramp so she could exit the airplane with dignity. She was still angry about the time the stewardess had told her there was no ramp and she would have to get off the plane the best way she could. Mercedes reminded herself that there were no more stewardesses. Now they were flight attendants. Two years earlier, Mercedes had crawled on her hands and knees backwards down the steps of the steep rolling stairs the airline had pushed up to the plane. Ridiculous. But it could happen again and probably would. Maybe it would happen again tonight. Time to give away those frequent flyer miles. Flying was not fun anymore and had not been for a very long time.


  She had eaten a turkey sandwich for breakfast at the Phoenix airport, so she turned down the lunch of the plant-based meat enchilada topped with vegan cheese and an organic jalapeno sauce, with a lentil, quinoa, and kale salad on the side. Really!


  She didn’t sleep on airplanes, especially with the smell of the hairdo goop on the man sitting in the row in front of her, whose head was under her chin, wafting into her nose. She took her Kindle out of her carry-on and tried to concentrate on reading. Mercedes had always possessed excellent radar when it came to figuring out people, and she had lived long enough to develop a sixth sense.


  A male passenger in the row behind her had caused her some concern. He appeared to be of Middle Eastern origin. She had grown up next door to a Middle Eastern family, so she was not xenophobic, but something about this man’s eyes and his body language had struck her and was continuing to bother her. There had not been any terrorist attacks on airplanes in the United States for several years. But politics always had to get in the way of common sense, and the rules had changed. Something about this man did not seem right.


  Mercedes wished she could get into the aisle to check out the suspicious man with the unnerving eyes, but she was a captive in her seat. She was in an aisle seat, of course. But she knew if she tried to stand up to get out of her row, she would have to put her hand on the back of the seat of the man in front of her to get to her feet. This had happened before. The man whose slumber she had interrupted had turned his stinky head of hair around and glared at her. She had apologized, but considering the fact that the man’s head had been encroaching on her personal space for several hours, she wasn’t really very sorry.


  She was thinking about putting a clothespin on her nose and trying to get some rest when shouting and screaming roused her from her reverie. She looked up to see the flight attendant, a slim African American woman, being held at knifepoint by the man with the dead eyes. He was shouting in a foreign language and held his very threatening and very sharp-looking knife at her throat. Mercedes’ first thought was to wonder where the air marshal was. Had airlines discontinued using those law enforcement people completely? She knew the man was speaking either Farsi or Arabic, but she had no idea what the man was screaming about.


  He pushed the flight attendant forward down the aisle towards the front of the plane. In spite of having a knife at her throat, she was resisting. There was blood flowing down the front of the flight attendant’s uniform. The attacker began to scream at her in heavily accented English. It was obvious he was forcing her towards the cockpit. Everyone in first class knew what a bad thing that would be, if he achieved his goal. But where was the air marshal?


  Mercedes was already angry about being on the plane with such a small amount of room for which she had paid such a large amount of money. This behavior by a dangerous passenger made her even angrier. She was not going to go down this way. She still had one more grandchild for whom she had not yet written a book. Richard was going to get his book. Mercedes was determined.


  She grabbed her blue and white plastic cane from under the seat in front of her and stuck it out in the aisle. Her aisle seat gave her the perfect spot from which to bring down the hijacker. Mercedes really had not taken time to think about what she was going to do, but she had had enough with Sharia Law and the destruction of the Constitution and the bad boys who wanted to do her country harm.


  She hooked the handle of her cane around the ankle of the offending passenger and pulled hard. He stumbled, and she pulled harder. He finally went down. Mercedes struggled painfully to get out of her seat. She grabbed the back of the seat in front of her, and the heck with whether or not she’d awakened Mr. Pomade Hair. She climbed out of her row and stepped up onto the back of the man who was lying prone in the aisle. She grabbed hold of the end of her cane and, using the curved handle end as her bludgeon, she began to bash the head of the man who had by now let go of the flight attendant. The flight attendant was also on the ground, crawling toward the lavatory. She was bleeding.


  Mercedes kept bashing and bashing and bashing. He dropped his weapon. At this point, she paused her attack and used her cane like a golf club to sweep the vicious-looking long knife into the plane’s kitchenette, far away from the hijacker’s hands. She was furious now and was not going to give up. Blood was pouring out of the head of the man who seconds earlier had been shouting Allahu Akbar or something like that. Mercedes was in another world. She was determined that she would not stop until she had beaten this bad man into a bloody pulp.


  Finally someone stopped her. A retired policeman from the first row in coach and an active duty air force colonel on leave, who had been seated in the last row of first class, had appeared and were holding the attacker down. Someone put their arms around Mercedes, and someone else tried to take her weapon from her hands. She stopped bashing but refused to give up the cane until she saw that the knife-wielding hijacker had white plastic ties around his wrists and ankles. The military man and the law enforcement guy dragged the hijacker off someplace. There was turmoil and confusion. People were rallying around the flight attendant whose neck was bleeding.


  Mercedes collapsed into her aisle seat and watched it all unfold. She had exerted herself way beyond her normal energy limits. Her adrenalin had kicked in to enable her to go on the attack. Now she was paying the price for having done what she had not been able to keep herself from doing. No one came to ask about her. That was fine with Mercedes. She needed time to gather her wits and her few remaining resources.


  At some point the captain came out of the cockpit. All of the flight attendants had congregated at the front of the plane, and the injured young woman was being taken care of. The captain came out and spoke with someone who Mercedes thought might be an airline official or another pilot who was hitching a ride. He was not in uniform, but he seemed to know what was going on.


  Someone got on the public address system and made an announcement. He said he was the pilot. He said there had been an incident in the first-class section that was now under control. There was no longer any danger to the passengers or to the plane. There was going to be an unscheduled landing because of the incident, and passengers were urged to return to their seats and fasten their seat belts for the upcoming descent into Little Rock, Arkansas. Blah, blah, blah. It was the usual stuff, reassuring the passengers that everything was fine. Coach passengers were instructed to exit the plane and go to a designated area near the gate for questioning. Another plane would be arranged to get them to Philadelphia as soon as authorities had their questions answered.


  First-class passengers were told to stay on board after they’d landed. Law enforcement would be arriving on the plane as soon as it was at the gate and would take a statement from each of the twelve people who had been seated in first class. That would take a while. Mercedes listened to all of the announcements. She knew she was going to miss her connection in Philadelphia, but she was even more worried that delays would force her to use the tiny bathroom on the plane. This would not be a good thing. She was worn out and thirsty. Her adrenalin had spiked and then plummeted. She wanted to be home in her own bed, but she knew it would be many hours or even days before that would be possible.
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  Mercedes was glad no one was making a fuss over her. She was fine. A stretcher arrived to take the injured flight attendant to the hospital. Four men with holstered firearms arrived to escort “the wannabe” hijacker off the plane. Mercedes sighed with relief when she saw that troublemaker being taken away. After he was safely in the burly arms of the authorities, she was able to doze off and get a few minutes of sleep. A nice looking young woman tapped her on the shoulder and woke her up. It was Mercedes’ turn to give her statement. The woman introduced herself as FBI Special Agent Arabella Barnes. Mercedes realized there were only three people still on the plane. They had left her until the last.


  Mercedes told her story exactly as she remembered it had happened. She had an almost perfect visual memory which had not deserted her in her later years, so she was able to give exact details about what she had seen and heard and done. The special agent seemed surprised.


  “You have recounted the event in such specific detail. This is unusual. Your account is more complete than any of the other accounts of people who have told us what happened.”


  “It happened to me. Of course I know exactly what happened. I was the one who made the decision to use my cane to bring down this terrorist. Of course I am going to remember it with clarity and in detail. I don’t think that is surprising at all. Everyone else was just watching what happened . . . until those two men got control of the hijacker and somebody grabbed my arms to keep me from beating the guy to death with my cane.”


  “Would you have killed him if somebody hadn’t stopped you?”


  “Of course I would have. I had no intentions of stopping until I was sure he was no longer a threat. I was standing on top of him. I couldn’t let him try to stand up. I was in it to win it. All the way.”


  “It looks like your bravery probably saved a great many lives today.”


  “Don’t start with that. I was the only person on the plane who had a weapon. At least it seemed as if that was the case. The air marshals never revealed themselves. Somebody had to take that creep down, and I guess I decided it had to be me. I had the opportunity and the means to do it. So I did it. Anyone else who’d had a cane would have done the same thing. I was not going to let him crash this plane. I still have a book to write for my youngest grandchild. I was determined that I was not going to die before I finished writing his book.”


  The young FBI agent was evaluating Mercedes’ account with some curiosity. “Weren’t you afraid to engage such a dangerous man, a man with a knife. He was so much bigger than you are.”


  “I am seventy-five years old. What do I have to be afraid of? And I will bet you anything that I considerably outweigh that skinny little sand flea.”


  The agent’s eyes widened as she listened to Mercedes continue to explain why she had risked her life to take down a man more than forty years younger than she was.


  “Once I was standing on top of him, I knew he would never be able to get out from under me. I was just afraid I would fall, and he would get away. That’s why I kept bashing him in the head. If I was able to knock him unconscious, he wouldn’t be able to escape.”


  “Because you know more about all of this than any of the other passengers, we are going to want to talk to you again. We are going to ask you to agree to go to a hotel tonight and speak with some other FBI agents tomorrow.”


  “I’ve already missed my connection in Philadelphia. My daughter is supposed to pick me up at the airport tonight. She’s going to be very worried about me when I don’t get off the plane. I need to call her and tell her I won’t be on the commuter flight. She tracks my plane flights on her phone, so she knows that for some reason the plane from Phoenix to Philadelphia is stopped in Little Rock. She just doesn’t know why. I’m sure she’s figured out by now that I can’t make my connection, but I need to call her and confirm that so she doesn’t go to the airport to pick me up.” Spending the night at a hotel in Little Rock was going to be infinitely better than spending the night sitting up in the Philadelphia airport.


  “The problem with your calling her is that we are trying to keep news of this attempted hijacking away from the press. Of course, we know that is going to be impossible in the long run. With everybody recording everything on their cell phones, videos of your taking down this guy are going to be all over YouTube and Facebook and everywhere else on the internet. They probably already are. We collected cell phones and tried to erase as many of those videos as we could, but something always slips through. I watched a couple of them, and I have to tell you, I was very impressed with how fast and how efficiently you had that guy on the ground. It was most extraordinary. I don’t think a trained special agent or an air marshal could have done it any better.”


  Mercedes looked closely at the FBI agent to see if she was trying to flatter or manipulate her. She decided the young woman really was impressed with her cane attack. “Don’t be too impressed. I just made do with what I had available to me. I don’t get around easily these days.”


  “That makes what you did ever so much more impressive, Ms. Carrington.” She paused to listen to something that was being said to her through her earpiece. “Damnation. I was hoping we could get her out of here before they showed up. I don’t want anybody to see her. I don’t want anybody to know how disabled she really is. You don’t really get that from the videos. How can we get her off the plane so the news people can’t get a shot at her?”


  That phrase caught Mercedes’ attention, but she right away realized that it was news people wanting to shoot her with a camera, not with a gun.


  “She will be the main witness if this thing ever goes to a trial.” Special Agent Arabella Barnes again listened to whoever was speaking to her through her earpiece. “Well, we just don’t know that yet, do we? And until we do know for sure, we have to protect her. If he was acting alone, there isn’t any problem. He won’t get bail. If he was part of a group, we have a problem. So run him through the databases and find out what we are dealing with.”


  Mercedes listened to the side of the conversation she could hear and was concerned. She tapped Agent Barnes on the shoulder. “My daughter needs to know I am okay and that I won’t be on the commuter flight tonight. It’s important. She has to drive almost an hour from her house to pick me up at the airport. I don’t want her to go to the airport and find that I am not on the plane. She will be very worried when I don’t get off the flight. She will have made that drive for nothing. Please, may I send her a text or call her or something?”


  Agent Barnes spoke to the person who was on the other end of her earpiece. “We need to let her daughter know that Ms. Carrington won’t be arriving on the commuter flight tonight. We don’t want the daughter to be alarmed when her mother doesn’t get off the plane. We don’t want her to report her as a missing person or call the authorities. You have to do something now, before the daughter leaves to pick her mother up at the airport.” Barnes listened. “Okay, I will have her text her daughter that she has been delayed because of this incident. If it is going to be all over the news, she can tell her daughter what’s happened.”


  Mercedes was busy composing a text to her daughter. Agent Barnes wanted to read it before she sent it. That was fine with Mercedes. She just did not want to alarm her daughter or have her make an unnecessary trip to the airport. It didn’t take long to agree on the wording of the text:


  I am fine on the ground in Little Rock. You know I was on that plane that’s in the news. FBI is taking detailed statements about what happened. I will be at a hotel in LR tonight. It’s chaos here. I don’t know when I will be able to get home. I’ll keep you posted. Don’t try to call. I think they are taking my phone away. Don’t worry. Everybody is being nice to this old lady. I love you, Mom


  Most people who send texts these days use incomplete sentences and abbreviations to communicate. Mercedes was old-­fashioned and still wrote mostly in sentences with correct punctuation, even when she sent a text. She had added the part to her text about ‘being nice to this old lady’ as a not very subtle hint to Agent Barnes that she had to live up to that comment. She thought Agent Barnes would want to be nice to her anyway.


  “I’m very tired. I know this debriefing is going to continue into tomorrow. Can we call it a night, and can you take me to the hotel? Just so you know, I need a bathroom that has a roll-in shower, and I will be ordering from room service. I haven’t eaten anything since this morning before I boarded the plane in Phoenix. I can’t walk very far on my own, and whenever I am in an airport, I have to use a wheelchair. So to get me out of the airport, you will have to have the airline bring a wheelchair to the door of the plane. I can get from my seat to the wheelchair and from the wheelchair to the car. I will also need a wheelchair when I get to the hotel. Does the FBI have wheelchairs? I am just letting you know what my limitations are ahead of time so there are no misunderstandings.”


  “We will do our best to take care of you, Ms. Carrington. I appreciate your letting me know what you need and what you can and can’t do.” Agent Barnes was amazed that a woman who couldn’t walk through an airport had been able to take down a terrorist armed with a knife. After hearing how limited this woman’s mobility really was, Barnes looked at her with new eyes and even more respect. “You did a very amazing thing on the airplane, you know. There are lots of people who owe you their lives tonight.”


  Mercedes didn’t want to dwell on any of that. “After you have found me a wheelchair, somebody needs to take me to the ladies’ room in the airport. The bathrooms in the plane are so small, and they don’t smell very good.”


  “I will be pushing your wheelchair, Ma’am, and I promise we will make a stop at the ladies’ restroom on the way to the car. You will be staying at the Capital Hotel in downtown Little Rock. You will have a handicap accessible shower and a shower bench. The hotel is close to the airport and not that far from our offices. Once we leave the airport we will be at the hotel in a few minutes. There will be someone outside your room all night. You are our prime witness, and we plan to take good care of you.”


  “Do you think all of that is really necessary? To have someone guarding my room? Isn’t the guy I took down and bashed in the head in custody? He won’t be making bail, will he?”


  “No bail for that guy. Don’t worry. We just don’t know yet if he was operating alone or if he is associated with a group. If he’s part of a group, they might try to come after you.”


  “How will they even know who I am?” As soon as she had said this, Mercedes realized that in these times when everybody had a cell phone, everybody also had a video camera. She realized there would probably be numerous photos and videos of her standing on the back of the would-be hijacker, beating him up with her cane. She knew someone, and more likely several someones, would have given or sold their cell phone footage to one of the cable TV networks. She would be on the 24-hour news cycle. Her daughters would see her. Her grandchildren would all see her trying to beat a man to death. The press had her face. All she could hope for was that they didn’t have her name. “I know there are cell phone videos of me and all of that, but they don’t know my name, do they? You are the only person who knows my name. The airline wouldn’t give them my name, would they? Come to think of it, how do you happen to know my name?”


  “I got your name from the passenger list. The airline has strict orders not to give out your name, but who knows. It isn’t difficult to hack into airline passenger lists. We have taken steps to block the names of all the passengers who had anything to do with subduing this guy, but everybody is an internet sleuth these days. We will do our best.”


  Agent Barnes continued. “I have to warn you that there will be people from the press who will want to talk to you when we get off the plane. We’ve kept you until the last, hoping they will give up and go home. We had to take your cane as evidence. I’m sure you realize that, but someone will be bringing another cane. It won’t be as colorful as yours, and it may not be the right height for you. But we’ll work it out. It won’t be blue and white flowers. Your replacement cane will be just plain black, but that will throw off the press, too. They are already talking on the news about the blue-and-white flowered cane that helped keep this plane in the air.”


  Mercedes continued to pay attention to Agent Barnes’ instructions. “I’m going to ask you to put up the hood of your coat when you get into the wheelchair. We think your being in a wheelchair will be another way to keep the press confused. They won’t be looking for a woman in a wheelchair as the hero who saved the day. Nobody on the flight, except the flight attendants, actually know that you use a wheelchair. You were the first person to board the plane in Phoenix, so you were already seated when the others began to board. Keep your head down and your hood up. We will stop to let you go to the bathroom. Then we are taking the employees-only elevator down to the ground level where we will meet an FBI car. There will be someone to help you get in and out of the car.” Agent Barnes handed Mercedes a black cane which had miraculously appeared from out of nowhere.


  “I’m ready. Hand me my carry-on bag, please. I will keep my head down. Believe me, nobody wants to remain anonymous any more than I do. I hope no one will take a video of me in the wheelchair.”


  “All the other passengers have gone. We have cleared the press and the curious nosey pokers from the gate. We will be moving fast through the airport, so hang on to your seat.”


  Mercedes made her way to the door of the plane. She grabbed hold of the backs of the seats and anything else she could find to hang onto. She was hugely relieved when she saw the wheelchair waiting for her in the jetway. Agent Barnes was behind her, and Mercedes collapsed into the wheelchair. They were on their way. When they arrived at the gate, there were a few people hanging around, but no one paid much attention to Mercedes. She felt safe. As promised, they stopped at the first bathroom. The black cane was too tall for Mercedes who was only a few inches over five feet in height, but it was adequate to get her in and out of the restroom. When she was again securely in the wheelchair, she realized how terribly thirsty she was. She might have asked for Agent Barnes to stop so she could buy a bottle of cold water, but she decided she could wait on that. Barnes had a plan in mind for getting her out of the airport with minimal fanfare, and Mercedes was happy to let that be the priority.


  She had her head down, so she wasn’t able to really see where they were going. They arrived at a curb where there was a dark, official-looking sedan waiting for them. It took only seconds for Mercedes to grab her replacement cane and get herself into the back seat of the sedan. Agent Barnes had her carry-on and climbed into the back seat beside her.


  “Your luggage will be delivered to your hotel room. It was complicated getting all the luggage sorted out so the airline could put the rest of the passengers on other flights. Your bags almost went to Cincinnati. That would not have been good.”


  Mercedes had completely forgotten about her checked luggage. Because she was returning from spending several months at her Arizona home, there were important things in those suitcases. She’d shipped several boxes ahead, but there were still favorite clothes and other things she’d packed that she did not want to lose. She had counted on being back home on the East Coast by the end of today. “Thank you Agent Barnes, for arranging to have my luggage rescued and delivered to the hotel. My luggage would not have been useful to anyone in Cincinnati.”


  “Do you need anything? I realize you were counting on being at home when you went to sleep tonight.”


  “I have everything I need, and I’ll be fine. The hotel furnishes shampoo and soap. I always carry all my medications, a toothbrush, and a change of underwear in my carry-on . . . just in case of an emergency. I have plenty of clean clothes in my checked luggage. Depending on how long I have to stay in Little Rock, I may have to have to have you buy a few things for me.”


  “We hope to be able to get you on your way to being settled by tomorrow night, or by Thursday night at the latest. We will know more about this bad guy by then and can make better decisions about how much danger we think you might be in.”


  Mercedes had not really thought about the fact that she would be in danger. Danger sounded like such a dramatic word. What had she done when she’d made the decision to hook that guy’s ankle with her cane? There really had not been any choice about the action she had taken. She’d done what she had done on instinct. But she began to wonder to what extent her decision might have, in those few seconds of acting on her instincts, changed her life going forward.
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  The hotel room was a suite, and it had a roll-in shower. Mercedes didn’t need a suite, but it was nice. She wondered who was paying for the suite. She could afford to pay for it, but figured the FBI was paying. Agent Barnes was going to stay in the adjoining room. A door connected the living room of Mercedes’ suite with another bedroom and bath next door. The connecting bedroom was probably why they’d given her a suite. There was also someone sitting on a chair outside the door to her room. Yikes! This was serious stuff.


  “You may not want to turn on the television, Ms. Carrington. You are all over the news. Pictures of you standing on top of our terrorist and hitting him repeatedly with your cane are the top story of the night. It’s okay with me if you want to watch it, but you may not want to relive that over and over again.”


  “Maybe later.” She had to admit she was curious about what the world, and especially her kids and grandkids, were seeing about her on the news. “Right now I am very hungry. It’s now almost nine o’clock Central Time, and I need to eat. Low blood sugar makes me grumpy. Please call me Mercedes. Ms. Carrington makes me sound like an old maid school teacher. Where’s the room service menu? I have stayed at this hotel before, but it was many years ago. They used to have a five-star chef who was the big feature of their main dining room, but that probably isn’t the case anymore. He wouldn’t do room service anyway, even if he was still the chef here. I don’t have to have anything big. A burger or a sandwich will be fine.”


  Mercedes ordered a bowl of soup and a club sandwich with French fries. It all tasted good to her. She wished she’d ordered two bowls of soup. Soup was comforting. The fries were skinny and crispy and hot. The kitchen had even sent two little glass bottles of catsup for the fries and a small gravy boat of Russian dressing for the club sandwich, just as she had requested. She drank a Coke. Agent Barnes sat with her while she ate. Arabella Barnes had asked a few questions, but for the most part she allowed Mercedes to enjoy her meal. The bellman had put her suitcases on luggage racks and hung up her coat.


  After she had eaten, all Mercedes could think about was taking a shower and going to bed. Agent Barnes could see she was completely exhausted. Anyone would be whipped after what she’d been through today, but being old contributed to fatigue. Mercedes wasn’t a spring chicken any more. It had been a very big day for this older lady. She turned on the television set and watched CNN for a few minutes. Agent Barnes was right. She was not ready to relive those few minutes when she had tripped the hijacker and stood on his back. She turned off the TV.


  Everything takes longer to do when you get old. Part of this time is spent going slowly and trying to be extra careful so you don’t fall. Another part of it is that your body is not as agile and quick to accomplish things as it once was. This was okay most of the time. Mercedes usually had plenty of time. Because of her fatigue, tonight she was moving even more slowly than usual. Being careful was the main goal, but navigating the unknown roll-in shower and trying to keep the water from running out onto the bathroom floor required special surveillance and care. She finally accomplished her mission. Her hair, as well as her entire self, had finally been washed. She remembered exactly where in her suitcases she had packed clean nightgowns. She had a bottle of water and her medications ready for the next morning laid out on the desk that served as a bedside table.


  Agent Barnes had insisted she fill out the room service breakfast menu and had hung it on her door. They had to be ready to leave for the FBI offices at 9:45 the next morning. Mercedes wondered if she would be able to function in the morning and be ready to leave her room by then. It took her extra time to get dressed, and she was so worn out tonight, she wondered if she would even be able to get out of bed the next day. Her muscles were beginning to hurt, complaining about the extra activity from the day as Mercedes had yanked on her cane and used it as a weapon to beat up a terrorist. She didn’t usually do any of these things, and she never used those yanking and beating muscles. She took some Ibuprophen and hoped she would not be completely stiff and unable to move the next morning.


  Breakfast arrived promptly at nine. The well-done omelet had been prepared exactly as she had specified, and the bacon and hash browns were hot and tasted good. It was more breakfast than Mercedes was used to eating, but the stress as well as the unaccustomed physical activity of the day before had left her with an unusually hearty appetite. She ate every bite of food that arrived on the breakfast tray.


  What she was not prepared for was Agent Barnes’ insisting that she put on an ugly brown wig before they left the hotel room. Mercedes hated wigs. She’d worn wigs for photoshoots for the covers of her books. After the photos had been taken, she’d promised herself she would never put one on her head again. They were hot and uncomfortable. Wigs itched. They made her head sweat and made her hair feel sticky. The hair from the wig always seemed to be able to find its way into her mouth, and she thought she looked very weird when she saw herself in the mirror.


  However, it was true that her own white hair was quite distinctive. In the videos she had seen of herself on television the night before, her hair had taken on an almost iridescent quality as the light reflected off her head. Because of the way her hair had shone and glowed and stood out from her head, she’d looked like some kind of elderly avenging angel. She’d thought to herself that she kind of looked like what she imagined the Angel Gabriel might look like standing at the Pearly Gates blowing his horn. Agent Barnes pointed out to Mercedes how striking her white hair was and how it was almost a signature for identifying her. Mercedes knew she was supposed to be maintaining a low profile. She grumbled about it but agreed to wear the wig. It had peculiar, tight, little-old-lady curls, the kind a really bad home permanent puts in your hair. Ugh! No one would ever mistake the terrible brown curly hairstyle for something Mercedes would choose on purpose.


  A different wheelchair, a new coat with a hood that had suddenly made an appearance, a wool cap, and a ratty hand-knitted pea green scarf with holes in it had also arrived as part of her disguise. Mercedes sniffed the offending items that made up her new look, grumbled some more, and put on the frumpy articles of clothing. Mercedes did not consider herself to be much of a clothes horse or a fashion plate, but she was not going to put on anyone else’s unwashed hat or scarf.


  “I will wear these things today and play the part of a homeless woman when I am out in public. I understand the need for me to disguise myself right now. But I will not do this indefinitely, Agent Barnes. It is very uncomfortable, and even though I am elderly, I do have some vanity left about the way I look. Nobody else cares about my pride, but I do. Right now, I look and feel like a dowdy version of my cleaning lady, and I don’t like it.”


  “The most important thing right now is to keep you safe. I don’t think any people from the press followed us here to the hotel last night, but they might be staking out the FBI building. We will, of course be taking a circuitous route and entering the building through an underground parking garage, but these media people are very sneaky and very inventive. They always seem to be able to find a way to outsmart us.”


  Agent Barnes paused. She realized that Mercedes Carrington had no idea about the extent of the firestorm of interest she’d created around herself. The FBI agent knew by now that Mercedes had reacted on instinct. She’d managed to be able to do the right thing in spite of her diminished physical abilities. Agent Barnes knew Mercedes did not seek and did not want any fame or notoriety. But in spite of having acted with the best of intentions, she’d made herself into an icon — an icon for women, for the elderly, for the handicapped, for the weak, for patriots, for America. In a few brief seconds, she had become a hero to all. She would have to learn to live with that.


  “You have to realize that you are part of a very big story. Let me rephrase that. You are not just a part of a very big story. You are the very big story. You did a very unusual and remarkable thing when you took down that potential hijacker. This incident would have been a big story if an air marshal had saved the day or if a young male passenger or group of passengers had subdued a terrorist. But for an elderly woman who is disabled and uses a cane to singlehandedly bring a hijacker to the ground . . . well, that is a unique and fascinating event. It is almost unbelievable. The press loves it. The public loves it. Everyone loves this story, this thing you did. I love it. You may not like the consequences of what you’ve done, but the fact is, you have become famous and heroic. Everybody wants to see you and talk to you and find out what made you do this and what makes you tick. You are big news right now. And now you have completely and inexplicably disappeared. That always adds even more mystery and drama to any story.”


  Mercedes sighed in resignation and rolled her eyes. “I know. I watched a few minutes of it on CNN last night. Ugh!” Mercedes looked depressed. Finally the accidental hero spoke again. “All right. Let’s get this over with. I don’t know what more I can say about what happened yesterday. I’ve told you several times everything I did and everything I was thinking and everything I know. I am happy to cooperate with the FBI. I want to see that little hijacking scoundrel go to prison. That’s the bottom line for me. I don’t want him to get off. I don’t want some slick lawyer to take his case and start crying xenophobia. That is why I am willing to go to FBI headquarters with you today, dressed up like a refugee from the Goodwill store.”


  Agent Barnes was somewhat disheartened that she had not yet been able to impress upon Mercedes what a remarkable thing she had done and how it was going to change her life. Mercedes didn’t think she had really done anything very unusual. She’d done what she had to do to keep the hijacker from reaching the cockpit. It was that simple from Mercedes’ point of view. But the fallout from her amazing act of courage was going to be anything but simple.


  The wig was just as itchy as Mercedes had imagined it would be. It was a cheap plastic wig, the same kind she bought on Amazon to wear in the photoshoots for her author’s photos. Mercedes loved one wig she’d bought on Amazon. It was outrageously long and a wild and fabulous shade of red. Today’s wig was a mousy brown color. With its silly curls and waves, Mercedes thought it made her look old. In the 1950s, one of her great aunts had kept a weekly beauty shop appointment to purposely have her own real hair made to look just like this wig. But today, no real person would ever intentionally choose to wear either their real hair or a wig like this. Mercedes thought she was allergic to something in the plastic hair, probably the coloring. No matter what color they were, they all smelled funny. And they tickled.


  Mercedes was a writer. She wrote three different kinds of mysteries under three different pseudonyms. She’d started writing youth books and had written one for each of her four grandchildren. She had one more to go. Her youngest and fifth grandchild did not yet have his book. Because she still had his book to write was one of the factors that had motivated Mercedes to stop the hijacking the day before. She’d refused to die in a plane crash before she had written a book for her youngest grandson, Richard.


  Mercedes also wrote historical novels, spy thrillers that were set before and during World War II. As a “War Baby” she’d always been fascinated with this period in history and the rise and fall of the Nazis. Her third series of books were humorous mysteries about a group of elderly friends who got together for a yearly reunion at various fancy resorts around the United States. Every year this cast of characters got themselves into and then out of a lot of trouble. Mercedes loved to write. It was her passion and made her endorphins flow.


  She thought it was fun to write and publish her books under different pen names. She was crazy about the way she looked in the cheap Amazon wigs, especially the bright red one. The disguises she wore for the photos on the covers of her novels made her chuckle, but she despised the way they felt when she had wigs on her head. She put up with the discomfort for the photoshoots, but those wigs came off the minute the photographs were taken. Today it seemed she was going to have to wear the darn thing for several hours.
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  Agent Barnes pushed the wheelchair down the hall and onto the elevator of the Capital Hotel. The elevator was enormous. Legend had it that in 1880 President Ulysses S. Grant had stayed at the hotel and insisted that his horse accompany him to his suite on an upper floor. The story was that the elevator was modified to accommodate the horse. No one knew if that story was true or exactly why the hotel’s elevator was so large. There were many anecdotes about things that had happened on the famous and infamous elevator.


  It was mid-morning, so Agent Barnes and Mercedes had the huge elevator to themselves. The government sedan was waiting at the curb by the side door of the hotel, and Mercedes was able to extricate herself from the wheelchair and get into the car with minimal difficulty. No one took any notice of the old woman in dingy clothes climbing into the back of a navy blue Buick.


  The office building where the Little Rock FBI had its headquarters was a fifteen minute drive from the hotel. They pulled into the underground parking garage and stopped beside the elevator. Just as Mercedes exited the car and settled herself into the wheelchair, a man with a video camera jumped out from behind a pylon and began to photograph Mercedes and Agent Barnes. A reporter appeared next and began shouting questions at Mercedes. Security forces instantly arrived and swarmed to surround the two aggressive members of the press.


  “Is it true you are a famous writer? What is your real name? Are you really disabled? Where do you live? How old are you?” The questions didn’t stop long enough for her to even begin to give any answers.


  Mercedes was furious. She shouted back at the reporter and swatted at the video camera with her cane. Her blue and white cane had been confiscated as evidence, so she was now using a plain black one. She shrieked at these two in a voice very unlike her own soft tones. “I don’t know why you’re asking me these questions. My real name has always been Agnes MacGillicutty. I live in a cardboard box under the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge, and I am older than dirt. Now get out of my way.” She shook her cane at the two young men as Agent Barnes rushed the wheelchair onto the elevator. Security guards seized the video camera and the two reporters.


  Agent Barnes was almost laughing. “Why the Verrazzano­Narrows Bridge? How did you come up with that?”


  Mercedes snorted. “I really like that bridge. I always have. If I were going to live under a bridge, that’s the one I would live under.” She smiled to herself. “I see what you mean about the media. They really are tiresome, aren’t they? And unrelenting. What a pain in the patootie! I hope they have to spend a lot of time tracking down Agnes MacGillicutty. They’ll never find her under that bridge or any other bridge.” Mercedes chuckled and seemed pleased with herself for having shouted down the two reporters.


  “We can’t use this same disguise again, you know. That’s the only problem. They have video footage of you in that wig and in those clothes. We’ve taken possession of the video camera, and we also will seize any cell phones those two might have been using. If we don’t, that video will be all over the news tonight. We will have to do something different the next time we take you out.”


  “Maybe my kids and grandkids won’t recognize me. They will be amused and confused by the name and the part about the cardboard box. But they know I love the Verrazzano­Narrows Bridge so they’ll know it’s me. Ha!”


  When they reached the FBI offices, Mercedes told her story again and answered what seemed to be hundreds of questions. They wanted an official deposition, so she was sworn to tell the truth and all of that. There were lights and cameras, and it was all recorded. She wondered if they were afraid she would croak before the case came to trial. They wanted to get her deposition about exactly what had happened, and they wanted to get it now. In case something happened to her, they would have the video of her sworn testimony to present in court. Several different people questioned her. She answered everything clearly and completely. The FBI people seemed pleased with her performance. It wasn’t hard for Mercedes. She was just telling the truth. She’d always told the truth . . . even when people didn’t want to hear it.


  Someone brought sandwiches and drinks to the room where Mercedes was giving her testimony. She was tired but had questions of her own she wanted answered. She’d answered all of theirs and figured it was her turn to ask a few.


  “What have you found out about the man on the plane? Does he belong to a group, or was he acting alone?” Mercedes knew the answer to this question would be important in determining how long she had to stay under the radar.


  An uncomfortable silence in the room followed her question. No one wanted to answer her. She knew this meant they probably had not yet been able to find out anything about the hijacker. Agent Barnes spoke up. She felt Mercedes deserved an answer to her question, even if it was not the answer anyone wanted to give her. “Come on guys. Tell her what you know. Or tell her what you don’t know. She deserves that.”


  The senior man in the room, who had silver gray hair and seemed to be in charge of everything, took the responsibility of giving Mercedes the news. What he had to say was not good news for her, and it was not good news for the FBI. “Our hijacker is refusing to cooperate. He used a false name and a fake ID when he purchased his airline ticket and boarded the plane. We don’t know his real name. We have run his fingerprints and are working on his DNA. We ran his face through our facial recognition software.” The agent paused and took a deep breath. “So far, we have nothing. There were no matches to anybody. We think he is from the Middle East somewhere, but that’s all we know. We don’t know where he lives. He won’t tell us anything.”


  At least the agent had been honest with her that they had so far been unsuccessful at identifying their suspect in custody. “We might know something about his nationality by tonight . . . from his DNA. We are looking at the security cameras now and trying to trace his movements back in Phoenix, from before he boarded the plane. We will find out something. I wish we had more to tell you. I wish we had better news for you.”


  Mercedes was clearly disappointed. She had hoped she would be able to resume her normal life sooner rather than later. This was a blow. She wanted to go home. She wanted to sleep in her own bed. The hotel in Little Rock was very nice, luxurious even, but she had things to do. Any day, she was expecting a shipment of her latest book. The books were being sent to her house in Lewes, Delaware. These were the complimentary books she sent to friends and family, before the books went on sale to the public. She signed each one and wrote personal notes which she included with the newly-printed books. Mercedes looked forward to this part of having her books published. Sending the books and the notes gave her a chance to stay in touch with friends from the various stages of her life. She was anxious to get to work.


  “What you’re telling me is that I have to stay incognito for a while longer, until you know more?”


  The senior agent spoke again. He’d not given her his name so Mercedes had begun to think of him as The Silver Fox. “Yes, I’m afraid that is what we are telling you.”


  “I hope you realize there is a big fat hole in your attempting to keep me and all of this under wraps. It’s my children and grandchildren. I sent a text to my daughter yesterday to let her know I was all right. By now all three of my daughters know I was on that plane, and they know I was the person who appeared all over the news last night. I sent a text to my daughter who lives in Delaware right away so she wouldn’t drive to the airport in Maryland to pick me up. By now, they all know and have probably blabbered what they know to their friends and neighbors far and wide and to everybody else.”
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