
Strange Sands Suspense 3

Charleston

––––––––

The Freedom Staircase

––––––––

Pamela Poole

––––––––

Southern Sky Publishing

Copyright © Pamela Poole 2021

––––––––
Southern Sky Publishing
southernskypublishing.com

––––––––
All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. 
Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.

––––––––

This book is fiction. While references may be made to actual places or events, the names, character, incidents, and locations within are from the author’s imagination and are not a resemblance to actual living or dead persons, businesses, or events. Any similarity is coincidental.

––––––––

Cover picture is created with help from Craiyon tools online

Cover created on BookBrush

Ebook ISBN: 9781956089301

Print ISBN: 9781956089318

Print ISBN: 9781956089325


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Freedom Staircase (Strange Sands, #3)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Author’s Note

––––––––
[image: ]


Have you ever walked into a place and instantly became ill at ease? Did you ever meet a person and your spirit clashed with his or hers? Was there ever a time when you couldn’t explain it, but you simply knew something bad might happen at any moment—and it did?

The novellas in the Strange Sands Suspense series will follow the adventures of a young lady named Mercedes Ellison, whose family has a long history of unexplainable encounters. But then, Christians are peculiar people who should live supernatural lives.

The stories and people in this series are fictional, but they are inspired by places I’ve been, situations I’ve experienced, and people I interviewed who have had these encounters—encounters they typically keep to themselves. Each story will contain at least one event from my interviews, and sometimes several. If you’d like to know more about seeing the supernatural through the lens of a Christian worldview, check out the Resources list I suggest at the end of the book. If you are part of a Christian book club, you might appreciate the Discussion Topics page.

I hope you’ll enjoy the Southern Lowcountry ambiance depicted in this series, where moments spent on warm sandy beaches blend with faith and the grains of slipping sand in history’s hourglass. 
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Chapter 1
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The Spirit-filled life is not a special, deluxe edition of Christianity. It is part and parcel of the total plan of God for His people.

-A. W. Tozer
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Mercedes was excited about working with clients to evaluate a plantation mansion with a feature called the Freedom Staircase, and she was in no mood to debate the Patriot cause in the American Revolution with a guy who was half British. In her opinion, her boyfriend had a serious gap in his history education and needed to take another look now that he lived in the Lowcountry of South Carolina, home of the Swamp Fox and four signers of the Declaration of Independence.

She rubbed the tension over her brows. “I don’t want to argue, Quincy. Frankly, I doubt you could understand this. You may have been born here in America, but you spent your life mainly with the British side of your family and traveling the world to archaeology sites. Strong opinions about patriotism come from the heart more than the head. Let’s just agree to disagree.”

Quincy jerked back his head to cushions on the pale gray leather sofa and looked heavenward, as if praying for patience. “If this issue is so dear to your heart, Mercedes, I want to understand it in my head. The people called ‘rebels’ as patriots in the Revolution were divided less than one hundred years later, insulting citizens as being ‘rebels’ who supported Southern independence and state sovereignty. Families and friends became mortal enemies.”

Mercedes huffed. “Now you’re going into another era, and wow, that’s an interesting accusation, since Great Britain’s history is packed with wars in which families and friends became treacherous enemies and royalty killed family members to keep power and a throne. Maybe the colonists got used to that from living in England?”

She rose from her seat beside him. “My patriotic interest in this job is the American Revolution, the Patriots, Sons of Liberty, Whigs, and, yes, rebels. They wanted the Loyalists, Royalists, Tories, and King’s Friends—anyone loyal to the British—to remain here as a valuable part of society. Like the Civil War, less than one hundred years later, yes, families got torn apart. I’m going back to work now.”

He quickly reached for her hand. “I’m sorry our lunch break turned into this debate, and it’s my fault. Please, sit back down.”

With a sigh, Mercedes perched on the edge of the sofa. He gently tugged her arm, pulling her closer to him. “I’ll look into this and fill in that gap in my education, okay? You’re right, I spent little time in American history other than events and dates, and I focused on ancient things, studying whatever I needed wherever I was in the world. It’s high time I learned about my country.”

She nodded. He tried to keep the pleading tone out of his voice. “I don’t need a desk and extra screen this afternoon. Let’s take our laptops out to the Carolina room and work by the river view.”
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Mercedes was moody, withdrawn, and distracted. Quincy watched her out of the corner of his eye as she sat nearby in an ample white wicker chair with her bare feet on the wide, matching stool. She rested against fabric cushions printed with palm fronds in tropical shades of blue. If he was a painter, he would ask her to pose like this.

But her mind was back in the 1700s, he could tell. Ever since she started working on the plantation mansion job yesterday, she was somewhere else—and he was jealous. He did not understand her distraction. In his frustration, he had picked a fight with her. It was stupid on his part. He knew better than to demean the importance of America’s founding and the role of heroes from the Lowcountry. She would drop a guy for less than that. The words were out of his mouth before he used his brain, and it would be no easy feat to regain her esteem.

He followed her up to Charleston for this job, unwilling to stay in his carriage house summer rental without her being two doors down in a cottage. She was planning to stay here with her family for a week and drive up to the plantation when needed. His family had not settled in their Charleston property, and he accepted the invitation to stay in the Ellison’s guest cottage while she was home. It was a chance to engage his ulterior motive of spending time with her brother and parents again, talking to them about his plans for the future, and a welcome way to be with her without the restrictions of living in separate places in Bluffton.

The idyllic plans he had of getting closer to her were now mere castles in the air. He was not important enough to sidetrack her from wherever she went in her mind and heart with that plantation. If he wanted to be on her radar, he needed to do some research or be an attentive student when she shared her work.

He opted for the tactic of being a student. “Since Majestic Oaks is rich in history, why are the owners not trying to make it a state park or museum?”

Mercedes looked up from her laptop screen, and he waited as her eyes cleared from wherever she had been in her mind. She stretched one pretty foot on the wicker stool, pointing and flexing her blue pedicured toes. “They need to sell before the long process of fundraising and clearing red tape, but they hope to find a buyer who will keep it working instead of selling off the land. So far, the state is only interested in the house and immediate grounds. The family wants as much of the property as possible to remain with the house. They have sold chunks of it over the years, so it’s a fraction of what it was when it was built as a rice plantation.”

“Someone’s been living there?”

She shifted her laptop computer and glanced over at him. “Yes, most of the time. It was being rented out by the last owner, a great-uncle who was in declining health and had to go live with one of my clients for the past year. The tenants were friends of the family, staying on as a favor for the owner, though they did well, cultivating the landscaping nurseries and other agriculture on the property and maintaining the old mansion. They could lease those portions out to entrepreneurs who don’t have deep pockets. The property is by a river, so there are resources to manage. But the current renters are aging and ready to retire, so it works out for all concerned to sell.”

Quincy raised a dark brow. “Have there been any historical dig sites on the grounds?”

Mercedes grinned at his archaeological curiosity. “Not enough, and if you’re interested, we could ask about investigating. They have occasional educational tours and some college groups out, but they all seem focused on the environment, not on preserving history. Some metal detector clubs have gotten permission to search a few areas around the old slave quarters. Not all plantations were cruel places and many of the slaves at Majestic Oaks stayed there after emancipation in the Civil War. The master of the house went off to the battlefields, and the loyal, long-time slaves tried to protect the big house from possible plundering by Union soldiers. They took furnishings in boats down the river, and they returned many after the war. I’ll see those when I go out there tomorrow. But according to family records, in the confusion, the family silver and some other valuables never were found. Ever since, owners tried digging up the most likely spots to search for these heirlooms, but maybe they failed because these were the likely locations. There is no written record of all the generals and troops who came through, though some were in the area.”

He shifted in his chair. “Was anything found by the metal detector club?”

“Oh, yes. Coins, interesting buttons, and so on. A few of the families stayed on for generations, and the owners called them guardian angels of the plantation and best friends they grew up with. Some were so well respected by both the owners and workers that they became valuable foremen.”

“If you can get permission, I’d like to go out with some equipment and a map of the property. Any cemeteries?”

She nodded. “You bet. They dedicated one to the slaves and workers who lived there, so the people who didn’t choose burial at their church cemeteries had a place on the plantation. They liked to be laid to rest by water, so this one is above what used to be the spring flood boundaries. Of course, that’s a consideration in the property's sale and the cemetery has its own road for families to access it. The family has maintained it over the years, so the surrounding forest hasn’t taken over.”

“If I clear my schedule, do you mind if I ride up with you to the Oaks? Unless having a tag-along will make you look unprofessional.”

Mercedes studied him suspiciously. “Of course, you can come along. I’m only meeting with one client, and he inherited the largest portion of the estate. His two cousins aren’t in town. Wallace is laid-back and genuine to talk to. Why are you suddenly interested in the plantation?”

He shrugged. “I’ve always learned history better hands-on.”
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Wallace Hampton snorted and kicked a pinecone the size of his fist out of the driveway. “The way the government spends my tax money is an immoral disaster. They won’t do any better managing my family plantation. If it weren’t for my cousins, I’d make this work instead of selling out, but I understand their reasons. One says her special-needs grandbaby needs a surgery that insurance won’t cover, and the other cousin says he has become disabled. Both need the money for out-of-control medical bills. They’ve never lived here, never even visited, and I never met them. Their families married off a couple generations ago and didn’t return. I appreciate Mary takin’ my uncle in the last year, though. That’s why she got a portion.”

He shook his head and heaved a deep sigh. “It ain’t no secret I got the mansion and the biggest share in the plantation by far, and I’d move back up here in a minute and take over. But I can’t pay them off their part. I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place, and this truly breaks my heart.”

Mercedes said, “I gathered this from our emails. Thanks for agreeing to meet me here without the real estate agent, so you can share your feelings about it and fill me in on all the things I’d miss behind the scenes. You said the agent is urging you to consider some aggressive buyers who are offering much less than the value. Does she think your appraiser is wrong, or is she expecting the property will be on the market for a long time?”

Hampton shook his head again and scowled. “I’ll be honest, Miss Ellison, I don’t know. The lawyer recommended the agency she’s with, and when my cousin called, this is the agent they said had room in her schedule for handling an estate like ours.”

“Mr. Hampton, if you can give me the name and contact information of the agent, I’d like to do some research to be sure she has experience in handling this kind of property. I have friends in real estate, and they’re swamped right now, so her agency may be overwhelmed and forced to put her into the field. Don’t sign a contract unless you are confident you have the right agent. Selling a condo near the beach is nothing like selling a historic site.”

“Yes, ma’am, I’d appreciate that. It crossed my mind, but I haven’t had time to check on it. And just call me Wallace.”

She smiled. “Okay, Wallace. I like to be on a first name basis. I’m Mercedes, and this is Quincy.”

Wallace nodded at Quincy. “Mercedes told me you’re an archaeologist. You’re welcome to poke around here, as long as you aren’t alone. There are a lot of ways to get lost and hurt on the property. I have a guy who’s worked around here for years, and if I can’t be with you, he would be a great guide. Find some treasure so I can sell it and keep this place.” 

“I hope to do that if we can work it out. I have a flexible schedule.”

“And I’m runnin’ out of time to raise some money,” Wallace said grimly. “Let’s go look at the house, then I’ll show you around the grounds.”
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Mercedes listened intently and made notes on her tablet as she and Quincy followed Wallace Hampton around. With a grand wave at the area to the front of the house, he pointed out that though there were two good roads to use as driveways, they should always use the second one they came to. The first led to a barn and public parking area for the landscaping nurseries and other services. “You followed my directions well today. Just remember to wait until you get to an avenue of old oaks, and it will be the private driveway to the front of the house. There’s a path and you can get to the back porches from the other parking area, as well as the nurseries and cemetery. When the river was the main road, the back of the house was the front. They added this grand portico in 1790, in time for George Washington’s tour of the Lowcountry, creating a new front entrance.”

He led them through a tall flowering hedge along a flagstone and shell walk from the drive to the front portico of a Georgian-style mansion. Beside her, she heard Quincy catch his breath. Eight white, elegant columns stood as they had for over two centuries, impressive in their simple dignity. They were two stories high, three on each side of wide marble stairs and one on each end of the deep front portico. Arched brickwork created openings for basements and cellars in the raised foundation.

Wallace spoke like a tour guide accustomed to showing the property to visitors. “In the winter, these camellia japonicas will bloom in a riot of color, giving the mansion a festive air for the holidays. The only place around here with more varieties of camellias is Magnolia Gardens.” He pointed in the direction where the other parking area must be if they could see it. “People come from all around to get some new bushes grown from ours in our nurseries when we have them. They get our oaks, flowering trees, and other landscaping plants.”

Through gardens that led to the front of the mansion, Wallace showed them unusual botanical specimens and sunny, tropical shrubberies that grew well in the soil and climate. “These garden benches, freed people who chose to stay here made ‘em. See that ironwork, with all the winding vines and leaves? There are no more made like this design around Charleston, even by Simmons.”
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Quincy’s cellphone vibrated and he checked to see if it was urgent. It was. 

“I’m sorry, this isn’t a call I can ignore,” he said. “You two go ahead, I’ll catch up in a few minutes.”

He stepped into the shade of a massive oak with an old bell suspended on an iron bar between two split trunks. He touched his phone screen to call the officer he contracted with for an antiquities fraud investigation that ended with the capture of the Lenoir Bassett and Madigan law firm. The investigation and arrests happened a month ago, and the officer said he had news about the case.

“I’ll send you something official tomorrow, but I knew you had a reason to want to hear about this before you watch it on the news. Stanley Lenoir was found dead in his jail cell this morning. Apparent suicide, but no one has any straight answers that satisfy me yet. I don’t know what other contracts you’ve got in the works right now, but considering the threats his son made recently, you should stick close to Miss Ellison. I’m getting some hints around here that she and Zach Boone may be encouraged to go into protective custody.”

“What?” Quincy exclaimed. He glanced to the stately front portico, but Mercedes had moved indoors with her client. “I’m with her right now, on a job. Her job.” He sighed and looked around the expanse of the front lawn and gardens of the plantation. “Look, I’ve got no other pressing obligations right now except consulting on a dig in St. Augustine. I’ll stay close to Mercedes. What about Jana and Declan, friends she was with in Hilton Head that night of the arrests?”

“There have been no more threats against them coming my way, but I’ll get an update. I’ll send Roland Lenoir’s photo so you can keep an eye open. You’re back on this job, Quincy, working for us. We’ve had reason to monitor Roland ever since we started connecting his dad to criminal activity, of which the fraud we snagged him on was only a drop in the bucket. His son has some contacts in low places, and he has insider access to knowing Mercedes’ and Zach’s movements. If you two can arrange an invitation for her friends to visit, all the better.”

Quincy pinched his forehead. “Straight up—are you free to tell me if spooks or assassins silenced Stanley Lenoir, and what country they represent? His involvement in the antiquities black market and other nefarious circles went deep and worldwide. You promised I worked far enough away from this situation not to be considered a threat to those circles.”

The man sighed. “I’m not free to confirm or deny the country of origin of the suspects being considered for pulling off this feat, but I don’t need to comment on their skill level for you to comprehend it. My first instinct is to assure you there’s no danger of any group thinking you know too much. You should be in no danger and therefore bring none to Miss Ellison. However, I said Lenoir was secure where we put him, so I’m not as smug today and don’t blame you for doubting me. His son could be the next target, so they may take him out, ending his threat to Miss Ellison and Mr. Boone. We haven’t been able to get our hands on several things we wanted, and we believe Lenoir set up a message system to his son to get those in the event of his arrest or death.”  

Turning to scrutinize his surroundings, Quincy bit his lip. He knew he was better off not knowing anything specific. “Okay, uh—I’ll start
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