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  These short stories are works of fiction. Any resemblance to persons living, dead, or undead is coincidental and, truthfully, rather odd.


   


  Other Works in the Series


  www.bardsandsages.com/speculative_fiction/bardic_tales_and_sage_advice 


  Bardic Tales and Sage Advice


  The original anthology featuring the winners of the 2005 Bards and Sages Charity Writing competition. Includes stories by Elena Clark, Deanna Marie Emmerson, Melissa Herman, Swapna Kishore, Jenue Brosinski, and others.


  


  Volume II


  The first installment in the series to include the winners of the annual Readers’ Choice Awards. Includes stories by Eugie Foster, John Jasper Owens , and Krista Ball. Also includes award-winning author Peter A. Balaskas’ The Chameleon’s Addiction, set in the same universe as his novella The Grandmaster.


  


  Volume III


  Stories by Damien Walters Grintalis, N.J. Morris, T.C. McCarthy, Todd Austin Hunt, Chloe Wendell, and Kurt Bachard. Also includes Kevin Wallis’ The Taking of Michael McConnolly, named an Honorable Mention by Ellen Datlow's Best Horror of the Year, Vol. 3﻿.


  


  Volume IV


  Includes stories by Milo James Fowler, Douglas J. Lane, Samuel Mae, Sandra M. Odell, Alva J. Roberts, Lynn Veach Sadler, Christine E. Schulze, and Bon Steele.


  
Introduction



   


   


  Each book in the Bardic Tales and Sage Advice series in more than an anthology of speculative fiction. These books are a way of saying “thank you” to both the wonderful writers we have the pleasure of working with each year on various projects and our supportive community of readers. The stories presented here come from our annual charity writing competition and from our annual Readers’ Choice poll. 


  Each year, we sponsor a charity writing competition. Since launching the competition in 2002, we have raised thousands of dollars for charities such as DonorsChoose.org, Kiva.org, and Doctors Without Borders. The winners of the annual competition are invited to publish their winning stories in the Bardic Tales and Sage Advice anthology. 


  Our Readers’ Choice poll puts the power in the hands of our readers, who select the best stories from each issue of our Bards and Sages Quarterly literary speculative fiction journal. The winning authors are invited to have their stories republished as part of the anthology as well. 


  I sincerely hope you enjoy this installment of the series as much as we enjoyed assembling it for you.


   


   


   


  Julie Ann Dawson


  Editor


  
Last American Gypsy



  By Lynn Veach Sadler


  


  Rose Turner reasoned her father was one of the farm workers passing through southeastern North Carolina every summer.


  Rose’s grandfather Jobe had been a solid, harsh farmer with his own place, who felt cheated God had denied him sons to work it. He took out his frustration on his wife Lila, their daughter Priscilla, and the mealy-mouthed tenants who slipped off at night or when he was away, carrying off anything not nailed down and leaving him owing for everything they'd made their x's for at the local “jot-'em-down.” He had to use migrants.


  Jobe couldn't trust the migrants, and he couldn't trust Lila and Priscilla to watch them. If he oversaw the men picking cukes, the women and children back at the barn shelter wouldn't wipe them properly. They'd pack the baskets any old way, prettying-up the top layers. They wouldn't grade and sort, and the jumbos went into the bottom. The market inspector would spot-check him, and Jobe would be graded down accordingly, galling him all to hell. It was the same with strawberries, bell peppers, and corn. There was nothing for it but to keep pitting his one-man army against these armies of the night.


  When Priscilla's belly started bulging out in her fourteenth year, it was just one more confirmation of the way Jobe’s world was. He kicked her flat out. Leaving, she flaunted the “tar-brush” partner of her one-night stand and stopped only long enough to pick up the items he’d flung into the yard after her. Priscilla never saw Lila or Jobe again, but she painted a glowing image of her homeplace for Rose.


  Priscilla sought out the down-on-his-luck “carnie” man who’d seduced her. He’d drawn her with his tales while she’d tended him after he suffered a broken leg putting up the main tent. Being a Negro, he could do nothing for a White woman. She went to a nearby town, found work as a live-in maid. When Rose was born, she took her and a pillow case with their belongings and traveled on a bus to the Florida Panhandle to where several small carnivals wintered.


  Priscilla wasn't the right stuff for the hootchie-kootch show, but Karl Carson promised her a cotton candy “concession” if she’d cook while they were in “winter quarters.” Come spring, when the rag-tail group moved to its first sucker-site, he began to pay her a little wage. They lived and traveled with the “Gypsy” fortune-teller, Madam Zucoe, alias Eunice Hairston.


  Priscilla moved in with Karl after his common-law wife died, leaving Rose with Eunice. She grew up in the carnie and could handle any job as well as a roustabout for a big circus. Her special love was fortune-telling, and she learned everything “Madam Zucoe” could teach her. At Eunice's urging, Rose checked out books on the “ok-kult” from the libraries of towns where they performed, carrying off the ones that pleased her and keeping them carefully put away in the boarded-up, paper-lined back of the old pick-up truck she and Eunice lived in.


  When Eunice died, Rose became, at eighteen, the resident Gypsy fortune-teller. She had long, black, wavy hair, an olive complexion, eyes black as sin, lips full enough to promise more than the usual carnie fortune to the men seeking her tent. She was not beautiful, just striking, a tall, heavy-built girl with strangely slender arms and fingers and small feet. Her legs and chest were impressively filled out, and she possessed a hawkish nose that created a commanding demeanor. Priscilla had been stringy, rangy, washed-out, her only specialties blue eyes and delicately-formed hands. Rose figured her stranger-father had done his best for her.


  Rose had never forgiven Priscilla for leaving her behind, and when Karl made his intentions clear – she was fourteen at the time – she didn't run crying to Mama. He was aging but still virile. Their only coupling resulted in twins. Rose was twenty-three when Priscilla died, and they could have moved in with Karl, but Rose discovered she had some scruples about taking her mother's place. Besides, two other factors came into play that made her think of a change in their lifestyle.


  Karl, now in his early seventies, could no longer hold the ramshackle carnival together. It had never been much, but he’d tended it as if it were Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey. Now the energy that had perfected miracles of chewing gum and baling wire flagged, and he was no longer obsessed with professionalism. Also, the rubes were getting more sophisticated. Not only less easily fooled, they actually sent “inspectors” from the Kiwanis or Jaycees to perform civic duties of checking the rides and making stupid demands to look good to their fellow townsmen. Health officials haunted the food concessions, and the local authorities were demanding more ardent palm-greasing before they’d avert their eyes from the midway games and girlie tents. The carnie people, anguished and puzzled, were helpless as the old ways died before them.


  Rose's main reason for leaving Karl Carson's band, however, was nothing less than a dream of her own. Her books had spun a romantic vision of Rose Turner, THE QUEEN OF THE GYPSIES, surrounded by her children, Prince Claudio and Princess Claudette, and a faithful retinue. For years, wherever the carnie had played, she’d searched the surrounding area for another campsite where she imagined her band pitching its own tents.


  Claude and Claudie (their everyday names) had been tutored in this dream, schooled to every person in the carnie, and both knew all the tricks of the trade and then some. Rose was proud of her children, at least for a time. At nine, they were tall and raven-haired. Karl had smoothed their profiles, and they’d be more handsome than either parent. Claudio, though his face was still malleable, gave every sign he would be able to score on the basis of looks alone. Claudie would look well enough in the setting Rose meant for her and would know every art of the courtesan.


  The parting was amicable, despite the fact that Rose was luring away his best men. Rose at once began to teach her four tall “Gypsy” men and Claude and Claudie her knowledge of practical, applied human psychology. They traveled about in two homely trucks and made their money by house painting, farm labor, odd jobs, scissors-grinding, and pot-mending. Purposely, by day, they appeared little different from the itinerant farm workers the Southerners were used to seeing and trying to take advantage of, as the Gypsies took advantage of them. At night, Rose taught them to read and write and read to them from her cache of books every bit of information she could squeeze in about how real Gypsies lived and dressed. Her hardest task was to make them bide their time.


  If they were especially hard put, Rose set up a separate tent for herself and sent some of them into the country towns to let it be known that the Queen of the Gypsies was available if any gentlemen of the area had the inclination to cross her palms with money. Selling herself was not in Rose's game plan; it was an expedient.


  Rose much preferred telling fortunes. Then she felt closer to her dream’s realization and outdid herself dazzling her customers with her sleight of hand and gorgeous trappings. Nobody felt cheated when he emerged from a session (of whatever kind) with the Queen of the Gypsies. She had professional pride and was so courtly the local authorities generally liked her. The burgeoning group was not only tolerated but appreciated. She was careful in bad times to conduct their stratagems in places off their beaten track. Thus the band was welcomed back when it came through the little Southern towns each spring and summer. If a sharecropper complained that his daughter was stolen away by Rose's Gypsies, the sheriff was bound to report that the girl was of age and had left of her own free will. Invariably, when he came to check with Rose about the runaway, he would end up sitting down to eat and drink before reporting back to the distraught parents. They picked girls whose fathers wouldn't be listened to anyway.


  It wasn't White slavery. Rose would have been appalled at such a suggestion. The new girl had just simply fallen in love with one of Rose's handsome Gypsy men and couldn't get enough of him, so she had followed along to satisfy her hunger. She’d be his woman until they were in the next state or a great distance from where she’d been lured away, and then she’d get passed on to the other males in the group. Oh, she was willing, right enough, for by this time she’d been indoctrinated with the troupe's dream and had sworn the blood oath. The new girl was too scared ever to violate the vows she’d taken as the bloody drops trickled from the small cut at her wrist while Rose held her arm in the air and her original lover supported her around her waist. And if they believed the oath – and they did, for Rose's narration of the powers of the Gypsy magic was guaranteed to make believers out of them – they thought nothing, or very little, of charging outsiders for what the band members were given free and of persuading fresh males to join them.


  It took ten years to get to their optimum number of thirty, but the wait wasn’t dull. Rose worked at making their existence ceremonious. To the lore of her books, she brought a practiced imagination, and she wasn’t above visiting the fortune tellers of carnies whose paths they crossed. Most she could be disdainful of, but occasionally she left with a new greeting, furbish, or idea as reinforcement for her pains.


  Rose was especially fascinated by the “Madam So and So's” who were fixed residents of their respective towns. Often, she would park her truck close to the house of one of these readers of the future and study the traffic that went in and out of the shade-drawn living rooms. The customers were mainly the town's well-to-do matrons, the local “society” women, and, once in a while, their husbands and lovers, but all of them separately, of course. People always went alone to see the Gypsy fortune-teller. Rose felt a passing sorrow for the child or children left outside on the street in those long, gracious automobiles while their mothers quick-stepped furtively up the weedy walk. Typically, the child-face looked possessed of a pained knowledge beyond its years. All was not right with “Mama” and so was not right with the mama's child. And no doubt, that child knew instinctively, long before its mother uttered the threat, that today's and next week's and the next week's pilgrimage here must not be revealed, particularly to the father. Rose would think of her own Claude and Claudie and wish they had more of the instincts of these brutalized and wisdom-growing children of the affluent.


  During these field trips, Rose discovered something valuable, if deflating, about her own condition and that of people in general: the dreams of the parents are seldom visited upon the children; or, if they are, only shabbily and cursorily. Her own Claude and Claudie loved the tinsel of her dream but not its substance. They couldn’t be touched by it as she was or as some of those woebegone children of the bruising and well-to-do might have been, given how much they, too young, too vulnerable, had been exposed to. Claude and Claudie would never be the stuff of her dreams or even of their own. It was, she felt, a great pity, an injustice (not to herself alone), for she had some faint sense that in her own unorthodox and aberrant way, hers was the American Dream – free enterprise and star-reaching all rolled into one – and that the end result would be the diminished thing that was the archetypal pattern (could she have framed it so in words). What was there to do but to move with the force and against it as much as she could?


  Rose was into it now, and so long as her will remained undiminished, she could whip Claude and Claudie and all of the rest of the group, too, into a semblance of fruition. If you impose the ceremony without being able to touch the heart, do you teach, at least, a respect for order and form? That would be something, if it were so. No matter. Rose's way was taken. Without it, Claude and Claudie would be nothing, might be nothing with it. She had to take the chance. Very few persons could keep pure while using expedients. Rose could, could play at being the prostitute in order to be, some time, Rose, QUEEN OF THE GYPSIES. Rose could and would take from the victims – the gulls and the conies – in order to give something – to herself, but also to them.
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