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Harlequinade
by Tricia Arnold & Lia Renée


Act I


Chapter 1


Harlequinade is a theatrical comedy, part of a pantomime featuring a harlequin and clown in the leading roles. It emerged in England in the 17th century, evolving from the Italian commedia dell'arte.


The Harlequinade centers on a comedic play involving five main characters. Harlequin adores Columbine, but her greedy father, Pantaloon, disapproves of him. Pantaloon attempts to separate the pair using a mischievous servant called Clown. While Pierrot is a melancholic servant who occasionally involves himself in the performance.

Originally staged without dialogue, the play utilizes music, physical expression, and dancing to tell its story.

---✦✪✦---

July 13, 1901

My dreams had grown vividly deceptive. Separating reality from my sleeping mind became more complicated the older I got. But that night, it didn’t bother me.

I watched my father transform into Hooper the Clown. I was a child again, a time when carnivals felt no different than dreams.

Papa was talented at painting his clown face. He was an artist who created the same masterpiece, day after day. His face was his canvas, and he applied each brush stroke with care.

The hoops he created around his eyes were vibrant and clean. The shapes matched his stage name perfectly. Because he knew all the makeup tricks, his face didn’t smudge or get runny. Papa dedicated more time to his appearance than other clowns who traveled the circuit. His presentation was flawless. By the time the show ended, his artwork was still intact.

“The greatest clowns take their time applying their makeup, Annie,” my father explained. “Your character’s face means everything. One wrong move, and you’ll scare the kids. Oh, and keep away from dark colors. Harlequin clowns are unsettling to some.”

I smiled, taking his advice to heart. I believed in him, and his plan to make a better life for us. Like any little girl who worships her father, I had faith that his talent would bring us prosperity. One day, I reasoned, our ship would come in. Then, I would have my chance to be a part of the performance.

Yet reality had defied his ambitions. Our place was shabby, and the food was sparse.

I watched Papa sitting on a rickety stool before a chipped mirror balanced on wooden crates. The old canvas tent giving us shelter was worn. It sagged in the wrong places and leaked whenever it rained.

Even as a child, I understood our broken-down sideshow was the reason for the thinning crowds. Papa couldn’t afford anything better. He lost his best carnival talent to competitors, including my mother. She was a half-Russian acrobat with a talent for juggling. She broke my heart when she left.

Despite our poverty, Papa was happy to talk about clown makeup like it was the most important thing in the world. Ignoring the dusty mess around him, he applied the white grease paint to his face with a steady hand.

“Feel this stuff,” he said, “Grimaldi himself used the same concoction.”

“Joey the clown?” I blurted, remembering a faded postcard picture I had seen of the famous clown. There were other notable clowns to admire, but Grimaldi was my father’s favorite.

“That’s right,” Papa replied, offering me the can of viscous makeup to test. His hands were swollen, and his movements stiff. I could tell he was sore.

I pushed my ten-year-old index finger into the greasy white substance and moved it in a circle. I laughed at the texture of the strange, oily goop. It was solid, yet slippery.


“That’s enough, Annie. This can has got to last ten years, at least!” he joked. I knew he wasn’t kidding around. It did have to last. The clown makeup he preferred was expensive.


“Okay, Papa,” I replied, working the dab of grease paint into the skin of my hand. I was fascinated by the soft substance.

My father smeared the opaque makeup across his face. As I watched his technique, I thought about how frequently he erased his tan complexion with white blotches. The first coat was thin, but by the time he applied the second, I didn’t recognize my father at all. The grease paint was so bright, it startled me.

He smiled, winked, and said, “Do you want to know the secret to having a perfect clown face?”

“Yes! Tell me!” I shouted, excited to hear the answer.

“I apply a bit of talcum powder to the white layer, before adding the rest of the colors.”


Papa pulled out a small, square can from his flour sack and placed it beside the mirror. The can had a white label that read, Johnson & Johnson. Afterward, he retrieved a wooden container and twisted the top of the cylinder bowl, removing the lid.


“Looks like I need more powder,” he said.

Papa plucked out the feather puff, so he could add some talcum to the bowl. He filled it to the brim and used the puff to collect the powder. With a sweeping gesture, he began tapping the contents onto his face.

As I watched him carefully dab on his makeup, I imagined myself doing the same someday. I hoped to become a famous clown, entertaining audiences with my clever acts.

He explained, “Johnson and Johnson made this product for women and children, but it does a fine job keeping the paint on my face.”

A fog of powder filled the air and coated my throat. I coughed, hating the gritty taste in my mouth. I tried to spit it out, but it was hopeless. The residue wasn’t going anywhere.

“Too much powder!” I cried, rubbing my eyes. Tears dripped down my face. The pale mist suffocated me.

Papa, who should have stopped what he was doing to see if I was okay, began to laugh. His laughter made me want to join in, until I noticed an echo in his throat.

The echoing, grating sound didn’t resemble my father’s voice. The cloud of talcum powder thickened. I rubbed my burning, itchy eyes, as I tried to see what my father was doing.

A small clearing opened through the haze. Something unspeakable had taken my father’s place. The figure before me was bent to the side in an abnormal pose. Talcum powder burst out its clothes in streams of milky white. It was a mummy overflowing with sand. Its laughter was thick. I felt weak from the intensity of it.

I couldn’t see my surroundings. The talcum was rich with swelling vapors. The vicious, laughing figure in the cloud reached for me. I was frozen in fear.

“Papa!” I screamed, begging him to return.

My coughing fit turned into a choking gag. I struggled to breathe. Hooper the Clown was gone forever, and the reality hit my nervous system like a bucket of ice water. My father had abandoned me, leaving me to face a monster alone. I panicked, feeling around with my hands for a way out.

When the clouds of talcum cleared, I saw my tormentor. I should have known it was him. My dream had been hijacked by Brickles. He was a familiar, nightmarish entity who had haunted my dreams for years. Every time Brickles intruded upon my sleeping mind, he gave me both barrels of his most horrid self.

He was a damned soul who traded in nothing but misery. He was the closest thing to the devil I knew. Brickles was a harlequin clown with a twisted, evil grin. His once elaborate costume was moth-eaten and threadbare. The assorted outfit was covered in triangle patches stitched together to form black and white diamonds.

His deteriorating features maintained an air of superiority. I wondered what he looked like, free of the farce he hid behind. What was behind that shit-eating grin? Was it worse than I dared to comprehend?

Brickles invaded my dreams to perform his horrid pantomime. He reveled in forcing me to witness his demented routine. He waved his slapstick covered in spikes dripping with gore. I stumbled backward in horror.

I was still a child, unable to defend myself. He stalked closer, taking his time as he crept in my direction. He rushed at me in fits and starts, like missing frames in a silent film. His insidious laughter surrounded me. He lurched forward, maneuvering his crude weapon closer to my face.

His laughter increased in volume, becoming more theatrical. He laughed until he chuffed like a steam engine. He held his belly as he stumbled—his mouth opening and closing in a silent scream. He pretended to fall, pulling himself upright at the last second. When I heard his dragging feet, I screamed and tried to scurry away.

His demented, mocking laughter went to full blast. It was the most grating sound I’d ever heard. I liken the sound to an audience forced to laugh and shout with praise. My mind split in two from invading waves of pressure. I covered my ears and closed my eyes, but it didn’t help.

His voice cut through the tormented laughter that echoed around us.

“The sound of admiration,” he said. His voice was low and coarse. A trace of an accent bent his words. I couldn’t discern where it originated.


Brickles demanded my full attention. He wanted me to witness his full range. He reeled backward at an insane angle. His back bent until it folded with a—crack!


I stopped scrambling when I heard his spine snap. He feigned death as his slapstick fell from his hand. It didn’t last. With a jerking movement, he scooped up his weapon. He hopped, turning himself around so I could see his oops-a-daisy expression.

With his face between his knees, he wrapped his arms around his legs. He covered his mouth with his stretched, white-gloved, fingers. I heard the grinding of bone as the discs in his back clicked and scraped. Brickles wanted me to hear the unholy sounds, and no one else. He wanted me to know he could torment me anywhere, and in any fashion he chose.

Everything good I’d learned from my father was lost as Brickles pantomimed, breaking every rule of being a good, friendly clown. He hid his grotesque face behind his gloved right hand while he waved his left hand at me. His herky-jerky, frenetic movements were intended to terrify me. I was so scared, I couldn’t move.

As I lay prone, Brickles exaggerated the act of putting his spine back together. I heard a loud crunch when he stood upright. I wanted to vomit. When he saw my reaction, he flashed his toothsome grin in my direction. His smile sparked pools of fire—burning in the damned world beyond his retinas.

Brickles grasped the frayed red ribbons dangling from the corners of his hat. He disturbed the sickly rusted bells nesting in the ribbons like spiders. They made a hollow sound as they moved, whispering unrequited curses. He wrapped the red streamers around his wrists. His cheeks expanded like he was holding his breath with all his might.

Brickles gave the ribbons a tug with both hands. He wanted me to understand that his hat was affixed to his scalp—that the two were inseparable. This was the monster he fashioned himself into. For me.

His eyes bulged as he yanked his head up, pulling with such violence that his broken body followed. With the hump in his broken back fixed, he jumped four feet in the air. His fall to earth happened in slow motion. His eyes never left mine, the hateful orbs unblinking as he stared.

Brickles began to pantomime the act of leaning against an invisible wall. He pretended the wall disappeared—the one that was never there to begin with. He fell to the floor in squealing laughter. The howling convulsions echoed throughout the corners of my mind.

I lurched upward, trying my best to stand. All I could do was scramble on my hands and knees to get away from him. I looked over my shoulder, to see if he was chasing me. He wasn’t, not yet.

The harlequin’s movements were larger than life. He performed twists and turns no human is capable of. That’s what was especially sickening about it. His mime act was a solo show rehearsed in hell. His eyes, red flickers under a heavy brow, searched my soul, looking for any weakness he could exploit.

Brickles picked up his slapstick and pointed it at me, aiming for my head with precision. When I cowered, Brickles snapped his fingers, and red ribbons protruded from underneath his costume sleeves.

They ballooned in size and shot out at me. Without time to react, the ribbons ensnared me in a net of satin red strands. Like a python, they constricted my arms, legs, and throat. I couldn’t move or breathe.

I watched in horror as Brickles gripped the ribbons with one gloved hand. He pulled me toward him like he was climbing a rope. I lost my balance, and my body hit the ground. My skin burned as I was dragged away with unbelievable speed. I fought him with everything I had, like fish on hook.

Panic hit my brain as he dragged me closer. He waggled his slapstick as a taunt. The fear in me exploded in tremors and frantic thoughts.

Would he kill me at last?

Terror consumed me as I faced his hellfire. Sleep paralysis wouldn’t let me go. My heart throbbed as I begged my mind to deliver me from this nightmare. I repeated the same words in my head, trying to break the spell.

I’m in my bed! I’m not here! This isn’t real!



Chapter 2

I awoke from the nightmare covered in sweat. My thick, unruly ash-blonde hair was saturated. I caught the unclean scent of my perspiration, like whiffs of melted butter. Based on the moisture on my face—and the dampness of the pillow—I’d been crying in my sleep. My heart was beating in my temples from what I’d been through.

I was forced to remind myself that I was no longer a child.

I whispered, “It was a nightmare and nothing more. I’m safe.”

The sad facts of my existence piled on. In truth, my father died because of the entertainment racket. He didn’t have a penny to his name. His carnival was gone, fading into memory. Everyone from my past vanished with the wind.

All that remained of my father’s legacy was a small, worn showman’s wagon that served as my home. My father bought it second hand. The previous owner thought it was plain and worn out, but it was good enough for us.

By the time I became its owner, the roof had undergone several repairs. The floors were pieced together with scrap wood. Water stains spoiled the beauty of the veneer. The cupboards were sagging. The doors were difficult to open.

The bed was narrow, and hard like a slab of rock. The storage drawers underneath the bed were stuck in their slots. The small sitting area was sparce, but it had a little iron stove for heat and cooking.

After my father died, everything was sold to pay off his debts. The debt vultures picked our belongings to the bone, but it wasn’t enough. The showman’s wagon—and the sturdy horse that was part of the deal—would’ve been long gone if I hadn’t fled with them in the middle of the night.

I was on the run before my father’s body was cold in the earth he was buried in. Despite his financial ruin, there was no way I was going to let the bank swipe the only home I had. One must have a place to live, no matter how modest it is.

Painting has been a passion of mine since I was a child. After I learned the art of applying clown makeup, my father let me paint signs and murals for his show.

To evade debtors, I made changes to the old showman’s wagon. I painted the exterior emerald green. I covered every inch of the original ruby red. I changed the blue wooden embellishments around the sides to goldenrod. On the outside panels, I crafted a mural of traditional clowns juggling and singing. I painted a clown demonstrating an animal trick with a charcoal gray horse with a black mane.

The painted horse was modeled on my own. Star couldn’t perform a trick to save his life, but I wanted to showcase his unique visage. As soon as I saw the pale gray star on his head, I knew what his name was going to be. Star was young when my father bought him. I don’t know when he was born, but he’s not a colt—that’s for sure.

We set up camp last night, so Star was housed with the other working horses. I wasn’t in a hurry to visit him. I figured the handlers would take good care of him until I got my bearings. Thinking about the good things—like art and my animal friend—distracted me from worrying about my dire situation.

These diversions were not enough for me after a nocturnal visit from the evil harlequin. The nightmare took a long time to shake off. Brickles was impossible to forget. He haunted my mind, gnawing at my hopes like a rat.

When I sat up, I felt pain at the base of my head. When I touched the area, it felt like a knot— the consequence of twisting and turning in my sleep. As I rubbed my neck, soreness rocked my body. My heartbeat slowed, but discouragement tore my fragile nerves.


I cast aside the weight of my situation when I remembered I had work to attend to. I’d followed in my father’s footsteps, believing my path would yield a different result. Like him, I latched onto the first traveling carnival that would have me, the Willitts and Parker Show. Looking back, I wish I would’ve waited for the next one.



At this ramshackle show, I was reduced to a cog in the wheel of another failing carnival. Since I barely earned a livelihood, I should have left the entertainment industry. Instead, I was stuck as an eighteen-year-old posing as a two-bit clown.


I lit a taper candle on my bedside table so I could see. The dark curtains on my windows were closed. I didn’t bother to open them to let the sunshine in. All I had on was a worn cotton nightgown. I refused to give a peeping Tom a free show.

I got out of bed and poured water into the basin to clean my sweaty skin. I searched for a washcloth. I found one on the small counter, strewn to the side. After dampening the cloth, I swabbed my face. The stifling humidity brought little comfort to my boiling body.

I lifted my head and gazed into the same chipped mirror my father used when he put on his clown face. I noted my weary face and winced. My cheeks, drawn and touched by sunburn, made me wonder if I was wasting my youth.

The borderline malnutrition was evident in my form. The lack of fat on my frame bothered me. When it came to eating, I desired more than I would ever need. Money was scarce, so when I could afford food, I feasted like a ravenous creature.

I splashed my face with water three times but still didn’t feel right about my reflection. My eyes—a shade between gold and brown—were lit with apprehension. I turned away from the mirror and forgot my worrisome condition so I could get through the day.

I removed my nightgown, frowning as I plucked the sweat-soaked fabric from my skin. I wiped my naked body clean, wishing I had a bar of soap. I patted my skin with my last clean towel. I put on a faded cotton dress and covered it with a work pinafore.

I wrapped my hair in a navy-blue paisley cotton scarf and secured it with a bow at the nape of my neck. Brushing my hair into a style was senseless. Keeping my hair buried in fabric was the only way to go. Any strand outside my scarf would be crusted in prairie dust by the end of the day.

Our carnival traveled through the prairie during the summer, and it hadn’t rained in days. The idea of consuming breakfast while the temperature was blazing hot made me queasy, but I had to eat something. I was running on empty.

While searching through my run-down pantry, I got lucky. I found what was left of a loaf of bread I’d purchased from a general store during a previous stop. There were a couple pieces left—little more than a bread heel. These crusty end slices would save me from paying carnival food prices. When I signed up for the show, I thought meals would be included. Imagine my surprise when the cost was deducted from my pay.

In addition to the ration of bread, I had a jar of raspberry preserves in the cupboard. The jam was a treat I purchased from a roadside stand. After opening the jar, I saw there was enough left for my breakfast.

As I spread the remaining spoonful of juicy berry jam on the bread, I prayed it wasn’t the last good thing I would have to eat. As I ate my food, I sipped water from an enamelware cup. I was out of both coffee and tea.

I ruminated over the events that had led me to this point. This was nothing new. I was used to stewing over my overabundance of bad luck. Being a clown in a second-rate carnival wasn’t ideal, but it was the best I could do with what I had to work with. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

Besides clowning, I paint signs and displays. I’m thankful for my artistic skills. I’m good at painting, so my talent has saved my skin more than once. When Mr. Parker saw the mural I painted on the side of my wagon, he was impressed. He hired me on the spot.

The fact I’m a clown has nothing to do with getting a job at a carnival. Clowning isn’t as important as it used to be. The demand for clowns decreases each year, but the numbers continue to climb.

Once upon a time, these refugees from debt would have been welcomed with a hot meal. This is no longer the case. Despite the downward turn, America’s forgotten cover their faces in greasepaint, dress like hobos, and beg for a job.

And who can blame them? Times are tough in America. The robber barons drained all the dollars from American pockets without leaving a tip.

While most people don’t make it big, they find survival and comradery on the road. Existing in an overcrowded city tenement, drinking detestable water, and breathing diseased air is too dreadful to consider. I don’t want to work a twelve-hour day in a factory chained to dangerous machinery.

At least in this line of work, I have time to write.

Whenever I have time, I scribble in my journal so that when I’m better off, I’ll remember what it was like to start at the bottom. While writing about my days, I formed a fascination with this carnival I never expected to have. I crave the sordid details of what makes Willetts and Parker so corrupt. This show is a curse in the guise of mere failure.

Brickles, an undead, old-world harlequin, appeared on my first night at the carnival. He’s attached to this establishment—I know it. My mind wouldn’t have conjured a monster like him out of nowhere.

To gain insight into the past of Willetts and Parker, I learned all I could about the carnival’s origins. I found nothing on paper, so I kept an ear to the ground. Gossip seemed like a logical place to start.

From the whispers of drunk workers, I learned some things about the dapper but crooked Jonathan Willitts. He makes us call him Mr. Willitts like he’s putting on airs, but he’s full of balderdash. He’s a card table sharper in a waistcoat. Willets wants everyone to know he’s in charge, and that’s fine by me. No one honest-to-the-bone would want his job.

From what I’ve heard, Willets has experience in running a questionable enterprise. He used to have a business partner in England called Charles Something-or-other. They operated a small circus in London together. Mr. Willitts worked as the ringmaster. Charles didn’t perform. He was more of a comes-up-with-the-ideas sort of guy.

The two had some success until there was a falling out between them. Something drastic must have happened, because Willitts left England in a hurry. No one dares to ask him why he left, but I assume his situation was serious. His dangerous past makes everyone hesitate to challenge him even though no one knows for certain what happened. What’s especially worrisome is that someone knows, and they’re too damn scared to say a word.

Once Mr. Willitts emigrated to the United States, he searched for an opportunity. After arriving by steamship in 1892, he founded an American entertainment company with J.B. Parker. They began touring the United States in 1893 as the Willitts and Parker Show.

Their show started small and stayed that way. The Willitts and Parker Show had promise in its early years, but it stalled—despite immeasurable hard work. The carnival lives on as a failed dream they maintain. The business promoted itself as a partnership, but Willitts calls the shots. J.B. follows orders, some of them questionable.

Willitts is a miser of epic proportions. He chooses the attractions and decides what show lots we set up at. Our carnival has a couple of canvas performance tents. The first one is for the sideshow.

Residents of the sideshow include Martha—our bearded, singing lady. Her brunette hair measures at least three feet in length. Her beard is the same shade as her hair. Her voice is the most remarkable. She sings high and sweet, and the melancholy of her sound matches the tragic depths of her hazel eyes. She’s known sadness, but she keeps her past hidden.
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