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Scene 1:

The Nightmare Variations

(Or: Late-Night Triple Feature)

There are three variations of the dream.
In the first version, I am driving the car. Everything is vivid, vin-

tage Technicolor, all primary and secondary tones, as if coloured 
with a pack of grade-school crayons. The sky is Pacific Blue, and 
the paper-white clouds overhead are traced in Sunset Orange. The 
car is Basic Black.

I am as I was when I was eight years old, and Marigold is also 
the eight-year-old version of herself. Her hair is in pigtails, and she 
is wearing her angel costume with the gold satin wings. 

Our mother is as she was before her exile, calmly self-confident, 
regally poised, and naturally beautiful.

We are driving with the top down, the wind rushing around us 
in Periwinkle Blue streaks, laughing together, our voices slightly 
out of sync, half-harmonizing like three different versions of the 
same song, “HA HA HA.”

And then I am plucked from the car by the back of my shirt 
collar, gripped by what feels like the thumb and index finger of a 
supernaturally huge yet invisible hand. My feet dangle uselessly 
above the pavement as the car races forward without me, toward a 
curve in the Slate Grey road, and then it plunges over the ledge and 
down into the steep river gorge.

The invisible hand lifts me up higher so I can see over the cliff, its 
rough walls jagged lines of Eggplant Purple and Shadow Brown, as 
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if scribbled by an angry toddler. Way down below, the banks of the 
river are thick scratches of Burnt Sienna edged with Pine Green. 
The deep, roaring water is a violent scrawl of Midnight Blue.

Then the invisible hand lowers me into the gorge so I can wit-
ness the car smashing down, collapsing upon itself like a toy ac-
cordion, its nose burrowing into the Tumbleweed Tan earth. My 
mother and my sister are thrown free, and they shatter into bil-
lions of tiny, complicated jigsaw puzzle pieces. 

Frantically, I try to gather their fragments and put them back to-
gether, but I’ve only managed to join together two pieces of Mari-
gold — and none of our mother — before the river overspills its 
banks and sweeps the rest of their pieces into its rushing, churning 
current. 

I try to run into the water, but the phantom hand holds me 
back, and all I can do is watch as their puzzle fragments disappear 
under a thick layer of Midnight Blue.

***
In the second variation of the dream, everything appears in vivid 
black and white, with dramatic lighting and crisp-edged shadows, 
like a 1940s Hollywood movie directed by Michael Curtiz.

In this version of the dream, I’m flying. 
I soar through the grainy, silver-toned air as if I’m swimming 

atop the calm surface of the warm, buoyant Dead Sea. Then I real-
ize that there are Rolls-Royce Merlin fighter plane engines built 
into the palms of my hands and the soles of my feet, so I propel 
myself through the sky at a ludicrous rate of speed.

From high up above, I see teenaged Marigold behind the wheel 
of the Renault Floride, with our mother, as we last knew her, in the 
passenger seat. They are racing toward that fatal curve in the road, 
laughing together, oblivious to the danger, “HA HA HA.”

I blast through the air to catch up with them, accompanied 



4 RICHARD SCARSBROOK

by the announcer’s voice from a 1940s radio serial: “Faster than 
a speeding bullet … it’s a bird … it’s a plane … it’s [em]Super-
man[/em]!” I execute a high-speed dive toward the zooming car, 
accompanied by the screaming sound of a diving warplane, like 
I’m Gregory Peck in Twelve O’Clock High. 

Then I realize with a start that this is really the sound of Wile 
E. Coyote falling to what should be his death in a Road Runner 
cartoon. I slam into a repelling force like a sheet of unbreakable 
glass, and I lie flattened upon it in midair, motionless, unable to do 
anything but watch the Floride plummet over the cliff with Mari-
gold and our mother inside.

The invisible barrier in the sky holds me against it like the grav-
ity of a hundred Earths. My face is plastered against its transparent 
surface. It holds my eyelids open. It forces me to witness every-
thing that happens next.

Echoing, cackling laughter surrounds me, like Vincent Price in 
House of Wax, as Marigold and our mother are swallowed by the 
river.

***
My other sisters have, at different times, suggested that I really 
should see a psychiatrist to help me sort all of this out, but hon-
estly, I don’t think it’s necessary; I’ve read all of the relevant books. 

In The Interpretation of Dreams, Sigmund Freud writes, “Dreams 
are the royal road to the unconscious” and “They completely sat-
isfy wishes excited during the day which remain unrealized. They 
are simply and undisguisedly realizations of wishes.”

Carl Jung, in The Meaning of Psychology for Modern Man, states, 
“The dream is a little hidden door in the innermost and most se-
cret recesses of the soul” and “Dreams are impartial, spontaneous 
products of the unconscious psyche, outside the control of the will. 
They are pure nature; they show us the unvarnished, natural truth.”
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Henri-Frédéric Amiel says, “The dream is the reflection of the 
waves of the unconscious life in the floor of the imagination.” In 
my case, though, I suppose it’s more like the effect of a spotlight 
aimed at another actor, whose shadow darkens the floorboards of 
the stage upon which I am about to step out and perform … or 
something like that.

And I know I shouldn’t mislead myself by calling them dreams. 
They are nightmares.

***
The third version of the nightmare is probably the closest approxi-
mation of what may have actually happened that night; it bears 
the most resemblance to what the police officer told me on the 
veranda, anyway.

In the muted, impressionistic tones of a faded 1970s-era doc-
umentary film, our mother is already dead as the swollen river 
sweeps her body away from the wreckage.

But Marigold is still alive. 
Her head bobs above the surface of the angry water, which hiss-

es and bubbles like a cauldron about to boil over. Her backpack, 
with its sewn-on golden angel wings, is dragging her under, and 
she thrashes and twists to free herself from it.

I am frozen at the top of the cliff as she screams out to me, 
“Where are you, Errol? Why aren’t you here?”

Her backpack washes up onshore, and when I look back at the 
roaring water, Marigold has disappeared.

And this is where I am when, in the space outside the night-
mare, the phone rings.

***
The TV flickers at the foot of the bed. The remote is still in my 
hand.

“And now,” the announcer’s voice intones, “the conclusion to 
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the Classic Movie Channel’s Late-Night Triple Feature.”
I push the power button, and the room goes dark.
Atop the dresser beside my bed, the phone rings again. I see my 

sister Olivia’s name on the glowing call display screen. 
As I grip the phone and push the talk button, I feel that su-

pernaturally huge invisible hand pressing down on me, and in the 
pause before Olivia speaks, I think I know why she’s calling: Mari-
gold’s body has been found at last, and I can finally, finally allow 
myself to let her go.

But it turns out that Olivia is calling for another reason.


