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I was so honored when anthology editor Josh Pachter asked me to write a
crime story inspired by Sondheim’s “Sunday in the Park with George” (the song
from the musical of the same name), but then I was instantly frozen, too. How
could I possibly write something that would not offend any Sondheim
aficionado...? It’s the classic crisis of confidence, the old who do you think you
are? whispering in your ear. She’s a real witch, that inner critic.

But then a short story was due, so I took a stab at it. It’s how most of my
writing gets done: by ignoring that voice and writing without fear. Also: I had a
deadline.

The song “Sunday in the Park with George” by Sondheim is sad, if you take
a minute to read between the lines. Here are these women, asked to pose for an
artist, frozen and uncomfortable and forgotten. And I thought to myself: What if I
go dark, I mean, VERY dark...? 1 write novels for kids, so I can’t do that in my
longer work. But when writing short stories (for adults), I can leave those
parameters. | can write noir. Maybe it’s a kind of Pandora’s box of pent-up

darkness, after writing for twelve-year-olds.



In any case, | open my story with a few nods to Sondheim actors: Dorothy
for Dot in the song, and Peters for Bernadette Peters and Patinkin for Mandy
Patinkin—both actors in the Broadway play. This placement of Easter eggs was
Josh Pachter’s great idea.

From the story:

Dorothy Peters arrived at the nursing home five minutes early

for her shift, because she’d only been at Broad Horizons for a week

and still wanted to make a good impression on her coworkers. She

was earning ten cents an hour over minimum wage, but she wasn’t

there for the money.

That brisk Sunday, her first assignment was to take George

Patinkin, a resident in the memory-care unit, to the park.

Then I imagined an artist named George who is well past his glory days and
now a resident at a nursing home called Broad Horizons—another tiny nod, this
time to Broadway.

We meet Dorothy, our nursing assistant working for minimum wage. I hint at
her ulterior motive for taking George out for a stroll to the river. I also got a little
fancy with my language, playing with the frozen theme of the story—the weather,

the frozen women (the artist’s models), the water.

He likes to sit by the river, they told her.
Of course he does, she thought.

Then there’s a bit more fancy language, when Dorothy pushes George’s

wheelchair outside.



She pulled his wheelchair away from the table and rolled the
old man out of the dining hall, her badge swinging back and forth in
front of her like a pendulum.

Time’s up, George.

And what’s up with Dorothy and her rush to get our painter with
Alzheimer’s to the river? With this paragraph, we realize that she may only have
one shot to get what she wants.

“Are we on the clock or something, Missy?” George asked. It

was a valid question, because of course they were. One hour, that was

all the time they had. Otherwise, she’d have to wait until her rotation

put her back with George again, which might not be for weeks.

Even if we don’t quite know what Dorothy is up to, we get that it’s now or
never.

This story wasn’t really about George, although his confession was
Dorothy’s endgame. “Sunday in the Park with George” is about the women in the

end: the way they were frozen and the way Dorothy found justice for them.

It’s dark. Don’t say I didn’t warn you...

The First Two Pages of “Sunday in the Park with George”

Dorothy Peters arrived at the nursing home five minutes early
for her shift, because she’d only been at Broad Horizons for a week
and still wanted to make a good impression on her coworkers. She
was earning ten cents an hour over minimum wage, but she wasn’t
there for the money.

That brisk Sunday, her first assignment was to take George
Patinkin, a resident in the memory-care unit, to the park. She’d been



looking forward to this and had been given specific instructions by the
nursing assistants on how to manage the man, as if he was some sort
of movie star. He likes to sit by the river, they told her.

Of course he does, she thought.

In Dot’s opinion, Broad Horizons felt like heaven’s waiting
room—and from what she’d been told, George’s number might be
called any day now.

She found him in the dining hall, an empty cup of coffee in
front of him. His wheelchair was wedged tightly under the table.

She put a smile on her face. “Good morning, George!” she
called, approaching his table. Her scrubs were still new and
uncomfortable. “Are you ready to go to the park?”

He looked up with a mixture of curiosity and irritation. “You’re
new.”

“I am.” Her smile felt like it was painted on, like a thin layer of
ice, ready to crack. “My name’s Dorothy,” she introduced herself, “but
you can call me Dot.”

“Hmmm.” George had his arms crossed on his lap. Arthritis had
ravaged his hands, which he hid under a blanket. He frowned. “Did
you clear it with my agent?”

She had been warned he might ask this question: Alzheimer’s
had taken up shop inside his brain. “Your agent should’ve let you
know that I’'m on your schedule for this morning,” she said. “Come
on, let’s go to the park.”

She pulled his wheelchair away from the table and rolled the
old man out of the dining hall, her badge swinging back and forth in
front of her like a pendulum.

Hunched under his blanket, George was a shadow of his former
self. Once upon a time, he’d been an eccentric but successful painter
with lots of abrasive opinions, mostly toward women. His art had
made it possible for him to afford the ten thousand dollars a month for
a private room at Broad Horizons.

The front-desk attendant buzzed Dot out of the building. She
felt a cool breeze on her face and hoped that George was warm
enough. She didn’t want to cut this walk short.

“Chilly,” George muttered. He wrapped his blanket tightly
around his shriveled torso with fingers like a bird’s talons.

“It’1l get the blood flowing,” Dot said, in her perkiest Activities
Assistant voice.



The nursing home was a block from the park, which ran for
miles along the wide river, and Dot pushed the wheelchair as fast as
she could.

“Are we on the clock or something, Missy?” George asked. It
was a valid question, because of course they were. One hour, that was
all the time they had. Otherwise, she’d have to wait until her rotation
put her back with George again, which might not be for weeks.

“I think I see the sun making an appearance,” Dot said, as they
waited at the crosswalk. It took forever for the light to change, and she
stood there with her hands tight around the wheelchair’s handles.

The clouds parted, and sunshine warmed her face. “There it is,”
she said brightly.
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