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 “You should go to a hospital,” Roland said. 

 “What for?” Cosette said. “She is just going to try again.”  

 “You don’t have to stay here.” Roland said. “Don’t make it easy for her.”  

 “It doesn’t matter where I go Roland,” Cosette said. “She will find me. It’s the only way 

she has access to my Dad’s money.” 

 Roland tucked his hands into his pockets and kicked at a rock in the gravel driveway. 

Cosette crossed her arms and winced when her arm brushed her broken ribs.  

 “No,” Roland said. His hands were out of his pockets and balled into fists. “I can’t 

standby any longer.”  

 “What are you going to do?” 

 “I need you to do something tonight,” Roland said. “Do you think you could steal your 

stepmom’s car keys?” 

 “Maybe,” Cosette said. “Probably. Why?” 

 “Pack a few changes of clothes and anything you can’t live without,” Roland said. “Then 

meet me back here at midnight. I’ve got a plan.” 
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*** 

Cosette ran into her room and grabbed her book bag off of the hook on the back of the 

door. She took a long look around her room. She noticed a fancy serving tray on the nightstand 

next to her bed and she laughed. If she hadn’t known of her stepmother’s intentions, she would 

have thought hell had frozen over. She picked up the note on the fancy serving tray and read it. 

I’m sorry I lost my temper. Please forgive me. 

-Charlotte 

 Next to the note, sat a glass of her favorite drink and a few of the fancy little cakes her 

father used to bring home for her after his long business trips.  

 “Here Cosette, eat these cakes and wash it down with your favorite drink. I promise it 

isn’t poisoned,” Cosette said using her best Charlotte impression.  

 Just a few hours earlier she had over heard her stepmother, Charlotte, tell her stepsister, 

Janice that she would “take care” of the problem tonight. This was all right after Charlotte had 

hit her and pushed her down the stairs because she wouldn’t give Janice the mug her father had 

got her as a souvenir. It was the last thing he had given her before he died in the car accident. No 

way she was going to just hand it over to Janice. Although, if she had, maybe it wouldn’t have 

broken because she wouldn’t have been holding it when she was pushed down the stairs.  

 “Sorry to disappoint mother dearest,” Cosette said. “I’m not falling for it.” 

 Cosette stuffed a few essentials and an extra change of clothes into her backpack. She 

glanced around the room, one last time to see if she was forgetting anything. Her eyes fell on the 

picture tucked in between the mirror and the frame of her vanity. Cosette plucked it from the 

mirror and sat back on the bed. It was the only picture she had of her family—back when it was 

whole.  
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 The picture had been taken the summer before her mom died, before they got the news 

she had terminal cancer. She still remembered her mother. It had been just her and her dad for so 

long after her mom died but she can still remember her hugs and her soothing voice.  

 “Yuck! I don’t now how you can stand this drink,” Janice said. 

 Cosette whirled. Janice stood over the serving tray holding the glass. She looked at the 

serving tray; a few of the cakes were gone.  

 “Did you eat those?” Cosette said. 

 “You think you are so special?” Janice said. “You don’t deserve these.”  

 Janice shoved the cakes into her mouth one after another. Cosette dove for her. 

 “No!” Cosette said. “Spit it out! You don’t understand!” 

 Janice picked the glass back up and gulped it all down. Janice laughed and opened her 

mouth, sticking out her tongue. Cosette slid to the floor next to her bed. Janice had eaten all of 

the cakes and drank all of the drink. Janice spun and danced around Cosette, laughing and 

pointing.  

 “Where’d you go?” Janice said, slurring her words. She braced herself against the wall. 

“I’m so tired—“ 

 Cosette caught Janice before she could fall and helped her to the bed. Janice closed her 

eyes as Cosette covered her with the blankets. Cosette stood there and watched Janice’s breath 

get shallower and shallower until her breathing stopped.  

Cosette realized she had been holding her breath and inhaled sharply. Slowly, Cosette 

took step after step until her back touched the wall of her bedroom. She slid down the wall and 

sat on the floor, her eyes never leaving Janice’s body. Her hands were shaking and her eyes 

welled up with tears. Janice died. The food and drink intended for Cosette was poisoned. It really 
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was poisoned. She had been punched, kicked, locked in her room, pushed down the stairs but 

Charlotte had never tried to poison her.  

Janice died.  

“What am I going to do?” Cosette said to herself. “I can’t stay now.” 

This changes everything. Cosette knew that Charlotte always checked on Janice before 

bed and now Janice won’t be in bed. There was no way she could drag Janice’s body to her bed. 

Cosette sat bolt upright. Janice likes to wrap her hair up in a towel at night after her shower. She 

could pretend to be Janice. There was no way Charlotte would even come near this room until 

morning and even then she would probably send another servant.  

Cosette stood up and crept to the door. The hallway was empty. She silently crept down 

the hall to Janice’s room. She noticed that the light from the hallway didn’t illuminate Janice’s 

bed so if Charlotte comes up here she wont have enough light to see anything other than that 

there was someone in the bed. Satisfied she slipped silently down the stairs. She had to get the 

keys and get back upstairs before Charlotte went to check on Janice for the night.  

At the bottom of the stairs she stopped to listen. All was quiet. Cosette calmly walked 

into the kitchen and over to the utility closet. Inside was a coat rack, cleaning supplies, and key 

hooks for spare keys needed around the property. Cosette carefully read the diagram above the 

rows of keys. Twelve. She needed the key on hook twelve but hook twelve was empty. 

Frantically, she checked the tags on all of the key rings in case it was put on the wrong hook. 

Everything was in its proper place. She wondered where on Earth they could be.  

“What are you doing?” Charlotte said. Her voice was sharp and Cosette froze.  

“Just putting the mop back,” Cosette said as she peeked her head out from behind the 

closet door. Charlotte stood with her hands on her hips and fury in her eyes.  
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“Where is your sister?” 

“Her room, I think,” Cosette said. “She just finished taking a shower—I mean she 

finished a little bit ago. I just finished mopping and cleaning the bathroom when she was done.”  

“Did you see the gift I left you in your room?” 

“Ye-yes, thank you, ma'am,” Cosette said. “You are too kind.” 

“Was it good?” Charlotte said. “I found them in a cupboard from your father’s last trip. I 

do hope they aren’t stale”  

“I haven’t tried it yet,” Cosette said. “I wanted to save it as a treat once I finished my 

chores.”  

“Very well,” Charlotte said. “Run a long now. It’s getting late.”  

“Yes, ma'am.”  

Cosette wheeled the mop bucket back into the closet but the wheel was stuck on 

something. She bent to free the wheel and caught a glint from the corner of her eye. The key! 

She checked the tag. Twelve. She jammed the key into her pocket, slid the mop bucket into its 

place, and shut the door. Charlotte loomed over Cosette. Tell your sister she better be ready for 

bed by the time I come up there.  

“Actually, I think she is already in bed,” Cosette said. “She told me she was going to bed 

when she got out of the shower.”  

“I see,” she said narrowing her eyes. “Very well.”  

Charlotte turned and walked back into the sitting room that she so often frequented this 

time of night. Cosette ran up the stairs and into Janice’s room shutting the door behind her. 

“That was close,” she said to herself.  
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Cosette grabbed Janice’s robe and towel off of the hook on the back of the door. She put 

the robe on and wrapped her hair in up into the towel just like Janice always had. Cosette flipped 

off the lights and crept across the room. She was careful not to bump into any of the furniture. 

Cosette finally reached the bed and slipped under the covers. She made sure her back was 

towards the edge of the bed and that part of the towel covered her face. Cosette did not want to 

slip up now. She wouldn’t have a chance of making it out of the house if Charlotte found out.  

The house was quiet. The silence was driving her crazy so Cosette went over Roland’s 

plan over and over again in her head. Keys? Check. Clothes? Check. She wondered how much 

longer she would have to wait. She didn’t want to fall asleep and be caught unawares or sleep 

right past her opportunity to escape. Not that she could fall asleep even if she wanted to. She 

couldn’t get the image of Janice’s body out of her head or the panicked look in her eyes when 

she realized something was wrong. Janice died. That could have been her.  

The door creaked. Cosette saw a sliver beam of light slide onto the wall of the bedroom. 

Charlotte’s shadow looked just as fearsome and foreboding. 

“Janice, honey,” Charlotte said. 

Cosette didn’t dare answer. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing so it would 

seem she was asleep. The floor groaned as Charlotte stepped closer and closer to the bed. 

Cosette’s heart thundered in her chest. Each footstep increased her heart rate. She felt the bed 

rise up a little as Charlotte sat down on the edge of the bed.  

“Janice?”  

Silence.  

Charlotte put a hand on Cosette’s hip.  

“Sleep well sweetie.” Charlotte whispered. “I’ve taken care of everything.”  
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Charlotte stood up.  

“I wish you were awake to relish in this moment with me,” Charlotte said. She quietly 

closed the door behind her. 

Cosette held her breath and listened. She heard each stair groan as Charlotte returned 

downstairs. She waited and waited. When she thought she had waited long enough, she waited 

some more. Cosette had to be sure that she wouldn’t get caught. It’s possible Charlotte is still 

awake with the adrenaline of her deed just as she was kept awake for fear of her life and the 

anticipation of her escape.  

Finally, she risked a peek at the clock. 11:30 PM. Cosette carefully navigated Janice’s 

room and opened the door. She took off Janice’s robe and towel and hung them back on the hook 

behind the door. The hallway was empty and dark. She crept down the hallway to her bedroom 

and slipped inside.  

All was just as she left it. Janice was still where she left her. The poisoned cakes were 

still on the nightstand. She wished she could do something about it but there wasn’t time. She 

had to hope and pray none of the other staff tried to sneak one before they tried to wake Janice 

up. Cosette grabbed her family picture from the floor where it had fallen when Janice had 

startled her. Carefully, she slipped it into one of the front zipper pockets of her bag.  

Cosette stopped at the doorway and took one last look around her room, then at Janice.  

No matter how mean Janice was to her, Cosette didn’t think she deserved to die. Finally, Cosette 

grabbed her bag and ran out of the room to go meet Roland.  

 

*** 


