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      Marianne stood beside the dancefloor, back pressed to the wall, watching as couple after couple spun by. Her isolation was not unusual, it was how things had always been since she had come out two years ago. Due to a great number of circumstances, including gossip, death and her own shy disposition, the exercise had been a failure. She’d felt it keenly at the time, but now…well, now it was almost comfortable. Especially when she was joined at the wall by her dearest friend and fellow wallflower, Lady Claudia, the sister of the Marquess of Broadsmoore.

      “Did you see the feathers Miss Percy has in her hair?” Claudia asked as she handed over a glass of watered-down punch and smiled at Marianne.

      Marianne shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, if you did, you’d know,” Claudia giggled. “They’re huge. I heard she poked poor Sir Niall in the eye when they were dancing and he nearly fell over.”

      “Where is she?” Marianne asked, and lifted on her tiptoes, now desperate to see this fashion faux pas in with her own eyes. Not that she had much ground to stand on when it came to that score. Her own gowns were lovely, of course, but she’d never given much time to the current fashion of low necklines and lifted bosoms and all-in-all flashy and reckless exposure. She didn’t feel confident enough.

      “She’s standing with Lady Charlotte, the Marquess of Chilton’s daughter,” Claudia said, pointing to a stunning red-haired woman across the room.

      “Lady Charlotte always looks so pretty,” Marianne sighed. “I wish I had half her fashion sense. And her absolute certainty in every step she takes. Oh…” She finally saw the aforementioned Miss Percy, or rather her feathers and then Miss Percy. They were at least two feet long, dyed pink and they flopped around her face and everyone else around her. “Gracious, she’s going to injure herself and others!”

      “You know, if she poked out the eye of Prudence Green, at least she couldn’t see to find victims for her cruelty.” Claudia grabbed her arm and they both began to giggle over the potential demise of a young lady who hadn’t been very kind to them.

      Marianne sipped her punch and continued to look around the room. She smiled as she caught a glimpse of her brother Finn, standing across the room with his best friend, the Earl of Ramsbury. Sebastian looked utterly dashing, as always. Though when he turned to a lady beside him and leaned in to whisper in her ear, her heart sank.

      “Looking at the two wicked earls?” Claudia asked.

      Marianne rolled her eyes. “I cannot call my brother a ‘wicked’ earl. He isn’t wicked. And even if he were, I wouldn’t want to know about it.”

      Claudia laughed again. “Anyway, all you ever look at is Sebastian.”

      “He’s my friend, that’s all.”

      “Of course he is.” Claudia rolled her eyes.

      A playful elbow to her friend’s side was all the defense Marianne could make to the implied charge. “Honestly, I should never tell you deep, dark secrets. You are absolutely atrocious to bring up such topics.”

      “I never brought anything up, you did by mooning after him,” Claudia corrected her, and then sighed. “Honestly, he is very handsome.”

      “Of course he is. And it isn’t as if I’m the first person to ever notice it. But I know my place, Claudia, and it’s here along the wall. I’m his friend and that’s all I shall ever be. I’m very clear on that.”

      Claudia was silent for a moment, her gaze troubled as she continued looking out into the crowd. “Don’t you ever want more than the wall?”

      “More?” Marianne repeated. “You mean like marriage and children and the like? I suppose that’s a hope for the future. Something might change. You know a few of the wallflowers have matched with very nice widowers in the past few years.”

      “No, not that,” Claudia said, and her tone was tense now. It was such an odd thing, for Marianne wasn’t accustomed to her being anything but playful and kind.

      “Then what?”

      “What about adventure?” Claudia said while clasping her hands together before herself. “Romance? Something out of the ordinary that would shock the world?”

      “You sound like you’re talking about a scandal,” Marianne said.

      “Oh, how I’d love a good scandal,” Claudia sighed, but then she smiled at Marianne. “You are pale as paper. Does the idea shock you so much?”

      “I’ve experienced a scandal,” Marianne said softly. “I can’t recommend it.”

      Claudia put an arm around her and squeezed. “Of course you have, I wasn’t thinking. It was silly of me. I suppose I’ve been reading too many gothic novels where young ladies like us land the wicked rake like Ramsbury or cause a delightful outrage at a garden party all to solve a murder or…or catch a ghost? Whatever the last one was.”

      “It was a housekeeper pretending to be a dead woman in order to torment a lady,” Marianne said. “Which I think wouldn’t be as entertaining in real life, although I suppose I could try. For you.”

      They laughed together and all the tension and longing was gone from Claudia’s voice as she said, “Come on, let’s go out on the terrace and dance in a dark corner. We might as well have some fun tonight.”

      Claudia caught her hand and together they hurried out onto the terrace for some girlish fun where no one would judge. Marianne loved her friend for always lifting her spirits, even if some of her ideas were a little mad. After all, wallflowers like her and Claudia didn’t strike out on adventures. If they hoped for them, it was likely to end in disappointment.

      So she just had to enjoy the life she was living. It was for the best.
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        Five Years Later

      

      

      There were five people at the funeral of Lady Claudia. Five. Marianne knew the exact number because as she stood on the edge of the grave, umbrella dripping fat, cold raindrops onto the shoulder of her stiff, itchy mourning gown, she continually counted them. As if somehow more people would materialize. As if somehow someone would show up late and rush to reveal that they had cared for Marianne’s best friend as much as she had.

      But the number remained constant. Five.

      Six if one were to count Marianne’s great-aunt Beulah. Which she did not since her aunt had only come to chaperone Marianne and had gone back to wait in the carriage the moment the skies had opened up with their own version of mourning for Claudia.

      So five the funeral party remained.

      Marianne blinked back tears. It was all so unfair. Claudia had taken ill just a few scant weeks ago. And now she was gone and of the five people in attendance at her final farewell, Marianne was the only one who did not look distracted, bored or anxious to depart. Even Claudia’s elder brother, the Marquess of Broadsmoore, seemed preoccupied. The moment the preacher ceased his droning words about ashes to ashes and the Lord’s will, the marquess turned away and began to thank the few people who had bothered to show up to the service.

      Marianne stayed just where she was, staring down into the cold, dark hole where her friend’s coffin had been lowered. Soon it would be covered in dirt and then…well, then there would be no pretending that Claudia was not dead. That somehow this was a terrible dream.

      “Lady Marianne?”

      Marianne blinked, startled by the sound of the marquess’s voice and the gentle touch of his gloved hand on her elbow. She turned toward him with the faintest hint of a smile. It was all she could manage at present.

      “I’m so—I’m so sorry for your loss,” she managed to choke out.

      Claudia’s brother was an older man and as he nodded the lines on his face deepened with emotion. At least he offered his sister that. “Thank you, Lady Marianne. And I am sorry for yours. I know you and my sister were as close as two people could be without sharing blood.”

      Marianne sucked in a breath in order to keep her tears inside. She wasn’t about to shed them here in front of people who could clearly not care less about the loss of her best friend. Well, some didn’t care. All but the marquess had already begun to roam back to their carriages to escape the rain. They couldn’t even grant Claudia the respect of getting wet.

      “She was my dearest friend,” Marianne managed to respond with great difficulty.

      The marquess nodded slowly. “I know she would have said the same of you. Don’t think I don’t appreciate how wonderful and true a friend you were in these last years of her far-too-short life. Claudia obviously felt the same, for she has left you a small token of her affection.”

      Marianne blinked up at the older man. This was utterly unexpected. “A token?”

      “Yes.” The marquess smiled softly. “It is a jewelry box she kept on her dressing table. I believe our late aunt gave it to her upon her sixteenth birthday. Claudia left special instructions that it was to be bequeathed to you.”

      Marianne lifted her hand to cover her lips as her thoughts turned to Claudia’s room. How often she had admired that exact box as they readied themselves for parties or giggled together like the silly girls they certainly no longer were. All those memories were so dear to her now.

      “I know the piece you are referring to. It was a favorite of mine,” she whispered.

      “Then it is good it will go to you. I shall have it sent over to your home this very afternoon. Will that be agreeable to you?”

      Marianne nodded. “Of course, thank you.”

      “Well, thank you again for being a true friend to my sister.” The other man glanced up at the departing mourners, none of whom could seem to get to their carriages fast enough. “She had few close companions. May I escort you back to your vehicle?”

      Marianne glanced back. Her aunt had probably fallen asleep by now, slumped over against the door as she was wont to do whenever she got into a carriage for more than five minutes. “No, thank you, my lord. I believe I shall stay here a few moments longer and say a last private goodbye.”

      The marquess looked at her for a long moment and in his eyes Marianne thought she saw a flash of guilt. And why not? She knew Claudia had never been any closer to him than to anyone else in her life. Let him feel the twinge of regret that he had not treated her with more kindness or love. “Very well. Goodbye, Lady Marianne.”

      “Goodbye, my lord,” she said to his retreating back, and then turned back toward the open grave to whisper a few last words to her fallen friend.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian, Earl of Ramsbury, took a long swig of whisky from the glass his best friend had provided and grinned. “Excellent.”

      The Earl of Delacourt turned toward him with a half-smile. “Yes, it’s a fine bottle, that is for certain. Worth every pound.”

      “A good thing, too, since I’m sure it set you back more than a few.” Sebastian set the glass aside. “After supper, what do you say we go find a few more drinks and perhaps some feminine company? We could go to the Donville Masquerade or another hell.”

      Delacourt sighed. “I would dearly love to do so, but I don’t think that will be possible tonight. It’s Thursday—my sister will be joining us for supper.”

      “Ah, yes, one of my favorite people,” Sebastian said with a careless shrug. It wasn’t as if he was hurting for women. One tonight, one tomorrow, it was all the same to him. “Why does she always join you on Thursdays again?”

      “Our great-aunt hosts a weekly gathering with her sewing group at Marianne’s home.” His friend grimaced. “And my sister may be a spinster herself, but not so far into her old maidenhood that she enjoys four hours of listening to those women cackle endlessly about how we should all still be wearing powdered wigs.”

      “No, I cannot imagine your sister finding much entertainment in such a thing. Her wit would be wasted on such mundane topics.”

      Sebastian couldn’t help but smile. He had known Marianne for almost twenty years, since he and Delacourt had become friends at school. She had been just a girl then, but a bright and funny one. As all three of them grew older, Sebastian had come to appreciate her sharp observations and quick mind. She was the only woman he had ever met who he considered a friend and she truly was one of his favorite people.

      Delacourt’s butler stepped into the room. “Lady Marianne, my lord.”

      With that, he stepped aside and allowed Marianne to come into the room. Sebastian set his drink down as he stared at her. Although he couldn’t say that his friend had ever been at the height of fashion, tonight her plain black bombazine gown was drab and lifeless in the lamplight. It made her pale face look positively ghostly, as did the flat way she had fashioned her brown hair, pressed tightly to her scalp in a bun at the nape of her neck.

      “Great God, woman.” Sebastian laughed. “What in the world are you wearing?

      Marianne lifted her gaze to him and Sebastian was shocked to see tears clouding her dark eyes. He had never seen her so emotional.

      “My dear friend Claudia was buried today,” she said softly.

      Sebastian dipped his chin in shame. Damn, he had heard that news a few days before and wondered vaguely why the passing of such a mouse of a wallflower should resonate with him. But of course, it was because of Marianne’s close relationship to the woman.

      Delacourt stepped forward and placed a hand on his sister’s shoulder gently. “I’m so sorry, Mari. And even more sorry that my business today kept me from acting as your escort to the funeral, myself. How was the service?”

      Marianne shook her head and removed the glass from her brother’s hands. Sebastian watched in surprise as she took the last sip of his whiskey. She made a brief face that said liquor hardly ever touched her pale lips and then shrugged.

      “Short, impersonal and poorly attended,” she answered with a frown that made her brown eyes even more forlorn and empty. “Claudia deserved better.”

      Delacourt opened his mouth to say something, but before he could, the butler returned to the room.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, my lord, but the message you have been waiting for has arrived.”

      Delacourt sent a brief glance to his sister and then bowed slightly. “I hope you two will forgive me. This message is related to some business and it is important.”

      “Of course,” Sebastian said as he waved his friend away. “Your sister and I are quite capable of entertaining each other.”

      He sent her a playful look that normally Marianne would return with a laugh, but today she did not glance up from her focused stare at Delacourt’s empty glass. As her brother left the room, she didn’t even acknowledge his exit.

      Sebastian sighed. There were many things he was quite talented at when it came to women. Seduction came to mind. Dancing, flirting and compliments came with such ease that he could hardly remember a time when he didn’t have such things right on his tongue and ready to use.

      But comforting…that was not his forte. And clearly it was what Marianne needed in that moment.

      He stepped closer. “I feel I owe you an apology,” he began.

      Those words snapped Marianne from her fog and she glanced up at him with surprise. “You? Apologize?”

      She laughed and the sound sent great relief through Sebastian. He preferred his friend to be light again, not muted and sad.

      “Yes,” he continued, and reached out to take her hand.

      Marianne’s gaze came up to his in disbelief and Sebastian’s astonishment matched the expression on her face. Her hand was ungloved and he realized he had never touched her skin before in all the years they had known each other. They had danced, of course, she had taken his arm as escort from one room to another, but there had always been a layer of cloth and propriety separating them.

      Now that his flesh touched the warm silkiness of hers, the intimacy of that gesture was deeper.

      “Truly, Marianne, I was insensitive when I mentioned your mourning gown,” he said softly, surprised by how easily the words came. Comfort might not be his strength, but in this situation it came far more naturally than he ever would have guessed. “I had heard of the loss of your friend and I should have recalled it when I saw you. My deepest condolences.”

      Marianne blinked at him and her surprise faded, replaced by the return of her sadness, but also the warmth of appreciation. “Thank you. Of all the people who said that to me today, I think you might be the only one who meant those words.”

      He tilted his head. “Do you remember what you said to me when my uncle died?”

      Marianne’s eyebrows drew up in surprise. His uncle had been the only person in his painful childhood who had not failed him. As such, he was not a topic who often came up. Sebastian made sure of it, because it was too difficult and vulnerable, so he understood her reaction.

      “I said many things, as I recall,” she whispered.

      He smiled as memories of her kindness that day almost seven years before flooded him. “You did, all of them helpful. But the one that did the most good was when you told me that the pain would never be erased, but that it would fade and mellow with time. That it would become part of the fabric of my being, the last gift from an uncle to his nephew.”

      Marianne’s chin tilted down. “Yes, I do recall that.”

      “And it was true,” Sebastian said quietly. “As it will be true for you eventually. Take some comfort in that.”

      “Thank you.” Her gaze flitted up. “I think perhaps her passing would not hurt as much if I hadn’t realized…”

      She trailed off and Sebastian found himself leaning forward in curiosity. “Realized?”

      She shook her head slightly. “I realized today that Claudia…perhaps like—like me…meant very little to anyone else. But she meant the world to me. And I miss her greatly.”

      Sebastian’s brow wrinkled. He didn’t like that she compared herself to the emptiness of Lady Claudia’s death. It was as if Marianne thought that no one would care if she were suddenly gone, which wasn’t true at all. Was it? He would care, her brother would care, even that batty aunt of theirs who shared Marianne’s home would care.

      She blinked to send away the tears that had returned to her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re here tonight, Sebastian,” she said with a wobbly smile. “You are exactly what I need to feel better.”

      Sebastian cleared his throat. He doubted there was another woman in the world who would say such a thing to him and not mean her words with an intensely sexual twist.

      “Oh? And how shall I make you feel better?” he asked.

      Marianne smiled. “You will tell me some terribly ribald tale and turn my tears into ones born from laughter before my brother returns. You are the only one who will allow my maidenly ears to be burned by such talk and I think it would make me feel so much better tonight.”

      Sebastian tilted back his head and laughed. He did delight in telling Marianne naughty stories, if only to see her blush and swallow and stammer. Though he did tone down his jokes and tales quite considerably, whether she recognized that fact or not.

      He leaned forward, closer to her ear. She smelled of lemons and the faint hint of roses, a charming combination that was fresh and light.

      Quietly he began to whisper a joke he had recently heard told in a pub in a humble part of town. And while he toned down the language and took out at least one lightskirt from the punchline, in the end Marianne still blushed to the tips of her ears and covered her mouth as a giggle escaped past what had been pale and pinched lips until that moment.

      “Sebastian, that is terrible,” she finally said when she could manage words.

      At that moment, Delacourt returned to the room. He frowned and Sebastian recognized why in an instant. His friend was always irritated when Sebastian stood too close to his sister. He wasn’t the only friend who felt that way, of course. With his reputation, Sebastian supposed he deserved it, but great God! He and Marianne were friends. He had never considered her more and he doubted she considered him at all.

      But still Delacourt scowled. “I apologize again for having to leave you. Please, allow me escort you to supper, Marianne,” he said in a pinched tone as he stepped closer and held out an arm to his sister.

      It was only then that Sebastian realized he was still holding her hand. With a quick inhale of breath, he released her and she stepped toward her brother, oblivious to the undercurrent of Delacourt’s displeasure, just as she always had been.

      But as Delacourt escorted her toward the dining room, she half-turned and sent Sebastian a grateful smile.

      Sebastian felt a swell of uncommon emotion in his chest at the expression. Of pride that he had helped her in a moment of heartbreak. And a warmth toward her that he had never allowed for any other woman, because he had never called another something so dear as “friend”.

      If he had it his way, that would never change.
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      Marianne sat at her dressing table, hair down around her waist, robe tied tightly to keep out the night’s chill, and stared at the box wrapped in plain brown paper in front of her. She had returned home from a surprisingly pleasant supper at her brother’s, thanks mostly to Sebastian and his attempts to raise her spirits, to find that Claudia’s brother had been true to his word. Her friend’s final gift to her had been sent over while Marianne was out.

      And now she just stared at the paper-wrapped parcel, reluctant to open it or even touch it for fear that doing so would only cause a return of the intense grief that had been briefly chased away by good company.

      Finally she reached out and picked it up. With trembling fingers, she used a letter opener on her table to cut the string that had bound it for its transport. It fell away to the floor, forgotten before it even hit the wooden surface. She tossed the paper aside just as carelessly and then sucked in her breath.

      The jewelry box was as beautiful as she had remembered. Intricately carved from the finest rosewood, it had then been inlaid with brass along the edges. The metal had been cut in exquisite curves and swirls. Finally, an ethereal and rather lonely image of a lady in the midst of her toilette had been painted on the top of the lid. There was a lock at the seam on the front and from it two small keys dangled, one fitted into the lock, the other free.

      “Oh, Claudia,” Marianne sighed as she set the box back down on the dressing table and stared at it.

      As the marquess had done, Claudia had also mentioned before that her maiden aunt had given her the jewelry box. Unlike Claudia and Marianne, the aunt had been an eccentric and adventurous spinster, who traveled the world and had even been whispered to have scandalous affairs. Perhaps that’s where Claudia had gotten her occasional whispered dreams of adventure and independence.

      Marianne knew how much the gift had meant to Claudia.

      “I will cherish this,” she promised her friend’s spirit. “And think of you always when I look at it or use it.”

      She smiled past her tears and reached out to turn the little key already in the lock. The top opened and she set the keys aside as she looked inside where velvet lined the spaces for rings or necklaces or bracelets. She had little jewelry, but what she did have would fit.

      She opened the drawer of her table and drew out a few precious items to place inside, but as she set the first ring into a snug little pocket designed for it, she noticed something peculiar. There was a slight imperfection in the velvet along the back of the box.

      Setting the ring aside temporarily, Marianne drew the container to the edge of her table and leaned closer. There was definitely something wrong with the velvet. She touched it and felt something beneath the fine fabric. It was flat, like a folded sheet of paper.

      But that couldn’t be correct, for it made no sense whatsoever.

      She felt along the seam between the main compartment of the box and the backing, but it seemed firmly attached. There was no way someone could have slipped something behind the backing without damaging the velvet, and yet it remained unmarred.

      “How very odd,” Marianne murmured to herself as she slid her candle closer to inspect the fabric even more carefully. “How in the world would it get there? And more importantly, what in the world is it?”

      She lifted the chest and looked at it, slowly turning it until the back faced her. She had never seen the box anywhere but in its place on her friend’s table and had not thought to lift it or paw at it, so she had never known that the beautiful brass filigrees crisscrossed all along the back of the box.

      “Lovely,” she breathed, briefly forgetting the secret stuffed behind the velvet as she examined the delicate lattice work of the brass in the light of her candle.

      And that was when she saw it. Hidden within the intricate decoration along the back, so well incorporated that one would never see it until one was looking for it, was another keyhole.

      “The second key,” she whispered as she snatched the set from the table where she had placed them after a few moments earlier. She fumbled with the two, first trying the wrong key, but finally the correct one slipped into the second lock and there was a faint click as the mechanism opened and the entire backing of the container went loose.

      Heart pounding at the unexpected mystery of it all, Marianne gently set the wooden backing aside and slid her candle to the correct angle to see what was hidden within. There, propped up in a narrow secret chamber, was a folded piece of heavy vellum paper. It had been carefully tied with a crimson ribbon and set into the space.

      Her hands shook as she drew it out. As she set the box back onto the table, she stared at the folded paper. Should she open it? The jewelry container had been given to her, to be certain, but the marquess had said nothing about a hidden note. Likely he hadn’t even known about it. This item, whatever it was, wasn’t something the average person was meant to find.

      But perhaps her friend had wanted her to find it. Perhaps the note was the real gift, not the item which contained it. And if she simply burned it to protect Claudia’s privacy, it might be against her friend’s wishes.

      “Bother,” Marianne muttered, and then carefully loosened the ribbon around the paper. She unfolded it and sucked in a breath. It was written in Claudia’s hand. Even, fine swirls of words that were far more elegant than Marianne’s messier scratch. She had always envied Claudia’s fine script.

      She shook her head and read the words before her. It was not a note, a final farewell, as she had expected and even hoped for. Instead it was…a list.

      Daring to Live Before I Die, Things to Do was written across the top, and Marianne choked on a sob as she read the date. Claudia had written this list the day after she had suddenly fallen ill.

      Marianne turned her attention to the list itself and her mouth fell open. Dear Lord, her friend hadn’t been exaggerating when she called her list daring. The items before her were that and more:

      Learn What Naughty Words Mean and Use Them in a Proper Sentence.

      Marianne stared at the first item, reading it over and over. Claudia couldn’t have been serious to want to know this. Even less so to actually want to use those words out loud. Of course...Marianne had always wondered about those words, too. Sometimes when she overheard her brother and his friends saying certain things, she’d been very curious.

      Go to a Party Uninvited.

      Why, the very idea was terrifying! A person would be swiftly found out and judged and talked about. No one wanted that.

      Get Drunk.

      Again, she couldn’t picture a scenario where that would be a good idea. She rarely drank at all, just a little madeira from time to time, or a sherry after supper if there was nothing else to find. But to get fully drunk? That would imply a loss of control she wasn’t certain she desired.

      Sneak Into a Gentleman’s Home.

      “Claudia!” she gasped, as if to admonish a dead woman.

      Say Something Shocking.

      As if her friend hadn’t already said…or at least written, all these shocking things. She’d known Claudia sometimes longed for more adventure, but never that she’d gone so far as to imagine these kinds of scenarios.

      Wear Something Daring.

      Marianne’s hand came up to touch the modest neckline of her own nightgown, almost out of habit.

      Learn to Play Billiards.

      At their annual country retreat just outside of London, she’d often seen or heard her brother and his friends playing billiards. It seemed a very loud game. Bending over the table couldn’t be comfortable.

      Be Unchaperoned with a Man.

      Marianne pursed her lips. Aside from her brother, the only man Marianne was alone with on rare occasion was Sebastian and she doubted that a pleasant conversation with the door open was what Claudia had meant.

      Fill My Dance Card.

      “We were wallflowers,” Marianne muttered. “How did you intend to pull that off?”

      Find Out What Boxing is All About.

      Boxing! Great Lord. It wasn’t that she hadn’t heard of the rare female fighter. They were somewhat of a rage right now, with shocking announcements about their fights put in the paper from time to time. But she knew their exhibitions weren’t seen to be fit for a lady’s eyes. The idea of coming into a…a ring? Wasn’t it called a ring? Well, whatever it was, then swinging around trying to hit people? It was nearly enough to make a lady faint dead away.

      Experience a Perfect Kiss.

      There Marianne paused and her heart began to throb. As much as she wanted to dismiss these things as wild and unbelievable to desire, this one hit her in a much deeper place. A perfect kiss. Oh, hadn’t she dreamed of those. Fantasized about being the kind of woman who would experience such a thing.

      Play Faro in a Hell.

      She and Claudia had loved to play cards together, so she supposed she understood the draw with that one. A hell had to be different than playing a friendly game with low stakes with other ladies, though.

      Have a Love Affair.

      She shivered at the idea. A love affair implied something outside the bounds of a marriage. Had Claudia truly dreamed of something so scandalous? And why did it make Marianne tingle all over when she imagined the same?

      That was all the list, thank goodness.

      “What in the world were you thinking, Claudia?” she whispered to herself as she stood with the paper in hand and paced to the fire.

      She stood there, staring at the list and then the flames. Part of her said that Claudia had written this inventory of shocking things to do in a moment that was probably the height of her desperation. She had been ill, close to dying, though she had hidden that fact from Marianne for almost a week before admitting how serious her condition was. This list was nothing more than a fantasy of a troubled mind and burning it was a kindness so that no one else would find it somehow and judge Claudia as frivolous or foolish for her wild thoughts.

      But there was another part that kept the list in her hand instead of in the flames. A part of Marianne that kept remembering the scant few uncaring souls who had bothered to come to her friend’s funeral. People who would likely not even remember her in a few months’ time. And why? Because Claudia had never done any of the things on her list. Claudia had followed the rules, always and forever.

      Just like Marianne did.

      They had both been labeled spinsters, though for different reasons. Claudia had come out during a Season with several of the most beautiful women in Society. Everyone had flocked to them and Claudia’s painful shyness and lack of confidence with people she didn’t know well hadn’t helped. No one got to know her as well as Marianne had, so a few years had gone by without offers and suddenly Claudia had found herself a wallflower.

      For Marianne, her fall had been far more painful and immediate. Her mother’s spiral into emotional overwhelm and eventual death the year before her coming out had darkened her first Season. And then there was her father, who had blamed and shouted and forced her into an even worse second one before he, too, succumbed to his final end.

      Marianne had never had any chance on the marriage mart.

      Thankfully, though, she had met Claudia and together they had stood on the edge of dancefloors, smiling politely as everyone else had a glorious time. They had ignored any catty remarks of the Diamonds of the First Water and accepted that this was the life they would lead until they were elderly like her maiden aunt Beulah.

      Or at least, Marianne had.

      It seemed Claudia had dared to think of something different. Marianne knew that, of course, they’d spoken of it. But she’d taken it so far as to write these things down, to make them more than a mere conversation that disappeared on the wind.

      She’d truly thought about taking the expectations of everyone around them and setting them aside to live before she died, just as the title of her list said. Only her friend hadn’t been able to do any of it. Her disease had progressed too swiftly and her list had remained hidden in a jewelry box, yet another unfulfilled dream in a long string of unfulfilled dreams.

      If Marianne destroyed it, she would be
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