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Village close to Bath, January 1795

Am I really going to prostitute myself for a warm bed and a hot meal? Caroline Winter thought as she glanced around the public room of the inn. 

Her heavy skirts that had been frozen stiff only half an hour ago, her limbs that were trembling, and the starvation in her stomach that growled like a beast that had not been fed in months were answer enough. She would be lucky if she managed to make it through the night without suffering from fever in the morning. And what good would her virtue be if she was ill? 

The question then remained: Who should she approach? The public room was full of people like her who could not afford a room at the inn, but had to seek shelter from the blizzard outside. But none of them would do. It needed to be a gentleman with a room. Someone who would let her stay in his bed even after the. . . Caroline did not know what to call it. The act, she supposed. A lot of the men who had secured rooms at the inn were eating there, giving her little chance to find someone. She needed to act quickly if this was her plan. 

And it would have to be. Even though she had inched as close to the fireplace as possible, she was still freezing. It would be impossible for her clothes to dry properly while she was still wearing them. They would probably still be damp in the morning when she would have to walk the last fifteen miles to Bath. She would have to be extremely lucky to not catch an illness. 

At least if she found a gentleman and went with him, she would not have to be wearing her wet clothes. If she had time to hang it properly before they. . . then they would most likely be dry in the morning. Right now, wearing dry clothes that had been warmed by the fire seemed like the greatest luxury of all. 

A man in a dark grey woolen great coat entered the public room behind the scrounged-over innkeeper. He was brushing snow out of his dark brown hair, holding his hat in the other. The innkeeper cleared a table for him close to where Caroline was standing by the fire. 

“Your room will be ready in a moment, sir,” the innkeeper said. The rest of their conversation was muffled by the noise in the room, but Caroline could hear the man order coffee and a meal while he waited. She was also certain that she heard him inquire after a hot bath. 

A hot bath. Caroline almost sighed at the thought. Soaking her sore, blister-covered feet into the hot water and feeling how her toes prickled back to life would feel like. . . well, pure agony to begin with, but then it would feel like heaven, lowering herself into the hot water. Caroline had not had a proper hot bath since she had left her father’s estate two years ago. 

It had to be him; Caroline decided. The hot bath did it. She inspected the man a little further from the corner of her eye. His dark brown hair that was probably usually very fashionably done was now plastered to his forehead by the snow outside. She could not make out his eye color, but suspected that they were brown as well. 

What difference does eye color make if I am going to prostitute myself? Caroline scolded herself, but it did make a difference. She would not follow any man to his room. This would be her first time and she needed someone who would be gentle. 

The man seemed like he would. She was not certain why she thought so. Perhaps because he was fairly young; he could not be more than three to five years older than her. There was something about his manner that suggested that he was used to having a great responsibility, but also that he tended to it with great severity. The type of man she felt she could trust. It had to be the way he had addressed the innkeeper and the grace with which he had sat down. 

She looked away and shook her head, while smiling at herself. She was making up a story about him now. She could not possibly tell how he was, and yet, when she looked back at him, she felt sure, that that was exactly how he was. 

The innkeeper brought him a hearty meal of vegetables and several large pieces of ham, along with a cup of coffee. Caroline’s stomach grumbled even louder. It felt like a small animal was throwing itself around inside of her, gnawing at her insides in frustration. 

She had not had anything to eat since yesterday morning. She had wanted to save the few coins she had left for the coach to Bath. She had known that she would not be able to make it all the way, but had wanted to go as far as possible by coach. 

Even though she liked walking, she was not so foolish that she imagined that a hike of twenty miles in the middle of January would be amusing in any way. When she set out this morning, she had felt certain that she would manage to reach Bath and the safety of her aunt’s house by evening, but then the blizzard had appeared, almost out of nowhere, and she had had to seek shelter in the inn, along with everyone else. 

Caroline looked back at the man who was eating now. Her eyes were glued to the food as he cut it neatly before eating it. He had clearly been brought up well; every time he had taken a bite, he would put down his utensils and swallow his food before he would cut another piece of ham and put it in his mouth with the fork at just the right angle. 

He could not be a soldier or a merchant then, who had recently made a lot of money. He was born with it, which for some reason, felt reassuring. She could not help but feel that a man born as a gentleman would probably be, well, gentler, than a man who had grown up in less fortunate circumstances and maybe even had been to war.  

You’re being a snob now, Caroline, she told herself. His origin should not matter; yet it did, since her mother had installed just the same manners in her. If the food had been presented to her in this moment, Caroline felt certain that her mother would be glad that she was not alive to see her. Caroline would have devoured the food like a beast, afraid that someone would take it away from her. 

Caroline followed the last piece of ham from the man’s plate to his mouth. At that moment, he looked up and caught her staring at him. Her instinct was to look away, since her mother of course had also taught her not to encourage a man’s attention. But since the whole point was to raise his interest in her, she looked straight back at him and smiled a little. 

He did have brown eyes, Caroline was able to make out, as the man’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. She could only wonder what he thought of her. The last two years had seen her clothes deteriorate even further. Both the cloak and the dress had been a couple of years old when she had left her father’s estate, and the time in between had done nothing for their appearance. She had mended them several times and had to apply patches of different fabric to the elbows of her coat. 

Her blue eyes, her light brown hair, and tall, slender figure had given her some improper offers over the years though, but Caroline knew that the scarcity of food had done nothing good for her figure. Her rib cage was sticking out and her breasts were almost gone. Hopefully the man would not notice with the many layers of clothes she was wearing now, and, from what she understood, when she was first undressed, it would not matter much to him. 

Caroline felt her heart jumping in her chest when the man smiled back at her. Laugh lines formed at his eyes, and he suddenly seemed older than she had judged him to be. Perhaps he was in his late twenties or early thirties and not in the middle of his twenties as she had thought. 

She knew that she should look away, but it felt like his brown eyes had captivated hers and would not let go of them. Just as she would not have been able to leave if he had held on to her wrist. The notion was absurd, and she pried her eyes from his to look at his dark grey jacket instead. The fit was perfect, she could tell. Only the finest tailors in London could achieve a fit like that. Could he be of noble birth? She gulped; perhaps she was striving too high in hoping to approach him. 

“May I offer you a cup of tea, miss?” 

Caroline almost jumped with surprise to hear the man’s voice. Two men were sitting between them, and Caroline could see that they turned their heads to look at her. Of course, the proper thing would be to say no, but her aim was not to be proper tonight. 

“I’d like that very much,” Caroline managed to get out without her teeth chattering. 

The man smiled a little and moved to make room for her on the bench along the wall. Caroline walked on stiff legs to sit down beside him, her heart pumping fast and hard with both nervousness and anticipation. The sound of it almost drowned out all other noises in the public room except for the humph from one of the men that had sat next to her. 

Caroline tried to ignore having heard it, as she sat down beside the brown-eyed man. She deliberately did not sit close enough for her still wet dress to touch his breeches, but close enough that she could smell his cologne — a pleasant smell of sandalwood over the smell of firewood, coffee, wet wool, and unwashed bodies that clung to the public room. 

The man caught the attention of the innkeeper and ordered tea. 

“Do you want food as well, miss?” he asked Caroline, who did not trust her voice and could only nod, and the man ordered vegetables and ham for her as well. 
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