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CHAPTER ONE
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Janine Forbes shut down her laptop with a sigh and closed it. She looked down at her phone lying on the desk. 11:00 PM. 3 hours and only three hundred words. Oh well! Such was the life of a writer. Some days everything flowed. Days like today she could hardly put a sentence together.

She tensed. A sound! From the. Lounge room? She padded cautiously to the door, reached an arm around and found the light switch. A man stood in the room. Tall. Wearing casual clothes. Janine stared for a second or two, mouth hanging open. Was that a glow she saw around him? The thought flashed through her mind that she could have seen him. had the room remained in darkness. As she came to herself and went to speak, he said. “Janine. wake Mitch. Tell him to dress. Get your coat.” 

Mitch Taylor the other tenant in the apartment lived upstairs. Janine lived downstairs. Friends and Christians, they enjoyed each other’s company. Occasionally Mitch suggested they go out for a meal. Just friends. Nothing serious.

Without a word Janine, wondering why she was obeying this stranger, walked to the stairs and ascended. A minute of persistent tapping produced a result. The door handle turned, and the door cracked open. Mitch, bleary eyed, a quizzical look on his face, peered through the narrow opening. “I was asleep. I have to work tomorrow.”

“I can’t explain it now Mitch, but would you get dressed and come with me.” 

He stared at her for a second or two. Then with a resigned sigh he mumbled “OK. I won't be long.” 

Moments later he pulled the door open, fully dressed. 

“You might need your coat,” she said. 

He looked at her. Then turned. And grabbed his ski parka out of the closet. He stepped outside. “What's this about?” 

She raised her hand and turned, “follow me.” 

Down the stairs they went. Janine indicated to Mitch to wait as she grabbed her long winter parka from the bedroom. In the lounge room. the tall stranger had not moved.

Mitch frowned. Who's this”?

The voice had gentle authority. “Prepare yourselves. Contact Robert Oppenheimer at the London City Mission. You have twenty-four hours.” Then, “both of you take a step towards me.”

In obedience to the command, the tall visitor and the lounge room disappeared.  Standing in heavy rain on a cobblestone street came as something of a shock. With a savage crack a flare of lightening shot across the sky, followed by a loud clap of thunder like the echo of a drum. A cold wind gusted, the sky grey, ominous, and threatening. Mitch recovered first. He touched Janine’s arm and pointed to an overhang on a building beside the road. “Let’s get out of the rain first, he shouted, get our coats on.” 

Scampering over they shrugged on their parka’s, zipping them to their chins and pulling the hoods over their heads. The sound of horse hooves on cobblestones drew their attention. A carriage appeared through the rain. The driver sitting high on the front seat wearing a top hat and layers of clothing against the rain. It moved passed them and went on down the street.

Janine, a wild look in her eyes. “Where are we?” 

“Looks like Victorian London,” Mitch answered. “That was a Hansom Cab.”

Janine was incredulous. “Two hundred years ago!” 

Mitch raised his eyebrows and shrugged.

Neither of them said anything for several minutes, their minds trying to process this abrupt and bizarre change to their environment.

Janine, not looking at Mitch. “We should find somewhere to sit down and talk about this. I presume they did not have coffee shops in Victorian London.’

“They did actually, Mitch replied, coffee shops started in Victorian London. Mostly for men to gather for business meetings, to discuss finance, the Government, shipping news. All the stuff we get from Television, the internet, and our mobile phones these days.” 

“Let’s find one.”

“We had best wait until the rain stops. We do not want to get any more wet than we are. It is not as if we can go home and dry off in front of the heater. At present anyway. No electricity here.”

The rain kept on, a wall of water with no sign of abating. Water flowing in the drain at the centre of the street had become a surging torrent, bringing with it old newspapers, caste off shoes, broken glass, the occasional dead cat, rotten vegetables, straw, mud, and miscellaneous street refuse. 

Twenty minutes, and the rain still coming down in sheets. By then they had come to a flimsy acceptance of their situation. Now they had to make sense of it. Why were they here?

The clip clop of horse’s hoofs. A Hanson Cab coming from the opposite direction. Janine and Mitch shouted at the driver, waving wildly. He pulled the horse sharply and brought the coach hard up to the overhang. 

“To a Coffee House if you please my good man.”

“The Rainbow sir?”

“Yes, that will do.” 

Inside Janine laughed, “if you please my good man”? 

“Straight out of my reading of Victorian fiction. We will be less conspicuous if we pick up some of the local lingo. We will not be able to avoid appearing different and peculiar. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

Looking around Janine recoiled at the condition of the Cab. Dirty, with broken windows, frayed cushions, and the smell was abominable. Rain came in at fifty different points.

“Unfortunately, Mitch volunteered, we may have landed in the period when London had the reputation as the dirtiest city on the Globe. If that is so we will come across disgusting sights and smells. We’ll be glad of the short stay.”

Janine began to search her pockets. “How are we going to pay for this? Do you have any coins?”

Mitch unearthed a five dollar note. He slid the cover back from the opening behind the driver. “Driver!” 

“Yes’ir.”

“Where can we change our foreign money?”

“I know a place Sir.”

“Good, take us there first if you please.”

The carriage stopped outside a low, begrimed, dusty shop with the word ‘exchange’ above the door. The proprietor, a small man with a long grey beard and black skull cap indicating his Jewish nationality, held the note up to the light. 

“Ain’t never seen one like this a‘fore.”

“I’m not from London, Mitch said, it is the new American banknote.”

“I can give you two pounds on it.”

Mitch nodded. “In coins if you please.” 

In the carriage Mitch held up the cloth bag with the coins. “We’re in business.”

Having received the three pence fare, the hansom cab clattered off over the cobblestones. Janine and Mitch made for the narrow door of the Rainbow Coffee House, which faced on an alley ten feet between the walls. Inside it was dank, the air stale. The ceiling low and smoke darkened. A scattering of narrow tables of grimy mahogany and hard wooden seats furnished the room. Three or four tables had a cloth, most did not. Table-tops left bare were grease-coated and coffee-ringed. Janine wondered about the low buzzing noise, then realized the sound came from the buzzing of myriads of flies. 

It cost a shilling each to enter, which entitled them to one cup of coffee, accompanied by huge slabs of brown-crusted bread smeared with a yellow deposit of oily butter. A positive was the fire crackling in a large fireplace in the far wall. Sitting at a vacant table close to the fire gave Janine and Mitch a chance to dry off. Observing other customers revealed the acceptable way to request service was rapping on the table with whatever solid object was at hand. The place seemed to serve as a restaurant of sorts. Further payment offered a choice of chops, steak, cold beef, ham, and fried eggs.

The cliental, all men, seemed, to Mitch and Janine, to be from the working class; labourers, cabmen, and the poorer grades of shopmen and clerks. Two games of chess were in progress. Loud exclamations arose from various tables where card games were underway. Other men sat engrossed in newspapers, magazines, or books. 

Janine risked offence by asking if the water for the coffee had been boiled. “Yes Missus, we ‘allus boil the water.” 

The slabs of bread and butter seemed the least likely to cause them harm. Hunger demanded they eat something. The main concern was not to swallow a fly or two. The coffee arrived  hot, thick, and black. Milk, which turned out to be mostly water, was a penny extra. As expected, they did attract scrutiny. Their feigned indifference to the attention gradually turned curiosity away.

“You did the right thing in grabbing that long parka, Mitch reflected, a woman with bare legs would really have caused a ruckus. Decorum in this period demanded women’s dresses reach the ground.”

Janine put her cup down with a grimace. “Ah! I am not sure I can drink this. It’s not just the coffee, the cups are not clean.”

“Me to,” Mitch acknowledged. “We should eat the bread if we can get it down. Who knows when we will eat again, or rather when we will come across food that won’t poison us.”

Janine looked across at Mitch for confirmation. “Have you come to the same conclusion as me, that our lounge room visitor was an Angel?” 

“Yeah, what else could it be. It was a first for us, but a common occurrence in the Bible, especially for Christians. I hope he is still hanging around somewhere, we might need him. Victorian London was a dangerous place.” 

“Dangerous from disease, you mean?”

“Yeah, cholera, yellow fever, typhoid, and tuberculosis, spread unchecked, especially in the poorest areas. Sewerage systems and rubbish removal was non-existent in the poorer areas. Not to mention illness from eating contaminated food. The poor did not have access to clean water either. I was thinking of crime as well. It was a daily struggle to survive for the poor. For many, crime was a tempting option, violent crime often. Gangs of thugs ruled various areas, especially in East London. Policing was in its infancy.” 

Janine pondered that for a while. “We take freedom from disease through medical science, and police protection for granted. Our answer here is to activate our faith. We have the
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