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      The ghost of Charles Dickens was restless. The problem was, eternity was so long, and you weren’t expected to work. The inhabitants of the afterlife considered it déclassé for the spirit of a cobbler to sigh after his last. The shade of a soldier could not sit staring with longing at his unfired gun without inviting unfavorable comment.

      The newer arrivals seemed to have fewer quarrels with the notion of endless leisure. Yet Dickens was reluctant to ask them their secret. Like most spirits, he was far more comfortable with his contemporaries. He was happy to nod and smile at those from earlier centuries, especially when he took an interest in the era. He had a soft spot for the ghosts of the Tudor nobility, with their bejeweled costumes and tales of sudden death by plague and Sweat, headsman’s axe and religious fire. But those who had died some time after him—no. Especially the empty-eyed men in their dull uniforms the colors of soil—brown, black, gray. What in God’s name had the world become?

      Dickens had tried walking the streets of London, as he’d done for many a long hour in the vigorous years of his life. But the noise and the people terrified him, the carriages even more. So many of the buildings were wrong—vast ugly lumps with row after row of glittering windows or horrifying glass towers whose purpose he could not guess.

      He had retreated to his country house in Kent, but that had become a school. He liked the large, healthy-looking, boisterous children—such broad shoulders, such long bones! But he didn’t like the bright lights or the screeching noise of what he took to be some kind of music.

      He spent his days drifting through the cool damp clouds over London, keeping a wary eye open for the monstrous roaring machines that regularly tore apart the sky’s peace. As long as you were careful to avoid coming close to those behemoths of the air, traveling thus was a pleasant enough occupation, if a little monotonous.

      If he kept just his head in the lowest layer of cloud and squinted, he could almost imagine that his London was below him, smoky, begrimed, and teeming with people whose station in life was evident at first glance. The new people nearly all wore comfortable-looking rags that belied their tall, straight figures and rosy, well-fed faces. Was this Utopia, or had mankind forgotten how to dress?

      Dickens straightened his cravat and ran his hand absent-mindedly over his chin. It was clean-shaven. Clearly, today he was one of his younger selves, and from the abundance of his hair it seemed likely that his dreams and imaginings had strayed to the early years of his marriage to poor silly Kate. She had started out as such a pretty little wife, bright with imaginations and fancies and quite the companion of his days. Yet over the years she had become a staid, dull, querulous matron who barely knew how to run her household or train her children, and seemed to understand nothing outside her own home.

      But she had been his sweet little wifie once, when they had lived on Doughty Street. His first real home . . . what had become of it? It was probably erased from the face of the earth like so many of the places in Dickens’ memories, or filled with strange people doing unfathomable things.

      And with the peculiar alchemy that moved him from one place to another before he had even formed a coherent idea of motion, Dickens found himself in a street that looked achingly familiar. There was the archway leading to the mews—there, the neat replications of house, gate and area railings. Much was wrong, of course. No doubt the illusion of an unchanged world would vanish as soon as he entered the building. If so, determined the ghost of Dickens, he would go right back to hovering with his head in the clouds, dreaming of better days.

      He needed only the thought of intention to find himself in his hallway. And it was his own hallway. It was open on one side to some bright and garish space, which was wrong, but these were his stairs. He had quite forgotten them, but here they were.

      He twisted his hands around themselves behind his back, as had sometimes been his habit when walking, and prowled slowly around the rooms. All was empty and quiet, and little noise came from outside his window. From time to time he heard the swish and roar of the mechanical carriages that had long ago replaced the graceful conveyances of his own time, but they posed no threat to him if he stayed indoors.

      “My own time,” he mused aloud, his words falling dead on plaster and wood. “How one does become accustomed to such thoughts! I am a shade, I know, and thus I remain the same while the world moves on—but what loneliness it is, after all.”

      “You could—you know—progress.” The answer to his thoughts came from near his elbow.

      The ghost of Dickens jumped as if he had met one of his own spirits from A Christmas Carol. He looked down.

      “Good day to you,” said the apparition politely. It was a child—and a child, forsooth, of his own London, Dickens would have sworn it. A pale, underfed scrap of a boy whose collarbones raised ridges in a thin, worn shirt. He had a weeping sore by his mouth and, by the smell of his breath, his teeth had already begun to rot in his head.

      But Dickens had seen worse and had never been unkind to the poor. So he hunkered down to the lad’s level and smiled.

      “Good day to you too, lad. I thought I was quite alone in this house. It used to be my house, you know, a long time ago.”

      “You don’t say,” answered the child with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “I never would ’ave guessed from all them pic-cherrs of you on the walls. Quite fond of yourself, ain’t ya?”

      “Pictures?” Dickens straightened up, and looked around. “Ah—yes—well, I was quite celebrated in my day, you know, and people did insist on taking my portrait.” He frowned. “They seem to have gathered a lifetime of them together.” His hand went to his chin as he pondered this puzzle and encountered the luxuriant beard of his riper years, through which Nellie had so loved to run her little fingers. Smoothing down the long, silky hairs he began to wander from wall to wall, from corner to corner, seeing himself in a number of poses at a variety of ages.

      “It wasn’t my doing that there are so many portraits of my own self in this place,” he informed the boy, who was scratching industriously at the crown of his head. “I may have had two or three,” he coughed, “or perhaps more—but not so many. And it’s strange, you know. I’d swear that much of this furniture came from Gad’s Hill.”

      “Gad’s ’Ill?” The urchin ran a grimy hand across the silver cutlery laid out on the dining table, and Dickens flinched—but of course, he reflected, the child was a spirit and could no more dirty the place than scrub it clean. Still, he began to feel irritated at the boy’s presence. Could he not be alone, now that he had found a little peace and some half-familiar surroundings?

      “Gad’s Hill was my home.” He tried to infuse his voice with patience—after all, the poor child! It would be uncharitable to send him away. And his corner of the afterlife had become so quiet and still lately. People sort of drifted away after a time, never to return. He had often wondered about that. He would return from his little escapes from the ennui of eternity to find yet more people gone. It was as if they were all waiting for some kind of heavenly appointment and their turn had come before his. At least this boy was from his own London and was talking to him, not silent and morose as so many were.

      “Gad’s Hill,” he began again, “was my last and greatest home. I remember my father, when I wasn’t much older than you are—were—are, telling me that if I worked hard enough I could buy the pretty mansion on a hill, and live like a great gentleman. That, of course, was before—”

      “Before wot?” They had wandered into the downstairs drawing room as they spoke. The boy stretched out on the Turkey carpet, rubbing his cheeks and hands on the pile with evident enjoyment.

      “Before his misfortunes.” Dickens eyed the portrait of Kate in her youth and felt a pang of regret for those early days. Perhaps if he hadn’t been so feverishly bent on making his fortune—so absorbed in the scribbling that would keep him out of debt, that would make him what his father was not—

      “My farver was misfort’nate too,” the boy remarked, sitting up straight and carefully wiping his nose on one ragged sleeve. “It was ’is misfortunes what done me in. I took the diphtheery off a cove what visited us wiv a nice bag full o’ stolen silver. Just through tastin’ of his porter as what he invited me to do, friendly-like. He went down with the throat and it made him wery sick, but he survived. I took it off ’im and it made me wery sick, and then—well, here I am!”

      He waved his arm in an expansive gesture, as if by dying he had gained the whole world. As doubtless he had, the shade of Dickens reflected. He had been translated from poverty and dirt into a mode of being where hunger and sickness no longer existed. But nor did a mutton chop and a glass of negus, the author remembered ruefully. Without the small shared joys and woes of everyday life to bind them together the dead drifted, rootless, hungering for something that could not be bought at the butcher’s. He looked sideways at the boy, noting the telltale wistful droop at the corners of his mouth. What did this child hunger for?

      “Why are you here?” asked Dickens softly. He went to sit on one of his armchairs, but oddly enough it had a rope of red satin fixed across it. So he sat on the carpet instead, facing his new companion, his arms wrapped around his knees. From the ease with which he did this, he had clearly become a young man again. The child did not change his appearance, he noticed. Or was it that the transformations one underwent were apparent only to oneself, while from the outside one remained fixed? He had never found anyone to ask, in all his long years of eternal whatever-it-was. He hesitated to call it bliss.

      “I’m ’ere for the bars,” said the waif, his round gray eyes suddenly serious and melancholy. “I used to look out through ’em, see? They’d let me, on account of me being small an’ all, though there was one cove what was conwinced I was going to slip through when ’is back was turned.”

      “And were you?”

      “Likely I was.” And the child gave a small grin—his teeth, indeed, did not enhance his appearance. “But where would I go? You tell me that. At least in the Marshalsea I got a bit of bread an’ broth, which was better than going a-begging.”

      Dickens’ heart thumped—or at least there was a sort of skip in the middle of his chest where his ghostly heart resided.

      “You were a child of the Marshalsea?”

      The question emerged as a harsh whisper, and he cleared his throat. He avoided speaking the name of
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