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It was upon a cold, grey December afternoon, when the little spring-bell above the door of Wickfield and Copperfield’s Law Offices gave its sharp announcement, that a stranger first entered. Mr. Wickfield and I were then seated at our facing desks, engaged in earnest discourse upon a case of some consequence; and, scarcely heeding the bell, we did not raise our eyes. The duty, as was customary, fell to our young clerk, who hastened forward to receive the visitor.

“Good day to you, sir,” said the clerk. “What brings you abroad upon so wintry an afternoon?”

The gentleman lingered in the doorway, brushing snow from his coat and shoulders. The stranger cast his eyes about the office, lingering with particular attention on the window behind which Mr. Wickfield and I were seated. His gaze, directed upon us for a moment too long, compelled me at last to glance up, though I resumed my discourse with Mr. Wickfield as though untroubled.

“Sir,” asked the clerk again, “may I be of some assistance?”

“Ah, yes,” the stranger replied at last. “Where, pray, are my manners? I wish to speak with Mr. Copperfield.”

“And whom shall I announce, sir?”

The gentleman made no answer but produced a small calling card which he placed in the clerk’s hand.

“Certainly, sir,” said the clerk, after reading it. “Pray, warm yourself by the fire, while I announce you.”

The stranger accepted the offer, seating himself where he could observe us through the window. When the clerk conveyed his name, both Mr. Wickfield and I, as if compelled by the same thought, turned toward him in surprise. He met our gaze steadily, and with a composure that I found disquieting.

He appeared to be five-and-twenty, or perhaps thirty, with piercing brown eyes, a sharp aquiline nose, and a beard neatly trimmed. His attire bespoke one who desired to be taken for a man of station: a tall black silk hat, a fine woolen overcoat with velvet collar, gloves of leather, and a muffler closely wound. Beneath these, I discerned a bottle-green frock coat and matching trousers, a patterned waistcoat, and a sober cravat, tied more modestly than fashion then dictated. I watched in curiosity as the clerk returned. 

“Mr. Heep, Mr. Copperfield states that he will be out directly. Would you care for a dish of tea?”

“Why, yes, my good man,” replied Heep. “That would be most welcome. No sugar, thank you.”

The tea was fetched, and Mr. Heep received it with a bow of his head and words of thanks. He waited with evident patience for my appearance, though his eyes never ceased to watch us in the inner office.
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Uriah Heep the Younger
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At length, I rose and entered the outer chamber. “I am sorry to have detained you, Mr. Heep,” I said, offering my hand. “We are in the midst of a proceeding of some importance, and our discussion ran somewhat over.”

Heep grasped my hand firmly, almost painfully so, as though conveying some hidden meaning by the strength of his grip. “I thank you for seeing me without an appointment, Mr. Copperfield. I so hope my interruption has not unsettled you.”

“Not in the least,” said I. “Particularly if you have come upon business.”

“Sir,” he began, “I find myself in need of representation. Your firm was most highly spoken of, and I hastened here directly. Might you have leisure to consult with me now, or should I return at another time?”

“We were just concluding our matter,” I replied. “If you will step this way, we may speak privately.”

Heep bowed with what seemed mock humility, and I conducted him to my inner office. As he entered, I observed his eyes wander over the room, pausing upon the bookcases that lined the wall behind my desk, as though he were measuring both the contents and their possessor.

“Before we begin, Mr. Heep,” I said, “will you take more tea? I often refresh myself with a cup at this hour.”

He declined, though with a smile that did not reach his eyes. I summoned my clerk for my own tea, then returned to my desk and faced my visitor.

There was, in his countenance, an unsettling familiarity. His calling card had read Uriah Heep the Younger. Yet Uriah Heep — the man I had known in my youth, the man whose schemes had nearly ruined this very office — had never married, and I could not easily credit the existence of a son. Still, as I looked upon the young man’s sharp features and his watchful stare, I felt the chill of recognition.

“So, Mr. Heep,” I said, taking my seat, “what may I do for you?”

He waited until the clerk had brought in my tea and withdrawn before speaking. “Mr. Copperfield,” he said gravely, “upon the recent demise of my dear mother, I have come into a considerable fortune, and I seek your advice and counsel.”

I raised my brows. “Indeed, sir. You have done well to come. But tell me, by your moniker, may I surmise that you are of kin to the Mr. Uriah Heep once employed in this office?”

His expression darkened. “The former partner here, yes, was my father.”

I observed the subtle shift: employee transformed to partner. I restrained myself from reminding him how that partnership had been obtained by fraud and deceit, and how it had ended with his father in Pentonville Prison. For the moment, I judged it wiser to listen.

“I knew your father well,” said I.

“Yes,” he returned, his voice clipped, “I am aware.”

“And may I ask how he fares?”

His lips twisted faintly, in a manner that recalled his father so strongly as to unsettle me.

“The truth, Mr. Copperfield, is that I cannot tell. My mother forbade all contact; indeed, it was made a condition of my inheritance.”

I nodded slowly. “Strange, for I had never heard your father had a son.”

At this, I confess I felt an odd sensation. That Uriah Heep, whose name had been to me from youth, bywords of fraud and false humility, should bequeath so lasting a shadow upon his offspring as to be outlawed even from a mother’s deathbed grace, struck me with a chill that the fire could not abate. I knew not whether to pity the young man before me, or to suspect that the fortune he so calmly announced had been stained by the same unwholesome taint of deceit which clung, like mold, to his father’s memory.

He smiled coldly. “And yet, here I sit before you.”

“May I inquire who your mother was?”

He hesitated, his eyes narrowing. “Mr. Copperfield,” he said at last, “with all respect, I did not come to speak of family matters. I came for your counsel.”

“Very well,” I said, bowing my head. “Forgive me. Pray, then, tell me your intention.”

Heep leaned forward across my desk, his long fingers clasped together with an almost serpentine grace.

“My mother has left me the sum of forty thousand pounds, sir,” he announced, “and I would like to know how best to employ it.”

I confess I was taken aback. Forty thousand pounds! In any age, that is a king’s ransom, but in ours it was wealth enough to buy a country seat or sustain a gentleman’s household for a lifetime.

“You are indeed a very fortunate man, Mr. Heep,” I replied. “That is no trifling sum. Am I to take it, then, that you have no siblings to share in the inheritance?”

“You are correct on both accounts, Mr. Copperfield,” he said, before adding in that curiously oily way of his: “Although I consider myself most umble, sir.”

The word stopped me cold. U’mble. Always without the “h.” That had been his father’s mark, an affectation that chilled me every time I heard it. How could the son have caught so precise a cadence if he had never known the man? The thought pricked at me like a thorn, but I pressed on.

“And where is this money now, Mr. Heep?”

For the first time, he faltered. His eyes flickered as though searching for a safe answer.

“Currently,” he said at last, “the funds are deposited in the London Joint Stock Bank. Why do you ask?”

“It helps me to know our starting point,” I told him. “This must mean you already have full access to the money?”

“I do indeed, sir. She gave it into my hands shortly before her passing, and I took it directly to the bank. Since then, I have sought a respectable firm that might advise me in the best course.”

“Very well, then,” I said, drawing my ledger toward me. “I should be delighted to assist you in arranging a proper investment of the capital and in compiling the necessary documentation.”

“Wonderful,” he replied quickly. “And what will you charge for your 

services, Mr. Copperfield? How long do you suppose it shall take?”

I pretended to study the pages of my ledger, though in truth my schedule was perfectly clear. I wanted him to believe my time was in demand. After a suitable pause, I shut the book.

“If my clerk can secure the necessary documents, I may begin your business within a few days.”

That seemed to satisfy him, at least until the matter of cost was pressed further.

“That timeline is agreeable to me,” he said. “But what of your fee?”

“Very well, Mr. Heep,” I began, keeping my tone steady. “To arrange the transfer and to secure the funds, my office requires a fee. Standard practice is between two and five percent of the estate, together with minor charges for correspondence and clerical labour.”

His eyes narrowed at once. His lips quivered as though he struggled to master his temper. “Two to five percent, sir? Why, that is outrageous! I bring you forty thousand pounds, and you mean to shear me like a sheep?”

The insult stung. “It is not shearing, Mr. Heep,” I said coldly. “It is lawful business. The greater the estate, the more care required. Two percent would amount to eight hundred pounds; five percent, to two thousand. A fair return for the responsibility assumed, I assure you.”

In truth, I had intended to settle for two and a quarter percent, no less. Yet his belligerence nettled me, and I resolved to add another half percent for the trouble of enduring him. Two-and-three-quarters percent would yield me eleven hundred pounds. Moreover, I determined to charge a further one percent in the following year for ongoing oversight.
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