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Chapter I

In Which We Are Introduced to Monsieur Brossard of Limoges

In the ancient city of Limoges, where the porcelain factories sent forth their delicate wares to grace the tables of the civilized world, and where the air was perpetually scented with the faint aroma of baking enamel, there lived a young man named Emile Brossard. He was the son of a respectable merchant who dealt in the famed Limoges porcelain, and by all accounts, he possessed those qualities which make for a contented life in the provinces: a comfortable inheritance, a pleasant disposition, and most importantly a manner of walking that was entirely his own.

This manner of walking, it must be said, was not elegant. It was not the sort of gait that would turn heads on the boulevards of Paris. But it was serviceable, honest, and well-suited to the cobblestone streets of Limoges. Emile placed one foot before the other with the steady rhythm of a man who knows his business and intends to get it done. His shoulders were square, his back was straight, and his pace was that of a respectable provincial bourgeois who has no need to hurry and no cause to dawdle.

A fine young man, the neighbors would say as he passed. Walks like his father before him. And so he did. The Brossard walk had been handed down through generations, from grandfather to father to son, refined by centuries of practical use upon the streets of Limoges. It was a walk that said: I am a man of substance, of steady habits, of no pretension. I know my place in the world, and I am content with it.

Emile Brossard was, in short, a man at peace with himself and his circumstances. He rose each morning at seven, breakfasted on bread and chocolate, attended to his father's business until noon, dined heartily at his mother's table, took a promenade through the public gardens in the afternoon, and retired early with a book of improving literature. His life was as regular as the clock in the town hall, and he expected nothing more from existence than what it had already provided: honest work, good health, and the prospect of a suitable marriage to one of the eligible young ladies of Limoges.

But Fate, that capricious goddess who delights in disturbing the contentment of mortals, had other plans for Monsieur Brossard. And like most of the misfortunes that befall men, this one began with a perfectly innocent curiosity about matters that were none of his concern.

Chapter II

Concerning the Extraordinary Report of the Parisian Demarche

It was in the autumn of 1857, during the reign of Emperor Napoleon III, when the Second Empire was at the height of its glittering opulence, that the first seeds of discontent were planted in Emile Brossard's mind. The occasion was a visit from his cousin Henri, who had recently returned from Paris after spending six months in that great capital of fashion and folly.
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