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“THANK YOU MOTHER, BUT you really shouldn’t have,” said my human Cressida as she angled her head around mine which I had, as usual, positioned in front of her phone so that her mother was looking at my head instead of hers.

“Yes, I absolutely should have. It’s self-preservation. Even Rufus wouldn’t eat that last meal you cooked for us.” 

“Well, I told you we should have gone out, and Rufus has always been a picky eater, so it’s not a fair test.”

“I think a week of cooking school in the fresh country air will do you a world of good, and Madame d’Aubert says she’s looking forward to seeing you again.”

“I’d love to see her again too, Mother, but I don’t really have the time,” said my human, searching for a way out.

“Then think of it as research. You could pitch an article about the cooking course to one of the publications you write for,” said her mother, clearly hoping to appeal to her daughter’s mercenary side. Although I’m not sure it can be considered mercenary if it involves trying to cobble together the funds to pay the rent on our cozy (realtor-speak for small) Manhattan apartment, not to mention keeping me in kibble, and funding my frequent forays to the gourmet fish store for my favorite poached salmon. “Plus,” her mother continued smoothly, “I’m sure Ben would appreciate not being the only one in the relationship who can cook.” Ben is my human’s boyfriend, up-and-coming architect Ben Prescott, and he and I both agree that my human gives a whole new meaning to the words “Hell’s Kitchen”. Also, that he should build me a doghouse in the middle of the living room, something my human seems to have rather strong views about, however.

“Ben knew I was hopeless in the kitchen when we started dating, and besides, he likes to cook. But it doesn’t matter because I can’t go to Connecticut anyway,” she said, playing her trump card, “there’s no one to look after Rufus.” I thumped my tail, looking after me being the central tenet of our relationship. 

“I had a feeling you’d say that. I told Madame about Rufus, and she insists you bring him along. She still thinks it’s barbaric that dogs aren’t allowed in restaurants here.” I liked Madame already. “And before you raise further objections, I will cover the cost of your transportation out there.”

My human caved. She knew better than to continue to look her mother’s gift horses in the mouth, even if they were as unwanted as this one.

As soon as they finished their conversation and my human’s mother had finished admiring my head, my human made another call. 

“I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

“What’s Rufus done now?” asked Ben.

“No, it’s not Rufus this time, it’s my mother. She was deeply unhappy with the last meal I tried to cook for her, so she’s enrolled me in a residential cooking course in Connecticut run by another professor’s wife from Yale. Madame d’Aubert lost her husband soon after we lost Father, and she and Mother stayed in touch, so now I’m being packed off for an entire week of cooking. You know the last time my mother gave me a gift that involved one of her friends, it didn’t exactly work out as planned, did it?” 

She was of course referring to me. I mean let’s face it, no one really wakes up one morning and thinks, “I need a bloodhound,” and my human was no exception. It was all her mother’s idea. She decided that if her daughter was going to live alone in the big city, she needed a commensurately big dog to protect her. And in one of those happy accidents, another one of her friends was a rather well-known breeder of show bloodhounds–you know the kind that romp around the ring and earn those ridiculous ribbons that they’re not even allowed to shred–and I was the even happier result. The irony was of course, that although unquestionably of the requisite dimensions, bloodhounds are notoriously poor guard dog material unless one intends to drown one’s assailant in slobber.

“And speaking of Rufus, what exactly what were you planning on doing with him while you’re away tormenting the cooks of Connecticut?”

My human sighed. “I was hoping that the lack of somewhere to park him would allow me to politely wriggle out of it. But Madame told my mother that Rufus is welcome to come along.”

“Well, you never know, it might be fun.” He didn’t sound all that convinced, however. “And look on the bright side, at least this trip won’t involve playing dress up or stumbling across a dead body.” He was of course referring to our recent escapade at Crackshaw Castle where we had been summoned to attend the wedding of my human’s cousin Percival and his Tudor-obsessed bride, but ended up solving a murder instead. Or at least I ended up solving a murder, my humans merely tried to.

“I suppose it is a chance to take a break from the City, although I suspect that Rufus will enjoy himself considerably more than I will. And maybe in between trying to cook and getting dragged around the Connecticut countryside, I can get some work done on my novel. And Mother thinks I should pitch a cooking article to my editors.”

“I don’t suppose your writing about cooking is any more farfetched than your writing about 1001 Ways to Look Younger, although I did think your piece in Bro magazine about ten ways to wear a necktie that don’t involve your neck was especially creative. So maybe she has a point.” 

My human, I should add, not only does not wear neckties, but she’s also in her twenties, so looking younger is not exactly something she’s urgently in need of. Her latest in-depth look at the use of leeches to remove wrinkles and on new methods to migrate fat from one’s backside to one’s face made me glad to be a dog for whom abundant wrinkles are considered to be an asset.

“At least when I get home, I’ll be able to cook you dinner.”

“That’s OK, I’m sure you’ll be far too busy writing about cooking to have time to do any of it.” Did I mention that Ben’s diplomatic skills were next level, having been honed in the fiery furnace of negotiating with clients whose ideas of a cozy country cottage generally ran along the lines of the Palace of Versailles.

After the usual amount of idle chitter chatter (defined as any conversation not about me), my human said her goodbyes and began the search for a suitable means of conveying us to Connecticut. It was a good thing that her financially fortunate mother was paying, since given what rental car agencies in Manhattan charge, they might as well have had a parrot and an eye patch. The situation was exacerbated by the fact that my human needed something that was not only big enough to hold me but also all my paraphernalia which included bags of kibble that weighed almost as much as I did and my large, elevated feeding station so I don’t strain my back when I eat. And that’s not even counting such things as the mountains of sheets and towels she brings everywhere to protect anything I might come into contact with; although my fur doesn’t exactly fly unless a brush is involved, it does stick to everything like it was made of Velcro.

Then, about a week before our departure, my human’s mother called.

“Cressida,” she said, bubbling over with excitement, “I have some incredible news. I’ve just gotten off the phone with Cécile d’Aubert, who rang to tell me that she’s been called away to Paris to deal with a personal issue. But you’ll never guess who she’s gotten to teach in her place–Chef Hugues Craonne!”

“The meat sauce mania guy?”

“Yes, isn’t it wonderful! Cécile told me there was an actual riot outside La Boîte de Craonne last month when the restaurant overbooked; it was even worse than the one at Le Serpent d’Argent when they ran out of terrine of poached snake.”

“How did she ever persuade someone like Chef Craonne to come to Connecticut?”

“He offered. He and Cécile are old friends and it was her late husband who lent him the money to open his restaurant. Cécile says that she’s been flooded with applications for places as soon as the story broke, so you’ll be one of the few people lucky enough to taste his meat sauce. Cécile naturally sends her regrets at not being there to welcome you personally, but she says she’ll see you next time.” 

Somehow I couldn’t help thinking that Madame d’Aubert was being overly optimistic.
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THE FRIDAY BEFORE OUR trip Ben came over, ostensibly to help with the packing but really to help keep me out of it. Road trips were always exhilarating, but one that had all the features of inviting a fox to spend a week in a chicken coop was especially so.

“Well at least one of you is excited,” said Ben as he pulled me out from where I was excavating a large pile of sheets, towels, and washcloths. 

“Mother always means well,” said my human, who for some reason looked pointedly at me when she said this, “but I sometimes wish she’d dial down her generous impulses. On the other hand, with a celebrity on the premises I might really be able get an article out of it, although if it doesn’t involve chia seeds, Goji berries, or some undiscovered superfood, it still could be a tough sell.”

“Maybe you could convince Chef Craonne to let you in on the secret of his meat sauce and write about that.”

“That’s absolutely not happening. I did some research and not only does he prepare the meat sauce himself under lock and key but not even his sous chefs have the recipe. People have stolen the restaurant’s garbage hoping for clues, but no one’s been able to figure it out yet. The only one who will probably know what’s in it is Rufus.”

“And speaking of the red devil, he just slipped by with one of your bras. The blue lacy one with the underwire.”

“He likes the underwire ones. There’s some liver in the fridge; see if you can get him to swap, otherwise you’ll have to wrestle him for it unless he prefers to be chased.” And here I was thinking I was being virtuous by not stealing one of her favorites. 

While I helpfully kept Ben out of my human’s hair, she packed. And packed. And then packed some more. A dog of my magnitude does not travel light. Once she had finished packing, we ordered takeout. The irony was lost on no one. 

Saturday morning began, as it often did, with a few pleasant hours spent dragging my humans around Central Park followed by the consumption of a large quantity of kibble and scrambled eggs. Then while my human departed to pick up our ride, I stretched out on what passed for Ben’s lap; he was considerably less cushy than my human and a lot more difficult to pin to the couch, but beggars can’t be choosers. 

As soon as I heard the key in the lock, I flew off of Ben’s lap and into my human’s face.

He tossed her a washcloth. “Why don’t you hang onto Rufus while I load the car,” he said, noting that following an unsuccessful attempt to topple my human I had moved on to the suitcases. 

The automobile in question was a sparkling white SUV of ample proportions, and, after Ben loaded the luggage, my human carefully draped the interior in sheets. Returning a drool and fur-encrusted rental car is frowned upon, especially by my human who’d once been at the wrong end of a $200 cleaning bill. 

When we were finally ready to roll, I noted with considerable dismay that I was once again to be relegated to the back and restrained with a seat belt contraption that was second only to the Gentle Leader in its degree heinousness. My human claimed it was for my safety, but I suspect that its real purpose was to prevent me from playing with the steering wheel, honking the horn, and admiring myself in the side-view mirror.

It was, however, a lovely day for a long drive. My only regret was that our destination in the leafy Connecticut countryside proved to be only a mere few hours away. Nevertheless, I did my best to use the short time productively and left nose prints on the window, tried to get my head through its open crack, and poked my human in the back of the neck with my cold, wet nose at regular intervals in case she’d forgotten that I was there. 

Highways eventually gave way to a succession of smaller and more picturesque country roads bordered by pastures teeming with large and exciting animals. The warm air was redolent with the intoxicating scent of manure, one of Nature’s most perfect substances, offering as it did abundant opportunities for both bathing and snacking. The road we were following ran along a low stone wall and when we finally turned off of it, it was onto a long drive that sliced through an extensive property of lush lawns and mature trees. If my human had been expecting some pokey building on Main Street, this was its polar opposite. Before us lay an impressive house of gray stone whose substantial square footage had been augmented by the addition of two modern wings on either side. 

As soon as we stopped, the GPS announced that we had arrived at our destination in that annoyingly soothing voice that caused me to announce the very same thing, but in a considerably less soothing way. On the plus side, there was no need to ring the doorbell and a pleasant-faced, matronly woman quickly emerged. She was wearing one of those flowered dresses so beloved in the UK that she might as well have been wearing a Union Jack.

“Welcome to Greystone Manor,” she said. “You must be Rufus and Cressida.” I wonder how she knew. “I’m Nancy Barnes and I’m in charge of operations and what is euphemistically known as ‘guest relations’, which means I’m a general dogsbody.” 

Now I’m as Anglophilic as the next hound, seeing that my ancestors were the companions of William the Conqueror and his merry men when they invaded that green and pleasant land chock full of hostile Saxons, but there was only one dog’s body that I could see and it belonged to me. It is one of my pet peeves that the English language, both the real one and the American one, is rife with things like catfights that don’t involve cats and rooms that supposedly contain elephants when none is in evidence. But I had chewed up enough British mystery novels to know that a dogsbody is someone whose job it is to do all the miscellaneous boring jobs that no one else wants to do. This is in contrast to an actual dog’s body, especially this one, who does nothing he finds boring, miscellaneous or otherwise, and prefers to do things that no one actually wants him to do. 

“You seem to have quite a bit of luggage,” said Nancy Barnes, eyeing the SUV. “Let me see if I can find someone to help, but first I’d like to show you your room.” I bayed out the crack in the window just in case anyone was unaware that I too, would first like to see my room. My human grabbed a stack of sheets and me in that order, and we followed her into the building. She paused in the spacious entry hall where the federal style furniture was heavy on the chintz and mahogany in homage to the house’s history.

“The corridor to our left leads to the kitchen classroom. There’s an orientation there at five this afternoon led by my husband Basil, who is one of the instructors, and will be followed by aperitifs in the lounge at the back of the house and dinner in the dining room. The wing to your right has most of the bedrooms, but Madame has assigned you a room in the original part of the house. It’s not as modern, but it has much more character that she thought you’d appreciate.”  

We ascended a wide staircase and followed our guide one flight up and down a corridor. 

“I think you should have everything you need, but if not, please let me know,” she said opening a door. “I have a small office near the lounge on the ground floor. Madame left a dish of homemade dog biscuits for Rufus next to the bed, and he is, of course welcome to attend classes with you. He looks very well-behaved.” My human’s usual rejoinder to this was generally something snarky like “define well-behaved” or “looks can be deceiving,” but in this case, she bit her tongue. “The house sits on rather a large piece of property so there are plenty of walks for you and Rufus to enjoy. When you’ve finished unloading, you can park your car around back and you’ll find a key to the front door in the nightstand drawer. Also, I don’t know if you smoke, but it is not permitted inside the house.” And with that she briskly took herself off to attend to important dogsbodying business elsewhere.

I took a good look around. It was a well-proportioned room that, like the entry hall, featured some good pieces of Federal style furniture, but here it was blended with a soupçon of Empire, no doubt a nod to Madame’s heritage. There was a large, comfortable-looking bed covered in an attractive quilted bedspread. My human immediately draped a sheet over it. I have observed that humans have many misconceptions about me, and while many of them revolve around the laughable idea that a true endurance athlete like myself is actually lazy or that my substantial size merits the use of a saddle, the most pernicious of them all is the belief that since I am not shaggy, I will not shed.

I shed.

And not only do I shed, but even a casual brush along my flank will result in some very attractive red hair adhering to your wardrobe. The result is that whenever we stay anywhere, my human is forced to drape the room with a care and precision that would have made Christo proud.

And while she made what I thought was rather unseemly haste to cover the nice rugs and chairs, I quickly ascertained that the mattress was to my liking before wandering off to investigate the small ensuite bathroom. I was relieved to see that it had a shower but no tub, which meant that I was in no danger of being bathed again. I had had my usual pre-trip wash, but in my experience you can’t be too careful.

“Let’s go, Rufus, you can help me unload,” said my human. What she really meant was that she had no intention of leaving me alone to shake my head and fling drool all over the walls and ceiling. There is a reason she always travels with piles of washcloths to wipe my face. There is also a reason that she’s not over-enthusiastic about accepting any more gifts from her mother.

We returned to the car, and while my human was considering in what order to unload our (my) stuff, a broad-shouldered, sunburned man approached.

“Ya need a hand there, miss?” he said in a voice bearing strong notes of the Antipodes. 

“Yes, thank you. I probably do if you wouldn’t mind.” 

“A pleasure. Always happy to help a lady, especially one with such a crackin’ dog. I’m Jack, by the way.” He extended a large hand that, like the rest of him, seemed to be constructed on rather a grand plan.

“I’m Cressida,” said my human, shaking his paw. “And this is Rufus.” Since I refused to learn to shake, it being entirely too close for comfort to learning obedience commands, I nose-wanded his pants instead, which left a gratifying trail of slime up his leg.

“That’s an unusual name for a Yank.”

“I’m just happy not to have been called Ophelia or Perdita or worse; my father taught Shakespearean literature. Oh no! Look what Rufus has done to your pants. I’m so sorry.” She grabbed a fresh drool rag from the pile in the car and handed it to him. Then she pulled out the one she habitually had tucked into her waistband and used it to vigorously wipe my snout. 

“No worries. What kind of dog is he? I don’t think there are dogs like him in Australia.” 

“I don’t think there are dogs like him anywhere,” said my human giving me a piercing look. “But he’s a bloodhound. They were bred to find people, but I’m afraid the only thing Rufus finds are their pants legs and the things no one wants him to find.” It was unclear whether she was referring to the dead body I found on our last trip or to the pile of manure I found on a recent tow through Central Park. Jack smiled. Either he had a sense of humor or else had a raccoon that wanted finding. “Anyway, I’m afraid most of this is his and those big bags of food are rather heavy. He eats a lot.”

"Well mate,” he said, giving me a pat, “you’ve landed in the right spot then. There’s bound to be heaps to eat.”

“Do you work here?” asked my human.

“Nah, just here for the course.”

“Oh, do you live in the U.S.? Australia seems a long way to come for a cooking course.” It was a legitimate question to ask, especially of someone like Jack, who looked like he’d be more comfortable wrangling kangaroos than crock pots. 

“I live in Melbourne,” was all he said as he grabbed two large bags of kibble out of the back of the car. If my human expected more of an explanation about what had brought him halfway around the world to a cooking school in Connecticut, he wasn’t offering one. Perhaps he was just another foodie dazzled by the prospect of tutelage by a celebrity like Chef Craonne. It was a testament to his fame that even my human, who was about as interested in cooking as I was in obedience, had heard of him. 

“We’ve only come from New York, but with all of Rufus’s stuff it looks like we’ve come for a month instead of a week. It would have taken me ages to unload without your help.”

“No worries; like I said, I’m always happy to help out.” 

“I hope that extends to cooking. I’m pretty terrible at it. The course is a gift from my mother, and the school belongs to her friend, so I’m afraid I’ll embarrass them both.”

"I’m not sure I’ll be much use in that department. OK, got the food. Lead the way."

My human elected to live dangerously by tying my leash around her waist so she could carry my feeding station with one arm and drag a large roller bag with the other. Bags of toys, rawhides, snacks, walking equipment, drool rags, cleaning products, air freshening products, towels, and yet more sheets, followed in stages.

“Has he got a bed?” Jack asked, noting its lack.

My human pointed. “Yes, a queen-sized one.” She had discussed with Ben the idea of bringing an air mattress for when I shoved her out of bed, but in the end decided against it when she realized that I’d probably just join her on it and shove her out of that one too. 

When everything was safely unloaded and the car parked, my human turned her attention to getting my stuff organized, if the construction of a toy pile can be said to be getting organized. She also filled one of my bowls with water and the other with the premium, organic kibble that was extravagantly expensive owing to the fact that its main ingredient was some large, free range, grass-fed animal. It tasted like roadkill mixed with sawdust. I ignored it like I usually do unless my human mixed it with some actual food she managed to stick under the broiler without burning. She herself subsisted on a combination of takeout and stuff that came out of cans and packages, augmented by the meals that Ben cooked. Any man who thinks a large, smelly, sheddy, drooly dog who habitually sits on him is a good thing and cooks to boot is a keeper in my opinion.

But I digress.

I eschewed the kibble–with the exception of the homemade dog biscuit that had been placed on its top–and turned my attention to demanding half of the buttered bagel and Swiss cheese sandwich my human was shoving into her face. Then I had a lengthy drink of water, wiped my face on her pants, and we were ready to explore the property.
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AS SOON AS MY HUMAN swapped out my 6-foot leash for my 20-foot walking leash, I shot out of the room like a bloodhound-shaped missile, hurtled down the stairs, and flew out the front door.

It was one of those bright, sunny, summer days that make a hound’s heart sing and his vocal cords follow suit. I quickly watered some ornamental shrubbery and then got down to the serious business of exploring my new surroundings. 

First, I discovered an extensive herb and vegetable garden that was protected by a wire mesh fence, which was an encouraging sign since it was likely there to keep out nibbling bunnies for whom I resolved to keep a sharp lookout. Next, and of even more importance, was a heavily fortified area from which I could hear the distinct sounds of clucking. And while this meant that my morning scramble would be delectably fresh and free-range, it also caused my human to drag me away lest I decide to follow up the bagel and Swiss with a bit of poultry for dessert. 

We were just crossing a sweeping lawn towards some large, heavy-boughed shade trees when we were hailed from behind.

We turned to see an exquisite young woman with flowing fair hair and a gauzy blouse jogging towards us. She looked like a perfume commercial.

“Can I pet your dog?” she asked breathlessly when she reached us. “I’ve never seen a basset hound that large.” Although the school and its owner were French, it was obvious that my admirer didn’t speak the language since basset means low and my human was struggling to remove my paws from the upper part of the woman’s body.

“Yes, you can pet him, but he’s actually a bloodhound.” 

‘I’ve never met a bloodhound before!” she exclaimed as she accepted a spare washcloth from my human.

“That’s probably a good thing,” said my human, wiping my snout.

No question about it, the woman was breathtaking, and not in the way that I was when I sat on your chest or made you run a four-minute mile at the end of my leash. She was tall and slender with thick, corn-colored hair, deep blue eyes, flawless skin and the symmetrical bone structure of a model. That’s not to say my human was any slouch in the looks department either; she had a nice figure–although if she could put on more weight she would have a much better chance of controlling me, but since I ate half her food, the odds were against it–lovely auburn hair, and expressive green eyes that were capable of flashing emerald fire at anyone who had the temerity to either insult or annoy me. But no question, the woman who was now massaging my neck was as much of a head turner as I was.

“Are you a very good cook?” asked my human as we continued our stroll. “I’m worried that I won’t be able to keep up with everyone. The classes are a gift from my mother; I think she’s secretly worried that my boyfriend will desert me if I can’t cook.”

“At least you have one. A boyfriend, I mean. I’m hoping that being a better cook will help me in that department. Maybe it’s true that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. It’s worth a shot.” Being male myself, I’d say that the way to a man’s heart is in a different place entirely, but no question, food is important. It’s why they invented takeout and gourmet fish stores.

“If that were the case, I’d never have gotten a date, let alone a boyfriend. But I’m surprised you’re having trouble; I would have thought they’d be lining up.”

“For hookups, absolutely. No trouble there. But they don’t stick around very long. New York guys are much more interested in being seen with someone they think is pretty than in being in a relationship with one, so when the novelty is gone, so are they. I’m looking at cooking purely as a male retention tool. How did you and your boyfriend meet?” 

“In a very old-fashioned way, I’m afraid. My cousin is my boyfriend’s best friend from school, and he introduced us. I’m lucky that Ben likes to cook and doesn’t care that I can’t. The only one who cares is my mother. And possibly Rufus.” 

The lonesome beauty gave me a speculative glance. “Maybe I should get a bloodhound. You must meet tons of guys with a dog like him and without even scrolling and swiping.”

My human looked down at the new smear of drool I had left on her pants. “I wouldn’t recommend it. No question, guys like the look of him, but when they actually get to know him they leave skid marks.” People who encounter a patch of my drool on the floor usually do. It’s as lubricious as it is invisible, so you don’t know it’s there until you hit the deck and I sit on your stomach. “Bloodhounds are loud, opinionated, and messy. Or at least Rufus is.”

“Then why did you get him?”

My human sighed. Something she does frequently when talking about me. 

“My mother. He was another one of her gifts. She thought New York was dangerous and that I needed protection, and since she has a friend who’s a bloodhound breeder and since bloodhounds are large...well you get the idea. But the only thing, Rufus protected me from were second dates. Until Ben. The first time they met, Rufus poked him in the crotch, shook drool all over his clothes, and bayed in his face. Ben thought it was hysterical, and two minutes later they were wrestling on the floor. Sometimes I’m not sure if Ben is dating me or Rufus.” Personally, I think it’s me, but then again I like to think that I am responsible for most of the good things in my human’s life. 

“Maybe I’ll just stick to cooking.”

“Good choice. But speaking of which, I should get back. Our orientation starts soon, and I have to clean Rufus up and get his shorter leash for class. I’m Cressida, by the way.”

“Carolina,” she said. “Rufus is coming to class?”

“Yes, Madame d’Aubert is another one of my mother’s helpful friends, and she said that Rufus was welcome to come to class. In fact, she practically insisted on it, which is a shame really since if I’d been forced to leave him alone in a room all day, it would have been an excuse not to come. I would say that Rufus can eat my failures except that even he usually won’t eat my cooking.”

She sighed again.
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OWING TO THE FACT THAT I might have engaged in some forcible dilly dallying, while we were not actually late to our kitchen orientation, we were the last ones to arrive. All eyes in the large room turned towards us as we entered. Even the ones that were watching a man’s head on a large screen that was on wheels. I bayed at it. 

“Welcome, come in”, said a strong-featured, middle-aged man who was standing next to the screen. Given that his voice had the gravitas of the English spoken across the pond, I deduced that he was none other than Basil Barnes. “You must be Rufus and Cressida.” I mean you didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to know that we could hardly be anyone else. 

Chef Barnes was standing behind a long counter on which there were burners, cutting boards, knives, and a plethora of other implements and gadgets so beloved of modern chefs. In back of him, there was a whiteboard on which was written:

Basil Barnes: Head Chef, Curriculum, and Operations

Hugues Craonne: Guest Chef 

Jenny O’Dell: Pastry and Dessert Chef 

Hugues Ouiselle (remote): Guest Chef

There was a woman seated off to the side, by some sliding glass doors that led to the grounds, who I assumed was Chef O’Dell. She had a stern and no-nonsense air about her that reminded me of the multitude of dog trainers I had sent packing. Still, she didn’t look like someone a human would want to cross. I gathered that the sharp-eyed looking gentleman with the trim mustache on the mobile screen was Chef Ouiselle. But my fellow guest of honor, Chef Craonne, appeared to be MIA.

“Please find a station so we can begin,” said our host. 

We slipped into a vacancy between a young woman who had bright red lips and straight bobbed hair that was blonde on one side and black on the other and a pudgy, intense-looking young man with a shock of dark curls. 

“Angelo,” he said, introducing himself to my human, after he tore himself away from the arresting sight of me.

“Wait!” exclaimed our parti-color haired companion. “Isn’t Rufus the dog who...” 

“Yes,” replied my human. Generally, sentences that begin with “isn’t he the dog who” can be safely answered in the affirmative. Some of the other students clearly weren’t as clued in, however.

“Rufus is the bloodhound who solved the murder at that wedding at Crackshaw Castle,” she explained to the class. “He’s a celebrity. It was all over social media.” At the mention of the c word, phones automatically pointed themselves in my direction. 

“Please class, quiet. As I was saying, I am Chef Basil Barnes and this is Chef Jenny O’Dell. And as I’m sure some of you know, in Madame d’Aubert’s absence her place will be taken by Chef Hugues Craonne who needs no introduction, although he hasn’t seen fit to show up. But I’m pleased to tell you that we will have another famous French chef joining us this week also. Chef Hugues Ouiselle of L’Auberge de Belette has kindly offered to talk to us remotely from Paris. He will be lecturing on ingredients and techniques in French cooking, and we hope he will also say something about some of his renowned specialties, including his celebrated squid soufflé with orange blossom sauce and puree of mashed frog.”

“Will Chef Craonne be teaching us how to make his meat sauce?” asked Angelo. He turned to my human, “I’m going to be a contestant on a cooking show, and it would give me a huge advantage in the competition.” 

“You will have to ask him that when and if he decides to grace us with his presence,” responded Chef Barnes with a nasty look on his face. “Now in our morning sessions, we will be teaching you how to prepare a classic French dish. You will find the recipes on the tablets by each station, and all the necessary equipment will be either on the station or in the drawers beneath. Additionally, there are aprons of various sizes along the wall.”

“Are there any that will fit Rufus?” asked the woman who knew all about me. “He had custom clothing at Crackshaw Castle.” I bayed. This was a sore point with me, since my human had brought some of it back with us to New York and from time to time it made its unwelcome appearance.

“I’m afraid Rufus will have to improvise,” said Chef Barnes. “Class will begin promptly at nine tomorrow. Now let me walk you through what you will be learning and then afterwards aperitifs will be served in the lounge.” 

While Angelo took copious notes in the curiously old-fashioned way, with pen and paper, my human tried not to fall asleep. This was tough because I was snoring loudly at her feet. The upshot: mornings were devoted to a classic French main course taught by Chef Craonne, afternoons were devoted to lectures by Chef Ouiselle following which there would be a lesson in dessert-making by award-winning Chef Jenny O’Dell.

I was awakened from my slumbers by a general sense of movement. I got to my feet, executed a post nap shake of the head which had the effect of clearing the cobwebs from my brain and restoring all my folds and wrinkles to their proper places. It would also have had the effect of flinging a quantity of drool, but my human and her washcloth got there first. It was a good thing too, because I was immediately set upon by those wishing to take selfies with me and hear a firsthand account of how I caught a killer.

When we finally made it to the lounge, it appeared to be a large and comfortable room that was abundantly supplied with cushy chairs, overstuffed couches, mahogany tables, and plenty of space to stand around and mix and mingle. At the moment, however, all the mixing and mingling was taking place at one end of the room where there was a polished wooden bar upon which numerous bottles were displayed.

“D’y have a coldie, mate?” said our Australian friend to the individual who seemed to be in charge of the pouring out. Judging by the look of consternation on the bartender’s face, I’d say the answer to that was no. 

“A beer, mate,” said Jack, thinking the barman had misunderstood.

“Ah, of course,” he replied, the clouds clearing from his face. He produced a glass of ruby red liquid.

“Crikey, what’s this then?”

“You asked for a Byrrh,” said the man, showing him the large Caves Byrrh bottle.”

But Jack wasn’t the only one of our fellow students who were either puzzled by or dissatisfied with the drink selection on tap. That’s not to say that there weren’t some familiar tipples like kir (royal and regular), and in a nod to the Italians, Campari and Aperol, but most of what was on offer was not your standard issue American fare. And maybe not standard issue in other places either.

“Whiskey?” asked an Asian man with a prominent blue streak in his shaggy black hair as he bounced up to the bar.

“Certainly not. Hard liquor numbs the palate,” said Chef Jenny O’Dell sharply from behind him.

“Do you have any Fagne?” asked a small, agile, dark-haired man with a moustache and a shrewd face.

“No,” came the response.

“Anything else Belgian, then?”

“Mussels and frites aren’t an apéritif,” said the man with a snicker. The dark-haired man shot him a vicious look and stalked off with a Lillet.

My human pined for a Tanqueray and tonic, or maybe even a Rufus (Tanqueray minus the tonic) but had to content herself with a Kir Royale.

“Which drink do you think looks the most French?” asked Carolina, coming up beside us. 

“Probably whatever they’re drinking in Brooklyn these days,” said my human.

Meanwhile, across the room, the woman with the black and blond hair was busy arranging a ring-lit tableau on one of the dark wooden tables. It consisted of a charcuterie board, a dish of mixed olives, a dish of nuts, and a glass of either Campari or Aperol that she kept switching between.

I decided her activities definitely merited my attention and walked my human over to investigate.

“Which color pops more, do you think?” she asked, showing my human photo images of each. “Aesthetically, I’m leaning more towards the red one< and Aperol is so overdone these days anyway.”

“Both are pretty,” said my human, who wasn’t being wishy-washy it’s just that her skills were much more verbal than visual. “Are you a photographer?”

“No, I’m a social media chef. I’ve got almost a million followers, so you might have seen some of my stuff. I’m Cooking with Cassandra.” She again regarded the table critically before removing the Aperol. “It’s still missing something. I know! Can you take off Rufus’s leash and have him lie down, just over there,” she said, indicating a spot next to the table. 

My human shook her head ruefully. “I’m afraid Rufus isn’t really the kind of dog who does things on command.” But obviously since my human assured the woman I wouldn’t do it, I did it. Making her look foolish is one of my superpowers. 

“That’s perfect,” said my admirer as I lay down in the desired spot and posed photogenically for the camera. She gave my human the funny look people always gave her when I performed some feat she insisted I wouldn’t. 

“Aren’t you afraid he’ll help himself?” asked an energetic young man with sandy hair and a ready smile who was one of several people watching. “Or doesn’t he like charcuterie?” 

“Rufus doesn’t usually steal food,” said my human. Usually being the operative word. But she knows me well enough to know that I generally consider the wholesale stealing of food to be beneath me. The contents of her underwear drawer not so much, however. “Rufus prefers to be served; I think he likes the personal touch.”  

“I’m Callum, by the way.”

“I’m Cressida. And this is Cassandra,” she said, gesturing to my photographer.

“No, my name is Ellen,” she said, and then seeing my human’s puzzled look, she added, “I mean would anyone really watch a show called Cooking with Ellen?” 

Further discussion on this point or any other was halted when an electric stir swept through the room and a commanding presence in immaculate chef’s whites broke through the circle around us. 

“Alors, c’est merveilleux to see this fine old French breed who receives the much deserved admiration,” declared Chef Craonne with Gallic pride in an accent that managed to be both charming and intimidating.

“But the Chien de St Hubert, he is not French, he is Belgian,” declared our Fagne-deprived friend indignantly.

They exchanged a torrent of French words, probably bad ones.

“Non! It was the glorious knights of France who brought ce chien magnifique from the Holy Land to the Monastery of St. Hubert,” asserted Chef Craonne. Being a magnificent dog, like most things, sounds even better in French.

“This is completely true. And the Monastaire, it is in Belgium, so voilà. He is a dog of Belgium.” 

“That is absurd, LaFlamme. Belgium, this is not a real country but only a ridiculous invention of the nineteenth century. Why it exists, no one knows. But the territory of the monastery, it was French. And so is le Chien de St. Hubert.” 

The attack on his country was not well received, but before the Belgian could reply, a new voice added itself to the argument.

“The question is irrelevant,” said Chef Barnes. “It is a well-established fact that the English developed the modern bloodhound after they were brought over by William the Conqueror.”

“Mais oui, but the Belge, he has a point,” said the talking head on the screen that accompanied Chef Barnes.

Chef spun around. “What the hell is he doing here!” 

“When I discovered you teach here, I also, offer my services. It is important to the students of Madame d’Aubert to learn to prepare the French food in the correct way and not the way that is poorly instructed by you. Everyone who really knows food, they come from all over the world to taste my sublime soufflé d’encornet.”

“No one cares about your disgusting little squid anymore, Ouiselle. They come now to La Boîte de Craonne to experience the magnificence of La Sauce à la Viande Mystérieuse.”

“Isn’t that a sauce of mystery meat?” whispered Ellen to my human. 

“I don’t think it translates very well,” she replied.

“Mystery ingredient, pfoof!” said Chef Ouiselle, making that small derisive noise common amongst the French that is the equivalent of the bloodhound snort. “It is nothing more than a fake and a scheme to destroy my restaurant. You will not succeed.” 

“And you will not succeed in selling garbage that belongs in a bin as food,” said Chef Craonne. And with that, he grabbed a colorful throw from the couch and tossed it over the screen.

“They don’t seem to like each other very much,” said my human to Callum.

“That’s an understatement. You must not follow culinary news. The War of the Hugues is a pretty big deal. They opened their restaurants the same year and have been mortal enemies ever since. You name it, reviewers, Michelin men, the Parisian public, they’ve all been going back and forth between them like tennis balls at Wimbledon. Chef Ouiselle’s latest creation, the encornet, reigned supreme until the unveiling of the meat sauce. So now L’Auberge de Belette is empty while La Boîte de Craonne is packed.”

“And while I have you here, Craonne,” said Chef Barnes, “what the bloody hell is the meaning of the lock on one of our refrigerator doors?”

“I bring from Paris the ingredients for my meat sauce.” This caused a frisson of excitement to ripple around the room. “And now,” said Chef Craonne, “I turn all my attention to this most magnificent example of the French”—here he emphasized the word French—"Chien de St. Hubert. Would Monsieur le Chien like a piece of saucisson sec, perhaps?” he asked, presenting me with a tasty-looking morsel of dried sausage from the charcuterie board.

I bayed in the affirmative and peeled back my lips and delicately removed the sausage from his fingers. Appearances aside, I am a dainty eater. Now I know that many canines favor the chomp and swallow method of food ingestion, but unless it’s some contraband my human is threatening to relieve me of, I am not one of them. I am a leisurely eater and reserve my approbation only for those items that meet my standards, which I’m pleased to say the saucisson did. I bayed and looked meaningfully at the board. Chef smiled and complied. Humans usually did.

“I have a Grand Bleu de Gascogne. Do you know it Madame Cressida?”

I liked the fact that he addressed my human with the more respectful “Madame,” however inaccurate it was with respect to her marital status. Nevertheless, I thought a Grand Bleu de Gascogne sounded more like a cheese than a dog, which made me happy that I was a Chien de St. Hubert, although naming me after a saint might be even more of a stretch than calling my human Madame.

“No, I’m afraid I don’t,” she answered.

“It is a fine hunting breed almost as old and as large as the St. Hubert. I think Clovis and Monsieur Rufus would have much to discuss.” I liked the way he pronounced my name since Roof-oos sounds a lot like refuse. I could see why people found the French accent so charming. 

“Does Monsieur Rufus hunt?” 

“Unfortunately, no,” said my human with a smile. “I don’t think hunting people trying to picnic in the park counts.”

“That is a great pity. Clovis and I, we hunt every day when I am in the country. Eh bien, Monsieur Rufus, you must keep a good appetite for dinner. I prepare for you the excellent navarin d’agneau
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