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Cynthia 

By Jay Barnett 
 

 

 

I‟m stood to the left of the burger van, downwind so I can catch a whiff of the frying 

onions. Dean insists on breakfast here every morning. I prefer cornflakes before 

leaving the house. 

 

We‟re on our way to fit a kitchen on the Hindle Housing Estate. We work for the 

council doing that sort of thing. Kitchens, light fittings, carpets. We paint the odd door 

too. The general upkeep of the many council properties inhabited by the pleasant, 

and sometimes not so pleasant; residents on low incomes, incapacity benefits or 

other types of welfare. I am in essence on her majesty‟s service.  

 

“A bit like James Bond,” I sometimes joke. “But only a little bit.”  

 

Dean starts the van, calls me over and away from the whiff of fried onions. 

 

We‟re off to fit a kitchen. It‟s for a man called John, he lives in a small one bed house 

with his dog Cynthia. She‟s a crossbreed of one thing or another, perhaps some 

Greyhound in her.   

 

It takes me the best part of a week to realise she‟s one of a kind.  

 

I never ask too many questions but from what I gather John is on some sort of 

incapacity benefit. He doesn‟t appear to have a job and is probably an alcoholic. He 

gives us the key to come and go as we please. We get there around nine. Cynthia 

runs at us sniffing, shifting about excitedly like dogs do with strangers. But she 

doesn‟t bark. 
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John offers us tea. 

 

“Or you can have a cider if you fancy,” he says, pouring himself a glass for breakfast. 

 

He spends most of the day sitting in the front room listening to Gary Numan records 

and getting drunk. 

 

I don‟t notice anything out of the ordinary. The music filters out of the front room, a 

distant synth-pop backdrop to Dean‟s choice of radio station in the kitchen. Back to 

back playlist pop interspersed with the odd naff advertisement. 

 

“Tune!”  He occasionally shouts. And I screw a wheel to another beige drawer. 

 

 

 

At around four John shuffles into the kitchen. 

 

“Right fellas, just taking Cynth‟ for a walk,” he says. "Lock up when you‟re done.” 

 

And that‟s the last we see of him until the next day.  

 

 

 

That evening we drive the van home past the Mulberry Tavern two streets away and 

there‟s Cynthia tied to the drainpipe outside. 

 

It‟s Tuesday that I notice her bark.  

 

After Dean‟s trip to the burger van and my 10 minutes of fried onions in the air, we 

make way for John‟s. Cynthia approaches excited again and she lets out a bark this 

time, but only one. 
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We make for the kitchen. I lift a loose bit of skirting to switch the kettle on, all the time 

Cynthia hopping about sniffing at our feet. Dean flicks the radio into action. It greets 

us with a Girls Aloud cover version. The kettle comes to the boil and Dean suddenly 

remembers he‟s left the drill at home. He goes to pick it up and asks could I fit the 

handles on the cupboards while he‟s gone. 

 

“I might,” I think to myself.  

 

Cynthia‟s gone into the other room now. I turn the radio off and stare into my cup of 

tea, pensive and tired. Then out of the silence comes one of her barks.  

 

It makes me jump a little.  

 

I finish my tea to within an inch and slat the cold dregs in the bin. There‟s no sink yet. 

I‟m in no rush to start screwing handles in doors so I flick through the paper Dean 

has bought. Some headline regarding a murder. I turn to the sport on the back page. 

Not a huge fan but I always prefer reading about the football than about someone 

getting their head kicked in. I browse the results, ponder with some surprise at big 

teams losing to smaller ones. For a good few minutes I look across the numbers 

when, out of the blue, comes another of Cynthia‟s barks. Solitary, crisp. 

 

I start on the handles. 

 

Dean returns some 20 minutes later, throws his drill on the side and switches the 

radio on. 

 

“Tune!” he says.  

 

“I‟d rather listen to the dog bark,” I think to myself. And so I do. For the rest of the 

day I listen to the dog bark, and it comes like an alarm on snooze. Every now and 

again. Just one, always one. 

 

Wednesday is when I work it out. 
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Every 10 minutes or so Cynthia lets out a single bark. I decide to time the space 

between them. It‟s more interesting than listening to Dean‟s philosophies on 

immigration and same sex marriage, if nothing else. 

 

Cynthia barks. It‟s 11:03 and 37 seconds.  

 

Cynthia barks. It‟s 11:14 and 37 seconds. 

 

Cynthia barks. It‟s 11:25 and 37 seconds. 

 

According to my Casio G-Shock, Cynthia barks every 11 minutes. To the split 

second. 

 

 

 

Thursday morning, I‟m copping a smell of the onions at the burger van. Dean eats 

his Bacon sarnie faster than ever and we‟re off to John‟s. 

 

Again I time Cynthia all day. And again she lets out one single bark every 11 minutes. 

On the money. She‟s never out, not by a millisecond. 

 

What is she? 

 

That evening on the way home we drive past the Mulberry Tavern. Cynthia, tied to 

the drainpipe, cocks her head up to watch the van go by. I see her bark in the rear 

view mirror.  

 

17:50 and 37 seconds on my Casio. 

 

“That dog barks every 11 minutes you know.” I say to Dean. 

 

He winds down his window to wolf whistle a blonde crossing the road, he turns to 

me. 
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“What‟s that?” He asks. 

 

“Doesn‟t matter,” I say. 

 

 

  

Friday, we‟re back at John‟s.  

 

I‟m timing Cynthia again. All the time I‟m listening for changes in her bark but there 

are none. Every 11 minutes, I would have bet, to the billionth of a second. She even 

lets out a short muted „ruff‟ as she sleeps. Every 11 minutes, on the money.  

 

“Got a funny bark, hasn‟t she?” I say to John. 

 

“Got funny jokes too „ant ya! Tell him the one about the Englishman, the Scotsman 

and the postman,” he says, and laughs. 

 

From the response I gather that John doesn‟t have the foggiest about how 

unbelievably unique his beast really is. He shuffles off to listen to Gary in the front 

room. 

 

Dean and I pack our stuff up for the week. Surveying the kitchen it looks like we‟ll be 

back on Monday to tie up a few loose ends. Dean drives whilst planning his weekend 

on the phone. He says things like „Buzz‟ and „Get on it‟. 

 

I see a smoker pat Cynthia as we pass the Mulberry Tavern. According to my notes 

she‟s due to bark in 2 minutes. 

 

 

 

Over the weekend Cynthia is very much on my thoughts. I type „my dog barks every 

11 minutes‟ into Google and click search. The top hit is a dog training web page 

referring to an 11 year old Jack Russell that barks for 15 minutes whenever 

someone knocks at the door. 
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I type „My dog barks one single bark every 11 minutes exactly‟ into Google and hit 

search. This time I get legal advice on how to deal with the excessive barking of a 

neighbour‟s dog.  

 

It‟s apparent that Cynthia‟s condition isn‟t common. 

 

Maybe there are no barks. Maybe I‟m imagining the whole thing. Escapism from the 

kitchens and the carpets. The dimly lit rooms in squalid little flats. The bigoted 

colleagues and bad radio stations. 

 

But the battery in my watch can‟t lie. It was changed just two months ago. 

 

 

 

On Monday we‟re back at the burger van for Dean‟s breakfast. I love the smell of 

fried onions but how many more mornings can I put up with this? 

 

The kitchen is all but complete bar a few water pressure issues and loose cupboard 

doors. It takes approximately 11 barks to complete the work. We don‟t even see 

John. He‟s asleep the whole time. He coughs loud and long from the bedroom and 

doesn‟t sound healthy. Cynthia runs to the noise. 

 

As we‟re packing up our stuff Dean‟s phone bleeps. It‟s one of those joke texts. He 

laughs out loud 

 

“Listen to this,” he says. 

 

And goes on along the lines of, “how many immigrants does it take to...” Etc. Etc. 

 

At home watching TV that evening I feel melancholy. I‟m reminded of Ms Sutton, a 

classroom assistant we had at school when I was nine. She was probably only with 

us for a month but time moves slow for nine year olds. It felt like a year.  
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She left and I felt sad.  

 

I‟m imagining Cynthia moping round the little one bed council house alone by day, 

left outside the pub by night. 

 

What is she? Does the world need to know about Cynthia? Does the world want to 

know about Cynthia? What are the ramifications of a dog so specific? Perhaps she‟s 

not unique. Maybe she‟s autistic. Can dogs be autistic? There‟s a lot of questions in 

Cynthia.  

 

Maybe she also has the answers. That kind of information is valuable. A dog that 

barks as accurate as an atomic clock to every 11th minute has to be of some worth. 

The world‟s experts would pay a fortune to get her in the labs for a day. At the very 

least she could be rolled out as a side show attraction at the world‟s fairs. Either is 

better than fitting kitchens.  

 

Cynthia is valuable. John the alcoholic is sitting on a potential fortune. He doesn‟t 

know it, but I do. 

 

It‟s 9pm. I have a pretty good guess of where I can find her. 

 

I turn onto Pitt Street at around 10pm. I park just next to where the children like to 

play on the garage roofs. It‟s the opposite end to the Mulberry tavern. From where 

I‟m parked I can see Cynthia sat on the cold pavings, tied to the drainpipe.  

 

I walk toward the pub. As I approach I can hear the chatter and the jukebox filtering 

out through old bricks. I peer through the window. Beyond the neon Heineken sign 

John is sat heavy eyed, alone at the bar, his pint half full. 

 

Cynthia springs up, approaches me, sniffs curiously. From where I‟m stood she can‟t 

reach me. Her lead pulls tight. I stay just by the window in the half glow from the light 

inside.  

 

I peer beyond the beer sign. John sits unaltered, his drink untouched. 
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„You don‟t know what you‟ve got‟. I think to myself. 

 

 I move toward Cynthia, kneel down to her level, stroke her head. 

 

“I‟m done with painting doors, Cynthia,” I tell her “We‟ll have a good life you and me.” 

 

I reach over to untie her lead. 

 

“It‟s easy to steal dogs.” I think to myself. 

 

Cynthia steps back, looks up over my shoulder. I sense a presence blocking light 

from the window in the pub door. I stand up. 

 

It‟s John.  

 

He looks straight at me, sways on his paving stone, red-nosed, punch drunk. He has 

the appearance of a rotund Mark E Smith. He looks surprised to see me.  

 

“Alright fella,” he says. 

 

“Alright John,” I say. 

 

 And there‟s a moment‟s silence and then he walks off with his dog. 

 

I can hear the music from the pub - I think it‟s Steely Dan - muted and bassy through 

the brick. The smell of hops and beer fills the night air. It‟s a wonderful smell, one of 

my favourites.  

 

That and fried onions. 
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