The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time

By Simon Stephens

Plot Synopsis (spoiler alert!) 
Act 1

As the play opens, Christopher, a 15-year-old boy, and his neighbour, Mrs. Shears, stand over the body of a dead dog, fatally stabbed with a gardening fork. She asks him what he did to her dog, Wellington, convinced that Christopher is to blame. At the same time—as Mrs. Shears angrily swears at Christopher and shouts at him to get away from her dog—Siobhan, Christopher’s teacher, reads aloud from a book written by Christopher, narrating and reflecting on the main story as it unfolds. Through her reading, Christopher introduces himself, stating that he “knows every prime number up to 7507.” Siobhan continues to read his narration on and off throughout the scene.

Once more, Mrs. Shears yells at Christopher to get away from her dog. This greatly upsets and overwhelms Christopher, who begins to scream and then curls into a ball, moaning. Just then, a police officer shows up and questions Christopher about the dog’s killing. The boy soon becomes agitated and starts groaning again, as a coping mechanism. The officer is frustrated, and tries to lift Christopher by the arm. Being touched causes Christopher to scream and hit the officer. He is taken down to the station and questioned further.

Christopher’s father, Ed, arrives to pick him up from the station. He holds his hand up to the boy with his fingers outstretched. They touch fingertips. The narration of Christopher’s book informs us that his father is his sole caretaker because his mother has died. Christopher is now talking to Ed about space, and the true shape of the Milky Way. The police officers explain that the boy is being given a “caution,” a warning that next time anything happens the consequences will be more serious. Later, Christopher tells his father that he didn’t kill Wellington, and that he is determined to uncover the true culprit. Ed tells him to forget about it and mind his own business. Siobhan then narrates Christopher’s recollection of the day he learned of his mother’s death: He comes home from school to find his mother gone, then proceeds upstairs to play Tetris. His father returns home and notes his wife’s absence. Then, he too leaves, telling Christopher he’s not sure how long he’ll be gone. When he comes back, he tells the boy his mother has been hospitalized for a heart condition.

At school, Christopher is informing Siobhan of Wellington’s death, and his plan to investigate this crime. She tries to deter him from this idea, urging him to adhere to his father’s advice. He explains that he still intends to solve the mystery, at which point Siobhan suggests that he write it as a story. Christopher agrees. Meanwhile, Christopher’s memory of learning of his mother’s death continues. This time, his father informs Christopher that she has suffered a heart attack. Ed does not give any further details to Christopher. 

That night, Christopher visits Mrs. Shears. She is not pleased to learn about his investigation into her dog’s murder, and tells him to stay away. Nevertheless, Christopher begins gathering information on Wellington’s murder, questioning neighbours while Ed watches a football game on TV. Most of the neighbours have nothing to say to him. The elderly Mrs. Alexander, though, engages him in conversation and offers him cake and biscuits. While waiting for her, Christopher gets nervous that she has called the cops and leaves.

At school with Siobhan, Christopher describes his theory that Wellington’s killer was someone known to the dog (and to Mrs. Shears). This leads him to the conclusion that the estranged Mr. Shears is his prime suspect. That day, Ed visits Christopher’s school to equest that he be permitted to take his A-Level exams in Mathematics. Mrs. Gascoyne, a school administrator, tries to discourage them, but both Ed and Christopher are stubborn, refusing to “take no for an answer.”

That night, Ed finds out that Christopher has continued on with his investigation. Angrily, he makes Christopher promise he will give up his “bloody detective game.” Later, when Christopher sees Mrs. Alexander again, she asks why he disappeared the other day. As they talk, the boy brings up Mr. Shears. Mrs. Alexander is surprised to hear him refer to his mother as being dead, and reveals to Christopher that his mother was having an affair with Mr. Shears. Christopher is unconcerned with this information, because his mother is dead and Mr. Shears is gone—to him, therefore, the affair is irrelevant. Christopher recalls a memory of his mother. She is swimming, urging her son to join in. She ducks underwater for a while, which scares Christopher. In response, she holds her fingers spread out to calm him, and Christopher touches them with his own. In the next scene, Ed finds and reads the book Christopher has been working on. He learns that he has spoken to Mrs. Alexander, and knows of his mother’s affair. He confronts Christopher and the two begin fighting. Ed becomes exasperated and grabs Christopher, causing his son to scream and lash out. Christopher briefly loses consciousness, and Ed apologizes for becoming violent. He reminds the boy that he loves him, but refuses to return his book when asked.

Christopher searches for the book when his father goes to work. He finds it, along with many unopened letters addressed to him from his mother, Judy. They are postmarked well after her alleged death. He reads them the next day, learning that his mother is actually alive and living with Mr. Shears in London. Ed eventually discovers Christopher with the letters and comes clean. Not only does he admit to lying about Judy’s departure, he also confesses that he killed Wellington after Mrs. Shears rebuffed his advances. The news that Ed has killed Wellington is too much for Christopher, who fears his father could also be capable of killing him. He resolves to run away to live with his mother and Mr. Shears, memorizing their address from the envelopes. 

Act 2

Before disembarking to London, Christopher asks Mrs. Alexander to watch his pet rat, Toby, for him. The woman becomes concerned and asks to call Ed, which prompts Christopher to leave suddenly, bringing Toby with him. He returns home, takes his father’s credit card, and heads for the train station. Once there, he is distracted and agitated by all the incoming stimuli from signs, speakers, and people. His dazed behavior attracts the attention of the Station Policeman, who directs him to the ticket booth. He successfully buys a ticket, but is apprehended again by the Station Policeman, who has now learned that Christopher’s father is looking for him. The boy runs from the policeman, and they both wind up on the train. Christopher hides on a luggage shelf and managers to evade the cop until exiting in London.

Once again, Christopher is overcome by waves of sights and sounds. He imagines his father pleading with him to give up and come home. He presses on, reiterating that he cannot return home because Ed “told a lie” and killed Wellington. At the train platform, Toby gets loose near the tracks. Christopher gets down to find him, putting himself in danger and frightening other commuters. Eventually, he manages to get off at his stop; he purchases a map and sets off to his mother’s address. When Judy and Roger (Mr. Shears) arrive home, Christopher is waiting in their flat hallway. She is excited and shocked to see her son, and assures him that he can stay with the couple for as long as he needs. Learning that Ed told Christopher she was dead, Judy becomes emotional and asks to hold the boy’s hand. He refuses. A police officer shows up and decides that it’s okay for Christopher to stay with his mother, as long as she gives permission. Later, Ed arrives to apologize to his son and ask him to come back with him to Swindon. Christopher points his Swiss Army knife at him and doesn’t respond to his comments. Ed leaves, saying “I’ll be back.”

In the morning, Judy and Roger quarrel about Christopher staying with them—until Christopher announces that he must return to Swindon anyway, for his exam. Judy explains that this won’t be possible, but the boy is insistent. He wanders outside that night. Judy finds him and warns him never to scare her like that again. In the morning, Judy tells Roger that she’s been fired from her job for missing two days of work. She gives Christopher a popsicle and tells him that she’s called the school and postponed his exam until next year. The boy screams and throws the popsicle away. He becomes unresponsive and refuses to eat or drink. Roger scolds him for being selfish and not caring about the consequences of his actions. He angrily grabs at the boy, who rolls into a ball while Judy rushes in to stop Roger. Following Roger’s outburst, Judy packs a suitcase and leaves with Christopher for Swindon. They return to Ed’s house, and she explains that they will be staying there, as it’s “her house too.” Ed opts to stay with his coworker, leaving them the house. Now that they are in town, Judy and Christopher try to convince the school to allow him to take his exam as scheduled. They let him sit for the exam, but Christopher is exhausted and has trouble focusing on the questions.

After a small jump forward in time (perhaps a week or two), Christopher and his mother now rent a flat together in Swindon. He is still uncomfortable around his father, with whom he stays for a couple of hours each school day. His father buys a puppy for Christopher to help care for when he’s there—a gesture meant to make amends to the boy and for what Ed did to Wellington. Christopher loves the dog and names it Sandy.

A few months later, Christopher receives his exam results. He has achieved the highest-possible grade, an A*. He tells Siobhan that he is getting along better with Ed, and details his plans for his future. He wants to attend university in a different town, taking only Sandy (Toby has died from old age), his computer, and his books. He says he wants to be a scientist, and he knows he will succeed because he solved the mystery of Wellington, found his mother, and wrote a book. He asks Siobhan if she thinks that means he can do anything. She doesn’t respond, but the two stare at each other until the lights go down and the play ends.

After the curtain, Christopher comes out again and explains to the audience how he solved a math question from his exam.
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