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The Remains of the Dog

This novel’s hero is a 15-year-old autistic savant who's investigating a neighborhood killing. '

THE CURIOUS INCIDENT
OF THE DOG
IN THE NIGHT-TIME

By Mark Hoddon
Msxtrated 326 pp. New York:
Doudleday . £22 55

By Jay Mclnerney

NI difference between literature

and s Imizations might bo de-

fined tn any number of ways, but

let's be reckless, even elgist, and
propose that a Merary sovel reguires new
readisg skidls and teaches them within
ns pages, while a conventional novel —
whether it is abowt lawyers or professors or
smart single girls — deponds en our in-

hadits of reading and perception,
and ultimately confirms them & sadequate
10 our enderstandisg of the world around
us. Mark Hadden's stark, funny and oogs-
mal first sovel, “The Curiows Incident of the
Dog in the Night-Time,"” i presented as a
detective story. But it eschews most of the
furnishings of high-literary enterpeise as
well as the conventions of genre, disorient-
ing and reoriesting the reader to devastat-
Ing effect,

Fulteenryear<dd Christopher Boone of
Swindon, England, seems, at first glance,
an unpromising sarrator for a novel — a
curious hybrid of redable and unrelable.
By his ewn admission be doesn't like fic
tion. He Is Incapable of Iying, of under-
sanding metaphoe or jokes. He's also in-
capable of reading any bt the most basic
of b facial exprexs) “Usually peo-
ple Jook at you when they're talng to you.
1 know that they're working out what I'm
thinkesg, but 1 can't tell what they're think.
g It is ke being In a room: with a coe-
way mirroe i & spy Mm.™ His own rasge
of emotional response Is 5o limited ko
makes the repressed batler in Kazuo [shi
pero's “Remains of the Day™ ~ a novel
that this one resembles = ity elogant econ-
omy of meass — seem like Zorba the
Greck.

The book’s jacket copy idestifies him
as an autistic savamt, but Christopher tells
us all we need to know about his coadition
witheut reference o medical termmology
= Just a3 well, since the term "autiam'™
encompasses & variety of sympooms and
behavioral problemss that are stall baffling
bebavioral schentists. The American Psy-
chiatric Assoclation definition includes
“probloms with socisl interaction, verbal
and nosverbal communication and a re-
strictive repertolre of activities asd inter-
ety The proddems of autism are related
10 how the brain processes, organizes and
retrioves formation; Christopher com.
pares his own braln to a computer that is
casily overioaded by multitasking. He has
& photegraphic memory and &s capable of
working cut comphicated factoring prob-
lems in his head bat is so overwhelmed by
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eedamiliar visual or verbal stimuls that
sometimeos ho sButs down, bolding s
hands over his eyes or his cars while be
groans or screams, He abhors physical
conlact, new cavircoments and the colors
yellow and brown,

Hadden manages 10 bring us deep in-
side Christopher™s mind and alluales us
comfortably withia his Mmited, severely
logical point of view, to the extont that we
begin (0 guestion the common sense and the
erratic emsotionalism of the normal citizens
who surrossd him, as woll &5 cur own intul-
o and babits of perception.

Christopher’s mind is logical and liter-
al = the extreme; carly oa be suggests that
metaphor Is a form of lying. poeting out
that very few poople actually have skele-
tons in their closets or appdes In thedr eyes
“When | try and make a plcture of the
phrase & my head #t just confuses me be
Cause Imagming an appie In BmMecno’s eye
doesn't have anything 10 do with liking
someone a lot and It makes you forget what
the person was talking about™ Christo
pher’s iInability to tell lies is one of the many
reascns he hax difficully engaging in, or
undersianding, nocmal sockal Intercourse,
And his distaste for falsehood s one reason
bo doesn't like novels, excege for murder
mysteries, which are essentially puzxies,
Sherlock Nolmes being his literary hero —
though he has prodiems with Arthar Cosan
Doyle, Holmes's creator, who became in-
volved with spirfcualism later in life. Chris
topher's mind is purely schentsdic

One of the sublle ronles of the book,
given the evolution of the murder mystery
detective toward the tough guys of Ham-
mett and Chasdier, is that young Chrisso-
pher is siimately far more hard-botled
than any gumshoe in previous detective fic
thon; unlike Sam Spade or Nick Charles, he
has no sestimental streak, no underground
reservolr of emotional ientification with
other beman beings — although he s food
of degs.

When Christopher discovers by seigh-
bor's poodie dead, skewerod om a pitchfork,
he sots out 10 solve the mystery and to
write a true account of his detective work.
In 50 dotng be inadvertently stumbles upon
the messy, illegical, emeticaally compli-
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cated secrets of his parents and their
neightors. And eves as he is finally forced
10 come 10 some lmited accommodation of
this knowledge, be makes a kind of plae-
sble case for his own, ostensibly crippled
worldview. Perhaps the greatest saysiery
here #s whether Christopher s capable of
change = a question that goes to the heart
of certain deeply held comvictions about
characler. !

If all this scunds somewhat grim and
clintcal, #t's not. Christophee’s skewed per-
spoctive and flerce logic make him a
sperd straight man, if not necessanily a
sellar detective. [n the course of mterro-
gating one of his neighbors, while waltesg |
spatiently for Ber to cut the chitchag, he |
observes: “Mrs. Alexander was dolng what |
s called chatting, where people say things |
to each other which aren’t guestions and |
answers and aren’t cormected. . .. 1 irded to |
<o chatting by sayeg, ‘My age is 15 years |
and 3 months and 3 dayx.’ ™ His tnabilicy
10 mterpretl basic social cues results in
great moments of deadpan comedy, with
strangers as well as with his patiest, Joog-
sulfering father.

IDWAY through the book,

Christopber's quost for he

dog's murderer becomes a

search for his mether, who his |
father bas told him & dead. His solo journey
froen Swindon 1o London is, for him, a terri-
fying leap to the unk , A% SUsp ful
and harrowing as anything in Cosan Doyle. |
He literally sees everything arcund him
and is usable w edit the onslaught of seor
sory data In a new envirosesent, And be is
afrand of strangers and [l equipped 10 ask
for their help.

Christopher's book seemingly has a
mice tidy eading, as he would have wished —
horridied as he is of indeterminacy. But this
tidiness &5 an Musion, as the gulf between
Christopher and hs  parents, betwoen
Chrsstopher and the rest of e, remalns im-
mense and mysterions. And thas gulf is witi-
mately the source of this sovel's haunting
impact. Christopher Boone is an wmsolved
mystery — but he Is certamly cae of the
strangest and most coavincing characters
I recent fBiction, 0




