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About the Book

At the start of his school holidays, Danny Delaney is looking forward to a trouble-free summer. But he knows that something terrible has happened when his mother returns home one afternoon with two policemen.

There has been an accident. Mrs Delaney has hit a small boy with her car. The boy is in a coma at the local hospital and nobody knows if he will ever wake up.

Danny’s mother closes herself off, full of guilt. Danny and his father are left to pick up the pieces of their broken family.

John Boyne tells the story from the point of view of a twelve-year-old boy. The Dare is about how one moment can change a family forever.
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The Dare

John Boyne


Chapter One

IT STARTED ON a Wednesday evening in July, a few days after my school holidays began.

I’d spent the afternoon playing football with Luke Kennedy. He lived with his mam and her boyfriend in the house next to ours. His dad didn’t live there any more. He’d moved out two years before, the day after Luke’s tenth birthday. He brought him to see Norwich play Arsenal that weekend to make up for it. Norwich lost.

No one was in when I got home, which was strange. It was only half past four so I knew Dad wouldn’t be home for another hour yet, but Mam wasn’t usually out at this time of the day. I went in to the kitchen, opened the fridge and drank some milk straight from the carton. I liked being home alone, although it was better if it was closer to Christmas and I could look for hidden presents. There wasn’t that much to do during the summer.

I went upstairs and stopped outside Pete’s room. He’d been at university since October and was supposed to be coming back for the summer to work in Dad’s shop, but he’d phoned a few days earlier to say that he was going to take a train around Europe with his friends instead.

‘Bloody typical,’ Dad said after the call. ‘He makes a promise and then breaks it.’

‘He’s young,’ said Mam. ‘Can you blame him?’ She always stuck up for Pete because he was her favourite. Everyone said he looked like a movie star and that he could charm the pants off an elephant.

‘You’re not to mind,’ Gran told me once. ‘You have the brains in the family and looks aren’t everything anyway.’

That made me feel great.

Pete took most of his things to university with him – all the good stuff anyway. When he went, I hoped that he’d leave his stereo behind because it was better than mine, but he didn’t. He took most of his CDs too and left the rubbish ones in a pile by the door. His wardrobe was mostly empty. The hangers inside reminded me of skeletons.

He had a box at the top of the wardrobe filled with things that he wanted to keep but hadn’t taken with him. It was sealed with masking tape, and I opened it once when no one was around to look at the magazines he kept there. The next day I bought some masking tape of my own so that I could open the box and look at them whenever I wanted. Then I could seal it again and no one would ever know.

I sat down on the bed and wished he was there to talk to. Pete wasn’t like the other big brothers I knew, the ones who were still in school. They always ignored their little brothers when they saw them, but Pete never did that.

I went back to my room and looked out of the window. Luke Kennedy was talking to himself as he knelt beside his bike, checking the back wheel for punctures. I didn’t want him to see me so I knelt down under the windowsill and kept watching until he went back indoors.

I didn’t start to think anything was wrong for a while.

‘There you are,’ said Dad when he came home. By now I was stretched out on the sofa, watching television. ‘How was your day?’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I went cycling with Luke. Then we played football.’

‘They should take all bikes off the road,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘They’re a menace.’

‘Maybe they should take all the cars off the road instead,’ I said. ‘And make everyone ride bikes. There’s too much pollution, if you ask me.’ There was a story on the news about pollution right at that moment. That’s why I mentioned it.

‘Brilliant, Danny,’ said Dad, patting me on the head as if I was a dog. ‘That’s the solution.’ I didn’t say anything. Dad always thought he was being funny when he was being sarcastic. ‘Where’s your mother?’ he asked finally, looking around. He seemed surprised that she wasn’t standing there with his slippers and a cup of tea.

‘She wasn’t here when I got home,’ I said.

‘What time was that?’

‘Half past four.’

‘That’s odd,’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘And she didn’t phone to say she was going out?’

‘No.’

‘Or leave you a note?’

‘I didn’t see a note,’ I said after a moment. ‘But I didn’t really look either.’

Normally, if she wasn’t going to be home on time, Mam left a message on the pad by the phone. I’d forgotten to look when I got home. Dad went in to the hall and came back a moment later, shaking his head.

‘No note,’ he said. ‘She must be held up somewhere. Are you hungry?’

I thought about it. ‘I’m starving,’ I said.

By eight o’clock, Mam still wasn’t home and Dad was starting to get worried. He phoned a few of her friends but they hadn’t heard from her either. I knew he wanted to phone some more people, but this had happened once before and there’d been trouble. It turned out that Mam had met someone she knew at the library and they’d gone for a drink together and ended up staying out longer than they’d intended.

‘Can I not have a life of my own?’ she asked when she heard about his phone calls. ‘Or do I have to clear my plans with you first?’

‘No,’ said Dad, smiling at her as he answered the first question. ‘And yes.’

He thought he was being funny again. She hardly spoke to him for days after that, and Pete and I had to make the dinners because Dad claimed he couldn’t even boil water without burning it.

‘You better go to bed,’ he said at half past nine when she still hadn’t come home.

‘But I’m on holidays,’ I said. ‘I’ve no school in the morning.’

‘You still need your sleep,’ he said. ‘So just do as you’re told, please, young man.’

Normally I would have tried to hold out for a bit longer, but I could see that he was worried. I was starting to worry too and thought I might be better off worrying alone in my bedroom than down there with him. So I went upstairs and put a CD on, but after a few seconds I turned it off because I didn’t want to miss the sound of Mam putting her key in the door downstairs.

I went over to the bedroom window and looked out. Mrs Kennedy’s window was facing mine and sometimes I saw her in her room when I went to pull my curtains before going to bed. Once I saw her in her bra and I went bright red, even though I was alone in the room. She didn’t notice me standing there watching her but when I pulled the curtains, I thought I saw her turn her head. After that I wasn’t able to look her in the eye for months.

I put my pyjamas on and stared down at my feet, trying to move each toe one at a time without moving any of the other ones, but I couldn’t do it.

I’d started to read David Copperfield by Charles Dickens but, when I tried to get back to it now, I couldn’t concentrate and kept reading the same line over and over again.

And then I heard the sound of a car coming down the driveway but it didn’t sound like Mam’s car. Hers was a little runaround and she called it Bertha, which always made me laugh. Although once, when I was in a bad mood, I told her I thought it was stupid to give a car a name and she told me that I shouldn’t take everything so seriously, that it was only a bit of fun. At first I thought the car was driving past the house but then I heard it stop and the engine turned off, the doors opened and slammed shut again.

I went to my door and opened it, stepping across to the top of the stairs where I could see down to the hallway, standing where no one could see me. The bell rang and Dad came out, walked quickly towards the door and opened it. Mam was standing outside, not looking up at him but not looking at the ground either. It was like she’d focused on a spot on the wall behind him and was just going to keep staring at it for ever.

On either side of her was a policeman. But one of them took her hat off and a lot of blonde hair fell around her shoulders and I realized that one was a policewoman. Everyone looked very serious.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that something bad had happened.
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