
Lovereading Reader reviews of  
The Madness by Alison Rattle 
 
 
Below are the complete reviews, written by Lovereading members. 
 
 

 

Danielle Shepherd 

An intriguing and thought provoking read 

which had me anxiously turning the 

pages!  

I loved the historical setting. Living in a 

Victorian seaside town myself I geeked out 

over the detail and loved learning about 

the trade of dippers and the excitement 

around the building of a new pier and 

quite frankly I couldn't get enough of the 

detail. As well as that you have all the 

upstairs / downstairs detail and the 

comments on the split between classes 

during the Victorian period which the 

Downton loving part of me loved reading 

about. 

I loved how wonderfully twisted the story 

became and how different you see events 

as a reader to how Marnie sees them with 

her own very biased world view. You start 

to see her becoming slightly unhinged once 

things don't go her way and right through the end of the book with your split 

between dreading what she might do next and needing to know anyway. Like 

Alison Rattle's previous book this book doesn't hide away from the darkness and 

wants to go to the places you don't think they will and leave you with a stunning 

ending. 

A stunningly wonderful read which I devoured greedily and which 

had me hooked from the first page. 

 



Ciara McIlvenna 

A lyrical yet tragic depiction of unconditional love. This story will 

stay with you long after you have turned the last page. A mesmeric 

novel.  

The characters in this novel are colourful and play on the sympathies of the 

reader. The plot of the novel ties well, and the subplot fits well with the 

underlying theme in the book. 

 

Elisabeth Thomas  

A tragic story of forbidden love and obsession.  

The year is 1868; Marnie is 14 years old and partially crippled by Polio. 

However, she loves the sea and it is in her blood. Living in Clevedon, a small 

seaside village where the rich and privileged flock to take the ‘sea-cure’, Marnie 

helps her mother who is a dipper – someone who helps the rich into the sea in 

the horse drawn bathing huts. Marnie is ridiculed by the villagers who see her 

disability as something more sinister than just being an unfortunate 

consequence of a terrible disease.  Although loved by her mother, Marnie has a 

longing to meet her father and hopes that one day he will come back to her. 

Marnie meets the rich Noah de Clevedon on the beach one day. Unlike the 

village children, Noah does not cruelly taunt Marnie but finds her strangely 

intriguing. Their strange friendship develops and as it does, Marnie’s obsession 

with Noah steadily grows. As the story develops Marnie gradually loses her 

grip on reality – she is just desperate to be loved and wanted without being an 

object of ridicule.  

We see not only the story from Marnie’s point of view but from the point of view 

of Noah through excerpts from his diary. The book is superbly written and 

the description in the book is fantastic – you can taste the salt spray on 

your lips as you read the book. 

The book is meant to be for young adults but the book could have been for adults 

as well. I really enjoyed the book and was gripped from start to finish. This 

certainly is a  tragic story of forbidden love and obsession 

 

Vanessa Wild  

An intriguing, thought provoking and dark read which will have you 

anxiously turning the pages!  



An interesting and sad tale about obsession set in Clevedon, a small seaside 

resort in Somerset.  Marnie, a young local girl, meets Noah, the son of a 

prominent and prosperous business man, and finds herself feeling a dangerous 

attraction for him which leads to the madness of the title. 

I found the Victorian setting and the historical information with regard to 

bathing huts and 'dippers' fascinating.  A 'dipper' is someone who helps wealthy 

ladies submerge themselves in the sea mostly for health reasons.  I also enjoyed 

reading about the building of Clevedon Pier.  Such was my curiosity that I 

decided to find out more via the internet.  Reading fiction can definitely be 

educational. 

As to the story, I found it a dark and tragic one.  I did not particularly like either 

of the main characters - I wanted to shake some sense into them both.  The latter 

part of the book had a feeling of 'Fatal Attraction' about it; Marnie was 

somewhat of a 'bunny boiler'!   It portrayed Marnie's fixation very well and at 

times I was actually cringing to find out what happened next. 

The descriptions of the sea and the town itself were very realistic.  The whole 

story was atmospherically and vividly told, so much so that I could picture it 

perfectly in my mind.   

An intriguing and thought provoking read which had me anxiously turning the 

pages! 

You can follow Vanessa on Twitter: @Butterflybiblio 

 

Jennifer Moville  

Marnie is a girl who lives by the sea with her mother and her mothers 

boyfriend. She contracted polio as a child and now suffers from a badly twisted 

leg which her mother believes could be helped by her swimming in the sea - 

which Marnie loves. 

She imagines her unknown father will sail up to her and rescue her from the 

terrible life she has - she is beaten, called names, worked hard and drooled over 

by a lodger and all she longs to be able to do is swim in the sea. She works in the 

bathing huts and her mother is a dipper to help people take the waters. 

It’s whilst on the beach that Marnie meets and befriends Noah. He is there 

whilst his mother is dipped in the sea to cure her ailments. The meetings take a 

different turn when Marnie teaches Noah to swim - at night so as not to be seen.  

Marnie becomes infatuated with Noah and does everything in her power to 



make Noah want her.    

This book really draws you in to the character of Marnie - you really get to 

experience her life and her love of the sea.  

 This is one of those books I couldn't put down - each time I reached 

the end of a chapter I wanted to know more - willing Marnie a better life. 

An excellent book that I will definately re-read. 

  

Carina Barnett  

Marnie is only happy by the sea, leading some to wonder if she is a mermaid, 

or, as her mother tells her ‘washed up on the shore curled up soft and pink inside 

a seashell’.  

She lives with her mother and her boyfriend but longs for her father, who she 

believes to be lost at sea but coming back any day. She lives the life of a drudge 

and relishes her time alone on the beach, swimming and scanning the horizon 

for her father’s boat. 

Then she meets Noah, whose father is overseeing the building of a new pier. 

They come from different social backgrounds but Noah is intrigued by her ‘I 

was shocked that Marnie would speak to someone of my station in such a way’ 

and soon she introduces him to her world, the ocean, whilst he takes her to his 

home. 

Marnie believes that he loves her but Noah longs only for Cissie and sees Marnie 

as merely a distraction until then. Marnie’s mother is trying to pair her off with 

Eldon Cross ‘a coarse old labourer’ but she believes herself to be destined to be 

with Noah and, when she eventually meets Cissie, she takes fate into her own 

hands.   

This is a moving and beautifully written book and evokes the 

madness of unrequited love and young adulthood, along with the 

timelessness and power of the sea. 

 

Juliana Christianson 

The Madness’ by Allison Rattle is a classic example of a modern day struggle in 

a time gone by. This story is about Marnie a young girl with polio who believes 

she has found her true love in the form of a young gentleman - Noah de 

Clevedon. But as usual the course of true love never runs smooth and Marnie is 

pushed aside by Noah's love for another girl. 



I really enjoyed the storyline, the plot was indepth and detailed, 

giving two points of view. There are certainly some unexpected twists, 

hinting at madness within Marnie. You must read it to experience it for 

yourself. I would also recommend The Quietness by Alison Rattle - thanks for 

another great read. 

 

Tricia Clement - Great Torrington School 

This story of unrequited love and obsession follows Marnie from June 1868 until 

April 1869 and is a story of the difference between social classes of that time.  

Set in Clevedon, Bristol, Marnie is a poor girl who has been left with a disability 

after suffering polio as a child, she is the daughter of the dipper (in those days 

ladies took the waters of the sea by being dipped under the water supposedly to 

help with their health) and has no prospects. The people of the village think her 

a strange child and don’t believe anything she says.  Her mum has told her she 

has no pa as she was found under a seashell, so Marnie has these ‘conversations 

with the sea and her pa’. 

Marnie meets Noah Clevedon on the beach, he is the son of Lady Clevedon who 

has come to the manor house from London as she is unwell and the ‘dipping’ 

they hope will cure her. 

Marnie and Noah meet under the cover of darkness on the beach as their 

friendship would be frowned on, she teaches Noah to swim and falls totally in 

love with him.  

When Noah returns to London promising to meet Marnie on his first night back 

she plans her future around the day they can be together along with her pa, 

only to find Noah in love with someone else and avoiding her.  

This is a story that takes you through the highs and lows of Marnie’s 

life with an ending that you might not be expecting. 

 

Carla McGuigan 

St. Colm’s High  

This is my first time reading a novel by Alison Rattle. In this novel 14 year-old 

Marnie is a cripple and she longs for a normal life. Her ma is a dipper of the sea 

(she dip’s the rich into the water so they can receive the sea cure, which is 

believed to return people to good health).  Marnie’s pa left her and her mother at 

a young age and Marnie has been searching for him ever since.  Marnie also 



has a love for the sea, that is until she meets Noah de Clevedon, son of Sir Jon de 

Clevedon. Noah is the first boy to treat her like an ordinary girl and Marnie 

loves that, but in time Marnie starts to realise that she is falling in love with 

him. Unfortunately Noah doesn’t feel the same way!!! 

This novel captured my heart and if you love a novel with romance 

and secrets then you are sure to love this story. I recommend it for girls 

age 13 and up. 

 

Jayne Burton  

Really enjoyed this book, especially as I live in Clevedon where it is 

set.  

A strange and dark tale of Marnie and her obsessional love, interspersed with 

journal notes by the object of her affection. Very well written and 

descriptive with an unexpected end.  I loved it. 

 

Sarah Murray  

This book was utterly tragic. Watching the downfall of both Marine and 

Noah was heart-breaking, however, this tragic story was beautifully 

written. I adored how we were given two points of view, in my opinion it 

rounded off the whole book. I would recommend it to anyone looking for a story 

of unrequited love.  

All her life Marine has loved the sea, it was the only place where no one judged 

her for her disability and the only place she felt connected to her father. 

However, upon the arrival of Noah de Clevedon, Marine's world is altered 

forever. 

Throughout the book I felt so bad for Marine as she had been dealt an awful 

hand: she was disabled, her mother had her outside of marriage and she was 

seen as scum in the class system of Victorian England.  

Marine is emotionally unstable throughout the whole book but she takes a turn 

for the worst when she learns that she loves someone who would never love her 

back. It was horrible to experience with it with her and the whole time I just 

wanted someone to help her. 

In the beginning of the novel Noah seems like a nice gentleman who does not 

care about preconceived ideas about Marine. However, as the novel progresses 

and through his diary entries we learn of his true character. 



This is a very good book and I think anyone who enjoys historical fiction would 

like this. 

You can follow Sarah’s blog at: http://everyoneneedsabooknook.blogspot.co.uk 

 

Lynne Rapson  

Atmospheric tale of young love in 1860s and how the class divide 

affected the main characters.  Sad and haunting story.  

This story, set in the 1860s, is about a young girl, Marnie and her life and 

aspirations.  Her childhood has been affected by two monumental occurrences -  

she has been crippled by polio,  and she has no father. These two events have 

made her a victim, easy prey for bullies.  Her mother is a 'dipper' and it seems 

that Marnie will follow the same path.  She has a passion for the sea and loves 

to swim.  There, she feels safe and communicates in her mind with her missing 

father.  Into this very fragile life comes the de Clevedon family.  The mother has 

come to take the sea water cure and her young son Noah has escorted her.  He 

and Marnie become friendly. Her deformed leg does not seem to bother him and 

they meet late at night to swim.  He pays her courteous, friendly attention. 

Inevitably Marnie falls in love.   

A well-written book, interesting on several levels, historically, pyschologically 

and emotionally.  Characters were sympathetically drawn and the plot moved 

between Marnie and Noah well.  My only criticism is that when Marnie tells the 

story in the first person and uses 'me' for 'my' this becomes very tedious! 

 

Barbara Goldie  

Seaside resort, dippers, love and obsession make this a thrilling 

read.  

Alison Rattle really creates a lovely image of a seaside resort in ‘The Madness’.  

I felt transported to the seaside and loved the images and background 

information about the dippers.  It was a sad story and linked with obsession 

became a great mix for a story.  The settings of the pier and buildings of a 

Victorian town really came to life and the storytelling was extremely good.   

Marnie falls in love with Noah, the son of a wealthy businessman, but it 

certainly is not a normal kind of love story, it is quite dark and quite chilling but 

a real page turner.  Noah does not feel the serious love that Marnie does.  The 

character of Marnie is well drawn as she changes from a life that was quiet into 



one built on obsession and infatuation.  It has a complex plot, with plenty of 

twists and turns along the way, and its historical elements show wide research 

by the author.  It explores the class divide between the dippers and the wealthy 

ladies they help and this provides a good backdrop for the story.   

There are lots of issues and themes going on through the book that make this a 

great read, childhood illness, family rejection, unsuitable love matches, that 

combine together to make this a very emotional read.  I look forward to reading 

more from Alison Rattle. 

 

Jenny Duffy 

This is an emotional and tragic love story, with a convincing and 

detailed historical setting. 

Marnie, a dipper’s daughter in the fashionable village of Clevedon where 

wealthy ladies come for the ‘sea-cure’, leads a lonely life. Judged for her 

disability, and ostracised in her community her life seems dull and pointless, 

until the arrival of Noah de Clevedon. Marnie is entranced by Noah’s 

sophistication and handsome looks, and he by her mysterious charm and her 

connection to the sea. The two have a passionate secret love affair. However, 

what was a fun summer fling for Noah meant much more to Marnie. She 

becomes obsessed with him, and refuses to let anything stop their love. 

Alison Rattle is an excellent historical writer and really captures the 

atmosphere of the fashionable bathing resort of 1868. Her characters, while not 

entirely likeable, are certainly memorable and have strong personalities.  

Marnie is not defined by her disability, she is a strong, brave character who 

fights for what she believes in, no matter what the cost. This is an emotional and 

tragic love story, with a convincing and detailed historical setting. The story is 

told in Marnie’s first person narration, interspersed with extracts from Noah’s 

journal. Rattle gives her protagonists distinctive voices, with Marnie’s way of 

speaking echoed in her narration. While I did not always like Marnie, it is very 

easy to sympathise with her – a lost girl who thought she had found someone to 

love her at last. 

http://thebookstheartandme.wordpress.com 

 

 

 


