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Joy Bosworth  

It's powerful, it packs quite a punch 

then continues with the mundane of 

"normal life" in wartime.  

It is breath-taking. Initially I thought the 

verbosity may be a problem but as the story 

progressed I hated any interruption and just 

wanted to read on to see what happened 

around the next corner. 

The humour won me over first, here’s an 

example – dialogue between two new 

soldiers discussing living in Peckham and 

Camden: 

“Miss London?” 

“  … Didn’t get through the bathing suit 

round.” 

The protagonists are ordinary people.  That is what is so gut wrenching.  

Inoffensive, nice people are not built to cope with pieces of dead bodies 

becoming part of their working day. Whilst the film industry is good on battles 

or boredom it fails to hit as deeply as this book did in its coverage of bone 

weariness and exhaustion caused by inadequate rations, lack of sleep and grief.  

Under those circumstances there is no wonder that sensible choices are not 

always made.  Whilst undergoing this, people in another part of the same city 

can contest the fact that there is a shortage of food! 

The realism in this is wonderful.  It uses the humour of the day to convey the 



 

stoicism amid futility.  Resignation and duty coupled in the face of losing hope 

and purpose. 

It conveys particularly well the unknown outcome.  We read now with a 

knowledge of how each campaign ended.  Those struggling through the war did 

not even have any certainty that Britain would win. 

The author regrets not showing the book in draft form to his now deceased 

grandfather, but to have absorbed such detail from his grandparents must have 

shown much interest throughout their lives together.  It is a really fitting tribute 

to those who made it through. 

 

Sarah Webb  

A beautifully written war time story which made me laugh and cry 

repeatedly.  

Within an hour of the outbreak of WWII, Mary has signed up at the War Office, 

straight from her finishing school.  She is assigned a role as a teacher, and 

through this meets Tom, an education administrator, who is excused military 

service because of this role.  His flatmate, Alistair, enlists early.  The story tells 

their war time experiences.  Some of the conversations between these main 

characters are very funny and sparky, with lots of word play.  Other elements 

of the story are, more unsurprisingly, heart-breaking, included the casual 

racism against one of Mary’s students in particular.   

I laughed and cried repeatedly over this book, perhaps more than any other this 

year.  The characters are well-drawn and the writing is beautiful.  I’ve been 

meaning to check out Chris Cleave’s very diverse books for some time now.  

After this, he’s definitely moved up my list of “must read” authors. 

 

Ann Peet  

Clever and compelling wartime novel.  

This is a clever and compelling novel set during the Second World War At the 

outbreak of war, Mary dashes home from her Swiss finishing school and is 

surprised to be assigned to a job as a teacher rather than a spy as she had 

imagined. Tom and Alistair are flatmates, one joins up immediately, and one 

stays in London in his job as an education officer.  

We see what happens to them during the war but it is also a moving love story. 

There are some brilliant sections - the part where Mary walks through London 



 

after the first night of the blitz will stay with me - and the author is obviously an 

extremely talented writer. 

One strength of this novel is the depiction of the horrors of war - descriptions of 

London, France and Malta are moving and shocking. Chris Cleave's ability to 

make these scenes feel real and immediate is matched by the cleverness of his 

use of words particularly in dialogue. There is a lot of sparkling, quick-witted 

banter and, while I admired the use of wordplay, I did find this distracted me 

from engaging with the characters. The dialogues between Mary and her 

friend, Hilda, and between Alistair and a fellow officer are quite similar, full of 

repartee and irony and rather contrived. This is original and amusing but 

perhaps is at the expense of empathy with the main characters.  

Highly recommended. 

 

Olivia D'Silva  

Keep Calm and Carry On?  

This story is set during the early years of WWII and is one of those rare books 

where I wanted to savour every sentence whilst being propelled through such 

an intriguing story.  

Mary is a politician’s daughter who leaves finishing school early in order to sign 

up. When she is given a teaching post, she unexpectedly develops a passion for 

the job but finds that her unconventional teaching style is not appreciated by the 

establishment.  

Art Conservator, Alistair, and Tom who works for the Education Authority are 

best friends. Alistair promptly volunteers when war is declared and soon finds 

his calibre and integrity tested. Tom has to face the challenge of staying at 

home.  

When Mary develops a relationship with Tom, he enables her to pursue her 

passion by opening a classroom to teach the disadvantaged children who were 

not suitable for evacuation to the countryside. It seems that Mary is keen to pass 

off her birth right advantage to these children. 

The writing is wonderfully descriptive and engaging, portraying in 

fine detail the spirit in which the war was entered into, encouraged 

by stoic billboard messages. Then the surprise of the relentless efficiency in 

which the German’s attacked. The story becomes ever more dark and despairing 

as the characters suffer effects of the continual bombardment; diminishing 

supplies, starvation, injury, destruction, death and seeming lack of hope and 



 

choices. These events are starkly contrasted by the witty banter between the 

characters. This comedic dialogue provides relief and makes the story very 

readable. 

 

Dawn Vanstone  

This story takes you from the beginnings of war, through heartbreak 

and destruction and back out the other side to a better place.  I 

couldn't put it down!  

From the moment I started reading the first page I was drawn into this 

wonderful story of love, life and heartbreak based in London at the outbreak of 

WW2.  The main characters are likeable and the author writes with humour, 

sensitivity and warmth.  His excellent descriptions create vivid images in the 

mind. 

You join Mary, Tom and Alistair at the start of WW2 in London.  Mary is 

appointed by the war office as a teacher – although at first it seems there won’t 

be any teaching as the majority of the children are evacuated.  Tom works at the 

department of education, originally he “opts out” of joining the military 

however later when he tries his is not accepted anyway.  Alistair is a painting 

conservationist at the Tate Gallery but it isn’t long before he leaves London on 

his own journey through the war. 

What follows is a story of love, life and heartbreak.  Bravery in the face of 

adversity.  Hardships followed by joy.  You will live through the war with these 

wonderful characters, you will feel their hurt and despair but although things 

change and will never be the same again, the war does end and life does 

continue. 

I sped through this book desperate to know what happens yet not wanting this 

beautifully written story to end. 

You can follow Dawn on Twitter:  @DawnVanstone 

 

Alison Burns  

War was declared at 11:15 and Mary North signed up at noon. So 

start's Chris Cleave's novel ‘Everyone Brave is Forgiven’, set during the 

early years of WWII.  

 

In less than 3 years Mary goes from finishing school in Switzerland, to teaching 



 

young children, through finding love and enduring loss, to driving an 

ambulance during the Blitz, and on to serious injury and breakdown. 

Cleave's novel is set largely in London; his central characters are a mix of 

society girls and public schoolboys, ordinary working folk, wartime 

entertainers, children who were not evacuated and service personnel at home 

and besieged in Malta. They are rounded and imperfect characters who find 

love, suffer loss and endure terrible wartime hardships; real people who are 

affected by the war raging around them. 

This was an engrossing novel, I was drawn in and am sorry it has ended, 

leaving me to draw my own endings for the central characters.  

It is very rare for me to give a book 10/10, but this is one of the rare few. It is an 

excellent novel, very readable, very believable, hard to put down, 

and leaving you wanting more. 

 

Dana Captainino  

This is a complex novel which has much to analyse and take in.   

It is a very different take on World War 2 than anything I have read before.  

There is no glory here.  From the harsh realities of combat and the pain and 

starvation of the siege of Malta.  to London, and the Blitz where the effect on 

ordinary citizens left in the city is bleak and brutal. 

‘Everyone Brave is Forgiven’ also explores the complexities of friendship and the 

language both fake and real that protects the central characters from truth.  

The principal story has three main characters - friends Tom and Alistair and 

also Mary.  The supporting roles are played by Mary's friend Hilda and 

Alistair's commanding officer - Simonson.  Embedded is the simmering love 

story developing between Mary and Alistair - as much in their minds as in 

reality.   

This book holds your attention; you want to know what happens and 

if everyone is brave.  The characters are courageous fighting war, 

hardship, prejudice, rejection and loss.  They are really brave but are they 

all forgiven? 

This is an unusual novel which says so much yet somehow the reader feels 

slightly removed and disconnected from the key players.  Definitely worth a 

read. 

 



 

Anne Cater  

I know it's only the first week of a new year, but I honestly do think that 

I've found one of my top books of the year, maybe one of my top 

books of all time. It is stunning.  

Despite the subject, and the pain endured by the characters, Everyone Brave is 

Forgiven is a life-affirming story. It sparkles with wit and humour and 

characters who always look to a better future instead of dwelling on their 

current devastating situation. 

This is a captivating and all-consuming novel that I absolutely loved, and will 

recommend and shout about for the rest of the year. 

You can follow Ann on Twitter: @annecater    

http://randomthingsthroughmyletterbox.blogspot.co.uk/ 

 

Lucy Bunce  

A thought-provoking antidote to over-romantic wartime thrillers - 

beautifully-written with characters who leave a mark.  

War was declared at 11:15 – Mary North signed up at noon.  Expecting a 

romantic, exciting espionage thriller as Mary skies down the slopes to do her 

duty I was initially disappointed by the tedium of Mary’s allocated wartime role 

as London primary school teacher.  However Cleave plays a clever trick with 

the reader here: my disappointment was as nothing to Mary’s and as she put a 

brave face on, and threw herself into the role, so did I.  We were both richly 

rewarded.   

I am an absolute sucker for a war book and Cleave played to my every 

expectation beautifully.  Here were the clipped 1940’s tones, the Blitz spirit, and 

the fast-paced romance.  At one point Mary admits to enjoying the war.  My 

Granny enjoyed the war too and it always seemed an odd, almost forbidden 

thing to say – but maybe now I can see why. 

But Cleave reeled Mary and I in simultaneously.  Many wartime books are 

over-romantic and lean heavily on the Blitz spirit of wartime London.  Cleave 

however draws a darker picture.  The institutional racism in evacuation policy; 

the realities of driving ambulances during bombing raids.  Mary’s comparisons 

of life in East and West London leave her, and the reader uncomfortable.  She 

enjoys the minstrel shows but feels awkward and struggles to understand the 

racist views of others around her. 



 

This is a beautifully-written book.  Indeed I searched back through the first few 

chapters to re-read the paragraph describing a spoonful of blackberry jam. 

You can follow Lucy on Twitter: @loobey41 

 

Edel Waugh 

This is a beautiful and thought provoking story set in war time in 

England and some other countries that the army is stationed at. The story has 4 

main characters. Mary, Tom, Zack, and Alistair. Mary is a young woman who 

throws away her well organised ladylike life the day war is declared so she can 

help with the war in any way she can. Zack is a young black boy who she comes 

across who needs her help. The interaction with these two characters is very 

touching and at times made me emotional.  

Alistair and Tom are Mary's love interests in the story and we see the ups and 

downs of their individual lives (army and education) as well as their 

relationship with Mary. Mary is a wilful, good human who likes to make things 

good for everyone that she has any kind of relationship with making her a 

likeable character who you would want to be friends with. The story, like most 

war stories can be sad at times yet beautiful as you see how important enjoying 

every minute was as you just never knew when a bomb would hit. If you enjoy 

books about ordinary people during war time then this book will be perfect for 

you.  

http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/2016/01/everyone-brave-is-forgiven-by-

chris.html?m=1 

 

Ceri Forster  

Fantastic dialogue, beautiful descriptions and interesting 

characters. Thoroughly enjoyable.  

I usually find books about World War Two too grey and harrowing to really be 

called enjoyable. Everyone Brave is Forgiven was refreshing in its approach 

and I was surprised to find how much I really enjoyed a book with such bleak 

subject matter as the siege of Malta and the London Blitz. The descriptions are 

wonderful – they are poetic and beautiful, painting a very clear picture, and the 

author has a real talent for picking up on little details which make all the 

difference to a scene. Even better is the dialogue, which really sparkles and 

shows the spirit and humour which ordinary people hung on to in such dark 

times. If you are looking for a book with larger than life characters, extreme 



 

acts of heroism, and full on action sequences, this probably isn’t for you. The 

characters here are fairly ordinary and their stories are ones we have all heard 

before. It is much more about their individual experiences and their small acts 

of bravery – both in facing enemy action and in facing their own demons and 

the prejudices that go beyond the war. I thoroughly recommend it. 

 

Jane Ashbrook  

Chris Cleave has produced yet another brilliant book. I was hooked 

from the outset and didn't want it to end! Thoroughly recommended.  

The book is set at the start of the Second World War, and follows three 

individuals whose lives are brought together during the war.  I looked forward 

to reading Chris Cleave's new book after reading his others and wasn't 

disappointed. In fact, this book has become my new favourite.  The characters 

are real - with flaws, prejudices and lots of courage.  

The story moves between London where the bombs are hitting and Malta - and 

the siege I previously knew little about.  Despite the backdrop of terrible times 

and hardship the story is full of warmth and spirit. A book I didn't want to end!  

Thoroughly recommended to anyone who enjoys a well written book. 

 

Christine Harris  

An extraordinary read, dark and harrowing at times, full of 

emotion.  

I was hooked from the very first page and swept along, following the lives of 

Mary and Alistair. Mary met Alistair, a friend of her boyfriend Tom, and it was 

love at first sight. 

As war broke out Mary volunteered and became a teacher for the few children 

who were not evacuated to the country. Once the school had been damaged by a 

bomb Mary became part of the ambulance crew until she herself was injured. 

Meanwhile Alistair had decided to enlist  in the army and was posted to Malta , 

throwing them apart before they had chance to even declare their feelings for 

each other. They correspond throughout the war and both face life threatening 

traumas, leaving both physical and emotional scars. 

Although this is a love story it is not all hearts and flowers but gritty and real. It 

takes place in London during the blitz and Malta. I knew little of Malta's 

involvement during the Second World War but feel much more informed now 



 

even though the story is fictional. 

To say it was a compulsive read would be an understatement, I couldn’t stop 

myself from reading "just another chapter" long after I should have put the 

book down. 

A brilliant story, well written....I loved it! 

 

Julie Bertschin  

A truly marvellous story of endurance and hope spanning the 

Second World War, detailing the lives of civilians remaining in 

London and the hardships faced by troops defending Malta. I loved 

it!  

Mary and Tom's relationship blooms at the start of the Second World War.  

Mary is from a privileged background yet longs to break out from the confines 

of her parent's expectations of what her life should be.  The Blitz begins and life 

suddenly changes for all Londoners.  Mary's relationship with Tom is thrown 

into chaos when she is introduced to Tom's friend Alastair.  Hilda, Mary's 

friend, who is instantly smitten with Alastair proves to be another complication.  

Alastair's journey as an officer in the war, from training in the muddy fields of 

England through to almost starvation in the heat of Malta is told with great wit 

and pathos.  There is both humour and heartbreak woven together with little-

known history of the war in this story which is a true triumph. A fantastic read! 

 

Clare Turner 

This is a book filled with love. The Author’s Note (which I would recommend 

reading  both before and after the novel itself) makes it clear that it is above all 

a tribute to his grandparents, who were so involved in World War 2, and indeed 

to all that generation; that love and respect is evident throughout. (And he 

makes a good point in stating that his is the last generation of writers who can 

talk to people who actually experienced WW2) 

And there is love in the narrative, which runs from the declaration of War to 

June 1942. It tells of four young people, whose lives are changed forever by the 

events they are involved in – most significantly Mary North, a red-haired, 

beautiful and well-connected young woman, who volunteers immediately war 

is declared and is assigned to teach. Through this assignment she meets her first 

lover, Tom, who introduces her to her real love, Alistair. The fourth person is 

her great friend Hilda, very much a product of her time, but always a little in 



 

Mary’s shadow. And London itself is also as much a character as a setting, with 

graphic descriptions of how it fared through the darkest days. 

A minor gripe is that sometimes there seems almost a lack of focus – and I was 

not always convinced by the characters. But on the other hand the narrative 

moves pretty swiftly and the dialogue is entertaining. Above all, Chris Cleave 

shows very effectively the impact of war, and how the whole world is 

shaken and changed. And he shows too the power of the human desire to 

carry on living and to keep hope alive, in the face of all opposition and despair 

On balance a  wholly admirable labour of love! 

(A bonus in any novel is learning about something new, and here I learned 

about two – unconnected - things:  “Blackface Minstrelsy” and the Siege of 

Malta!) 

 

Katie Wright  

Well written but too slow after the initial excellent start. 3.5 stars.  

After really enjoying 'The Other Hand,' and 'Gold,' I was delighted to hear of a 

new Chris Cleave book. Like his earlier books, 'Everyone Brave is Forgiven,' 

instantly immerses the reader into the world on the page, in this case in 1939, 

London with Mary North signing up for the war. Whilst the beginning had me 

hooked as Mary becomes a school teacher for a small group of children who are 

not evacuated, I quickly found the pace became too slow and it took me a long 

time to finish the book as I just didn't feel connected to the characters. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 


