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Maggie Crane 

This book is so totally different that 

it is amazing!  Karen Joy Fowler 

provides a book which captures your 

imagination, provides factual information 

and widens the mind as to the 

ramifications of science interfering with 

the normal aspects of life. She has the 

ability to catch your attention for two or 

more chapters from the outset, then all of a 

sudden you realise the picture you had 

formed in your head has just been turned 

upside down by a revelation you were least 

expecting. This book is enjoyable, 

enlightening, sad, tantalising, a good all 

round read which will delight many. It has 

been a pleasure to read it. 

 

Sophia Ufton  

Wow, this book was just amazing. I 

have never enjoyed a book as much 

as this in such a long time. It was a gripping book and it certainly 

hooked me right until the last page.  

The plot follows turbulent lifes of an unusual family. Would recommend it to my 

friends as this is a not to be missed book!! 

 

Kristy West  

A great holiday read about families, coming of age and the power of 



change.  

My first impressions on reading this book were mixed; it is a long book which is 

languid and slow paced, but somehow managed to capture and keep my 

attention throughout.  

The book is written from the point of view of Rosemary who, you learn early on 

in the book is the only remaining daughter in the family due to her brother and 

older sister leaving the family fold for reasons unknown. As the book progresses 

you delve into the family history, secrets and upsets that led to this and, I must 

admit, it is intriguing. 

The author is a talented wordsmith who is clearly passionate about family, 

relationships and coming of age, all subjects which are covered in the story, but 

nevertheless I came to the end of the book feeling that I had missed something. 

What? I still am not sure.  

There is a game-changer in the book (which I am not going to reveal now) 

which simultaneously shocked and surprised me but also made me feel a little 

like I had been duped as it changes the tone of the rest of the book. At the end of 

the day I just couldn’t connect with the characters after that, so maybe that had 

something to do with the “something missing” comment.  

Overall this is a good book, but it will suit some people more than others. You 

wont know until you read it, but I wouldn’t tell you not to try. 

 

Rachael Anderson  

A thought provoking, complex novel which explores themes of loss 

and grief within an unusual family structure.  

I have really enjoyed this novel. It is difficult to review it without giving too 

much away and spoiling another reader's enjoyment of the book. 

The novel's narrator Rosemary jumps backwards and forwards within time, 

telling us about how she grew up in a somewhat unconventional family. 

Rosemary had a sister called Fern. However, this relationship is lost early on in 

Rosemary's life and the novel tells of the repercussions of this loss on the family 

itself.  

The narrator's father is a psychologist and appears to mix work with family life. 

His experiments have long term effects on his children and are morally 

questionable. 

Heartbreaking, yet terribly funny at times. A novel well worth reading. 



 

Sarah Harper  

 ‘We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves’ is an intriguing book.  It's hard to 

know what to make of Rosemary.  She hardly talks and strange secrets seem to 

lurk in her past.  She had a sister called Fern but we get the feeling that Fern 

was a little bit strange and she seems to have disappeared.  As the story 

progresses we come to see how each element of Rosemary's life fits together and 

how her extraordinary childhood experiences shaped her into the adult she 

became.  But these are not your run-of-the-mill formative experiences and 

Rosemary's life is anything but ordinary. 

With a twist I would never have expected, this is an exceptional book 

with an unexpected theme.  It is a surprising and insightful account of a 

somewhat bizarre upbringing.  Thought provoking, moving and very, 

very different. I loved it. 

 

Alison Burns  

This is fundamentally a story about a dysfunctional family, but it's 

also unique and unlike any other dysfunctional family story. The 

story is interesting and ultimately engrossing, however, I found the 

author's style irritating at times. Her constant use of 'big words' - her 

expression - resulted in me reading the book with a pen and paper and by page 

50 I had had to look up 12 words I had never seen before, or ever expect to see 

again.  

Fortunately this reduced as the book progressed and I started getting into the 

story and wanted to understand what had happened to Rosemary, Fern and 

Lowell. I won't give away the twist, but it was thought provoking, poignant and 

very original. 

 

Hilary Nuth  

A thought-provoking book! This was an intelligent and emotional 

story to read. What an unusual concept for a story!  

'We are all completely beside ourselves' is an emotional story which draws the 

reader into Rosemary's sad and lonely world.  It picks apart the dynamics of the 

family and they are described with a (sometimes uncomfortable) honesty. From 

her grandparents to Harlow - no one is perfect, but all are trying to get through 



life with the hand they have been dealt.  

I found the story really throught-provoking, it especially made me think about 

how we remember the past and how subjective all memories are. 

 

Hannah Brittlebank - @hanbrittlebank 

Rosemary's tale of her families relationships and bonds that are tested, 

stretched and torn, only this isn't an ordinary family.  

When Rosemary is five she thinks her family is completely normal, after all, she 

has never known anything else. It is only many years later she realises just how 

unusual it was. The narrative is a mixture of the student Rosemary's 

fragmented recollections of her childhood, the impact she still feels from her 

experiences many years later and the effects it has had on her entire family.  

The book explores how the drive to understand, and ultimately control, the 

world around us has unexpected consequences. A simple experiment changes 

the characters lives forever and the reader is left continually wondering 'what 

if?'. What would have happened to the characters if the experiment had never 

taken place?, What if had produced different results?, What if it had carried on? 

Should it have taken place in the first place? 

An intelligently written, completely original, thought provoking and 

very compelling read. Recommended 

 

Anne Cater - www.randomthingsthroughmyletterbox.blogspot.co.uk/ 

There is no doubt that Karen Joy Fowler is an accomplished author, with some 

very clever ideas for her plots.  However, I had real difficulty engaging with 

both the character of Rosemary who narrates ‘We Are All Completely Beside 

Ourselves’, and at times struggled to sustain an interest in her story. 

The Cooke family are strange, quirky, more than a little eccentric.  Rosemary 

was brought up with her sister Fern and her brother Lowell; neither of whom 

are still around.  Her relationship with her scientist parents is strained to say 

the least, and Rosemary relates the story of the family’s disintegration to the 

reader. 

This is not a straightforward story of arguments and disconnection, and it is 

not told in a straightforward way.  There is a shocking reveal that will startle 

the reader and completely change the way that the family is viewed. I struggled 

with Rosemary’s style of remembrance; starting in the middle, shooting back 



and forth; it’s both unsettling and difficult to follow. 

The story raises questions for the reader. How could scientists involve their 

children so much in their experiments and not think about the long-term 

consequences? 

The themes of grief and loss are strong throughout this novel, and 

are expressed very well, but for me, the story was too disjointed and 

at times a little stiff for me to fully immerse myself into. 

 

Sue Broom  

This is the story of an ordinary family in an extraordinary situation.  

Cleverly done and terrific writing.  

Such is the author’s skill that there is so much familiar sibling interaction, fun, 

togetherness and rivalry that it is possible to forget the extraordinariness until 

an (often hilarious) incident reminds us that this family is different.   

The subject matter is disturbing but not too graphically so and any gloominess 

is redeemed by the narrator Rosemary’s jaunty tone and witty anecdotes.  I 

liked Rosemary very much, fragile yet feisty, honest yet evasive - carefully and 

sympathetically portrayed.  In her discovery of her family’s story, she comes to 

realise how memories from childhood are clouded by a child’s self-absorption 

and a lack of understanding of aspects beyond oneself.   

The way in which the narrator tells their story is a powerful tool.  Middle-aged 

Rosemary starts the story at a point in her early twenties when she was 

beginning to understand the adult world.  She alternates between events in the 

past and in the future, creating an intense and sustained feeling of 

apprehension.  I worried throughout as to the outcome for all the characters.   

 

Linda Birt 

Karen Joy Fowler has written a novel like no other I have ever read. Part family 

sage and part physiological. 

The novel begins with Rosemary who is finding it hard to fit in at college. This is 

nothing new to her all her life she has felt different to other girls. Her sister and 

brother have disappeared fromher life. As Rosemary tells her story form near 

the end to the beginning ,we find out that this familyis like no other. The family 

were close, but acts of joy turned into betrayal, when one sisters love for the 

other involved jealously. How her brother tried to help their sister even though 



it cost him his normal life. When Rosemary finds her sister  after many years, 

their love and friendship and understandingof each other is still the same. 

I have nothing but praise for this novel, the ending was sad and 

joyous at the  same time and made you think what a family can 

consist of. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

Goodness, Fowler does not prepare the reader for what she uncovers 

in her story – totally unexpected, totally incredibly and a very 

unique proposition.  

We learn of the life of Rosemary through her first person eyes.  In the early 

chapters, her student self reflects on her childhood and a life changing event at 

the tender age of 5.  At that time, she loses her sibling, her twin.  The subsequent 

impact, not just on herself but also her older brother and parents, is also life 

changing. 

Her father, a respected and ambitious lecturer, her mother who is a happy and 

loving parent, and her brother who truly cares for Rosemary and her sibling. 

The Event, however, ultimately results in her losing her sister and her brother.  

For wholly independent reasons, both vanish from her world.  A truly life 

changing experience as both had been so dominant.  What she is left with as a 

sense of having to be the only child to parents who have become distracted, 

uncommunicative and yet, want to dictate and overwhelm her growing up self. 

Rosemary rebels as a student.  She meets ‘ the wrong sort’ in a fellow student 

who brings her out of her shell and into a world of non-conformity, drugs, 

alcohol and trouble with the police. 

And then, suddenly her brother appears.  A one night occasion and all the 

missing pieces of the jigsaw in her life since 5 years old, suddenly fall into place.  

It’s not a happy discovery but it is one that suddenly makes sense of her 

confused former years. 

Very clever.  Very unique.  Yet somehow, I am not sure I was convinced but 

Fowler, sure did not give up trying to keep me engaged with her story and 

engaged I was. 

 

Kerry Bridges - www.iamalwaysreading.wordpress.com/ 

Rosemary has lost her sister and her brother.  This is the story of why. 



That is really the synopsis of the synopsis of the back of this book.  I love a good 

crime story so I thought I would love this. This is not a crime story in that way.   

Most other reviewers seem to love this novel.  I just really don't. 

Most other reviewers seem to be aware of the enormous twist.  Apparently you 

need to have been on the moon for months not to know it.  I haven't been.  I 

didn't know the twist.  I didn't like it! 

In actuality, I much preferred the book after the twist and I think I would have 

liked it better if the whole book was written from that point onwards, those 

were certainly the bits I gave any stars too at all.  Sadly, you can't really review 

this book without revealing the spoiler and I won't do that.  I will say "if you 

like a juicy crime novel - this is not it.  If, on the other hand, you like 

a human interest story, read this".  But then you won't because the book 

doesn't sell itself in that way.  Shame! 

 

Emma Caddick 

With praise from Barbara Kingsolver, there can be no need for more words 

from mere mortals like me. A very distinctive and memorable tale, I will 

remember this book for a long, long time.  

This is a really unique read. It tackles unusual and fascinating issues via an 

array of characters who pop with clarity and definition.  Karen Joy Fowler 

writes beautifully and gives Rosemary a strong, direct and distinctive voice. She 

tells her story through a revelatory narrative which twists and turns across her 

life. She repeatedly takes the reader by the hand to one conclusion only to then 

suggest that they may have been mistaken all along.  A thought provoking, 

intelligent and satisfying read. 

 

Vanessa Panter 

Not the book you may expect, but rewarding and thought provoking.  

Rosemary is a young woman who does not speak about her past.  Her brother 

and sister are no longer in her life, and her story begins just before the middle, 

so that the reader remains unclear as to the truth about her family until some 

way into the book.   

This was an intriguing book, and not the story the reader thinks it may be.  

Once the truth about Rosemary’s sister Fern was been revealed I felt that the 

subject of the book would have made a satisfying non-fiction work, as there 



were many aspects of Rosemary and Fern’s early life that I would like to have 

explored further.  

However, Rosemary and the secondary characters were well drawn out, and 

towards the end the pace of the book changed as Rosemary learnt more about 

herself and her family story. The ending was beautifully moving, even though I 

had struggled to feel empathy for Rosemary’s relationship with her sister for 

much of the book by the end I could see how their separation had shaped 

Rosemary’s life. 

I would have enjoyed this book more if I hadn’t felt slightly duped by the truth 

about Fern, but would highly recommend it as an unusual, thought provoking 

book that is perceptively written and well researched. 

 

Gavin Dimmock - http://the-mustachioed-reader.blogspot.co.uk 

Intriguing tale about Rosemary, her family and how her siblings left 

her life.  

I don’t quite know what to make of this book. 

I was intrigued by the plot outline and the questions posed – why did Rosemary, 

an over talkative child, suddenly stop talking? What happened to her sister 

Fern? Where did she go? Why didn’t she return to the family home? And what 

happened to their older brother, Lowell?  

The tale is mostly told in an easy, familiar style that initially pulled me in. 

Rosemary’s voice is interesting and the conversational tone of the narrative is 

engaging. I quite enjoyed the way in which the story was told in a non-linear 

way, switching between different timeframes so that we uncover the whole 

story in a manner that keeps us guessing as to how things will pan out. 

The main characters were reasonably well drawn without being exceptionally 

memorable. My favourite ones being Ezra, the building supervisor, and 

Madame Defarge. The dialogue was quite well written and suited the characters 

and the cultural references were well observed. Additionally, I found some 

moments to be very witty. 

However, you guessed there was a “however” coming didn’t you?, after the 

initial revelation about Fern, I found there was insufficient to keep me really 

hooked. I felt that some parts of the story where akin to being lectured to and 

some of the themes were not especially interesting to me. I wanted this book to 

entertain and engage me but, sadly, I found it a little bit of a chore to get 

through. 



 

The ending was a little disappointing given the mystique in the build up and left 

me feeling a little “short changed” after I had put in the effort to complete the 

journey. 

 

Nicola Cooper 

This was a story of an unusual family set-up which is difficult to describe 

without "spoilers" and therefore will leave you to read the twist in this 

interesting and intelligent read! Very funny for the majority although 

often sad but describes well the fall in and outs of relationships, 

commitment and love! Thoroughly enjoyed it, some surprises, recommend!! 

Based on some of the authors own experiences which made it very real! 


