
Feedback for Sister by Rosamund Lupton 

The English reading groups - Berlin – meetings on Wed 10th, Thur 11th and Fri 12th August 

My doctor in London doesn’t usually read fiction but he knows about our reading groups.  

On my last visit to his surgery, he didn’t say “how are you” as he usually does. “Jan, you just 

have to read this,” he said and waved a copy of Sister at me.  “ I couldn’t put it down. 

There’s a marvellous twist at the end. Your groups will love it.” We talked for a while about 

it and his enthusiasm for Sister was infectious. I nearly forgot why I had gone to see him. 

“Blood pressure check, is it?” he smiled.   

Sister is an impressive debut novel. Lupton is an experienced script writer, as is evident in 

the pacing of the story. “Unputdownable” was our reaction - one or two had finished it in 

one sitting - some reading through the night. It’s not obvious in the beginning that it’s a 

thriller, we are drawn into the mystery skilfully, given tantalising snitbits of information that 

make us want to know more. The opening lines are from a letter to a sister 

“ I’d do anything to be with you, right now, right this moment, so I could hold your hand, 

look at your face, listen to your voice. How can touching and seeing and hearing - all those 

sensory receptors and optic nerves and vibrating eardrums - be substituted by a letter?” 

Beatrice could just be writing a letter showing how much she is missing her sister but her 

words are too effusive, too deep, too filled with pain. We sense that something is wrong. 

Journalists are hovering outside, even a satellite news channel is brandishing a camera. 

Something quite extreme must have just happened. The mystery unfolds slowly and 

carefully and only Beatrice’s determination solves it.  

Lupton says her younger sister is the inspiration for the book. At its heart is a similarly close 

sisterly bond. We learn of Beatrice and Tess´s relationship gradually, in retrospect. Beatrice, 

26, bossy and conventional, has left her mother and sister in England to live in New York, 

where she has a sensible, dull corporate job and a sensible, dull fiancé. Her creative and 

free-spirited younger sister Tess – just 21 – lives in London. She is an art student painting 

colourful abstract canvases, befriending stray cats, her elderly landlord and a pregnant 

Polish neighbour. She has had a love affair with her much older and married art tutor. 

Though an ocean divides them and they are opposites in their approach to life, the power of 

sisterhood unites them. 

While Beatrice admires the exuberance of Tess’s artwork — “Joyous. Beautiful. Explosions 

on canvas of life and light and colour” — she doesn’t tell her so, not wanting to encourage 

her in such an uncertain career. Tess doesn’t mind. Though she knows that Bee, as she calls 

her, would “rather be safe than happy” and is “afraid of life,” she would never hurt her 

feelings by saying so. 



As Tess writes in an e-mail, she has Bee’s “best interests at heart.” “You are my sister in 

every fibre of my being,” Bee thinks to herself. “And that fibre is visible — two strands of 

DNA twisted in a double helix in every cell of my body — proving, visibly, that we are sisters.” 

There are two other strands that bind them. Both sisters mourn the loss of their brother, 

Leo, who died of cystic fibrosis when they were children. And during the excruciating time of 

Leo’s last illness and death, their father left the family, decamping for France. The family has 

broken apart under the strain . 

 We quickly learn that Tess is dead – her body found in a disused public toilet in Hyde Park. 

Her wrists have been deeply slashed just days after she has given birth to a stillborn baby.  

He had tested positive for cystic fibrosis early in her pregnancy. The police are convinced 

that her death is suicide. But Bee, who flies home to London as soon as she hears of Tess’s 

disappearance, insists that the little sister she knew so well would never have ended her 

own life. 

 But Bee worries: Did she really know Tess that well? If they were so close, why hadn’t Tess 

told her she was in trouble? “If I had taken more time to be with you,” the stricken Bee 

agonizes, “if I had been less preoccupied with myself and listened harder, I might have 

realized something was very wrong months earlier.” Had Tess, not Bee, been the more 

caring, responsible sister all along, despite her youth and “scattiness”? “I ran away, didn’t 

I?” Bee frets. “I pursued an uncluttered life on another continent. No different from Dad.” 

These self-recriminations come in a long, soul-searching letter Bee writes to her dead sister, 

in which she retraces the chronology of her struggle to learn how and why Tess died. The 

letter is the structure of Lupton’s novel. “Why am I writing this to you?” Bee asks the sister 

who’s no longer there. “I need to talk to you,” she says. “It’s a one-way conversation, but 

one that I could have only with you. . . . I’ll tell you one step at a time, as I found out myself, 

with no reflecting hindsight.” 

Of course, the mystery Bee attempts to solve doesn’t involve only how and why Tess died, 

but who Tess really was and who Bee is - and will be without her. And Lupton adds yet 

another source of tension. Early on, Bee reveals that Tess took part in an experimental 

medical trial to cure her baby in utero of the cystic fibrosis that killed their brother. The 

unsettling science behind this procedure accompanies the narrative. Initially Bee, “wearing 

my full older-sister uniform,” had counselled Tess against the treatment; but the treatment 

had miraculously worked. Hearing that news from Tess, months earlier, Bee had wept with 

relief, “big-wet-tears crying. I had been so worried, not about your baby, but about what it 

would be like for you looking after and loving a child with C.F.,” she had explained. “A small 

risk,” Tess had told her, “is something I have to take.” 

The plot is too involved to go into in detail here. Suffice to say it is gripping and the ending 

shocking. And it is beautifully written. We especially liked the apt or startling oneliners :  



 “ever since kindness smelled of lemons.”   

“ a bunch of compassion as surprising as cowslips on the verge of a motorway.”  

“ a musician slowed down the skylark`s song and found it’s close to Beethoven’s Fifth 

Symphony.” 

 “ as he told me about the dawn chorus I knew that I would find the person who had 

murdered you.” 

 “ grief is the ultimate unrequited love. However hard and long we have loved someone who 

has died they can never love us back.” 

 “ours was a relationship of small talk. ...we’d created a ring-road relationship circumventing 

raw emotions and complex feelings, so that our central selves were strangers.” 

There are some endearing characters, especially the elderly neighbour Amias, who is kind to 

Tess and then welcomes Beatrice, even though she suspects him when she first arrives. 

Kasia, Tess’s Polish friend, is vital  to Beatrice and also a very good friend. One or two of the 

male characters seem a little wooden or overdone. Todd, Beatrice’s fiance, is remarkably 

stiff and awkward emotionally. Emilio, Tess’s married lover, is predictably selfish and the 

cabinet minister’s son Stephen, who is stalking her, is rather implausible. 

But what makes the book exceptional is the stylish and sensitive portrayal of the love 

between the two sisters.  The book also questions the role of genetic research and therapy – 

the fine line between ethical and mainly commercial medical research.  Even those who 

normally avoid thrillers were were  engaged by the moral questions posed and its insight 

into complex relationships.  

Lupton is a new talent and one to be savoured. My doctor was right to recommend it and 

I’m curious to know which novel he will get very excited about next. Watch this space. 

But did our groups agree with his recommendation? 

Our Comments 

“ A very good holiday read. It kept my interest going. I’m not sure I liked Beatrice very much,  

she got on my nerves a lot.” 

“I liked it a lot but there were too many suspects, lots of questions came up in my mind, I 

got rather confused.” 

“It was written in a good style. A mixture of thriller- science lesson- especially about 

genetics. I like to learn while I’m reading.” 

“It was sophisticated about psychiatry. I’d have preferred the pscyhiatrist to be the 

murderer!” 



“I really enjoyed it - the back and forth style worked really well.” 

“A very good story - different and very gripping.” 

“ I hadn’t thought much about cystic fibrosis and this taught me  a lot.” 

“I agree. I didn’t know both parents have to be carriers of the gene and I was able to 

reassure a friend of mine who was worried about this.” 

“ I guessed Mr Wright had to be made up – he was far too good to be true!” 

“I wouldn’t ever have chosen to read this book - it seemed too focused on female emotions 

etc. As it had been chosen for the groups I decided to give it a go. I’m so pleased that I did. t 

I was hooked from the beginning.. It was one of the best books we’ve read, I liked it even 

more than The Einstein Girl!” 

“It seemed very realistic but not necessarily of today. Beatrice seemed too old for her age.” 

“ I was struck by how well it was constructed for a first novel. I admired Lupton`s use of 

words.” 

“ My sister gave me this book as a present. So I found it poignant  - especially the between 

sister stuff. It was a good mix - bringing into a thriller the medical details worked well and 

made it more intriguing.” 

“ It was thrilling and exciting- I had to keep reading.” 

“I like the changes in our choice of books. It was such a contrast to The Finkler Question last 

month.” 

“I was rather indifferent about it although I liked the scientific parts.” 

“ I read a lot of thrillers – this was a pageturner and a real tear-jerker. The mixture was very 

accomplished.” 

“It was clever the way Beatrice gradually turns into her sister. So much so that she even 

ends up in the same situation.” 

“It bugged me that Beatrice could feel so sure that her sister would never take her own life. 

How can you ever be sure about that?” 

“Two thirds of the way through I’d worked out who the killer was. It’s nearly always the 

kind, good looking one who is in the background.” 

“The ending was brilliant but absolutely horrible! We don’t know for sure if Beatrice is 

rescued. Thank goodness for the notes at the end of the book, where Rosamund Lupton is 

interviewed. She says that she wants Beatrice to be safe but it’s up to the reader to make up 

their own mind. I’ve made up mine - and she is definitely rescued!” 



“The names of the characters Wright and Wong reminded me of Mr Cummings and Goings 

in Diary of a Nobody.” 

“ And there is no such thing as Mr Right!!” 

“I was charmed by the order of the dawn chorus. And the way Tess had made the most of 

her tiny patch of earth- making the best of what she had in life.” 

“I read it in 2 days - it was a real page turner and I enjoyed it very much.” 

“The language was very clear which made it a pleasure to read. The characters change and 

develop – especially the relationships between mother and daughter and sister and sister.” 

“Some characters were not very convincing - the Catholic priest was too nice and so was Mr 

Wright - but he turned out not to be real anyway.” 

“I was captivated. I read it straight through. I couldn’t stop!” 

“ The structure seemed unique. The whole novel was in the form of a letter even though 

Beatrice was locked in a disused toilet. She must have escaped or she wouldn’t have been 

able to write about her experiences. When something is written in the first person, they 

must have survived. This slightly spoils the suspense.” 

“It was very interesting- a little overdone- rather improbable. It doesn’t feel like things like 

this happen - but perhaps I’m a little naive.” 

“I was impressed by the deep emotions expressed - especially how Lupton wrote about grief 

and mourning.” 

“There was something for everyone - we all would have experienced some of these 

emotions.” 

“The criminal story was over constructed - there were too many complications for me.. But 

it was fascinating.” 

“It was really gripping - it made me envious that I don’t have a sister. I would have loved to 

have one.” 

“I have one misgiving - how could someone gagged and tied up have written this story?” 

“ I love literary thrillers but I blew hot and cold with this one. Overall it was very good. The 

characterisation was well done and I loved the one-liners which were brilliant.” 

“ It was gripping but irritating. The touchy- feely sisterly relationship - where was the 

jealousy, the petty rivalry etc? They seemed too lacking in normal sisterly conflicts.” 

“ I agree. But they were living far apart. It may have been very different if they were 

constantly together.” 



“The narrator’s voice was great but I disliked the mother intensely.She was so prejudiced 

and old-fashioned in condemning Tess’s wishes to have her baby buried alongside her.” 

“ I’m still undecided about it. The plot is a bit exaggerated and it’s rather like a stream of 

consciousness.” 

“The suspense was built up brilliantly. There are cuts just like in films – which are very 

effective. I could tell Lupton is a scriptwriter.” 

“The plotting was weaker than the characterisation. William Saunders was not a very 

satisfactory murderer, he only appears towards the middle of the novel and doesn’t seem to 

have any connection with genetics until towards the end. I felt a little cheated. I didn’t have 

enough information to work out who the murderer was until too late.” 

“ Sisters do always compare - there is always competition - over hair, clothes, friends, sport 

etc. I have four sisters so I am quite experienced! This aspect of sisters was missing from the 

story.” 

“My favourite expression was the big apple with no core.” 

“ Daffodils are Lentern Lilies in the Catholic tradition. They are Tess’s favourite flowers and 

this is significant.” 

“ The outpouring of public grief by leaving bunches of flowers in huge numbers is a fairly 

modern phenomenon. eg for Princess Diana and the victims recently in Norway.” 

“ Mother Theresa died on the same day as Princess Diana and there was hardly a mention of 

her death in the media .” 

“ Rosamund Lupton feels like a modern Daphne du Maurier - that is high praise from me.” 

“ It was heartening to read of someone determined to find out the truth - against all odds.”  

 

Highly Recommended 

An outstandingly good first novel. Full of suspense and very well written. Enjoyed very much  

by all with only one or two exceptions. Rosamund Lupton is an original new talent well 

worth reading. Her second novel Afterwards has recently been published.   

  

 

 

 



 


