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Nicola Upson was born in Suffolk and read English at Downing College, 

Cambridge. Her debut novel, An Expert in Murder, was the first in a series of 

crime novels whose main character is Josephine Tey – one of the leading 

authors of Britain's Golden Age of crime writing. She lives with her partner in 

Cambridge and spends much of her time in Cornwall. 

The Death of Lucy Kyte 

When bestselling crime author Josephine Tey inherits a remote Suffolk 

cottage from her godmother, it came full of secrets. Sorting through the 

artefacts of her godmother's life, Josephine is intrigued by an infamous 

murder committed near the cottage a century before. Yet this old crime 

– dubbed the Red Barn murder – still seems to haunt the tight-knit 

village and its remote inhabitants.  

As Josephine settles into the house, she knows that something dark has 

a tight hold on the heart of this small community. Is it just the ghosts of 

the Red Barn murder, or is there something very much alive that she 

needs to fear? Trapped in this isolated community and surrounded by 

shadows of obsession, abuse and deceit, can Josephine untangle history from present 

danger and prevent a deadly cycle beginning once again? 
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Nicola on writing The Death of Lucy Kyte 

Many crime fiction fans will need no introduction to my series heroine – Josephine Tey, 

author of classics including The Daughter of Time and The Franchise Affair. Tey was a 

remarkable woman, living in remarkable times, and each novel blends fact and fiction, 

setting an original murder mystery among the people and events which defined the 1930s. 

The series bridges the gap between the Golden Age and the contemporary, blending multi-

layered puzzles with a modern frankness, and featuring characters who play with your 

emotions as well as your little grey cells.  

The Death of Lucy Kyte uses a famous nineteenth-century crime, The Red Barn Murder, as 

springboard for a modern killing, a story of abuse, obsession and deceit. It’s set in Polstead, 

Suffolk, where, in 1827, William Corder killed his lover, Maria Marten, and buried her body 

in a barn, where it lay undiscovered for a year. In my story, Josephine inherits an isolated 

cottage which has strong connections to that crime - and many dark secrets of its own. 

Alone in a close-knit village, and intrigued by another beneficiary - the mysterious Lucy Kyte, 

whom nobody admits to knowing - Josephine must untangle history from present danger to 

prevent a deadly cycle from beginning again.  

The Red Barn murder was the first crime I ever knew. Growing up in Suffolk, I remember 

walking past Maria’s house or William’s, fascinated by what had happened there and by the 

real people behind the legend. I lived near a museum with macabre exhibits of Corder’s 

scalp and death mask – so thrilling and horrifying to a little girl – and every weekend, on the 

way to my grandmother’s, I passed the Gaol where Corder was hanged.  

Lucy Kyte isn’t a reinvestigation of Maria’s death, but of her life. Like many murdered 

women, her true identity has faded over time until she exists only in the shadow of our 

fascination with her killer. That still happens: ten miles and two centuries from where Maria 

Marten died, Steve Wright murdered five Ipswich women, but how many of us could name 

his victims or bring their faces to mind? So although this novel is a murder mystery, with a 

killing in Josephine’s own time which will keep you guessing, it also stands up for the real 

women who are too often forgotten behind the headlines, behind the solution. 

After finishing Lucy Kyte, many readers have followed in Josephine’s footsteps, exploring 

Polstead for themselves. It’s a beautiful village, largely unchanged, but you can still feel the 

darkness of what took place there. With that in mind, the novel is also a chilling ghost story, 

a reminder that murder, grief and loss linger in our imaginations long after justice is done.  

On publication, Lucy Kyte was chosen by The Sunday Times as one of the 50 best crime 

novels of the last five years. I hope you enjoy it, too. 
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Reading Group questions for The Death of Lucy Kyte 

 As this is the fifth book in the Josephine Tey series, did you feel that you needed to 

read all of the books before you could appreciate this one? 

 Nicola Upson’s stories are incredibly multi-layered as Josephine Tey was the 

pseudonym of a real life mystery novelist. How does the author’s use of a real life 

mystery writer have an impact on the novel?  

 Josephine inherits Red Barn Cottage from her estranged Godmother, Hester 

Larkspur. What is Josephine’s reaction to finding out about her shared inheritance 

with Lucy Kyte? 

 The inhabitants of the village are extremely discreet regarding the mysterious events 

that occur, upon first encountering this behaviour in the novel what were your first 

thoughts?  

 In this novel, Josephine appears to struggle with the guilt over her mother and 

father. How does she deal with this and what other problems does this bring up? 

 What were Josephine’s issues with her romantic relationship with Marta? What 

effect does Upson’s decision to have the main character in a same-sex relationship 

have on the novel? 

 The novel combines elements of a psychological thriller, ghost story, and historical 

mystery. To what extent do you agree that the precision and sensory wealth of 

Upson’s portrayal of the countryside, cottage, village and its people help create the 

atmosphere necessary for these genres? 

 What are you most looking forward to seeing more of from Josephine Tey in the next 

book? 

 Had you heard of the true crime at the heart of the book and were you surprised by 

the sensation it caused? 

 

 

 


