
A is For Alibi by SUE GRAFTON – Book Summary 

Each May we’ve been honoring Mother’s Day by reading books by the “Mothers of Modern-Day Female 

P.I.s”. This year’s book was Sue Grafton’s classic, A is for Alibi. Together with last year’s Indemnity Only 

by Sara Paretsky, Grafton’s Kinsey Millhone and Paretsky’s V.I. Warshawski made a huge impact in 

promoting the fact that women were writing some terrific mean street novels, every bit as good as the 

traditional P.I. stories written by men. 

The group talked about the influences that may have helped bring these female P.I. books to 

prominence in the early 1980s. How it marked a mass entry of young women into the corporate world 

and a range of professions that had been dominated by men up to that point. Some pointed out 

instances of sexism, as well as sexual advances that have since been denounced (to differing levels) in 

our society today. The other aspect of the time frame we spent time exploring was the unique way 

Grafton has chosen to treat Kinsey’s time line. Each book moves slower than real time. In A is for Alibi 

for instance, Kinsey is in her early thirties. In the latest book, V is for Vengeance, Kinsey is celebrating 

her 38th birthday. Grafton has joked that she’ll never put Kinsey through menopause. For readers, it has 

meant a personal, up-close perspective on life in the 1980s – a period not generally explored in mystery 

fiction in current books. Since the earliest books were actually written in the 1980s, it was interesting to 

the group that she’s been able to maintain consistency with that period while writing in the 90s and 

today. 

Everyone found Kinsey to be a very appealing heroine, and a believably effective private detective. The 

climatic confrontation with the lawyer she’d been attracted to was deeply satisfying to all who detested 

him… Some of the members who have read further into the series, shared how nice it was to catch up 

again with Kinsey’s beginning, and how characters introduced in this book become even more fully 

fleshed out in other books in the series, and come into their own in ways that had them looking forward 

to what would happen with them – as well as Kinsey -- in succeeding stories.  

We also talked about how Grafton was influenced by her own father’s mystery writing (author C.W. 

Grafton) as well as impacted by her “classically dysfunctional family”. Grafton’s personal life reflects the 

kind of personal toughness Kinsey has needed after the death of her parents, living with Aunt Gin, and 

the breakup of two marriages. Grafton had married while at college, had two children, followed by a 

bitter divorce, where envisioning “ways to kill or maim her ex-husband” led to her interest in murder 

mysteries – and the birth of Kinsey. Group members commented on how satisfying it must be to have 

worked through these issues and then get rewarded with a hugely successful series.  We gave A is for 

Alibi a big thumbs up – and a number of group members are reading their way up to “V”! 

More comments are very welcome, so if you’ve read the book and would like to continue the discussion, 

please leave a comment! 


