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UNRAVELING THE
INTRICACIES OF
SUE GRAFTON'S V
IS FOR
VENGEANCE

Sue Grafton's V Is for
Vengeance  stands as
a  compelling  entry  in
the  renowned  Kinsey
Mi l lhone  alphabet
series.  Published  in
2 0 1 1 ,  t h i s  n o v e l
m a r k e d  t h e  2 2 n d
i n s t a l l m e n t  o f  a
c o l l e c t i o n  t h a t
captivated  mystery
readers for decades. In
this article, we explore
the  plot,  characters,

and  the  unique  noir
flavor  that  makes  this
book  a  standout  in
Grafton's  l i terary
legacy.

THE PLOT: A
TANGLED WEB OF
CRIME AND
CONSEQUENCES

V  Is  for  Vengeance
opens not with private
investigator  Kinsey
Millhone,  but  with  a
seemingly  unrelated
act  of  shoplifting.  A
woman  named  Nora
Lockwood  is  caught
stealing  expensive
l i n g e r i e  f r o m  a
department  store  in
Santa  Teresa.  Kinsey
happens  to  be  at  the
mall and observes the

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 V Is For Vengeance Sue Grafton 2024-07-30

security  guard,  Dante,
apprehending  Nora.
This chance event sets
off  a  chain  of  fateful
occurrences that spiral
into  a  complex  case
involving  dangerous
c r im ina l s ,  f ami ly
secrets,  and  a  deep-
s e a t e d  n e e d  f o r
retribution.
The  narrative  quickly
diverges  into  parallel
storylines.  We  follow
Kinsey as she becomes
e n t a n g l e d  i n  t h e
aftermath  of  Nora's
a r r e s t ,  w h i l e
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
t r a c k i n g  t h e
movements  of  a  low-
level  mobster  named
Lorenzo  Dante  (no
relation to the security
g u a r d ) .  G r a f t o n
masterfully  weaves
these threads together,
s h o w i n g  h o w
vengeance operates on
multiple  levels:  from
petty personal grudges
to  organized  crime

vendettas.

A Dual
Narrative
Structure
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
engaging aspects of V
Is  for  Vengeance  is
i ts  dual  narrat ive.
W h i l e  K i n s e y
investigates  Nora's
connections to a seedy
underworld  figure,
readers also follow the
perspective  of  the
criminal  element.  This
techn ique  a l l ows
Grafton to explore the
theme  of  vengeance
from both sides of the
l a w .  T h e  s t o r y
becomes a  meditation
on  how  vengeance
corrodes  everyone  it
touches ,  whether
justified  or  not.
T h e  p a c i n g  i s
d e l i b e r a t e ,  w i t h
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Grafton taking time to
build  atmosphere  and
develop the secondary
characters. The reader
i s  g i ve n  space  t o
p o n d e r  m o r a l
ambiguities:  Is  Nora a
victim,  a  perpetrator,
or  both?  Is  Dante's
pursu i t  o f  jus t i ce
h o n o r a b l e  o r
obsess ive?  These
q u e s t i o n s  l i n g e r
throughout  the  novel,
adding  depth  beyond
the  typical  mystery
formula.

KINSEY MILLHONE:
THE ENDURING
DETECTIVE

By  the  time  readers
r e a c h  V  I s  f o r
Vengeance,  Kinsey
Millhone  feels  like  an
old  friend.  Grafton's
h e r o i n e  r e m a i n s
consistent:  fiercely
independent,  witty,
a n d  s t u b b o r n l y
pr inc ip led.  In  th is
installment,  Kinsey  is

s t i l l  l i v i ng  i n  he r
converted  garage
apartment, driving her
beloved  Volkswagen
Beetle,  and navigating
the complexities of her
relat ionships  with
friends like Henry Pitts
and Rosie.
What  makes  Kinsey
compelling in this book
is her moral clarity in a
world  of  gray  areas.
S h e  i s  n o t  a
v e n g e a n c e - d r i v e n
character  herself ;
rather,  she  observes
how  the  th i rs t  fo r
r evenge  d i s t o r t s
others.  Her  role  is  to
uncover  truth,  not  to
exact punishment. This
distinction  becomes
crucial  as  the  plot
unfolds  and  Kinsey
must decide how much
to  intervene  in  the
lives of people who are
c l e a r l y  m a k i n g
destructive choices.



4

4 V Is For Vengeance Sue Grafton 2024-07-30

The
Supportin
g Cast
Grafton populates V Is
for Vengeance with a
memorable  supporting
cast.  Lorenzo  Dante,
the security guard, is a
particularly  nuanced
character.  He  is  not
s imply  a  hero  or  a
vil lain;  he  is  a  man
driven  by  grief  and  a
s k e w e d  s e n s e  o f
justice.  His  storyline
provides  a  powerful
c o u n t e r p o i n t  t o
K i n s e y ' s  m o r e
measured approach.

Nora
Lockwood: A
woman whose
past mistakes
catch up with her
in devastating
ways.
Chess, the mob

enforcer: A
chilling
antagonist who
represents the
cold, impersonal
side of
vengeance.
Patrick
Lockwood:
Nora's ex-
husband, whose
own secrets
complicate the
investigation.

THEMATIC DEPTH:
VENGEANCE AS A
DESTRUCTIVE
FORCE

The  t i t l e  V  Is  for
V e n g e a n c e  i s
deliberately  chosen.
Gra f ton  exp lo res
vengeance  not  as  a
satisfying act of justice,
but  as  a  consuming
o b s e s s i o n  t h a t
destroys  everyone  in
its  path.  Throughout
the  novel,  characters
are given opportunities
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to step back from the
edge  of  revenge,  but
most choose to plunge
f o r w a r d .  T h e
consequences  are
uniformly  tragic.
Grafton  contrasts
vengeance with justice.
Kinsey  represents  the
la t te r :  a  pa t ien t ,
methodical  uncovering
o f  f a c t s  w i t h o u t
personal  animosity.
The  cr iminals  and
damaged  civilians  in
the story represent the
former:  emotionally
driven,  short-sighted,
and  ultimately  self-
des t ruc t ive .  Th i s
thematic  exploration
elevates  the  novel
b e y o n d  a  s i m p l e
w h o d u n i t  i n t o  a
meditation  on  human
nature.

The

Social
Context
Set  in  the  late  1980s
(the series is famously
anchored in an earlier
time  period  despite
la te r  pub l i ca t i on
d a t e s ) ,  V  I s  f o r
Vengeance  a l s o
touches  on  soc ia l
issues of the era. Class
tens ions ,  gender
dynamics,  and  the
influence  of  organized
crime  on  legitimate
businesses  all  feature
i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .
Grafton's Santa Teresa
is a fully realized world,
and  this  installment
uses  the  setting  to
c o m m e n t  o n  h o w
communities  handle
(or fail to handle) crime
and punishment.

WRITING STYLE
AND ATMOSPHERE

Sue Grafton's prose in
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V Is for Vengeance is
sharp and economical,
y e t  c a p a b l e  o f
surprising lyricism. She
excels  at  creat ing
atmosphere  through
small details: the heat
o f  a  Santa  Teresa
a f t e r n o o n ,  t h e
claustrophobic feel of a
mob-run  warehouse,
the quiet tension of  a
family  dinner  where
s e c r e t s  s i m m e r
beneath the surface.
The dialogue is natural
and  often  laced  with
dry humor, a hallmark
of  the series.  Kinsey's
internal  monologue
p r o v i d e s  w r y
commentary  on  the
a b s u r d i t i e s  s h e
e n c o u n t e r s ,  b u t
Grafton never lets the
humor  undermine  the
gravity  of  the  subject
matter.  The  balance
between lightness and
darkness  is  expertly
maintained.

Pacing
and
Suspense
G r a f t o n  b u i l d s
suspense methodically.
The  early  chapters
establish character and
circumstance,  and the
tension ratchets up as
the  parallel  storylines
begin to converge. The
c l imax  invo lves  a
confrontation  that  is
b o t h  v i o l e n t  a n d
p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y
intense.  Grafton  does
not shy away from the
ugliness of vengeance,
but  she  also  avoids
g r a t u i t o u s
sensationalism.  Every
act  of  violence  in  the
novel serves the story
and theme.

THE PLACE OF V IS
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FOR VENGEANCE
IN THE ALPHABET

SERIES

V  Is  for  Vengeance
arr ived  late  in  the
series,  and  it  reflects
Grafton's maturity as a
writer. The early Kinsey
Millhone  novels  were
t i g h t e r ,  m o r e
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
m y s t e r i e s .  L a t e r
entries,  including  this
one, show a willingness
to  experiment  with
structure  and  theme.
The dual narrative, the
emphasis on character
over  plot  mechanics,
a n d  t h e  m o r a l
complexity  all  mark
this  as  a  work  by  a
writer  at  the  peak  of
her craft.
Fans of the series will
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
continuity:  familiar
locations,  recurring
characters,  and  the
ever-present  sense  of
K i n s e y ' s  w o r l d

evolving.  New readers
can  enjoy  V  Is  for
V e n g e a n c e  a s  a
standalone,  though
they may miss some of
the  depth  that  comes
from knowing Kinsey's
history.

Reception
and
Legacy
Upon publication, V Is
f o r  V e n g e a n c e
rece ived  pos i t ive
reviews,  with  critics
prais ing  Grafton's
abi l i ty  to  keep  the
series  fresh  after  two
decades.  Some  noted
that  the  dark  themes
made  i t  one  of  the
more  serious  entries,
but  most  agreed  that
the  quality  of  writing
remained exceptionally
high. The novel was a
commercial  success,
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spending  mult ip le
weeks  on  bestseller
lists.
Today, the book stands
as  a  tes tament  to
Grafton's  skill.  It  is
often cited by fans as
one  of  the  best  later
entries  in  the  series,
a longside  T  Is  for
Trespass and U Is for
U n d e r t o w .  T h e
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
v e n g e a n c e  f e e l s
particularly resonant in
a cultural moment that
often  grapples  with
questions  of  justice,
r e t r i b u t i o n ,  a n d
accountabil ity.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
FOR READERS

Character-1.
driven
mystery: The
plot hinges on
the choices of
well-drawn,
flawed people.
Thematic2.

richness: The
book offers a
thoughtful
examination of
vengeance
versus justice.
Atmospheric3.
setting: Santa
Teresa is
rendered with
loving detail and
contributes to
the mood.
Strong prose:4.
Grafton's writing
is crisp, witty,
and emotionally
resonant.
Series context:5.
While accessible
as a standalone,
the novel
rewards longtime
fans with
continuity and
character
growth.

CONCLUSION: A
POWERFUL
MEDITATION ON A
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TIMELESS THEME

V Is for Vengeance is
f a r  m o r e  t h a n  a
procedural  mystery.
Sue  Grafton  uses  the
genre  to  explore  the
corrosive  nature  of
r e v e n g e  a n d  t h e
difficult  path  toward
true  justice.  Kinsey
Millhone  remains  a
compe l l ing  gu ide
through  this  moral
landscape,  offering

readers  a  perspective
that is both clear-eyed
and  compassionate.
For  anyone  interested
in  crime  fiction  that
prioritizes  character
and  theme  alongside
plot,  this  novel  is  a
rewarding  read.  I t
stands  as  a  powerful
r e m i n d e r  t h a t
vengeance,  whi le
deeply human, is rarely
the answer we seek.


