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CHAPTER ONE

Mr. Monk Gets His Kicks

My name is Natalie Teeger. I’m an honest-to-goodness soccer mom and proud of it. My twelve-year-old daughter, Julie, plays defense on the Slammers in the all-girl league. The kids get together at Dolores Park for practices on Saturdays and games on Sundays.

On this particular Sunday, my boss, Adrian Monk, the legendary detective, was with us at the game. He was too restless to stay at home. For the past couple days, he’d been investigating the brutal beating death of the reviled E. L. Lancaster, who ran the mortgage division of a San Francisco bank.

Lancaster was disliked by just about everyone he’d ever met. He’d even foreclosed on his parents’ home when his father, slipping into senility, missed a couple mortgage payments.

I’m not kidding. Lancaster was that lovable.

The only clue Monk had to work with was a confusing cluster of overlapping bloody footprints belonging to the murderer.

Captain Leland Stottlemeyer’s theory on the footprints was that the victim must have delivered a blow in self-defense that left his attacker reeling and dizzy.

Lieutenant Randy Disher, the captain’s right-hand man, was checking area hospitals for anyone who might have come in with a head wound.

I’ve seen Monk solve a homicide within a few minutes of arriving at the crime scene. But this case had too many suspects and too few clues. The investigation was making Monk even more nuts than usual.

Monk’s basic problem is that he’s obsessed with imposing order on a world that is, by nature, disordered. It’s a problem he’s never going to solve. But he’s not alone in his futile pursuit. We’ve all got the same problem, only not to his degree.

Look at me, for example. My job is to make Monk’s life as orderly as possible so he can focus on bringing order to disorder, which is the method he uses to solve murders, which is how he makes a living, which is how he’s able to pay me.

When I’m not with Monk, I’m trying to maintain some kind of order in my own life and to create a consistent, safe and nurturing environment for my daughter.

So I scramble to pay the bills, to do the laundry, to keep the house clean, to get Julie to school on time, to make sure she gets all her work done, to coordinate all her activities, playdates, to— Well, you get the point, because you’re probably doing it, too.

I can never get ahead of it all. I can never get everything under control. And I never will. I know that, but I keep trying to anyway.

That’s Monk, too.

But I don’t obsess about my failure to get my life under control.

And because I’m unlike Monk, the act of trying to put things in order doesn’t give me a unique perspective on the world around me—one that allows me to see things that others don’t and solve complex mysteries.

I’ve learned to accept that there’s always going to be chaos, that things can never, ever be brought under control and that it’s the unpredictable, disorderly, uncontrollable nature of things that is life.

Disorder is the unexpected. It’s discovery. It’s change. And as hard as we try to bring order to our lives, deep down we all know that it’s that little bit of disorder that makes life exciting.

So why do we constantly keep working to put our lives in order anyway? Why do I?

I don’t know.

But sometimes I wonder if Monk does, because restoring order in all things is his obsession.

I knew the disorder that the Lancaster case represented had to be eating away at Monk. And I was worried about what he’d do to compensate for that anxiety.

So on that Sunday afternoon, I had decided to stop by Monk’s place on our way to the soccer game just to see how he was doing. Julie begged me not to, but I was worried about him.

It turns out I had good reason to be.

I found Monk on his hands and knees cleaning his carpet strand by strand, using a magnifying glass and a toothbrush.

I couldn’t leave him like that, so I made him come along with us, despite Julie’s fervent protests. I couldn’t blame her for objecting. Monk once helped me coach her basketball team, and it was a disaster.

I tried to console Julie by assuring her that this time Monk was going to be merely a spectator in the stands. How much harm could he do?

Little did I know.

We were playing at Dolores Park on a clear, sunny day, with barely a wisp of fog in the air. The park was on the steep hill that divided the Noe Valley neighborhood where we live from the urban bustle of the Civic Center. The spectators not only had a great view of the field, but of the downtown San Francisco skyline as well.

The Slammers were up against the Killer Cleats, the number-one team in the league—also the meanest. The Killer Cleats played soccer as a contact sport, mowing down any kid who got in their way. They were way too rough, and their coach, a big, angry man named Harv Felder, drove them hard, brutally berating any player who didn’t come off the field with an opposing team member’s flesh between her teeth.

The coaches and families of both teams were on the same side of the field, but each on their own set of four-row, metal bleachers.

Early in the first quarter, one of the Killer Cleats got hit in the back of the head with the ball, allowing one of the Slammers to get past her and score a goal.

The ref blew his whistle, calling a brief time-out to give the injured player, a girl named Katie, an opportunity to leave the field.

Katie staggered to the sidelines, trying not to cry, and another Killer Cleat went out to replace her.

“Good defense, Katie. Way to play,” Raul Mendez, our coach, said sincerely to Katie as she passed him. He was the father of four girls and a real sweet guy. The player glanced at him but didn’t acknowledge his comment.

“You call that playing?” Felder screamed at her, getting his face right in hers, close enough so Katie could probably feel his spittle spraying her from between his clenched teeth. “You’re a loser, Katie, a sniveling little worm. You sicken me.”

Katie burst into tears and Felder mimicked her as she lumbered back to her embarrassed parents.

“Boo-hoo-hoo. And you’re a crybaby too,” Felder added. “Get out of my sight before I puke.”

Raul shook his head in disgust. “Hey, man, don’t you think you’re being a little hard on her? They’re just kids. It’s only a game.”

Felder sneered at Raul. “That’s what the losers always say.”

The game resumed and almost immediately one of the Killer Cleats plowed into a Slammer, knocking her on her back and actually running over her to make a goal.

Felder thrust his fist into the air and did a little victory dance.

“I hate that man,” I hissed to Monk.

But Monk wasn’t at my side anymore. He was up in the bleachers trying to convince people to move to different spots so there would be an even number of people on each row. I got up and dragged him back down.

“Please stop harassing the parents,” I said.

“Look at them,” Monk said. “Three sitting in one row, five in another. Only one sitting up top. It’s irresponsible. They should set an example for their kids.”

The Killer Cleats elbowed, kicked and tackled their way through the Slammers to score another goal. The ref never called a single penalty against them. I figured he was either blind or a buddy of Felder’s.

“What about the example he sets?” I said, motioning to Felder, who was doing another one of his victory dances.

“Make ’em bleed,” Felder yelled to his team.

“Our team is getting murdered,” I said.

Monk stared at Felder. “Call the captain.”

“I didn’t mean that comment literally,” I said.

“Call him.” Monk shifted his shoulders and rolled his head. “Tell him to bring handcuffs.”

By the time Captain Stottlemeyer showed up, it was the second half, the score was seven to one, and Monk had nagged all the parents on our team to sit on a single row in the middle of the bleachers.

“You’ll thank me later,” he told them.

I doubted it. In fact, they might even ban me from attending future games. I could feel them glaring at me, but I pretended not to notice.

Stottlemeyer had the same look on his face as the parents. He was wearing a T-shirt, a Windbreaker, and a pair of faded jeans. The captain clearly wasn’t thrilled at being dragged out of his apartment on his day off.

“You better have a good reason for this, Monk,” Stottlemeyer said.

“We need to have a talk with them.” Monk motioned to the parents on the Killer Cleat bleachers. “They aren’t going to listen to me.”

“You called me down here to rearrange the people on the bleachers?”

“It’s a safety issue,” Monk said.

“Uh-huh.” Stottlemeyer turned his back on Monk, so the captain missed seeing the Slammer goalie get pummeled by the ball and the Killer Cleats score another goal. “I’m leaving.”

“Wait,” Monk said. “You can’t go without arresting the coach.”

“For disorderly seating?”

“For murder,” Monk said.

Stottlemeyer stopped walking and turned around slowly to face Monk again. “I can’t arrest him for winning the game.”

“How about for killing the banker?” Monk said.

Stottlemeyer gave him a look. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Monk pointed to Felder, who was doing his little victory dance. “That explains the footprints.”

“It does?”

“It’s his ritual. He does it whenever he wins,” Monk said. “Those steps match the sequence of bloody footprints at the bank.”

Stottlemeyer and Monk stepped closer to Felder, staring at his feet as he danced.

“I’ll be damned,” Stottlemeyer said, rubbing his bushy mustache.

Felder spun around and glowered at them. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Stottlemeyer flashed his badge at Felder. “SFPD homicide. You’re under arrest for the murder of E. L. Lancaster, manager of Golden State Bank.”

Felder’s jaw dropped in astonishment. So did mine. Jaws were dropping everywhere.

Stottlemeyer cuffed Felder, read him his rights and started to lead him away.

Monk cleared his throat. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Stottlemeyer groaned, turned around and held up his badge so the parents in the Killer Cleat bleachers could see it.

“Hey, everybody, listen up,” the captain said. “You have two choices. Either sit in even numbers on even-numbered rows, or all of you have to sit together on one row.”

“Why?” one parent asked.

“It’s a safety issue,” Stottlemeyer said. “If you want to avoid a citation, I suggest you listen to him.” Stottlemeyer tipped his head toward Monk and then led Felder off the field.

The Slammers and their parents began to applaud. We were cheering about Harv Felder getting taken away in handcuffs, but that’s not how Monk saw it.

“See?” Monk said to me. “Everybody appreciates balanced seating.”




CHAPTER TWO

Mr. Monk and the Unlucky Break

I don’t think there’s anything in the soccer rule book that covers what to do when the coach of a team is arrested for murder during a game. The ref didn’t know how to deal with it. The parents of the Killer Cleats wanted to call it quits and take their kids home. Raul was glad to oblige—if the Killer Cleats agreed to forfeit the game. The Killer Cleats weren’t willing to take a loss, so the game went on.

Raul probably figured that the trauma of seeing their coach dragged off to jail would undermine the morale of the Killer Cleats to such a massive degree that we actually might have a chance to beat them. Instead, it just pissed them off. They returned to the field seething like a pack of rabid wolves.

Christy Clark, the Cleats’ forward, drove the ball right down the center of the field. She was as wide as two girls and plowed through everything, and everyone, in her path like a runaway bulldozer.

Most of the Slammers had the good sense to get the hell out of Christy’s way, the game be damned, except my dear, sweet, stubborn daughter.

Julie was not going to let that ball get past her. She grimaced and charged Christy.

I think I even heard Julie growl.

Christy and Julie bashed into each other like raging elk, kicking the ball between them as they butted against each other. Somehow Christy managed to kick the ball past Julie and knock her down.

My daughter hit the ground hard and let out an anguished cry that was equal parts pain and fury.

Christy and the Killer Cleats surged past Julie and made another goal, the whole team erupting in cheers.

At least they didn’t trample Julie, which I took as an act of rare mercy on their part. I stood up and waited for Julie to get to her feet.

Monk tugged at my shirt.

“You’re standing,” he said.

“I know that, Mr. Monk.”

“But everyone else is sitting,” Monk said. “You’re making a scene.”

“I’m concerned about my daughter.”

“What if another person stands up? Then it’s two people standing and everyone else sitting, and before you know it, the whole world collapses into anarchy.”

At that moment, my whole world was one twelve-year-old girl and she wasn’t standing up. I ran out onto the field. Raul joined me.

Monk stood and waved everyone else in the bleachers to follow, which they did, presumably cowed into obedience by Captain Stottlemeyer’s speech.

When Raul and I reached Julie, she was sitting up, cradling her right arm and trying very hard not to cry.

“Are you okay, honey?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I think my arm is broken.”

“It’s probably just a sprain,” Raul said.

He was accustomed to kids overreacting to the sudden pain of an unexpected fall. But he didn’t know Julie the way I did. When she was a baby, she once managed to wriggle out of her high chair and fell on the kitchen floor. Any other baby would have been wailing, but Julie sat there, fighting the urge to cry and furious with herself for not being able to succeed.

Julie was a fighter, like her dad.

So seeing her now, eyes filled with tears, told me more than any X-ray ever could. If she said her arm was broken, it was.

I looked up and saw Monk organizing the reluctant parents into a circle around us. According to Monk-think, if one spectator was on the field, then all the spectators had to be out there. Monk had a pained expression on his face, even more so than Julie. He leaned down and whispered in my ear.

“Get ahold of yourself, woman,” Monk said. “This is no way to behave in public.”

“We’re going to the hospital, Mr. Monk,” I said.

“Why would you want to do a crazy thing like that?” he said, exasperated, as Raul and I gently lifted Julie to her feet.

“Can’t you see that Julie has hurt herself?” I said as we led Julie toward the parking lot. Even though I was pretty sure she’d broken her arm, I didn’t want to confirm her fears by saying it aloud.

“You can’t take her to a hospital,” he said, trailing after us, insistently waving the other parents to follow. “They’re full of sick people!”

“That’s where we’re going,” I said. “If you want to take a taxi home, be my guest.”

He groaned. “That’s like giving me a choice between slitting my own throat and shooting myself.”

But he came with us anyway.

The doctor had already given Julie a preliminary exam and she’d just returned from having her arm x-rayed when Monk finally joined us. He opened the curtain surrounding Julie’s bed in the ER as if he was stepping out onto a stage.

Ladies and gentlemen, give it up for Adrian Monk!

He’d managed to find a hospital patient gown to put over his clothes, rubber gloves for his hands and a surgical mask to cover his nose and mouth.

It was quite a sight and well worth the wait. He brought a smile to Julie’s face when she needed it the most—not that he meant to.

“What?” Monk asked us, totally oblivious to his clownish appearance.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Mr. Monk,” Julie said, “but you look silly.”

“I think what you mean is ‘sensibly dressed.’ ”

“You’re right,” she said, sharing a glance with me. “That’s exactly what I meant.”

“I’m relieved to hear you say that,” he said as he wheeled in a cart containing gowns, gloves and masks for us both. “It may not be too late to save you, too.”

“From what?” I said.

“You name it,” he said. “The black death, Ebola, scurvy.”

“You can’t catch scurvy,” Julie said. “You get it from not eating enough oranges.”

“That’s an old wives’ tale,” Monk said, handing out our garments, “from wives who later died of scurvy.”

That’s when the doctor came in. He had such a grim expression on his youthful face, I was afraid he was going to tell us Julie had a brain tumor.

“I’m afraid you have a broken wrist,” the doctor said. “The good news is that it’s a clean break. You’ll only have to wear a cast for a couple weeks.”

If that was all, why did he have to look so serious? Maybe he thought it made him appear more learned and mature so he wouldn’t get a lot of flack from patients for being so young.

Actually, it made him look like he’d eaten something for lunch that decided to fight back.

“Do I get to pick the color for my cast?” Julie asked.

“Absolutely,” he said and waved over an ER nurse.

She walked behind Monk and held up a chart with a dozen sample plaster colors for Julie to see. There was something vaguely familiar about the nurse, but I couldn’t place her.

She had thick, curly brown hair with blond highlights and stood with attitude. By that, I mean she had a certain rough confidence about her, the kind that’s like a scar. It’s a toughness you can only get on the streets, and not the ones you find in suburban housing tracts. Growing up in suburbia, you end up with a pampered confidence that comes from knowing you have mutual funds earning money for you.

“We have a wide selection of colors to choose from,” the doctor said. “Or you can go with white and rent your arm out for advertising.”

“Really?” Julie replied. “What does that pay?”

I was taken aback by the question. When had Julie become so entrepreneurial?

“I’m kidding,” the doctor said.

“But it’s not a bad idea.” Julie looked at me. “We could go around to local businesses, like the pizza parlor or the bike shop, and see if they’d be interested in using my arm as a walking billboard.”

This broken wrist was revealing a whole new side of my daughter to me.

“You have a deal,” I said.

“You could offer them a special rate to advertise on both arms,” Monk added.

“But I don’t have a cast on my left arm,” Julie said.

“You will,” he said, nodding.

“No, I won’t,” she said.

“It’s what they do in these situations.”

The nurse was starting to fidget, tapping her foot on the floor in frustration.

“But my left wrist isn’t broken,” Julie said.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It’s standard medical procedure.”

“You want me to put a cast on her left wrist?” the doctor asked Monk incredulously.

“Doesn’t that go without saying?”

“No,” the doctor said, “it doesn’t.”

“You can’t put a cast on only one wrist,” Monk said. “She’ll be off-balance.”

“The cast isn’t that heavy,” the doctor said. “I can assure you that her balance will be just fine.”

“It will if she has a cast on both arms.” Monk turned to me. “Where did this guy go to medical school? If I were you, I’d get a second opinion.”

The nurse’s face was growing tense and a flush was rising on her cheeks. She looked like she might hit Monk with that display board she was holding.

I knew what she was feeling all too well. I had to bring this ridiculous debate to an end before Monk needed medical attention.

“Julie is not getting a cast on her left wrist, Mr. Monk,” I said, “because it’s not broken.”

“You aren’t thinking rationally. You’re clearly in shock over Julie’s injury. You ought to have a doctor look at you.” Monk glanced dismissively at the doctor. “A real one.”

“I don’t want a cast on both wrists,” Julie said to me.

“Don’t worry, honey,” I said. “It’s not going to happen.”

“Of course it is,” Monk said. “She can’t leave here imbalanced.”

“You mean unbalanced,” the doctor said, “not imbalanced.”

“What do you know?” Monk said.

“I know you’re imbalanced for thinking she’s unbalanced, ” he said, smiling at his own cleverness.

Monk was not amused. “You’re under arrest.”

“For what?” the doctor asked.

“Impersonating a doctor.”

“Are you a police officer?”

“I’m a consultant to the police,” Monk said. “I investigate homicides.”

“I haven’t killed anyone,” the doctor said.

“Not yet,” Monk said. “But if you keep practicing medicine like this, you will.”

The nurse suddenly threw the display card against the wall in a fit of anger, startling us all.

“That’s enough, Adrian,” she said. “Believe it or not, the whole world doesn’t revolve around you and your special needs. This poor girl has been through enough today without having to deal with you, too. So shut up and let us do our jobs.”

Monk jerked at the sound of her voice, his eyes going wide with shock.

The nurse took a deep, calming breath and then looked at me. “I’m sorry about that, but this is an argument you can’t win. Trust me. The only way any of us is going to get any peace is if we put a cast on Julie’s left wrist.”

Before I could object, the nurse stepped up to Julie. “Don’t worry, honey. After the cast dries, I’m going to cut it off, put some Velcro straps on it and give it to you. That way, you can put it on whenever Adrian is around and take it off the instant he leaves. Problem solved.”

Adrian? Hearing Monk addressed that way by a person I assumed was a complete stranger to him startled me a bit. I’d never heard anyone but Monk’s brother and his shrink refer to him by his first name. I assumed that familiarity was simply a calming and controlling technique nurses and other medical professionals used to deal with emotionally or psychologically disturbed individuals.

“Or I could have this guy committed,” the doctor said, narrowing his eyes at Monk. “That would solve the problem, too.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I think we’ll go with the second cast,” I said, turning to Julie. “If that’s okay with you.”

“Yeah,” Julie said. “I just want to go home.”

The nurse smiled. “Don’t we all. I’ll be right back.”

She left to get whatever she needed to make the cast. Monk hadn’t moved since she’d spoken. I don’t think he’d even blinked. I was impressed with the decisive way she’d handled the situation, and I appreciated it, but I couldn’t figure out why her speaking up shocked Monk into silence.

The doctor said something about us coming back in a couple weeks, gave me a prescription for painkillers for Julie and then he left to treat another patient.

I looked at Monk. He seemed frozen in place.

“Would you mind staying with Julie for a minute?” I asked him.

Monk nodded ever so slightly. He wasn’t going anywhere.

I caught up with the nurse at the supply cabinet.

“Excuse me,” I said. “I just wanted to say thank you for helping out. Sometimes my friend can be difficult to handle.”

“I’m used to it,” she said, her back to me as she scrounged around for her things.

“You must meet a lot of people like Mr. Monk.”

She sighed wearily. “There’s nobody like Adrian.”

She’d done it again. She’d called him Adrian. There was something about the way she said it, with her strong New Jersey accent, that gave me a pang of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. I suddenly had an ominous inkling what the explanation for her familiarity with him might be.

“You’ve obviously had some experience with him before, ” I said, fishing.

“That’s one way of putting it,” she said, turning to look at him again, almost affectionately. “I used to have your job.”

And that’s when I saw the ID badge clipped to her uniform and my suspicions were confirmed.

Sharona was back.
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