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Praise for the Monk Novels by Lee Goldberg

Mr. Monk Goes to Hawaii

 

“An entertaining and ruefully funny diversion that stars one of television’s best-loved characters, and because it’s a mystery novel, it will stick long after you’ve forgotten the plot of the latest Monk  episode.”—Honolulu Star-Bulletin

 

Mr. Monk Goes to the Firehouse

 

“The first in a new series is always an occasion to celebrate, but Lee Goldberg’s TV adaptations double your pleasure. . . . Mr. Monk Goes to the Firehouse brings everyone’s favorite OCD detective to print. Hooray!”—Mystery Scene

 

Acclaim for Lee Goldberg’s previous mysteries

 

“Can books be better than television? You bet they can—when Lee Goldberg’s writing them.”

—Lee Child

 

“A nifty creative take on the tradition of great amateur sleuths with a cast of quirky characters.”

—Stuart M. Kaminsky

 

“A clever, high-octane whodunit that moves like a bullet train.”—Janet Evanovich

“Well plotted and beautifully rendered.”

—Margaret Maron, Edgar, Agatha, and Macavity 
Award-winning author of the Deborah Knott 
mysteries

 

“Elegant writing, wry humor, a suspenseful premise, [and] a fast-paced plot.”

—Aimee and David Thurlo, authors of the 
Ella Clah, Sister Agatha, and Lee Nez mystery series

 

“A clever, twisting tale.”—Lisa Gardner

 

“A riveting mystery . . . wonderful stuff!”

—Paul Bishop, two-time LAPD Detective of the 
Year and head of the West Los Angeles Sex Crimes 
and Major Assault Crimes Units, and author of  
Twice Dead, Chalk, and Whispers

 

“Sly humor, endearing characters, tricky plots.”

—Jerrilyn Farmer

 

“A swift saga with colorful homicides, glamorous locales, and clever puzzles.”

—Walter Wager, author of Telefon,  
Twilight’s Last Gleaming, and 58 Minutes

“Intricate plots and engaging characters . . . page-turning entertainment.”—Barbara Seranella

 

“A devilish plot sense, sophisticated humor, and a smooth writing style . . . he’s as good as anyone writing in the genre today.”

—Donald Bain, coauthor of the  
Murder, She Wrote series

 

“Just what the doctor ordered, a sure cure after a rash of blah mysteries . . . more plot twists than a strand of DNA.”

—Elaine Viets, author of Murder Unleashed

 

“Fast-paced, tightly constructed mysteries. . . . You’ll read them in great big gulps!”—Gregg Hurwitz
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Mr. Monk Takes a Walk in the Park

The corpse might as well have been in a minefield, surrounded by razor wire, and guarded by trigger-happy snipers. There was no way Adrian Monk would go near it.

Monk stood on the red gravel jogging path that ran around McKinley Park at Vermont and Twentieth on Potrero Hill. He wore one of his six identical wool coats, one of his twelve identical off-white shirts (tieless and buttoned up to the collar), one of his twelve identical pairs of pleated brown slacks (specially tailored for him with eight belt loops instead of the usual seven), and one of his twelve identical pairs of brown leather shoes (Hush Puppies buffed to a shine each night).

He held a pair of binoculars up to his eyes. From where he stood he had a clear view west across the Mission District and Noe Valley to Sutro Tower,  which rose out of the fog that always seemed to surround the Twin Peaks in the morning.

But that wasn’t what he was looking at.

His binoculars were trained on the dead young woman sprawled only ten yards below him. The weedy area around her body was cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape that was twined around several trees.

The woman was twisted at an unnatural angle, her mouth open in a silent, frozen scream. Her shirt was hiked up, revealing the pale skin of her flat stomach and her tattooed lower back. The tattoo was a plus sign, with little matching plus signs in each of the four quadrants of the larger one. She was wearing Lycra shorts that showed off her long, muscled legs.

She was a jogger. The two previous victims were also joggers. And like them, she’d been strangled.

I’m not a cop or a medical examiner, but I’d picked up a little basic knowledge about homicide investigation over the years as Monk’s assistant. Even I could tell from the bruising around her neck that someone had throttled her.

But my imagination wouldn’t leave it at that. I put myself in her shoes. Or shoe, I should say, since she was missing her left one, just like the other victims who had been killed over the last month.

She had been jogging along the path in the early-morning stillness, enjoying the quiet and the view, her breathing steady and deep. And then he attacked her, knocking her off her feet. He wrapped his hands tightly around her throat. Her lungs ached for air. Her heart pumped madly. Her head and chest felt like they were going to burst.

She had suffered horribly.

I got scared just thinking about it, and I wasn’t even in any danger.

It’s that kind of overactive imagination that would make me a lousy cop. Since I’m not one, and have no official status with the police, I tend to keep my mouth shut at crime scenes and be as unobtrusive as possible. I feel like I’m in the way and that if I speak up, it will only call attention to the fact that I’m someplace where I really shouldn’t be.

Capt. Leland Stottlemeyer chewed on a toothpick and studied the body. Maybe he was imagining the same stuff I was. Maybe he was wondering what the victim had been like, whether she could carry a tune or how her face changed when she smiled. Maybe he was asking himself why his wife left him and if there was anything he could do to get her back. Or maybe he was just trying to decide where to eat lunch. Cops can be amazingly dispassionate about death.

Lt. Randy Disher was standing beside him, busily scrawling something in his notebook. My guess was that he was doodling, because there wasn’t anything for him to take notes on. Not yet, anyway. And while he was good at running down facts, and eager to please his captain, deduction wasn’t his strength.

The truth is, they were both waiting for Monk, the brilliant detective and my boss, to share his observations or, better yet, solve the murder right then and there. It wasn’t that crazy a thing for them to hope for. Monk had done it before. That’s why the SFPD paid him to consult on the trickiest homicide cases. He used to be a cop himself once until his obsessive-compulsive disorder made staying on the force impossible for him.

I stood beside Monk. Behind us, several uniformed officers and crime scene techs were going over the playground and jogging path, searching for clues.

Stottlemeyer looked up at us expectantly. “Are you going to be joining us?”

“I don’t think so,” Monk said.

“The body is down here, Monk.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

Monk grimaced with disgust, lowering his binoculars. But it wasn’t the body that made him uncomfortable; it was where it was located—right in the middle of a dog park. There were no dogs in the park now, but when we arrived some officers were still cleaning up the evidence that dogs had been there, if you catch my drift.

“This is the crime scene.” Stottlemeyer pointed to the body.

“So is this,” Monk said.

“The crime scene is where the body is,” Stottlemeyer said.

“I beg to differ,” Monk said.

“You can’t investigate the murder from up there.”

“I can’t investigate the murder if I’m dead.”

“Standing here isn’t going to kill you,” Stottlemeyer said.

“If I had to stand there,” Monk said, “I would kill myself.”

“We’ve cleaned up all the dog poop,” Stottlemeyer said. “I guarantee you won’t step in anything.”

“The ground is saturated with it,” Monk said. “This entire park should be dug up, put in a rocket, and sent into deep space.”

Stottlemeyer sighed. There was no way he was going to win this one; he had to know that. “Okay, fine. What can you tell me?”

“The killer was hiding in the playground equipment over in the sandbox.” Monk gestured behind himself to a fortlike structure that was part slide, part jungle gym. “When the victim ran past on the track, he tackled her, pinned her to the ground, and killed her. She was easy to overcome because she was already winded from running. He took her left shoe and then rolled her off the edge of the hill into the toxic-waste dump.”

“Dog park,” Stottlemeyer said.

“Same thing,” Monk said.

“I’ve got the mayor, the chief, and the news media all over me on these killings, and we’ve got nothing. I don’t even know who this poor woman is. She’s not carrying any ID,” Stottlemeyer said. “I need you to tell me something I don’t already know. Have you got anything at all?”

Monk sighed. “Not really.”

Stottlemeyer sighed. “Damn.”

“Except she’s from Russia, probably the Republic of Georgia, where she was active in the United National Movement, which favors closer ties with the European Union. So did she. She married a Jewish man from Eastern Europe.”

Stottlemeyer and Disher shared a stunned look. I was pretty stunned, too.

“Is that all?” Stottlemeyer asked dryly.

“Her shoes are new,” Monk said.

Disher glanced down at the body. “How do you know that?”

“The soles aren’t worn down and the leather isn’t creased yet,” Monk said. “The only dirt on the laces is the red dust from the track.”

“That’s very observant,” Stottlemeyer said, “but I think Randy meant how did you know the other stuff?”

“One of her teeth is capped with steel, which you see a lot in Soviet dentistry.”

“I don’t see much Soviet dentistry,” Stottlemeyer said. “I guess I need to get out more.”

“The tattoo on her back is the five crosses, adopted as the symbol of resistance by the Georgian nationalist movement in 1991. It became part of the Georgian flag in 2004,” Monk said. “She’s wearing a gold wedding ring on her right hand, which is a common practice in Eastern European countries, particularly among the Jewish faith. You’ll notice the ring has a slight reddish tint because Russian gold has a higher copper content than Western gold.”

“You saw all that from up there?” Stottlemeyer asked.

“I had these.” Monk held up his binoculars.

Stottlemeyer shook his head. “I’m standing right over the body and I couldn’t see half that stuff.”

“It’s okay, sir,” Disher said. “I didn’t even see three-quarters of it.”

Stottlemeyer gave him a look. “I feel so much better now.”

Disher smiled. “I’m glad I could be there for you.”

One of the things that amazed me about Monk was that he knew all about things like Soviet dental fillings or the copper content of gold from different regions, but if someone had a gun to his head he wouldn’t be able to name one of the judges on  American Idol or tell you what a Big Mac was. I often wondered how he decided what obscure knowledge was worth knowing and what wasn’t. After all, which was he more likely to come across, a Big Mac carton or the Georgian flag?

Monk rolled his shoulders and tilted his head like he was working a kink out in his neck. But I knew that wasn’t it. What was irritating him was a detail, some fact that didn’t fit where it was supposed to. Stottlemeyer noticed it, too.

“What’s bugging you, Monk?”

“She’s a brunette in her twenties,” Monk said. “And almost six feet tall.”

“That’s obvious,” Stottlemeyer said. “Even to me.”

“She’s buff,” Monk said.

“She’s in good shape; that’s true.”

“The first victim was a blonde in her early thirties and kind of flabby,” Monk said. “The second victim was a short Asian young woman in her late teens.”

“They were all female joggers who were strangled and had their left running shoe taken,” Stottlemeyer said. “What’s your point?”

“I think we should call the killer the Foot Maniac,” Disher said. We all looked at him. “Since he takes their left shoe.”

“No,” Stottlemeyer said.

“How about the Foot Strangler?”

“You can’t strangle a foot,” I said.

“The Foot Phantom,” Disher said.

“No,” Stottlemeyer said firmly.

“We need to call him something, Captain.”

“How about ‘the perp’?” I said.

“How about the Foot Fiend?”

“How about you put a sock in it,” Stottlemeyer said, and glanced up at Monk. “What are you getting at, Monk?”

“Why these women?”

Stottlemeyer shrugged. “They were the women who happened to be jogging by when nobody else was around. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Monk shook his head. “I don’t think so. He picked these three women for a specific reason. They have something in common that we’re missing.”

“I checked the first two victims out thoroughly,” Disher said. “One was married; the other was single. They didn’t know each other. They didn’t live in the same part of the city. They didn’t work in the same professions. And they were wearing different brands of running shoes.”

“There must be a pattern,” Monk insisted.

“Not everything in life has a pattern,” Stottlemeyer said. “Sometimes life is messy.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Monk said.

“It is,” Stottlemeyer said.

“We should fix that,” Monk said. “Isn’t that our job?”

“I suppose you could say that,” Stottlemeyer said.

It certainly was for Monk. He craved order, and there was nothing more disorderly than a murder. My theory is that for him, solving the crime was simply a matter of organizing the facts until they fit into the places where they belonged. In other words, he wasn’t really investigating homicides; he was cleaning up a mess. And he probably wouldn’t stop until he cleaned up the mess at the center of his own seemingly orderly life—the unsolved murder of his wife, Trudy.

Stottlemeyer turned to Disher. “Take some officers and canvass the neighborhood. See if anybody knows a young Russian woman. You might also check with immigration and missing persons for a woman matching her description.”

“Will do,” Disher said.

“The killer will probably have red gravel and dog . . .” Monk couldn’t bring himself to say the word.

“Poop,” I said.

“. . . on his shoes,” Monk continued. “You should put out an APB.”

“And say what?” Disher said. “ ‘Be on the lookout for a man with dog poop on his shoes’?”

Monk nodded. “I see your point.”

“You do?” Stottlemeyer said.

“I was being ridiculous,” Monk said.

“I never thought I’d hear you say that,” Stottlemeyer said. “That’s showing real progress, Monk.”

“We should alert Homeland Security,” Monk said.

Stottlemeyer sighed. Some things never changed.

“I’ll add that to my to-do list.” Disher started to go.

“One more thing, Randy,” Stottlemeyer said. “Check the credit card statements of all the victims for recent purchases at shoe stores or department stores. Maybe they all shopped at the same place.”

“That’s quite a list,” Disher said. “I could use a hand.”

“Get all the help you need.”

“What will you be doing?” Disher asked pointedly.

“Captain stuff,” Stottlemeyer said, his eyes daring Disher to push it beyond that.

“Right,” Disher said, and hurried off.

Monk motioned over the officer who’d loaned him the binoculars. His name was Milner and, if not for the wedding ring he was wearing, I might have been interested in his first name, too.

“Thank you for loaning me these.” Monk returned the binoculars to Officer Milner, then waved his hand at me for a disinfectant wipe. I dug into my purse for one and gave it to him.

“My pleasure, sir,” Officer Milner said. For a moment, I thought he might salute. His uniform was perfectly starched, and he moved with an almost military bearing. Perhaps that was what attracted me to him. “It’s amazing how you noticed all those little details.”

“Those are good binoculars,” Monk said, wiping his hands.

“You’re just being modest,” Officer Milner said.

“Yes,” Monk said. “I am.”

We started back toward my Jeep. Stottlemeyer met us there.

“Listen, I need to give you a heads-up on something,” he said quietly, obviously not wanting to draw much attention.

“Oh, sweet Mother of God,” Monk gasped, backing away.

“What?” Stottlemeyer said.

Monk hunched over and covered his face with his hands. I leaned close to him and whispered in his ear, “What’s wrong, Mr. Monk?”

“I don’t know how to tell him,” Monk said.

“Tell him what?”

“He stepped in it,” Monk said.

“In what?”

“It,” Monk said gravely.

I looked back at Stottlemeyer, then down at his shoes. The captain followed my gaze. He’d stepped in dog crap.

“Oh, hell.” He started to scrape the sole of his right shoe against the edge of the curb.

“No!” Monk shrieked. “Are you insane? There are innocent bystanders all around you.”

Stottlemeyer started to put his foot back on the ground and Monk shrieked again. So the captain stood on one foot, his other leg bent at the knee, the dirty foot held off the ground behind him.

Monk addressed the police officers and crime scene techs. “Everybody stand back. Way back. For your own good. We don’t want any collateral damage.”

“Okay, Monk,” the captain said in a low voice. “What would you like me to do?”

Stottlemeyer was adept at handling Monk, more so than me sometimes, and was eager to quickly defuse the situation.

“Don’t move,” Monk said, and rushed over to the crime scene van.

“I’m not,” Stottlemeyer said. “So much for trying to be discreet.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Monk has to hear this,” Stottlemeyer said.

Monk came back with several large evidence bags and handed them to me.

“What am I supposed to do with these?” I asked.

Monk looked Stottlemeyer in the eye. “We’re going to get through this together. I won’t abandon you, Captain.”

“I appreciate that, Monk.”

“Listen to me carefully, follow my instructions to the letter, and you’ll be all right. Take your shoe off very slowly and place it in the bag.”

Stottlemeyer bent down.

“Wait!” Monk yelled, startling Stottlemeyer and almost causing him to lose his balance.

“What?” Stottlemeyer snapped angrily.

“Gloves,” Monk said.

Scowling and hopping on one foot, Stottlemeyer reached into his pocket, put on a pair of rubber gloves, then slowly removed his shoe.

“What I wanted to tell you is that the rank and file in the department have been working without a contract for over a year now,” the captain said. “The city wants to make deep cuts in our pay, medical benefits, and pension contributions. Our union reps have been trying to talk sense to them for months, but the city won’t budge on their demands.”

Stottlemeyer handled his shoe, for Monk’s benefit, as if it were nitroglycerin, gently sliding it into the bag that I held open in front of him.

“Seal the bag,” Monk said.

I did.

“The point is,” Stottlemeyer said, “negotiations collapsed this morning. Both sides walked away from the table.”

Monk waved the forensic tech over and motioned for him to take the bag from me.

“Take it to a remote location at least fifty miles from the nearest populated area and burn it,” Monk instructed the tech, then turned back to Stottlemeyer. “Now the sock.”

The tech went off to make arrangements with NASA to have the bag launched into deep space.

The captain groaned and took off his sock. I held open another bag and he dropped the sock into it. I gave the bag to him.

“You think there might be a strike?” I asked.

“It’s against the law for police officers to strike,” Stottlemeyer said. “But I hear a nasty strain of the flu is going around.”

Monk covered his nose and mouth with his hands and staggered backward. “May God have mercy on your soul.”

“It’s not an actual flu, Monk. It’s the Blue Flu,” Stottlemeyer said. “It’s what happens when all the officers call in sick even though they aren’t.”

“Why would they want to do that?” Monk said.

“To make a statement to management,” Stottlemeyer said. “It’s the only leverage we have if we can’t strike. It could happen in the next day or so, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

“Why are you telling us?” I asked.

“Because it means you might not work for a while,” Stottlemeyer said.

“What about the criminals?” Monk asked. “Are they going to take a sick day, too?”

“I wish they would,” Stottlemeyer said, and hopped on one foot back to his car.
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Mr. Monk Goes Shopping

The local newscasts that night led with the announcement that negotiations between the police officers’ union and city negotiators had reached an impasse. It appeared the failure of the talks only hardened the resolve on both sides not to budge from their positions.

San Francisco mayor Barry Smitrovich vowed to bring the city’s budget under control and not bow to pressure to make concessions to the police officers.

“Everyone in this city is going to have to make some painful sacrifices,” Smitrovich said, standing behind a podium erected outside his family’s popular seafood restaurant on Fisherman’s Wharf. “That includes our police officers, who have enjoyed higher salaries and better medical and pension benefits than most of their fellow city employees. We can’t afford that any longer.”

Smitrovich was a heavyset, balding man with a bulbous nose, big hands, and a perpetual blush. He looked to me like he’d be a lot more comfortable on a fishing trawler than standing in a suit behind that podium.

“We all appreciate the hard work, dedication, and courage of our city’s police force. It is the finest in the nation. But we can’t ignore the fiscal realities facing this city,” he said. “Let me remind the fine men and women in blue that they have sworn to uphold the law, including those that forbid them from striking and putting the public’s safety at risk.”

Biff Nordoff, leader of the police union and an ex-cop himself, had a face like a tire tread. You could see every year he’d spent on the force. He gave a statement in front of a police car.

“When you’re a cop on the street, you expect your partner to be there to watch your back, to look out for you, to support you, to keep you safe,” Nordoff said. “Today our partner, the city of San Francisco, said they weren’t going to do that anymore. They said they didn’t care if our families are cared for, if our kids get an education, if we will be secure in our old age. And yet they want us to put our lives on the line without anyone watching our back. That’s just wrong.”

That story was followed by KGO-TV reporter Margo Cole, who had more synthetic parts than the Bionic Woman, reporting live from Potrero Hill. She stared gravely into the camera with her fish lips. Her grim expression probably had more to do with her Botox injections than the story she was reporting.

“The killer who has been preying on female joggers has claimed a third victim, identified as Serena Mirkova, twenty-three, a recent immigrant from the Republic of Georgia. She was found this morning in McKinley Park.”

Margo repeated details on the other killings and underscored the police department’s lack of progress on the case, although there was a shot of Stottlemeyer, looking stiff and uncomfortable on camera, saying that the department was pursuing several potential leads. Then it was back to Margo for the final word.

“The killer’s reign of terror is driving women off the streets after nightfall. They are shuddering in fear behind their locked doors and windows, wondering when or if the police will finally catch the Golden Gate Strangler.”

Well, at least now the killer had a name.

Margo didn’t mention anything about the missing running shoes because the police were holding back that detail from the media.

The next morning 70 percent of the city’s police force called in sick, and several sources in city government told the San Francisco Chronicle that they feared the city could be swept by a crime wave.

I figured that was just inflammatory rhetoric spread by City Hall in an effort to turn public opinion against the cops. But as much as I supported Stottlemeyer and Disher, I was worried that the sick-out did leave average citizens like myself more vulnerable than usual.

Luckily, I got paid my pitiful salary whether Monk was on a case or not. I wasn’t simply his  investigative assistant—I was also his driver, his secretary, his spokeswoman, his personal shopper, and his Sherpa through the urban jungle of San Francisco.

The one thing I wasn’t was his maid. But I didn’t have to worry about his ever asking me to do his dishes, sweep his floor, or clean his windows because he enjoyed doing those tasks himself way too much. In fact, I often had to restrain him from cleaning my house, too.

It’s not that I wouldn’t appreciate his taking over all my housework. I hate housework, can’t afford a maid, and never have enough time do all the things that need doing. The problem is that he’s overzealous where tidiness is concerned.

Believe it or not, there’s such a thing as a house that’s too clean and too orderly.

The one time I let him straighten up my place, it looked like a model home afterward, and not in a good way. There was none of the domestic disorder that naturally comes from living in a house and that makes a home, well, homey. He made it creepy. Not only that, it smelled like a hospital.

I also like to have some privacy, which isn’t easy when you’re a single mother raising a twelve-year-old daughter. The last thing I wanted was Monk rummaging around in my closet.

Since Monk had no investigation to occupy his time, and he’d cleaned his place as much as he could without opening his walls and buffing the studs, I took him shopping with me. Julie needed new school clothes, and there was a big clearance  sale at the Nordstrom in the San Francisco Centre mall.

Julie was unbelievably brand-conscious. I could buy a pair of jeans for ten dollars at Wal-Mart, slice them up with a knife, and run over them with my car, and they’d look just like the jeans she wanted that cost $150. But no, she had to have the name brand or face becoming a social outcast, forever exiled to the geek corner of the cafeteria. Or so she claimed.

I wanted my daughter to know that who you are is more than the sum of the designer trademarks that you wear, but it was a losing battle. If her clothes and shoes didn’t scream Von Dutch or Juicy, Hard Tail or Paul Frank, True Religion or Nike, she refused to be seen in public.

The only way I could afford the clothes and shoes that she absolutely had to have was to wait like a vulture for the big sales and then pounce the moment the stores opened, which is what I was doing with Monk.

While I sorted through the clearance items, wrestling with other desperate, henpecked mothers over pants, blouses, running shoes, and T-shirts, Monk was occupied at one of the carousels of bargain blouses, which were arranged in groups according to size.

The arrangement of blouses wasn’t good enough for him. He didn’t like the blouses all mixed up like that. He organized them by brand, color, and pattern, then by sizes within those groups. Any blouses without a match in brand, color, or design  he set aside in a section (more like a purgatory) of their own.

I was glancing at Monk when a hugely pregnant woman snatched a blouse from right in front of me, the last one in Julie’s size. The woman looked like she was about to deliver twins, or perhaps quadruplets, at any moment.

“That’s mine,” I said.

“That’s funny, lady, since it’s in my hand and not yours.”

“I had it in front of me,” I said.

“The whole table is in front of you,” she said. “Does that mean all of the blouses on it are yours too?”

Her purse slid off her shoulder onto the floor. When she bent over to pick it up, I was half tempted to kick her in the butt, but I restrained myself. I knew what it was like to be pregnant. The hormones can turn you into a monster. Maybe she was a sweet, good-natured woman when she wasn’t knocked up.

She walked away and I saw Monk looking at her, too. From the expression on his face, he didn’t seem any fonder of her than I was. He went back to organizing the carousel and I continued searching for values.

I ended up finding a Juicy jacket, a pair of Von Dutch pants, a couple of Paul Frank T-shirts, and a pair of running shoes that altogether cost less than any one of those items would individually at their original prices.

I felt so good about my shopping prowess that I took Monk to the Nordstrom café for a snack, my  treat. It wasn’t particularly magnanimous of me, since I knew that all he’d order was a bottle of Sierra Springs water.

On the way to the café he nearly collided with an old man who came around a pillar wheeling an oxygen tank behind him. He was wheezing, the tiny tubes from the tank running up to his nose. Now that I saw him up close, he wasn’t as old as I thought he was, maybe in his sixties. His grizzled cheeks were sunken and his eyes were fierce.

“Pardon us,” I said, and hurried along.

But Monk didn’t move. He was examining the man as if he were another species.

“Smoke three packs a day for thirty years and you can have one of these, too,” the man wheezed, and knocked his knuckles against the tank.

Monk cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. I went back, tugged him by the sleeve, and led him into the café. We sat at the bar, where a flat-screen TV was tuned to the midday news. I ordered Monk his water and got myself a coffee and a strawberry tart.

I noticed that the pregnant woman was in the café too, sitting at table, eating a piece of cake. It looked like she hadn’t bought the blouse after all. I was tempted to run back to the kids’ department and look for it.

Monk was still staring at the old man with the oxygen tank, who was walking through the aisles in the men’s department outside the café.

“Stop staring,” I said. “It isn’t polite.”

“I’m not staring,” Monk said. “I’m observing.”

“Could you at least try to be subtle about it?”

Monk smiled. “That’s like asking a snake if he can slither.”

He picked up a menu, held it in front of his face, and peered over the edge, observing the old man and then observing the pregnant woman and then observing a nun who was sipping a cup of coffee and idly toying with the cross around her neck. By trying to be subtle, he’d made himself even more obvious. People were staring at him now.

I decided to ignore him and glanced at the TV. Mayor Smitrovich was holding a press conference from City Hall. I thought it might be news about the Blue Flu, so I asked the bartender to crank up the volume so I could hear what the Mayor was saying.

“. . . which is why I’m announcing a two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar reward for any information from the public leading to the arrest and conviction of the Golden Gate Strangler,” the mayor said. “Please call the number on your screen if you can help in any way.”

I plucked the menu from Monk’s hands and gestured to the TV. “Listen to this.”

“We can’t let one man terrorize the city,” Smitrovich was saying. “Especially now, when our police force has abandoned their responsibility to our citizens with their illegal walkout.”

I jotted the phone number on a napkin. “This could be a big opportunity for you, Mr. Monk.”

And for me, too. If he got the $250,000 reward, he could give me a fat raise and I wouldn’t have to wait for clearance sales to buy my daughter clothes.

“I’m not eligible for the reward,” Monk said. “I’m already on the case. I’m a city employee.”

“You were. Now you’re just a private citizen who is going to get a quarter of a million dollars for solving the murders.”

But Monk wasn’t listening to me anymore. He was staring at the old man. “He’s still standing.”

“Good for him,” I said. “He’s a fighter.”

“He should be flat on his back by now.”

“Mr. Monk, I’m surprised at you. Where’s your compassion?”

Monk slid off his stool and marched over to the old man. I gathered up my bags and chased after him.

“Okay, gramps, the jig is up,” Monk said, blocking the man’s path.

“The jig?” the old man wheezed.

“You’re going down.” Monk jabbed his finger at the man’s face.

“Get out of my way.” The old man pushed past him, but Monk put his foot in front of the wheels of the oxygen tank trolley, stopping it.

“The only place you’re going is jail,” Monk said.

“Leave me alone,” the old man yelled, yanking his trolley free.

Monk pulled his sleeves down over his hands and embraced the tank, holding it tight. The old man tugged, but Monk refused to let go.

“Give it up, geezer,” Monk said.

I stood between the two of them and looked at Monk. “What are you doing?

“He’s a fake,” Monk said. “Call security.”

But I didn’t have to. Two beefy guys with matching earpieces and identical ill-fitting jackets approached out of nowhere. One of them spoke up.

“I’m Ned Wilton, store security. What’s the problem here?”

Wilton was an African-American man with a barrel chest and a military buzz cut. He looked like a weight lifter turned Secret Service agent.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the old man said, gasping for breath. “I’m being attacked by this lunatic.”

“He’s part of a shoplifting ring,” Monk said.

The old man started coughing. Wilton glanced at him, then back at Monk.

“Did you see this man steal any items?”

“No,” Monk said. Wilton’s jaw muscles tightened. I wondered if worked on those muscles at the gym, too.

“Then why do you think he’s a shoplifter?”

“Look at the gauge on his oxygen tank,” Monk said. “It’s empty.”

The old man abruptly collapsed on the floor and began to gasp for breath, clutching at his chest. The other security guy crouched at his side. “We’d better call an ambulance.”

Wilton nodded, and the other man spoke into a radio he had pulled out of his jacket pocket.

“It’s an act,” Monk said. “The gauge has been at zero for at least five minutes, and you saw him wrestling with me over the tank. If he really had emphysema, his skin would be blue by now.”

The old man was having spasms, writhing and choking on the floor. A crowd of horrified shoppers  was beginning to gather. Wilton broke out in a sweat.

“I think he’s dying,” the other security guy said.

Monk ignored him. “The tank is full of stolen merchandise. The lining of the tank jams the security tags, allowing him to go in and out of the store without setting off the sensors.”

The old man gurgled. His legs twitched. Even Wilton wasn’t buying the performance now.

Wilton unlatched the top of the tank. It was stuffed to the rim with designer clothing.

The old man stopped flopping and sighed with resignation. “Oh, hell,” he said.

“Your days of villainy are over,” Monk said.

“Thank you, sir,” Wilton said to Monk. “We appreciate the assist. I think we’ve got it covered now.”

“Then you know about the pregnant lady,” Monk said.

“What pregnant lady?”

Monk motioned to the woman in the café, who was standing up at her table and heading out. “The one who isn’t pregnant.”

She glanced at us and must have seen something on our faces she didn’t like. She bolted. Without even thinking, I charged after her. It was no contest. I took her down with a flying tackle, a skill I learned from my brother.

We hit the ground hard. Her tummy pack burst open like a piñata, spilling clothes and toiletries all over the floor. The woman snarled at me, and I snarled right back. I grabbed the blouse she’d taken from me and I held it up in my fist victoriously.

You don’t want to get between a mother, her daughter, and a Juicy blouse at 80 percent off the regular price.

Monk and Wilton rushed over. Wilton restrained the woman and called for more backup on his radio. I got to my feet.

“Nice tackle,” Monk said.

“How did you know she wasn’t pregnant?” I asked.

“She walked straight and didn’t waddle. And when she dropped her purse, she bent at the waist to pick it up.”

I didn’t notice that, and I was standing right behind her at the time. I guess I was blinded by righteous shopper indignation.

Wilton looked back at Monk. “Anybody else we should know about?”

“The nun in the café,” Monk said.

She was still sitting at the table, pretending not to notice us, toying with her cross.

“She’s wearing a habit from the order of Saint Martha of Bethany, but she’s got a crucifix around her neck with a figure of Jesus on it,” Monk said. “The nuns of that order wear a simple gold cross. She’s the ringleader and the lookout.”

A half dozen other security personnel showed up, and Wilton sent two of them into the café to apprehend the non-nun.

“This was fun,” Monk said. “We should go shopping more often.”

I folded the blouse and headed toward the nearest cashier. I didn’t want to get arrested for shoplifting. “You’re very observant, Mr. Monk.”

“No,” Monk said with a satisfied smile. “I stare.”
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