Monk Fun Page Review: Mr. Monk and the Two Assistants

At first, I felt like an actress brought into replace a beloved character on a hit TV show, For months, it seemed as if I was constantly being compared by Monk, and everyone else in his life, to Sharona, and falling short.
Mr. Monk and the Two Assistants is the first Monk novel to debut (July 3rd 2006) in a hardback edition. That means you'll have to pay twice as much for this one as you did for the other three. Well, you're just going to have to suck it up, because it's worth every penny. Two assistants mean twice the fun and twice the mystery and twice the passion.

"Sharona and I had this erotic tension between us," Disher said standing in the doorway. "A hot 'will they/won't they' thing."

"More like a 'will never happen' thing," Stottlemeyer said.

"It was palpable," Disher said.

Sharona is back in all her brassy glory and Natalie is none too pleased when Monk welcomes his first assistant with a job offer. Natalie thinks the best way to ensure her own job security is to reunite Sharona with her soon to be ex again husband. The problem is he's been arrested for murder and even Sharona thinks he did it. And it gets a lot more complicated. There are enough twists and turns to keep Monk fans on the edge of their seats (as long as those seats are on even numbered rows.)
I wasn't one of them, but many fans were a little put out by the way the character of Sharona was written out of the series, necessitated by Bitty Shram's abrupt departure in the middle of the third season. Since the author doesn't have to deal with the actress, he's able to write her exit (in retrospect) and her return with all the careful elucidation and emotional authenticity all but the most die hard Sharona fan could have desired. Having written "Mr. Monk Goes to Mexico" (recently chosen as the fans' favorite episode) and "Mr. Monk and the Godfather" I think Mr. Goldberg really gets Sharona.
Since we're now on the fourth novel you might expect the plots and characters to begin to blur a little, but the opposite is true. Each book is delightfully unique. Maybe it's just me, but I see more depth and substance in this novel, than in the first three, which were all solidly entertaining in their own right. The exploration of the two relationships between Monk and his assistants is fascinating. The novel touches on the similarities, the differences, the humor and the evolution of both relationships. Great stuff. The obstacles are obvious and I'm not sure how it would ever come about, but it would be so cool, and ridiculously easy to promote, if Two Assistants was turned into an TV episode.

There's also something warm and familiar about this one, besides Natalie's narrative voice. I've often taken that drive down the five she so piquantly describes. I've been on Baker Beach (and thought what a great place that would be for Monk to solve a murder). I've been to book signings eerily like the one described in the book. Oh, that’s right: it was a Lee Goldberg book signing.
"What's with the gas mask" Dozier asked.

"Allergies," Monk said.

"What are you allergic to?"

"Los Angeles."

An interesting sidenote: Ian Ludlow, a novelist, Monk's L.A. counterpart and Disher's idol (he refers to him as "the Tolstoy of the mean streets") was also Lee Goldberg's early pen name when he was writing classics like .357 Vigilante. I think knowing that gives the reader a greater insight... into what I'm not sure.

My favorite scene? Sharona and Natalie interrogating the woman with the, shall we say, unusual brooch. Hysterical. 
