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Praise for Rotten Peaches (The Thelonious T. Bear Chronicles)


“A fanciful bank robbery in a small-town Southern community entwines a clever British bear as he suffers culture shock. Sweet tea, grits, no hold on the satire. Prepare to be tickled!”


—Vicki Hendricks, author of Fur People



Praise for Normal for Norfolk (The Thelonious T. Bear Chronicles)



“For anyone who’s ever wondered what Paddington at Large would have been like if it had been written by Raymond Chandler—and who hasn’t?—Mitzi Szereto has the answer. Like Philip Marlowe, Szereto’s Thelonious T. Bear is a modern knight errant who plays it cool even as the light of suspicion shines on him. And like Paddington, he’s short of stature and long on charm. If you like your sleuths tough, cynical and cute as a button, Normal for Norfolk is the book for you.”



—Steve Hockensmith, author of Holmes on the Range and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies: Dawn of the Dreadfuls



“A rural crime novel I found approachable and engaging, featuring an oddly detached hero who just happens to be a small bear…. I enjoyed my visit to Norfolk and I could certainly bear another outing (sorry)!”



—The American magazine



“Our tableau involves a bear, you see…and not just any old bear, but a teddy bear. Erm, make that a talking (also driving, employed, and somewhat-irritable) teddy bear (yes, really, so kindly lower those eyebrows!), positioned as the main character in author Mitzi Szereto’s—and writing buddy Teddy Tedaloo’s—delightfully quirky spin on the traditional cozy mystery…. I’m looking forward to Thelonious’s next big adventure…because after Normal for Norfolk, you just know there’s gotta be more to come.”



—The Literate Kitty



“Normal for Norfolk has it all: magic, gritty realism, humor, cultural commentary, intelligence, charm and suspense. The hero of this novel, Thelonious T. Bear, finds himself at the heart of a mystery. He’s a photojournalist like no other, a pub-loving, anthropomorphized bear who wears cologne and a deerstalker hat. I am eager to read the next book in Mitzi Szereto’s series.”



—Janice Eidus, author of The War of the Rosens and The Last Jewish Virgin



Prologue

Local Bank Hit by “Animal Dwarf Bandits” with Tommy Guns!


—Front page headline from the Ferndale Bugle



Red Georgia clay.


Staining his fur, sifting down his throat. Its dust coated Thelonious T. Bear’s innards like lumpy flour. He imagined being rolled in it and dropped into a pot of boiling oil like the famous Southern fried chicken served at every roadside eatery and small-town diner. A pot of boiling oil couldn’t have been much worse than the current air temperature. His fur felt as if it had been pressed with a steam iron, then pressed again.

Thelonious climbed down from the booth of yet another country diner with the omnipresent HOME COOKIN’ sign in the window, having just partaken of yet another meal of fried chicken with all the trimmings. Today those trimmings had included fried okra and mashed potatoes along with hush puppies that sat in his belly like lead weights. He’d washed everything down with a large glass of sweet tea that contained so much ice it made his teeth hurt. Thelonious knew he shouldn’t have eaten that fried pie for breakfast. Peach, it was. He’d finished it in two bites, hoping the juicy-sweet pastry would provide enough fuel to get him through a few hours’ work. But all it did was offer a temporary sugar rush, followed by permanent nausea.

The real American South in all its flag-waving post-Confederate glory—this was what Thelonious planned to chronicle with his camera for his new photojournalism assignment in America. “Think Norfolk, but with peaches!” his publisher Ira Goldfarb had shouted down the phone, his brash Brooklyn accent more fitting a discussion on the merits of pastrami on rye than the particulars of the Deep South. “I want homespun! I want Southern hospitality! I want to smell that fried chicken and taste those grits!”


Grits.


Thelonious gagged at the memory. Grits with butter. Grits with cheese. Grits with shrimp. He’d tried them all, never making it past the first forkful. The texture disgusted him even more than the taste. As for the fried chicken, he’d already smelled enough to last a lifetime. Even his fur smelled like fried chicken.

Placing five American dollars on the table, he toddled toward the diner’s exit. “Y’all come back and see us a’gin!” the waitress called out, pocketing the money so quickly Thelonious wondered if it was the first time she’d been given a tip. Well, she deserved it. Aside from the friendly service, she’d offered him a sympathetic ear—and that didn’t happen too often.


The night before Thelonious had almost been stung by a scorpion as he stepped into the shower. Scrambling back into his clothes with his fur still wet, he went charging over to the motel’s reception desk demanding something be done. Rather than offering an apology, the clerk gawped at Thelonious as if he’d crawled out of a drain instead of the venomous creature. Although he was eventually given another room, it was located near an ice machine that seemed to be very popular with guests. It had taken Thelonious so long to fall asleep he missed the 10:00 a.m. check-out. He felt as if he’d broken curfew during wartime as he pleaded his case to the day clerk, who tried to charge him for an extra night’s stay. Thelonious knew it was a stitch-up—and he had no intention of paying an additional tariff for the privilege of spending another hour on scratchy sheets watching bedbugs pole-dancing around him.


To his surprise, Thelonious found himself telling the waitress about his motel misadventure, his voice gruffer than usual and even a bit tearful. “I barely got a wink of sleep after that!” he added, shuddering at the memory of what had been lying in wait for him inside the shower stall.


“Aw, bless your heart!” she cried, patting his paw, her pink fingernails like the icing on a cheap birthday cake. “Y’all just set a spell and Ah’ll be right back!” The waitress bustled off to the kitchen, returning with a generous slice of peach pie with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on top. “This here’s on me. Just so’s y’all know it ain’t all bad around here!”


Although the fried version from that morning still remained an undigested wedge of grease inside his belly, Thelonious forced himself to eat the pie rather than hurt the woman’s feelings. By the time he choked down the last bite, the diner had emptied out except for a leathery-skinned old codger wolfing down a plate of fried chicken. He was probably one of those “local-yokel” types who’d been coming in every day for years—the waitress seemed to know him pretty well and someone had even come out of the kitchen for a natter.

Thelonious wouldn’t have minded taking a few photos of him, but thought better of it when he noticed how the old man kept glaring at him. Perhaps he lived in that town Thelonious had just driven through. The fact that it had two churches plus a bank and a barbecue joint with “shack” in its name was probably all it needed to pass for a bustling metropolis around here. It hadn’t looked like the most welcoming of places either. At least a dozen sheriff’s deputies had been loitering about on the main street, which seemed odd for an American town so small it probably didn’t have its own zip code. Maybe they were bored.

A blast of inhospitable Southern heat slammed into Thelonious as he heaved open the diner’s glass door and stepped outside. The bottom edge caught on the heel of one of his trainers as it whooshed shut, leaving an ugly scuff mark. He’d only just bought them too. Thelonious had spent his first official day in America at a retail outlet centre offering designer goods at a discount. Knowing how expensive trainers were back home, he was keen to check out the athletic shops, reckoning he’d make a killing. Instead, he struggled to fit his ursine feet into pair after pair, settling for trainers that were too narrow in width and too long in the toe. With luck, they’d stretch out at the sides with wear. The toes he stuffed with loo paper. Provided he didn’t run any marathons, they should be fine.


Heat shimmered up from his Mini Cooper, the painted stripes of the Union Jack on the roof rippling like cloth in a breeze. Until now Thelonious had only experienced the occasional English heatwave when electric fans were in short supply and frantic Brits—unused to having their blood boiled—descended on the shops in an end-of-the-world frenzy, fearing they’d melt like ice cream left out in the sun. The electric buzzing of cicadas coming from the Spanish moss made him feel hotter still. Southerners called them katydids. Whatever they were, they put up quite a racket.


Tugging his deerstalker hat lower over his furry brow, Thelonious squinted into the blinding sunlight as he lumbered toward the car. He really needed some sunglasses, but he couldn’t find any to fit the wide contours of his face. When he’d tried on a pair at the outlet place, he broke a stem. Although the salesperson hadn’t made him pay for them and had actually been very nice about it, Thelonious felt so embarrassed he ended up buying a digital sports watch—and that didn’t fit him either.

Between the heat and his overstuffed belly, he was ready for a lie-down. Perhaps he’d treat himself to a cosy little B&B tonight instead of another roadside motel, though the last time he’d done that it had cost him three nights’ accommodation budget for a one-night stay. Maybe they’d charged extra for the chicken décor. Thelonious couldn’t use the toilet without some feathered creature giving him the eye. It reminded him of Baxter House in Norfolk, but at least there it had been the Queen invading his privacy rather than common fowl.

Levering himself up into the Mini’s driver’s seat with the special pulleys he’d had installed, Thelonious loosened his belt a notch, then tapped on the stereo before returning to the road. He sighed happily as Charlie Parker flushed from his ears the twangy music he’d been forced to listen to at the diner. He’d take the Bird’s sax any day over some homage to a pickup truck warbled by a man in a sweaty cowboy hat. Although he had nothing against immersing himself in the Southern experience, there was only so much Southern he could take. A few miles later he came to a large billboard. Its presence was a violation of the bucolic landscape.

HE IS RISEN!


The sign had been splattered with blood—or at least what looked like blood. Complementing this simulated gore was an advertisement for a revival meeting for some American Church of God Ministry run by a Pastor Jehoshaphat Jones. It was scheduled to take place in a cheery-sounding hamlet named Repentance. Thelonious had to wonder how much donation money went toward the delivery of Pastor Jones’s message to the local population, which consisted of a handful of cows and a vulture pecking at a possum carcass.


Thelonious couldn’t resist stopping to photograph the billboard. He even got in a few shots of the vulture, though he used his zoom for those. As he worked, he began to consider the possibilities. A Southern religious revival meeting would make for some interesting content. Despite the fact that he preferred to avoid situations involving large groups of people, he should still try to go. Not liking the way the hungry vulture was eyeing him, Thelonious hurried back to the car and drove off.

The serenity of the countryside was abruptly interrupted as a Georgia State Patrol car came barrelling toward the Mini from the opposite lane, roof lights flashing, siren blaring. The rugged features beneath the trooper’s hat were fixed in a determined frown, which shifted into a scowl when he turned to face the Mini Cooper’s driver.


Thelonious’s gut went into a clench-lock. He wondered if he could be ticketed for driving a right-hand drive vehicle. It was bad enough driving on the wrong side of the road. Every time he got behind the wheel he found himself repeating the mantra stay on the right, stay on the right. He decided to take the next turnoff before the state trooper got it into his head to make a U-turn and come after him.


That evening in a motor lodge a few steps up the luxury ladder from the previous night’s fleapit, Thelonious tried to relax in the bath. Unfortunately, the television blasting in the adjacent room had other ideas. First it was an advertisement for haemorrhoid relief. Then it was toenail fungus and erectile dysfunction. When another advert followed peddling a medication for vaginal dryness, Thelonious decided he’d had enough. He switched on the taps to full, the sound of running water drowning out humans and their copious maladies. The water also drowned out a breaking news report about a bizarre bank heist that had taken place in Ferndale, the one-horse town he’d driven through earlier that day. Aside from the rather unusual fact that all four robbers were little people who’d been armed with old-fashioned Tommy Guns, they had each worn an animal mask.

One of which was that of a bear.


Chapter One


Lightning flashed across the ominous grey horizon. Rain hammered the windscreen, sticking like petroleum jelly despite the Mini’s hard-working windscreen wipers. One minute Thelonious was being cooked alive, the next he was being drowned.


Trying to find a weather update, he fiddled with the radio tuner until he came to a station with a decent signal, only to end up being treated to another country crooner. This time the song involved a bottle of whiskey. Either these singers all sounded alike or this was the same fellow he’d heard at the diner—the one in love with his pickup truck. After listening through an interminably long advertisement for a church ministry at another station, Thelonious found himself being chastised by an overwrought speaker more concerned about hell and damnation than peril on the highway. As if on cue, a loud crack of thunder shook the Mini.

Thelonious could barely see the taillights of the pickup truck in front of him. Suddenly it braked, causing him to slam his wide flat foot down onto the Mini’s built-up brake pedal. The little car went into a fishtail. Thelonious’s paws gripped the steering wheel so hard he heard the cartilage pop, the baritone blare of a horn from a lorry driving too fast in the adjacent lane sending his heartbeat into the danger zone. Finally, he regained control. Using more caution than a doddering granny stepping into the crosswalk of a busy intersection, he switched lanes to pass the pickup, which now created an even bigger hazard by slowing to a crawl.

A stained mattress stood upright in the truck’s open back, ready to flip over onto the highway. Thelonious shook his furry head. If it wasn’t furniture, it was logs, lumber, or steel tubing stacked aiming outward like missiles ready to take down the enemy. As he passed the pickup, he dispatched an angry growl through the rain-slicked window at the driver, whose features were hidden by a thick beard and a trucker hat. Thelonious hoped the man wouldn’t get behind him and tailgate—something that seemed to be as common in the South as the unsafe transportation of household goods on public roadways. It was madness trying to drive in this weather. The next exit with a motel and he was out of here.

The prospect of somewhere new had been the main appeal. When the offer had come in to do a photography book on the American South, Thelonious had accepted immediately, barely reading his contract or the fine print pertaining to his allowable expenses. In hindsight he wished he’d negotiated the terms, but he’d been desperate to get out of the shabby bedsit he’d been living in after his post-Norfolk trip to the continent. He hadn’t made it much farther than the port of Rotterdam before he realised how silly he was being and returned to British shores. By then the authorities already knew who was responsible for the murders of those village publicans in Norfolk. Thelonious T. Bear was officially in the clear.

Although his travel allowance covered the cost of a hire car, it did not cover the cost of a trans-Atlantic shipment of a personal vehicle, not even if said vehicle had been modified for the driver’s special physical needs. Thelonious had checked every car hire company with locations in Georgia, but all they could offer were minivans for the disabled—and even these were impossible to come by. Well, Thelonious didn’t want to drive a minivan, thank you very much. And he wasn’t disabled—he was simply small in stature! He needed his Mini Cooper, especially since he planned to stay for a while after he’d completed his assignment. America was a big country—he wanted to explore it. Besides, it wasn’t as if he had anything to hurry home to other than a mouldy storage unit in north London.


Although there were plenty of billboards on the interstate, those promising a bed for the night now seemed to be in short supply. Instead, billboards for church ministries competed with billboards for porn emporiums offering free truck parking, free coffee and “live” nude dancers. Thelonious was pretty sure he knew who’d win that contest. Suddenly he saw an exit sign—and it listed a choice of accommodations, not to mention fast-food joints and restaurant chains serving fare certain to add extra flab to his midsection. “Yes!” he cheered, raising a fisted paw into the air. One of those all-day breakfasts would go down a right treat. Better still, a plate heaped with buttered samphire fresh from the Norfolk tidal marshes. Though the last time Thelonious had described it to a waitress in the hope that something similar could be had here, she’d brought him a bowl of something she called “greens.” The stuff was green all right, and probably tasty if you liked tangled bits of grass boiled in salty water.


Thelonious merged onto the busy connector road leading to the motels and eateries, one of which was a waffle emporium that covered the region like horse dung on a stable floor. He gazed longingly toward the car park, which was almost full. He could visualise all the happy diners inside chowing down on their stacks of waffles and their bacon and eggs and hash browns. As he debated whether to join them, the rain came down even harder, slashing diagonally across the Mini’s windscreen and forming deep pools along the edges of the roadway. A line of vehicles materialised behind him as they too, fled the interstate. At this rate he might not be able to find a room, especially if he stopped off to eat. Rather than risk it, Thelonious pulled into the driveway of the first motor lodge he came to, cringing when a speed bump scraped the Mini’s underside. The only empty parking spaces within easy reach of the lobby were those reserved for the disabled. Maybe he should’ve rented one of those specially modified minivans after all? At least he’d always be guaranteed the best parking.

The clerk at reception was busy on the telephone. He cast a suspicious eye on Thelonious as he came clanging into the lobby with his suitcase, camera bag and folding metal stepladder, which he’d secured to the suitcase with a bungee cord while standing in the bucketing rain. Water from his deerstalker hat trickled beneath his shirt collar, forming a torturous line down his back and sneaking under the waistband of his trousers. Propping his dripping suitcase against the reception desk, Thelonious clambered up onto it and attempted to make eye contact with the clerk, who seemed determined to ignore him. A white plastic nametag pinned to one dandruff-specked navy-blue lapel read ZEKE.

Thelonious cleared his throat, hoping the motor lodge’s employee would take the hint and serve him.

“Yep. That was some tornado we had this mornin’,” Zeke said into the phone, continuing to take no notice of the new arrival. “Wife says it done took the neighbour’s roof clear off. Ah guess the good Lord was watchin’ over us. Even the chickens is fine, though the coop’ll need fixin’.”

“Excuse me, but I’d like a room!” Thelonious’s growly voice sounded gruff even to his own ears, but there wasn’t a lot he could do about it. Most of his kind hadn’t even mastered the art of speech yet.

Zeke gestured with a thumb toward the clock on the wall behind him. “Check-in ain’t till three.”

They were a whopping fourteen minutes shy of the hour. “But it’s nearly three now!”

The clerk stared at Thelonious with pink-rimmed eyes. “Ah gotta go,” he grumbled into the receiver before banging it down. “Y’all got a reservation?”

“Not exactly.”

Removing a pen from a pen cup holder on the countertop, Zeke used it to dig around inside one of his protruding ears, then returned it to the cup for the next lucky employee or customer to use. Thelonious had a sudden mental image of the clerk sitting up in a tree plucking on a banjo. He hoped the rooms came equipped with good security bolts on the doors.

“Either y’all got one or not. So which is it?”

“No. I don’t have a reservation.”

“Then Ah need to see if we got any rooms left. Thare’s a big fah-works display in town tonight. Folks comin’ from all over to see it.”


“Fireworks? In this weather?”


Zeke nodded. “Restaurant’s full up on dinner reservations too, so y’all won’t be able to git in to eat.”

The “restaurant” to which Zeke referred was a small coffee shop located off the lobby—and not a very appealing one at that. It looked like the sort of place that served tinned soup but called it “homemade” because it came with a mass-produced bread roll and a pat of margarine instead of the usual packets of Saltines. Thelonious reckoned he’d be better off taking his chances with the waffle restaurant or getting a pizza delivered to his room.

“I’d appreciate your looking,” he said, struggling to keep his tone polite. Why did he have to grovel for something he’d be paying good money for?

Zeke pursed his fleshy lips together as if trying to decide whether to check availability or tell the prospective guest, who was dripping water all over the floor, they were fully booked. He spent a long time clacking away on his computer keyboard, his pink eyes darting from the screen to Thelonious, who feared he’d get pneumonia if he had to wait here much longer. The icy blasts of air conditioning from the ceiling vents were chilling him to the bone. The motor lodge should’ve had a health-warning sign posted by the entrance.

“Looks like y’all’s in luck. Ah got a room ready to go. Last one, too!”

“I’ll take it!”

“Oh. Just so’s y’all know, it’s a suite. So it’s gonna cost a little more.”


“A suite? But I don’t need a suite!”


“’Fraid it’s all Ah got. Take it or leave it.”

“Fine, whatever.” At this point Thelonious would’ve agreed to a storage cupboard had it been on offer.

Zeke leaned over the counter to give Thelonious the once-over, his expression indicating that he didn’t much like what he saw. “It’s on the first floor.”


Handing over his credit card, Thelonious filled in the registration form he’d been given, hoping he wasn’t using the same pen the clerk had used to clean out his ear hole. Between that monsoon he’d driven through and the aggro over a room, he was so stressed that he forgot the first floor in America was actually the ground floor. Therefore, he had a wasted trip struggling up the stairs with his burdens before discovering that the room numbers began with 2, whereupon he had to drag everything downstairs again. Thelonious felt a right mug as he clattered back into the lobby, his ill-fitting trainers squeaking and squelching as he looked for the corridor leading to his “suite.”


Observing all from his post of authority, Zeke’s suspicious demeanour was now replaced by amusement, which added a dash of character to a face as bland as the grits Thelonious would never eat again, not even if the alternative meant starving to death. He pointedly ignored the clerk as he toddled past, the camera bag on his shoulder banging painfully against his hip as he wheeled his suitcase and stepladder behind him, disappearing into the bowels of the motor lodge.

Thelonious’s suite was located near the lift he didn’t know existed and across from an alcove with an ice machine and vending machines selling cavity-inducing snacks and cloyingly sweet soft drinks. Zeke was probably pissing himself with laughter for having fobbed off a room nobody else wanted on an unsuspecting guest. Just as Thelonious wondered how much worse things could get, he heard a baby crying. And it sounded very close by.

Freeing the folding stepladder from its bungee cord, he set it up by the door and climbed up to insert the key card. “Open Sesame!” he chuffed, waiting for the little red light to turn green.

The light remained red. The baby’s cries got louder.

Thelonious tried again, pushing down on the door handle with such force he thought it would snap off in his paw. He let out an angry roar, which was surpassed in volume by the now-squalling infant. Hitching his camera bag onto his sore shoulder, he dragged his suitcase and its clumsily reattached stepladder back up the corridor and into the frigid lobby. The puddle of rainwater he’d left at reception was still there; with any luck Zeke would slip in it and break his neck. Clambering onto his suitcase, Thelonious slapped the key card down on the counter, nearly upsetting the container of pens.

The clerk’s face was buried in a magazine with a glossy cover photo of a man and a boy dressed in camouflage gear. The pair beamed with pride, posing with their rifles and the carcass of a freshly killed deer. Thelonious could almost smell the blood oozing from the page and wished it belonged to the murderous hunters instead of their innocent victim.

“Y’all need somethin’?” mumbled Zeke from behind his hunting porn.

“I can’t get into my room.”

“Did y’all put the card in the right way? A green light’s ’sposed to come on.”

“It didn’t.”

“No green light?”

“No.”

“Hmm…”

“The card probably needs re-coding.”

“Way-ell, Ah don’t know…” Reaching for a pen, Zeke resumed his ear poking. “Should be workin’ fine.”

“It isn’t working at all!” snapped Thelonious, seconds away from ripping the clerk’s head off. He might be more advanced in his species, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t hear the ancestral call.

Snatching up the key card, Zeke disappeared with it into the back office.

As Thelonious teetered on his suitcase awaiting the clerk’s return, a rain-drenched young couple with a baby entered the lobby. After some hesitation, they made their way toward reception. The man held what appeared to be a printed reservation; he kept reading and rereading it as if uncertain he’d come to the right place. Setting down the baby carrier, the woman grabbed the paper from his hand, looking it over as well. Upon seeing Thelonious, the infant’s face pinched up into an angry red ball, its toothless maw summoning forth a wail capable of bringing down buildings. Grabbing up baby and carrier, the couple glared accusingly at Thelonious.

Zeke finally reappeared, all but throwing the key card at Thelonious. “If it don’t work, thare ain’t nothin’ else Ah kin do.”

Shoving the card into his trouser pocket, Thelonious hopped down from the suitcase, rearranged his gear and started back in the direction of the corridor he’d just come from, though not without first treating the couple to an extravagant display of his teeth. The woman’s sharp intake of breath kept him chortling all the way to his door, though his amusement quickly ended once he’d entered his “suite.” Indeed, the only thing suite-like about it was the musty-looking sofa and coffee table that had been wedged into an extra few feet of living space. The standard motor lodge décor offered no surprises and was as questionably hygienic as Thelonious had come to expect in his travels. The soggy patches he’d left on the carpet were probably the closest it had been to a cleaning since the place was built. Unfortunately, the moisture soaking into the fibres also made the room smell of wet dog.

Pulling back the drapes so he could open a window, Thelonious was greeted by a vista of overflowing rubbish bins. Despite the odour of damp inside, the smell outside was surely worse. He could see a run-down playing field in the near distance and behind it a billboard partially obscured by trees. The words “Risen” and “Jehoshaphat” were visible.

Thelonious stripped off his sodden garments and toddled into the bathroom. One look at the miserly showerhead convinced him to run a bath. A folding card on the bathroom counter asked guests to please be “green” by reusing towels and bedding. Thelonious wasn’t fooled. It was all about higher profits and saving on overhead, not saving the environment.

Freshly bathed and in his pyjamas, he phoned out for a pizza, then climbed into bed with the telly remote. A film before bedtime sounded just the ticket. The screen filled with the shiny face of a middle-aged man who looked as if he made a habit of lurking around schoolyards. Waterfalls cascaded down his cherubic cheeks. “Jesus needs you to save the orphans!” he pleaded, his high-pitched voice quaking with sobs. “Heaven awaits those who give!” The camera changed angles, revealing a packed auditorium. Several ushers were sprinting up and down the aisles with plastic buckets. Audience members filled them with envelopes and cash.

The camera returned to the stage, pulling back to reveal a blonde escapee from a doll factory standing reverently behind the speaker, her painted face matching his in its wretchedness. She flung her chubby arms outward as if to embrace the audience. “Praise the Lawd!”

“Hallelujah!” cried the crowd, the camera panning over their ecstatic faces. The man on stage was now weeping uncontrollably along with his plasticised companion. A toll-free phone number appeared at the bottom of the screen, urging viewers to call in with their credit card information.

Thelonious pressed the channel button on the remote. He tried to go higher, then lower, even inputting numbers at random. The preacher refused to budge. Even the off button couldn’t get rid of him. Clambering down from the bed, he fiddled with the manual controls on the television’s front panel. The preacher wasn’t going anywhere. In fact, he’d begun to sing a hymn, his cloying voice making Thelonious feel as if he needed another bath. He yanked the plug out of the electrical socket. So much for that film….
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