A Lesson on Life and Death
The audience held its breath. People clambered to their feet, shouting for help as her limbs started to quiver violently.

But it was too late. Eleanor Kilanor, attempted suicide survivor, was dead.
						~
The lush cosy armchair welcomed Tommy as he sat down and looked around at the transformed library. Other armchairs, similar to his, were positioned around the room and the exclusive selection of guests hovered awkwardly, waiting for the talk to begin. The lights dimmed slightly and the guests moved to occupy an armchair as the presenter began to talk. 
“Ladies and gentleman, by the end of this talk I hope I will have taught you a lesson on the highs and lows of life. To begin, I want you to reflect on your past week. Think of the moments when you were at rock bottom and then moments when you felt you were rising. How many of you experienced a rapid change between contrasting emotions recently?” 
	Tommy hesitantly raised his hand, feeling a surge of reassurance as he glanced around and saw the majority of the audience had their hands up. 
	“These oscillating emotions can bring us to the bottom of the ocean and make it hard as hell to survive. But, with the right mindset and a little bit of chocolate every now and then,” she paused, accepting the chuckles, “the ocean becomes less deep and a lot easier to get to the surface. ” 
	Eleanor Kilanor shone her pointer at the screen, illuminating a dot on a graph. 
	“Now, say that this is your average Monday morning. By Friday, your emotions have ranged up and down multiple times.” 
	Eleanor paused, as her voice started to crack. Licking her lips, she walked over to the lectern and picked up her water bottle, the plastic sealing the bottle cracking as she opened it. Eleanor was unperturbed by the eyes watching her, she was used to presenting solo at gigs and needing to take a break, she was only human after all. But it hadn’t always been like this. Once, she and her assistant, Jack, were a double act, sharing like experiences. But audiences always wanted to hear her and slowly, Jack drifted into the role of assistant. Eleanor rolled her eyes as she drank from the bottle. 
Tommy’s gaze floated across the stage in front of him. His eyes darted over the words emblazed on the banner on the wall; Eleanor Kilanor, Chester’s famous motivational speaker! When he first received the VIP invitation to a seminar by Eleanor at Lord Wilfred’s mansion, he was reluctant to come, but he thought she might be able to help him with his career slump and he’d always wanted to see inside the majestic, dominating country house.

The audience’s anticipation at her next words filled the air, making it thick with nerves and a foreboding sense of desperation. 
	“Sorry about that folks! What can I say, water is another life-saver sometimes.” A singular laugh ricocheted from behind him. Tommy browsed the small crowd, trying to find the member that had found a sentence so strangely amusing. Without luck he turned back to Eleanor. 
“Now, the graph shows you that – “ 
	Eleanor coughed. The water hadn’t cleared the niggling sensation in the back of her throat. She licked her lips, took a deep breath in and tried to recall where she was in her presentation.

Tommy’s eyes darted between Eleanor and the lightning that shone through the windows outside. For the next 15 minutes (he timed it), it flashed exactly 22 times, each brighter than the last; the storm was getting closer. The heavy thudding of the rain on the roof sent shivers down his spine as it got more vicious and he feared that the roof might collapse. Looking around him, he pondered how the staff would react if the roof did fall in, there were countless priceless artefacts littering the shelves around him. With a start, he realised that he had just wasted 15 minutes of the presentation that was “bound to give you life-changing habits” counting flashes of lightning and pondering the possibilities of a roof falling in. Shaking his head to refocus, he concentrated back on Eleanor. 
But despite his intention to listen earnestly, his eyes were captured by an audience member sitting beside him. Tommy tuned back into Eleanor’s words but kept his eyes on the man. With a start, he realised that although the man’s appearance was nothing special, his lips were mouthing every word that Eleanor spoke. He seemed to know when she would pause and what her next words would be. 
This man must be a devoted fan or, with a start Tommy’s mind came to a darker conclusion, he’s a man obsessed with her, determined to have her success and wealth.  

“Using a journal is a great way to keep yourself grounded. When you lose yourself, and you can feel a panic attack rising, there’s often a feeling of the walls getting closer and everything seems to fail and no one reaches out to help you.” 
	Eleanor coughed. Tommy reflected on the number of times she had coughed in the past 10 minutes. It was a strange habit of his to notice things like this, but he had always done it. 
	Eleanor coughed again, trying to clear her throat. The coughing had become more persistent in the last eight minutes, Tommy thought to himself. I hope it isn’t COVID-19. Everyone seems to have it these days.  
	“I’ve used a journal every day since my attempt to – “
	Eleanor’s coughs became harsher, louder. Her stomach muscles started to cramp and her heart beat out of time. She felt her system shutting down as her veins throbbed painfully. She grasped her neck as her throat tightened, feeling more and more desperate.  
Tommy wondered if it was part of the show. She was after all, very fond of her actions and symbolism. Could this be one of them that was meant to indicate how you felt when a panic attack came on?
	Eleanor’s knees collapsed and a figure from the side ran to her. 
	“Eleanor? Can you hear me? Eleanor!” 
The audience held its breath. People clambered to their feet, shouting for help as her limbs started to quiver violently.

But it was too late. Eleanor Kilanor was dead. 
						~
Tommy lingered in the games room with the other 9 attendees. 
“Detective Tommy Hoof! How’d you get here so fast?”
	“Lieutenant Perry. Good to see you. I’m actually here as a guest but as you can see, I’m being forced to come back to work.” 
	“Haven’t seen you around the nick much. Been doing stake-outs or something?”

Tommy shook his head with precision.
	“Career slump. Detective work just isn’t cutting it anymore. I’ve actually been doing a lot of gardening.”
	Mark inhaled, mind brimming with questions but he knew now wasn’t the time. 
	“Well, either way, you were in the room and have a first-hand account. I’m making you lead detective on the case.”  

Tommy pulled out a small notebook from his jacket pocket and turned to Lieutenant Perry. 
	“Gather everyone. It’s time we teach ourselves a lesson on life and death.” 

End of Chapter 1
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