
  
  Praise for  The Retreat:

“A suspenseful novella that defies easy categorisation. It's a gothic thriller, a medical horror story, a warning; most importantly, it's a great read!”  Johanna van Veen, author of Blood on Her Tongue

“The Retreat is both victim statement and witness testimony … On the surface a story about a cult and its charismatic, sinister leader. It's also a moving portrayal of illness and the search for wellness … and how in that quest, friendship and love can sometimes lose their way.” Tim Lebbon, author of Secret Lives of the Dead

“Eerie and unsettling, The Retreat draws you in, weaving a sense of uncertainty as it blurs the lines between fiction and reality. A commentary on the cultish possibilities of wellness culture … I took one bite of this book and couldn’t stop until I’d devoured it all.” Angie Spoto, author of The Bone Diver

“A chilling tale of the terrors and tragedies involved in a shady healing cult, led by a charismatic and manipulative individual who preys on the lonely, the desperate and the lost … Gemma Fairclough’s unnerving narrative is stripped of melodrama and all the more horrific as a result.” Rosie Garland, author of The Fates
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  Richard Blackley is a writer and retired academic originally from Salford, Greater Manchester. Working for nearly thirty years in the field of public health, his articles have been published in numerous peer-reviewed journals. Alongside his academic career, Blackley is a passionate fell-walker and wrote a popular blog on his rambling exploits; in his later years, he became a freedom-to-roam activist, contributing letters on the topic to  The Guardian. Upon retiring, he relocated to Cumbria with his family and set to work on his memoirs, originally conceived as a collection of pieces about his rambles in the Lake District. However, he soon became embroiled in another project entirely, to which he dedicated himself until he became incapacitated due to illness. What follows is the manuscript of this project, entitled The Retreat.






  
  
Hartman Retreat Centre (Blundale Hall)


Blundale


Cumbria


CA11 ONX


1st May 1992


Dear Mum and Dad, 

I am sorry for my behaviour over the past few months and if I gave you a scare. The good news is you can stop worrying. I’m doing much better now. 

Claire’s mum probably told you already, but I handed in my notice a few weeks ago. Nursing isn’t for me. This might seem sudden to you, but for me it’s been a long time coming. It was making me more ill – the long hours, relentless pressure, all that suffering and death.

I thought I had no other choice until I read Toxic People – have you heard of it? This book saved me. It helped me understand what was wrong with me, modern medicine, and society in general. I was complicit in a broken system, and the first step to making the world a better place was to change what I could in my own life.

You’ll have noticed the different address. After reading Toxic People, I found out the author runs a retreat in the Lake District. It sounded perfect. I needed time away to process things and not get caught up in the same old unhealthy patterns. The house is straight out of a Jane Austen novel. It’s got a grand staircase and high ceilings and chandeliers. You’d love it, Mum. It’s next to a mountain, and there are woods and a lake and fields full of flowers. I’ve taken some pictures (not that they do it justice). Only there’s nowhere to get them developed around here! I love how quiet and peaceful it is.

They say you should never meet your heroes, but in this case, I’m glad I did. Charles Hartman is one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. I was nervous when I arrived, but he’s so welcoming and made me feel right at home. The other residents are friendly, too. People of all ages and different walks of life, yet we’re all likeminded – all big fans of Charles! We do group walks, yoga, and loads of other activities, but we also live as a community. We make and eat our meals together. You won’t believe it, Mum, but I’m learning how to cook! And not just stuff out of a packet. We make everything from scratch, even bread, and we grow and forage the ingredients onsite. My fingers are turning green from all the wild garlic.

I’m not sure when I’m coming back yet. My pains have completely stopped since I arrived. I feel better than ever! Charles says I can stay as long as I want and offered me a discount. I know I’ll need to come home soon, get a new job and so on. Still, I’m happy where I am, for now. I’m using some of my savings for my room and board, but I’ll still have enough to invest in my future and retrain in something else when I get back.

Anyway, I hope this reassures you both. Is everyone keeping well? 

Lots of love,

Julie 

xxx







  
  
28th September 1992



Dear Mum and Dad,

Thanks for the birthday card, and sorry for not replying to your letters sooner. I’ve hardly had a moment to myself, with the summer harvest and prep for winter. I know it might seem early to be thinking about winter, but when you don’t get your food from a supermarket, there’s a lot to plan ahead of the seasons changing!

I should have said – there’s no telephone at the house, hence why it’s not in the Yellow Pages. Sorry for the confusion. For now, it’s best if we stick to letters, please. I can’t come back for a visit yet, but maybe Christmas could work.

Of course, they’re feeding me … if anything, I’m eating better than you! Nothing but homemade food made with organic ingredients produced onsite. No pesticides, additives, or nasty chemicals of any kind. I’m being well looked after – please stop worrying!!! – but I’m also working hard and learning lots. The work is much more satisfying than nursing (which I don’t miss AT ALL). Charles says the straightforward, hard graft of manual labour returns us to a simpler way of living, which helps us attune to our spiritual needs. Did you read the book yet? (Mum – hope you had a nice birthday!)

I’m not quite ready to come back. My health’s improved loads, but I want to make sure I’m totally better. I hope you’ll understand and respect my decision.

That’s lovely news about Richard and Jen, although it’s weird thinking of him being a dad! Can you imagine him trying to talk to a baby?! Reprimanding its poor diction. Thanks for letting me know the date of the wedding – I’m hoping I can make it.

Hope you’re all okay.

Love,

Julie 

xxx







  
  
15th January 1993



Dear Mum and Dad,

Happy New Year. Sorry I wasn’t able to make it for Christmas, but you shouldn’t have gone over the top, sending all that stuff. We had to throw the hamper away – as I’ve told you, we don’t consume anything produced offsite that might be toxic. There was no need to send on cards from the entire family. Please don’t do that again. Otherwise, Charles might have to ban us from sending or receiving post. It’s disrupting our healing. He only agreed to me writing this letter because I promised I’d convince you to show more restraint.

Charles and I have gotten very close. Even though there are plenty of other women here, including younger and thinner and prettier ones, Charles says I’m special. He praises me for the progress I’ve made, although I’ve still got a way to go. I can’t give up now. You’re always saying you hope I’ll meet someone nice to spend my life with. I really feel I’ve found the right person.

I hope you’re all OK, but please wait at least three weeks before sending another letter.

Love,

Julie

x







  
  
31st January 1993



Mum and Dad,

I’m so angry with you I can barely write. But I have to make you understand.

Turning up at the house without any notice was unacceptable. Of course, Karma and Noah wouldn’t let you in, especially with you both shouting and going on. I heard Dad threatening to call the police, which made no sense – I’m not here against my will. I’m a grown woman. I’ve asked you to respect my decisions but you won’t. 

This will be my last letter. Charles is banning post, thanks to what you did. He says it was a bad idea allowing it in the first place, since it distracts us from our healing, which is what we came here to do. You seem to have forgotten how unwell I was before. Don’t you want me to be healthy?

You’re both caught up in toxic ways of thinking – all that pollution and bad food is rotting your brains. So much so you couldn’t understand a word of Charles’s book. He’s really upset with me because of all this. He says I’m too attached to my old life. I have to break off with it if I’m ever going to heal.

Please do not write to me again. Charles is paying for a new secure fence and gate around the grounds, so there’s no point attempting another visit either.

Julie







  
  
4th January 1994



Dear Mum,

I’m back at Claire’s at the moment (as I’m sure you’re now aware – I know Claire’s mum went round to see you). It’s only temporary while I look for work and a flat. I didn’t want to bother you and Dad until I’d got myself sorted. I’ve not been well recently, hence why I’ve not called or written sooner. 

If it’s okay, I’ll phone on Saturday at 7 o’clock.

Love,

Julie







  
  
Recollections




My sister, Julie Blackley, was found dead on the thirtieth of January 1994. She was thirty years old. Her friend, Claire, with whom she was living at the time, came home from work and discovered the body. The coroner recorded the cause of death as asphyxia due to hanging with a verdict of suicide. Her death was not treated as suspicious. 

The last time I saw Julie was Christmas, 1991. 

This was back when Jen and I still hadn’t broken tradition of spending the holiday with our respective families rather than each other. Although we lived together (‘Living in sin,’ Mum liked to say, smirking, with only a hint of genuine disapproval), we were as yet unmarried, in part because we rejected marriage as a regressive institution and the relic of a bygone era, and also because we were immersed in our burgeoning academic careers as much as each other. This led my parents to believe I was living in a prolonged adolescence at the age of thirty-seven. Shortly after my arrival on Christmas Eve, Dad wondered aloud when I might get myself a ‘proper job’, his adage whenever I returned home. I attempted to explain I was coming to the end of a fixed-term research position while seeking a permanent post combining research and teaching. Alas, my defence fell on deaf ears. The inner workings of academia meant little to my parents, who’d never been to university. Though they were proud of my achievements in a general sense. On the living room wall, Mum had hung my three graduation photos along with those of my younger siblings, all except Julie.

My married siblings were spared from festivities with our parents. Those of us without such claims to legitimate adulthood were expected to stay overnight on Christmas Eve, join Mum and Dad at Mass in the morning (atheism was no excuse not to attend, apparently), and then, from two o’clock in the afternoon, sit at the overfilled dining table and eat until we all had acid reflux.

I was frustrated, having waited all day to telephone Jen. Only Mum had found something else for me to do at every opportunity. What I’d looked forward to most was seeing Julie, exchanging smirks over the mountains of food when one of our parents said something ridiculous. But all through dinner she had been avoiding my eye and giving cursory responses to my questions about her job at the nursing home, which I thought I’d posed sufficiently neutrally.

While Mum ignited and served the Christmas pudding, my brother, Luke, who’d studied Biology, told us about the conservation project he was managing down in Dartmoor. Julie listened intently as he described the driest details of his work; meanwhile, I drained my fourth glass of red wine. I don’t remember exactly what I said – something flippant about how Julie could have been a scientist herself by now, finding a cure for cancer, but instead she was too busy wiping arses – but I can’t forget her reaction. She became hysterical. She jumped to her feet and screamed she was sick of being criticised. Pointing at me, she shouted, ‘You don’t know what’s best for me. You don’t even know me. Just stay out of my life.’ She ran upstairs and we all flinched as her bedroom door slammed shut.

‘Oh, Richard, why’d you have to upset her,’ Mum said, shaking her head.

‘It was only a joke,’ I said, defensively.

Dad pulled off his pink paper crown and muttered about Julie being too sensitive. This turned into a whispered instalment of the long-standing, recurring topic of conversation between my parents and siblings, neighbours, and whoever else would listen: What’s Wrong With Julie.

The problems began in her final year of primary school. Her teachers pronounced her gifted, miles ahead of her peers in any subject when she gave her full attention. Only, she had difficulty concentrating. No matter, we thought, this was only a phase. There was no question she would go to university, a fate preordained for all my younger siblings after I began my degree, the first to do so in my family.

Mum wanted all her children to succeed. She’d left school without qualifications, married young, and had children. While her husband went out to work, she stayed home, a good Catholic wife; that had been the way of things. But times had changed, and women might ‘have it all’ if they worked hard enough. So, it was concerning when Julie, a ten-year-old girl with the luxury of having everything ahead of her, complained of nausea that prevented her from completing her homework, headaches that made her fail tests, abdominal cramps that kept her home from school.

Mum took Julie to the family GP. He found no fault with Julie other than she was growing up. Her symptoms were nothing more than the routine discomfort all women should expect at ‘that time of the month’.

Despite having this explained to her, and the regular dispensation of paracetamol, Julie continued crying off school because of aches and pains.

Dad did not know what to make of this development of Julie’s. He had trouble accepting sick days from any of us, himself having never missed school or work. Matters of women’s health were especially mystifying, and he turned deaf whenever Mum spoke of Julie having ‘women’s troubles’. If the discussion persisted, he’d flee the room for some undefined purpose elsewhere.

I fought against my own shame about this topic to ask Mum what exactly was making Julie ill. She would only discuss the matter euphemistically, with great deal of sighing and headshaking. From the limited information I could gather, there was nothing physically wrong with Julie. She just didn’t want to apply herself.

I hadn’t been spending as much time with Julie – I’d been down in London, studying – but I couldn’t believe she’d become lazy. Although there were ten years between us, we’d always been close while I lived at home. I used to check over her homework (invariably flawless) and take her to the library on weekends, where she skipped past the children’s section in favour of ‘the big books’. On rainy Sunday afternoons, we’d play chess and discuss human anatomy, dinosaurs, atoms, the universe. She’d knock on my bedroom door to ask if she could listen to my records with me – my brilliant sister, who danced around my room when I put on Black Sabbath’s ‘Paranoid’. Surely something worse than menstrual pain was causing this extremely intelligent girl to retreat from school and hole up in her bedroom with the curtains drawn.

Psychiatry has never been my favourite branch of medicine – it’s rather too woolly and metaphysical for my liking – yet I proffered Julie’s illness may have a mental basis as opposed to a physical one. Mum wouldn’t accept this idea; as far as she was concerned, our parochial doctor’s diagnosis was gospel. I knew I’d have no chance convincing Dad, who was even more dismissive of mental illness than ‘coughs and sniffles’. They decided to send Julie to a convent school, where minimal distractions, firm discipline, and a stronger sense of Catholic duty might nip her indolence in the bud.

The first time Julie went, as Dad put it, ‘off the rails’, Mum rang and filled me in on the incident at school: Julie rudely answering back to the Sister presiding over her class, who had denied her permission to go to the toilet; then, when the Sister ordered Julie to stay behind for detention during break time, Julie screamed as though possessed, frightening the other girls.

Mum begged me to have a word with her. ‘She might listen to you.’ 

At grammar school, I’d encountered my own share of sadistic teachers, never mind despotic nuns. They hadn’t taken kindly to being corrected by a precocious teenage boy; my palms still winced in memory of the cane.

‘Just get through your O-levels and A-levels, then you can leave home and go to university, and be whoever you want to be,’ I told Julie. Solid advice from my own experience.

In spite of my efforts to guide her, however, the distance between us grew during her teens. She was evasive when I asked about her plans for the future, which A-level subjects she wanted to take. She draped herself in black leather and listened to punk, which I do not consider music. I assumed she’d grow out of it.

Mum and Dad were continually at the end of their tether with her. When she got sacked from her Saturday job for repeated absence, Dad was devastated: no Blackley had ever been sacked before – they’d resigned, been made redundant, yes, but never sacked. I told him he was overreacting and surely incorrect. Similarly, I tried to temper Mum’s histrionics when Julie ran away to live at Claire’s house. Since primary school, Julie had been best friends with Claire: a distinctly average but good-natured, down-to-earth girl – not some malign influence stealing Julie away, as Mum had suddenly decided. I suggested a change of environment might even be good for Julie.

How wrong I was.

What truly upset me was her dropping out of school. After that, I tended to keep out of things, listening to Mum’s telephone updates with stoical detachment. Julie – the brightest girl in her class – scraped only a couple of O-levels. Menial jobs followed: she worked as an office cleaner; a croupier; a trader on a market stall, selling incense sticks and ‘healing crystals’ to dreadlocked dimwits. There was a string of ne’er-do-well boyfriends, including a biker and a hippie, then a surprising, sudden marriage to accountant, which only lasted a few years, dashing Mum’s hopes of her starting a family.

Then Mum told me Julie was attending night school. It seemed liked the start of her turning her life around, achieving her full potential, until I learned she was training to be a nurse: a career that made no sense for a woman with her gifts, or so I believed then.

My parents, at least, were satisfied. Nursing was a respectable profession with a decent salary and job security. Lines of communication with Julie reopened. She came home for visits, even stayed over at Christmas. For a while, we all played Happy Families, until Christmas, 1991.

In the dark, damp weeks of January and February 1992, Mum phoned me with worsening reports on Julie. 

‘She’s not been turning up for work.’ The worry in Mum’s voice was as familiar and etched into my memory as Julie’s name. 

She’d heard about it from Jackie, Claire’s mum. According to Jackie via Claire, Julie had been off sick, citing stress and abdominal pain. She didn’t want to come out for a drink anymore; she stayed home alone, reading self-help books. Julie refused to talk about it. Mum didn’t know what to do.

‘Do you think you could talk to her?’ she asked.

‘After what happened at Christmas? I don’t think so.’ I laughed, even though I wasn’t the least bit amused. What Julie had said to me still stung.

‘She could lose her job!’

‘She’ll get another one. They always need more nurses, don’t they? Anyway, I don’t see what we can do about it. Julie doesn’t want us interfering.’

The next update I recall was in the spring, when Mum told me Julie had gone to a retreat in Cumbria. She was very taken with the man who ran the place. I scoffed at how someone as intelligent as Julie could be so silly.

Mum sounded more hopeful. ‘She seems to be doing much better. And this bloke’s done well for himself, from the sounds of things. Julie says he writes books.’

Julie’s relationship record gave me no reason to share Mum’s positive outlook.

In the months that followed, Mum fretted about not hearing from Julie. When she finally did, it turned out Julie had no plans to return. I told Mum to let Julie get on with it; at my lowest ebb, I may have said Julie was being selfish as always. I was tired of having the same conversation over and over. Also, I had preoccupations of my own: in June, Jen found out she was pregnant, and we’d decided to get married ahead of the baby arriving. I’d also started a new role as Lecturer in Public Health at the University of East London. I was spread thin; I had no time to think of Julie’s latest nonsense.

Jen and I married that October. We held the wedding back up North, and the whole family attended apart from Julie. I kept looking for her face in the church and, afterwards, in the function room, where we had a buffet and a DJ – extraordinary circumstances given mine and Jen’s once-lofty ideals – and it was only as people were starting to leave that I understood Julie would not be coming.

For the first time in my life, I was granted a reprieve from spending Christmas with my parents, being married with a baby on the way. Jen and I had finally left the crumbling Hackney flat we’d resided in since the late seventies and moved into a Woodford terrace. Strangely, I missed the certainty of previous years’ proceedings. Nothing would ever be the same. On Christmas Eve, while Jen and I were stringing tinsel around light fittings in a vain attempt to summon holiday spirit, the phone rang. 

‘Julie said she might come for Christmas,’ Mum said, her voice quiet and strained down the line, ‘but she hasn’t arrived yet. We haven’t heard from her since September.’

‘Hasn’t even sent a Christmas card!’ Dad called from elsewhere in the room.

‘Well, what did you expect? She didn’t even come to my wedding,’ I said, surprised to find my voice catching. I’d always thought it was ridiculous to make a big deal out of weddings, but Julie’s absence from mine hurt more than I’d cared to admit.

A couple of weeks before Olivia was born, at the end of January, Mum phoned again, upset and agitated. I had to ask her to slow down and repeat herself.

She said she and Dad had gone up to Cumbria to visit Julie and ‘have it out with her’, but ‘those odd people’ wouldn’t let them in the house.

‘We didn’t see Julie. I don’t know if she knew we were there. Oh, they were so rude to us, Richard.’

Dad grumbled in the background. ‘Looked like scruffy gits, the lot of them!’

After this incident, Mum and Dad stopped volunteering information about Julie, and it got to the point when I had to ask them for updates. Mum kept saying she didn’t feel like talking about it until Dad entreated me to stop asking; apparently, Julie had cut contact with them. Holding Olivia as she slept, swaddled in her yellow blanket (Jen resolved our daughter would not wear pink unless she told us she wanted to), a bubble of spit on her tiny wet lips, I wondered if my daughter would ever be capable of causing this much distress to her parents. However, my concerns about Julie were quickly overshadowed by the daily pressures of work and home life. I was determined to keep my promise to Jen to do my fair share of housework and childcare, and not go the way of our fathers and grandfathers and so many men before me.

By Christmas, 1993, Julie remained absent from the family gathering, but there was news. Jackie had been round to see Mum and Dad, and she told them Julie was back in Salford, living at Claire’s. My parents were furious they’d had to hear about Julie’s return from her friend’s mother. I asked Mum what had happened with the man in Cumbria: Charles Whatshisname? That appeared to be all over; there’d been no mention of him. According to Jackie, Claire said Julie kept going on about someone called Michael. So, perhaps she’d met someone new.

One evening in January, Mum called. She sounded shaken. 

‘I spoke to Julie on the phone just now, and she wasn’t right. But she won’t tell me what’s going on. Just kept talking about this Michael. How Michael was angry with her. I don’t know what she’s supposed to have done. Could you go round to see her?’

‘I wouldn’t know what to say,’ I said, ‘We haven’t spoken in years.’ The thought of seeing Julie’s face after all this time made me jittery.

‘I’m worried about her, Richard.’

‘Let me think on it.’ 

When that didn’t reassure her, I added, ‘I’ll give her a call when I’m able. One day soon.’

That day never came.

    
  It was painful to move on with life without Julie but move on we must. 

A year, two years, a whole decade slipped by. My father died. My mother broke her hip. Olivia fell off her bike and broke her arm. Jen’s career advanced faster than mine; she was appointed Head of the History department at Birmingham, and her book on medieval medicine achieved seminal status. She travelled abroad for academic conferences while I stayed home and took care of Olivia. Life’s minutiae swallowed whole days, absorbing energy and attention, yet Julie was always there in the background, just beyond reach. Occasionally, she returned for an instant: in a familiar-sounding voice, or the smell of her perfume, or as a woman resembling her shape seen from afar – then she was gone again.

I dreamed of her often; in my dreams, she lived.

I experienced bouts of depression. I needed time off work, relying on Jen to juggle her demanding job and household responsibilities. She encouraged me to seek treatment. I tried medication and therapy, but what saved me was fell-walking. 

Whenever I could, I visited national parks up and down the country. My firm favourite was the Lake District. My career, once so important to me, was eclipsed by mountains. When I wasn’t out walking, I was keeping track of the weather forecast for favourable conditions, shopping for the best crampons and hiking poles and GPS device. I scaled down teaching and research to allow more time for walking, as well as blogging about the walks I’d completed. My blog got thousands of hits.

I discovered, to my chagrin, how much land in the Lake District is privately owned and closed off to the public. I got involved in freedom-to-roam campaigns, writing letters to newspapers and my MP about how the 2000 CRoW Act hadn’t gone far enough; for instance, unrestricted access for walkers does not extend to woodland. I wrote a scathing blog post about a so-called ‘wellness centre’ in Blundale, owned by a company called Hart Health Group, which had created an access island that blocked all public routes to Lyfell Pike, effectively making it impossible to reach the mountain without breaking the law. Hart’s solicitor wrote to me accusing me of libel and threatened legal action unless I took down this post. Amused by their exaggerated claim and blatant attempt at intimidation, which only fuelled my desire to keep writing and publishing criticisms of their corporate irresponsibility, I looked closer into the company. Its website said it was founded in 1979 by Charles Hartman. 

Didn’t Julie once live with a Charles?

    
  I intended to ask Mum, but she would still not discuss Julie’s death, nor the later years of Julie’s life. Dad went to his grave without ever speaking of these matters with his surviving children. On numerous occasions over the years, I spoke of this with my sister, Sally – never within earshot of Mum, towards whom Sally had become fiercely protective. 

‘It’s too much for her,’ Sally explained. ‘She blames herself for not doing enough for Julie.’

‘But she must know there was more to it than that,’ I said, thinking of the time I’d upset Julie at Christmas. ‘It shouldn’t feel shameful to talk about Julie. It’s not healthy for Mum, for any of us, carrying around all this guilt.’

As it turned out, in 2006, it wasn’t Mum’s health I needed to worry about. 

Jen found a lump in her breast and was diagnosed with Stage 3 breast cancer. My focus narrowed; my purview shrank. My sole priorities were supporting Jen as best as I could through her surgery and treatment alongside looking after Olivia, who was thirteen at the time. I had little time to spare for walking; I neglected my blog, on which previously I’d posted at least once a month. I panicked at receiving another email from the Hart Health Group’s solicitor, prompting me to take down the offending post, where previously I’d have fought to keep it up. Defiance no longer seemed worthwhile; I didn’t want any additional stress from a litigious company. Soon after, I took down the whole blog. I didn’t have it in me anymore.

In 2008, Jen’s cancer went into remission, and I could breathe again.

    
  At the tail-end of 2009, my recession-spooked university was making cutbacks and offered a voluntary redundancy scheme with a generous lump sum payout. In my mid-fifties, being neither a faculty star nor a favourite among the students, I accepted. Academia no longer held my interest in any case; I was a cog in an institutional machine. After Olivia finished her A-levels, we sold our house in London and bought a cottage in Grange-over-Sands. It had always been our plan to move to Cumbria, and although Jen was nowhere near ready to retire (after her health scare, she’d dived back into work), she saw no reason to put off relocating. I adopted an ageing rescue dog, a beagle I named John Snow, to keep me company while Jen was working and Olivia was at university.

For Jen, the cottage was a haven from work; for me, it marked a new chapter, a space to embark on writing a book. I planned to repurpose a selection of my old blog posts for my memoir. I pitched it as Wainwright meets Robin Hood, taking the countryside back from private landowners and returning it to the masses. I even had a title – Forgive Our Trespasses – and a modest advance from a small independent publisher of socially-conscious creative non-fiction. Each day, I spent hours in my study working on the book, John Snow snorting as he slept in a dog bed at my side. I’d take breaks from writing to gaze out the window at Morecambe Bay and watch waders and oystercatchers sink their beaks into saltmarsh.

For a little while, life was calm and peaceful.

At the end of October 2012, just as another winter beckoned, Mum had a massive stroke. A couple of weeks later, she passed away in hospital. 

I drove down to Salford to join my siblings in clearing out my parents’ house ahead of putting it on the market. It was a lot of work; Mum and Dad had a habit of holding onto items long after their use or value was lost. In their wardrobe were piles of shoeboxes and ice cream tubs filled with decades-old coupons and receipts, newspaper clippings, our old school reports. In one shoebox, which Mum had enigmatically labelled ‘Odds and Sods’, I found a stack of envelopes tied together with red elastic band. I recognised Julie’s handwriting instantly – a mature version of the looping, precocious lettering that had once covered her school exercise books. My hands shook as I pulled out and unfolded the letters and read them one by one.

Sally found me kneeling on the carpet with the letters spread around me. I’d combed through every detail. On the fourth or fifth reading, I was struck by the return address, which matched the address of the wellness centre that had threatened legal action against me several years ago.

Why on earth had Mum and Dad never shown me these letters? All my historic anger towards my reserved, private parents resurged. It was obvious, reading these letters, that Julie had been lured into some sort of cult. 

Unfathomably, my siblings did not agree.

‘You’re still looking for reasons why she killed herself,’ said Sally.

‘Something clearly wasn’t right about this retreat,’ I said, waving the stack of letters in their nonplussed faces. ‘We should look into it.’

‘Won’t make any difference now, will it,’ muttered Luke.

‘If something happened to Julie at this place,’ I pushed on, ‘there’ll be others.’

Sally sighed and shook her head. ‘Julie was troubled.’

‘It’s been years, Rich,’ said Luke. ‘Can’t you let it go?’

I would not ‘let it go’. Something had happened to Julie, and Charles Hartman was responsible.










