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One of the first letters Ronnie wrote me. After this, I knew I couldn’t just walk away.
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The drowned teenager’s name was Kieran McCaffrey.

His body, bloated and waterlogged, had been found floating on Long Island’s south shore several months earlier. But a recovered body, as I had observed countless times, gives little comfort to a grieving family if all the other circumstances of death remain shrouded in mystery. When the questions surrounding a child’s death go unanswered, families seek information like starving people seek food: with blind desperation. The only kind of comfort left to them is knowledge—“closure,” as it’s often referred to. But the wounds don’t ever close. They just get filled in bit by bit, answer by answer. The families may hope these wounds will heal, but in their hearts, they simply crave whatever fact, whatever truth, they can acquire. Because at the end of the day, it’s at least better than guessing. You accept whatever bits and pieces might provide the illusion of someday making you whole again.

On a chilly morning in March 2009, I stood with Adam Quinn, NYPD’s recently retired captain of Cold Case Homicide and head of Search and Rescue, on the deck of the thirty-foot boat Victory off the coast of Long Island, New York. I watched Adam pull on his diving gear as rain needled into the water. Cameramen fixed their tripods in place and adjusted lighting levels as we set out along the south-shore canal and crawled past coveted beachfront properties and boathouses.

The evening before, I’d felt exhilarated. For several days, Adam and I had been shooting scenes for the pilot of a proposed A&E reality show called Medium P.I., a series that would follow us in our quest to fill in the gaps of unsolved deaths. The network had high hopes for the show, so the fact that it had rained every day of the shoot hadn’t bothered us. We were determined to try to help families in pain while hopefully creating a good piece of entertainment.

I’d done lots of TV before, including, a couple of years earlier, a show called America’s Psychic Challenge, which pitted psychics against each other. I hadn’t wanted to do it, since it shot in California and meant being away from my home and family in New York, so I agreed to do the pilot only. But my agent, and the producers, helped change my mind by telling me about the $100,000 prize. My plan was to win the thing and then donate the money to the Red Cross and an animal shelter in Louisiana.

I was told just to be myself. They didn’t have to tell me that; I don’t know any other way to be. Viewers seemed to like me. I think I must have differed from whatever stereotype they had in mind for a psychic.

I finished second—but in this case, losing was more like winning. I may have walked away without the $100,000, but between the end of the finale and my flight home to New York, my phone rang multiple times with producers offering me my own series. One of those calls turned into Medium P.I.

But what Adam and I were doing here wasn’t just cooked up for the cameras—we’d worked together for twenty years on various cases, and we’d conducted this type of exercise dozens of times before. More often than not, we’d been successful—via logic and steely resolve on Adam’s side, instinct and perception on mine—in unearthing evidence that had escaped others. We were a formidable team and an interesting contrast for the cameras. For years, Adam and others in the world of law enforcement had used my psychic gifts to help them untangle cases that had seemed unsolvable. Now, for TV, they were finally revealing me as the secret weapon they’d kept in the background for so long.

During our time together, Adam and I had seen just about everything. You would be hard-pressed to surprise either of us, even if you were trying to put together the strangest or most grisly murder imaginable. Still, as Adam prepared to dive off the boat that day, I couldn’t shake the feeling of apprehension curling through me.

It was first thing that morning that I’d awakened with a feeling of disquiet. I’d sat up in my bed to discover I wasn’t alone. And I don’t mean my husband, Will. I had company of the most unpleasant kind. This kind of feeling is difficult to describe but unmistakable; it’s as obvious as if someone threw a bucket of ice water on you the moment you woke up. For me, the experience is particular. The air becomes still. My insides shift. Anxiety prickles me like an itch occurring from the inside out.

I told Adam not to dive—I felt sure that there was no evidence to be found in the canal that day, and I knew the water would be frigid. My equal in stubbornness, Adam told me he was going anyway. Despite the firmness of his words, I knew that he was as unsettled as I was. I also knew he would never admit it.

In our years together dissecting homicides, I’d never seen Adam fazed or nervous. This is a guy who sprinted into the burning towers on 9/11 to save others, heedless of his own safety. Once, in 1994, while a member of SWAT, Adam was called to a skyscraper on the Upper East Side where a woman with five children and no job stood on the roof. He tried to talk her in, with no luck. She edged forward until only her heels were touching the edge. Adam quickly tied one end of a rope around his waist, the other around the air-conditioning unit, and then, an instant before the woman launched herself, jumped also, catching her in midair and holding her there, dangling twelve stories above the ground, until help arrived.

Now, on the boat, as we continued to prepare—checking the tank gauges, making final equipment adjustments, assessing the level of debris in the canal—Adam tried to assure me that it was okay for him to dive. I saw his mouth moving, but suddenly his voice trailed away and was replaced by a series of rapid shotgun blasts searing my eardrums. I looked around, asking if anyone else—the camera crew, the captain of the yacht, the safety divers—had heard. I was met with expressions of confusion. Puzzled, I asked a second time, “Didn’t anybody else hear those shots?” People only shook their heads and looked at me curiously. I looked to Adam, assuming that if anyone else had heard, it would be him. His training had conditioned him to be hyper-attuned to every stimulus, allowing him to assess crime scenes and dissect witness accounts in seconds. But I realized, as his voice slowly reemerged in my ears, that he hadn’t heard the shots either.

Normally, Adam and I would dive in tandem. Today, he insisted on diving solo. I should stay on board and spot, he said. I looked at the thermometer bobbing on the surface of the water. Fifty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. No one should be diving today, I told him again. Again he objected.

Then he looked at me, gave the thumbs-up, executed the same slow backflip I’d seen him perform countless times, and disappeared over the edge of the boat.

I moved quickly to the side and assumed the spotter’s position. Adam became a gray silhouette beneath the dark water; then, as he dived farther, a specter. The only sound was the patter of rain on the surface of the water. My unease intensified. I suddenly had the sensation of being watched by something more than just the cameras.

Minutes passed uneventfully as Adam explored the dark canal, and I started to wonder whether my concern was unfounded. But then he popped up.

Because of the uncommonly bitter temperature—this was cold even for March in Long Island—Adam had worn a dry suit, made of different material than a traditional wet suit and as a result considerably heavier. The weight of his suit, not to mention the muscular bulk of the man himself, should have been more than enough to keep him under. But up he came, needing more mass. I looped a rope around my ankle, leaned out over the platform, and added weighted cubes to Adam’s diving belt.

Back into the murk he dove, but a few minutes later, he popped up again, like a stubborn cork. Again he had to return to the boat to acquire more weight. Again I looped the rope around my ankle and added cubes to his belt.

It kept happening. Adam would beat downward into the darkness of the water, then break the surface once more, tired from the effort but still too buoyant. It was like the water was trying to reject him.

And then, at a remove, I heard myself say these words: “Ronnie’s coming.”

I didn’t know what the words meant or why I’d said them.

“Ronnie DeFeo,” I heard myself say this time, and now I was twice as puzzled. I’d never heard this name, and I couldn’t understand why it was surfacing on my lips.

A new feeling came over me, one I recognized but have never quite become accustomed to—a kind of intense focus that’s also a kind of haze. As I said this mysterious name, the boat’s motor began to sputter loudly. Within a few minutes, we had stopped dead, and the baffled captain was apologizing, claiming this had never happened before.

Through my fugue, I felt the rain step up its force, becoming colder and razor-sharp. One of the cameramen dropped his equipment and began to vomit over the side of the boat. I asked someone what was wrong with him. No one knew. As had happened earlier, all the sounds around me collapsed into a vacuum and were replaced by a series of shotgun blasts as loud as thunderclaps. Again I asked if anyone had heard, but their faces were no different than they had been the first time.

It was then that I realized Adam was acting odd, disoriented in his swimming and uncharacteristically jerky in his movements.

I shook myself from the trance and saw immediately the reason for his alarm. He was losing air. None of us understood how this could be. Prior to a dive, you don’t check tanks once; you check them three or four times. That’s exactly what we had done. Adam’s air should have lasted an hour. Instead it had depleted in minutes. I yelled at the group to get Adam the hell out of the water and us off the canal.

I don’t scare easily.

I was scared.

I dashed onto the deck, snatched a ten-foot aluminum rod from its clips, then hurried back to the side of the boat and climbed out onto the platform. I held out the rod to Adam with one hand and clung to the boat with the other as rain stung my eyes.

Adam grasped the rod, and I started to pull. I saw his panic growing as his limbs started to flail. Something was pulling against me—something more than Adam’s weight. I stretched farther toward him, yelling for someone to grab my legs and hold on. Someone did. I pulled with every muscle in my small frame, dragging Adam around the side of the boat and toward the metal ladder. Towing him through the water, I also registered that his mask had somehow become a poor fit for his face, despite our having checked and double-checked every piece of equipment prior to the dive.

Finally, Adam, gasping, reached the side of the boat. With the help of three other crew members, I hauled him up and over the gunwale, then climbed back into the boat myself, my knuckles scraped and bleeding. We attended to Adam, feeling relief as his breathing returned to normal. I kept my arms wrapped around his torso and could feel his heart hammering in his chest. As I wrung water from my coat, I repeated to the crew that we needed to get off the canal. I also told Adam I was going to have to walk away from the show. He nodded, knowing I had a sense of something greater coming—something not meant for the cameras.

Then I heard the strange blasts again, this time accompanied by the image of a young man cradling a shotgun at his hip. I looked across the canal, where Joanne, my daughter and assistant, stood with the producer of Medium P.I. at the edge of a dock, perhaps a football field away. Joanne is the one who keeps me on the ball. When I’m working, I’m focused on the objective at hand and nothing else. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t remember to change my flip-flops to boots in January.

Though only in her late twenties, Joanne has both the wisdom and the resourcefulness of someone twice her age. She does it all—research, paperwork, reports—while letting me know where I’m supposed to be and when. People tell me I’m always working. That’s how I feel about Joanne. She’s the gas in my tank.

I sensed something powerful blowing in Joanne’s direction. Something malevolent. Joanne is not a good swimmer. I looked at her, then at the icy water. She waved at me through the rain.

“Let’s move,” I said to the crew. I kept my arms wrapped around Adam and my gaze fixed on Joanne as the boat’s engine chugged to life again. We carved slowly through the water, finally reaching the other side, and the dock where Joanne and the producer stood, after what seemed like an eternity. They stepped onto the boat and saw the shared unease on our faces. Then we all got the hell out of there.

When the day’s shoot was done and the pilot wrapped, we all retreated into ourselves. There was little talking, little interaction. Adam’s body language had changed. The man whose chin was usually held high and confident stood with his shoulders slumped, his eyes a million miles away. We all felt something dark and oppressive. No one talked about it. We just went our separate ways.

As we waited to hear whether the show would be picked up, I tried to return to my normal life: dealing with my long list of clients, doting on my pets, and continuing to quietly assist the police in solving homicides to help grieving families. But returning to normal proved impossible when I promptly came down with pneumonia. It’s rare that I get sick. But this bug took me down hard. I felt like I’d fallen into a black hole.

And the longer I lay there in bed, the more that strange sensation I’d felt at the canal lingered. It had followed me home and was starting to envelop me like a cloak I didn’t want. Will, a tender bear of a man, tried to rouse me from my inertia, but I still felt cold, empty, and anxious. Joanne talked to me reassuringly, telling me I’d be better soon. If I was going to believe anybody, I’d believe her. Though we’d never really talked about it, I’d often suspected that Joanne’s psychic abilities were as strong as my own. I’d never brought it up because she’d never brought it up. That was fine with me. I felt lucky not only that my daughter worked alongside me everyday but that she did it willingly. It was more than a lot of mothers could ask for. My mother certainly hadn’t—she’d had me working for her from the time I was a child, but willingly isn’t the word I’d have used to describe my part in it.

Joanne was a born researcher, a logical sleuth, and relentless when it came to accessing information fast. It was a perfect working relationship. My work haunted me as much as it gratified me. If she did have the instincts, I was just as happy for her never to have to use them.

Adam, my partner and confidant, saw my trepidation and was confused by it. He had always seen in me the same unwavering strength I had seen in him. He asked me what was wrong. I could tell him only that I was feeling something sinister.

Or, rather, I was fighting an instinct I’ve had many times before and was hoping would go away if I ignored it long enough. This instinct isn’t particular to psychics or mediums. We all experience it. It’s the voice telling you there’s something you’re going to have to deal with, whether you like it or not.

I called Joanne into my room. She asked how I was feeling and offered me a cold washcloth for my head. “Never mind that,” I said. “I need you to find out everything you can about someone named Ronnie DeFeo—including where I can reach him.”


TWO
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I was twelve years old on Wednesday, November 13, 1974. My family had settled in a plantation-style house in Nola, Louisiana—though for us, settled was always a relative term. My mother, Mary Palermo, was a high priestess in the occult, and there are still many people who believe they can gain strength from her grave. Paranormal groups, ghost hunters, those who claim to be occult specialists—all of them have tried to learn where she lies. I won’t tell.

Some people still claim they can spot her spirit walking along the roads, trying to get home. This doesn’t surprise me. Her presence was powerful, but her soul was pulled by darkness. She never allowed me to call her mom—only Mary. When she would turn away, I would whisper “Mommy,” even as an adult. Even if out of earshot, she would turn and shoot me a look. I made her a card when I was six. It was simple, a picture of her and me holding hands. She looked at it, slapped me off the chair, and said, “No soft stuff in this house,” then threw the card away.

Mary lived in the spirit world but liked to anchor her existence to the physical realm by purchasing properties in different places. She’d buy them for the purpose of doing her rituals. We’d go from the bayou, with its streams and marshes, to the Garden District, with its mansions and old Creole money, then land elsewhere for a little while before starting the loop anew.

Just as she felt the need to spread her physical imprint as far as possible, so too did Mary straddle both sides of the spiritual existence, the good and the bad. She would put money in the poor box at church by day, and at night raise Cain. I would sit and watch her, nervous but compelled. By that time, I already knew I had many of the same abilities. I had discovered early that I could, for reasons unknown to me, make the same kinds of connections that she could to people’s inner selves, their before and after. It frightened me, just as I imagined my mother’s talents frightened her, but I also recognized, just as she must have, that such a gift couldn’t simply be pushed aside.

I’d watch her perform her rituals. She would be dressed in black, wearing a veil and gloves, one celebrity after another in our house, connecting with her spirit, being absorbed by her until she released them back into the normal. I’d feel something blowing in—blowing through—the walls.

Mary and her own mother, Josephine Maria, who lived with us, operated a funeral parlor out of our house. There was an embalming room in the rear of the place that was always occupied by one corpse or another. After a while, you got used to it. People would say Mary’s embalming work was so fine it looked as though she brought people back to life unmarred by death. She would prepare the bodies with the mirrors covered and music playing.

Sometimes, when she wasn’t working, she’d play the piano, and I would watch from the top steps. My father, Andrew Palermo (he used her name)—the tranquil Blackfoot medicine man to her Sicilian voodoo priestess, the diligent Canadian steelworker to her hot-blooded Creole—would sit and listen. His tough features would be softened by her sweet chords.

They called Dad “The Bull.” He wore a size sixteen shoe and walked like a silverback, but he never raised his voice. Dad had once shot himself in the foot just to see if it would hurt. Another time he’d had a piece of metal pierce his shoulder clean through, and he still made it home for dinner. The man was tough. But when Mary touched the keys, he changed. He’d just sit, listening. In Creole he would murmur, “My beloved,” and she would keep playing, a smile on her face.

Joanne had done her usual digging, and had unearthed the story of a nightmare.

On November 13, 1974, in Amityville, New York, Ronnie DeFeo had been taken into police custody after it was discovered that both of his parents and all four of his younger siblings, ages nine to eighteen, had been killed in cold blood in the early hours of that same morning. The kids had all been found facedown on their beds, bloody holes in their backs. Ronnie was twenty-three at the time, an employee in his father’s Buick dealership and a known delinquent.

It was a story I’d been only vaguely aware of, since I was so young at the time it had happened, and it was so far away from my home in Louisiana. Even as an adult, I knew no more of the Amityville murders than most people, which is to say I was generally aware of the case because of all the horror movies and books that had come out in the years since the gruesome event had occurred.

Most of my work is accomplished through feel and rare perception, but a deep curiosity was still gnawing at me, and this time I felt I needed more facts to validate the sensations. Sometimes I see things happening long before they actually occur, and I know I have to follow the path set out before me and begin to try to fill in pieces of the puzzle. This time felt different. It was as though I was seeing both ahead and behind.

As Joanne continued to research the case and report to me, I learned that most of what I’d picked up about the story from all of these movies and books could essentially be ignored. The slim paperback that had started the sensation, The Amityville Horror, had nothing to do with the crime itself. It was a chronicle of the alleged horrors experienced by George and Kathy Lutz, who moved into the DeFeos’ house after the murders and moved back out less than a month later, claiming the house was a source of intense paranormal activities. The book, a runaway bestseller, became a movie, and it was the movie that had transformed Ronnie DeFeo from an ordinary criminal doing his time to an altogether different kind of figure: a celebrity monster on par with fictional serial killers Freddy Krueger and Jason Vorhees, equally abhorred and scrutinized by a public that had become enthralled by his tale.

Apparently, the fascination hadn’t abated. The Amityville Horror, despite the self-assured subtitle A True Story, had long ago been exposed as a hoax. William Weber, the lawyer who had defended Ronnie DeFeo at his trial, had admitted that he’d dreamed up the story with the Lutzes one evening over some wine—despite the Lutzes having stood firmly by the story’s authenticity until their deaths two years apart soon after the turn of the twentieth century. These conflicting assertions aside, the stream of books and movies devoted to the subject had stayed constant over the years. The Amityville Horror, though built on a ruse, had become the stuff of pop culture.

I read as much as I could about the facts of the original case, about Ronnie DeFeo, the crime, the trial, and his ongoing imprisonment. Most of what I read seemed driven by bias, hyperbole, or both. Or it just went in circles. There was enough speculation about what had really happened in the DeFeos’ home that night to populate a library.

And soon I realized why this man’s name had come to my lips in the middle of the canal. At the time, we’d been only a few hundred meters from the DeFeos’ now-famous address, 112 Ocean Avenue. We’d been a stone’s throw from the place where an entire family had been slaughtered.

One night, I was doing research on the case online. I had regained some of my strength following my bout with pneumonia, but the aftereffects weren’t quite gone, and I was still pretty run-down. I was about to switch off the computer and turn in for the night when something stopped me cold. I was looking at one of the mug shots snapped of Ronnie DeFeo on the night of the murders. I suddenly realized, with the force of a punch, that it was the same face that had floated into my bedroom more than forty years ago.

It was 1966, and I was four. My older brother Billy had been told to look after me that day, as was often the case. When you’re the youngest sibling of six, you’re always the one being taken care of. I didn’t yet know that I was the strongest of any of us.

My father was at the steel factory, my mother at a client’s. Billy was in his room with a girl. A thirteen-year-old boy, even a smart one like Billy, has only one thing on his mind. My mom had a rule: no girls in the house when he was taking care of me. But the minute she drove off, it seemed a girl would appear instantly, like she’d merely been hiding in the closet. Maybe she had, for all I knew.

Billy was showing this girl an Elvis album and trying to warm her up for a kiss. I knew this because I was spying on them from the edge of my bedroom, down the hall. They were sitting on his bed. She had braces and shoulder-length blonde hair. When I got too curious for my own good and crossed the hall to get a better vantage point, Billy spotted me and told me to go back to my room—he’d come get me when it was time for lunch. But he said it with affection, not annoyance. Billy had a big heart. He would save his comics for me, teach me how to put a worm on a hook. He taught me how to write my name, Jackie.

I went back to my room and picked up a doll. I had started having a conversation with the doll when the feeling of being watched made my nerves jump. I looked up and saw an enormous face materialize on the white wall of my bedroom. Along with the face came a torso and two arms whose hands were held outward, as though the wrists were bound together. As the figure lifted off my wall and began floating toward me, I sat paralyzed by fear. It drifted slowly toward me and hovered a moment, looking directly at me, expressing nothing. My voice felt choked at first, in the way one can never seem to produce a sound during a terrifying dream, but then my silence broke and I shrieked.

Yelling my name, Billy burst through the doorway of my bedroom, the girl trailing him. My brother was big for his age, built solidly, like our father. As I reached for Billy, I saw a portal open on my wall, a swirling field of gray. Billy must have seen it, too, because he paused halfway across the room to look back at the wall. The floating figure, which had reached my bedside, suddenly darted its arms out, reaching for me. I felt its touch, shadowy but horrifyingly real. Billy’s girlfriend was immobile, her hand over her mouth, tears streaming down her fine cheekbones.

Billy grabbed my hand, tugged me hard, and we ran—out of my bedroom, down the stairs, and out the front door. Then we kept going, all the way to the edge of the lake a quarter of a mile away.

As we caught our breath, Billy looked at the girl and told her never to tell anyone else about what had happened. Together we walked her home. I never saw her again in our home or with Billy.

Though Billy had told the girl to stay mum, with our own family, we hid nothing. My parents had taught us not to keep secrets from one another. That night, when we told them what had happened, my mother sat silent. In Creole, my grandmother, sitting in the next chair, whispered, “The devil finds his way.”

There was something else my parents taught: don’t show fear. If we had a bad dream, we weren’t allowed to go to their bed seeking a reassuring cuddle. We were supposed to stay in our own beds and deal with the fear. If we felt anxious in the dark, no one went out and bought us a night-light; they told us to find the inner strength to cope. After listening to my story, my mother sent me back to my room and told me to go to sleep.

That was eight years before the Amityville murders occurred, forty-three years before I first set foot on the south shore of Long Island. Now, as I peered at the mug shot taken on that distant night, I realized I was looking into the features of the same face that I’d last seen in my bedroom while a small, frightened girl.

The feeling I’d brought home with me two weeks earlier from the canal still seemed to cling. And now, the same evening I’d recognized Ronnie DeFeo’s face as the one that had terrified me years before, that feeling seemed to manifest in tangible forms. Our brand-new refrigerator, in perfect working order, abruptly failed, ruining everything inside. Eggs cracked and oozed yolk; meats became rancid; bread purchased the day before turned immediately to mold.

Our longtime housekeeper, Abby, was at a loss. She’d been coming for several years, three times a week, morning till evening. She was a cleaning whirlwind, and we all respected the work she did and tried not to mess it up too badly or too quickly. But now we couldn’t do anything about it. She’d come on Monday morning, clean everything from top to bottom, then return on Wednesday to find the place a sty. We could only shrug our shoulders and apologize, explaining that we’d had nothing to do with it. But Abby dealt in reason. Like many, she believed only in what she could see.

That’s fine when the things you can see are explainable. But what do you do when they aren’t? Abby would hear my voice coming through the intercom even when I wasn’t home. Other times, she would hear children’s giggles that chilled her blood. Our pets, normally affectionate with her, would suddenly take to hiding when she was around, and she would have to spend hours looking for them all. And the damn beds. She’d make one, go clean a different room, then return to find it unmade again. Finally, she walked up to me one day and said simply, “There’s something evil here.” A few days later, I found a cross and a protection medal between Joanne’s mattress and box spring.

Finally Will and I decided to go to the store and stock up on nonperishables, then investigate the issue once we got back. But as we were preparing to leave, we looked at Joanne, and both of us had the same thought. We need to stay right here. Even a slight tremor of anxiety in one’s child, no matter her age, is like an earthquake inside the heart of a parent.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her.

“Nothing.”

“Something’s up,” Will said. “Talk to us.”

“I’ll be fine,” Joanne said, pushing us out the door as though we were going on a date. “Go. I’m just going to run a bath.”

“I’ll get you some coffee,” I said. We left, but I kept my phone close. Will and I didn’t need to say anything to each other. Our eyes said it: Let’s just get what we need as quickly as possible and get back home. At the grocery store he rushed up and down the aisles as though he were on a game show.

We were gone just short of an hour, our anxiety snowballing with each minute that passed. When we arrived back home and came through the door, a feeling of alarm seized me. I called for Joanne, but she didn’t answer. Will and I saw her bathroom door ajar. Will dropped the shopping bags he was carrying and ran toward the bathroom. I’m not as big or as fast as Will, but I was close behind. I was the first to notice the washcloth floating in the tub. Will was the first to spot Joanne.

She was curled up in the corner of the bathroom, sobbing, her white robe tied loosely at the waist. Her head was on her knees, the phone clutched in her fist. On the other end, I could hear Adam’s voice and his attempts to comfort her.

Will scooped up Joanne and carried her to her bedroom. I told Adam we’d call him back and then followed Will and Jo to the bedroom, where he lay her down on the bed and stroked her hair, asking what happened. After a few minutes the sobs began to subside, and she was able, in brief gasps, to explain the vision that had accosted her.

She had just slipped into the bath when she’d thought she heard us come through the door. But it couldn’t be us, since we’d only been gone a few minutes. There were noises coming from the kitchen—clattering of pots, spoons banging. Then voices, rising in tandem. Neither of the voices was ours, Jo realized. She had grabbed the robe and stepped out of the bath, still dripping, then sneaked toward the kitchen and peered into the dining area. That was when one of the figures turned: a woman, her face covered in blood, her eyes wild, saying she was coming back. That she was going to get her. Joanne had shut her eyes against the horror and ran.

I asked Jo to describe the figure. Attractive, even through the blood, she said. Medium height, graying hair. Italian looking. Wearing a red dress and pearls.

“Wait,” I said, and rushed to my office. I grabbed the DeFeo file Joanne had started to assemble and scoured the pictures she’d gathered so far. There it was. An aging but beautiful Italian woman in a red dress and pearls. Louise DeFeo. Ronnie’s mother.

The next morning, I went directly to my office and took out a sheet of paper. You can only ignore things for so long. I started to compose a note, but I was still dizzy, and too weak to finish. So I went back to bed.

Every day I kept taking out the paper to write, and every day the pneumonia, which had returned, reminded me who was boss. Finally, after another week of cold sweats and a liquid diet, I felt strong enough. I got out of bed and sat at my desk. I didn’t know what I was supposed to say or why I was supposed to write this letter. I began anyway, because if I’ve learned only one lesson in all my years doing what I do, it’s this: at the end of the day, the only true guide you have is your own instincts.

I stared at the paper, my own thoughts reflecting its blankness. The fever had mercifully broken a few days before, but now it had come back with a vengeance, and I was a tangle of mental cobwebs.

Dear Mr. DeFeo, I finally wrote.

“Jackie?”

I looked up to see Will in the doorway. Will is the kind of person who is almost always smiling out of nothing more than the feeling of wanting to smile. The expression on his face was far from a smile. I asked him what was wrong.

“That day,” he said. “When you were on the canal.”

“What about it?” I said.

He walked over to my side. “I saw something. A big man. In a black coat. I saw him standing in our living room.”

I looked back at the paper. My feeling of unease had taken root on the boat and wormed its way deeper and deeper through me while I scuffled with the virus. Now, the feeling was morphing into something else. Instead of someone felled by an unknown hand, I felt more like a creature quietly steeling itself for battle.

What do you want? I wrote. What’s my part in this?

“I’ve got the address.” Joanne was in the doorway, a piece of paper in her hand. “Green Haven Correctional Facility, in upper New York State,” she said. “Maximum security.”

I added my name and phone number and handed her the letter. There was no need to write more. “Mail it,” I said.

Uncle Ray, our permanent houseguest, is old-school Italian. For a sausage-and-pepper hero, he’d give you his unending loyalty. Uncle Ray isn’t really an uncle. He’s a friend of my brother’s. He started staying with us years ago, the initial arrangement a trade involving his caring for the pets—between his shifts at Whole Foods—and our providing him a roof and a bed. Even as our addresses changed, Uncle Ray always came with. It became a running joke whenever we considered a new place: where would Ray’s room be?

Ray—fifty-five but still a perpetual teenager, still sleeping on a pull-out couch in the basement, still caring for the pets, still doing his own thing—and Joanne are like brother and sister, even though he’s nearly twice her age. They love each other and bicker the way siblings do, yet in the end are thick as thieves. For years Ray has talked about saving up and moving to Nevada, but it’s never happened, and that’s just fine with us. His sincerity and integrity bring light to any room he’s in. He’s the cheerful one when everyone else is down, the guy telling you to put a smile on your face just because it’s fun to be alive. He takes care of the pets, not because he has to but because he adores them.

There were six of them when he moved in: one dog, Max, a bichon frise just sixteen inches off the ground but fearless as a pit bull; and five cats: Ernie, our Egyptian tabby and the elder statesman, who would sit alongside every ritual as though overseeing it; Toby, the forty-five-pound pixie bobcat; Dilly, a domestic cat, and Will’s shadow—he called her his “favorite girl”; Oreo, a Hemingway (that is, she had extra toes); and Puss ’N’ Boots, the tuxedo cat, who, since the day we’d brought him home, I’d always felt had an old soul and a warrior spirit. Puss ’N’ Boots had found his way to my side years before, and the moment we met, I had the sense that we’d met before on these crossroads. Cats do have a sense; there’s a reason they gravitate to people like me. It goes beyond a bowl of food and water.

The other thing we love about Ray, the thing that serves as a moderating element in our lives, is his quiet respect for the work I do and the world in which I do it. Most people get their information about the occult and the paranormal from sensationalist books or movies. Ray is in the thick of it, along with the rest of my family. He’s seen the real stuff again and again and hasn’t once turned from it.

Ray went to Catholic high school and college but doesn’t follow any organized religion. If you ask him what he believes in, he’ll say he believes in himself and other living creatures, and that’s that. His main concern is that the pets are cared for and treated well. When Toby, who’d been as healthy as an ox for nine years and then suddenly got sick, had to be put down, Ray tried to hail a cab from Whole Foods so he could get to the vet’s to say good-bye. When he couldn’t get a cab, he ran the three miles instead. During Toby’s last moments, Ray bawled like a little boy.

Sensitive though he is, Uncle Ray is also stone-cold resilient. His life has not been the easiest, yet he displays serious bounce-back again and again. His hide is thick, and his spirit stalwart. Despite the fact that he lives in the basement and generally keeps to himself, he is in many ways the quiet core of strength in our home.

But when he called me on the house intercom the morning after Joanne’s experience in the kitchen, I felt like I was speaking to a scared kid.

I’d never heard Ray sound worried, much less panicked. When his voice burst through the speaker, I jumped. He was calling for help. I asked him what was wrong. He screamed that the basement door to the upstairs wouldn’t open. Through the speaker I could hear him pounding on it.

I ran downstairs, and indeed found the door to the basement, strangely, locked. I unlocked it and he ran upstairs. The fear I’d heard in Ray’s voice was in his eyes, too. He was like a child who’d just been forced through his first haunted house.

It took time, but eventually, Will, Joanne, and I got Ray to calm down. I made him some tea. He sipped at it slowly, then started to tell us about the dream he’d had.

There was a dark, dingy room he didn’t recognize. Someone appeared before him—an old priest, maybe—dressed in black from head to toe, face concealed. No, it wasn’t a priest, he said—something different. It shifted form, but remained covered in black. A strong wind had gusted from behind, lifting Ray off the ground. He kept talking about the wind, which was not quite a wind, he said, but a force. “It was blowing into me from the back, forcing me up, not letting me back away. I couldn’t move,” he said. “I couldn’t speak.”

Whatever the thing was, moved from a standing position to a sitting one, then from a sitting one to a reclined one. Fearfully, Ray walked over, reached down, grabbed the material covering the thing’s face, and yanked upward. He caught a glimpse of something terrifying, then woke up.

After that day, Ray slept with the radio on. He began to frequently get sick, something that had seldom happened before. He began to hear voices and footsteps, and scratching at
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