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For Lex Haris, who let two reporters spend months chasing down a French psychic




The first thing I noticed when I met Maria Duval were her eyes. Cat’s eyes. Not the blue eyes of a Siamese cat, with the shade of delft-blue porcelain china. Not the eyes of a Persian cat, with the shade of molten gold. The eyes of a street cat. Mysterious green, with the sea-blue shades of a swamp. Lights with the sparkle of golden coins, glowworms, and star particles. We stood opposite each other. Maria looked straight into my eyes. People say that a cheetah hypnotizes its prey before he strikes. That is what I had in front of me. A cheetah. A captivating catlike woman who held me in the grip of her emerald-green eyes.


—UNKNOWN




    
Cast of Characters



Alain: An archivist at the French newspaper Nice-Matin


Astroforce: A company long connected to the Maria Duval letters that was used on business filings around the world and of which Maria Duval was once a shareholder


Françoise Barre: Former mayor of Callas and close friend of Maria Duval


Willem Bosma: A Dutch journalist who spoke with Jacques Mailland when reporting on the Maria Duval scam in the Netherlands


Anne Chamfort: Another purported French psychic whose face and name have been used for letters very similar to Maria’s


Data Marketing Group Ltd.: A Long Island–based company that tracked payments from victims and fulfilled orders for talismans


Destiny Research Center: An apparent shell company used to mask where the most recent US Maria Duval letters were coming from


Joseph Patrick Davitt: An Australian businessman listed as director of Listano Limited, the owner of Maria Duval trademarks


Martin Dettling: The mysterious Swiss man who opened the mailboxes in Sparks, Nevada


Maria Duval: A purported French psychic whose name, image, and signature have appeared on millions of psychic letters sent around the world


Andrea Egger: The Swiss attorney who helped file a number of Maria Duval trademarks around the world and whom we attempted to confront in Monaco


gd2use: Online handle of a mysterious person who uploaded numerous videos of Maria Duval interviews to YouTube


Clayton Gerber: The US postal inspector whom we first interviewed about the Maria Duval scam, who said it was one of the largest consumer frauds in history


Patrick Guerin: Maria Duval’s psychic sidekick, who appears in some of her letters and advertises in-person consultations in Paris


Infogest: A Swiss company founded by Jean-Claude Reuille that once managed the worldwide distribution of the Maria Duval letters


Infogest Direct Marketing: A Canadian company connected to the Swiss Infogest, which managed the mailing of the Maria Duval letters in the United States and Canada


Julia Jones: A French-speaking CNN reporter


Jacques Mailland: A French copywriter and alleged mastermind of the Maria Duval letters


Jordan Malter: A CNN producer who filmed our journey


Lukas Mattle: A former Infogest employee


Barney McGettigan: A British accountant in Stratford-upon-Avon whose firm provided the mailing address for Listano Limited


Thomas Ninan: A US postal inspector and key investigator for the US government’s Maria Duval case


PacNet Services: A Canadian payment processor that cashed many of the checks mailed to the Maria Duval scam over the years


Antoine Palfroy: The son of Maria Duval and former owner of an eccentric bookshop


Gerard du Passage: A man now living in Thailand who had previously served as a contact for Maria Duval


Patric: A man claiming to be Jean-Claude Reuille’s childhood friend who contacted us after our Maria Duval series ran


Luis Alberto Ramos: A man who sued Maria Duval after she purchased a field from him in Argentina but allegedly never paid for it


Jean-Claude Reuille: A Swiss businessman and alleged ringleader of the Maria Duval letters


Doreen Robinson: An elderly woman and mother of Chrissie, who became obsessed with Maria Duval while battling dementia


    Chrissie Stevens: A woman who tried for years to save her mother, Doreen, from the grip of the Maria Duval scam


    Jan Vanlangendonck: A Belgian journalist who interviewed Maria Duval in a Parisian café


Véronique: A psychic in Callas who was the first person we found who actually claimed to have met Maria Duval
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The Journalists



THE MYSTERIOUS FRENCH psychic enters the lives of her victims through the mail. For decades, she has seized on the desperation of millions. The lonely. The weak. The elderly. They give her everything. Their trust. Their devotion. And their money.


For many, she became an obsession. It was Maria Duval, they were convinced, who would cure their illnesses. It was Maria Duval, they were convinced, who would bring them much-needed money. And it was Maria Duval, they were convinced, who truly loved and cared about them—often, even more than their own families did. They were captivated by the elusive woman with the piercing gaze, convinced she was the only one left who could help them.


It didn’t take us long before we too were captivated by this woman. At the time, we were two twenty-eight-year-old journalists looking for our next story. Instead, we ended up falling down a rabbit hole so deep that we were still trying to get out of it years later.


We were a relatively new investigative duo at CNN. A tall, blond Idaho native who spent years studying Arabic and worked at a newspaper in the Middle East before joining CNN and traveling to North Dakota in an RV to cover the emerging oil boom. And a short brunette from California who studied journalism in the freezing cold of Syracuse, New York, before becoming a local newspaper reporter back in Los Angeles, covering a corrupt city councilman who was later indicted for embezzling thousands of dollars from a local farmers market. Even though we worked for one of the world’s largest television news operations, we both considered ourselves more like old-school newspaper reporters than aspiring correspondents.


When Maria came to our attention, it was the fall of 2015. The first Democratic presidential debate had just aired, Hillary Clinton was facing harsh public questioning about her controversial response to the Benghazi attack, and the real estate mogul Donald Trump was just starting to make waves by unexpectedly dominating Republican polls.


We weren’t covering any of that. Instead, we’d spent much of the year writing online investigations for CNN, mainly those that exposed how rogue businesses and organizations were taking advantage of consumers. There was the abusive Texas debt-collection firm working for government agencies all over the country that for decades had sat at the center of political scandals. Animal-control agencies that were killing people’s dogs over unpaid fines. Small towns threatening residents with jail time over minor offenses like overgrown yards. After all this, we were trying to figure out what to take on next when we remembered that several readers had sent us multiple boxes of junk mail from unscrupulous political groups and charities preying on the elderly. The boxes had sat under our desks for months, next to piles of books, discarded heels, and a yoga mat or two.


We finally had time to take a look. For the better part of a day, we took over our newsroom’s large central conference table, covering much of it with the hundreds of mailings we had been sent. Some were from political groups using scare tactics, warning recipients in large type with “URGENT” and “EMERGENCY” notices that if they didn’t act now, they could lose their Social Security or Medicare benefits or that the death tax would wipe out all the money they had been hoping to leave their heirs.


We sorted through the pile, finding countless letters from questionable charities seeking money for veterans and starving children abroad. Often these letters contained some sort of “gift,” like a one-dollar bill or a cheap plastic alarm clock to lure in their victims. Then we came across something truly bizarre: a letter from a psychic named Patrick Guerin. We were immediately intrigued by its many details and promises—of lottery winnings, luck, and happiness. The sheer weight of the mailing was also impressive, packaged in a sturdy yellow DHL Global Mail envelope that held a multipart letter and DVD accompaniment. Whoever sent this package clearly had made a significant investment to do so. On one side of the cardboard DVD case was an ominous photo of Patrick, a chubby red-cheeked man with wavy brown hair, wearing a polka-dot tie and a bright red pocket square. On the other side was a weighty promise: “The next 5 minutes could change your life for the better.” When we put the DVD in our computer, a five minute, 36 second video clip popped up, showing Patrick meeting with an elderly man named Mr. Dubois, who claimed Patrick was the reason he had recently won the lottery. Also enclosed in the mailing was a realistic-looking tabloid newspaper, in which every article just happened to be about Patrick and Mr. Dubois.


“Mr. Dubois Tells His Story,” one headline blared across the top of the page. “I contacted Patrick Guerin, not expecting much, and a few weeks later I won 1.2 MILLION DOLLARS at the lottery and . . . I THEN WON A CAR.”


In the article, Mr. Dubois recounted just how Patrick turned his life around.


What happened to me is incredible. Everything was going badly and I was very unhappy. So, I decided to write to Patrick Guerin, even if I didn’t expect much to change. . . . Since then, all my problems have quickly disappeared, one after the other. But what’s even more incredible is that only a few weeks after contacting Patrick Guerin I won more than $1.2 million dollars at the lottery, and then I also won a car! It happened like a miracle, to me, who wasn’t even expecting anything.


What happened to Mr. Dubois? The secret is revealed to you below.


Now discover how you can also benefit and have your life change for the better in the coming weeks.


At the end of the letter was a request for money, along with a separate order form on which recipients were instructed to share their personal information. Sending this form and a check was all it took for someone’s life to change forever, the letter claimed.


Our interest was immediately piqued by this rambling letter, the weird film clip, the phony newspaper all about Mr. Dubois, a form of benevolent wizardry known as “white magic,” and Patrick’s amazing powers. But why would scammers waste their time on such an unsophisticated ploy? How could anyone possibly fall for this?


Our online search for Patrick showed that his letters had been quite effective, raking in millions of dollars. One of the first search results took us to a US Justice Department press release from the year before, announcing its attempt to shut down a number of psychic mailings, including Patrick’s. When we downloaded the original government complaint, however, we realized that Patrick was just a sidekick in a much bigger scheme. The real psychic villain, it appeared, was a woman named Maria Duval.


We searched for Maria next. The search results displayed page after page of emotional complaints from people who had been scammed out of their savings. They had received letters from Maria Duval asking for money in exchange for her personal psychic guidance. Even more common were posts from family members searching for answers.


“How can you do this to an elderly person with Alzheimer’s?” one woman asked when she discovered that her mother had sent thousands of dollars to Maria. “She is the biggest scam ever, she should be imprisoned immediately so she can die there,” wrote another victim, a brain cancer patient who had sent $1,500 in much-needed disability benefits to Maria after being bombarded by what the person described as “panicky” letters demanding $45 twice a month. Another woman was convinced that Maria’s letters somehow had disastrous consequences for her good friend. “I have no doubt that her predictions played a roll [sic] in his last weeks of life.” And a seventeen-year-old British girl had been found dead in a river in 1998 with a letter from Maria in her pocket. Her mother told a newspaper that her daughter had been corresponding with the psychic for weeks before her death. “Clare used to be a happy girl but she went down hill after getting involved with all this,” she said.


Somehow, this simple psychic scam had reached epic proportions.


Many people think of all psychics as frauds, and there are horror stories about people who lost thousands of dollars to storefront psychics or psychic hotlines. But we had never heard of a psychic scam quite like this one, in which fraudsters used the mail to pinpoint vulnerable targets.


To help determine if the scam was as terrible as it seemed, we called the United States Postal Inspection Service, the law enforcement arm of the US Postal Service, which was working in conjunction with the Justice Department to try to shut down the scam. Inspector Clayton Gerber greeted us with a gravelly voice. Clayton, who had been with the agency for more than a decade, had worked on cases involving everything from child pornography to mail scams, and he most notably was a lead investigator on the Stanford investment fraud case that culminated in a 2012 conviction. In that years-long saga, the Postal Inspection Service worked with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and the Internal Revenue Service to shut down a Ponzi scheme run by a man named Allen Stanford. Using the mail to help him carry out his massive investment fraud, Stanford convinced tens of thousands of victims that they were investing in an offshore bank with returns that were too good to be true. He was ultimately sentenced to 110 years in prison for stealing billions of dollars over the course of twenty years.


Maria Duval was the new focus of Clayton’s attention, and he told us that this operation was in a class all by itself. In fact, he was adamant that it was one of the world’s largest and longest-running cons in history, spanning decades and stealing hundreds of millions of dollars. He said he wouldn’t be surprised if total losses bordered on $1 billion. “Maria Duval’s name comes up in almost every major country,” he told us. And then he said something that really threw us for a loop: he had no idea if Maria Duval even existed.


He went on to tell us that this was one of the most frustrating cases he had ever worked on, because of how hindered the US government was by the international scope of this far-reaching scheme, which made it impossible to get to the true source of the letters even after years and years of trying. He said that as investigative journalists, we could break through barriers that he and his colleagues couldn’t, so it was crucial for us to pursue the story.


When we hung up, we had far more questions than answers. But one thing was clear: we had found the subject of our next investigation. It was baffling that letters from a psychic had managed to reel in so many victims and alarming that someone was taking advantage of people in their most vulnerable states, and we couldn’t help but wonder how many parents and grandparents had been victimized by this—maybe even one of our own.


Over the next months and years, our curiosity would take us on an extraordinary adventure that became darker and more twisted with each corner we turned.




    
The Promises



Dear [YOUR NAME HERE],


You may have already received the special package I put together for you which contains “Your Special Compendium of Divine Formulas” and your genuine Cross of Invocation of the 7 Powers. Due to the confidential nature of its contents, I felt it necessary to send it to you in a separate package. If you have not yet received it, you should expect to find it in your mailbox in the next couple of days.


As promised, I have completed your first personal astral-clairvoyant forecast for the months to come.


Surprisingly, [YOUR NAME HERE], your case requires more pages than I had anticipated. There are many things I have discovered about you and you are going to learn about them in a few moments.


I have also noted the answer to the question which is bothering you most at this time, the problem being:


Will this nation improve?


Here, soon you are going to learn my answer on this matter. I am also going to give you your personal lucky numbers for the lottery and for other games of chance.


I still have many other facts and events to reveal to you about yourself, [YOUR NAME HERE], and about your future.


Even if it may surprise you for the moment, I have much good news to tell you. But first, I want to ask you to please remember this date (and even to write it down somewhere):


May 2, 2014, [YOUR NAME HERE], as you are going to realize in a moment, May 2, 2014 will mark a very positive turning point in your life. It will be the start of a period that has every chance of being the most important in your entire life.


Unfortunately, I also have some less good news. But please don’t worry about it. I am going to show you how to avoid the negative moments, the hurdles and the worries which lie in your path. And even how to turn them to your advantage.


But, before going on, I want to thank you, [YOUR NAME HERE], for having shown confidence in me. I’m going to do EVERYTHING to be of help to you. . . .


[13 pages later]


When, very soon, you already notice the first positive changes in your life . . . When the months pass, you see your life being transformed as you wish it to be . . . When you notice, on your own, that everything I have told you is proven true, you will be delighted you had confidence in me.


You have my solemn word.


Your devoted friend,


Maria Duval




    
The Scam



WITH CHIN-LENGTH PLATINUM blond hair, dark lips, and a secretive expression on her face, Maria stares directly at her victims through the pages of each letter.


She boasts of her extraordinary powers and worldwide reputation. She claims to have a spiritual gift passed down to her by her uncle, a minister who was heralded as a saint in the small Italian village where he lived. These extraordinary psychic powers, the letters explain, have helped her find countless missing people and catapulted her to international fame.


She tells of books she has written, secret psychic meetings she has led, and thousands of television, radio, and newspaper interviews she has given. She claims that she has provided guidance to Hollywood stars, who pay as much as $700 for a single consultation; several American presidents; and many other political leaders. In fact, she says that many of the world’s richest and most famous celebrities never make a decision without consulting her first and that she is the only psychic ever to have been granted an audience with the pope.


Citing all these accomplishments and fame, she tells recipients how lucky they are to have been chosen by her. And the letters really do look handwritten, with notes excitedly scrawled in the margins and circular stains that make it appear she was sipping coffee while writing down her visions.


Filled with personal details from each recipient’s life, the letters predict huge lottery winnings and other life-changing events:


Goldie: There are 3, yes THREE Friday the 13ths in 2009. So, 3 opportunities to win a large sum of money! And that’s not all: Two of these Friday the 13ths are in consecutive months and they’re coming up in just a few weeks: Friday, February 13th and Friday, March 13th! This exceptional phenomenon happens only once every hundred years. There are even many people for whom this will never happen in their lives, but you are one of the lucky ones. Yes, this is going to happen to you Goldie, but only once in your lifetime and it’s only a few weeks away!! But first, you must possess the tools and know-how to be able to take advantage of this unique chance which is never, ever going to happen again in your life.


Of course, most people of sound mind would simply dismiss a wild prediction like this. They might even get a good laugh before promptly tossing the letter in the trash, along with credit card offers and other pieces of junk mail. But Maria’s letters prey on the very people who no longer have the ability to determine fact from fiction. Many of these victims are battling the crippling mental effects of Alzheimer’s disease or dementia, already struggling to remember the people around them or what they ate for breakfast, just as the letters arrive in their mailbox. Others are so lonely and desperate for companionship that they cling to Maria and her promises without thinking twice. Some, who are watching their savings dwindle, are worried about how they’ll manage to pay for their last years or whether they’ll have anything left to leave behind for their family, so the promise of a windfall is especially tempting.


After reading letters that included such personal details as birthdays, hometowns, and astrological signs, we finally understood how the letters could seem so prescient, especially to people who were already desperate to believe.


You were born under the sign of Taurus. In Chinese astrology, you were born under the sign of the Rabbit. You are mainly under the influence of Venus. In addition, being born on May 22, 1927 in Kansas City, at 12:00 I can already see some aspects of your personality. Like everyone, you have some faults.


Once the specifics about a victim’s life are established, letters like this go on to detail personality traits, worries, and regrets that could be helped by Maria.


• I can also see that you have some great qualities. Among other things, you are generous, sensual and also, sensitive.


• I see that, at this time, you are having money problems and you might quickly need $2,500. It’s a matter which seems to me very important for you at present. I see such a sum could do a great deal for your happiness. You need more money in order to live in the style you would like, and to be more generous to the people you love.


• I can also see other periods of good luck and many opportunities which came your way. Unfortunately, you were unable—or did not wish—to recognize them and grasp them. You simply let them slip away. I can also see several large sums of money which were within your reach, but there again, you were “wearing a blindfold.” You ignored the right moments to act. You also started things at the wrong time. I cannot tell you exactly how many “only chances” slipped through your fingers, but I can tell you that it was a considerable number over all these years. You missed excellent opportunities which were cast your way . . . and which could have changed your future.


These letters are endless. For many recipients, Maria quickly becomes their closest confidant, prompting them to respond with heartfelt letters of their own. Often carefully written in perfect cursive reminiscent of another era, these responses from her elderly victims tell a story of desperation and loneliness, detailing everything from upcoming doctor’s visits to growing financial troubles.


In one, dated May 9, 2014, a devoted follower said he was almost brought to tears when he heard from her.


“Something tells me that I can trust you. I almost know how I will feel. I’m already thinking what I would do with ALL this money. The number one thing. My wife would not have to work anymore and would drive a NEWER car. So I would too. We could install AIR CONDITIONING in our house,” he wrote, underlining the word “install” for emphasis.


After signing the letter “Your Friend,” he scrawled a note at the very bottom of the letter: “I forgot! A good amount of this money would go to the BANK.”


Like many others before him, this man didn’t realize he was actually just another victim. Maria Duval hadn’t been thinking of him. In fact, she had no idea who he was. That supposedly handwritten letter that had brought him to tears? It was one of millions. Other letters just like it had been sent to people all over the United States and the rest of the world, translated into all different languages. And the letter he wrote back—addressed to Maria—was later found in a Dumpster in Long Island, New York. As part of a US government investigation, letters from hundreds of victims were found in this same Dumpster, eventually becoming physical evidence that we were able to read through ourselves, giving us key insight into just how devoted Maria’s victims really were.


Investigators also found personal photos and even locks of hair in the Dumpsters, all of which had been requested by Maria’s letters as a way to gain psychic contact. The only thing missing were the payments that had been sent with these personal mementos. After all, her advice didn’t come free. After she’d hooked victims with her claims of selfless benevolence, they were instructed to send her payments, usually around forty to fifty dollars, in exchange for lucky numbers, specialized guidance, and magic talismans.


In one letter, Maria spends multiple pages describing a magnetized photo of herself, which she says will allow her to establish her “first mediumistic contact” with the lucky recipient. When the magnet is flipped over, a photo of “the most powerful pentacle” appears, which Maria says will ward off misfortune.


I am asking you to keep my magnetized talisman on you, or near you, always. (You are going to understand why later.) It is really going to help change your life in a positive way, if you follow the advice I am about to give you. Everyone to whom I’ve given this magnetized talisman in the past has thanked me.


Her letters are filled with explanations of charms like this. The thousand-year-old talismans of Love and Luck, which she said had been passed down to her from her grandfather and had helped save one of her own romantic relationships many years ago, and the centuries-old Five Forces Precious Stone, which Maria claims possesses ancient forces that will protect those who wear it from “negative influences” wherever they go. In other letters, she tells of “vibratory crystals” specially marked with each person’s name and unique number. She says she received these irreplaceable gems in a secret package and only later learned that her assistant had brought them to her all the way from Paraguay.


They are wrenched from the mountains by volcanic eruptions and erosion, falling into rivers where they are sought for their beauty and their “powers.” The crystal is a “living” stone that has a heart, a sort of atomic battery, with the power to harness and redirect energy. When you come into contact with this “battery,” you feel this mysterious energy penetrate and spread through your body. This pure energy can channel your thoughts and then change the course of events! As soon as you wear your Vibratory Crystal, your mind instantly sharpens, you feel your energy levels surge and you feel charged with renewed strength and the resolve to move mountains! Nothing can stand in your way! You are going to find it easy to harness that strength to get whatever you want from life and resolve all your problems.


For the millions of people who have sent in money, these talismans have served as physical proof that Maria Duval exists and, more important, that she is looking out for them. From family members, we heard stories of recipients who refused to leave their homes without one of these trusty talismans in their pockets or around their neck. Others couldn’t sleep without one under their pillow.


In reality, these “talismans” were pieces of junk, mass-produced in places like China. We later held one of them in our own hands, a flimsy gold disk the size of a coin with a crude angel imprinted on top. It was nothing more than what a quarter might have gotten you as a child from a gas station vending machine. Government investigators found a number of these reportedly magical talismans discarded in those same Long Island Dumpsters outside a business involved with the scheme, some even bearing “Made in China” stickers. They determined that these worthless trinkets had been bought in bulk by the scam’s operators and kept on hand en masse to accommodate the demand from victims.


It’s almost impossible to find another case of consumer fraud that has touched more people, as many recipients responded to the letters so many times they ended up giving thousands of dollars, wiping out modest monthly Social Security checks, and draining bank accounts. The scam is so widespread that it’s hard to know just how many have been affected and just how much money has been stolen. US officials estimate that in the United States and Canada alone, the scheme has raked in more than $200 million from more than 1.4 million victims—a number that is already sixty times the number of victims of the infamous Bernie Madoff Ponzi scheme.


It’s unclear when exactly the Maria Duval scam started, but the earliest evidence we found dated it back to the 1980s. Since then, a laundry list of government agencies across the globe have attempted to put an end to it, from the US Department of Justice to the mayor of the tiny town of Wolfurt, Austria.


But somehow, it has raged on for decades.


As investigative reporters, we were typically drawn to corrupt politicians or dangerous criminals. But it was this scam’s unbelievable power, which had allowed it to grow so massive and seemingly unstoppable, that hooked us. It was eventually what helped us hook our editors too, convincing them that this was not your average scam. Even then, we knew there must be something bigger at play.




    
The Victims



IT IS NOT until you meet Maria’s victims that her power is truly understood.


And since so few of them even realize they are being deceived, it is often through their family members that their stories are told. Like Doreen Robinson, whose daughter Chrissie gave us a window into how such an unlikely target for this scam ultimately became the perfect victim.


A petite, unassuming woman in her late fifties, with curly blond hair and a charming Canadian accent, Chrissie warmly welcomed us into her adobe-style home facing a canyon of cactus-studded mountains in the heart of Arizona, where she and her husband, Scott, flee to escape the frigid Canadian winters. Sitting nervously across from us at her wooden dining room table, she started the story with the painful final chapter.


By the end, Doreen was on too many medications to remember. There were a couple for her high blood pressure. There were the blood thinners, the shots of vitamin B, and a medication meant to slow down the debilitating disease transforming her into an almost unrecognizable version of herself. In the final stretches, as tears ran down her cheeks and she yelled “No, no, no!” over and over again from her nursing home bed, she was prescribed pills for her increasing anxiety and depression. Chrissie would later discover that her mom had begun scribbling “help me, help me, please help me” in barely coherent handwriting deep in the pages of her beloved address book.


In healthier, happier years, Doreen was fiercely independent. Chrissie recalled how Doreen refused to leave the house without the perfect shade of poppy-red lipstick that was always matte, never shiny. In the fall of 2014, she spent her final days lying in a hospital bed dressed in a drab hospital gown. Her face was frighteningly pale and her lips thin and bare. Doreen was in one of fifty rooms in the dementia unit of a Canadian nursing home. Although the room was initially generic and sterile, Chrissie had tried to make it feel more like home. She decorated it with three intricate needlepoints of beautiful angels Doreen had won awards for just years earlier. A calendar sat near her bed that showed each passing day crossed out, along with a collection of books and a smattering of old photos of young Doreen and more recent shots of her and her family. She’d had a strong and feisty personality, but the disease attacking her brain now robbed her of everything that made her the woman she once was. Eventually, Chrissie remembers, it took away even her sense of irony and laughter, leaving “nothing but shadows in her mind’s eye that caused her endless anxiety and fear.” Most strikingly, her eyes lost any flicker of life, returning the loving looks from her family with a hollow, blank stare.


Just two days before her mother passed away, Chrissie almost thought she saw a flicker of recognition in Doreen’s eyes as her family hovered above her bed, talking to her softly and playing soothing sounds of chirping birds, trickling streams, and blowing wind from a CD. And as they tried to grapple with the nurse’s prediction that Doreen likely had only hours, not days, to live, Chrissie wondered whether her mother would prove them all wrong. “Bless her heart, Mum has always liked to be in charge of matters and it wouldn’t surprise us if she stubbornly hung on,” she wrote in an email to her family later that evening.


Doreen held on long enough to lock eyes with the chaplain who came to her room to pray for her. In those moments, she allowed her granddaughter Chelsea to snuggle up with her in her bed for hours, as Chelsea cried and shared happy memories. They were all crying, comforted by how the horrific confusion that had racked Doreen’s brain for so long finally seemed to be loosening its hold. Perhaps the shadows were finally gone. Maybe now, Doreen could find peace.


The next morning, a nurse came to the room to begin the process of removing Doreen’s hydration drip—essentially starving her of the water she would need to continue living. Part of Chrissie was relieved that she was able to see her mother once more. But her heart also ached at the thought of Doreen’s body, abandoned by her mind long ago, continuing to fight for much longer. Her muscles were already beginning to jerk and spasm as they reacted to the lack of water and nutrients. So Chrissie carefully crawled into her mother’s hospital bed, laid her head beside Doreen’s and her arm across her body, and spoke softly through her tears, begging her to let go.


“I finally got up the courage to tell Mum what a wonderful life she’d had, the great plans she’d made for her golden years, and how tortured these past few years had been for her. I urged her to meet her maker, go on to greener pastures.”


Within hours, she did. Doreen passed away on September 20, 2014, at four p.m. with her two sons beside her, on a warmer-than-usual 60 degree day in September. All the machines attached to Doreen’s crumbling body were removed, and she finally looked at peace.


Chrissie, who of Doreen’s children lived the farthest away, had left her mother’s bedside and was in her yard gardening when she got the news. “I answered the phone and my world crumbled in what I knew was coming.” Chrissie was told that her mother’s official cause of death was heart failure.


Ten days later, at Doreen’s funeral, Chrissie stood in the same church her mother had joined after immigrating to Canada half a century earlier. Chrissie remembers that she wore dark gray slacks and a black knit cowl-neck sweater that hid a bloodred shirt underneath, and she recited an emotional eulogy remembering her mother and sharing memories of the battle with Alzheimer’s disease that had caused her family so much heartbreak.


Two years after her mother’s death, Chrissie’s eyes darted around and occasionally filled with tears as she searched for the right words to tell us about her mother and her final years. It was during this dark, downward spiral that her mother had lost her radiant smile. Her head filled with inescapable demons. This was the same time when she was ultimately dragged into an obsession that Chrissie will never forget, one that took over much of Doreen’s final years.


•  •  •


Chrissie will never be sure when exactly her mother got her first letter from Maria Duval or how she became a target.


What she does know is that in the months leading up to her mother’s eightieth birthday, before Chrissie or even Doreen realized that Alzheimer’s disease was slowly and silently infiltrating her once rational mind, Doreen had handwritten at least forty different checks in response to Maria’s letters, which Doreen believed were ending up with the psychic.


Chrissie suspects that her mother’s obsession with these letters had far more to do with gambling on a cure for her failing mind than with winning a financial jackpot. In fact, Chrissie would later find evidence of an internal battle that Doreen hid from her children for years. She’d kept a Reader’s Digest book full of brain games promising to keep her mind sharp. Not a single page was completed. Chrissie also found scribbled and practically nonsensical attempts to document Doreen’s early years in England, unfinished needlepoints that once would have been simple for Doreen to complete, and a small personal address book in which her inner demons leaped from the page. In one place, she incorrectly wrote her son’s phone number over and over again. In another, she wrote in misspelled fragments of being quarantined in her room at the assisted living facility due to a virus that had broken out there, and how she desperately hoped to get out. On other pages, she furiously wrote her son’s name repeatedly, sometimes followed by the words, “I kneed [sic] new shoes,” and “Help me.”


“You could see the pressure of the pen. Obviously she was angry with herself,” Chrissie said. “To have a glimpse into somebody’s mind like that—how difficult it was for her to figure out a phone number that she has phoned for so many years. It’s scary.”


We leafed through the pages of this small book as we talked to Chrissie. And though we had never met Doreen, it was painful for us to read these outbursts from a woman so trapped in her own mind.


But this all came later. The first time Chrissie began to realize how bad things had gotten was in the winter of 2010, when she helped her mother go through all the paperwork that had been building up in the condo where Doreen lived alone.


It was all so out of character. Doreen was once frugal and practical to a fault, owning her own successful business and managing her family’s finances at a time when few women did so. Now she seemed to have become an entirely different person. Doreen’s children found buried within the piles of coupons, magazines, junk mail, and the occasional misplaced sock a bill from a department store credit card with a shockingly high balance. Concerned, Chrissie dug into the rest of her mother’s finances. And when she turned to her mother’s bank statements, she saw a disturbing number of payments to two names she didn’t recognize: Destiny Research Center (while this name would remain a mystery to Chrissie, it would become very important to us) and Maria Duval. Every check was made for the same precise amount of $59 (in Canadian dollars).


“Who is this? What is this place? What are you getting for this money?” Chrissie asked her mother.


Suddenly, her mother’s pleasant demeanor was gone. She turned defensive and secretive and simply shrugged in response to Chrissie’s questions and admonishments. “She was unable—not unwilling, but unable—to specify what she was getting in return for this amount of money,” Chrissie remembers. “She finally showed me large round metal talismans encased in little velveteen pouches with symbols and some with motivational words or astrological signs on them.”


These talismans must have been in her mother’s home for months. Only after this realization did Chrissie begin to notice them everywhere she looked, tucked away among her mother’s valued possessions. In her jewelry chest and dresser drawers, under papers, and in her purse. She even remembers Doreen wearing one around her neck. One time, when Chrissie was trying to tidy up the dresser in Doreen’s bedroom, she noticed a velvet pouch with a flimsy medallion inside it.


“I shook it out and said, ‘Oh, what’s this? Is it garbage?’ I remember her taking it from me and clasping it in her hands, saying, ‘No, no, that’s special’ and putting it back into that pouch and holding that pouch like there was no way she was going to let me take that.”


It was soon evident to Chrissie that the cheap trinkets and the mysterious woman from the letters were an inescapable presence in her mother’s life.


When Doreen was at her best, Chrissie convinced her that the letters were a terrible scam that was stealing her retirement savings. This realization took a huge toll on Doreen. “She was shocked, dismayed, and ashamed when she realized her stupidity and the financial damage she’d caused herself,” Chrissie said. “I gave Mum strict orders to throw away anything from Maria Duval or Destiny Research; she seemed to understand my frustration and anger [at this scam] and readily agreed.”
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