
  ONE Boon Island


  43.1213° N, 70.4757° W


  THE BONFIRE DOESN’T START GRADUALLY OR EVEN ERUPT into flames. Instead, it comes out of nowhere, blazing up from the rocks on Boon Island in the midst of terrific gales of wind and rain. The phantom fire leaves no burn marks, and it disappears whenever anyone gets too close. It is a ghostly reflection of Boon Island’s past. When sailors were shipwrecked here in 1682, they noticed smoke on the mainland. It came from a great fire on Mount Agamenticus, where Native Americans made sacred offerings. Following their example, the men on Boon Island lit a bonfire and were rescued by the attention it brought them. Before they sailed away, they named the island Boon, or lucky place, despite its history of misfortune. Ever since that day, the phantom fire has returned here on certain stormy nights, and it’s never a good sign.


  Boon Island remains unchallenged when it comes to unspeakable events that have spawned a history of ghost sightings. The tiny island, only 400 square yards, is located six miles from York, Maine. During big storms, the waves sweep across the whole island, leaving it a barren rock. During times like these, the lighthouse remains the only refuge from the surge. Rising up one hundred thirty-three feet, Boon Island Light is New England’s tallest lighthouse. A ledge extending several miles below the waterline makes Boon Island especially treacherous for ships. Many people have drowned here over the centuries, many have gone mad, but the worst fate has been reserved for the survivors. Some of their anguish is left here to mingle with the spirits of the dead.


  The earliest horror story set on Boon Island involves the Nottingham Galley. This 120-ton ship crashed into the ledge in a blinding snowstorm on the night of December 11, 1710. Sailors cut down the foremast and used it as a bridge to reach the island. By this means Captain John Deane and his crew of thirteen escaped safely, but their relief was short-lived. They didn’t have time to salvage anything from the ship, and in the morning the wreckage had washed away, leaving nothing to sustain them. Without shelter, dry wood, food, or fresh water on the island, the crew suffered the extremities of cold, hunger, and thirst. Because the survivors were unable to set a fire, they had no way to signal the ships in the area.


  Death picked its way through the castaways. Martin Downs, the ship’s cook, died on his second day on the island. For the next couple weeks, the rest managed to survive, huddling together to stay warm at night, eating a few mussels and a raw seagull, drinking snow and ice by melting it in their mouths. Nevertheless, the men wasted away until they came to look like skeletons. Their fingers and toes turned black and started falling off from frostbite. Eventually, the ship’s carpenter died. At this time, two sailors made a brave attempt to escape the island in a makeshift raft.


  Those left behind were so desperate from starvation that they sunk to the unthinkable. They became cannibals. The captain and crew butchered the frozen body of the dead carpenter. For the next two weeks, the castaways gnawed on raw human flesh to stay alive. Finally, they were saved on January 2, 1711, after spending twenty-three days on the island in the gales of winter. The rescuers were colonists from York who had found a dead sailor on their beach. The corpse belonged to one of the men who left Boon Island in the makeshift raft. He must have landed in the night and died of hypothermia before he could find shelter, but his death alerted people to the plight of the Nottingham Galley. No one ever discovered the body of his companion.


  From the beginning, the Boon Island disaster was marked by mystery. When Captain John Deane published his story in London, it became a bestseller. This popular account rendered him a heroic figure, and the shipwreck a complete accident. While the ink was still drying, an alternate version came out in bookstores. In this account, Captain John Deane wrecked the ship on purpose to collect insurance money. He was not just unscrupulous, but also violent, inflicting his rage on any opponent. These allegations came from three crewmembers of the Nottingham Galley, Christopher Langman, the first mate; Nicholas Mellen, the boatswain; and George White, a sailor. It is true that the Nottingham Galley was over-insured, and on the journey across the Atlantic, John Deane sailed purposefully in the vicinity of pirates, as if baiting them to capture the ship. At one time Deane viciously attacked one of his own men, and years later he accidentally killed his own brother. If Deane wrecked the ship intentionally, he had no idea how long he would have to wait to be rescued, and to what depths he would have to go to survive.


  Since 1711, the ghosts from the Nottingham Galley have haunted Boon Island. Two men died there, the cook and the carpenter, and their spirits materialize only as the disembodied. The ghosts make their presence known through sounds carried by the wind, usually a deep moan or hopeless sigh, but sometimes the sound of footsteps slowly approaching through the darkness. Up until 1978, when the lighthouse was automated, workers on the island reported numerous supernatural disturbances. A common report was the feeling of being watched. For example, Bill Roberts, a Coast Guard Warrant Officer, heard from two other keepers that Boon Island was haunted. Bill never saw anything, but on several occasions he heard unaccountable noises and felt like someone was watching him. Sometimes, when the disembodied sailors are silent, they still make their presence known. One lighthouse keeper had a Labrador retriever who chased an invisible entity around the island. The dog’s fur would bristle, and he would snarl and snap at something that kept eluding him.


  The dead aren’t the only ones who left their spirits behind. Ironically, some of the ghosts on Boon Island come from the ranks of the survivors. These are the men from the Nottingham Galley who became cannibals to stay alive. The ordeal must have been so grotesque that it left an indelible trace on these bleak shores. Over the years specters of emaciated sailors have appeared dressed in ragged clothes. While the ghostly castaways are pale figures in the mist, they stare with strange, unblinking intensity as if to inflict their hunger and their pain on any bystander. If anyone approaches, the figures will dissolve into the mist.


  The phantom of another survivor stalks Boon Island. This ghost appears as a woman shrouded in white. Accompanied by a feeling of dread, she appears at dusk or dawn to hover on the rocks at the water’s edge or drift through the tower. Sometimes she will pound frantically at the door of the lighthouse keeper’s house, then glide off to the tower before someone has a chance to answer the summons. As might be expected, the phantom woman comes from another horrific incident from Boon Island.


  In the nineteenth century a young woman named Katherine Brights married a lighthouse keeper named Luke and came to live and work with him on Boon Island. For the newlyweds, the first four months were bliss except for the strange sounds they kept on hearing at night, and the pale shapes of men who came and went in the fog. When winter set in, the island was engulfed in storms. One in particular was so fierce the waves surged across the land and threatened to carry away the only boat. Katherine tried to convince Luke to stay with her inside the tower, but he ventured out anyway to secure the boat.


  For safety, he tied himself to a rope and attached it to the lighthouse, and while Katherine watched him cross the island, he met death in the blink of an eye. A huge breaker crashed over the island and swept him into the sea. Because he was tied to a rope, Katherine was able to retrieve him, but by then he was battered against the rocks and dead from drowning. Against all odds, Katherine clung to the rope and managed to drag the bloody, lifeless body back to the lighthouse without being washed away. At the foot of the circular staircase, she left the remains of her husband and collapsed in tears.


  For five days, Katherine remained with her beloved’s corpse, which slowly transformed before her eyes. The arms and legs grew stiff with rigor mortis, the fingers clawed at the air, and the lips retracted to reveal a horrible grin. In spite of the ordeal, Katherine was solely responsible for operating the lighthouse. Every few hours she had to step over Luke’s body to climb one hundred sixty-eight steps to refuel the light. For five days she ate no food and drank hardly a glass of water. The deprivation and exhaustion only added to the intense strain she was under. On the sixth day, when she finally collapsed, the light in the tower sputtered for a few minutes, then went black. The temperature plunged inside the tower.


  There in the darkness, there in the cold, only inches from the corpse of her husband, Katherine must have felt the full force of the island’s haunted atmosphere. The experience would have pushed anyone over the edge, but it was compounded by other considerations. In an eerie fashion, Katherine’s affliction began to resemble the ordeal experienced by the castaways from the Nottingham Galley. She had neither food, fire, nor light. What paranormal event did she first encounter when she was stranded alone in the dark? Perhaps she heard the disembodied footsteps of the dead cook and carpenter or heard their mournful cries carried by the howling wind outside. Perhaps the pale figures of cannibals stood in the mist at first light or closed in on the tower at the return of the night, looking like they were drawn to the body lying at the foot of the spiral staircase. While no one knows exactly what happened while she was alone, Katherine had gone stark raving mad by the time she was finally rescued.


  York town residents sailed to Boon Island two or three days after the light went out in the tower. The rescuers had to wait until the seas had grown calm enough to enable a safe landing. Some say Katherine was found cradling the rotten corpse of her husband in the lighthouse while others claim she was apprehended outside wandering around in a strange delirium. Either way, she was incapable of providing a single coherent answer to any question put to her. She left Boon Island in body but not in spirit. Although she received medical attention, Katherine Brights died a few weeks later on the mainland. The whole experience had broken her so completely that she left behind a part of her soul. To this day, no dog or cat will go into the tower, where Katherine underwent her ongoing nightmare. Fishermen still hear her cries, and if they steer close enough to the island, they may even see her figure on the rocks. Before the lighthouse was automated, Bill Roberts and another keeper were prevented by the tide from returning to Boon Island in time to turn on the light. To their astonishment, the light came on by itself. Did the spirit of Katherine return again to tend the light?


  Sometimes survival comes at too great a cost, especially on Boon Island, plagued by bizarre tragedies that bring on death, madness, and desecration of the dead. In 2014 the federal government put the island up for auction, and it is now private property. The most a ghost hunter can hope for is a glimpse of a spirit from the water or the air. These restrictions may be a blessing. Since Boon Island is so small, just a rock out in the ocean, no escape is possible on land from the spirits who reside here. Strangely, these entities include those who died on the island and those who thought they escaped.


  TWO Long Island


  43.6842° N, 70.1712° W


  THERE’S ONLY ONE ISLAND THAT HOSTS A SHIP OF GHOSTS and a beach that sings. The place is Long Island, located in Cumberland County. The island seceded from the city of Portland in 1993 and became its own town, but settlement here goes back to early encampments clustered at the shore, then a rugged fishing community built up around the harbor. In the late 1800s the island enjoyed a brief stint as a tourist town. The Granite Spring Hotel and Casino rose up prominently with wharves for steamboats and boardwalks to accommodate visitors with parasols and perambulators. A raging fire on the eve of World War I destroyed this way of life, but community on the island persevered for year-round and seasonal residents. In addition to those who live here and those who died here, Long Island has spirits who traveled here, defying the laws of space and time.


  Through five generations of the MacVane family, this true ghost story has been passed down. It concerns a girl named Isabel MacVane, who was born in 1846 on Prince Edward Island in Canada. In 1853, when she was seven, she migrated with her family to the United States and settled on Long Island. They loved their new home, and before long they were integrated into the small, tightly-knit community on Long Island. Sometime after her arrival, Isabel heard people talking about an island vessel that was overdue coming home from a long voyage. In church, prayers were issued up on behalf of this merchant ship, which we’ll call the Sea Maiden and attribute to a voyage in the South Seas. While her family was not close friends with the captain and crew, they were personally acquainted. Everyone on this little island knew each other. Isabel remembered seeing the captain and crew at the dock when they set off on their journey. The Sea Maiden stood out among the fleet in the harbor. This was a vessel equipped to travel to the ends of the earth. After the ship’s extensive journey to exotic ports, the time came for a grand homecoming, but there was no ship or word of its whereabouts. Islanders grew increasingly concerned. Days passed into weeks, and the silence from the Sea Maiden became ever more ominous.


  About this time, Isabel was coming home from school on a warm, sunny day. Back then school ran for ten weeks in the summer and ten weeks in the winter. The one-room schoolhouse was located on the south shore of the island, where only stones now mark the foundation. Isabel walked a mile from the schoolhouse to the village center, on the north shore. It was mid-afternoon, a cloudless day. When the girl reached the village, she came in view of the dock, not far from the present location of Ponce’s Landing. She could see a group of mariners at the end of the dock. As she got closer, she recognized the men walking up the wharf. They were the captain and crew from the Sea Maiden. There was no doubt about it. Here was the captain with his dark, bushy sideburns, and next to him was the first mate whose home was just down the street from Isabel’s. The Sea Maiden had finally arrived at the end of its voyage. The captain and crew had come home. They might have all been lost in a fearful shipwreck out in the South Seas, but instead they had reached their destination at last. Their journey’s end saw them safely here on Long Island in Casco Bay on a beautiful, balmy day.


  Isabel was now so close that she would have bumped into the crew if she had slowed down. One of the sailors wore a colorfully embroidered vest, purchased, no doubt, in a bazaar in some sundrenched place. She noticed that another sailor was carrying something small and fragile in his hands. One thing Isabel did not notice was smiling and cavorting. Although no one seemed angry, no one seemed happy. She would have expected to see the mariners glowing with joy, talking and laughing amongst themselves, slapping each other on the back, but instead they walked up the dock in complete silence. Although they moved together as a group, each man was wrapped up in his own thoughts, so absorbed that it seemed like he was looking into a world utterly invisible to her eyes. None of the mariners seemed to notice her or take in any of their surroundings, for that matter, except for their direct course ahead, up the wharf to reach land at last.


  Isabel was excited to tell her parents and siblings that she had seen the captain and crew of the Sea Maiden. She hurried up Island Avenue until she reached her family’s shingled home on the hill. Everyone listened to her with interest, but when her parents went out to spread the word, they found themselves right in the middle of a mystery. No one else had seen the captain and crew, not even the first mate’s family two doors down from the MacVanes. Another striking discrepancy was the complete absence of the Sea Maiden from the harbor. It was true, Isabel realized, when she ran back to the waterfront and noticed the ship was not offshore where it was supposed to be. Earlier that afternoon, when she had seen the captain and crew on the wharf, she assumed they had rowed out from their ship to shore in a dinghy. Now that she thought about it, she could not remember actually seeing any little boat tied up at the end of the wharf. It must have been there, or else how did they get ashore?


  There must be some mistake, she thought, trying to make sense of what she had seen. Perhaps the captain and crew were attending some important business before they went out and greeted their family, their loved ones, and their friends. Perhaps the ship was lost at sea, and that’s why it wasn’t in the harbor, but the crewmembers must have been saved and returned here by way of another vessel. What other explanation was there?


  By evening it was obvious that neither the ship nor the captain and crew were going to turn up at Long Island. Her parents questioned Isabel, saying she must have been mistaken. “No,” she insisted, “I saw them all walking up the landing!”


  Dreadful news hit the village the very next day. The Sea Maiden had been lost months ago somewhere in the South Seas. The captain and crew had perished in the shipwreck. There were no survivors, and the cause of the wreck was unknown, but the source of the information was entirely credible. The island was thrown into mourning. Families grieved for their losses, and support came from all directions since everyone knew someone related to one of the doomed mariners aboard the lost vessel. And so it was that darkness overspread the town in the midst of summer. Mourning wreaths hung on front doors, people wore black clothing, and a somber mood hung over one and all. This prevailing mood was weirdly foreshadowed by the gloom conveyed by the mariners on the wharf at Long Island.


  For Isabel MacVane the memory was so seared into her mind that she could never forget those men coming up the landing so close they almost walked into her. All of them had looked solid and real, yet something about them had seemed otherworldly. They were each so strangely detached and utterly silent. Only after the fact did it occur to Isabel how white their skin had been. It was summertime, and the mariners from the Sea Maiden had come from the equator. They all should have been tanned golden brown, but instead, the captain and his crew were as pale and drawn as phantoms. Perhaps it was the effect of the shadows produced by the sun overhead, but their eyes looked sunken as well. Isabel shuddered to think that she could have bumped into one of those mariners They all looked so white and clammy that it now seemed like they must have been dead when they arrived here and walked up the town landing.


  Somehow the men from the Sea Maiden returned against all odds. They returned without their bodies, only their souls. The time intervening between the shipwreck and the mariners’ arrival in Maine suggests the spirits had journeyed for months over phantom seas until their ghost ship brought them back to the place they called home. They landed in the 1850s, but where are those pale phantoms now? Did the ghostly crew come home for their final rest and vanish forever upon reaching their goal? Or do these ghosts ritually reenact their homecoming, reappearing on the eve of the anniversary of their return here through space and time? Another possibility is that the ghosts are still out there, wandering the byways of Long
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