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        To be, or not to be, that is the question:

        Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer

        The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

        Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

      
        And by opposing end them …

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HAMLET
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      Ann Kinnear sat on the balcony of her stateroom listening to the shush of the passing waves.

      When her brother and business manager Mike had gotten the call, it had sounded like a dream job: not only her usual daily rate and the promise of a bonus if she discharged the engagement successfully, but an all-expense-paid cruise (excluding alcoholic beverages, much to her chagrin). The cruise line would only pay for Ann, so Mike had stayed home in West Chester.

      The First Purser met her when she boarded.

      “You can imagine that we’re anxious to put this behind us,” he said as he led Ann down the corridor. “One would have been bad enough, but two? We had to take that stateroom off-line.”

      “No one wanted to stay in it, I guess?”

      “Oh, we probably could have booked it—there are always people who are attracted by events like these—but …” He laughed nervously. “… it seemed a bit ghoulish to put someone in there.”

      It was Ann’s first cruise, and perhaps not the best introduction. The incidents had occurred while the ship was on its way from Hawaii to Vancouver, so she boarded at the ship’s last Hawaiian port of call. Her only Hawaiian experience was the limo ride between Kona International Airport and Hilo.

      She was able to use the ship’s amenities—pool, hot tub, gym, library, and lots of bars—but it would have been more fun if Mike and his husband, Scott, had been there, and if she hadn’t been on the job.

      Not only that, she spent a good part of her days napping because her nights were spent awake on the stateroom’s balcony, adding layers of clothes each night as the ship sailed north.

      The first jumper had disappeared on the fourth night at sea a couple of months earlier. Lance Grbach, twenty-eight, had been traveling with his girlfriend. According to Grbach’s friends, he had seen the cruise as a chance to patch up a struggling relationship. She had evidently seen it as an opportunity to spend most of her vacation in another passenger’s stateroom.

      Grbach had confronted them in the nightclub.

      “You two can go burn in hell! You and everyone else on this goddamned ship!”

      On the afternoon of the fifth day at sea, one day out from Vancouver, the girlfriend approached one of the crew members to report that she hadn’t seen Grbach since the previous day. A check of his sea pass transactions showed no activity since a lengthy, and expensive, visit to one of the bars the previous night. The crew paged Grbach to no avail. As a search of the ship was launched, Security reviewed the footage from the exterior CCTV. The weather had been foul that night, and wind-whipped rain reduced visibility, but shortly after 3 a.m., that time of night when things seem most bleak even for the untroubled mind, a dim shape could be seen falling from the vicinity of Grbach’s stateroom balcony.

      A more careful examination of the balcony revealed a sodden piece of cruise ship notepad paper anchored under a leg of one of the chairs, only one of the words written in blurry blue ink still readable:

      betrayed

      The stateroom was left vacant for a few cruises. When it reopened, a passenger booked it as a single. Edward Mulrovy’s dining room table mates couldn’t say if he had known that his stateroom was the one from whose balcony a passenger had jumped. They described Mulrovy as socially awkward, alternating between long silences and bursts of over-loud conversation. He was a big man who seemed uncomfortable with his size, bumping the table with a hip as he slid into his seat, one evening knocking over his cocktail glass with an enthusiastic wave of his arm.

      As with the earlier cruise, on the evening of the fourth day at sea, the winds picked up, the giant vessel set up a slow rocking, and the passengers didn’t attack the buffet with quite as much enthusiasm as on earlier days. Shortly after dinnertime, the cabin steward passed Mulrovy in the passageway near his stateroom and commented on the increasing roughness of the voyage.

      Mulrovy didn’t respond.

      On the morning of the fifth day, the steward found Mulrovy’s room unoccupied and the door to the balcony open, the wind whipping a cold spray into the room. Ship security didn’t need to see the CCTV footage of a falling figure, once again visible only dimly through the driving rain, to search the balcony. Again, the remains of a note were anchored under a chair leg. Again, only a fragment was readable.

      disgusting

      Now the cruise line had a problem, and hardly knew where to turn to address it.

      Ann learned some of what had followed and surmised the rest. Highly secretive C-level meetings were held, after which a company representative contacted Ann’s sometimes-mentor, sometimes-competitor Garrick Masser. Masser told them that it was absolutely impossible for him to travel anywhere by cruise ship (she could imagine the horrified emphasis he would have placed on the word cruise) and had directed them to Ann.

      Her prospective client flew her to the cruise line’s headquarters for a meeting with the Vice President of Passenger Relations and the head legal counsel.

      “We need you to …” The VP looked toward the lawyer.

      “To assess, as a subject matter expert, the viability of that stateroom for use for future cruises,” said the lawyer.

      “And, of course, to …” The VP’s fingers were interlaced so tightly that her knuckles were white.

      “To maintain throughout the engagement strict confidentiality pursuant to the terms and conditions of the agreement you have reviewed,” said the lawyer.

      “What we really need,” said the VP, spreading her hands flat on the gleaming surface of the conference room table, “is some assurance that the experience of any passenger staying in that stateroom during future cruises will comply with our high passenger care standards. We wouldn’t want⁠—”

      The lawyer interrupted. “We wouldn’t want passengers staying in that stateroom having to deal with ghostly wailing or clanking chains. Will Grbach and Mulrovy keep quiet? That’s what we need to know.”

      Ann normally didn’t read up on cases in which she was engaged, to avoid being influenced by anything she might learn, but she decided that research on the general topic wouldn’t harm her impartiality. During the flight from Philadelphia to Kona, she read through the search results for cruise ship man overboard. She learned that although automated MOB alert systems existed, they were not mandated, and many cruise lines maintained that they produced too many false alerts to be viable. Critics accused the cruise lines of wanting to avoid the cost and schedule disruption that an MOB incident would entail.

      She also learned that although there was an uncomfortable number of incidents of crew members choosing this method to end their lives—crew advocates blamed separation from family and friends and a grueling work schedule—few passengers went overboard either intentionally or accidentally. Those who did were usually drunk.

      Experience told her that she was most likely to make contact at the location and time of the subject’s death. Exact location was a bit problematic, since Grbach and Mulrovy had been alive when they departed the balcony and only dead when they hit the water, or maybe minutes later. The only way Ann could be present at the precise site of their deaths was if the ship lowered one of the lifeboats. She had explained this to the cruise line management, but they seemed willing to have her try to contact them anyway.

      If she was to find them on the ship, she figured that her best chance was on the balcony in the early morning hours. But the place and time guideline was just that—a guideline, not a rule—so she wandered the ship during the day, trying to stay alert for any signs of the subjects despite the squawk of loudspeakers providing commentary for the crew-versus-passenger pool volleyball game, the boom of dance music and strobing lights of the clubs, and the ringing of machines in the casino. She ate dinner alone in the dining room, surrounded by cheerful chatter and sometimes raucous laughter. She covered her dinner drinks on her own dime.

      The days passed and she sensed nothing.
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      Ann spent most of the fourth day at sea in the stateroom, making brief forays to the buffet for meals. After dinner, she brought a good bottle of cabernet back to the stateroom. The wind was beginning to whip a frothy mist into the air, so she shrugged into a light down coat and covered that with a rain jacket, then went out onto the balcony. She pulled one of the two chairs as far back from the rail as possible and snugged the bottle into a secure position.

      Her phone pinged with a text and she pulled it out of her pocket.

      M&S can you remind me what you’re bringing?

      It was a group text about a party in West Chester to which Mike and Scott were invited. Before Mike had lined up the engagement with the cruise line, Ann had planned to tag along. Once the engagement was confirmed, she hadn’t gotten around to removing herself from the text thread. She tapped to leave the conversation and slipped the phone back into her pocket.

      She took a sip of wine. When was the last time she had been invited to a party where she wasn’t the third wheel with Mike and Scott? Not for years. Except for the times when she had them to run interference for her, socializing often seemed more trouble than it was worth.

      She thought back to all the awkward moments that her ability had created. There were the taunts on the elementary school playground about Ann’s “imaginary friends.” There was the dinner that was ruined by a spirit leering suggestively over her date’s shoulder. And the worst: the time she had run into her old flame, Dan Kaminski, out to lunch with his wife and daughter. She had asked the daughter what she wanted to be when she grew up before learning that the daughter was dead. Such were the pitfalls of her skill.

      Over the years, she found it easier to limit her socializing to the few people who knew about and accepted her ability. Based on that criteria, the circle of people she could call friends was limited to Mike, Scott, Philadelphia detective Joe Booth, charter pilot Walt Federman and his wife Helen, and Garrick Masser. She smiled wanly. She suspected that Garrick would say friend in the same tone he had used for cruise.

      The next swallow of wine emptied the glass and she poured herself another.

      Maybe, she thought, she shouldn’t be drinking on the job. She shrugged off that idea as excessively restrictive, but she did need to switch her attention from her lack of a social life to the job at hand.

      She glanced at her watch: 3:37 a.m. The times the two men had jumped—3:12 a.m. for Grbach, 3:23 a.m. for Mulrovy—were past. Perhaps she was not going to get a chance to see or speak with them. Maybe future passengers would just have to put up with the wailing and the clanking.

      She heard the phone in the stateroom ring. She stood and staggered a bit—the wind must be whipping up some waves. She recovered her balance and stepped into the cabin, realizing that it had been a bad idea to leave the sliding glass door open—the curtains and the carpet near the door were wet. She picked up the phone.

      “Ann Kinnear.”

      “Miss Kinnear, this is First Officer Reddy. The captain asked me to inform you that we’re approaching
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