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Be not deceived, however; the old sailor will tell you that all months are treacherous at sea.

K. R. Ledoux, The Lady’s Guide to Ocean Travel.
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Pepper Stark’s Outrageous Spree took place on a chilly November afternoon, just a few weeks after her thirteenth birthday. The birthday itself had been a disappointing one. Her father was away, as usual, somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. And, as usual, Pepper was left behind at home with her governess, the ever-tutting Miss Quacken. Pepper was too old for a governess, really; none of her friends had one now that they were at school. But then, her friends all had mothers waiting for them when they came home. They had someone to spoil them with little treats, and tell them about the wonderful day when they were born.

For Pepper’s birthday, she and Miss Quacken had eaten cream puffs after school in the kitchen (Miss Quacken had a secret sweet tooth hidden behind those pursed lips). But there had been a surprise, too: a small parcel from the Captain waiting for her on the table. It contained a neat dark blue leather case with a little pair of binoculars inside. They were beautiful, not a toy for peering at the opera but proper binoculars, like a smaller version of the set the Captain himself might use when he gazed out to sea, keeping watch for the sharp glint of icebergs.

What was the point, though? Pepper thought glumly, settling the binoculars back into the velvet lining of their case. What was she going to do with them – spy on robins in the park? She was never allowed to go anywhere with a horizon worth gazing at.

For as long as she could remember, Pepper had been begging the Captain to take her with him on an ocean crossing. He always refused. Wouldn’t even discuss it. She was too young, she’d be underfoot, there was no reason for her to be on board his ship. And now here she was, fully thirteen years old, with a father who commanded England’s finest ocean liner – RMS Aquitania no less, the pride of the Cunard Line – and the only body of water she’d been allowed to cross was the duck pond in Hyde Park. In a swan boat.

It was unfair. It was humiliating. It was wrong.

It was time to take action.

She had planned the whole thing with the cunning and daring of a spy. The note excusing her from school that afternoon, written out in a passable copy of Miss Quacken’s meticulous script. The school satchel stuffed with two changes of clothing, her toothbrush and necessities, and a packet of shortbread (now mostly crushed) pinched from the larder in case of a prolonged stretch in hiding. She’d squeezed in the binoculars, too, sacrificing space that really ought to have been used for more clothes. Her wardrobe would be very scant for a six-day voyage, but she’d make do. A stowaway couldn’t very well lug a steamer trunk aboard, could she?

She caught the bus to Waterloo station, where she changed into her warmest dress, bundled her blazer under her arm, and bought a Third Class ticket for the Cunard boat train to Southampton Docks. Third would be safer than First. There would be no chance of running into anyone she knew there.

Getting onto the train was tricky, though. She’d gone the wrong way: the scrum of fashionable hats and cashmere coats along the platform told her that these were the First Class carriages, not Third. She wriggled through the mad welter of the crowd, keeping her head down.

Something caught her ankle and the ground was yanked from beneath her. She pitched forwards and then hit the pavement hard. Hands stinging, she groped for her bag and blazer while the crowd eddied impatiently around her.

‘Are you all right?’

It was a boy’s voice. In front of her stood a pair of polished brown brogues, half hidden by the wide cuffs of fashionable Oxford bags. A momentary panic shot through her: what if it were someone she knew? She swiped at the hair straggling across her eyes and looked up at him, wincing with the anticipation of being caught.

To her relief, the boy was a stranger. He was tallish and sandy-haired, and even from below she could see that he was rather good-looking. He reached out a hand to help her up, thrown a little off balance by her heavy satchel, which he had looped over his other arm.

She did not take his hand. She pushed herself up to her feet, flustered and embarrassed. ‘I’m fine. Thank you.’ She accepted her motley luggage from the boy, hurriedly rolling up the blazer again to hide the red and gold braid and the school crest on the pocket. ‘I just tripped over someone’s stupid foot.’

Then she saw the man standing beside him: slim and elegantly suited, with dark spectacles and a thin white cane. Mortified, she realised at once what she’d done. The gentleman was blind, and she’d pushed right in front of him and tripped on his cane! Her face flushed hot. ‘Oh! Sir – I’m so sorry!’ she stammered.

The man turned towards her voice. His spectacles hid his eyes completely, but his mouth formed a wry smile. ‘No harm done,’ he said quietly. Between the dark glasses and the trim beard, his face was pitted all over with scars, as if from a bad case of chickenpox.

The boy looked at her quizzically, sizing up her bulging school satchel and blazer. ‘Are you sailing on Aquitania?’ he asked.

And that was when Pepper had her brilliant idea.

The fog of embarrassment cleared in an instant. Here was an opportunity better than she could have hoped for when she’d devised her scheme for stowing away. The boy and the gentleman – very respectable, very well dressed, very First Class – would be the perfect means of getting onto the ship. She’d been planning to slip in by mingling with the passengers and well-wishers going on board, as if she were seeing off a friend or relative. But how much easier it would be if she could walk on with these bona fide First Class passengers! Nobody would ask her any questions then. She glanced around quickly. It was unlikely that anyone here would know her. It was worth the risk.

‘I’m not sailing,’ she told the boy. ‘I’m going to see off my friend, Lily. She’s my best friend and she’s going away to New York for an entire year, so I wanted to surprise her by going on board to say goodbye. I’ve skipped out of school – there’ll be the most awful row about it – but I won’t see her for such a long time, and I shall miss her so terribly much.’

What a performance! Her eyes actually began to moisten for Lily, who right now was going nowhere more exotic than Miss Swanson’s French class, sworn to secrecy about the real reason that Pepper’s chair was standing empty beside her.

‘The thing is, I’ve never even been to the docks before,’ Pepper went on (that was true, at least). ‘And I don’t know how I’d go about getting onto the ship to find her.’

The boy didn’t hesitate. ‘You can come on board with us.’

‘Oh, thank you! That would be wonderful!’ She had to fight down the glint of mischievous glee that threatened to show itself in her face. What would he say if he knew what she was really up to!

The boy held out his hand, and this time Pepper took it. ‘I’m Toby Standish. And this is my father, Merton Standish.’

Toby Standish was all gallantry. He wouldn’t hear of Pepper riding down to the docks in Third Class. Absolutely not: they’d get her a ticket so that she could sit with them in First. Mr Standish agreed, waving away Pepper’s objections. It was nothing, he insisted. It would be their pleasure.

What marvellous luck, Pepper thought as they settled into the plush seats of the First Class carriage. This was the way to travel! She and Toby sat facing one another by the window, and Mr Standish took the aisle seat at Toby’s side. To Pepper’s surprise, Mr Standish pulled a heavy book out of his valise. But when he opened it across his lap, she saw that the thick pages were stippled with tiny raised dots of braille. Pepper couldn’t help stealing fascinated glances at his slim fingers as they skimmed across the page. She had never seen anyone reading in this way before.

‘It’s The Blue Bag Mystery,’ Toby said, nodding over at the book. ‘By Olive Marvell. Have you read any of hers?’

‘Olive Marvell! She’s my favourite!’ Pepper cried. ‘I’ve read all of them. And I loved The Blue Bag. Especially when –’ She caught herself just in time. ‘Ooh, I don’t want to spoil it.’

Toby laughed. ‘Don’t worry. Father’s read it twice already. We’re both great fans.’

When the train jerked into motion, she and Toby were already deep into a lively debate about which mystery was Miss Marvell’s definitive masterpiece. Pepper was glad that her favourite author was so prolific: there were so many plots to compare that the conversation could stay safely away from the details of Pepper’s own life. Her story about Lily was one thing, but she quailed at the thought of fabricating an entirely new father for herself. What would she make the Captain into, if Toby asked? A barrister? An idle gentleman whiling away the afternoons at his club? A lion tamer in a circus? Whatever she chose, she knew that she’d stumble over the lie. The Captain was too powerful a character to be scratched out and lightly rewritten.

Of course, Toby would find out the truth in a day or so when they bumped into one another in the dining saloon or taking the air on the promenade deck. Imagine his astonishment when she popped up mid-Atlantic! She hoped he wouldn’t mind too much that she’d made him an accomplice to her escapade. A flutter of guilt tickled at her throat and she swallowed it quickly away. No, she was sure he wouldn’t mind. If his taste in novels was anything to go by, Toby seemed to have a healthy appreciation for intrigue. Oh, she was looking forward quite a lot to sharing the crossing with such an entertaining (and really very handsome) new acquaintance.

Toby produced a box of hard toffees from his bag and Pepper took one gratefully. She was hungry, and aware that she might get nothing more than shortbread crumbs for dinner that night. As they sucked on the sweets in companionable silence, Pepper’s mind shifted to the next stage of her plan. Once she was on board, she’d need to slip away and find a spot where she could stay hidden for a few hours, at least until they’d reached the open sea. The Cunard Line prided itself on the speed and punctuality of its ships: once Aquitania was properly on her way, she would not turn back. And then she, Pepper, would be off on the greatest adventure of her life! She’d cross the Atlantic at last. She’d plunge into the fairyland of New York – her mother’s city – where the skyscrapers cascaded like waterfalls, and the mighty statue of Lady Liberty gleamed over the harbour. Pepper almost dared to imagine that she might glimpse some lost scrap of her mother there, a scent or a voice that would bring her memory rushing back.

The Captain would be furious, of course. But what was the worst he could do to her? He wouldn’t lock her in the ship’s brig! And when his rage had subsided … well, he might even be pleasantly surprised at how nice it was to have her aboard. She pictured his wry smile as they stood together, binoculars in their hands, looking out to sea. I can’t help but admire your determination, Pepper. You certainly know how to stay your course.

It would all work out splendidly, she was sure of it. Everything was already going so wonderfully well … 

Until she stepped off the train, and straight into the arms of the Southampton City Police.

The stern-faced bobby swooped on her right there on the platform. His gloved hand was heavy on her shoulder. ‘Patricia Stark?’ he said. ‘Come with me. You’ve got some explaining to do.’

She twisted around, searching wildly for Toby and his father. Could she pretend to be somebody else? Could she say she was with them?

But the pair had vanished. It was as if they’d never been there at all.
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She didn’t even get to see the ship she’d planned to board. The policeman marched her along the platform to the station master’s office – as if she were an actual criminal! – and delivered her to Rory Lyons, her father’s steward. There they waited for Miss Quacken, who was already on her way in a private Cunard car. Panicked at Pepper’s failure to return home, it was the governess who had set the search in motion, telephoning first the school and then the police. It would not be a happy reunion.

‘You don’t need to tell the Captain, though, do you?’ Pepper asked Lyons weakly.

Lyons shook his head. ‘Too late for that, I’m afraid. He’s on his way now.’

Pepper had known Rory Lyons all her life. He had been the Captain’s private steward or ‘tiger’ since before Pepper was born and was a regular presence at their dinner table during the Captain’s brief stays at home. He was a small, compact person, more terrier than tiger, with a protruding lower lip and eyebrows like a schnauzer. The thought of him roaring usually made Pepper giggle, but she wasn’t giggling now. Fear fizzed and prickled across her skin, and the old indignation ballooned in her chest.

It really was wildly unfair. She had never even been allowed to set foot on her father’s precious ship, let alone cross the ocean to visit the city where her mother had lived. The Captain had kept all of it from her, like a jealous giant hoarding his treasure. This was all his fault. She’d never have done it if he hadn’t excluded her so thoroughly from his world. If he hadn’t locked every memory of her mother inside himself, and left her with nothing. If he’d taken notice of her for just one second! She’d tell him that now, right to his face. She’d say –

The door swung open, letting in a rush of cold air. Pepper felt a horrible plummeting sensation, as if her insides were an elevator whose cables had snapped. The tall, uniformed figure of the Captain stood in the doorway, his face set hard beneath the visor of his cap.

He was furious.

‘Have you the slightest idea of the disruption you have caused? You have delayed an entire ship! Have you any notion of how this makes me look? Of how this reflects on the Cunard Line?’

Each word made her shrink down in her chair a little more until she was hunched and cringing under his tirade. The humiliation burned, stoking her own anger. It wasn’t fair! What was she supposed to do? Just put up with being ignored and pushed aside and treated like a … like an inconvenience?

‘Is there something you want to say to me, Pepper?’

She stood up, heart hammering. The words came out in a rush.

‘I’ll do it again,’ she said shakily. ‘If you won’t take me, I’ll do it again. And next time –’ She choked a little, shocked at her own audacity, but there was no stopping now. ‘Next time I’ll take the White Star Line! I’ll sail on the Majestic, and you won’t be able to stop me!’

The Captain’s gaze turned icy. The rivalry between Cunard and White Star was serious and fierce. Running away to sea was bad enough, but choosing a White Star liner to do it was a lashing of spite.

She had gone too far.

The Captain turned and shut the door in her face.
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Miss Quacken kept up the same pinched, martyred expression for the entire time that the Captain was away. The ‘Outrageous Spree’ was mentioned at least once a day. Pepper moped through the weeks in anxious disgrace. She dreaded the Captain’s return and wished for it at the same time. The longing was familiar: all her life her father had been away for three weeks out of every four with his beloved ship. He was often exhausted and melancholy during his brief stays at home, but at least he was there. This time, though, she’d be lucky if he spoke to her at all.

He returned late on Saturday night. Pepper heard his footfalls and the familiar thump of his travelling case on the stairs, then the closing of the study door. She pictured him setting his cap on the antique globe, hanging his gold-trimmed coat behind the door, and stretching his long, bony body along the stiff chaise, knees angled over the end so that his feet rested squarely on the floor. He had the sailor’s ability to sleep anywhere, but Pepper knew that her father slept very little, kept awake by his own private storms and uneasy weather. Pepper lay awake for a long time, too, with a queasy mixture of fear and hurt and resentment in her stomach.

She woke late, washed and dressed, and steeled herself to speak to him. Standing outside the study door, she felt her heart beat in time with the grandfather clock in the hallway downstairs, every tick a thud in her chest. At last, she knocked.

‘Come in.’

Was he angry? Exasperated? Weary? Pepper couldn’t tell from the tone of his voice. She pushed open the door.

The Captain was not alone. Lyons was with him, and Miss Quacken, too, perched stiffly on the chaise. Pepper gulped. She hadn’t expected an audience for this unpleasant scene.

Before she could speak, the Captain rose from his desk and handed her a long, cream envelope. His face was solemn.

A letter? She opened it clumsily with trembling hands.

Inside was a First Class return ticket, Southampton to New York, sailing on RMS Aquitania.

Her mouth fell open with astonishment. She had to read it over and over again to be sure it was real. Then she squealed and flung her arms around her father. ‘Thank you, Captain! Thank you thank you thank you!’

He hugged her back, and his face softened into a weary smile. ‘This is on the condition that you behave yourself impeccably in the meantime. And even more impeccably when you come on board.’ He pointed at Lyons, standing by the window. ‘You can thank that soft-hearted old tugboat. He worked on me all the way to New York and back until I agreed to this. So it’ll be his neck if you step out of line.’

Dear, darling Lyons! She flew across the room and hugged him, too, making him grumble with embarrassment under his schnauzer brows. Lyons was the only person who truly understood how to navigate the Captain’s tempestuous seas. And he’d done this for her!

‘You mind what your father says, Pepper,’ Lyons warned her. ‘I had the devil of a time bringing him around. Don’t make me sorry I did.’

There was a matching ticket for Miss Quacken, too. Pepper heard a deep sigh escape from her governess and saw how the paper shook in her hand as she read over the inked-in dates. They were to depart on the eleventh of April, just before half-term. Then Pepper and Miss Quacken would spend a full week together in New York while the Captain oversaw the ship’s preparation for the voyage home.

Pepper felt as if she were holding her breath for the entire five months. Nothing, nothing must derail this wonderful adventure. She did her piano practice and her homework unfailingly, and gave her governess no trouble whatsoever. From December to April, as Miss Quacken drily observed, there was probably not a better behaved young lady on either side of the Atlantic.
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