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Whether it was her husband Brian's assumption she'd redecorate the lounge during her week off, or her colleague Steve's sympathy at the near impossibility of doing so she couldn't say, but Sally had agreed to have a drink with Steve one lunchtime. 

He was so understanding. “I know kids can be hard work. I don't know how you manage to care for them, be reliable at work and still look so amazing.” 

Everyone else thought she was lucky to get 'yet another' week off work. They didn't realise that when you have three children the half term isn't exactly a holiday. Even Sally's husband hadn't got a clue, or pretended he hadn't. As her job at the school was 'only' part time Brian assumed she could easily work, look after the children and still be the perfect wife who'd greet him neatly made up, with dinner cooking and the next day's shirt nicely ironed every evening. 

The hour she spent in Steve's company really cheered her up and when he suggested they meet again she'd been tempted. 

“I don't think that would be a good idea,” she'd said, not very convincingly. 

He'd given her a 'can't blame a guy for trying' smile and shrug. “Well you've got my number. Call me anytime you want to talk ... or whatever.”

Sally told herself she couldn't meet Steve outside of work again. Well probably couldn't and definitely shouldn't.

Although by Friday she was starting to feel as though she could and that for the sake of her sanity maybe she should. On Monday Brian had seemed surprised the children were still up.

“Shall I put them to bed while you sort out dinner?” he offered half heartedly.

“No, you've been working all day,” she pointed out. 

“OK then.” Naturally it didn't occur to him she'd had a tiring day.

“Sorry it's late,” she said when dinner was ready at last.

“That's OK. I can see you've been busy.” He gestured towards the living room where the sofa and TV were covered with cloths to protect them from the sugar soap solution she'd used to wash down the walls.

It might not seem to him that she'd made much progress, but she'd like to see him do better with a baby and two children to keep amused.

On Tuesday dinner was on time. Brian said, “This pie looks good. Did you make it yourself?”

Sally ignored his sarcasm. It was rare for her to serve anything ready made, but she was tired. 

On Wednesday Brian commented on the paint fumes as if she and her thumping head might not have noticed.

On Thursday he announced he was taking them all out for the day on Friday. “What with the decorating you've not had that much of a break this week and it'd be nice to spend some quality time with the children.”

“Are you trying to say I neglect the children?” She bit back a retort that if he didn't spend half the weekend playing golf he'd see a lot more of his family. 

“Of course not, Sally. I know you can do everything perfectly.”

Steve had said something similar, but it had been a compliment coming from him. Brian made it sound like an insult. 

He must have seen something in her expression because he apologised. “I just thought it would be fun to take off for the day and do something different.”

She forced a smile. She used to love his spontaneity. Before they had the children she occasionally came home on a Friday evening to find him stuffing clothes into a suitcase as he explained he'd got a great last minute deal on a weekend break, or he'd buy a food they'd never tried, or take her ice skating in her lunch break. None of that was possible now. Travelling with toddlers and babies required enormous preparation, fussy eating habits meant they stuck to a limited range of dishes and these days her lunch break involved eating a sandwich at two o'clock as she drove to collect the kids from the childminders. 

The drive to Portsmouth was pleasant enough if rather noisy. Brian taught the children sea shanties which they happily repeated over and over. He fed them sweets too that he'd bought without a word to her. Sally told herself it wouldn't hurt just for that day, though she wished it wasn't always her who had to say 'no' in the supermarket and Brian who always got to be the one who provided the treats. 

When Brian paid for the parking ticket Sally put the remaining sweets out of sight as she got Laura's push chair, and the carrier for Lucy, from the boot. The children hyper in the morning was one thing, she didn't want them having a sugar rush just as she was trying to get them settled that evening.

“What's that?” Tim asked, pointing.

“The Spinnaker Tower,” Brian told him.

“What's it for?”

“People go up there to look at the view.”

“Can we go? Please?”

“Maybe if there's time.”

“Yay!” 

“Yay!” Laura repeated his cry.

They bought their ticket for the Historic Dockyard. 

Brian opened the map they'd been given. “Where shall we go first?” 

“How about we start at the furthest point and work our way out?” Sally suggested.

“Good idea. That'd be ... the Marie Rose.”

Sally began to relax and enjoy herself. It was good to get away from the routine. On the way through the dockyard the children posed for pictures by ships' figureheads, anchors and a model pirate. Brian and Sally took it in turns to take the pictures or to be in them. She didn't have to fake her smile in a single one.

The children were excited to see a cross channel ferry go by and thrilled when they spotted HMS Victory.

“Pirate ship! Pirate ship!”

The Marie Rose exhibition was fascinating to the adults, but of less interest to their children who were eager to go onboard Victory.

“Maybe they're a bit young for this one,” Brian conceded. 

“They'll enjoy the ones they can get onto more,” Sally reassured him. Visiting the Dockyard had been a good idea, she didn't want him to feel it wasn't.

Sally tried to persuade the children to visit the toilet before they boarded Victory.

“I wanna go on piwate ship now!” Laura insisted.

“Yay!” Tim added.

“The toilets are right here it won't take long.”

"For goodness sake, Sally just relax will you? I'm sure they'll let us know if they want to go."

Sally bit her tongue and counted to ten before taking Laura out her pushchair and following Tim and Brian up the gangway.  

Brian transformed into a tour guide as soon as he stepped onto the ship. A loud tour guide.

“See how low the ceilings are, kids? That's because people used to be much shorter in the old days.”

“Why did they, Daddy?” Tim asked.

“Um, it might have been what they ate.”

“What food makes you shorter, Daddy?”

“It didn't make them shorter.”

“You said it did.”

“Bwussel spwouts make me fart,” Laura informed the world.

“It wasn't what they eat, but what they didn't eat,” Brian tried to explain.

“But you said ...”

Sally turned to read a sign to hide her amusement. Conversations like that were normal for her, but Brian seemed to be floundering. Eventually he managed to change the subject by showing them the tools used to load the big cannons. 

“They're called guns on a ship,” Sally said. She'd just learned that from the sign. 

“We see where piwates live?” Laura asked.

“OK love. I think we need to go upstairs next.”

“They're not called stairs on a ship,” Brian told them. “They're ladders.”

“Not going on ladder,” Laura yelled.

“Come on, Laura,” Brian said.

Laura screamed. “No!”

Brian grabbed her hand.

“No! No! No ladder!”

Gently Sally pulled Laura to her. “It's OK, love. We'll go up the stairs instead.”

Instantly Laura calmed down. She climbed the wooden steps without fuss.

Brian led them into an area signposted as 'The Great Cabin'.

“Look kids, this is where the officers eat with the captain.”

“Need toilet,” Laura said.

“You'll have to wait,” Brian said.

“Can't.”

“Are we all going to go, or just me and Laura?” Sally asked. 

“You take her,” was Brian's predictable reply.

Sally unclipped Lucy's carrier and slipped it off her shoulders leaving Brian holding the baby.

By the time she returned with Laura, Brian and the others had moved on. Laura enjoyed the mad scramble round the different decks looking for them. Just after the family were reunited they came across a tour guide who explained what it would be like to live onboard. He was very good, making the children squeal as he told them about maggots in the biscuits and then laugh with his demonstration of walking about the low deck after drinking his rum ration. As he was at least six foot tall that involved plenty of contact between his head and the beams.

They were all ready for lunch by the time they'd finished exploring the ship. The onsite restaurant had a good range of cooked meals as well as pirate picnics for the little ones. It did take Laura and Tim a while to choose what they'd like, but not once did they come close to uttering the dreaded 'don't like that'. Sally got the children settled, lifted her own fork to her mouth and heard a wail from Laura.

“What's wrong, love?”

“Lost Teddy!” 

“Where did you have him last?” Sally asked. There was just a chance the girl would remember.

“Dunno.”

“He's on the pirate ship,” Tim said. “He was having dinner at that shiny table, wasn't he, Dad?”

“Oh yes. We took his picture.” Brian had the decency to look embarrassed. Or maybe that was just because of the fuss Laura was making.

“He'll be having a lovely lunch just like us,” Sally said. “He'll like that.”

“Be OK?”

“Yes he will. You eat your lunch and then we'll go and get him. Or perhaps just one of us?” she suggested to Brian. 

“Good idea,” Brain said. He continued to savour his food.

Sally gulped down hers. “I'll go get Teddy then.”

Brian just nodded.

She ran back down to Victory and collected Teddy from a tour guide in the Great Cabin; a part of the ship she'd barely seen as she'd had to go off with Laura as soon as she
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