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Welcome to the Reading Group Guide for The Narrowboat Summer. Please note: In order to provide
reading groups with the most informed and thought-provoking questions possible, it is necessary to
reveal important aspects of the plot of this novel—as well as the ending. If you have not finished
reading The Narrowboat Summer, we respectfully suggest that you may want to wait before reviewing
this guide.

1.

Discuss Eve’s description of life on the Number One: “Eve concentrated on the experience
of travelling. The rhythm of movement along a canal, the tramp of feet on the towpath like a
song without notes. This was not about the destination; the point was the travelling, at a
speed that allowed change to occur at the rate of one hundred yards every minute.” Have
you ever experienced travel like that? What unique insights does it offer?

Sally describes the narrowboat community as being “rooted in a geography that was defined
by its distance end to end rather than by boundaries round a fixed center.” How does that
geographic orientation affect life on the canals and the relationships that develop there?

One of the unexpected joys for Eve of narrowboat travel is that all of her problems are
immediate: “As long as she needed to think ahead only as far as the next tap, the next locks,
the next mooring, Eve had no room to worry about the next month, the next year.” How is
life different for Eve and Sally on the Number One? Do you see the appeal of that lifestyle?
Could you imagine yourself doing what they did?

Is the “Easy Plan” that Eve, Sally, and Anastasia come up with actually easy? Discuss the
ways in which it is both easy and difficult for each of them. How do the three women
approach the big decisions they face in this novel? Is there an element of randomness
inherent in decision-making?

When Sally’s hairdresser asks why she is divorcing Duncan, she replies, “it’s sometimes
harder to endure the everyday than it is to cope with a big trauma.” What do you think she
means? Do you agree? What do you make of her reasons to end her marriage?

Sally has a camera with her on the trip but reflects that “taking photos as they travelled in the
Number One was as unlikely as taking photos at her kitchen sink. This was not a holiday. It
was life, going on in unrecorded moments.” What do you think she means? How does her
perspective bump up against our current social media culture, in which everyday life s often
recorded in photos and text?
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Billy says of Trompette: “She saved my life and so we are bound together for eternity. 1
cannot leave her because I owe her too much; she cannot leave me because she has taken to
herself the responsibility for my well-being.” What do you make of their relationship? How
does the idea of holding responsibility for someone else’s life run throughout this novel,
beyond Billy and Trompette?

Sally reflects: “After all, was it not important to change every aspect of her routines? How
else would she be able to identify those hooks and burrs that held her, like the flag on a
flagpole, free to flap about but not free to drift or soar?” Do you agree that sometimes it’s
necessary to change everything in your life? Have you ever had the opportunity to do that, or
have you dreamed about doing that? Discuss.

For Eve, life on the Number One helps her understand the ways in which her highly-
structured life both helped and hindered her: “previously, any change she had made had
been within a structure she understood; it was not until now, on the verge of changing
everything, that she understood the boundaries that had enabled her to make decisions
easily, because the choices were limited, and familiar.” Discuss the advantages and
disadvantages of structure. How important are boundaries or lack thereof in your own life?

Billy tells several stories on the canal over the course of the novel, which are often a mix of
fact and fiction. He describes his stories as capturing “a version of the truth...A storyteller’s
version.” How can truth be different than fact, especially when it comes to storytelling (and
novel writing)? What purpose to Billy’s stories serve in the narrativer?

What do you make of Anastasia’s relationship with Arthur? Were you surprised by the nature
of that relationship when it was revealed? What about Owen? Discuss the different kinds of
family relationships we encounter in the novel. How are those similar to and different than
the friendships?

Sally and Eve both read Arthur’s book recommendation, Mr. Lucton’s Freedom. What does the
novel mean to each of those three characters? Discuss the book’s “optimistic” message: “It
was good to leave, but there is pleasure in going back.” How does that idea hold true (or
not) for the various characters in The Narrowboat Summer?

After they’ve known each other for several weeks, Eve tells Sally, “You’ve turned into
someone else entirely.” When Sally disagrees, Eve revises: “You are the person you’ve always
been but that person is just rising to the surface.” Do you think Sally, Eve, Anastasia, and
Trompette change over the course of the novel, or do they simply become truer versions of
themselves? Is there a difference?

What do you think Plan Number One will entail? What does the future hold for these
characters? Which character did you feel most drawn to and invested in by the novel’s end?



