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      Alice paints narrowboats that cruise the UK canals. Her reputation shines as sterling as her art. But when her mentor retires and leaves the company to her, she becomes paralyzed by the task.

      Carl simply brought in his parents’ boat for a new paintjob. But nothing prepares him for the life changes wrought when he meets the artist.

      How can they possibly make two uncertain tomorrows, and hearts, merge like two rivers on the canal?
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      “You’re what?” Alice felt torn in two.

      One moment she’d been deeply immersed in painting a very tricky letter S. The owner of this narrowboat had wanted ornate rather than more traditional lettering. Samson’s Strength, with its four strong S’s, was a name he was immensely proud of. It was also a choice that still befuddled her. John Samson was as bald as a cue ball, so his boat’s name said he’d already lost his mythical strength. Her attempts to delicately point this out had only led to mutual confusion when he asked who Delilah was and what she had to do with his boat’s name. Alice had desisted.

      “I’m retiring.” Vincent repeated. “It’s the first of April, but this is no Fool’s Day joke.”

      Too abruptly, she’d now been rammed into this new moment, making her head spin. It was a change she couldn’t reconcile at all with her artistic headspace. She’d been in the flow, her paintbrush soaring with the pinnacles of a Bach organ Cantata through her earbuds. Bach and Handel were best for lettering work. Mozart and Beethoven were acceptable. After that period, the romantics took over with their over-orchestration and excessive flourishes. They were all after the peak of the golden age of canal boating, making them feel too anachronistic when she was working.

      “You can’t retire.” She looked at Vincent, half through her fall of blonde hair and half in the clear. Alice had learned the hard way to never touch her hair while painting, the colors went from hand to hair instantly, no matter how sure she was that her hands were clean. And the one time she used turps, her hair didn’t behave or smell right for days.

      “Try me. June First, the wife and I are taking that quest I always talked about.”

      “Boating every mile of the United Kingdom’s canals?” He’d talked about it ever since she’d been a little girl, but she’d never thought he’d actually do it. There were over four thousand miles of them. At a canal boat’s speed of four miles an hour that would take some time.

      “And then we’re off to the French canals. After a lifetime of fixing up canal boats, it’s time I enjoyed traveling in one.”

      “But…I don’t understand.”

      His puzzled look had her opening her mouth and then closing it when she couldn’t think of how to explain herself. Vincent was more than a mere fixture in her professional life.

      She tried again. “I was born here.”

      He nodded his grey head and smiled. When had Vincent’s hair gone grey? She’d never really noticed it before. Sure, she’d incorporated first the shifting grey and later what she thought of as his distinguished silver into her color palette but it was still a surprise to fully register it atop his head. They’d celebrated his seventieth birthday only last month.

      When Mum had been in her late teens and come off a holiday fling with a narrowboater only to find herself alone and pregnant, Vincent had taken her in. Alice herself had been born in the narrowboat docked alongside Vincent’s shop: K&A Lion, Boat Painters. You just popped out of the rabbit hole, honey, quick as a bunny. That’s why I named you Alice. No time to rush off anywhere. No need either. You and me? We did just fine.

      Mum had never had the knack for working on narrowboats. Instead she’d worked for Vincent’s wife Edda in the attached K&A Lion, Pub until Alice was grown. Then she’d had a fling with an American on a narrowboat holiday, married, and now had a second family in Austin, Texas.

      “Retiring? But who will run K&A Painters?”

      Vincent’s smile went radiant. “You will!”

      Alice wondered what rabbit hole she’d fallen down. It was mid-morning. The sun shone from above. Two boats rested quietly in the shop’s painting slips, waiting to be tended to. But nothing was connecting properly. She could only stare at him in disbelief.

      “You’ve always had it in you. You did your first signboard at age eight. By twelve you’d done your first boat stem to stern. Who else would I possibly sell it to?”

      “But,” Alice waved her paintbrush and nearly splattered the S in Strength, which would be very annoying. She’d already had to take it out once because the curves were all wrong. S’s were easier to remove entirely and then retry; attempts to fix them as-is never came out right. “But I can’t afford to buy a business.”

      Vincent appeared to be enjoying her complete discomfiture, “You haven’t asked me the price.”

      “I’m not going to.” She set her brush down firmly on her palette, a twelve-hole muffin tin caked thick with a hundred dried colors and currently filled with the four active ones. And in doing so, she polluted her brush with a splash of yellow that was for the boat name’s glow of strength effect, not the lettering itself. She might have to redo the entire name now if she couldn’t exactly match the virile-red that John Samson had chosen.

      “Ten quid.”

      She eyed Vincent. He was still offering that annoying smile, but he didn’t appear to be joking.

      “Oh, give over, Alice. Who else would I ever leave it to? Our boy is gone. You’re as close as we ever had to a daughter. Edda was always careful with the coin and has sold the pub for a small fortune, far more than we’ll ever need to keep us afloat. We don’t need the money. Besides, what else would you possibly do? You were meant for this.”
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      She was meant for this?

      It had been two weeks since he’d told her, and her throat still constricted too much for her breath to escape.

      It had taken Alice four tries to create the final S in Samson’s Strength and she still wasn’t thrilled by it. The owner had been ecstatic, so she’d kept her doubts to herself as he wrote the generous check with a nice tip and motored out onto the Kennet and Avon Canal to show off his fresh-painted narrowboat.

      She surveyed the small dockyard that was K&A Lion, Boat Painters. It was her whole world. The double wide shed roof covered two slips for a pair of narrowboats. Seven feet wide and up to seventy long, they had originally carried coal, grain, and passengers from Bristol port and through Bath. From there they’d continued upward along the Avon River, the K&A Canal—where they passed this shop at the top of the Devizes locks, the top of the whole system—and then down the Kennet and Thames Rivers to London at the far end. The same route had carried wealthy Londoners this direction to the social whirl and thermal waters of Bath.

      Starting in the mid-1800s, the trains had nearly wiped out the canals. But ambitious volunteers, followed by a great deal of tourism, had brought them back since the 1960s. And Vincent had started K&A Lion, Boat Painters here in Devizes fresh out of secondary school during that resurgence.

      The shed roof kept off the rain, the skylights and open sides let in the sun and a gentle wind. The docks were very low to the water to properly paint the freeboard’s sides. Redoing the bottom paint in a drydock was left to the repair yards to tackle; K&A was only about the upperworks. Vincent had cobbled together a way to gather the sanding dust so that none drifted onto the other boat, if there were two in the shed, or into the canal waters.

      There wasn’t an inch of this place that she didn’t know—but she’d never wanted to own it.

      Vincent dealt with the business. With the prices and payments. The schedules. The customers, my word—the customers! All she did was paint the intricate and ever-changing designs on narrowboats.

      Nearly all boats bore a large panel on either side, near the stern. Three feet high and six-to-eight long, this was where most of the boat artist’s effort typically landed. The boat name, owner, port-of-call, and the builder, if it was known for the more historic vessels.

      Some owners desired clean lines and a simple look. Others wanted elaborate re-creations of a luxury that had probably never existed traditionally but were now accepted as such. Complex geometrics, lush flower arrangements, and highly stylized lettering. And yet others broke all classic bounds with fantastic or modernist designs.

      Her boat, that she and Vincent had slowly fixed up over the years, was tied up along the canal side of the boat shed. Now it served as their best advertisement, easily visible from the canal and adorned with the finest paint job of them all. It bloomed with whimsical flowers, Victorian lettering (she’d listened to a little Chopin while painting those), and all backed by a boat-long glowing sunrise. Mum had named her and the boat on the same day. Not only Alice’s signboard, but the entire length of the boat abounded with the whimsical characters of Alice In Wonderland frolicking among the flowers. The boat depicted the many sights of Wonderland.

      Through the years she’d painted everything from block letters to dark wizards creating the signboard name like a flowing incantation.

      Her favorites were when the owners dedicated a section of the panel to: Make something pretty. She answered with: flowers, castles, prancing horses, woodlands… Woodlands were the best but she loved them all.

      It didn’t matter to her what they wanted, as long as they were happy. She threw herself into every panel and every boat.

      Vincent had trained her and together they’d spent over a decade making K&A Lion, Boat Painters the lauded name up and down the canal. It was rare that either slip under the shed roof was empty for more than a day or so and they often had a waiting list.

      She stood at the end of the dock, letting the water calm her while she awaited the next arrival. Her favorite duck family clustered nearby with a fresh float of seven downy chicks. Tossing bits of bread, they welcomed her like one of their own.





OEBPS/images/bb_logo-only.jpg





OEBPS/images/s03-narrowboat-goddess-cvr-fr-2400.jpg
A SAILING ROMANCE STORY





