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It’s shaping up to be a rotten summer for
Rusty, a young sailing fan who lives on an island off the
New England coast. He’s just flunked fifth-grade math and
has to go to summer school. His older sister is bossier than ever.
Worst of all, his mom is far away on the mainland —undergoing treatment for her
sudden, confusing, and exhausting “sadness”—while his dad struggles to keep the
household together. Rusty’s only refuge is in caring for and teaching himself to sail
a small, beloved sailboat.
While working on his boat at the village dock one evening, Rusty meets Hazel, a
feisty local artist from an old sailing family. Hazel asks—no, demands—that Rusty
take her sailing. He refuses. She argues. And an unlikely friendship begins.
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it any of her business? I looked across the dark blue
of the bay and the darker blue of the sound toward
the mainland, a thin green line, like a thread, on the
horizon. Trying to focus again on bailing, I started
scooping and pouring, faster and faster, scooping and
pouring, scooping and pouring… In my boat there are
always things like this that I can do, things I can fix,
things I can take care of—unlike some of the other
things that I couldn’t do anything about.
Like she had nothing better to do, the old lady
just sat there and watched me bail. Along with the
scooping and pouring, there was the rocking of the
low waves, the squinch of the rubber fenders against
the dock, the screams of the gulls, the sticky, salty
smell of the breeze, and the late-afternoon sun baking
my back. Ten minutes later, she still hadn’t moved,
and it was getting more and more creepy, her sitting
there, just watching me like that.
“You know,” I said, looking up, “my name isn’t
Kid.”
She leaned forward in her wheelchair. “What is
it?” Her shoulders were sloped, but she held her chin
high. Her eyes were gray but gleaming. “No, really. I
want to know. You remind me of someone.” Her eyes
stayed glued on me, and for a second I had the sense
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Exactly twenty minutes later, according to the clock
on the stove, I heard Hazel’s cane tapping in the
hall. “Isn’t that stirring!” she said, referring to
the music that reached its very loud ending as she
came into the kitchen. “Makes me want to climb a
mountain!” At the kitchen counter, she began slicing
the watermelon on a cutting board. “You make any
progress on your math?”
“A little.”
I thought she might ask me to show her my
homework, but she said, “Good. Finish it at home
tonight. Then double check your answers. Let’s take
these out on the patio. Bring your napkin. Marigold
stays inside.” Hazel handed me two plates, each with a
fork and a thick wedge of watermelon, and we passed
through a tiny room that she called a “mud room,”
where she kept Marigold’s litter box. Then we went

out the back door and sat side by side in the green
chairs, Hazel’s cane hanging over the arm of hers,
and our plates balanced on our laps.
I’d never eaten watermelon with a fork, and each
time I stabbed into my wedge, a bite-sized piece shot
off my plate and onto my shorts.
Hazel considered this. “Well, I guess we aren’t at
the Plaza.” Then, giving me a wink, she said, “The
heck with these forks,” and picking up her watermelon
in both hands, she went at it, teeth first.
I followed her lead. Isn’t that how you’re supposed
to eat watermelon? And if you’re like me, when you
take your first big bite, you forget all about… the seeds.
What do you do with them? Lizzy, never wanting to
make a mess, actually swallows the seeds, and I’ve
seen Mom neatly drop them one by one from her lips
to a spoon, and then put them in a line on the edge of
a paper plate.
I figured Hazel might do something like that, but
no. Her face got all serious and not-serious at once. She
took in a deep breath through her nose, slowly pulled
her head back, and then, in the instant of snapping
it forward and making a sharp sound like ppphaah!,
she spat out a seed, shooting it across the patio, over a
potted geranium, and into the grass near the woods.
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CHAP TER 7

Spitting Seeds

