
#1 

 

Dear Ginger,  

I have never been a great follower of rules. You know that. 

So it’s going to seem a l itt le odd that this letter is fu l l of rules 

I’ve written and that I need you to fol low. 

“Ru les to what?” you have to be asking yourself. You 

always did ask good questions. 

Re me mber how we used to pla y the “toda y I l i ve i n” 

g a me whe n you were l itt le a nd used to come v is i t me i n 

Ne w York? (I th i nk I l iked “I l i ve i n R uss i a ” best. We 

a l wa ys pl a yed th at one i n wi nter. We’d go to see the 

R uss i a n art col lect ion at the Met, stomp th rou g h the snow 

i n Centr a l Pa rk, the n go to th at l i tt le R uss i a n resta u r a nt 

i n the Vi l l a ge th at h ad those real l y good pick les  and th at 

wei rd ha i r less poodle who sat i n the wi ndow a nd barked 

at cabs.) 

I’d like to play that ga me one more time—except now we’re 

going to be a l itt le more l iteral. Today’s game is “I l i ve in 

London.” Notice that I have included $1,000 in cash in this 

envelope. This is for a passport, a one-way ticket from New 

York to London, and a backpack. (Keep a few bucks for a cab to 

the airport.) 

Upon booki ng the ticket, pack i n g the backpack, a nd 

h u g g i n g ever yone good-bye, I wa nt you to go to New York 

City. Speci f ic a l l y, I wa nt you to go to 4th Noodle, the 

Ch i nese resta u r a nt u nder my old apa rt me nt. Someth i n g 



i s wa i t i n g there for you. Go to the a i rport r i g h t f rom 

there. 

You wil l be gone for severa l weeks, and you wil l be 

tra vel i ng i n foreig n la nds. These are the aforement ioned 

r u les that wil l gu ide your tra vels: 

 

Ru le #1: You may bring only what fits in your 

backpack. Don’t try to fake it out with a purse or a 

carry-on.  

 

Ru le #2: You may not bring guidebooks, phrase 

books, or any ki nd of foreign lang uage aid. And no 

journals. 

 

Ru le #3: You cannot bring extra money or 

credit/debit cards, traveler’s checks, etc. I’ll take 

care of al l that. 

 

Ru le #4: No electronic crutches. This means no 

laptop, no cell phone, no music, and no camera. You 

can’t cal l home or commu nicate with people in the 

U.S. by Internet or telephone. Postcards and letters 

are acceptable and encouraged. 

 

That’s a l l you need to know for now. See you at 4th Noodle. 

 

    Love,  

    Your Runaway Aunt 



 
 
 

A Package Like a 
Dumpling 

 
As a r ule, Ginn y Blackstone t ried to go un noticed—
so met hin g t h at w as more or less i mpossible wit h 
t hi rt y pou nds (she’d weig hed it) of purple-and-
g reen backpack ha n gi n g fro m he r back. She didn ’t  
w a n t to t hi nk about all t he people she’d bu mped 
into w hile she’d been ca r r y i n g it . This thi n g w as 
not m ade for wea ri n g a rou nd Ne w York Cit y . Well ,  
a n y w h e re, reall y . . . but especiall y t he East  
Vi lla ge of Ne w York Cit y on a balm y Ju n e 
after noon. 

A nd a ch u n k of her h a i r w as ca u g h t u n der t he 
st r ap on her rig ht shoulder, so her head was also 
being pulled dow n a lit t le. T h at didn’t help. 

It had been o ve r t wo yea rs since Gin n y h ad last  
been to t he 4t h Noodle Pent ho use. (O r “t h a t place 
abo ve t he g rease factor y , ” as Gin n y ’s parent s 
prefer red to refer to it . It wasn’t enti rely  u nfa i r . 
4 t h Noodle w as pret t y g reas y . But it w as t he good 
kind of greas y , a nd t he y h ad t he best dum pli n gs in 
t he world.) 

Her ment a l m ap had faded a bit in t he last t wo 
y e a rs, but 4t h Noodle’s na me also cont a ined its 
address. It w as on 4t h St reet and A ve n u e A. T he 
a lph abet a ve n ues we re east of t he n u m bers, deepe r 



in to t he super-t rend y East Village— w here people 
s moked and wore la tex a nd ne ve r sh uffled do w n 
t he st reet wit h bags t he size of m ailboxes st rapped 
to t hei r backs. 

She could just see it no w . . . t he u n assu m i n g 
noodle shop next to Pa vlo v a’s Ta rot (w it h t he 
h u m m i n g pu rple neon sign) , just ac ross t he st reet  
fro m t he pizza place wit h t he gia nt m u r a l of a r a t  
on t he side.  

T he re w as a tin y t in kle of a c hi me a nd a  sha rp 
blast of air-conditionin g as Ginn y opened t he door . 
St a ndin g be hi nd t he counte r w as a pixie of a 
wo m a n m a n ni n g t h ree phones at once. T his w as 
Al ice, t he ow ne r, and A u n t Peg’s fa vo rite neig h bo r . 
She s miled broadl y w he n she sa w Gin n y a nd held 
up a finge r, indic atin g t h at  she should w ait . 

“Gin n y , ” Alice said, ha n gin g up t wo of t he 
phones and settin g dow n t he t hi rd. “Pack a ge . Peg. ” 

She disappea red t h rou g h a ba m boo c u r t ain t h a t  
co ve red a door into t he back. Alice w as Chinese, b ut 
she spoke perfect English (A u n t Peg had told he r 
so). But beca use she al w a ys h ad to get rig h t to t he 
point ( 4t h Noodle did a brisk business), she spoke in 
h a l t in g sin gle words. 

Not hi n g h ad c h a n ged since t he last ti me Gi n n y  
h ad been here . She looked up at t he il lu m i n a ted 
pict u res of Chinese food, t he shin y plastic v isions of 
sesa me sh ri mp and chicken and broccoli. T he y 
glo wed, not quite t ant a lizingl y ,  mo re 
r adioacti ve l y . T he chicken pieces we re a  litt le too 
g loss y and ora n ge . The sesa me seeds too w h ite and 
too la r ge . The broccoli w as so green it see med to 
v i b r a te . The re w as t he blo w n-up and fra me d 



pict u re of Rud y Gi ulia n i st andin g wit h a glowi n g  
Al ice, t aken w hen he h ad sho w n up one day .  

It w as t he s m el l , t ho u g h , t h a t  w as most  
fa m il i a r . T he he a v y , fa t t y  s mel l of sizzli n g beef  
a nd por k a nd peppers a nd t he s weet ish odor of 
v a t s of ste a m i n g rice . T h is w as t he scen t t h a t  
seeped t h ro u g h A u n t Peg ’s f loor a nd pe rf u m e d 
h e r .  
It r a n g s u c h a c ho rd in Gi n n y ’s me mo r y  t h a t s h e 
a l most s w u n g he r he ad a ro u nd to see if A u n t Pe g  
w as st a ndi n g t he re be hi nd he r . 

But , of cou rse, she couldn’t be.  
“ He re, ” Alice said, e me r gin g f ro m t he beaded 

c u r t a in wit h a bro w n paper packa ge in he r h a nd . 
“For Ginn y . ” 

T he packa ge—an o ve rst uffed padded bro w n 
en v elope— was indeed addressed to her,  Vir g i n i a 
Blackstone, ca re of Alice a t 4t h Noodle, Ne w Yo r k 
Cit y . It w as post m a r ked fro m London an d had t he 
faintest a u r a of grease.  

“ T h a n ks, ” Gin n y said, acceptin g t he packa ge as 
g r a cefull y as she could, gi ve n t h at she  couldn’t  
lean o ve r wit hout fallin g face-first onto t he 
cou nter. 

“S a y hi to Peg for me, ” Alice said, pickin g up t he 
phone a nd la u n c hi n g st r ai g h t in to an order . 

“Rig ht . . . ” Gin n y nodded. “U m , su re. ” 
Once she w as out on t he st reet , sca n nin g A v e n u e 

A ne r vo usl y for t he cab she was going to ha v e to 
h a i l for herself , Ginn y wondered if she should ha v e 
told Alice w h at h ad h appened. But she w as soon 
dist r a cted b y t he sheer ter ror t h at he r t ask ca used 
he r. Cabs we re yellow beasts t h at sped t h ro u g h 



Ne w York, w hiskin g people w ho had to be places to 
t he places t he y h ad to be and lea v i n g  ter rified 
pedest ria ns scr a m blin g for co ve r. 

No, she t ho u g h t , ra isin g a ti mid ha nd as far as 
she could as a herd of her pre y suddenl y appea red. 
T he re w as no reason to tell Alice w h a t ha d 
h appened. She ba rel y belie ved it her self . A nd 
besides, she h ad to go.  

 
 

The Adventures of 
Aunt Peg 

 
W hen A u nt Peg w as Ginn y’s age (se vent een), she 
r a n a w a y f ro m her ho me in New Jerse y ,  just t wo 
weeks before she was supposed to go off to Moun t 
Hol yoke on a full scholarship. She reappeared a 
week later and see med surp rised b y t he fact t h a t  
people were upset wit h her. She needed to t hi n k 
about w h at she wa nted to acco mplish in sc hool, she 
explained, so she’d gone off to Maine and m et so me 
people w ho built ha nd-cr afted fishin g boats. Also, 
she wasn’t going to school now, she infor m ed 
e ver yo ne. She was going to take a yea r off a nd 
wo rk. And she did. She ga v e up her scholars hip and 
spent t he next yea r w ait ressing a t a big seafood 
rest a u r a nt in dow nto w n Philadelp hia and li v i n g 
w it h t h ree ot her people in a s m all Sout h St reet  
apa rt me nt . 



T he next ye a r , A u n t Peg went to a t in y  college in 
Ve r mo nt w he re nobod y got an y g r ades and w he re 
she m ajored in paintin g. Ginn y ’s mo m , Au nt Peg’s 
older sister, had a pret t y clea r vision of wh a t “ rea l ”  
college m ajors incl uded, and t his w as not one of 
t he m . To her, m ajori n g in painti n g w as a n act of 
insanit y aki n to m ajorin g in photocop yi n g o r 
re heat in g lefto ve rs. Gin n y’s mo m w as bor n  
pract ica l. S he li ved in a nice house and she h ad a 
lit t le bab y (Gin n y ) . She encou r a ged her  you n ge r 
sister to beco me a n accou nt a nt , l ike herself . A u n t 
Peg replied in a note t h at said she had picked up a 
m i nor in perfor m a n ce a rt . 

As soon as she gr ad u ated, A u n t Peg wen t off to 
Ne w York and mo ved into t he 4t h Noodle 
Pent house, and t he re she re m ai ned. T h a t w as 
about t he onl y const a nt in he r l ife. Her job ch a n ged 
const a nt l y . S he w as a m a n a ge r a t a m a jor a r t  
suppl y store unt il she accident a ll y hit t h e zero one 
too m a n y t i mes on an online order for m . Instead of 
t he t went y non-ret u r n able, custo m- m ade Itali a n 
easels she w as supposed to get , she w as surp rised to 
t ake deli ve r y of t wo h u nd red. She ans we r ed phones 
as a te mp at Tr u m p headqua r te rs u nt il she 
h appened to t ake a call fro m Donald him self . She 
t hou g h t it w as one of her actor friends pretendi n g  
to be Donald Tr u m p—so she i m m ediatel y la u nc h ed 
into a t ir ade on “sc u m b a g capit a lists w it h bad 
toupees.” She enjo yed recount in g t he experience of 
being escorted out of t he buildin g b y t wo secu r i t y  
g u a rds. To A u n t Peg, t hese jobs we re just the t hin gs 
she did u ntil he r a rt  ca reer took off. 



A g ai n , t his ca used Gin n y ’s mot he r to despai r 
o ve r he r l itt le sister—and she al w a ys  t ried to 
re m i nd Gin n y t h a t t hou g h she should lo ve he r 
a u n t , she shouldn’t t r y to be like her. The re w as 
ne v e r reall y a n y da n ge r of t his. Ginn y w as just too 
w ell beh a v ed, too nor m al for t h at e ve r  to be a n 
issue. Stil l , she lo ved her visits to A u nt Peg’s. 
T hou g h t he y we re er r at ic and all too in frequent , 
t he y we re also m a gica l experiences du rin g w h i c h 
a ll nor m al r ules of li v i n g we re cast aside. Din ne r 
didn’t h a v e to be bala n ced and on t he t able at six—
it could be Afg h a n kebabs and black sesa me ice 
c rea m at midnig h t . E ve ni n gs were n’t  spent i n 
front of t he T V. So meti mes t he y w a ndered t h ro u g h 
cost u me shops and boutiques, t r y i n g on t he most 
expensi ve a nd out r a geous t hin gs t he y could find—
t hin gs Gin n y wo uld h a v e been mo r t a l l y  
e mb a r r assed to put on aro u nd an yo ne else, a nd 
frequentl y t hin gs so price y t h at she felt  like she 
needed per m ission touc h t he m . (“It’s a store , ” A u n t  
Peg wo uld sa y as she put on t he fi ve-h u nd red-
dolla r, sa uce r-sized sun glasses or the h u ge 
feat he red hat . “T he st uff is here to t r y  on .”) 

T he best pa rt about A u n t Peg w as t h at  w he n  
Gin n y w as a rou nd her, she felt more interestin g . 
She w asn’t quiet and dutiful . S he w as louder. A u n t 
Peg m ade her different . A nd t he prom ise h ad 
a l w a ys been t h at A u n t Peg would be t he re—
t h rou g hout hig h school, t h rou g hout college—to 
g uide Ginn y . “ T h a t ’s w he n you’ll need m e , ” A u n t 
Peg al w a y s said. 

One da y , in No ve m be r of Ginn y’s sopho more 
y e a r , A u n t Peg’s phone stopped workin g . Ginn y’s 



mo m sig hed and fig u red t he bill hadn’t been paid . 
So she and Gin n y got in t he ca r to dri ve up to Ne w 
York to see w h a t w as going on. The apa rt me n t  
abo ve 4t h Noodle w as v a c a nt . The super told t he m 
t h at A u n t Peg had mo ved out se ve r a l day s before , 
lea v i n g no for w a rdin g address. T he re w as a lit t le 
note, t hou g h, st uck u nder t he welco m e m at . It 
read: So met hi n g I just h a v e to do. Be in tou c h soon. 

A t first , no one was too concer ned. It was 
assu med t h at t his w as just anot he r A u n t Peg 
escapade. A mont h we nt b y . T hen t wo. T hen t he 
sprin g se mester w as o ve r. The n it w as su m m e r . 
A u n t Peg w as si mpl y gone. The n cam e a fe w 
postca rds, basic assu r a n ces t h at she w as doing well. 
T he y we re post m a r ked fro m a v a rie t y of places—
Engla nd, Fra n ce, Ital y—but t he y cont a ined no 
explan at ions.  

So A u nt Peg w as exactl y t he kind of person w ho 
wo uld send her to Engla nd alone, wit h a  packa ge 
fro m a Chinese rest a u r a n t . T h at w asn’t so odd. 

T he odd pa rt w as t h at A u n t Peg h ad been dead 
for t h ree mont hs. 

T h at last fact w as a litt le ha rd to swallow . A u n t 
Peg w as t he most li vel y person Ginn y h ad e v e r 
know n. She was also onl y t hi rt y-fi ve yea rs old. Th a t 
n u m ber was st uck in Ginn y’s head beca use he r 
mot he r kept repeating it o ver and o v er. O nl y  
t hirt y-fi ve. Li vel y t hi rt y-fi ve- yea r-olds weren’t  
supposed to die. But Au nt Peg had. The phone ca ll 
h ad co me fro m a doctor in England explainin g t h a t  
A u nt Peg had de veloped cancer—t hat it h ad co me 
quickl y , t h at e ve r y t hin g had been t ried but not h i n g 
could be done. 



T he ne ws . . . t he il lness . . . it w as all v e r y  
dist a nt to Gin n y . So me ho w, she’d ne v er rea l l y  
belie ved it . A u n t Peg w as stil l out t he re som e w he r e 
in her mi nd. A nd Gin n y w as so me ho w  speedi n g  
tow a rd her in t his pla ne. Onl y A u n t Peg could 
m a ke so met hin g like t his happen. Not t h at Gi n n y  
h ad n’t h ad to do her pa rt . First , she’d h ad to 
con v i n ce herself t h at she could follo w w h at see m ed 
like an ob v ious flig h t of insanit y f ro m a n a u n t w ho 
w asn’t kno w n for her reliabilit y . Once she’d done 
t h at , she had to con v i nce her pa rents of t he sa m e 
t hin g. Major in ter n a tional t reaties had bee n 
negotia ted in less ti me. 

But no w she w as here . No going back no w.  
T he pla ne w as cold. Ver y cold. The lig h t s were 

dow n, and it w as co mpletel y black outside t he 
s m all wi ndows. E ve r yo ne but Gin n y seem ed to be 
asleep, incl udin g t he people to eit he r side of he r . 
She couldn’t mo ve wit hout w a kin g t he m up. Ginn y 
w r apped herself in t he tin y a nd ineffect u a l ai r line 
blanket and clut c hed t he packa ge to her chest . S he 
h ad n’t been able to brin g he rself to open it ye t . 
Instead, she’d spent most of t he nig ht looking out of 
he r da rkened airpla ne windo w at a long shado w 
a nd se ve r a l blinkin g lig h ts, at first t hinkin g she 
w as lookin g a t t he coast of Ne w Jerse y a nd t he n  
m a y be Iceland or Ireland. It wasn’t until the da w n , 
w he n t he y we re just about to land, t h at  she sa w 
t h at  t he w hole t i me she’d been lookin g a t t he win g. 

Below t he m , t h rou g h a cotton y ve il of clouds, 
w as a pat c h wo rk of green squa res. Land. This pla ne 
w as act u a ll y goin g to land, a nd t he y we r e goin g to 
m a ke her get out . In a foreig n count r y . Ginn y h ad 



ne v e r been an y w he re more exotic t h a n  Florid a , 
a nd no w he re b y  he rself . 

She pried t he packa ge fro m he r ow n g rip a nd set 
it on her lap. T he t i me had clea rl y co me to open i t .  
Ti me to find out w h at A u n t Peg had pla n ned for 
he r. 

She pulled open t he seal a nd reac hed inside. 
T he pack a ge cont ai ned a collection of env e lopes 

m u c h like t he first . The y we re all bl ue. The y we re 
m ade of hea v y paper. Good qualit y . T he kind f ro m 
one of t hose boutique paper stores. The front of ea c h 
en v elope w as eit he r il lust r ated in pen and ink or 
w a t e rcolor, and t he y we re bu ndled toget he r wi t h 
a n o ve rst ret c hed r ubber ba nd t h at h ad bee n 
doubled a rou nd t he m .  

More importantl y , the y were each marked wit h a 
nu mber, starting wit h t wo and running to thirteen . 
Envelope #2 had an illustration of a bottle, wit h a 
label that read OPEN ME ON THE PLANE. 

So she did. 
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