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CHAPTER ONE

- Poppy -

Poppy sat up on her bare mattress and coughed. The stone walls and dirt floor of the room were closing in on her and she couldn’t stop gasping for breath.

“Shut up!” Ma Brennan yelled from her bed across the room. “You’re keepin’ me and my girls awake.”

“I … can’t … help … it.” Poppy’s mouth was dry and her throat sore. It was hard to speak, and each word was interrupted by spasms of coughs.

Ma got out of bed and stomped toward Poppy. “I said shut up!” She grabbed Poppy by the shoulder with one hand and slapped her hard on the back with the other. “Not another sound out of you,” Ma warned in the threatening whisper that Poppy had learned to fear.

Ma clomped back to her bed. Poppy’s eyes watered as she buried her face into her unwashed pillow, trying to smother another fit of coughing.

Other sounds that echoed throughout the passageways of the old foundations didn’t seem to bother Ma—the noise of men’s rough laughter and cheers, a woman singing a rowdy song from the nightclub above them, snarling dogs fighting in the pits. Everything reverberated through the maze of hallways.

“You should be thankful to live here at the Willow,” Ma often said to the girls.

The full name, “Under the Willow,” sounded nice. A huge old willow tree spread its branches from the wet, muddy land near the Chicago River. The ground in Chicago was always damp, so the city officials had decided to raise the level of the streets. Old buildings and foundations, which couldn’t be lifted, were empty. It wasn’t long before a man named Roger Plant and his wife claimed ownership of the deserted foundations along Wells Street and rented out the vacant cellar rooms to all sorts of criminals and tramps. It was Plant who named one place Under the Willow and called it a “resort.” He loved the old willow tree and watered it each day with a bottle of beer.

Ma Brennan had rented a room in the foundation and opened her school for girls, which right then consisted of Poppy and Ma’s own daughters, Sheila and Noreen. What they learned at Ma’s school was how to find a good “mark”—someone who was busy and unwary. Then Poppy or one of the other girls would slip close and pick his pocket, bringing the loot back to Ma.

Why is she so mean to me? Poppy asked herself. I’m better at stealin’ than her own kids. I can pick a pocket so smooth … and didn’t I just bring her a leather full of dough yesterday?

Poppy had hoped for a coin—a nickel, maybe—that she could have spent in a real store. But Ma had just popped the money into her own pocket and given her a nod. Huh! If it had been Sheila or Noreen bringing home a wad that big, she’d have treated them to ice cream.

Poppy rolled over and took the pillow off her face. She’d stopped coughing but couldn’t get back to sleep. She heard a woman’s scream from one of the chambers, then laughter. Will I have to live here all the rest of my life? Poppy wondered.

Ma always said Poppy should be grateful to have a bed and room here at Under the Willow. After all, her own mother didn’t want her. She’d just dropped Poppy off in the alley when she was about four years old, and Poppy never saw her again. That was eight years ago, and that’s when Ma took her in and gave her a place to live and taught her how to steal. Since then, other girls had come and gone, but Poppy still stayed on with Ma and her daughters.

Poppy was twelve now and good at what she did. She and the sisters were the ones who demonstrated to other “students” how to steal without getting caught. But after the others learned their craft, they went out on their own. So it was just Poppy, Sheila, and Noreen right now who made money for Ma. But Ma took everything.

Why should Ma get all the money, when I’m doin’ the hard work? Well, not anymore! she decided. I’ll save some money from my marks and hide it somewhere. Then I’ll get away from Ma Brennan. I’ll live in a fine house in a nice neighborhood—and maybe even have a real family …

A real family? Who’d want a guttersnipe like Poppy? Still, even living in a boat out on the lake with fresh clean air and lots of fish to eat would be better than this place. Maybe someday she’d sneak on board that steamer—the Highland—and she’d end up somewhere far, far away from this smelly city with its stockyards.

She shuddered, remembering that visit to the stockyards when she’d been about five. That awful day Ma had taken her there to stand with the blood up to her ankles, making her watch the squealing hogs hanging on hooks—and then listening to the awful silence after the hogs were killed.

“This is what happens to bad girls,” Ma had said. “Those who don’t obey their mothers.”

If Ma knew Poppy was planning to run away, Ma would whip her—or even something worse. Poppy cringed, recalling the hogs in the stockyard.

She’d need to be really careful and keep small amounts of money from her marks. Where would she hide her secret money? Maybe in a hollow tree, or in the ground. Maybe … Poppy was getting sleepy. Her eyes closed, and slowly she fell asleep holding her pillow to her face again.

It seemed as if she’d been asleep only a few moments when Poppy felt Noreen Brennan batting at her head. “Get up! It’s Saturday, so we got to get out on the street early.” Noreen was the same age as Poppy but looked a lot older. Poppy was small and looked younger than she really was. People seemed to like Poppy, and sometimes they’d give her a penny or a nickel just because she looked cute.

“I’m comin’.” Half-asleep, Poppy placed her bare feet on the cold dirt floor. She knew if she lingered in bed, Ma would whop her.

“Somethin’ smells good,” Noreen’s sister, Sheila, said with a loud sniff. “Ma’s cookin’ sausage.” Sheila was fourteen, and Ma had put her in charge of the other two girls.

Poppy shivered as she washed her face in a pan of icy water. She pulled a dingy blouse over her head, then stepped into a skirt and tugged it up over her long drawers. After brushing her brown hair with the family brush, she ran with the other girls to the basement kitchen that several boarders shared. Only a few other people were in the room—most of them men who looked grimy and were probably heading out to rob someone. The whole complex of foundation rooms at Under the Willow was filled with thieves, gamblers, and drifters.

“About time,” Ma yelled as the girls found a place at a table. She tossed a few slices of sausage along with a piece of bread onto tin plates and then slapped the dishes down in front of them.

“I’m expectin’ a big bag o’ sugar today, girls,” Ma said. “Sugar” in Ma’s language meant stolen money. “So the three of ya make up your mind who’ll be the hook and who’ll be the stalls, just like I taught ya. And choose nice, with no arguin’ between ya.”

Usually the three girls worked together picking pockets. Saturdays were good to find marks, since stores, banks, and the farmers’ market were usually crowded on Saturday mornings.

The best place to find a prospect was near a bank, where a man or woman would have just cashed a weekly paycheck. Then Sheila, Noreen, and Poppy would begin the trick Ma had taught them: one or two would stall the victim by diverting his or her attention, while the hook picked the mark’s pocket.

“I choose bein’ the hook today,” Poppy said before anyone else could speak. She wanted to start her plan to save money right away. By being the hook, she might be able to slip some of the money into her stocking or shoe before they gave it all to Ma.

“Well, I hope you can run faster than you did yesterday,” Noreen said. “You almost got caught.”

“I can run faster than you,” Poppy snapped. “Besides, I never get a chance to be the hook. I’m always skippin’ rope or cryin’ or somethin’ to draw attention to me.”

“That’s ’cause you’re littler than Noreen,” Sheila argued. “Everyone thinks Poppy’s so cute, with her big brown eyes and long curls.” Her voice rang with sarcasm.

“Stop the arguin’ and be nice, like I said before,” Ma yelled, “or I’ll do the choosin’.”

“Yeah, shut up,” one of the other boarders grunted. “I got a headache listenin’ to ya.”

“All right,” Sheila whispered. “Since Poppy chose bein’ the hook first, then Noreen and I will be the stalls.”

“And I’ll be the skipper this time,” Noreen agreed, rolling her eyes. “O’ course, I’m not half as cute as Poppy.”

Ma pointed to the door. “Off you go and bring me a surprise like good girls.”

The wooden sidewalks were crowded with pedestrians carrying bags of vegetables from the farmers’ market. The harvest was bleak this year because of the drought. Fields of tomatoes and corn wilted in the sandy dust. Crops were small and wasted. Still, it was time to prepare for winter, so the market was bursting with activity.

Other people busied themselves with weekend errands to banks and shops along the way.

Sheila walked innocently along the road through the stalls where the farmers had set up their produce. She moved to the stores and banks that lined the sidewalks, searching for the right mark.

Noreen skipped rope back and forth on the walkway and dirt road, stopping and starting, bumping into folks occasionally. Some people looked at her icily.

Then Sheila signaled to Poppy with a quick flash of her thumb. A well-dressed woman had just left the General Bank. Sheila began following the lady, a little ways behind, until the other girls caught up.

Noreen, who was on the street skipping rope, hopped up onto the walkway, still skipping. She made her way ahead of the stylish lady. Sheila tapped her own left hip, which told Poppy that the money was in the woman’s left pocket. Then Sheila casually sauntered inconspicuously nearer and nearer to the woman.

Poppy took a deep breath and headed closer.

In a flash Sheila pushed by the woman just as Noreen skipped into both of them.

The lady stumbled and Sheila held her by her right arm. “Sorry, ma’am,” she said. “That girl skippin’ rope got right in my way!”

Noreen, still keeping the woman’s attention away from Poppy, stuck out her tongue, then skipped off in another direction.

During this scuffle, without being observed, Poppy slipped two fingers into the woman’s pocket and deftly pulled out a small package. Then, as swift and silent as a shadow, she tucked it under her blouse. Casually but quickly, she made her way down the sidewalk, hoping no one had seen her.

“You little urchin!” the woman called out after Noreen, unaware that she had just been robbed.

Poppy continued down the sidewalk through the crowd. She was already a good distance away from the skirmish. Crowds brushed one another, their shoes click-clacking on the timber sidewalk, oblivious to the robbery that had just taken place.

Has the woman realized her money is gone yet? Poppy wondered. Curiosity got the best of her. She peeked over her shoulder. Farther up the sidewalk, the lady she had frisked started screaming. “I’ve been robbed!” her voice carried throughout the crowd. People gathered around her as she pointed in Sheila’s direction. Noreen had disappeared.

Then the lady looked straight at Poppy. Would she recognize her as the pickpocket?

Poppy, still looking over her shoulder, began to run when SLAM! She crashed into a boy who was sweeping the sidewalk outside a watch and jewelry store.

“Look what you did,” he yelled, giving her a shove. “You knocked over my dustpan, and now everything is dirty again!”

“Sorry,” she snapped. She slipped into the entryway between the two show windows of the shop, to conceal herself from the angry crowd up the street.

“What do you want here?” the boy growled. “This is an expensive jewelry store, and it’s no place for the likes of you.”

“Is that how you treat your customers?” Poppy drew herself up importantly. “I’m looking for a gift for … my mother.”
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CHAPTER TWO

- Justin -

Justin waved to his mother, who stood in the kitchen door of their big white colonial house. He paused for a moment and looked with satisfaction at the little goat shed he had built. He had just painted it red with a neat white trim around the door and window. The white picket fence and gate that surrounded the enclosure looked pretty on the lawn at the side of the house. And tomorrow he’d bring home the kid that Grandpa had promised him.

He ran down the long driveway that led to the street. Across the road a field of dry grass looked golden as itrippled in the morning breeze. He paused to catch his breath, then turned toward the two-mile walk to downtown State Street, where his father’s jewelry store was located.

Father said if I helped at the shop and showed I was dependable, we’d pick up my goat tomorrow. And today of all days I had to go and get up late. Justin hurried along.

It was hot and dry, and Justin could taste the dirt that was stirred up as he ran toward town. When he approached the stable where their horse, Ginger, was boarded, he paused to catch his breath again. Should he take the horse? No, in the time it would take to get her ready, he could make it to the shop.

It was Saturday morning and the city of Chicago was just waking up. Horses pulling carts of vegetables from the prairie farms crowded the dirt streets to the farmers’ market, stirring up dust clouds along the way. There had been no rain for months, it seemed, and dust was everywhere.

Justin never wanted anything as much as he wanted that cute little kid. Why, he’d been at the farm when she was born, and every time he went to his grandfather’s, that baby goat followed him all over the place, bleating softly, her little tail wagging like the second hand on a watch.

Ticktock. That’s what I’ll name her.

He reached the family’s jewelry store just as the clocks inside began to chime nine o’clock. The big broom, dustpan, and trash barrel were already outside the door, and Justin knew what his father wanted him to do without asking. He set to work first by brushing away dust from the wooden sign on the front of their store, just as his father came out. The winds had blown so much dirt from the dry earthen road that the painted gold words, BUTTERWORTH’S JEWELS AND TIMEPIECES, could hardly be seen.

Justin’s father pointed to a cluster of dirt that had gathered under the roof of the entrance. “Don’t forget to sweep near the door, son. The wind has piled the dirt up like drifting snow.” Father locked the door. “In case anyone comes, I’ll be back by the time you finish—about fifteen minutes.” He walked up the street toward his favorite café, where he met Mr. Palmer every morning for coffee.

Justin moved into the entry and began to sweep when SMASH! A girl racing down the wooden sidewalk suddenly turned into the entrance and collided with Justin. “Look what you did,” he complained, giving her a shove. “You knocked over my dustpan, and now everything is dirty again!”

“Sorry.” She glanced at the display of jewelry in the window. Justin looked at her tattered skirt and grimy blouse and knew she couldn’t possibly shop at such an expensive store. He told her so.

“Is that how you treat your customers?” The girl stood haughtily. “I’m looking for a gift for … my mother.”

Indeed! This girl was definitely not a customer! “We don’t have anything you can afford,” Justin said, picking up his dustpan.

“How do you know that?” The ragamuffin had her hands on her hips and her head cocked defiantly. “How do you know how much money I have?” She turned away to leave, but after peering down the street again, she moved back into the shelter of the entry. “How much is that necklace?” she asked, pointing to a pink cameo on a gold chain on display in the store window.

“Too much.” Justin tried to sweep around her feet. “Move away.”

“I asked you, how much?”

Justin sighed, looked closely at the small tag attached to the necklace. “The price tag says one hundred and fifty dollars.”

“It ain’t that pretty,” she snapped.

“The cameo is hand carved.”

“It ain’t got jewels on it. You ain’t got jewels in this whole window,” she scoffed, gesturing at the showcase. “This is just gold and silver. I don’t believe there’s a jewel in the store.”

“Don’t be stupid. We don’t put jewels out here. We keep our jewels in the safe in the back room.”

“So this is your family’s store?”

“Yes. My name’s Justin Butterworth—like on the sign.”

The girl’s brown eyes grew large. “So, you’re tellin’ me there’s real sparkly kind of jewels in there? I ain’t never seen a real honest-to-goodness ruby … or diamond. Where’d you get them?”

“From around the world—emeralds from Colombia, diamonds from Africa …”

“How come we don’t have jewels here in Chicago?”

“’Cause precious stones don’t grow here.”

“What do you mean ‘grow’? Stones don’t grow. I’m not stupid, Justin.”

“They do so grow. They grow in the ground.”

“Well, who plants them in the first place?”

“Nobody plants them! They just grow on their own. It takes millions of years.” He thought of his geode collection. “I have rocks with gems growing out of them, right in the back room here.”

“Show me.”

“Well, I don’t have the key or I’d prove it.”

“I guess your father doesn’t trust you very much, if he won’t even let you have a key.” She went to the sidewalk and looked up the street again. Then she returned to Justin. “So does your pa pay you for sweepin’?”

“That’s none of your business.”

The girl ignored him. “I’ll bet you’re only about … twelve.”

“I’m thirteen. Who are you, anyway?”

“Poppy,” she answered. “I’m twelve.”

“Poppy … what? Don’t you have a last name?”

“No. I never knew my folks. Just call me Poppy. That’s what everyone else calls me.”

Justin stopped sweeping. “Well, if you haven’t got folks, why are you lookin’ for a gift for your mother?”

Poppy sniffed and stuck up her nose. “I live with my … aunt. She’s like a mother. But I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” She looked at Justin more closely. “It looks like you have to work, however—even though your father owns the store and all.”

“Father promised me that if I helped him on a regular basis and showed I’m dependable, I’d be able to have a pet.” Why am I even talking to this guttersnipe, anyway? He started sweeping again, blowing the dust up in angry swirls.

“What kind of pet?”

“A goat,” Justin answered without stopping.

Poppy threw back her head and burst out laughing. “You want a goat?”

“Yes. A goat! Why not?” he snapped. “Is that so strange?”

“I’d rather have a kitten than a goat for a pet. Where would you get it?”

Justin sighed. Is there any way to get rid of this girl? “My grandpa’s goat had two kids. One is sold, and Grandpa told me I could have the other one.” He gestured to the street. “Isn’t your mother … aunt looking for you?”

Poppy ignored Justin’s question. “Goats don’t make good pets.” She clamped her fingers on her nose. “And goats stink.”

“My grandpa’s goats do not stink!” Justin threw down the broom. “That’s ’cause they’re taken care of, and washed and brushed and fed and … loved. And from the looks of you, no one loves you very much, or you’d be washed and brushed and fed and …”

“Loved.” She turned away and looked up at the roof, her head cocked in a sassy sort of way.

Maybe she’ll leave now, Justin hoped. Father would be upset if he knew this little tramp has been hanging around our store. Justin began scooping up dirt with the dustpan and throwing it into the trash bin.

“How can you love a goat?” Poppy asked, still looking away.

“It’s easy. She runs to me when I go visit, and her tail wags like the second hand on a pocket watch. In fact, I’m going to name her Ticktock.” When Poppy snickered and rolled her eyes, Justin added angrily, “I’ll prove it to you if you come back on Monday. We’re getting Ticktock on Sunday and I’ll be here on Monday afternoon after school. I’ll bring her with me. You can see for yourself what a great pet she is.”

Poppy stood still, staring at him. She didn’t speak for a long moment. Then she said, “Well, if you bring your goat on Monday, I’ll come to see her.”

“All right,” Justin answered.

“You can show me those jewels, too—the ones that grow in the ground. If you can get a key, that is.” Poppy looked cautiously up and down the street, then walked off onto the crowded sidewalk.

She’ll never show up on Monday, Justin thought. She was hanging around here only ’cause she’s scared of someone. That’s why she kept looking up the street. Still, he wanted to prove that he had a goat and that his father trusted him with a key. Then he’d show her his geode collection and prove to her that jewels really did grow in rocks.

Justin finished cleaning the entry and the sidewalk just as his father came into sight.

Whew! Poppy left in the nick of time! he thought.
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CHAPTER THREE

- Poppy’s Secret -

Poppy started down the sidewalk, still wary of anyone who might have seen her steal the lady’s money. But the clamor had subsided, so it seemed safe now to head home. She reached under her blouse to feel the packet she had stolen. The woman must have just cashed a check in the bank, for Poppy could tell it was all crisp new bills—the kind the government had printed during the war. Ma would be happy with her take that day. But what about me? Poppy wondered. She had risked getting arrested and put in jail for stealing. She had every right to take her share of what she had stolen, hadn’t she?

Yes, she’d carry out her plan to save some of the sugar for herself—for when she’d run away and start her own life without Ma and the girls telling her what to do. But first she had to find a spot to hide the money—someplace near the Willow, but out of the way enough where no one else could find it.

As she turned down a side road to Clark Street, she heard the clang of loud bells. Two horses pulling a fire engine came racing up the road. The sound of steam and the clopping of horses’ hooves resounded loudly on the dry, hard street. The engine turned onto the next street and sped beyond the run-down buildings. Poppy could see a spiral of smoke swirl its way up into the clouds.

Another fire! Seems like there’s at least one fire every day. If we don’t get rain soon, the whole town may burn up, Poppy thought.

After she passed a line of deserted, dilapidated houses, she approached an empty lot not too far from the Willow. A building had been moved away to comply with the town’s demand to raise the level of the city streets. The rock foundation was crumbling and the land was filled now with dry weeds, grass, and dandelions. A few small trees reached up to the sky with leafless limbs. Fall had come early this year because of the drought.

Maybe there’d be a place in there to hide my loot. Poppy crossed the street and looked around to see if anyone was watching her. The large lot was filled with old newspapers, bottles, and other junk that was partly covered with dead leaves. She shuffled through the debris and closer to the stone foundation.

I’ve got to find a space where I can keep what’s mine, where no one would suspect there’s anything there.

Poppy glanced over her shoulder again, to make sure no one was around, and then bent down to the stone wall that had once been the foundation for the building. The cement that had previously held the rocks together had crumbled away and the stones all looked alike—except for one gray rock that sparkled with pieces of shiny stuff.

Poppy wiggled it, and almost immediately the stone fell out and into her hands. Poppy suddenly recalled what Justin had told her—that jewels grew in rocks. She examined the bits of tiny sparkles on this stone. Were they diamonds? If they were, they were very small. And Justin said diamonds didn’t grow in Chicago.

She reached into the opening up to her elbow, and she could feel another stone at the end of the cavity. Good! Even if someone removed the rock, the money would be way back in the hole. This was the perfect spot for her getaway stash!

Poppy kicked around at the junk beneath her feet and came across an empty can that was fairly clean inside. Then she removed from under her blouse the bank envelope she had stolen. Twenty-five dollars in five-, two-, and one-dollar bills were folded neatly inside. Ma won’t notice if I take five dollars. She’ll still have twenty, and that’s more than the other girls bring in with just one boodle.

Poppy folded two two-dollar bills and one one-dollar bill and put them into the can. Then, glancing around once more, she slipped the can into the hole and replaced the rock.

After putting the rest of the money under her blouse again, she ran back across the street—and stopped.

Noreen was waiting for her. “What were you doing over there?” she asked suspiciously.

“Er … nothing. I thought I saw a stray cat. So I went over to see it.”

Noreen didn’t speak for a long minute. Then she shrugged her shoulders. “You and your cats,” she said. “Ma would never let you keep a cat … or a kitten. So just forget it.”

“It’s all I want … a little kitten.”

“Where we live is no place for a little kitten. Someone would probably kill it if they saw it at the Willow.”

“Someday I’ll have a kitten,” Poppy said. “Even if I have to move away.”

“Come on, let’s go home.” Noreen started up the road.

Poppy walked fast to keep up with her, wondering if Noreen really hadn’t seen her put the money into the secret hiding place.

When they arrived at the Willow, the resort was filling up with boisterous men and women, beginning another evening of drinking and carousing. How Poppy hated going down the dark stairway that led to the cellar foundation where she lived! Even when the sun shone brightly outside, she had to enter this darkness every night as she returned to Ma Brennan’s place.

Sheila and Ma were already there, and before Poppy could enter the room, Ma grabbed her by the arm and pulled her inside. “Where have you been? Where’s the money?”

“Right here,” Poppy replied angrily, reaching under her shirt. “Give me a minute, will ya?”

Ma gave a quick, sharp slap across Poppy’s face. “How many times have I told you not to back talk?”
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