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CHAPTER 1

IT'S HARD
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Artie was a young boy who grew up in a poor family. His parents struggled to provide for them, and Artie had no siblings. Despite his father's constant attempts to secure employment, he never seemed to succeed, and his mother's job paid her very little. Artie knew that his family was in a tough financial situation, and he wanted to do everything in his power to help them, even if it meant doing something wrong.

Artie's friends weren't exactly the best influence on him. They often engaged in criminal activities such as robbing and stealing. Even though Artie knew that what they were doing was wrong, he felt he had no other choice but to participate. He needed money to support his family, and this seemed like the easiest way to get it.

One of Artie's closest friends was Donny, and he was the only one Artie felt he could trust. One day, Donny approached Artie and asked to speak with him alone. Donny suggested that they should rob people again. Artie was hesitant at first, but Donny convinced him that it was the easiest way to make money.

Artie's mind was conflicted. He knew that robbing people was wrong, but the thought of helping his family was too tempting to resist. Donny reminded Artie of their past, how they were always the ones getting into trouble together, and that they could trust each other. Artie was convinced, and they decided to rob people once again.

As they left their meeting spot at Silver Square, Artie couldn't shake off the feeling of guilt. He knew that what they were doing was wrong, but he felt like he had no other choice. He just hoped that they wouldn't get caught and that nobody would get hurt in the process.

Artie's family was struggling, and he felt like he had to do something to help them. He was torn between his desire to provide for his family and the guilt he felt for engaging in criminal activities. Little did he know that this decision would lead to more trouble than he ever imagined.

Donny put his arm around Artie's neck, a smile playing on his lips. "Yeah, that's the Artie I know," he said. Artie laughed, but Donny continued, "You know, we could be like Robin Hood. We steal from the rich and give to the poor. But, I mean, we are poor, so we'll spend it ourselves, right?"

Artie pushed Donny away and told him to shut up. They were at a mall, looking for an easy target. After a while, they found the perfect victim: a woman in her sixties, alone with her handbag. They assumed there was a decent amount of money in there.

They followed her from a distance until they reached a quieter area. Donny ran towards her, snatching her handbag before running away. The lady screamed and chased after him. Artie approached her and played the good guy, telling her he would try to catch him.

After chasing Donny for a few blocks, they stopped and opened the bag. They found a few bills and a gold ring. Donny exclaimed, "What did I say? Easy money. We are the new Robin Hood in town!" They agreed to meet at Silver Square in half an hour.

Artie picked up the bag and returned it to the lady, telling her not to thank him. He walked away, leaving the lady happy to have her bag returned. She later discovered that all her money and the gold ring were missing.

Artie arrived at Silver Square, waiting for Donny. As time passed, he grew more anxious, thinking that Donny might have been arrested. He sat down on a bench, tired and stressed out. Suddenly, someone grabbed his hands and pushed them against his back, screaming, "Police! Hands on your back!"

Artie tried to struggle, but the police officer held him tightly.

Artie had always followed Donny's lead, but now he had to face the consequences of their actions alone. The guilt and shame he felt were overwhelming.

Artie found himself lying on the ground, face down, with a man pushing his hands against his back. Panic surged through him, and he couldn't believe they had caught him. Regret flooded his mind, regret for saying yes to Donny's proposal. It was clear to Artie that Donny had likely been caught and had snitched on him.

The man continued to search Artie, his hands moving down to his legs and into his pockets. Artie's heart raced as he tried to explain what was happening, but the man cut him off, telling him to save the chit-chat for later.

As the search went on, Artie's thoughts turned to his parents. They would be furious if they found out he had stolen something. The fear of disappointing them was overwhelming.

Desperate to understand what was happening, Artie looked up at the man and noticed something strange. The man was wearing the same shoes as Donny. It couldn't be a coincidence, could it?

"Wait, Donny, is that you?" Artie asked, his voice shaking.

The man's deep voice disappeared, replaced by a familiar one. "Donny? I have no clue who that is," he said, trying to sound convincing.

Artie recognized the voice immediately and pushed Donny off him, struggling to his feet. Anger and disappointment flooded through him as he confronted his friend.

"Are you crazy? I had a heart attack there. You know that I hate that," Artie screamed out of anger.

Donny, trying to downplay the situation, replied, "It was just a joke, man. Come on."

Artie was beyond frustrated with Donny's immature behavior. "Everything is a joke to you. Can you just behave like an adult for once?"

Donny apologized, "Okay, I'm sorry, bro."

Artie let out a deep sigh. "Forget it, okay? Did you get the money?"

"Yeah, of course. Let's split it. One fifty-dollar bill for you, and you can keep the gold ring, alright?" Donny replied.

Artie glanced at the gold ring, realizing he didn't need it. Even though it was probably worth a lot, he decided to take the three ten-dollar bills instead. "No, no, give me the fifty and the three ten-dollar bills. You can keep the gold ring."

Donny was surprised. "Really? You know the ring is probably worth more."

"Yeah, I know, but I just want the money," Artie replied. They both sat down on a bench, enjoying the moment. It was a good day for them both. Donny was happy with the money and the gold ring, while Artie was relieved that he wasn't arrested by the cops. They both took in the view.

Minutes later, Artie realized it was getting dark outside. "Donny, I have to go home." They said their goodbyes and went their separate ways. Artie could hear his parents screaming as he approached his house. Of course, they were arguing again, as usual.

Once inside, Artie went straight to his room and changed into comfortable clothes. He couldn't help but feel relieved that the arguing had finally stopped. As he lay on his bed, waiting for peace to settle in the house, he thought about the money he had given his mother. He wanted to help her out, but he knew she would ask where the money came from.

Minutes later, the arguing had finally ceased, and Artie decided to give his mother the money. He went to his parents' room and handed it to her. "Hey, Mom, I know you're probably still angry, but I got something for you." His mother looked shocked. This wasn't the first time he had given her money, but she still didn't know where he was getting it from.

"Aw, that is very sweet of you, but you have to explain to me how you got the money," she said.

Artie knew exactly what to say; of course, he wasn't going to admit that he was robbing people. His mother had asked him this question many times before, and he always gave her the same answer. "Mom, you know that I wash cars with Donny. I always tell you that," he said.

"Yes, I know you always say that, but tell me this: how can you make this much money by washing cars?" she pressed.

"There were just a lot of customers today. Don't worry about it," Artie replied.

"Okay, but listen, Curtis and his parents will be here in less than an hour. So put on some nice clothes," his mother instructed.

"You couldn't have told me that earlier? I just took off my nice clothes," Artie complained.

"Yeah, I'm sorry, just put on some other clothes," his mother said.

Curtis was Artie's best friend, and they had known each other since childhood. Curtis was not like Artie's other friends. He didn't steal and did his best at school. He had a good influence on Artie.

When Curtis and his parents arrived at Artie's house, everyone greeted each other warmly. After that, Artie and Curtis immediately went upstairs to Artie's bedroom. Artie talked about his life and how he had a lot of bad friends that he needed to stop hanging out with. Curtis knew everything about Artie, and there were no secrets between them. He also knew how Artie made his money.

It seemed easy for Curtis to just stop hanging out with those bad friends, but for Artie, that wasn't the case. As an only child, he felt pressured to help his parents. "I am the only child at home. I need to help them," he kept thinking.

Curtis tried to explain to Artie that it wasn't his responsibility. "Your mom and dad are responsible for bringing the food home, not you," Curtis said.

"I know, but it feels like it. My parents are arguing almost every day about money. My dad has no success in finding a job. My mom has a job, but you could say that she isn't getting paid enough," Artie explained.

"Okay, I get your point, but do you just want to keep on robbing people and stealing everyone's money like that? You don't know if those people are going through the same things as you," Curtis said.

Artie thought about it. He didn't want to keep doing this. He actually wanted to change and be a good man, but every time he saw his parents arguing, he felt guilty.

Curtis, his best friend since childhood, could see the pain etched on Artie's face. He knew he had to help his friend see that there was another way. "No, I don't want to do that, and you know that. I know I can do better, but..." Artie trailed off, unsure of what to say.

Curtis interrupted him, "So start now. Every time you think of your parents not having money, just remember that it isn't your fault. You can't control their situation, but you can control your own."

Artie considered Curtis's words. He knew his friend was right. He couldn't keep blaming his parents for his own mistakes. "Okay, you're right. I am going to try to change my life."

Curtis shook his head. "No, I don't want to hear you say you're going to try. You're just going to do it. Promise me that."

Artie thought for a moment. He knew that he needed to make a real commitment to change. "You know what? You're right. If I'm not going to change today, when will I? So I promise to stop doing all those bad things."

Curtis smiled, relieved to hear his best friend's determination. He held out his hand. "So, you promise?"

Artie took Curtis's hand, their grip strong and resolute. "Promise."
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CHAPTER 2

THE PLAN FELL DOWN
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Artie woke up on a beautiful Saturday morning. The sun was shining, and birds were chirping outside. He yawned and stretched his arms before making his way downstairs to the kitchen. As he entered the room, he saw his mother sitting at the kitchen table with a look of frustration on her face. Artie was taken aback and asked her if there was a problem.

His mother let out a heavy sigh before finally speaking. "I don't know what to do anymore with my life," she said, her voice cracking with emotion. Artie could see the pain in her eyes, and it made his heart ache. He couldn't believe that his mother, who had always been so strong and resilient, was feeling so hopeless.

"What do you mean, you don't know?" Artie asked, trying to understand what was going on.

"We don't have any money," his mother replied, her voice barely above a whisper. "We can't even eat every day. Your father can never find a job to provide for us, and we fight almost every day. I'm just tired, really tired of this life."

Artie felt a lump form in his throat as he listened to his mother's words. He could see the pain and exhaustion etched on her face, and it broke his heart.

Artie's heart ached as he watched his mother break down in front of him. She couldn't provide for him like other parents could. She apologized for not being able to give Artie the best clothes or the ability to eat whenever he wanted. Artie had never seen his mother so sad before. He tried to comfort her by telling her that she was the best mother he could ever ask for, and that he didn't care about material things. She took care of him and showed him the world, which was priceless to him.

His mother wiped away her tears and left for work, leaving Artie alone with his thoughts. He felt guilty for not being able to help her, but he didn't know how. As he got ready for his day, he couldn't shake the feeling of unease.

When he arrived at Silver Square, he saw his friend Donny, who seemed to be stressed out. Artie approached him and asked if there was a problem. Donny insisted that everything was fine, but he had a request for Artie. He wanted him to participate in something that Artie had promised his friend Curtis he wouldn't do again. Artie was hesitant, but Donny promised that this would be the last time and that they would make a lot of money.

Artie began to think about it. He didn't want to see his mother cry again, and the thought of having more money to help her was tempting. However, he knew deep down that it was wrong. He had to stay true to his promise to Curtis and himself. He refused to participate in the scheme at first. But seeing his mother in pain like that made him doubt his decision.

He knew that it wasn't easy, but he had to do what was right. As he wanted to walk home, his mind wandered back to his mother. And he couldn't shake the thought that this was the only way to help her. So he went back to Silver Square.

When Artie came back, Donny looked at him in disbelief. "Donny, are you sure we should do this?" Artie asked, his voice shaking with uncertainty.

Donny looked at him with a sly grin, his eyes gleaming with excitement. "Trust me, Artie. This is going to be the easiest money we've ever made."

Artie hesitated, knowing that this was wrong, but the thought of having extra cash in his pocket was too alluring to ignore. He needed the money to help his struggling family, to ease the stress and tensions that filled their household. Donny seemed to sense his friend's hesitation and quickly added, "Think about it, Artie. About 2 thousand dollars each. We can finally buy all the things we've wanted."

Artie sighed, feeling his resolve slipping away. But he knew that robbing a store was not only illegal but also dangerous. "How do we even do this?" he asked, hoping that Donny would come to his senses and back out.

Donny explained his plan, detailing the fake weapons he had acquired and the store they would target. Artie couldn't believe what he was hearing. It all seemed so simple, so straightforward. But the reality of the situation was much more complicated.

"I don't know, Donny. This feels wrong," Artie said, his voice wavering with uncertainty.

Donny scoffed. "Wrong? Artie, this is how the world works. You either take what you want or you get left behind. We need this money, and we're going to get it."

Artie knew that Donny was right, but he couldn't shake the feeling of unease that settled in the pit of his stomach. He couldn't help but think about the consequences if they were caught. He could go to jail, lose his family, and ruin his entire future.

Artie couldn't shake off the feeling of suspicion that lingered in his mind. He couldn't help but feel that there was something off about the situation. "It is very suspicious that he needed the money very quickly. There is definitely something going on," Artie thought as he pondered on the events that led him to this moment.

"Okay," Artie said. "Do you want to visit the store now, or what are we going to do?"

Donny replied, "Yes, that's the best thing, then we can also come up with a plan."

Artie wasn't sure how he felt about the whole situation. He was hesitant, but he knew he had to help Donny. He decided to push his doubts aside and focus on the task at hand.

As they made their way to the store, Donny explained that he had chosen this particular store because it was usually quiet, , and the cash register would only be emptied once a week. The fewer people there were, the easier it would be to execute their plan.

Upon arriving at the store, they paused to think about their next move. Donny suggested they look at the cameras first and then come up with a plan while inside. Artie agreed, and they made their way inside.

Donny instructed Artie to pretend to shop for food while they discussed their plan. Artie nodded in agreement, relieved that he had some money with him. He hoped they would come up with a plan soon because doing all of this in one day seemed overwhelming.

As they perused the aisles, Donny kept a watchful eye on the cameras. After a few minutes, they made their way to an empty aisle and began to discuss their plan.

Artie suggested their plan: they would both enter the store with fake weapons, and Artie would keep an eye on the cashier while Donny made sure no one left the store. Donny thought the plan sounded easy enough, but Artie warned that it was harder than it seemed. Donny agreed to have Artie's back, and they left the store, each grabbing a random cookie to avoid suspicion.

As they walked outside, Artie suddenly stopped and looked at the streets in front of the store. Donny asked what the problem was, but Artie remained silent, staring intently. He then remembered the panic button that most stores had hidden under the counter, which would alert the police in case of an emergency. Donny's hope of getting the money quickly dwindled as he realized they could be caught easily.

Artie suggested they come up with a more comprehensive plan and do it the following week, but Donny refused. He needed the money urgently and didn't have a week to wait. They continued to argue, but Donny remained adamant that they needed to do it within two days.

Artie was concerned about his friend Donny. "What happened to you?" he asked in a high-pitched tone. "You always tell me what's going on in your life, and now, now you're not telling me something."

"I can't," Donny replied. "I just can't. You really have to understand that this is my business. I have to fix it."

Artie paused for a moment before he spoke. "Okay, never mind. I may have an idea."

Donny looked at Artie, intrigued. "Tell me, what is it?"

Artie hesitated, then explained his plan. "Uhm... I'm going to press the panic button."

Donny's eyes widened in shock. He slowly walked backward and said, "Wow, you're going to do what?"

Artie could sense Donny's apprehension. "Listen, you really have to listen to my idea, and then you can understand my plan."

Donny interrupted Artie, his anger rising. "No, I'm not going to listen. Once you press that button, the police will be here. We are going to get arrested and thrown into prison. And if I don't have the money as fast as possible, I am a dead man. So doing this is getting me dead!"

Artie countered, "Listen! You go inside and distract the guy behind the counter. Make sure he goes off the counter. After that, I'll press the button. I'll give you a sign that I did it. Then we walk outside of the store and wait till the police arrive."

Donny remained angry, but Artie continued to persuade him. "Why would he suspect us? The police arrive at the store and the first thing that comes to the owner's mind is that it's a false alarm. And there are no cameras at the counter, so he can't prove that we are the ones who did it."

Donny took a deep breath and looked up. He didn't know what to do. Artie noticed his friend's discomfort and tried to convince him once more.

"We'll do it in the evening," Artie said. "Because if we go back now, it seems suspicious. Trust me, it will work."

Donny grumpily agreed, and the two friends spent the rest of the day at Silver Square. As the evening approached, they headed back to the store together.

Once inside, Donny had a plan. He walked determinedly towards the liquor department, his heart racing with nervous anticipation. He knew exactly what he needed to do to catch the attention of the man behind the counter. Donny picked up a bottle of liquor and muttered under his breath, "Artie, this better work."

Taking a deep breath, Donny threw the bottle on the floor and screamed loudly. He clutched his back and writhed on the ground, pretending to be in excruciating pain. The man behind the counter was shocked, and he rushed over to Donny's side. He saw Donny lying on the floor amidst the broken glass and spilled alcohol.

"What happened?" the man asked, concern etched on his face.

Donny's voice was filled with anger as he replied, "What do you mean?! The floor was slippery, and I fell on my back. Where is the sign that says it's slippery?"

The man looked confused. He had cleaned the floor yesterday, so how could it be slippery? But he apologized profusely to Donny and helped him up, saying, "Sir, I am so sorry. I have no clue how the floor is slippery, I cleaned it yesterday."

Donny pointed accusingly at his face and retorted, "Yeah, look at this face. Does this face know that the floor is slippery?" Artie saw that Donny had successfully captured the man's attention and quietly slipped behind the counter. He knew that he couldn't just open the cash register because it was locked with a code which only the owner knew, so he searched for the panic button instead.

As he rummaged through boxes, Artie heard a voice in his head. It was Curtis, admonishing him to stop his life of crime. Artie felt a pang of guilt. He had promised Curtis that he would never do anything like this again, but when Artie saw his own mother cry, he couldn't resist. He muttered to himself, "Sorry Curtis, but this has to be done."

Finally, Artie found the panic button. He pressed it and carefully made his way to the front of the store. He nodded at Donny, who understood that Artie had done what needed to be done. The man behind the counter apologized again and asked if there was anything he could do to make things right.

Donny sighed and said, "You know what? I'm so tired of this. I'm going home to take a shower." The man apologized once more, and Donny walked out of the store. Artie was waiting for him outside, and they both walked to the end of the street.

Donny turned to Artie and asked, "Please tell me that you pressed the button."

Artie nodded his head, his eyes fixed on the store across the street. Donny, his partner in crime, stood beside him, looking just as nervous as he felt. "What do we do now?" Donny asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Artie gestured towards the bench at the end of the street. "We wait there until we see the police approach," he said confidently.

Donny's worry was palpable as he asked, "But what if the police drive into the same street where we are waiting?"
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