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PANCAKES 

by Keren Green 
 

Sunrise 

Where the hell did he come from? Nothing out this way but corn. The gravel kicks up under 

my wheels as the squeak of the truck’s brakes resound and I pull to the side of the road. Through 

the side mirror I can’t help but notice how young he looks. Sweaty curls stuck to his forehead. Too 

much bounce in his step as he races over. “Where you headed?” I ask. 

“California,” he says. 

“I’ll take you as far as Vegas.” 

“Great!” he says as he climbs into the cab. “Phew, it sure is hot down here.” 

“You from up north?” 

“Something like that,” he replies with a grin. 

“Name’s Anita.” 

He smiles wide. “I’m Tom.” 

I pull out onto the I-80. It’s going to be a long stretch of hot pavement and drought-stricken 

cornfields for the next several hours. Can’t say I’m not grateful for the company, but there is 

something ‘bout this boy… somethin’ that just ain’t right. 
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“What’s in California?” I ask. 

“My uncle,” he responds. 

“Going out for a visit?” 

“Actually, kind of hoping he'll let me stay with him,” he says with an air of sadness as he turns 

to stare out the window, cueing me that he’s shared enough. 

“You want to turn on the radio?” 

Tom’s eyes light up. “Yeah, music would be awesome.” 

“Okay then, co-pilot’s choice.” 

He looks at my old AM/FM. “Radio on.” 

“Yup, turn it on.” 

“Play music,” he calls out to the radio. 

“Oh! You must be used to those Siri-Google things. I'm a bit more old-fashioned, myself. Here, 

let me do it.” I glance at Tom as he watches me with acute fascination. “First time in a semi?” 

“First time,” he says. 

I casually give him a once over as his hand taps the leather seat to the funky beat. His clothes 

are far too trendy for these parts. Jesus, he’s a child. “So, you’ve gotta be… what? Eighteen? 

Nineteen?” 

“Seventeen.” 

Sweet Jesus, he’s a runaway. “Do your folks know where you are?” 

“They were killed when I was six.” 

“I’m so sorry. Do you remember much about them?” 

Tom looks deep into my soul. “I’ll never forget them.” 

### 
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Noon 

I pull ‘round to the back of the truck stop and park among the other dirt stained big rigs. 

“Nothing better than Annie’s pancakes. Come on, you’ve gotta be half starved by now,” I say 

as I open my door and climb down, signaling Tom to do the same. 

“Anita.” 

I turn back. 

“I don’t have any money,” he says. 

The afternoon sun burns into my neck and back. Christ, it’s hotter than hell today. I pull off my 

cap and wipe the dripping sweat from my brow. “How the hell did ya plan to get all the way to 

California without any money? Doesn’t sound like you’ve thought this through, Tom.” 

“It was a bit last minute,” he says. 

I study him. That desperate, hungry look in his eyes. “Well, I’m certainly not gonna let you 

starve.” 

“I swear I’ll find a way to pay you back someday.” 

“It’s only pancakes, kid.” 

We step inside the overly air-conditioned, roadside diner. Maple syrup and bacon sizzle through 

the air. “Go ahead and grab a table. I want to wash up,” I say. 

I watch as he crosses to a booth near the front window. He picks up the menu, that huge, silly 

grin across his face. I’m doing right by him, I tell myself as I pull my cell phone from my pocket. 

### 

 

Pancakes 

I spin the coffee mug. The pit in my stomach killed my appetite. Maybe I should have just asked 
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him. Shit. Why didn’t I just ask him? “Tom?” 

He looks up at me, mouth full. 

“Did you run-away from somewhere?” 

He stares at me. I wait for him to swallow. He doesn’t. 

"What did you do?" he asks through a mouth full of pancakes. 

I must look like a rabbit in the headlights. He swallows hard and slams his fist onto the table. 

"What did you do?" he yells.  

All eyes turn to look at us. I feel tears burn behind my eyes as I look up at him. “I called the 

police. Told them you were here with me. They’ll be able to --" 

Tom jumps up from the table, grabs his backpack, and sprints for the back door. It looks like 

he drops something next to a stranger as he races by. The stranger picks up whatever it is and then 

looks directly into my eyes. I want to cry.  

I break the stare and turn to the window. Several black SUVs pull into the lot. They spread out, 

surrounding us. My legs turn to concrete bricks as several armed men climb out of the vehicles. 

"Oh my God. Where's the fucking police?" 

I watch, helpless, Tom is dragged across the parking lot by one of the men.  

I hear my voice before I even realize that I'm pounding on the window, yelling, "He's just a kid! 

He's just a kid!"  

The waitress climbs into the booth and presses her face against the window. "What did he do?" 

I look up at her. "I don't know," I whisper back. 

My breath fogs the window as I watch them search his backpack, dumping the contents onto 

the ground. Tom struggles to free himself. Another man steps forward to help hold him. They pull 

his arms behind his back.  
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My hand presses against the cold glass as the backpack is thrown to the ground. He aims his 

gun at the kid. What the hell is happening? I bolt for the door. 

“Tom!” 

 His dark eyes look back at me, and they shoot. 

 I drop to the ground. My arms feel heavy. I can't breathe. They shot him. They shot him. I 

feel hands around my shoulders, lifting me up. 

 "Come on, you've gotta get up. Come on. They're coming," the stranger whispers as he 

pulls me to my feet. "Whatever you do, don't tell them you knew him." 

 "I didn't know him," I confess through tears. "I just thought he ran away from somewhere. 

I didn't know." 

 He stares at me, "They will shoot you. Do you understand?" 

 They'll shoot me? What is happening? I stare at him, confused, as I feel my body shake. 

 "Do you understand?" 

 I nod, but I don't. I don't understand any of this. He was just a kid. The stranger grabs my 

coffee cup and then sits me down in his booth, coffee cup in front of me.  

 "What's your name?" he asks. 

 "Anita." 

 "I'm Charlie. Charlie Wyze." He forces a smile. "Don't tell them anything, Anita." 

 "Place your hands where we can see them!" a deep voice yells as he flashes a badge. "This 

is a matter of national security. We're going to need all your phones."  

 I look at Charlie. He nods at me, ready. Who is this guy?  My eyes glance to the window 

and I watch them lift Tom's body into the back of the SUV. I did this... I did this to him. 

### 


