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Aas in adventure, apple, afraid – but I’m not afraid,” I said out loud. Feeling a little self-conscious, I looked around to see whether anyone had heard me talking to myself. Ominous, dark clouds had rolled in, blanketing the landscape in darkness as I rode down Alleestraße towards Aarau on my mountain bike.


This afternoon, right after school, I had gone straight to visit my best friend, Freddie, who lives in Bergweilen, the village next to mine.


By the way, my name is Frank, but all my friends call me Frankie.


“Frankie, ride safely, keep to the right, and don’t forget to turn on your lights,” called Freddie’s mom as I left the house. “By the time you make it home, it’ll probably be even darker, and it looks like a thunderstorm is coming!”


“Sure, don’t worry!” I yelled back as I set off on my bike.


Freddie, Martin, and I had spent the afternoon with a few other boys, playing soccer and doing stuff on the computer. Freddie’s mom is a really nice lady. For lunch, she made us our favorite food – pancakes with applesauce – as a reward for the good grades we brought home on our report cards today. It was the last school day before two weeks of spring break. So cool!


Freddie, Martin, and I had sped straight from our middle school in Soren to Freddie’s house in Bergweilen, about a mile away. From there, I always have to ride another mile to get home to Aarau. Martin and his parents live right beside Freddie. Their mothers were waiting at the garden fence when we rode up. My parents weren’t home yet because they had some kind of important business meeting.


“Hi boys,” said Mrs. Sievers and Mrs. Blaschek at almost the same time, “how did you do on your report cards?”


We got off our bikes, leaned them against the fence beside the entrance to the Sievers’ yard, and took off our backpacks practically in unison. Then we pulled out our report cards in their colored plastic sleeves and showed them to the two women.


“I only got a C in math instead of the B I was hoping for, but that’s OK because I got an A geography even though I was only expecting a B. Otherwise, it’s all B’s and C’s, except for my A in phys ed, of course,” Martin Sievers explained to his mother, who was standing in the gate, listening attentively.


“And other than Martin’s nerdy A in geography, I got the same grades as he did. My geography grade was a C!” said Freddie Blaschek happily. His mother threw her arms around him, kissing him on the left cheek. “Dad’s gonna be so happy about how well I did!”


She looked up from the report card to meet his eyes. “Great job, Freddie. All that studying really paid off!”


“This time, you boys really earned a nice school break,” Mrs. Sievers gave Martin an affectionate pat on the back. Then she turned and smiled at me, “And how did you do this semester, Frankie?”


“Super,” I grinned. “My average was 0.2 grade points higher than my last report card. The only thing that bugs me a little is my B in phys ed. Maybe it was because I missed two periods last semester when I caught that stupid flu from Dad! But I’m really looking forward to going home tonight. Dad promised a reward if I got my grades up,” I grinned, rubbing my hands together.


“Then come on inside, kids. You too, Martin. I already asked your mother. I’m making pancakes with applesauce.”


The three of us stormed into the house behind Mrs. Blaschek, running straight into the kitchen, where the mouth-watering aroma of pancakes hung in the air.


“Not so fast, gentlemen. First, I’d like to see some nice and clean hands! Off you go!”


The three of us squeezed into the tiny guest bathroom. Afterwards, there was water everywhere.


“Hey, Freddie, make sure you clean up after yourselves in there!” called Mrs. Blaschek from the kitchen.


Freddie rolled his eyes, grabbed a guest towel from the shelf on the wall, wiped over the sink, faucet, mirror, wall tiles, and floor, and tossed the soggy towel like a basketball from the hallway into the silver laundry basket that stood in a corner of the pantry.


“And it’s another three-pointer for the great Freddie Nowitzki!” laughed Martin.


“Finished,” panted Freddie as he turned to follow Martin and me back towards the irresistible smell of freshly griddled pancakes.


During summer vacation last year, Freddie and his parents visited a relative who lives in the United States, in Smithfield, Pennsylvania, to be exact. I think it was a cousin of Mrs. Blaschek’s. In any case, the “old country” Blascheks were so impressed with the American kitchens that, the following winter, Freddie’s father hired a company here to build something similar for their own kitchen.


In the middle of the relatively small room stood what looked like a huge block of wood with doors, compartments, and drawers on every side. It was covered with a medley of shiny silver hinges, fittings, knobs, and hooks. Hidden inside the compartments and drawers were dishes, pots, cutlery, and all sorts of useful and superfluous things. There were even rummy, Sheepshead, and Uno cards, a dice tray with dice cups and dice, and various board games, including chess, Nine Men’s Morris, Monopoly, Parcheesi, and Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, all packed into the cabinet in no particular order.


The large countertop resembled real stone but was actually made of Resopal or a similar material. It extended about eight inches past the edge of the wooden block on all four sides. Built into the middle was a glass-ceramic cooktop with four cooking zones of various shapes and sizes. A stainless-steel range hood that flared out at the bottom hung from the ceiling above it. Dangling from the hood were several pans, pots, and kitchen utensils, including ladles of all sizes, salad tongs, and large meat forks. The range hood also had a special control panel for adjusting the fan speed, lighting, and so on. All around the wooden “kitchen island,” as the Americans call it, were bar stools made from the same type of wood. Each of them had arms, a back, and a brownish-yellow seat cushion decorated with tiny red flowers.


Mrs. Blaschek reached into the convection oven built into her side of the island – which looked somewhat like a bar counter – pulled out a large, white porcelain platter piled high with steaming pancakes, and placed it on the enamel tray beside the cooktop.


We hopped onto the bar stools with varying levels of deftness. Freddie didn’t quite make it onto the seat and almost banged his big head on the edge of the countertop.


“Smooth move, ex-lax!” I had to laugh out loud.


“Zip it!” answered Freddie, grinning.


“Buon appetito!”


“You again with your Italian … just because you went to Bardolino on Lake Como one time on vacation,” said Freddie to Martin with an exasperated look on his face.


“It was Lago di Garda,” quipped Martin.


“OK, that’s enough, you two. Time to eat. Enjoy your pancakes. You earned them.” Mrs. Blaschek put a large plastic bottle of Spezi (cola mixed with orange soda) in front of us, and we grabbed the first pancakes, using our fingers of course.


“My oh my, what’s happened to your manners?” Mrs. Blaschek pointed to the forks and knives that were lying on paper napkins. “Although it might be nice to have less silverware to wash, we do have to maintain a certain level of civility!”


Beside each of our plates was a small glass bowl filled with applesauce, which, as Mrs. Blaschek explained, had been made by Mrs. Sievers. “Maria’s much better at making it than I am. I think she uses an old family recipe from our great-grandmothers’ time. But she always says that I make the best pancakes,” she boasted with a smile.


I slopped a big spoonful of applesauce onto the middle of my oversized pancake, accidentally splattering some on Martin, who was sitting across from me.


“Hey, you dope!” Martin grabbed the napkin and wiped the applesauce off his shirt.


“Hellooo, can we please show a little more decorum?” said Mrs. Blaschek, wagging a finger at us.


I spread the applesauce over the pancake in all directions and rolled it up with an “Ouch! That’s steaming hot!”


Martin and Freddie finished rolling theirs at almost the same time. Then, as always, we looked at each other and started our countdown: “Three, two, one, down the hatch!” We all bit ravenously into our pancake rolls.


“Ah, h-ha!”


“Mmmhh!”


“I could eat this every day!”


Freddie winked at his mother and, with a full mouth, asked, “Hey Mom, ‘en’s Dad shumming ‘ome sha-day?”


“He didn’t say anything this morning before he left, so I assume at around five thirty as usual. Why do you ask? And by the way, if you wouldn’t shove so much food into your mouth, I’d have an easier time understanding you!”


Freddie swallowed. “Because he promised that, if I brought home a good report card – which I totally did – he’d get me a new external hard drive with one terabyte of storage capacity for my computer.”


“Computer this, computer that,” mocked Mrs. Blaschek. “You should be spending more time in the fresh air or going swimming instead of sitting in front of that screen all day. It’s bad for your eyes, not to mention your posture!”


“Yeah, true,” Martin and I looked at each other mischievously, our mouths full of pancakes. We were all too familiar with these discussions from our own families.


“It’s the future, Mrs. Blaschek,” said Martin.


She raised her eyebrows, giving him a meaningful look that suggested either a lack of knowledge on the subject or a certain level of aversion to it.


“It really is! Have you seen what today’s digital cameras can do? Or just look at the new cell phones. They’re much more than just phones. They can take pictures and record videos. You can use them to store and play music. When you’re in a new city, they can help you find your way around with an integrated navigation system. And you can send your friends text and multimedia messages. There’s even a watch on the market now that can do a lot of those things.”


Freddie took a deep breath: “Yeah, and so can a PC, tablet, or laptop. And with web resources like Google and Wikipedia, we can even learn stuff and expand our horizons!”


“Well said, bro!” I clapped my hands.


“Okay, but is all of that really so important? When I was your age, we didn’t have any of these crazy and expensive gadgets, and we managed just fine. Actually, I think things were even nicer back then!” countered Mrs. Blaschek.


“But Mom,” sputtered Freddie, “progress is important! Just think of your kitchen! What would you have done without your Teflon pans? You would have burned everything you cooked – maybe even your pancakes. I know that you got rid of them recently and started using ceramic pans. Well, did you know that the ceramic material was actually first developed by NASA to coat the heat shields used by spacecraft when re-entering the earth’s atmosphere?”
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He wore the expression of a professor giving a lecture.


“I know, I know. And once again, I give up. There’s nothing I could say that would change your minds. And your dad seems to think the same way.”


“I just wish he could find a way to get us better Internet. It sucks!”


“Frankie!!!” protested Mrs. Blaschek sternly.


“Sorry, but it’s true. Everything is still so excruciatingly slow out here in hicksville. They’ve already laid fiber optic cable all around us, and everyone in town can get Internet speeds of at least 16 megabits per second. But where we live, it takes so long to download something, you can go have a snack while you’re waiting.”


“Oh stop. I can’t understand any of that and don’t even want to try. I don’t need anything from the Internet, and the only time I need my smartphone is when you send me messages to ask whether Frankie can come over.”


“OMG, did you just call that ancient Nokia 6310 of yours a smartphone?” Freddie buried his face in his hands.


“Yes, and it’s plenty high-tech for me! I don’t need a new smartphone for listening to silly music all the time like you kids.”


“OK, but even normal people … ,” I started to say.


“Are you saying that I’m not normal? You’d better watch it, mister!”


“Sorry, Mrs. Blaschek. That’s not what I meant.” My face must have been glowing bright red.


“I certainly hope not!” She walked past me with a smile and gave me a friendly nudge.


“For example, German doctors can communicate with doctors in other places, like New York, via intranet systems. They can share experiences, patient data, and research findings. I think they even use it for making diagnoses, and all of that at mind-blowing speeds! They even use it for surgeries. A professor in Los Angeles can look inside the chest of a patient in Berlin. Yeah, and we use it for downloading games, mp3 files …”


“Downloading what?” asked Mrs. Blaschek, confused.


“That’s just what you call music files. But sometimes we also download educational stuff, like photos or reports from other countries for geography, and math problems with solutions, mostly from university websites.”


“That makes much more sense, if you ask me! But according to what I’ve read,” continued Mrs. Blaschek, “downloading music is illegal, isn’t it?”


“It can be, yeah,” Freddie jumped in. “But I think only if you use it for commercial purposes. Right, Martin?”


“No idea. But I don’t really care either. Why would they offer stuff if it was illegal?”


“Napster, Kazaa, and other sites like that have been shut down, and a couple of the people who ran the sites were even sent to prison! Dad told me how it works. He said that those sites for so-called ‘music-file sharing’ offer songs illegally. If you download a song, you could get a big bill from a lawyer or even get charged with a crime,” retorted Freddie.


At that very moment, the front door opened, and Freddie’s dad strode into the kitchen.


“What are you doing home so early?” piped up Freddie and Mrs. Blaschek practically in unison.


“Your mom called me at the office and told me about your good grades,” he said, smiling at Freddie. “Then I remembered that I’d promised you something. Here, I picked this up for you on the way home. I hope it’s the right one.”


He pushed a small box across the counter.


Freddie’s eyes grew wide with excitement. He grabbed the box, opened it, and gushed, “Oh wow, awesome! It’s exactly what I wanted. Now I can finally copy photos and videos from my computer to an external hard drive. My internal hard drive is jam-packed. Thanks, Dad!”


“I’m glad you like it. So what was it that you were saying about file sharing when I walked in?” Mr. Blaschek’s face grew solemn. “You kids should stay away from that stuff. I don’t want any trouble! It would be much better to save your allowance and buy your favorite songs from official sites!”


“We do. Don’t worry, Dad. It’s all good!” Freddie explained, trying to allay his father’s fears.


“So, now finish up here, boys. This nice weather might not last all afternoon. Get a move on!” Mrs. Blaschek clapped her hands twice.


We were all stuffed, and our plates were clean.


“It’s a good thing our new dishwasher came yesterday. Otherwise, it would have been my turn to wash and dry the dishes. Right, Mom?” Freddie looked at his mom with his world-famous puppy-dog eyes.


“You kids skedaddle!” she answered with a smile. Freddie’s dad gave us a thumbs-up.


We hopped down from our chairs.


“Thanks for the yummy food, Mrs. Blaschek!” I said.


And Martin joined in, “Yeah, molto grazie, Mrs. Blaschek!”


We pounded up the steps to Freddie’s room, which was on the top floor, under the roof. The wooden stairway trembled under our feet.


“Oh, epic!” exclaimed Martin, as he walked into Freddie’s room. “Since when do you have a 21-inch monitor?”


“Since last Monday. Dad brought it for me from his office. They all got new flat screens, and the old ones were gonna be trashed.”


“Sick!” I chimed in. “Since when do you have that poster hanging there. And why? Are you getting glasses?” I pointed to the eye chart that you normally only see in the offices of optometrists and eye doctors.


“Nah, it was just in one of those magazines you get from the pharmacy. Mom got it when she was shopping,” mumbled Freddie as he switched on the computer and monitor.
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“And what are you doing with it?” Martin looked at Freddie inquisitively from the side.


“She read in one of her tabloids that it hurts your eyes and back if you spend too much time sitting in front of a computer screen – you know, like she was just saying downstairs. Then we did a family eye test last night. And the funny part was that my mom had the worst eyesight of all of us. And my dad said that it was from watching that court show with Judge Alexander Hold and all of her favorite reality soaps.”


“Ha ha,” I couldn’t help but laugh.


“That made her mad for a while, but she eventually got over it.”
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