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A HARD LESSON: DISCIPLINED BY MY BEST FRIEND'S FATHER, THE PROFESSOR


‘JESUS, LARA! YOU’RE really overdoing it,' I thought, looking at my best friend sideways. She was staring spellbound at the blackboard, where her father, Alexander von Hohenstein, was drawing a coordinate system, which Lara was now marveling at like it was the Mona Lisa. Her father—our math professor—expected her to set a good example in class at all times. And of course, he also expected to be able to grade each one of her assignments at least an A-, or even better, of course, an A+. 

Lara always lived up to his expectations. Unlike me, Maria. Lara and I were like a little angel and a little devil, and there was never a question about which one of us was the angel and which one was the devil. Even our looks fit that image—Lara was blonde, and I had jet-black hair. Again and again, I had tried in the past to get Lara to run riot with me, even just a little. But it never really worked out. She was just too well brought up for that.

And now I was sitting here next to her in her father's math class, bored out of my mind. What did I care about this B.S. he was teaching? I was 18 years old and had my whole life ahead of me. I wanted to be a model and actress, not a rocket scientist or something. So what did I need all this stuff for?

I was so bored, I just had to do something, or else I’d fall asleep. So I grabbed my eraser, aimed, and then flung it toward the blackboard where Mr. von Hohenstein was just finishing his chart. The very next second I had already put on my best, innocent, good-girl face again, while I winked at Lara, who was looking at me aghast from the side.

The eraser hit the blackboard and fell to the floor next to Mr. von Hohenstein's feet. He paused, slowly put aside the piece of chalk he was holding, bent over, and then slowly turned to face the class, holding up my eraser between his thumb and forefinger. He fixed me with his eyes.

"Maria. Is this yours?"

A pleasant shudder ran through me at the sound of his deep, determined, and confident voice. I don't know why, but somehow I liked to provoke him every now and then. Maybe just to hear his voice. But maybe also because I knew he wouldn't just let me get away with something like that. In contrast to my parents. They simply didn't care what I did—at least as long as I got acceptable grades and they remained sure I’d pass my final exams. 

Truth was, I didn't give a damn about school. I simply lied to them about my grades, forged my report cards, and told them whatever they wanted to hear. In fact, it was by no means certain that I’d pass my exams. In math, in particular, my grades were abysmal. But I had already thought of something to do about that. And right now, it looked like I’d have to put that plan into practice much sooner than anticipated ...  

Innocently, I shook my head and looked at Mr. von Hohenstein with a smile.

"Don’t pretend to be so innocent. I'm pretty sure I saw that eraser on you before, when you came to visit us at home to get tutored by my daughter." 

"Maybe it's Lara's eraser?" I said with a shrug, and Lara jabbed her elbow into my side.

"No, Lara certainly didn't do it. She wouldn't do anything like that. And I won’t tolerate such accusations against my daughter. Last warning for you, young lady. I expect more respect. If something like this happens again, I’ll write a note to your parents."

He put the eraser down on his desk and turned back to the blackboard. While Lara looked at me, shaking her head and tapping her temple with her index finger, a pleasant feeling spread through me. It was strange, but somehow I liked being reprimanded so sternly. There was never anything like that at home. My parents just let me get away with everything. And I took shameless advantage of that.

There was no such thing with Lara's father. The smallest infringement of his rules was immediately punished. And somehow, I liked that. He really cared about what his daughter did or didn't do. From what I heard, several times he’d even been on the verge of forbidding Lara to stay friends with me, because in his opinion I was bad company. Of course, he was right about that. 

And then, of course, there was the fact that Mr. von Hohenstein was simply gorgeous. He was 38 years old, dark-haired, tall and broad-shouldered, and always dressed to the nines. I had never seen him in anything other but a tailored suit. His glasses gave him an intelligent look—and there could be no doubt that he really was intelligent. He only taught math classes at this private school because he enjoyed it, as Lara had once told me. He certainly didn't need the money. This became clear to me the moment I’d visited Lara at home for the first time and entered the almost princely estate with wide eyes. He made his money with an IT company that was operating worldwide. And he wanted Lara to at least have a shot at becoming as successful as he was, if that's what she wanted. And for that, he did everything.

I imagined what it would be like to live at his house and, like Lara, have to follow his rules every day. Part of me loathed that idea. But somehow it also aroused curiosity in me, because I’d simply never experienced anything like that at all. 

Mr. von Hohenstein was just standing in front of the blackboard facing the class, holding a pointer in one hand and impatiently tapping the palm of his other hand with it. I wondered what else he would do with this stick, if you’d only tease him enough ...?

Again, Lara jabbed her elbow into my side, snapping me out of my daydreams. I held my aching side and looked at her reproachfully. But Lara just looked straight ahead. I followed her gaze—and once again found myself confronted with the stern look of Mr. von Hohenstein.

"Well? Do I get an answer?"

"If you tell me what the question was ..."

"I will not tolerate your disrespectful behavior," he thundered, and I gritted my teeth in shock. "You are supposed to follow my lesson! And if I ask you a question, I expect an answer a reasonably brought up person would give, not a snippy comeback!"

"I'm sorry, but ..."

"How sorry you really are for these things you keep doing, I've seen often enough by now," he interrupted me. "Enough is enough. You stay here after class. I’ll have a serious word with you. It just can't go on like this with you. And you can be sure I’ll write that note to your parents, too."

This 'serious word' would certainly be unpleasant, that much was clear. But it might also be just the kind of help I needed to put my plan for getting a good math grade into practice. 

Finally, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lesson. While all my classmates left the room, I remained seated. Lara looked at me with a pitying expression, stroked my back, and left the room as well. 

And then I was alone in the room with Alexander von Hohenstein. My pulse picked up speed in anticipation of what would happen next—and also because I was wondering whether my plan would work out. 

Mr. von Hohenstein sat at his desk, bent over a piece of paper on which he wrote something—presumably the note to my parents. I gulped when I realized that this was already the third note I’d receive this year. I’d managed to intercept the first two before they could reach my parents. But something told me things wouldn’t be so simple this time. Probably, there would be some sort of conference on my case, which my parents would have to attend. That was common practice at this school. And then I’d be screwed—unless my plan worked out. 

Finally, he finished writing and put his pen into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Somehow he seemed to struggle with that, as he fumbled around in his pocket for a long time. I bit my lower lip to suppress a grin. At last, he looked up. 

"Sit down here, in front of my desk."

I went to the front of the room, grabbed a chair and sat down at his desk, opposite him as requested. Silently, sternly, and thoughtfully, he looked at me, and the fingertips of both of his hands touched each other in such a way that they formed a little cage. His pointer lay on the desk in front of him.

"Well, young lady, it's time we got a few basic things straight, because I will no longer put up with your behavior. Don’t think that just because you're my daughter's best friend, you can get away with anything. By the way, that’ll change soon, too. I can no longer justify subjecting Lara to such a bad influence as you are. Her grades have gotten worse lately. Not by a lot, but noticeably. And I think I know who is mostly to blame for that."

I felt anger brewing inside me. Who was he to think he had the right to keep me away from my best friend? I opened my mouth to say something, but he interrupted me with a resolute gesture.

"I'm not finished yet. Another problem—and I'm sure you're aware of that yourself—is that your math grades aren't exactly the best, to put it politely. If you don't pull yourself together and do something about that very soon, you won't even be admitted to the final exams."

I grinned at him. You wish! I’d be admitted to the final exams—and he’d help me with that. Only he didn’t know it, yet. But now I had him right where I had wanted him all along.

"I’ll wipe that grin off your face very soon. The school won't admit you to the final exam with your current grade. All the more so since math isn't the only subject in which your grades leave a lot to be desired. And then, of course, there's this ..." He tapped the note he’d just written. "And I won’t leave it at that. I’ll talk to the principal. And don't expect me to put in a good word for you. On the contrary. I don't think you’re a good fit for this school and its values. That's why I'm going to try and get you expelled."

"No, you won’t," I replied, looking at him triumphantly. "This is my life, so don't you interfere with it. I decide what does and doesn’t happen in my life."

Mr. von Hohenstein raised an eyebrow and glared at me.

"You do realize that we're alone in this room right now?" I continued. "The door is closed. There are no witnesses ..."

"And ...?"

"And I am a poor, weak, innocent girl who merely got herself into this unfortunate situation because of some foolishness. But I am also very young and pretty. Don't you think it would sound plausible if I said that you tried to take advantage of my situation? After all, it wouldn't be the first time something like that happened, would it?"

His eyes narrowed to slits and glances that could have killed pierced me. He knew I had the upper hand now.

"What do you think will
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