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The girl was still a teenager, but only just. And she was nearly crying. But only just.

"I'm saying this to you for your own good, Terry," I told her again. "You cheat in the exam and where is it going to get you?"

Expelled, that's what. Thrown out. And I'll be damned if I wasn't going to see to it myself, personally, even if nobody else cared.

She turned her doe-like eyes on me. I saw the water forming in the corners and stood up abruptly. I decided it was time to take a walk around the office. It wasn't very big for an office, quite big for a shoe box, so it wouldn't take long.

On the opposite wall was a small mirror; I found myself looking into it. The figure that stared back had to be the unlikeliest Polytechnic lecturer in the whole of North West England. Broad shoulders, 195 lbs in socks, square face, grizzled chin and broken nose. I was the kind of academic that Mike Tyson might have turned into - IF he'd ever finished that first class at Community College. I wondered how long they'd go on believing it, the students, that is; my story was that I was a Temporary Replacement, here for a term only. Of course, it would be shorter if I finished my investigation sooner.

Another reason for finishing early might be that this young woman had developed an ongoing crush on me.

"You've broken my heart," she bleated mournfully.

"And if I ever catch you copying again," I told her briskly, "I'll break your arm. After that, I'll crack your fingers, one by one. Where do you live?"

"Whalley Range," she said, a puzzled frown interrupting the unrequited look of misery she had been concentrating on for the last ten minutes.

"By the park," she said. "Past the roundabout."

I knew it. It had been my part of town too, once upon a time. I'd lived for a short while in one of the vast halls of residence owned by the University - the proper one, not this jumped-up little college that the government was going to let call itself a 'University' shortly. 'University'? It would always be a Polytechnic to me, a 'Poly', and a pretty un-pretty Poly at that.

Still, Terry was talking, and she was telling me about an area of terraced streets by the boys’ school. It was a run-down sort of place: in recent years the old families had moved out and landlords had bought up the property and turned all the houses into shared student accommodation.

I said: "Who owns your house?"

I was expecting to hear a name of one of the big landlords operating in the area, but she surprised me. "We do," she said.

I nodded. It was worse than I thought. A lot of rich parents realised the advantage of buying property for their beloved offspring; it beat having to pay rent for three years, and there was always the chance that the house would accumulate some value and sell for a tidy profit when their dearest had no more need of it.

It made me mad. I'm old enough to still believe in egalitarianism; in my day, you got to University or Polytechnic because you had brains and passed exams. Not because your old man had enough money.

"I'll break your arm," I told her with irritation. "Then I'll crush every bone in your body. I'll come to your house late at night and rough up your flatmates. Then I'll burn your damn house down. You will NOT cheat on another essay, you hear me?"

She heard. She gave me that look which said she was very disappointed in me. Obviously the call to see me in private after this morning's seminar was not turning out as she hoped. I'd let her down badly. Tears spilled from her eyes, she put her head in her hands, and somehow still managed to bounce up out of her chair and storm towards the door. She brushed past me on her way out - the only time we'd ever touched - and would have made a clean getaway, but for the fact that my Head of Department was standing in the open doorway.
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