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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.

Dr Hopkins seemed poised to catch her in his arms, but she wasn't having that: I was the love of her life, not some barrel-shaped Welsh boyo with whisky on his breath. She drew back from him, a gasp of horror escaping her at the sight of him, and she fled, out into the corridor and away towards the stairs. It would be a long way down, we were on the tenth floor, but I was betting it would be a wet journey: she wouldn't stop crying this side of the bar. She'd want to hang on to the misery long enough to share it with her admiring friends.

"Mr Dryden," the Welshman said heavily. "You could have handled that better."

"How long have you been standing there?"

He didn't have to answer: I could see in his face the smug smile of triumph that meant he knew he had me in trouble. He paused, not moving, waiting for an invitation to sit down. I knew what that meant: he thought he'd caught me out and now he was going to ask for something in return for keeping our little secret.

I walked over to my desk, opened the bottom drawer and took out the bottle of Bell's Scotch Whiskey and two glasses. Dr Hopkins started to move, drawn by the inviting aroma. I nodded behind him, and he took the hint and closed the door. He took the other seat, smiling mightily at the prospect of a cosy chat - and a drink.

In some ways I liked the Old Pretender. His specialist subject was 'Private Eye' fiction from the '40s and '50s, a personal interest of mine. The catch was that it was the ONLY subject he had any knowledge about; oh, he must have written a study on the topic once, maybe even a dissertation or the major part of a PhD, but that was years ago. He hadn't done anything original since, which was why he was a 'pretender': he pretended to be an expert on English Literature, but he wasn't, even if he had succeeded in parleying his undoubted ambition into making it up to Head of Department.

My proof was simple: he hadn't spotted me. The higher management had decided not to let him into our little secret, and I could soon see why: a few whiskies and he would have spilled my undercover act all over the Poly. They had no confidence in him, except for one thing: that they could appoint me to the post of Lecturer in the Modern Novel, and he, Doc Hop, wouldn't spot my deficiencies in a month of Sundays. Luckily I didn't have much trouble with the students either; I adopted a trick from my old Army days and let them do the learning by telling ME what THEY knew. I didn't have to tell them a thing, but they worked out for themselves what they didn't know and I gave them lots of feedback, plenty of positive feelings, and they felt confident to go off to the Library and find out the other stuff, the things they needed to know.

All apart from Terry; she was a spoiled little rich kid, who thought she could fall in love with me rather than do any work, and I'd be bought off with the flattery of it all and give her high marks anyway. I didn't know how far she was prepared to go: maybe a 2.2 would have meant nothing more than a few drinks and a stolen kiss. A 2.1, I decided, now that was different: maybe I should expect a full commitment for THAT. If I was that kind of man. Luckily, I have more self-respect, and I was determined to keep my eye on the ball, at least until I'd achieved my goal and finished my work of spying for the government and fooling the Faculty Board.

Her Majesty was paying my salary after all. The Security Services were worried that the Irish guy with the beard in Modern History had far more sympathy with the Republicans than could be explained by his parentage. They seemed to think he might have something to do with funnelling funds towards the Feinian cause this year.

Of course, they wouldn’t admit that to the Professors, so they told the old boys that they NEEDED me, for something else entirely: the supposed missing cash from the Ministry of Education’s budget. If the Poly was ever to take advantage of the government's new rules that said they could call themselves a 'University', the Agency told the boffins, they'd have to track down the fiddling that seemed to be going on at Departmental level. If the books kept on being cooked, then their goose would be cooked too, and it would be Metropolitan Poly, Manchester, for ever, and ever and ever.

Hopkins sipped his whiskey and seemed to approve my choice. I was busy thinking that I could do a better job on him than Terry had done on me - I could definitely buy HIM off - when he surprised me.

"You aren't like our usual junior staff," he said quietly.

I murmured a few words about being a 'late developer', which was true: I only went and did a degree when the Army gave me that as an only choice. It was a B.A. or another year of driving a tank; I could cope with tracked vehicles, J.C.B.'s and Heavy Goods Vehicles by that time, my mid '20s, so I quite liked the idea of sitting in a classroom again and filling in sheets of paper with my own ideas for a change. I did well, and got a good enough certificate in Twentieth Century Literature to partly pre-equip me for this job, no matter how 'Temporary' the post.

"I've got problems," he told me confidentially.

I nodded. That was true, definitely. But where was he going to start?

He said: "You know someone's terrorising Dr O'Leary?"

The lecturer I was investigating?

I shook my head. I didn't know that. I furrowed my brow to be told such a thing. Stephen O'Leary? On the surface, he looked as though he wouldn’t have an enemy in the world. He was one of the quietest, most remote members of the Department. Why would anyone stoop to pick on him? He seemed to have only two interests in life: drinking and Irish Historical Texts, in THAT order. Then it dawned on me that maybe that gave him so much in common with Dr Hopkins, the good old boy felt duty bound to come to his aid.

"What makes you think I can do anything?" I asked him.

He gave me an enigmatic smile, as though he knew something. Since I was absolutely sure that he DIDN'T know anything about my real life, my real abilities, and my usual employment, I could only conclude that he was guessing. Still, he had me marked on his card as someone more down to earth than his usual staff; maybe I was his only hope.

"I’ve seen you talk to the cleaner," he reminded me.

I nodded. I wasn't above consorting with the lower ranks. Derek was a good lad; he'd served for two years in my old regiment, and though we'd never met, he knew some of the people I knew. We'd shared a few drinks in the bar downstairs one night after he finished his early shift, and we'd had a few laughs. I stared at Hopkins. Of course! HE wouldn't talk to the cleaner. Ever. He'd rather die than spend time with the hired help.

"You could find things out," he
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