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			There’s a billionaire on her doorstep...

			Ready to secure his legacy! 

			As commanding tycoon Matt’s secretary, it’s Violet’s job to be prepared for anything. Though absolutely nothing could have prepared her for today. Handing in her notice was not part of dedicated Violet’s plan...and definitely not because she’s carrying her boss’s baby!

			Still, nothing is quite as unexpected as Matt’s reaction. He wants his child—and Violet! It’s a negotiation he’s determined to win...but he’ll need to offer more than just passion for Violet to sign on the dotted line of a marriage contract!

		
	
		
			“Here’s the thing—I may not have bargained on being a father but now that it’s staring me in the face, then I intend to accept responsibility fully and without compromise.

			“Full-time fatherhood. One hundred percent involvement. I won’t be conveniently disappearing, leaving you to carry on and do your own thing. I happen to place a great deal of worth on the importance of being an engaged parent!”

			Violet knew that her mouth was hanging open. She’d never heard Matt talk like this before, not in this tone, not with this urgency or searing honesty. His eyes were blazing and angry. Although, she really had no idea what, exactly, he was trying to say. Did he want to sort out visiting rights here and now? Maybe get her to sign something? Or worse...

			“I’m not going to hand my baby over to you, Matt...” She blanched, sick at the thought that this might end up as a fight through the courts with an innocent baby as the end prize.

			“Did you hear me ask you to?”

			“Then I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”

			“Marriage, Violet. A ring on your finger and a walk up the aisle. That’s where I’m going with this.”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			VIOLET’S FINGER HOVERED over the send button on her work email. She could already feel the emptiness of loss sinking its teeth into her and she breathed in deeply, banking down the rising panic at the thought of the unknown opening up at her feet like a gaping, bottomless hole. She wasn’t a kid any more. She was a twenty-six-year-old adult. And being afraid of what lay around the corner was no longer appropriate. She could deal with this.

			She clicked the button, closed her eyes and blanked out all the background noises of life happening outside her little mews house at seven thirty on a lovely summer Sunday evening in London.

			She knew exactly how her boss was going to react to the email that would pop up on his laptop.

			For starters—thank God—he wouldn’t actually read it until the following morning, when he would breeze into the office at the usual ridiculously early time of six thirty. He would make himself a cup of strong black coffee, sit at his desk—which was always littered with papers, notes scribbled on sticky notes, reports and an impressive array of stationery, most of which he never used—and then he would start his day.

			Top of the list would be reading his emails, and hers would be there, and he would open it, and he would...hit the roof.

			She stood up and stretched, easing her aching joints. There was only so much she could focus on at any one point, she decided, and focusing on her boss and how he was going to react to her resignation would have to be put on hold. She would be facing him soon enough when she went into work the following day, later than usual at the far safer hour of nine thirty, when the place would be buzzing with people and there might just be less chance of him erupting in front of interested spectators.

			Not that Matt Falconer ever seemed to give a hoot about what other people thought. He was a law unto himself. In the two-and-a-half years that she had worked for him, she had seen him storm out of high-level meetings because a lawyer, a CEO or a director had rubbed him the wrong way or, more often than not, failed to follow his outspoken and always brilliant logic. She had restrained him from slamming down incorrectly typed reports on the desk of whichever poor employee had submitted them. She had worked alongside him into the early hours of the morning to complete a deal because it just can’t wait. She had tactfully made herself scarce when he had gone into a funk, staring at the four walls of his office, feet on his desk, hands folded behind his head, because inspiration had temporarily deserted him.

			She had prepared herself a salad earlier, but her heart wasn’t in it as she dug her fork into lettuce leaves, beetroot and all the other good stuff that invariably tasted like sawdust after five seconds.

			Her head was too full.

			In the space of just a week, her life had been turned on its head, and she was still reeling.

			Violet didn’t like change. She didn’t care for surprises. She liked order, stability and...routine. She loved all the things other girls her age generally despised.

			She didn’t want adventure. She certainly would never have contemplated jacking in her job although, deep down, she knew that she would have had to sooner or later, because...over time, her feelings for her brilliant, temperamental, utterly unpredictable boss had become just a little too uncomfortable. But to be forced into giving it up...!

			She pushed away her plate and stared around her, taking in her surroundings. She felt as though she was seeing them for the first time, but of course that made no sense, because she had been living here, in this beautiful little town house, since she had turned twenty. However, the prospect of renting it to a perfect stranger made her take stock of what she had. Years of perfectly positioned memorabilia...the bookcase heavy with the weight of her tomes of musical works, the manuscripts with so many notations made over the years, the pictures and ornaments and posters...

			Tears threatened. Again.

			She swallowed them back and turned her attention to tidying up the kitchen while the radio played in the background. Classical music, of course. Her favourite.

			She only became aware of someone at the door by the banging, relentless and unnecessary, because whoever it was hadn’t even had the common decency to give her time to get to the door.

			She hurried out to pull it open before the neighbours started complaining...and there he was.

			Matt Falconer. Her boss and the last person she’d expected to see standing on her doorstep. How on earth did the man even know where she lived?

			She’d certainly never told him! She’d turned reticence about her private life into an art form.

			Violet felt a guilty wash of colour flood her face. Caught on the back foot like this, without any time at all to brace herself for the impact he had on her, she could only stare at him, drinking in the stunningly beautiful lines of his lean face.

			Two-and-a-half years and he still never failed to have this effect on her. He was so tall, so beautifully built, with wide shoulders, a tapered waist and long, muscular legs. His hair was just a little too long and his navy-blue eyes were fringed with the darkest, lushest of lashes. And, of course, there was his exotically bronze colouring; there had been Spanish blood on his mother’s side somewhere along the line. Alongside him, other mere mortals always ended up looking wan, anaemic and pasty.

			‘What...? Er, s-sir, what are you doing here?’ Violet stammered, tucking some straight, mousy-brown strands of hair behind her ear.

			‘Sir? Sir? Since when have I been knighted? Stand back. I want to come in!’

			He straightened, and she automatically fell back, but her hand remained on the doorknob. The door was open a crack. One gentle push and she wouldn’t stand a chance of keeping him out. And, from the thunderous look on his face, he wasn’t going to think too hard about forcing an entry.

			‘It’s Sunday,’ Violet said, using her calm voice, the voice she saved for work, and specifically for her wildly temperamental boss. ‘I expect you’ve come about my...er...letter... Well, email...’

			‘Letter? Letter?’ Matt roared. ‘A letter somehow implies that the contents are going to be polite!’

			‘You’re going to disturb the neighbours,’ Violet snapped.

			‘Then let me bloody come in and they won’t be disturbed!’

			‘It was a very polite letter of resignation.’

			‘Want to have this conversation out here, Violet? I’m happy to knock on all the doors of your well-heeled neighbours and invite them outside to have a good old time earwigging. Everyone likes being outdoors in sunny weather, after all, and all the better if there’s a cabaret going on.’

			‘You’re impossible, Matt.’

			‘Well, at least we’ve dropped the sir. That’s a start. Let me in. I need something strong to drink.’

			He rested the flat of his hand on the door. Violet sighed and opened it, and then she stood to one side so that he could brush past her into the small but exquisite hall, with its black-and-white flagstones and rich colours.

			For a few seconds, he said nothing. He just turned a full circle and stared, taking his time, looking at everything while she remained where she was, already predicting the questions he would ask and resenting the answers she would be forced to give.

			When his gaze finally settled on her, there was lively curiosity alongside the raging anger that had brought him to her door.

			‘How did you get my address?’ she asked.

			‘Going into the personnel files is hardly beyond the wit of man. Nice place, Violet. Who would have guessed?’

			Violet reddened and glared at him. The infuriating man met her glare with a slow, curling smile, the smile of a shark that has suddenly and happily found itself sharing space with a tasty little morsel.

			She spun round on her heels and headed straight for the kitchen.

			The town house wasn’t big, but neither was it small. Off the hall, a highly polished staircase led up to the bedroom floor. Several doors opened out downstairs into a generous sitting room, a small snug that she used as her office and music room, a cloakroom lovingly displaying wallpaper and paint from its Victorian ancestry. And, of course, the kitchen, that was spacious enough to house a six-seater kitchen table on which were reams of papers that she hurriedly swept up into a bundle and dumped on the dresser. Then she turned to him, face still flaming red, leant against the counter and folded her arms.

			Violet could not have felt more out of her comfort zone. Her neat work suits protected her from him, established all the necessary divisions between boss and secretary.

			Here, in her house, dressed in a pair of jeans and an old tee shirt handed down from her dad’s bad old days, she felt...exposed and horribly vulnerable.

			But she wasn’t going to let that show on her face.

			‘You never told me that you lived in an exquisite little jewel like this,’ he mused, settling into one of the kitchen chairs, for all the world as though he was in it for the long haul.

			‘I don’t believe I ever told you anything about where I lived,’ Violet returned, and he tilted his head to one side and nodded slowly.

			‘My point exactly. Why would you hide this sort of thing from me? Most people keep quiet about their homes because they’re embarrassed.’

			‘I have coffee,’ Violet offered. ‘Or tea. Which would you like?’

			‘Does that mean that there’s no whisky lurking in any of the cupboards? No? Well, coffee it is, in that case. You know how I take it, Violet, because you know everything there is to know about me...’

			He sank lower into the chair, his long body dwarfing it, his legs stretched out in front of him, his body language that of someone in no rush whatsoever. He folded his hands behind his head and looked at her with undisguised curiosity.

			In terms of nightmares coming true, this was pretty much up there with the best of them.

			Matt Falconer, billionaire legend of the IT and telecommunications world, the man adored by the press and women alike, in her house, nose twitching, because nothing would please him more than to ferret out information about her, information she had always made a point of keeping very firmly to herself.

			From the very moment she had walked into his office, nestled high up in one of London’s most iconic buildings, she had sensed that her boss wasn’t going to be like the other two guys for whom she had worked. He wasn’t going to be affable or fatherly like George Hill, with whom she had worked for two years before having been made redundant. Nor was he going to be anything like Simon Beesdale, her last boss, who had been a proud new daddy with photos of his family spread along his desk, keen to integrate her into his ‘other family’, as he called his team of fifteen people, always smiling, always encouraging.

			No, Matt Falconer had kicked off proceedings by turning up late on day one, leaving her kicking her heels in his office, and from thereon in she had been tossed into the deep end and left to fend for herself. She’d had to rise to the challenge and learn fast on the spot. And she’d enjoyed every second of it. She’d loved the early mornings and the late nights, the buzz of activity and the frenetic, fast pace. She’d enjoyed the informality of the working environment, even though, orderly as she was, she knew she really shouldn’t. And she’d kept up, earning his respect and seeing her salary rise several times in the space of two years.

			But Matt’s brilliant intellect and demanding work ethic were twined with staggering self-assurance of the kind she found vaguely disconcerting, an abundance of charm that brought out every cautious instinct in her and an inquisitive, questioning personality that was programmed to ignore all boundaries and every single do-not-trespass sign.

			She had stood firm against the barrage of questions that had greeted her on a daily basis when she’d first joined his company. She had sidestepped the idle prying into her private life and had failed to rise to the bait when, in week three, he had told her with a certain amount of tetchiness in his voice that women tended to respond when he showed interest in their private lives.

			‘I’m afraid that won’t be me,’ she had murmured, with a blatant lack of sincere apology in her voice. ‘I believe in keeping my private life strictly separate from my working life.’

			And she had not regretted her decision because, as time had moved on, as she had with deep reluctance fallen further and further under the spell of her charismatic boss, she could only thank the Lord that common sense had prevailed from the outset.

			So his presence here now, in her charming mews house, was sending her body into panicked overdrive.

			‘For instance,’ he was drawling now, ‘I’m guessing that you know me well enough to have realised that I should have been out with Clarissa at the ballet this evening...and so wouldn’t have read your email until tomorrow morning. Presumably, you intended to waltz in at some ungodly, late hour in the hope that I might have digested the bare bone message that you’re walking out on the best paid job you could hope to find. Not to mention the most invigorating.’

			Violet wiped her perspiring hands on her jeans and busied herself making his cup of coffee, just the way he liked it. Black, no sugar. With her back to him, she was spared the piercing intensity of those deep-blue eyes, but she could still feel them boring into her.

			Like her, he was in casual clothes. Black jeans and a faded polo shirt and loafers. She’d seen him dressed down many times before. However, the fact that she was similarly dressed down was making her self-conscious and uncomfortable.

			‘That’s not true,’ she said, eyes downcast as she pushed a cup of coffee towards him and then took up position on the chair at the farthest end of the kitchen table.

			She knew him well enough to know that his curiosity about her personal circumstances had not conveniently vanished into the ether. There just happened to be the more pressing matter of her resignation for him to contend with first, then he would return to the subject of where she lived.

			She quailed with apprehension, but her smile remained composed, her expression polite and tolerant, if a little puzzled.

			Just the sort of professional image she wanted to convey.

			‘So you didn’t remember that I was supposed to be at the ballet...’

			‘Does it matter?’

			‘I’m disappointed in you, Violet. I thought we were friends and yet, here you are, too scared to tell me to my face that you’re bailing on me.’

			‘I work for you, Matt, that’s all,’ she countered and he shook his head sadly.

			‘So do two hundred other employees who occupy the four storeys of that glass house, but none of them knows me as well as you do. Although...’ He paused. ‘If you’d known me well enough, you would have known that Clarissa and I were on the verge of breaking up. Going to the ballet with her was just one step too far.’

			‘You’ve broken up with her?’ Violet felt a twinge of sympathy for the voluptuous, blond-haired, blue-eyed woman who might not be the sharpest knife in the block, but was bubbly, friendly and hardly deserving of the obligatory bunch of goodbye flowers that Violet would no doubt be asked to send in the next few days. If he didn’t react to her resignation by showing her the door with immediate effect.

			‘Don’t look so shocked,’ Matt said drily. ‘You know my life is too busy for committed long-term relationships. Anyway, we’re going off-piste here. I came about that resignation email and I want to know why you’ve suddenly decided, out of the blue, that you’re fed up working for me. Is it the money? If it is, then you could simply have approached me and made your case for a pay rise.’

			Violet was momentarily distracted by her boss’s sweeping assumption that any relationship longer than five seconds qualified as committed and long-term.

			She blinked and focused on him. Her heart sped up and her pulse raced as their eyes tangled, deep-blue meeting guarded brown. She knew that she was blushing and she hated herself for not having the wherewithal to maintain an air of indifference and neutrality. At work, in her neat suit—grey jacket, white shirt, grey skirt, sensible black pumps—she was well protected from the lethal impact of his charm, but she wasn’t in her neat suit here.

			Nor was her brain playing ball. She should have remembered that someone like Matt, who was God’s gift to the opposite sex, went for a certain type of woman. Leggy, big-breasted, very, very blonde and with a line in conversation that always included the phrases ‘of course’, ‘sure’ and ‘whatever you want’. He definitely didn’t go for little five-foot-three sparrows with straight brown bobs, unremarkable features and slender, flat-chested bodies who stood their ground whatever the provocation.

			Why on earth had he descended on her like this? What gave him the right? It was unfair that he should be sitting in her kitchen, lounging back in one of her chairs and getting under her skin when she already had so much on her plate!

			‘Of course it’s not the money,’ she said, swallowing some of her coffee and wincing because it was so hot. ‘And, yes, if I was unsatisfied with my pay then I wouldn’t resign, Matt. I would approach you to discuss it.’

			‘So, if not the money, what then?’ he demanded forcefully. ‘You can’t say that the job lacks challenge. Hell, Violet, you’ve got more responsibility than any of the women who have ever worked for me in the past.’

			‘That’s because none of them have stayed very long.’

			‘Rubbish.’ He waved aside that riposte with a casual, dismissive gesture, keeping his eyes very firmly fixed on her face. ‘Admittedly, a number of them were short-lived, but none of them had what it took to cope with anything but the lightest of workloads.’

			Violet lowered her eyes and said nothing. When she’d joined, the personnel manager had been tearing his hair out.

			‘It’s a difficult situation.’ He had all but groaned with frustration. ‘Matt is very...er...demanding... Lots of past candidates have found him impossible to work for. They’ve also mentioned that he makes them nervous. They’re perfectly capable when they enter the building, and they’ve all passed the series of interviews with flying colours, but ten minutes with him and their nerves are shredded...’

			She’d understood exactly what he’d meant the minute she’d spent five minutes in his company. Matt Falconer was brutally clever, horribly intolerant if you couldn’t keep up and so spectacularly good-looking that it was a wonder anyone had been able to work for him for longer than a day without having their brains scrambled.

			Thankfully, she was made of sterner stuff. Life had prepared her for just about anything, and she had dealt with her boss the way she had dealt with all the larger-than-life, crazily impulsive and wildly unpredictable people who had entered and left her life, thanks to her father. With equanimity, keeping to herself and protecting herself behind a wall of impenetrable calm.

			‘If you want more responsibility,’ he growled, ‘then say so. I can give you a title...more work...varied projects. You name it.’

			‘It’s not the work.’

			‘Then what the hell is it?’ He narrowed his eyes and sat forward, resting his elbows on his thighs and staring at her until she wanted to squirm with discomfort. ‘Has someone been making life difficult for you?’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Violet looked at him with genuine bewilderment.

			‘Some of those guys who work with me can be a little overboisterous. Comes with the territory, I’m afraid. Working on computer apps and dealing with innovative start-up companies requires a different kind of personality to the stuffy sort who work in banks and insurance companies. There’s a chance you might be finding one of them impossible to deal with. Is that it? Give me a name and they get the sack. Instantly. Wait.’

			He paused and Violet was too confused by this sudden tangent to say anything. ‘Clients have been coming and going for the past few weeks with that new takeover. You know the one I mean... Food-app developer I’m in the process of buying out... Has one of them been pestering you? Is that it? I’ve noticed that that Draper boy has been lurking by your desk...’

			‘Matt, I know how to take care of myself!’ Two bright patches of colour stained her cheeks.

			How pathetic did he think she was? So pathetic that she would resign from a job she loved because someone decided to chat her up?

			Suddenly, she was so angry that she wanted to slap him, so she balled her small hands into fists and counted to ten.

			She could feel the tension of the past few days simmering, boiling up, spilling over, and she had to bite down on the temptation to shout at him. She wasn’t the shouting sort. For a second, she wondered how he would react if his perennially unflappable PA decided to let rip.

			‘Do you?’ he was asking quietly. ‘You’re quiet, Violet. Refined. Not the sort to give as good as she gets.’

			‘I wish you could hear yourself, Matt Falconer,’ Violet responded, heading fast towards a flashpoint and only holding off by sheer willpower. ‘I’m not a complete idiot.’

			He had the grace to flush. ‘I never said that you were.’

			‘The implication was there,’ Violet retorted scornfully, and she noted the startled expression on his face, because this was a side to her he hadn’t seen. ‘You think I’m such a weak fool that if someone says “boo”, then I’m going to go crying and running away because I just can’t handle it!’

			‘Not at all,’ he muttered uncomfortably.

			‘I’ll have you know that I have a great deal more backbone than you probably think!’

			‘I’m sure you have.’

			‘Then stop patronising me!’

			‘Jesus, Violet. Where is this coming from? I only came here to find out what was going on!’ He raked his fingers through his hair and Violet gathered herself, but with difficulty.

			‘I’ve handed in my notice, Matt, because something has cropped up, something unexpected, and I haven’t had a choice.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I know that my email was a bit...er...brief, but going into details would have been complicated. I had no idea you would pursue the matter.’

			‘You thought that I would just sit back and let you walk out on me?’ Matt demanded incredulously, and Violet blushed, because the phrasing of those words was so unintentionally intimate.

			Good job you’re leaving! She mentally berated herself for all her negative thoughts involving voids opening up at the prospect of never going into that fast-paced, adrenaline-charged office ever again. Just remember how dangerous it is, having a stupid crush on your boss!

			‘I’ll make sure I find a suitable replacement before I leave,’ she responded coolly. ‘I won’t leave you in the lurch.’

			‘What if I decide that you’re irreplaceable?’

			Violet shrugged. She wished he would tailor his remarks, which were just making her even more addled and flustered, but naturally he wouldn’t because Matt Falconer never saw fit to tailor his words or his actions to suit anyone. He was a law unto himself. That was just how he liked it and, annoyingly, he got away with it because he was so over-the-top talented at what he did.

			‘No one’s irreplaceable.’

			‘You say that you didn’t have a choice,’ he thought aloud, his expression clearing. He sat forward so abruptly that she blinked in sudden confusion. ‘You’re pregnant, aren’t you? I’m very progressive when it comes to things like that, but is he a dinosaur? Is that it? Someone with a value system that’s still buried in the Middle Ages? It would be a travesty for some guy to think that a pregnant woman equates to a stay-at-home partner.’

			Deep-blue eyes darted down to her stomach and, horrified, Violet instinctively rested her hand on her tummy. ‘Who is he, Violet, and how is it that I don’t know a thing about him? Isn’t that taking secrecy to the very limit?’ He shot her an accusatory look from under thick, sooty lashes. ‘And tell me that you’re enough of a feminist to know that you don’t jack a great job in because some guy with antiquated expectations suggests that you do.’

			Suddenly restless, he vaulted upright and walked in jerky movements to the kitchen window, staring out for a few seconds before spinning round to glare at her, clearly offended.

			‘We no longer live in the Dark Ages,’ he carried on, leaving her speechless at his wild conclusions. ‘And you should know that I am more than considerate when it comes to taking care of my staff, including the ones who have babies. Is there or is there not a crèche available, expertly manned by fully trained staff, on the eighth floor?’

			‘Yes, but...’

			‘We’ve long left behind those bad old days of gender inequality.’

			‘There’s nothing wrong with being a stay-at-home mum!’ Violet was distracted enough to retort.

			Frankly, she could think of nothing more wonderful, but she wasn’t going to become diverted by this non-issue. How on earth could someone with such an incredibly sharp brain be so...dense?

			‘You’re not wearing a ring,’ he commented sharply. ‘Baby out of wedlock, Violet? Not what I would have expected, but then it’s very obvious that you’ve been keeping all sorts of things from me. I’m beginning to wonder whether I knew you at all! Naturally, you never gave anything away, but I thought I knew the kind of person you were. Hasn’t the man had the decency to propose to you, or has he done a runner?’

			He shook his head in disgust while Violet did her best to keep up, even though her brain was lagging several light years behind. ‘Or maybe he’s married. Is that it? Did you get yourself embroiled in some kind of sordid situation that’s ended up leading to this? You should have come to me for advice, Violet. I would have been there for you.’

			Violet stared at him with undisguised incredulity. She was so astounded that she could barely think straight.

			‘A married man? A sordid affair? And, Matt Falconer, not that it has ever been necessary, but why on earth would I ever contemplate coming to you for advice?’

			Matt frowned. ‘Because I’m a man of the world,’ he said in a voice that implied that he was doing nothing more than stating the obvious.

			‘You’re also a man who has never had a relationship that’s lasted longer than three months!’ she was riled into retorting, betraying her code of never losing her cool with her boss. Naturally, instead of being annoyed with her outburst, he stared at her with the expression of a man suddenly intrigued.

			She had half risen from her chair through sheer frustration, and now he slowly strolled towards her.

			Mesmerised against her will, Violet could only stare right back at him as he drew closer until he was standing right in front of her, at which point she sank back into the chair, trembling all over and angry with herself for letting the situation get so completely out of hand.

			‘This is ridiculous!’ she exclaimed, watching warily as he dragged a chair across so that he was sitting far too close to her for comfort’s sake.

			‘I know. It is. So why don’t you just take back your resignation and we’ll pretend none of this ever happened?’ He looked at her narrowly and suddenly, inexplicably, found his imagination start to wander because there was something oddly fetching about her flushed face, parted lips and angry eyes. He frowned and blinked away that sudden drag on his senses.

			‘I haven’t resigned because I want a pay rise.’ She tabulated each point carefully and slowly. ‘Nor is it because I want more responsibility. If you had read what I said in my email, you’d have noted that I was extremely complimentary about my experience of working for your company—’

			‘You sound like a cheap brochure when you say that,’ Matt interrupted.

			Violet bristled. Not only had he interrupted, but he was so damned close that his knees were touching hers and it was hellishly impossible to focus properly.

			‘Nor,’ she continued through gritted teeth, ‘has anyone been pestering me on the work front, and if John Draper happened to ask me out on a date, then that is none of your business!’

			‘I knew that guy was lurking round your desk for no good reason.’ Matt scowled and Violet wanted to hit him.

			‘And more to the point, Matt Falconer, I have not been having an affair with anyone! I am not pregnant and I certainly could never be attracted to anyone who thought that it might be okay to lay down ground rules about a woman’s place. That is not why I have had to tender my resignation!’

			‘That’s good.
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