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Prologue
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Emma Hartley thought she had finally found everything she was missing. After years of disappointing relationships and the demands of single motherhood, she meets Daniel Reeve....a man who seems to embody patience, stability, and devotion. He’s thoughtful. Charming. He listens. And best of all, he embraces both Emma and her young daughter, Lily, with open arms. Their romance is quick but full of quiet moments that feel like safety.

Their wedding is picture perfect. Their families blend easily. They move into a beautiful house and have a second child together. From the outside, their life is everything people hope for.

But inside their marriage, something darker is taking shape.

Daniel’s love starts to feel more like surveillance. He tracks Emma’s calendar. Manages her phone. Rearranges her finances “for her benefit.” He tells her who to trust and who to avoid...slowly cutting her off from her sister Sarah, her friends, her independence. The changes are subtle at first, wrapped in the language of care and concern. But after the birth of their second child, Emma begins to recognise the truth: she is being controlled.

As Daniel’s grip tightens, Emma finds herself living a double life....outwardly compliant, inwardly unraveling. She begins documenting everything. Secret notebooks. Backup phones. Hidden files. It’s not just fear that drives her...it’s the growing realisation that her children are learning this version of love, too.

When Emma finally escapes with her children to a safe house, Daniel fights back. He launches a public smear campaign, weaponising social media to frame himself as the abandoned, loving husband. But in court, Emma brings something stronger than accusations: evidence. Her voice. Her truth.

Perfect Man is a story of coercive control told through the eyes of a woman who refuses to be erased. A chilling and emotionally charged portrait of how abuse hides behind the mask of love and what it takes to reclaim your life after being owned, silenced, and slowly rewritten. It is about motherhood, survival, and the quiet, radical act of choosing yourself when the world tells you not to.
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Chapter One
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Emma hadn’t planned to go.

The invitation had sat in her inbox for three weeks, unopened and unacknowledged, buried between school newsletters and discount codes she never used. It was Amanda’s thirty-fifth birthday dinner, tapas, cocktails, an “intimate gathering of favourites.” Which, Emma knew, really meant, couples clinking glasses, small talk, and one too many photos posted before dessert.

She liked Amanda well enough, but the idea of dressing up and pretending to sparkle for a room full of people she barely knew exhausted her.

Still, when Saturday rolled around and the kids were at their dad’s for the weekend, Emma found herself standing in front of her closet, a glass of wine in one hand, already calculating how she’d regret staying in.

She reached for the black wrap dress. Not fancy, not fussy. Simple, soft, and flattering enough to remind her she still had a shape beneath the oversized sweaters and school-run hoodies.

She pulled her hair back, left her makeup minimal, and drove into the city with the windows cracked, the autumn air curling around her shoulders like a dare. Just one drink, she promised herself. Maybe two.

The restaurant was crowded but cozy. Warm lights strung along the ceiling. A hum of conversation and clinking silverware. She spotted Amanda at a long table near the back, already holding court, her laughter unmistakable.

“Emma!” Amanda stood and waved, wine glass in hand. “You made it!”

Emma smiled as she weaved through the crowd. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Come, come. You’re next to Daniel. You two will get along.”

Emma raised an eyebrow. Amanda winked. “Trust me.”

She slid into the seat, offering a polite smile to the man beside her, tall, clean cut, late thirties, maybe. A navy sport coat, no tie, dark eyes that seemed to take in more than they let on.

“Emma, meet Daniel,” Amanda said. “Daniel, Emma. Don’t bore each other.”

And with that, she disappeared back into her crowd.

Emma turned toward him. “Hi.”

“Hi,” he said, smiling. “I’ve been instructed not to bore you, so no pressure.”

She laughed. “Well, I haven’t been briefed, so fair warning...I might start with weather small talk and spiral into awkward silences.”

He raised his glass. “To mutual risk, then.”

They clinked. And just like that, the evening shifted.

******
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HE DIDN’T ASK THE USUAL questions. Not “What do you do?” or “Are you married?” or “How do you know Amanda?” Instead, he asked what book she’d read last that stayed with her. And when she mentioned it, a quiet novel about grief and second chances, he didn’t blink or joke or redirect. He asked what line she kept thinking about days later.

They talked about old movies, strange travel stories, and the things they were both a little embarrassed to admit they loved. At one point, Emma found herself laughing so hard her wine almost spilled.

It felt easy. And rare.

By the time dessert came, Emma realised she hadn’t looked at her phone once.

Outside, he offered to walk her to her car.

“You don’t have to,” she said.

“I know.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”

They walked slowly, side by side, the night air sharp and clean. He didn’t reach for her hand. Didn’t move too close. Just matched her pace, like he’d always known how.

When they reached her car, he said, “I know this is bold, but... I’d like to see you again. Coffee, maybe. No pressure.”

Emma looked at him, really looked, and felt something she hadn’t in a long time: ease.

“I’d like that,” she said.

He smiled. “Good.”

As she drove home, the city lights blurring outside her window, she realised something strange.

She wasn’t thinking about how to explain this night to anyone. Not to Sarah. Not to her mother. Not even to herself.

She was just smiling.
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Chapter Two
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Emma didn’t text him first.

She told herself it was because she was busy, but the truth was simpler: she wanted to see if he meant it. If he’d follow up or just let the night fade into memory, like so many men had before.

Two days later, on a Wednesday afternoon, her phone buzzed.

Daniel Reeve:

Still thinking about that lemon tart and your opinion on black-and-white films. Can I buy you a coffee this weekend?

She read the message twice, smiling before she even realised it.

They met Saturday afternoon at a small café tucked between a florist and a bookstore. Emma arrived early. She hated being late, and something about this felt important, like being on time was the first signal that she took this seriously.

Daniel walked in two minutes later, holding a newspaper, an actual newspaper. “I have a rule,” he said, grinning as he sat down. “If a coffee shop still stocks real sugar cubes and doesn’t play EDM, I support it.”

She laughed.

It was easy again. Effortless. He asked about her work, freelance graphic design and didn’t treat it like a side hustle or a hobby. When she mentioned her daughter, Lily, and her son, Max, he didn’t flinch. He didn’t launch into the tired “Oh, so you’re a mum,” with that patronising mix of surprise and recalibration. He just nodded and asked how old they were.

“Six and three,” she said. “Lily is the
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