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Chapter 1: Perfect on Paper

	 

	Isis sat on the worn-out couch, her four-year-old daughter, Kiana, nestled in her lap, watching cartoons. The small apartment was cozy but cramped, a reflection of her tireless efforts to make a home despite the chaos Jamal brought into their lives. She sighed, running her fingers through Kiana’s curls, trying to push away the thoughts of where Jamal might be.

	 

	The phone rang, its shrill tone cutting through the quiet. Isis grabbed it, her heart sinking as she saw the number. She answered reluctantly, already knowing what was coming.

	 

	“Hello?”

	 

	“Isis, girl, you need to know your man out here wildin’ again. I saw him with some chick at the club last night.”

	 

	Isis clenched her jaw, trying to keep her voice steady. “Thanks for lettin’ me know, Tasha. I appreciate it.”

	 

	She hung up, feeling the familiar sting of betrayal. Jamal had been her world for over ten years, but he was always for the streets. His cheating, his shady dealings, it was all part of the package she’d been carrying for too long. She glanced at Kiana, feeling a surge of determination. She had to hold it together for her daughter, no matter what.

	 

	Just then, the door creaked open, and Jamal stumbled in, smelling of booze and cheap perfume. He barely acknowledged her, heading straight for the bedroom.

	 

	“Jamal,” she called after him, her voice tinged with frustration. “We need to talk.”

	 

	He turned, his eyes bloodshot and unfocused. “Ain’t nothin’ to talk about, Isis. I’m tired.”

	 

	Isis stood, placing Kiana gently on the couch. “Tired? You think I’m not tired? I’m here holdin’ down the fort while you out doin’ God knows what.”

	 

	Jamal waved her off, slumping onto the bed. “I said I’m tired. We’ll talk later.”

	 

	She watched him, her anger simmering just below the surface. This was her life—constantly picking up the pieces, trying to make sense of the chaos he brought. But she was done being just the perfect girlfriend. She needed more.

	 

	The next day, Isis was at work, trying to focus on her job at the clinic, but her mind kept drifting. Jamal’s neglect, his affairs, the calls from other women—it was all too much. She needed help, and the only person she could think to call was Jowan, Jamal’s brother. Jowan had always been there for her, reliable and steady, the opposite of Jamal.

	 

	During her lunch break, she dialed Jowan’s number.

	 

	“Hey, Jowan. It’s Isis. Can you come by later? I need some help with a few things around the house.”

	 

	“No problem, Isis. I’ll be there after work.”

	 

	That evening, Jowan showed up, his usual calm presence a balm to her frayed nerves. He fixed the leaky faucet, changed the lightbulbs, and even played with Kiana, bringing a rare smile to her face.

	 

	“You always know how to fix things, Jowan,” she said, grateful.

	 

	He shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips. “Just doin’ what I can. You deserve better, Isis. You know that, right?”

	 

	Isis looked away, feeling a mix of emotions. She knew he was right, but admitting it felt like a betrayal. “It’s complicated, Jowan. Jamal... he’s Kiana’s father.”

	 

	“I get that. But you gotta think about what’s best for you and Kiana. You can’t keep livin’ like this.”

	 

	His words lingered in her mind long after he left. She sat on the couch, watching Kiana sleep, her heart heavy with the weight of her choices. She loved Jamal, but love wasn’t enough to keep the pain at bay. She needed to make a change, but the thought of doing it alone terrified her.

	 

	The next morning, Jamal was gone before she woke up, leaving behind the usual mess. As she cleaned up, her phone buzzed with another message from Tasha, this time with a picture of Jamal and some woman, all over each other at the club. Isis felt a surge of anger and hurt, the final straw breaking the camel’s back.

	 

	She dialed Jowan’s number again, her hands shaking. “Jowan, can you come by tonight? I need to talk.”

	 

	“Of course, Isis. I’ll be there.”

	 

	That night, as Jowan sat across from her, she finally let the tears fall. “I can’t do this anymore, Jowan. Jamal... he’s breaking me.”

	 

	Jowan reached out, taking her hand. “You don’t have to do it alone, Isis. I’m here for you, whatever you need.”

	 

	Isis looked into his eyes, seeing the sincerity and care she had been missing for so long. For the first time, she felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe, just maybe, she could find a way out of this darkness.

	 

	As the night wore on, they talked and shared their frustrations, the bond between them growing stronger. Jowan was everything Jamal wasn’t—kind, supportive, and dependable. And as the lines blurred between friendship and something more, Isis realized she was standing on the edge of a decision that could change everything.

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Dependence on Jowan

	 

	Isis woke up to the sound of Kiana’s laughter echoing through the small apartment. She stretched and glanced at the clock—6:30 AM. Another day, another hustle. Jamal had been MIA since the argument, and she hadn’t heard a peep from him. Typical.

	 

	She got up, moving through the motions of getting Kiana ready for daycare. The little girl’s bright smile was a stark contrast to the heaviness in Isis’s heart. “Come on, baby. Time to get you dressed,” she said, trying to muster some enthusiasm.

	 

	Once Kiana was settled, Isis grabbed her phone and dialed Jowan. She hated relying on him so much, but with Jamal out of the picture, she had no choice.

	 

	“Hey, Jowan. Can you come by after work? The sink’s acting up again, and I could use some help with a few things.”

	 

	Jowan’s voice was steady and reassuring. “Of course, Isis. I’ll be there around six.”

	 

	The day dragged on, each hour blurring into the next. At the clinic, Isis struggled to keep her focus, her mind constantly drifting back to Jamal’s betrayal and Jowan’s steady presence. She couldn’t shake the feeling that her life was teetering on the edge of something she couldn’t quite grasp.

	 

	When she got home, the sight of Jamal lounging on the couch with a beer in hand nearly sent her over the edge. He looked up, a lazy grin spreading across his face. “Hey, baby. Miss me?”

	 

	Isis clenched her fists, trying to keep her cool. “Where you been, Jamal? You think you can just waltz back in here like nothin’ happened?”

	 

	Jamal shrugged, taking a swig of his beer. “I’m here now, ain’t I? Why you always trippin’?”

	 

	Before Isis could respond, there was a knock at the door. She opened it to find Jowan standing there, a toolbox in hand. His eyes flicked to Jamal, and his expression hardened.

	 

	“Hey, Jowan. Thanks for coming,” Isis said, stepping aside to let him in.

	 

	Jamal’s grin faded as he sat up. “What’s he doin’ here?”

	 

	Isis ignored him, focusing on Jowan. “The sink’s been leaking again, and I need some help with a few other things around the house.”

	 

	Jowan nodded, moving past Jamal without a word. He went straight to the kitchen, setting to work on the sink. Jamal watched him, his eyes narrowing.

	 

	“What’s up with this, Isis? You callin’ my brother to do my job now?”

	 

	Isis turned to him, her voice steady. “Your job? When’s the last time you fixed anything around here, Jamal? You’re too busy runnin’ the streets to take care of your own family.”

	 

	Jamal stood up, his temper flaring. “Don’t talk to me like that. You know what I gotta do to survive out there.”

	 

	Jowan’s voice cut through the tension. “Maybe if you spent more time takin’ care of your family and less time in the streets, you wouldn’t have to worry about that.”

	 

	Jamal’s fists clenched, and he took a step toward Jowan. “You think you can come in here and play hero? This is my house.”

	 

	Jowan didn’t back down, meeting his brother’s glare head-on. “Then act like it, Jamal. Step up and be a man.”

	 

	Isis’s heart pounded in her chest, the tension between the two men palpable. She stepped between them, her voice shaking. “Enough. This ain’t solving anything.”

	 

	Jamal glared at her, then at Jowan, before storming out of the apartment, slamming the door behind him. The sound echoed through the small space, leaving an uneasy silence in its wake.

	 

	Jowan sighed, turning back to the sink. “I’m sorry, Isis. I didn’t mean to cause more trouble.”

	 

	Isis shook her head, tears stinging her eyes. “It’s not your fault. He’s been like this for years. I just... I don’t know what to do anymore.”

	 

	Jowan finished fixing the sink and straightened up, his eyes filled with concern. “You deserve better than this, Isis. You and Kiana both.”

	 

	Isis wiped her eyes, feeling a surge of gratitude and something deeper. “Thank you, Jowan. For everything.”

	 

	He smiled softly. “I’m always here for you. You know that.”

	 

	As Jowan gathered his tools and prepared to leave, Isis felt a wave of emotions crash over her. She watched him, her mind racing. She knew she was falling for him, and it terrified her. But the
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