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Dedication
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TO MY LOVE—
the one who showed me that forever isn’t found; it’s built.
Thank you for the patience, the laughter, the quiet strength, and the moments that felt like home before I ever knew what home really meant.
To my friends—
the ones who checked on me, prayed for me, laughed with me, and reminded me who I am when I forgot. Your support carried me through more pages than you’ll ever know.
And to every supporter who believed in this story, this journey, and this dream—
this book is because of you.
With love and gratitude,
S.P. Lee
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LOVE DOESN’T END AT the vows.
That’s where it begins.
5th Avenue Forever is about what happens after the promise—after the butterflies, after the applause, after the ring settles comfortably on your finger. It’s about choosing each other when life gets loud, when dreams demand more, when family history calls you back, and when growth stretches you in ways you never expected.

This story picks up at the moment everything shifts. Zora Jo and Maurice are no longer falling in love—they’re learning how to stay. How to build. How to grow together without losing themselves. From San Antonio’s vibrant streets to quiet moments filled with truth, laughter, and reflection, this book is an intimate look at love that matures, deepens, and evolves.

If you believe love is work—but worth it—this story is for you.

Welcome back to 5th Avenue.
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CHAPTER 1  
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RIGHT WHERE WE LEFT IT

The room was still too quiet for what had just happened.

Not peaceful.

Not calm.

Just... suspended.

Zora Jo Whittfield-Simms sat at the edge of the couch, her fingers laced together in her lap, her wedding band catching the light every time she moved — which wasn’t often. The hum of the refrigerator filled the space like a witness that didn’t know where to look.

Maurice stood by the window.

He hadn’t moved since the door closed.

San Antonio glowed outside — traffic lights blinking, sirens far away, the city breathing like it always did — unaware that something sacred and fragile was trying to find its footing inside this apartment.

Neither of them spoke.

They didn’t need to.

Even though the second honeymoon was a beautiful night to remember for a lifetime, granted Zora didn’t have to take a business call upon arrival. 

Maurice just stood by the window, looking at the star shining up against the violet sky.

“Could he be mad at me still?” she thought.

This was the moment after the cliff — the place nobody ever writes about. The seconds after certainty meet reality.

Zora finally exhaled.

“So,” she said softly, not looking up. “We’re really married.”

Maurice let out a quiet laugh — not amused, not nervous, just real.

“Yeah,” he said. “We really are.”

She nodded, lips curving slightly. “Okay.”

Okay.

Such a small word for something so enormous.

Maurice turned from the window and leaned against the wall, arms crossed loosely over his chest. He watched her the way he always did when he was trying not to interrupt her thoughts.

“You alright?” he asked.

Zora tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know yet. But I’m not scared.”

That mattered.

Maurice’s shoulders dropped just a little. “Good.”

She finally looked up at him then — really looked. Not the man from the vows. Not the man from the photographs. The man standing barefoot on hardwood floors, tie tossed over a chair, jacket forgotten somewhere in the chaos of celebration.

“This is the part where real life shows up,” she said.

Maurice nodded. “I figured it would be less... glamorous.”

She laughed softly. “Tomorrow, I have three calls before noon.”

“Of course you do.”

“And a contract revision that makes me want to scream.”

He pushed off the wall and walked toward her slowly, careful not to crowd her. “Do you want help?”

Zora blinked.

That question landed differently now.

She studied his face — the sincerity, the patience, the way he wasn’t trying to fix her, just stood with her.

“...Yeah,” she said. “I think I do.”

Maurice smiled widely, and proudly.

“Good,” he said. “Because I didn’t marry you to watch from the sidelines.”

Her chest tightened in the best way.

She reached for his hand.

Outside, the city kept moving.

Inside, something solid began.
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CHAPTER 2
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MARRIAGE DOESN’T HIT PAUSE

Marriage didn’t hit pause just because the morning started sweet.

That was the part Zora Jo Whitfield-Simms had to remind herself of, especially on days like this, when the sun came through the windows like a blessing and Maurice Simms kissed her forehead like the world couldn’t touch them.

But the world could.

And it would.

Zora stood at the kitchen island with one hand wrapped around her coffee mug and the other holding her phone like it might bite her. Her calendar was already screaming—two meetings, one walk-through, a last-minute client call, and a promise she’d made to herself to stop saying yes to everything.

Across the room, Maurice tightened his tie in the mirror by the entryway, posture straight, shoulders broad, looking like he belonged on a billboard that said “Discipline.”  He was the kind of man who could be fully dressed and composed while Zora still had one heel on and mascara in one eye.

“Why you always put your tie on like it’s a mission?” she asked, squinting at him.

Maurice smiled slightly without looking away from the mirror. “Because it is.”

“A mission to stress me out?”

He glanced over. “A mission to provide.”

Zora’s chest softened before she could stop it. “Well... when you say it like that, I can’t even argue.”

Maurice stepped closer, reached for her hand, and brushed his thumb along her ring like he was checking to make sure it was still real. “Don’t worry. I’m not trying to win today.”

“Liar,” she said, but she was smiling.

He leaned down and kissed her—slow, warm, familiar. The kind of kiss that didn’t need fireworks to feel like something holy.

Then his phone buzzed.

Maurice exhaled like he’d been personally offended by the sound. “Of course.”

Zora lifted her mug in a mock toast. “Welcome back to the real world.”

He checked the screen, his jaw tightening for just a second. Zora noticed. She always noticed.

“What is it?” she asked carefully.

“Nothing,” he said too quickly.

That “nothing” was never nothing.

Zora stared at him a beat longer, then turned back toward the kitchen. She had learned something about marriage in the short time she’d been in it: you didn’t have to chase every moment down with questions. Sometimes you let the truth come to you when it was ready.

But she filed it away anyway.

Phone buzzed. Jaw tight. ‘Nothing.’ Noted.

She slid her key pendant—engraved with her “Z”—between her fingers, letting it rest against her palm. Maurice’s matching “M” hung from a chain around his neck. It was a gift, but it was also a symbol.

We unlock life together.

Zora didn’t know she’d need that reminder today.

—-
[image: ]


They left the apartment together, morning air cool against their faces. Zora walked slightly behind Maurice on the sidewalk, not because she wanted to, but because he moved like a man on schedule and she moved like a woman who refused to rush her spirit.

“Maurice,” she called, half amused.

He turned. “What?”

“You walking like you got somewhere to be.”

“I do,” he said.

“So do I,” she replied, “but I still want to enjoy the fact that I’m alive.”

He came back to her, offered his hand. “Then walk with me. Don’t trail behind like a stranger.”

Zora slipped her hand into his, letting his warmth settle her. “You act like I’m not the one who made you stop and take pictures of a random sunset last week.”

He smirked. “That sunset was... alright.”

“It was gorgeous.”

“It was a sunset.”

“And you were happy,” she said, side-eyeing him.

He squeezed her hand. “I’m always happy with you.”

Zora felt that in her bones.

Then they reached the corner where they usually split—Maurice to his office, Zora to hers.

Their goodbye kiss was quick, but Maurice’s hand lingered at her waist just a moment longer than necessary.

“You good?” she asked softly.

Maurice’s eyes flicked over her face like he was memorizing it. “I’m good.”

She didn’t push. She nodded. “Text me.”

“I always do.”

“You don’t always.”

He opened his mouth like he wanted to argue, then shut it again.

Zora raised an eyebrow. “See? That pause? That’s how I know.”

Maurice laughed once low and reluctantly. “You are watching me like a detective.”

“Because I’m your wife,” she said simply. “That’s the job.”

His expression softened. He kissed her forehead. “Alright. I’ll text.”

Zora watched him walk away, tie perfect, shoulders broad, disappearing into the rush of the city.

Then she turned and headed into her own day.

And as she walked, she could already feel it:

Marriage didn’t hit pause just because the morning started sweet.

—-
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Zora’s workday began the way it always did—her phone vibrating before she even stepped through the door.

By the time she arrived at the studio, her assistant was already in motion, clipboard in hand and eyes wide like she’d seen a ghost.

“Good morning,” Zora  said, sliding her bag onto her desk.

“Morning, Ms. Whitfield-Simms,” the assistant replied, then immediately blurted, “The client moved the meeting up. And the vendor delivered the wrong chairs. And there’s a man downstairs who says he ‘doesn’t do appointments’ but he ‘does do excellence.’”

Zora blinked slowly. “Okay.”

The assistant leaned in, whispering like it was a secret. “He’s... dramatic.”

Zora held her face still, but inside her brain she was screaming.

“Why is my life like this?”

She smiled calmly. “Send the chairs back. Confirm the moved-up meeting. And bring the dramatic man upstairs.”

The assistant hesitated. “Bring him... upstairs?”

Zora nodded. “Let me meet the chaos head on.”

“And if he bites?”

“Then we bite back,” Zora said, dead serious.

The assistant laughed nervously and scurried away.

Zora exhaled, rolling her shoulders. She glanced down at her pendant key for a second “Z”—then tucked it back under her blouse.

“You can do this. This is the life you prayed for.”

She had built this. Not all at once, not overnight, but brick by brick. And even though marriage had added a new layer to her life, her dreams didn’t disappear just because she had a husband now.

She wanted love.

But she also wanted legacy.

That was why she worked this hard.

That was why she wouldn’t shrink again.

The dramatic man arrived ten minutes later.

He strode into her studio like he owned it—tall, older, dressed in expensive casual, and wearing sunglasses indoors as if the lighting might offend him. He glanced around, taking in space, then looked at Zora like she needed to impress him.

Zora stood. “Good morning.”

He paused, then slowly lowered his sunglasses. “You’re Zora Jo.”

“I am,” she said.

He nodded once. “I’ve heard you’re the best.”

Zora smiled politely. “I’ve heard I’m expensive.”

He grinned. “Worth it.”

Zora gestured to the chair. “Sit.”

He sat.

Then he started talking like his mouth had been waiting for someone to listen.

He wanted luxury. He wanted warmth. He wanted something that felt like money but didn’t look like it was trying too hard. He wanted his space to tell a story.

Zora listened. She asked questions. She made notes.

But somewhere in the middle of his speech about marble and imported wood, her phone buzzed again.

She glanced at the screen.

Maurice.

Her chest eased.

She didn’t answer, but she read the message:

Maurice: Busy morning. Thinking about you. We are still good tonight?

Zora smiled to herself.

Marriage didn’t hit pause, but neither did their connection.

She texted back quickly:

Zora: We are good. Don’t forget I’m cooking. And don’t come home with that “nothing” energy.

She hit send before she could overthink it.

She looked up to find the dramatic man staring at her.

“What?” she asked.

He leaned back. “I like you. You’re not easily impressed.”

Zora smiled. “I’m married. That helps.”

He laughed loudly. “Fair enough.”

Zora finished the meeting strong. She got what she needed. She controlled the chaos.

But by the time she sat down again, her shoulders ached.

She looked at her calendar.

She looked at her inbox.

Then she looked at the picture of Maurice she kept in a frame on her desk, one of the rare photos where he was genuinely laughing, head thrown back, eyes shut, joy in his face like it had found him unexpectedly.

Zora smiled.

Then she whispered, “Please don’t let today be one of those days.”

—-
[image: ]


Across the city, Maurice Simms was already deep in one of those days.

He stood in a conference room surrounded by men who wanted results, numbers, and certainty. Men who didn’t care that he had woken up in love and kissed his wife goodbye.

To them, he wasn’t Maurice. He was performing.

He kept his face neutral as a colleague spoke too long and too loud about a problem that Maurice could’ve solved in five minutes—if the man would just stop talking.

Maurice felt the familiar irritation crawl up his spine.

Control yourself.

He tapped his pen once.

The phone buzzing earlier had been his brother calling about something Maurice wasn’t ready to tell Zora yet.

Not because he didn’t trust her.

Because he didn’t want to put weight on her shoulders when she was already carrying her own.

And because Maurice had a habit—one he didn’t even notice until marriage—of trying to handle everything alone.

Zora was changing that.

But Maurice wasn’t perfect.

He was trying.

His mind drifted for a second to the message he’d gotten from her:

Don’t come home with that “nothing” energy.

Maurice almost smiled.

She knows me too well.

Then his phone buzzed again.

This time, it wasn’t his brother.

It was a message from Zora.

Zora: We are good. Don’t forget I’m cooking. And don’t come home with that “nothing” energy.

Maurice actually smiled this time.

The colleague paused mid-sentence, staring. “What’s funny?”

Maurice looked up, and her expression blanked again. “Nothing.”

The colleague nodded, satisfied, and kept talking.

Maurice exhaled.

Marriage didn’t hit pause.

But it also didn’t let him hide the way he used to.

That was both a blessing and a struggle.

He looked down at the “M” key pendant resting against his chest.

We unlock life together.

He wasn’t used to that.

But he wanted to be.

He wanted to be the kind of husband who didn’t shut doors to keep his wife safe, only to end up locking her out.

He didn’t want that.

Not with Zora.

Not ever.

—-
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By the time Zora made it home, the sky was already turning.

She kicked off her shoes at the door and stood still for a moment, letting the quiet wash over her.

Then she turned on music, something soulful, something with a rhythm that made her hips sway even when her day had tried to steal her joy.

She cooked the way she always did when she needed to feel powerful: seasoning like it was therapy, tasting like it was proof that she could make something good out of anything.

By the time Maurice came in, the apartment smelled like comfort and warmth and a little bit of spice.

He stepped inside and paused like the scent alone had softened him.

Zora looked up from the stove. “Hey.”

Maurice’s eyes met hers. “Hey.”

He set his keys down slowly, like he didn’t want to bring the day into the home too loudly.

Zora Jo watched him carefully.

He was quiet.

Not in a peaceful way.

In a holding-it-in way.

She turned the stove down. “You hungry?”

Maurice nodded. “Yeah.”

She plated food, set it on the table, and sat across from him.

They ate for a few minutes in silence.

Not the awkward kind.

The kind where both were tired and trying not to say the wrong thing.

Then Zora put her fork down gently.

“Maurice.”

He looked up. “Yeah?”

“What’s wrong?”

He hesitated.

Zora didn’t blink.

Marriage didn’t hit pause.

It demanded presence.

Maurice exhaled slowly. “It’s nothing.”

Zora’s eyes narrowed slightly—not in anger, but in “here we go again.”

“Maurice,” she said calmly, “you walked in here like you got a storm in your chest. Don’t tell me it’s nothing.”

He looked down at his plate. “I just... had a long day.”

“So did I,” she said softly. “But I’m here.”

Maurice’s jaw flexed.

And Zora felt it—the moment right before the argument.

The moment where love could either harden or open.

She inhaled slowly. “Talk to me.”

Maurice’s voice came out lower. “Zora, I’m trying to protect you from things that don’t need to be on your mind.”

Zora leaned back slightly. “Protect me... or control what I know?”

Maurice’s eyes lifted sharply. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

“It feels like it,” she replied, still calm but firm. “Because you keep saying ‘nothing,’ and I’m your wife. I’m not a stranger you have to shield.”
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