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Chapter One

Avery’s Story

Reminiscing the Past

 

Hi, my name is Avery Cheung.

 

I always considered myself to be a normal, average guy, as normal as normal could be, anyway. By the time I was in my mid-20s, I was already dominating the world of Wall Street. I’d done very well for myself, professionally, over the previous decade, earning myself the title of one of the country’s youngest entrepreneurs. 

I graduated top of my class with degrees in both finance and economics at one of the most prestigious universities in the country, and by the time I entered my late 20s, I was making close to a million dollars a year. I had a beautiful wife and two lovely children, all of whom respected me, and I lived in the upscale part of Manhattan in New York City.

I literally couldn’t ask for anything more. 

So why did I still feel so lonely, so miserable? As if, none of those things even mattered?

I stared out the window of my 31st floor office, letting out a loud sigh and taking the fifth sip of my whiskey. Just another miserable day working a miserable job I no longer found any passion in. 

Don’t get me wrong, the view from the Walden building was phenomenal, an architectural masterpiece that magically blended the man-made wonder with the beauty of the metropolitan city. However, despite all the wonders and beauty around me, I felt nothing but dread in my life. Like there was a piece of me missing, something I knew could make me feel complete...

If only I had it, if only I had her. 

Not even my cleaned-pressed suit and freshly-polished shoes could lift my spirits from the dark cloud I’d been living under, battling constantly with myself to save face in front of my family while also feeling like I had nothing left to lose. Every day at work, I received the highest compliments anyone could receive, and yet, none of it mattered. Maybe it’s just my reputation keeping me respected and honored because, in reality, I knew I had been a mess, showing up late, skipping meetings, and mouthing off to my shareholders. 

But it’s not all for nothing. I had my reasons. Two weeks prior, I received a rather surprising text from Aria Xing, a young woman with little presence but many memories in my life, a woman I had never forgotten. I’d known Aria since we were just two young innocent souls who had just happened to get enrolled in the same preschool, but our connection quickly blossomed into a beautiful friendship soon after. 

Ah, I remembered the days. We used to be inseparable… But that was a long time ago, drifting apart and reuniting only to drift apart once again. We never really did get the timing right, always chasing after each other only when the other stopped caring or became unavailable.

I used to think Aria was the one, the one I was destined to be with ever since we were kids, but every time I confessed my love to her, it never seemed to be reciprocated. Don’t get me wrong, I did try fighting for her, many times, constantly giving her chances and the willingness to drop everything and everyone else for her. 

That Aria, never really could make up her mind on what she wanted. Eventually, I stopped hearing from her after several years and thought that was the end of that. 

Only a short while after I thought Aria and I had separated for good, I met my wife, Liana May. I met Liana during a dark time in my life, a time I wanted to forget but also remember as an important milestone. She provided me with some much-needed services and was there for me when I needed comforting arms until I finally asked her out on a real date.

I knew I wanted to marry her when we went walking by the pier one early morning, carrying around our lattes we had just gotten from a new café in town. I remembered her slipping on a kid’s skateboard and bumping into me, which caused us both to fall over and spill our drinks on a man sitting on a nearby bench.

Boy, was he mad. No one should have to start their day with two hot and fresh cups of lattes decorating their suit, but all Liana and I could do was laugh. That’s when I knew I wanted to marry her. She was just so easy-going and low maintenance, a partner who was always there for me without all the drama and insecurity.

I had the perfect woman, the perfect wife who treated me like a king and was willing to sacrifice her whole life so I could achieve mine, giving up her dream job as a paralegal to care for the kids so I could continue chasing mine.

I loved Liana with all my heart, so why was I standing here thinking about Aria?

It had been years since I last spoke to Aria. After failing to hear from her for half a decade, I decided to finally give up on that dream and move on. Liana had been nothing but compassionate and pleasant in my life, much different from Aria. To be honest, after three long years of marriage, I had almost pushed Aria out of my mind completely…until the night she texted me.

Aria: Hey, Avery. I miss you. Grab a drink with me soon? 

I didn’t text her back, for obvious reasons, but during those past two weeks, Aria had been all I could think about. Of course, Liana had no idea; I could never break her heart like that, not again. Hell, we almost didn’t get married because I had been so fixated on my past that I almost left my wife at the altar and walked away.

But truth was, even though I’d moved on, I never stopped thinking about Aria, not even for a second.

Aria, Aria, why now? Why text me back now when I’m supposed to be happily married?

But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about all the what ifs I could have with Aria as my limbs tickled with the sudden urge to leave, to just leave everything I’d worked so hard for behind and rush back to the love of my life. She’s like a drug, an addiction that brings with her quick pleasure and everlasting consequences. And I was allowing it to all consume me. 

Nothing, even my vows and my children, could ever triumph the connection and bond I felt towards Aria Xing.

Sometimes I swore I could hear Aria’s sweet voice whispering in my ear, calling my name in a low and distinct voice. It reminded me of when we used to be the best of friends. When we used to be more than that. I’d hear her, and I’d feel her touching my skin in a way only she could… 

No, I couldn’t think like that. I couldn’t even think about thinking like that. All she had ever given me, from the day I met her, was pain, confusion, and misery. She ruined me, ruined my life and everything I thought I could have. I trusted her, cared for her even when she treated me like shit, just for her to turn around and leave me once again, always apologizing for running away and acting like nothing ever happened.

But I couldn’t blame her completely. If I hadn’t forgiven her all these years, she wouldn’t have gotten the chance to hurt me again…and again…and again. 

My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a knock on my office door that stopped my emotional rollercoaster ride. I gently closed my eyes and faced the wall, letting out a sigh of annoyance and disappointment.

The vivacity I used to have when I was younger had been torn down by the waves of flashbacks overwhelming my mind. I used to be so focused, so diligent, but my mind was now wandering and wondering about what could’ve been. 

I was stuck in the past, the past of regret, and most of the time, I didn’t even know how to get out. 

“Mr. Cheung, your wife is on the other line,” my secretary, Kimiko Sakamoto, said as she walked into my office. 

I opened my eyes, the notion of losing someone I loved hitting me all over again.

“Tell her I’m busy with a project. And don’t disturb me again until I tell you so,” I confided with a heavy voice. 

“Yes, sir,” Kimiko answered promptly, closing the door quietly as she departed.

I was already known as the stern stick-in-the-mud at work, even before I saw that text from Aria. Now, I had become a real jackass.

Memories from the past captured me again, and the desire to see Aria compelled me into searching through a secret folder in my phone to find one of her old pictures. I kept every picture I had ever taken of or with Aria, struggling to find the strength to delete them. I was not known to be a sentimental guy, barely having more than five photos of my family in total, and even those were only the ones professionally taken from major events.

But with Aria, I couldn’t even count how many I had of her.

And with the power of password protection, Liana would never find out. It was my little secret. I stared nostalgically at the first one, from the day we first met, and I let the memories take me.

Melancholy always retained me, like an entity forcing me to still live in the past. I swiped to another picture, one where I was sitting alone with Aria, age 9. This was taken just seconds after I had scraped my knee, and Aria was devoted to dressing my wound. I always told her she’d make a great nurse, but she always cringed at the thought of cleaning up sick patients. 

I scoffed as I looked at her adorable smile, concern in her eyes. “You were such a sweetheart,” I smiled as I caressed the picture on the screen. “What happened to you?” 

She looked just as I remembered her to be in that picture. A beautiful girl with midnight black hair braided in an intricate pigtail, and a huge grin adorning her cute face. She owned the world back then; she owned it all. Even me.

***

I still remembered the first day of preschool as if it had happened yesterday. It was the day we first met. I was about five years old, and I knew that I had a pretty distinctive look and a sharp mind, both of which deterred most people, but not Aria. That’s when I first knew that she was special, like me.

My family and I had just arrived to the states from far away mainland China, and at first, no one wanted to be around me. They all saw me as different, as someone who didn’t belong in their world, a foreigner. No one wanted to talk to me. I felt like such an outcast.

All I wanted to do when I first stepped foot into America was make friends and be around people. Growing up in China and having only my family around me, I felt so alone. Sure, my parents were always around me, taking care of me and giving me what I needed, but there were never any kids my age around to hang out with. I lived in an isolated village that no one ever visited because it was so remote that it was almost unreachable.

When I said goodbye to my mom and stepped foot inside that classroom the first day, kids were weeping all around me, with several others as confused as I was. At that moment, I felt so scared, and I almost cried for my mom.

But I knew I couldn’t. I knew I had to be brave for her. My parents gave up everything, their entire lives in China, just to give me a better one in the states. The least I could do was survive preschool. Feeling out of place, I pulled my juice box out from my backpack and sat down alone on an empty chair, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. Then I heard a sweet voice.

“Hi! I’m Aria. Is this your first day?” the voice said cheerfully.

Slowly looking up, I saw her, the most adorable girl I had ever seen in the five years of my existence. It was obvious, even at first glance, that she was different. She was calm, regardless of the mayhem around her. She looked older than the rest of us, like she knew something we didn’t. And I liked it.

With a meek voice, I whispered, “yes,” and nodded.

Then she sat down next to me, like she knew exactly how I was feeling, the empathy I had always been so envious of.

“You miss your mom, don’t you?” she asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.

I didn’t know what I was feeling, but her hand sent a tingling sensation throughout my body, and I nodded.

“It’s okay,” she continued. “I miss my mom too, and my dad, but it’s only for a couple hours. Before you know it, she’ll be back to pick you up! You’ll like it here, trust me. This is a great school. We have nap time and snack time and… Hey! Do you want one of my egg tarts? My dad gave me one too many this morning, and there’s no way I can finish both of them.”

As Aria handed me one of her egg tarts and smiled, I gracefully accepted it and smiled back.

“Thanks,” I whispered. “I love egg tarts. They’re my favorite.”

“Don’t worry about it! They’re my favorite too! I think you’ll like it here once you get to know some people. I was shy at first, but now, I love coming here. Don’t worry, I’ll be your friend,” Aria eagerly cheered as she sat down next to me.

She was wearing a pink jacket with matching shoes and bows in her pigtails. Her eyes looked similar to mine, but a bit larger and hazel brown, sparkling a hint of innocence.

Over the next several minutes, we both sat there in silence, nibbling on our tarts. She was so optimistic, so open-minded. I knew right then and there that I wanted to be her friend. As we ate, we stared off into the crowd. Even in preschool, cliques were already being formed, and it was clear that I wasn’t going to be part of one. 

As I sat there, lost in my thoughts about my life back in China and whether I belonged here, I felt a nudge against my arm.

“What’s your name?” she asked me.

I looked over and whispered, “Avery. Avery Cheung.”

She smiled at me when the teacher walked in, interrupting our conversation. Mrs. Leung. None of the kids in that classroom liked her. She always came into the classroom bitter and angry, like she woke up on the wrong side of bed.

We spent the rest of the day together, and I thought it was fate, written in the fortunes of our lives. I was a shy kid, and Aria had mesmerized me with her stunning giggles and fascinating chatter. Even when I didn’t feel like talking, she brought me out of my shell, and I felt like I belonged. She refused to leave me alone, and even though I sometimes found that annoying, I was glad she didn’t.

When my mother picked me up later that day, she gave me a long hug and asked me how my day was. “Did you make any friends?” 

Looking behind me, I tried to find Aria, but she was nowhere in sight. I turned back to my mother, “Sort of. I think.”

She could only chuckle at my response. “Come on, we need to go home and get ready. We’re having dinner at one of our neighbors tonight. Your dad and I met them while grocery shopping and found out that they’re from the same part of China as we are. Such a wonderful coincidence! They have a daughter about your age. Maybe you two will get along and become the best of friends.”

Mom smiled at me, excited about the chance for me to make new friends, but all I could feel were butterflies in my stomach. If it wasn’t for Aria, I would never have made friends that first day. Oh geez. What was I going to do? I’d always been a socially-awkward kid; that was never going to change.

Maybe I can just sit there in silence for three hours and hope no one calls me out.

“I think we’ll get along very well with the Xing’s,” Mom spoke cheerfully as she drove us home.

When I walked through the front door, dragging my backpack behind me, my dad had a wide smile on his face and a mini bow tie and blazer in his hands. I knew that was my suit for the night as I grabbed them both and slowly trudged upstairs. 

Why did I have to go anyway? It’s just going to be a bunch of old adults sitting around and talking about their boring jobs while I stand awkwardly around kids I don’t even know. I’d much rather hang out with Aria. At least she gets me.

An hour later, we arrived at the Xing’s. They didn’t live too far away from us, just a couple streets away. My dad rang the doorbell, and a boy, slightly older than me, opened the door.

“Mom!” he yelled out before putting his headphones over his ears and running up the stairs, away from the strangers.

Geez, the manners on that kid, I thought. I had hoped that he wasn’t the kid I was supposed to hang out with. I would hate to be friends with someone who didn’t even have enough manners to say hello to his guests.

“Hi! So good to see you both again. And I’m guessing this is little Avery,” a woman smiled as she leaned in towards me. “I think you’ll get along quite well with my Aria. Aria, sweetie! Come down, and say hi to our guests.”

Aria? I thought. Could it be? No, it couldn’t be. It was too good to be true.

As I remained lost in my thoughts, suddenly, a familiar face with pigtails and a pink dress came running down the stairs.

“Avery!” Aria screamed with joy as she raced towards me and hugged me.

 

 


Chapter Two

Avery’s Story

Childhood Crush

 

From that day on, Aria and I became inseparable, the best of friends. We went from being classmates to neighbors to best friends. Avery and Aria. Aria and Avery. I never knew how I got so lucky to meet someone as great as Aria. She was smart, compassionate, and even at that young age, I felt my heart and body gravitating toward her.

I didn’t know what instigated it, but I knew that I wanted to be by Aria’s side forever and protect her.

Aria’s personality didn’t differ too much from mine. When we first met, I thought she was an extrovert, always interacting with people and getting to know them. 

But as the years went on, I started to realize that she was more like me, an introvert who kept to herself and saw the world for what it truly was rather than the rainbows and unicorns we had been taught. We were both equally weird introverts. Of course, we’d try to hide it from everyone else to avoid being isolated by our friends.

We were friends with Jesper Xi and Rosalie Zhao. I was never a fan of them, but they were Aria’s closest friends so I had to pretend to play nice. It’s not like they liked me much either. Without Aria, we would’ve never even thought about being friends.

Those two were definitely extroverts, full of liveliness and optimism about a life that would never come to fruition, while Aria and I remained pessimists who hated the world and wanted to watch it burn. I liked it that way, always keeping each other full of surprises. 

Sigh, Aria, her smile always full of sparkles and shine that proved breathtaking. Though she was sometimes quiet around others, she was always an open book around me, always sharing with me her secrets, as embarrassing as they were, her eyes often speaking of untold truths. 

Like I said, I was a very quiet child and didn’t have much friends. Aria was the only person I was close to. She was genuine, unlike some of her friends we’d hang out with. Her beautiful hazel eyes were always mesmerizing, and her smile always shined in a notorious smirk. I knew back then, at a very young age, that I was blinded by love. Even as I got older, I found myself never really falling out of love with her.

She was…Aria.

***

Overwhelmed by the memories, I tried to look away, to close the images, but for some reason, I couldn’t stop myself from scrolling through more and more pictures. I couldn’t remember exactly when I fell for Aria, when I even began to like girls, but even though I always wanted more, she always just saw me as her friend, her best friend who would never do anything to betray or hurt her. 

But what did I know? I was just a kid, too young and naïve to know what I was feeling. 

After all, we were just kids, confusing love and affection with just wanting a friend and someone to hang out with. I knew I felt lonely on that first day. Maybe I was so desperate to belong, to feel wanted, that I mistook friendliness for love. I just wanted her to be by my side that day, to be able to indulge in her presence.

Or so that’s what I thought it was. Decades later, I still had the same exact feelings. 

I scrolled back to a picture of when we were just 8-years old, Aria caring for my bruised and scraped knee after I fell off my bike. I sat on my chair, leaned back, closed my eyes, and let my memory take over me, traveling back in time to when I was 8-years old. Aria and I were riding our bikes together back from school when she surprised me with a dare.

***

“Hey, Avery! Let’s race! Last one home is a chicken!” Aria yelled out with a smirk.

Before I even had a chance to respond, she was off. It’s in my nature to be competitive, much like it was also in Aria’s nature. I hated to lose, so off I went after her, and boy, was she fast! As she zoomed past me, her body leaning forward against the handlebars and pedaling as fast as she could, I felt myself struggling to catch up, swerving in all directions. 

A few minutes into the race, I lost my balance, a twig snagging my wheel, and seconds later, I found myself flying off my bike. As the bike collided with a tree, I slid across the concrete, tearing apart my knees and elbows. It didn’t take long for Aria to notice what had happened as she no longer had someone screaming after her. She looked back, found me crying on the ground, and rushed over to help me.

“Avery! Are you okay? I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed as tears welled in her eyes. “Let me help you!”

As I grabbed onto her hand, I felt tingles shiver through my body, a sensation I had never felt from anyone else. I still remembered how she tore off the sleeve of her shirt and dressed my wound before helping me home, always so caring. She was such a kind friend, a beautiful girl, one I always admired and looked up to.

Mom always loved Aria, seeing her as her own daughter, and she’d praise Aria for taking care of me. Honestly, I couldn’t ask for a better friend. She would treasure every moment Aria and I spent together, taking pictures of us with her polaroid camera, and always telling us that we would be best friends forever.

Even at a young age, Mom always told me that Aria was the one, the one I was destined to be with. Of course, I was too young to even think about that, but I didn’t exactly disagree with her either.

***

I scrolled through a next set of pictures, my face blushing as I remembered each embarrassing moment. It was the day I realized Aria was paying more attention to me than I’d thought. They were pictures from one of my birthday parties.

The first picture showed my home, entirely decorated with blue and pink balloons, our favorite colors, and other birthday ornaments. The main door had multi-colored ribbons, and there were multitudinous streamers and sparkling ornaments throughout the halls. 

I remembered it well. In the kitchen, there was a huge table, 6 feet by 4 feet, wholly filled with gifts for me, although I had only one true friend. But everyone loved Aria, and they all showed up just to be around her.
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