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  Chapter One


Aaron 
“Champagne, sir, ma’am?” The flight attendant asks as she walks around the first-class seats, offering drinks. “Or would you prefer something else?”
I glance at Lea and she has a massive smile as she takes a flute off the tray. “Thanks,” she says, taking a sip of the bubbly pale-yellow drink. She grins.
I also take a flute with thanks, and the flight attendant moves on. I take a sip. It’s not bad champagne.
Lea puts her drink down and adjusts the seat so she’s reclining. “So this is what international first class is like. Honestly, it beats domestic flights.” She wiggles her toes happily. Her socks are printed with little anthropomorphic marshmallows and I can’t help smiling at them. 
“What?” Lea asks, clearly questioning my smile. 
“You’re just so cute,” I say. Lea pouts, she hates being called cute. “What? You are! Have you seen your socks? And your height?”
Lea rolls her eyes, “I can’t believe you would use my diminutive size against me, Aaron Perera. I expected better from you.”
I wink at her, “You really shouldn’t.”
She leans over, grinning mischievously. “Oh, but Mr Perera, I know what I can expect from you.” Her eyes are on my lips and I lean forward myself…but not enough for our lips to meet. She doesn’t like it and closes the distance to kiss.
After a few satisfying seconds, we pull apart. I brush my fingers over her cheeks and push a strand of red hair over her ear.
She leans over again for a peck before settling down against her seat. “That goodbye party was really sweet, right?” Lea asks me as she takes another sip of her drink.
Smiling at the memory, I nod. Lea’s brother Luke and his girlfriend Tania had thrown us a beautiful going away party when we left Darling Point for our travels. 
“It was so awesome to see everyone one more time before we left,” Lea continues. “Man, that was a fun night. The dancing, the jokes, the donut bar! I loved it so much. And all the gifts we got. I wish we could have taken them all with us!”
“I know,” I smile. “But then we wouldn’t have had enough luggage to carry it all. Packing was already a mission. Thanks for letting me keep my stuff at your place.” 
Lea and her brother shared their family home together.
Lea shrugs, “Not a problem, and it’s not like you could have left it at Caleb’s.”
My friend from college, Caleb Knight, had encouraged me to come to Darling Point a few months ago since he had settled there with his long-term girlfriend. Somehow, I ended up meeting the love of my life. I glance at the beautiful redhead next to me, who’s now flipping through the on-board entertainment channels.
I still can’t believe she was willing to give up her life in Darling Point to travel with me. 
“What?” Lea asks, catching me staring at her. I shake my head, but she nudges me. “No, tell me, what were you thinking?”
I give up. Lea is a force of nature. There’s nothing I can do once she latches on to something. “I was just thinking how lucky I am to have you. It’s a little unbelievable that you’re with me. The last time I was on a plane, I was coming to Darling Point to write an article. I never thought I would be flying out with the love of my life.”
Lea flushes, another thing that annoys her, but being a redhead - her skin gives away every emotion on her face. I grin at her obvious blush.
“Stop it,” she demands. “I know my face is red.”
I quickly change the subject, “Now, three and a half months later, you’re on a plane with me as we go to Sri Lanka.” I take her hand in mine, playing with her fingers. I look up at her, taking in her wide eyes. “Are you still worried about it?”
She nods a little, “Yeah, I am. I don’t know anything about the country and…” she trails off.
I can guess what she’s thinking but I squeeze her hand. “And?” I prompt.
She thinks for a few moments, then sighs. “And what your parents might think of me,” she says hesitantly.
“Aw, my petiyo,” I say, calling her ‘sweetheart’ in Sinhala. “They’re going to love you. I mean, my parents are an interracial couple as well.”
“But your mom is British, and she grew up in Columbo. She’s basically Sri Lankan,” Lea protests. “How are they going to react when they see me - your very American girlfriend?”
I can understand her nervousness, but I know she has nothing to worry about. My parents are great. “They’ll say “well done” to you,” I tease.
“Well done? Why?” Lea asks.
“Because you managed to get me into a tank with dolphins,” I laugh. Lea and I met when I went to the marine world where she worked. I had a silly idea to finally deal with my phobia of dolphins by getting into a tank with them. Lea was my dive guide and had helped me; her sweetness and support had completely stolen my heart - until I unintentionally got her into trouble and she yelled at me to go away. Lucky for me though, an opportunity arose to spend time together tracking down the owner of a mystery locket we stumbled across and, well, here we are.
Lea smiles a little, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. 
“I doubt they’ll care about that.”
I grab my phone from where I had left it on my armrest and quickly open up the camera app. I switch it to selfie mode and hold the phone in front of us, framing us both on the screen. 
“What do you see?” I ask Lea.
She sighs again and looks at the screen. 
“I see me, red-haired, small, pale…”
“You forgot drop dead beautiful,” I say and she shakes her head but smiles properly this time. “What else?” I prompt.
“I see you, tall, dark hair, dark eyes, handsome, tanned skin - we look so different an-”
I quickly tip her face up with my other hand, catching her off-guard and kissing her tenderly. I quickly take the photo and only release Lea when I feel her go slightly under with the kiss.
“What was that for?” she asks.
“Look at this,” I say, showing her the phone. “We might look different - but do we look right?”
Lea takes the phone from my hand, examining the picture. A slow smile grows on her face and she hands it back to me. “We do,” she agrees.
“So please believe me, don’t worry about my family. They’re really going to love you, just like I do.” 
She nods, then turns back to her screen. “I’m feeling like a good comedy movie now. Let’s see what they have.”
It took a stopover in Doha before our next flight to Colombo, and despite the first-class lounge and flight, neither of us was feeling that great when the plane started its descent into Colombo. 
I had the window seat on this flight and I couldn’t help the slight jolt in my belly as I started to see the warm browns and oranges of the city in the setting sun. Even though I had lived in so many places with my parents when we were younger and had moved around a lot - Kenya, India, Brazil, England, and the States - there was no feeling like coming home to Sri Lanka. Maybe it was something in the water, or something in the air - that called out to my soul in a way that no other country did.
I turn towards Lea with a massive grin on my face as the plane rumbles and shakes during the landing. She doesn’t seem to be phased by the turbulence but she looks nervous.
When the plane slows down for its approach to the gate, Lea turns to me. “How do I look?”
“Gorgeous,” I say automatically. I wasn’t an idiot.
Lea rolls her eyes, “I’m serious, Aaron. My hair? Does my make-up look like it’s too much…or too little? I was trying to go for a natural look.”
“Sweetheart, you look great,” I reassure her. “It’s just the first time you guys are meeting in person. You’ve spoken to them on my video calls.”
“It’s my first impression, Aaron. And video calls aren’t the same as meeting someone face to face!” She clutches my arm and I put my hand over hers.
“You’re right, they’re not. But you have to know that no matter what happens, no matter how they feel about you, my feelings aren’t going to change. I love you and that’s all that matters.”
Lea smiles a little and I hope my words made some kind of difference to her. I love her so much. As we start to gather our hand luggage to leave the airplane, I’m certain they’re going to love her too. Boy, was I wrong.






  
  Chapter Two


Lea 
I have to admit, traveling first class is nice. I’ve been in first class before but this was my longest international trip and I didn’t feel as hazy as I did when I had taken the cross-continental trips to visit friends in Boston or Portland. But all I really feel is a knot of anxiety in my stomach. Aaron had told me so often that his family would love me, but I was a stranger to them. It was one thing to be a short-term girlfriend on one of his assignments and another to be the long-term girlfriend who was actually traveling with him.
“Lea?” Aaron walks behind me as we get off the plane. “Can I take your bag?” 
I shake my head, “Thanks, I’ve got it.”
We get through immigration and passport control and I don’t say a word to Aaron. He’s talking about Colombo, what there is to do in the country, how amazing the food is…and I can only listen with half an ear, and just give him a few nods. We collect our bags from the luggage carousel and before we know it, we’re walking through the terminal towards the international arrivals. Every step just increases my anxiety and as we get closer to the doors that seem to lead out to the arrivals hall, I just stop.
Aaron turns to me. “What’s wrong?” he asks.
“I’m…” I start, then shake my head. I was
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