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      Faraji wasn’t waiting until New Year’s Eve; he made his resolution on the hottest day of the summer. He was never going to enter another season of spring as a single man.

      His swinging bachelor years, brief as they had been, had only swung between two extremes: bizarre fate and bad luck. For some reason, he never found it difficult to find dates in autumn, even steady dating partners who would stick with him through the winter months. But once the buds showed even the slightest hint of appearing on the trees, then came the inevitable breakup.

      He needed to cultivate a long-term relationship. He needed a partner who would stick with him through the most depressing and desolate seasons and on through the uplifting and joyous ones. Finding such a partner couldn’t rest on luck or fate. It would take skill and work, especially if he wanted to find a partner who’d tolerate his work habits and understand where he was coming from.

      He was born in America but his Kenyan mother insisted on giving him a name that would forever remind him of his roots. That was the extent of his cultural upbringing. His mother left for parts unknown three years after he was born, and his father had little interest in Kenya and even less in Faraji. Neglect and apathy were his real roots.

      He was mostly left to his own devices when he came of age. His father provided food and shelter and, more begrudgingly, sporadic funds and occasional rides to and from his after-school activities. Faraji had persevered through it all, working hard enough and presenting well enough to earn a full-ride to an upper-tier school. After graduating, he never saw or heard from his father, nor had he bothered to reach out. He was determined to make himself a new man, unbound by any ties to family or home, ties already so flimsy they may as well be gossamer.

      In the big-enough city of Washington, D.C., he had galaxies of women to choose from—women of every shape, size, color, and nationality—a whole universe of potentials. That is, he had such choices when he wasn’t working himself to the bone trying to keep clothes on his back, food on his table, and a roof over his head. It was two years before he was financially and psychologically comfortable enough—wholly in his own skin—to begin approaching women, chatting them up, and requesting to keep their company over sips of tea or a quick bite. He had had success with some, much less with others. It was another four years before he finally realized he was approaching the same types of women over and over.

      He eventually figured that, due to some subconscious design, he’d been limiting himself. Out of the entire universe available to him, he primarily gravitated toward women who looked like him: African American, Afro Caribbean, African, Kenyan . . . Of course there was variety within those groups, but he felt it was time to go broader. Much broader.

      Working late one night at the office, he saw an internet pop-up ad for a dating site. He’d seen plenty of those before, but this one caught his interest. It was a site geared toward young men and women looking to meet a mate, in its words, “from a different culture, half a world away, or more.”

      Faraji was twenty-seven years old, but he was no fool. He knew all about dating-site scams, especially those with the singular purpose of bilking some poor sucker out of his life savings, scams that had far more success than common sense would suggest. He’d heard and read the horror stories, and he figured himself smart enough to keep away from such sites. But this ad intrigued him with its state-of-the-art animation that portrayed an odd couple coming together, forming a heart, and exploding like a supernova before settling into a universe overpopulated with jewel-like stars in the background and a splendorous, diamond-encased, heart-shaped star featured prominently in the foreground. Faraji assumed that star was the happy couple, no longer so odd, amid the universe of other richly happy couples.

      He paused his regular research and did some on the company behind the advertisement. Independent resources—some with which he was familiar—verified the company behind the site was legit. Reviews of the site were overwhelmingly positive. And testimonials from those who had used the site were abundant.

      Even though it seemed geared toward those looking to date internationally, the site, paradoxically, had no interest in promoting long-distance relationships. Its explicit mission and goal was getting people from the farthest reaches together in person for meaningful, lasting relationships.

      The site was free to join. After signing up, a user could browse profiles and click on those he or she found interesting. If the owner of the profile was likewise interested, he or she would check a box. The two matched individuals were then allowed to communicate with each other via the site’s private email service—but only for two weeks. If, during that time, the two parties neglected to engage in conversation or, after the two weeks were up, one of the individuals didn’t want to take it any further, all communication between the two was cut. However, if both individuals wanted to take the relationship to the next level and actually speak to each other, they’d both pay roughly four hundred American dollars, a fee that covered the programming and shipping costs of the company’s custom-designed smartphones. The owner of one phone would simply have to touch an app on the screen in order to connect with his or her match. The phones guaranteed crystal-clear communication no matter how far apart the users were. Dropped calls were an impossibility. However, the devices would only work for two weeks before locking up, becoming unusable to anyone.

      Faraji normally would’ve figured this is where the scam began. But all users of the site had to sign a pledge that said if they meaningfully communicated with someone for four consecutive weeks—two via email and two via the phone—then they’d be willing to meet in-person within a month’s time and possibly relocate permanently to the city, region, or country of the potential match. If one party didn’t live up to this, the aggrieved party could submit a complaint and potentially receive the equivalent of one thousand American dollars while the offending party was permanently banned from the site.

      It was free to join, so Faraji figured he had nothing to lose.

      Six weeks later, he received a package at his office.

      He and Nyame had hit it off splendidly over email. It was the most engaging series of conversations Faraji had ever had. He’d consciously targeted Europe, Asia, and South America, but the one woman with whom he really clicked happened to reside in West Africa.

      A thirty-something woman from Ghana, Nyame was fascinating and funny, and wrote witty emails in perfect English, despite her never having travelled far from home. That claim had raised a flag in Faraji’s mind, but nothing else she said during the two weeks seemed the least bit untruthful, so he accepted it as fact.

      Their last email exchange ended with him saying he wanted to hear an angel’s voice and her responding that he shouldn’t get his hopes up. But his hopes remained high as he ripped open the package shortly after signing for it. Inside the box he found a thick user manual and the compact, custom smartphone.

      It was obviously an iPhone, but it was just as obviously unlike any of the other iPhones he’d seen when he’d shopped to replace his own two months ago. The manual was also curious in that it lacked any prominent displays of the manufacturer’s logo. Instead, on the front cover, the dating site’s logo incorporated the famous apple symbol into its own design. The bitten fruit hovered between the reaching hands of two people—one shaded brown, the other yellow—two would-be lovers who, Faraji guessed, were sharing the fruit, each taking a bite at a time—though at first glance the apple appeared horribly misshapen, looking more like a human heart.

      He skipped the manual’s dense details and skimmed the portions that gave directions on how to turn on, connect, and hang up. He was vaguely puzzled why a phone that would only allow you to communicate with one person would have such a detailed manual, but he waved the thought away with the guess that it was all probably a combination of troubleshooting instructions and advice on how to properly communicate with one’s potential true match. While examining the phone later in the afternoon, a quick flip-through confirmed his guess. He didn’t need the advice. After eleven days of intense emailing, he knew exactly how to speak to Nyame.

      At 5:00, he checked with his manager to ensure he didn’t have to work late. At 5:25, he checked again. At 5:35, he was sitting on a bench in a secluded area of the park three blocks away from the office with the phone in hand.

      All day, he’d rehearsed what he was going to say. He pressed a fingertip on the app. She answered. They exchanged greetings. He began to go further. She interrupted, singing the beginning of Marvin Gaye’s “Distant Lover.”

      The inside of his ear tickled. He forgot his act.

      Nyame stopped after the second verse, laughed sheepishly, then said, “You know, night and day are different for us. This is the first time I thought about that.”

      “I . . . I’d . . . I thought about night and day every time I read your words, exchanged words with you, we were like two kids, chasing something elusive but fascinating, beautiful, almost too wondrous too exist—at least that’s what I thought when reading your words, and pardon me if I’m being presumptuous—but I’ve always had in mind the image of two kids—too dumb to know better, and too smart to do worse than chasing butterflies during the day, stopping to rest over cookies and tea, talking while the sun set, then up and ready to chase fireflies in the evening . . .” His overlong sentence would’ve run on and on if he hadn’t forcefully clenched his teeth. They’d been chattering while he spoke; he hoped she hadn’t noticed.

      “And then?” she said.

      The chill ran through him again. “And then . . . ?”

      “And then what comes after they tire of chasing the fireflies?” she asked. “More cookies?”

      “I . . .” Her humor over email and her humor over the phone were two different things. He could pause gracefully over email before responding, but when it was voice-to-voice, he was sure he sounded like an idiot. “I . . . imagined they’d talked tactics during the sun-setting . . . and ways to celebrate if they had better luck with the fireflies . . .”

      “Keeping the seek-and-capture sessions going, hmm?”

      The sensuousness in the statement killed the chill within him, and for the next hour, as the sun set, he spoke like a normal young man—one who was falling in love. The tickle in his ear continued.

      The inner-ear sensation was even more prominent after the conversation ended. He felt it as he made his way home but withstood it with a smile while replaying his and Nyame’s conversation over and over in his mind. He heard nothing else. He saw nothing else but the image of her face, the picture he’d memorized from the website. Everything else around him was indistinct, fuzzy, blurred.

      This, he knew, was true love at first listen.

      He sleepwalked from the park to the comfort of his bed without gathering a single scratch or bruise.
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        * * *

      

      Faraji dreamt of butterflies . . . and fireflies . . . and flies. Inky flies. Pixelated flies. Ashy flies
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