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The neon glow of my laptop screen cast jagged shadows across my face as I slumped back into the worn leather of my recliner, the springs groaning under my weight like they’d given up on me long ago. The apartment was too quiet—just the hum of the AC and the occasional distant wail of a siren from Atlantic Avenue below. I should’ve turned on some music, something to drown out the sound of my own breathing, but I didn’t have the energy. Not after the fourth thanks, but no thanks in a row.

My thumb hovered over the screen, scrolling through another profile—Likes hiking, brunch, and deep conversations—before swiping left. Not that it mattered. The ones I did swipe right on never matched back. Or if they did, the conversation fizzled out faster than a spark in the rain. Hey, how’s your week going? Cool pic! Where was that taken? Radio silence. Or worse: You seem nice, but I don’t date outside my race. That one still stung, even though I’d heard it enough times to know better.

I exhaled through my nose, rubbing the back of my neck where the tension had settled like a knot of barbed wire. The screen blurred for a second, and I blinked hard, forcing myself to focus. Another profile loaded—blonde, blue eyes, smiling in a sundress with some mountain range in the background. Adventurous, free-spirited, looking for someone who can keep up. I almost laughed. Yeah, because a Black guy from Virginia Beach who works in IT and spends his weekends gaming or hitting the gym totally screams free-spirited adventurer to her.

My finger twitched. Swipe left.

The rejection wasn’t even the worst part. It was the indifference. The way my messages disappeared into the void like I was some ghost haunting their inboxes. I’d tried everything—jokes, compliments, asking about their interests—but it was like talking to a wall. A wall that occasionally sent back a polite not interested before vanishing forever.

I tossed my phone onto the coffee table, the thud muffled by a stack of unopened mail. The screen lit up again, another notification from the app. New match! My pulse kicked up, stupid hope flaring in my chest before I even tapped it. But when I did, it was just some bot account with a profile that read Click here to meet hot singles in your area! I deleted the match, then the app itself, my thumb pressing down like I was crushing a bug.

“Fuck this,” I muttered, scrubbing a hand over my face. The stubble rasped against my palm, a reminder that I hadn’t shaved in two days. Hadn’t cared to shave. What was the point?

The knock at my door made me jump. I wasn’t expecting anyone. I dragged myself up, the leather creaking in protest, and shuffled to the door, peering through the peephole. Marcus stood on the other side, arms crossed, his dreads pulled back into a loose ponytail. He held up a six-pack of IPA in one hand and a bag of wings from our favorite spot in the other.

I sighed, but unlocked the door. “You got a key, man.”

“And risk walking in on you jerking off to Attack on Titan fanfic?” Marcus stepped inside, kicking the door shut with his heel. “Nah, I’d rather announce myself.”

“I don’t watch anime,” I grumbled, but I took the wings from him, the greasy paper bag warm against my fingers. The smell of buffalo sauce and fried dough made my stomach growl. I hadn’t eaten since lunch.

Marcus dropped onto my couch, stretching his long legs out onto the coffee table. “Damn, bro. You look like hell.”

“Thanks.” I flopped into the recliner again, tearing open the bag. The first wing was still piping hot, the meat falling off the bone. I devoured it in three bites, licking the sauce off my fingers.

Marcus cracked open a beer, handing it to me before taking one for himself. “You’ve been moping for weeks. What’s the deal?”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Dating apps are a waste of time.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” He took a swig, then pointed the bottle at me. “You’re too in your head, man. Women can smell desperation.”

“I’m not desperate,” I snapped, then immediately regretted it. Marcus wasn’t the enemy. He was just the only one dumb enough to put up with my shit.

He raised an eyebrow. “Could’ve fooled me. When’s the last time you even went out? Like, out out. Not to the gym, not to work, but somewhere you might actually meet someone?”

I stared at the beer label, peeling at the corner with my thumbnail. “I don’t know. A while.”

“Exactly.” Marcus leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You’re stuck in a loop, K. Swipe, get ignored, sulk, repeat. It’s pathetic.”

“Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Shut up.” He grabbed a wing, biting into it with a crunch. “You ever think maybe you’re looking in the wrong place?”

I frowned. “What, like I should try Tinder Gold?”

“Nah, man.” He wiped his hands on his jeans. “I’m talking geographically.”

I blinked. “What?”

Marcus sat back, gesturing with the beer bottle. “You’re a good-looking dude. Tall, built, got your shit together. But out here? You’re just another Black guy in a sea of dudes competing for the same women who’ve been conditioned to swipe left on us. But you go somewhere else—somewhere new—and suddenly, you’re exotic. You’re interesting.”

I stared at him. “You’re saying I should move?”

“Nah, not move.” He grinned. “Take a trip. A real trip. Somewhere the women actually like Black men.”

I snorted. “Where the hell is that?”

“The Philippines.”

I nearly choked on my beer. “The what?”

Marcus’s grin widened. “Filipinas love Black guys, man. Seriously. They think we’re sexy as hell. Confident, strong, all that. You’d be a rock star over there.”

I set my beer down, wiping my mouth. “You’re messing with me.”

“I’m dead serious.” He pulled out his phone, tapping at the screen before shoving it at me. It was a Reddit thread: Black American Men in the Philippines—Your Experiences? Dozens of comments, most of them glowing. Never been treated better in my life. Women actually approach ME for once. Feels like I’m finally seen.

I scrolled, my skepticism warring with the tiny, traitorous spark of hope in my chest. “This could be bullshit.”

“Or it could be your ticket out of this funk.” Marcus took his phone back. “Look, I’m not saying marry the first girl you meet. But a week in Manila? Shit, you could use the vacation. And if nothing else, you’ll come back with your ego boosted and maybe actually want to date again.”

I rubbed my temples. “This is insane.”

“So’s sitting here letting algorithms tell you you’re not good enough.” He finished his beer, crushing the can. “Think about it. Worst case, you get a tan and some good food. Best case?” He winked. “You come back with a story.”

I should’ve laughed him off. Told him he was full of shit. But the idea took root, burrowing into my brain like a splinter. A week. Just one week. No expectations, no pressure. Just... something different.

Marcus clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll even spot you the plane ticket if you chicken out.”

I glared at him. “I don’t need your charity.”

“Didn’t say you did.” He stood, stretching. “Just offering. But you do need to get your ass out of this apartment before you turn into a hermit.”

I didn’t answer. My mind was already racing, calculating. Flights, hotels, time off work. It was reckless. Stupid. Exactly the kind of thing I’d normally talk myself out of.

But for the first time in months, I wanted to do something reckless.

Three days later, I stood in the middle of my bedroom, staring at the open suitcase on my bed. I’d already packed and repacked twice. Shorts, tees, a couple button-ups for if I actually went out. Condoms—just in case, though the thought made my stomach twist with nerves. My passport was in the front pocket, the pages crisp and barely used. The last time I’d traveled was a cruise to the Bahamas two years ago, and even that had been more about the all-you-can-drink rum punch than the scenery.

My phone buzzed. Marcus: You at the airport yet?

I checked the time. 11:30 PM. My flight left at 2:45 AM. I had to be there in an hour.

On my way, I texted back.

Don’t forget to take pics. And not just of the food.

I rolled my eyes, but my fingers hovered over the screen. What if this is a mistake?

The bubbles appeared, disappeared. Then: Dude, you’re overthinking. Just go. Worst case, you hate it and come home. But you won’t.

I tossed my phone onto the bed, zipped up the suitcase, and hauled it off the mattress. The weight of it grounded me, a physical reminder that I was actually doing this. No turning back now.

The Uber ride to the airport was a blur of streetlights and half-formed thoughts. What if no one talks to me? What if I get scammed? What if I’m the only Black guy there and everyone stares? But beneath the anxiety, there was something else—a hum of anticipation, like the first notes of a song before the beat drops.

Check-in was smooth. Security was a hassle, but I’d expected that. By the time I settled into my seat on the plane, my hands were clammy, my heart pounding like I’d just run a sprint. The flight attendant gave me a polite smile as I buckled in, and I forced myself to breathe. Fourteen hours. Then... something new.
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