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Chapter 1: The Message
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The soft chime of her phone was a mundane sound, one that usually blended into the domestic symphony of their Vancouver condo—the hum of the dishwasher, the distant coo of a gull on the balcony, the gentle tapping of Davis’s fingers on his laptop keyboard. But this time, for Taylor, it was a note that hung in the air, distinct and loaded.

She was curled on the far end of the sofa, a fleece blanket draped over her legs, scrolling through photos from a work event the previous week. Davis was beside her, frowning at a complex architectural rendering on his screen, the blueish light casting sharp planes on his focused face.

“Oh,” Taylor said, the sound escaping her as a small, surprised breath.

Davis’s eyes flicked from his screen to her. “What’s up?”

“It’s Harold. From the office.” She bit her lower lip, a mannerism Davis knew well—a mix of contemplation and suppressed excitement.

“Harold? Is that the new guy at your work?” Davis shifted, closing his laptop a fraction. “The one with the... enthusiastic opinions about the Toronto Maple Leafs?”

“That’s the one.” Taylor’s thumbs hovered over her screen. “He’s asking if I ever go hiking.”

The sentence landed between them, simple on the surface, but rippling with subtext. Davis felt a familiar, low-grade tension settle in his shoulders. He liked his life with Taylor—its comfortable, predictable rhythm. They had their routines: Friday night takeout from the Afghan restaurant on Cambie, Sunday morning walks around Stanley Park, a shared, quiet pride in their life they’d built together. A text like this, from a male coworker, felt like a pebble tossed into the still water of their pond.

“Hiking, huh?” Davis kept his tone carefully neutral. “Out of the blue? He’s into you, Tay.”

Taylor turned her phone towards him, as if to prove its innocence. The screen showed a string of prior, harmless messages about project deadlines and office gossip, culminating in Harold’s latest: 

Hey Taylor, random Q - do you ever go hiking? I know some really gorgeous spots up past Cypress. Secret spots. It’s a really cool hike.

“See? It’s just hiking,” she said, though her cheeks held a faint flush. “We get along swimmingly at work, you know that. He’s funny. He’s just being friendly.”

“Honey, that’s not just ‘being friendly’,” Davis countered, pointing at the text. “And ‘cool hike’? That’s... specific. He’s testing the waters.”

A discussion unfolded, not an argument, but the delicate negotiation of a boundary. Taylor argued from a place of genuine enthusiasm; she loved the North Shore mountains, and the promise of a “secret spot” was a siren’s call for an avid hiker. Davis argued from a place of protective instinct and a clear-eyed, male understanding of Harold’s likely intentions. He saw the subtext; Taylor saw the potential adventure.

After ten minutes of back-and-forth, a compromise was brokered. It was reasonable, mature. A textbook example of healthy communication.

“Okay,” Davis conceded, running a hand through his hair. “Text him back. You can say you love hiking. But you also tell him, explicitly, that you have a boyfriend. And you say the hike sounds fun, but only if I can come along. That should clarify things.”

Taylor nodded, a look of relief and excitement on her face. “Exactly. That’s perfect. It’s clear, it’s polite.” She began typing, her fingers flying across the screen, narrating as she went. 

“Okay... ‘Hey! Yeah, I love hiking. My boyfriend Davis and I go pretty often, actually. If you’re cool with him coming along, we’d be down to check out your secret spot sometime!’”

She showed Davis the message before sending it. He read it, nodded his approval. It was a shield. A polite, firm, and unambiguous we. He felt a surge of satisfaction. This was the part where Harold, his flirtation politely but firmly rebuffed, would backpedal. He’d likely reply with a vague “Ah, cool cool, I’ll let you know!” and the matter would be dropped, a minor blip in their Saturday evening.

Taylor hit send. The swoosh sound seemed to echo.

For a moment, there was only silence, punctuated by the return of Davis’s typing. He reopened his laptop, the matter settled in his mind. He had won the point without being controlling. They were a team.

Then, Taylor’s phone chimed again. Nearly
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