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The Poet and The Cyclist

Chapter 1 – The Man Who Rode Through Rain
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The rain began just before sunset.

Not dramatic thunderstorm rain, not the kind that demanded shelter or panic. It arrived quietly over the city, silver and cold against old sidewalks, turning streetlights soft and blurred. People hurried beneath umbrellas while café windows fogged with warmth and conversation.

Mark liked rain.

Rain made the world quieter.

It softened noise, erased unnecessary details, and gave lonely people permission to look thoughtful instead of sad.

Inside the cramped second-floor bookstore café where he worked evenings, Mark sat behind the counter with a notebook open beside the register. A chipped ceramic mug of coffee cooled near his elbow while jazz drifted softly from overhead speakers.

The café smelled like cinnamon, wet coats, and old paper.

Perfect.

“Another poem?” asked Lydia from behind the espresso machine.

Mark glanced up. “Maybe.”

“You always say maybe.”

“That’s because if I say yes, you’ll ask to read it.”

“I ask anyway.”

He smiled faintly but lowered his eyes back to the page.

Mark was thirty-two and had mastered the art of appearing calm while feeling everything too deeply. Tall, lean, perpetually tired-looking, he carried himself with the softness of someone who had spent most of his life apologizing for taking up space.

His dark curls were damp from earlier rain, his sleeves rolled carelessly to his elbows. Customers often flirted with him in absent-minded ways, drawn to his quietness the way some people are drawn to candlelight.

But Mark rarely encouraged it.

Poetry was easier than people.

Poetry could disappoint him without leaving.

The bell above the café door rang.

Cold wind swept briefly inside.

Mark looked up automatically—and forgot the sentence he’d been writing.

The man entering the café removed his cycling helmet first.

That was what Mark noticed.

Not because helmets were unusual, but because the movement revealed dark hair flattened from rain and sharp features softened by exhaustion. Water dripped from the shoulders of his black cycling jacket. His cheeks were flushed red from cold air.

He looked alive in a way Mark instantly envied.

Strong legs beneath fitted athletic gear. Broad shoulders. A messenger bag slung across his chest. Slight stubble shadowing his jaw.

Beautiful.

Not delicately beautiful.

Not carefully beautiful.

Just... intensely real.

The stranger shook rain from his gloves and looked around the café with visible relief.

Lydia leaned toward Mark immediately.

“Oh no,” she whispered dramatically.

Mark frowned. “What?”

“You’re staring.”

“I am not.”

“You absolutely are.”

Mark looked back down at his notebook too quickly.

Lydia grinned like a predator sensing weakness.

The cyclist approached the counter, still catching his breath slightly.

“Please tell me you still have coffee.”

His voice carried a faint accent. Spanish, maybe Italian. Warm and rough around the edges.

“We do,” Mark answered before Lydia could. “Kitchen’s open another hour too.”

The stranger smiled.

It hit harder than expected.

“Then you may have saved my life.”

Lydia stepped aside suspiciously fast.

“I’ll let Mark take care of you.”

Traitor.

Mark stood reluctantly, setting his notebook aside.

“What can I get you?”

“Large coffee. Black.” The man studied the pastry case. “And whatever tastes best after cycling through a monsoon.”

“That depends. Are you rewarding yourself or punishing yourself?”

The stranger laughed softly.

Definitely beautiful.

“Rewarding.”

“Then chocolate croissant.”

“Done.”

Mark prepared the order while trying not to feel watched.

But he could feel it anyway.

The strange awareness of someone observing him carefully.

Not rudely.

Curiously.

“What are you writing?” the man asked.

Mark nearly dropped the coffee cup.

He glanced toward the notebook.

“Nothing important.”

“Poetry?”

“How did you know?”

“You have the face.”

Mark blinked.

“The face?”

“Like someone emotionally devastated by sunsets.”

Lydia snorted loudly from the espresso machine.

Mark stared at the stranger in disbelief.

Then, against his own will, he laughed.

A real laugh.

Quick and startled.

The cyclist smiled again, softer this time, like he’d won something small.

“There,” he said quietly. “That’s better.”

Mark suddenly became very aware of himself.

His hands.

His posture.

The fact that this absurdly attractive stranger was looking at him like he mattered.

He slid the coffee across the counter.

“Chocolate croissant will take a minute.”

“I’m Antonio,” the man said.

Mark hesitated.

Why did that hesitation feel important?

“Mark.”

Antonio repeated the name slowly, thoughtfully.

“Nice name.”

Something uncomfortable fluttered beneath Mark’s ribs.

He wasn’t good at this part.

At attraction.

At the invisible dance people seemed to understand naturally.

Mark understood words on paper. He understood metaphor and rhythm and loneliness hidden inside ordinary conversations.

But flirting often felt like trying to speak a language everyone else learned as children.

Antonio leaned casually against the counter.

“You work here every night?”

“Most nights.”

“And write poetry between customers?”

“When it’s slow.”

“You publish?”

Mark shook his head immediately.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Because it’s easier to hide.

Because rejection hurts longer than it should.

Because people always seem disappointed after they know me for real.

Instead he shrugged.

“Feels personal.”

Antonio nodded as if he understood that answer completely.

“That usually means it’s good.”

Mark looked away first.

Rain struck softly against the windows.

Outside, passing headlights reflected in puddles like fractured gold.

Antonio removed one glove, flexing cold fingers before wrapping both hands around the coffee cup.

“You cycle professionally?” Mark asked before he could stop himself.

Antonio looked pleasantly surprised.

“What makes you think professionally?”

“You have the posture.”

Antonio laughed again.

“That’s either very flattering or deeply concerning.”

“Which one is true?”

“A little professional,” Antonio admitted. “I coach now more than compete.”

“What kind of cycling?”

“Road racing mostly. Long-distance.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s supposed to.”

Mark handed him the croissant on a small plate.

Antonio took a bite immediately and closed his eyes briefly in appreciation.

“Okay,” he declared, “this is love.”

Lydia called from behind them.

“I told you Mark picks the best pastries for emotional crises.”

Antonio looked amused.

“Emotional crisis?”

“The rain gives everyone one eventually.”

Antonio glanced back at Mark.

“And what does the rain give you?”

The question landed unexpectedly deep.

Mark almost answered honestly.

Too honestly.

Instead he said quietly, “An excuse to stay indoors.”

Antonio studied him for a moment.

Not invasive.

Just attentive.

“You don’t like going out?”

“I like observing people who go out.”

“That sounds like poet behavior again.”

Mark smiled reluctantly.

“Probably.”

The café door opened twice more, bringing in a cluster of university students dripping water and loud conversation. The room briefly filled with movement and noise.

Antonio stepped aside to let them order, carrying his coffee toward the far window.

Mark watched him go before catching himself.

Lydia appeared instantly beside him.

“Oh, you’re doomed.”

“Please stop.”

“He’s gorgeous.”

“I noticed.”

“And he likes you.”

Mark gave her a look.

“People don’t just instantly like me.”

Lydia blinked slowly.

“You really have no idea what your face does to people.”

“My face?”

“The sad poet thing. It’s devastating.”

Mark groaned softly.

“I’m serious,” she continued. “You look at people like you already forgive them for hurting you.”

“That’s a horrible description.”

“It’s accurate.”

Mark focused aggressively on cleaning the counter.

But every few seconds his eyes drifted back toward the window.

Antonio sat alone with relaxed confidence, long legs stretched beneath the table, cycling jacket unzipped now. He watched the rain thoughtfully while drinking coffee.

Not scrolling through his phone.

Not rushing.

Just existing comfortably in silence.

Mark envied that too.

After twenty minutes, the student crowd settled into loud conversations near the bookshelves. Lydia disappeared into the back room for inventory.

Mark found himself alone at the counter again.

Antonio stood and approached slowly.

“I should head home before the storm gets worse.”

Mark nodded.

Something inside him sank unexpectedly.

“Thanks for the coffee.”

“You’re welcome.”

Antonio hesitated.

Then glanced toward the abandoned notebook near the register.

“One question?”

Mark tensed automatically.

“What kind of poetry?”

There were a hundred ways to answer that.

Too many honest ones.

“Mostly about people,” Mark said quietly.

Antonio smiled faintly.

“The dangerous kind.”

Before Mark could respond, Antonio reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a folded receipt.

He borrowed a pen from beside the register.

Mark watched him write something quickly.

Then Antonio slid the paper across the counter.

“My number.”

Mark stared at it.

His heart stumbled awkwardly.

“You don’t have to use it,” Antonio added. “But if you ever want someone to read your poetry...”

He shrugged lightly.

“I’d like to.”

Mark looked up.

Antonio’s expression carried none of the arrogance beautiful men sometimes wore. No performance. No practiced charm.

Just sincerity.

Which somehow felt far more dangerous.

“I don’t usually show people my work,” Mark admitted.

“Then maybe don’t start with your best one.”

The rain softened outside.

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Antonio picked up his helmet.

“Goodnight, Mark.”

“Goodnight.”

The bell above the door rang once more.

Cold air rushed briefly inside.

And then Antonio was gone, disappearing into rain-slick streets beneath glowing city lights.

Mark remained motionless behind the counter.

Lydia reappeared instantly from nowhere.

“He gave you his number.”

Mark still held the receipt.

“Apparently.”

“And?”

Mark looked toward the window where Antonio had vanished.

Something unfamiliar stirred beneath years of careful solitude.

Not certainty.

Not hope exactly.

But possibility.

Small.

Fragile.

Terrifying.

He looked down at the receipt again.

Antonio.

A cyclist who rode through rain like he belonged to the storm instead of fearing it.

Lydia leaned onto the counter beside him.

“You’re smiling.”

Mark touched his face unconsciously.

She was right.

And somehow that frightened him most of all.
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Chapter 2 – A Flat Tire
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The bicycle gave up three blocks from the bridge.

Mark heard the hiss before he understood what it meant.

Then the back wheel lurched sideways beneath him.

“Oh, come on,” he muttered.

He coasted awkwardly toward the curb, shoes scraping pavement as the tire collapsed completely beneath the rim. Rain from earlier that morning still lingered in shallow puddles along the street, reflecting pale afternoon sunlight between passing cars.

Mark stared down at the ruined tire with exhausted disbelief.

Of course.

Of course this would happen today.

His bicycle was old enough to qualify as sentimental rather than functional. He had bought it secondhand years ago because it was cheap and vaguely charming in a tragic academic sort of way. The gears clicked unpredictably, the brakes complained loudly, and one handlebar grip was permanently loose.

But it had always worked well enough.

Until now.

Mark sighed and pushed curls from his forehead before checking his phone.

Four percent battery.

Perfect.

The nearest repair shop was at least twenty minutes away walking.

He considered abandoning the bicycle entirely and becoming the kind of man who simply wandered into the ocean.

A courier sped past him in a blur of black and silver.

Then abruptly braked.

The cyclist turned sharply around.

Mark blinked in surprise as the rider approached.

Antonio removed one earbud immediately.

“Well,” he called out, “that looks tragic.”

Mark stared for half a second too long before recognition fully hit him.

Antonio.

Dark hair wind-tousled beneath his helmet. Lean athletic frame wrapped in fitted cycling clothes. Messenger bag slung across his chest. Slight stubble shadowing his jaw exactly the way Mark remembered.

Beautiful.

Still deeply unfair.

Antonio rested one foot on the curb beside him and glanced down at the tire.

“Flat?”

Mark looked deliberately at the completely dead wheel.

“No, I just enjoy standing sadly beside broken objects.”

Antonio laughed instantly.

The sound hit Mark with embarrassing force.

“Okay,” Antonio said, grinning. “You’re funnier than I expected.”

“I’m in distress. It unlocks new personality traits.”

Antonio dismounted smoothly.

“You have a repair kit?”

Mark hesitated.

Antonio narrowed his eyes immediately.

“You don’t.”

“I thought optimism might carry me through life.”

“Clearly not.”

Mark should have been embarrassed.

Instead he found himself smiling.

Antonio crouched beside the damaged tire, already examining it with practiced efficiency.

“You’re lucky,” he said. “Probably just a puncture.”

“You say that like it’s reassuring.”

“It is reassuring.”

“For someone who understands bicycles, maybe.”

Antonio glanced up at him.

“You really don’t ride much, do you?”

“I ride enough to pretend I’m healthier than I am.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Mark leaned against a nearby railing while Antonio opened a compact repair pouch from his bag.

Watching him work felt strangely mesmerizing.

Everything about Antonio moved with certainty:

	steady hands, 

	economical motions, 

	physical confidence. 


No hesitation.

No second-guessing.

Mark couldn’t imagine what that felt like.

“You carry repair tools around all day?” Mark asked.

“I’m a cyclist. We assume suffering






































	every sentence before speaking it, 

	every expression on another person’s face, 

	every silence, 

	every possibility for disappointment. 





















































































































































	late afternoon sunlight reflecting from windows, 

	distant sirens, 

	crosswalk signals blinking white, 

	wind cool against skin. 
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