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Wait and Hope

	By Veronica Sloane

	Relationships: friends, m/m

	Character Features: chef, christian, customer service representative, student (college), trans male, veteran

	Other Tags: academia, alcohol use (casual), alternate universe, food (graphic descriptions), getting together, meet cute, one-night stand, past tense, religion, restaurant, reunions, second chances, third person limited point of view

	 

	Inspiration: When The Three Musketeers comes up, my first thought is always of Porthos, who is often portrayed as the comedic relief in adaptations. I wanted to give this beautiful hedonist his own love story, and what better match than Aramis, solemn, holy, but as time goes on he proves to also be more interested in the pleasure of the flesh.

	 

	“This is my last one!” Porthos bellowed into the kitchen. The transition from the posh and polite dining room to the raucous clatter of the kitchen always made him a little giddy. That and the ever-tempting smell of searing meat. “The very last!”

	“We know, we know,” Chef Treville called back, “so you told us all night! At this rate, we’ll be glad to see the back of you.”

	“You’ll miss me,” he sniffed as he picked up the tray. “You know you will.”

	“Maybe a very small amount,” Treville allowed. “Stay after you bring your plates around. I think four years of half-decent labor has earned you a last meal.”

	“Ha! You’ll have to replace me with three other half-starved freshmen,” Porthos grinned. “And I’ll take the meal.”

	“Good. Now go before my food gets cold.”

	It had been a quiet night, which Porthos mourned. He’d come to love the restaurant when it was at its busiest. Le Coeur de la Reine Anne was the best (and only) five-star eatery in the small college town; it was usually packed with anniversary and birthday celebrations. Tonight was a Wednesday though, smack in the middle of finals. They had just a few stray couples. And a lone man sitting by the window, looking wistfully out onto the street.

	“Has someone taken your order?” Porthos slowed as he passed.

	“Not yet.” He sounded unbothered, so he likely hadn’t been sitting long.

	The man had a good face. A long nose that pointed cheekily up at the end, a generous mouth that looked as if it knew how to smile well, and wide-set eyes that gave the impression of deep thought. He had shoulder-length dark hair that hung loose around his face, softening sharp cheekbones.

	“Have you had a chance to look at the menu?” Porthos gave him his best smile, the one that was a hair too toothy for customer service.

	“I did, but I’m not sure I know what half of this means,” the man admitted. “I thought I’d go out for one last meal, a treat, but my friend who was meant to come with me found other plans. They’re the one who knows about this stuff.”

	“Not a problem,” Porthos assured him. “I’ve eaten everything on the menu a dozen times. I can help.”

	“Amazing.” The man smiled at him. Porthos had been right. It was an excellent smile, a twitch of mischief at the edges. “Then please tell me what the fuck a reduction is because I’m assuming it’s not some kind of top surgery done to meat?”

	Porthos laughed, and the smile went a little wider. Wilder. Beautiful. He took his time explaining the menu and making a recommendation.

	“You’ll enjoy it,” he promised.

	“I’m sure I’ll enjoy the food, but I always think a meal is better with company.” The man gusted out a breath. “Thank you, though, for your help.”

	“Do you drink wine?” Porthos asked, an idea clicking into place. He wasn’t a man to ignore a sudden thought. Some of his friends might argue it wasn’t one of his finer qualities.

	“Yes?”

	“Legally?”

	The man pulled out his wallet and handed over his ID. It had all the markers of a real ID, but someone had scratched out the name with viciousness, along with the gender marker. All that was left was a markered word “Aramis” and a defiant “M.”

	“Twenty-two is good enough for me.” Porthos handed it back. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

	“All right.” Aramis tucked the ID back in his wallet.

	Porthos darted back into the kitchen. “Chef!”

	“Yes?” Treville looked up from a saucepan with fond exasperation.

	“I’m clocking out. But can I put in an order first? For table seven. And add my meal to it? Oh, and a bottle of that dry white? You know the one I mean.”

	“Am I catering your last fling now?” Treville huffed. “I have better things to do.”

	“Not tonight you don’t,” Porthos wheedled. “Please?” Treville narrowed his eyes. Porthos placed his hands on his chest, “I ask you from the bottom of my heart.”

	“He’s hot, huh?”

	“Like the fucking sun. Please please please—”

	“Fine, fine. Who am I to stand in the way of young… whatever it is you’re doing.”

	Order in, Porthos availed himself of the requested bottle and two glasses. He went back out and set them both down.

	“My name is Porthos,” he offered, “and I’ll be your dining companion for the evening, if you’ll have me.”

	“Is this a new waiter service?” Aramis asked, those lovely wide eyes going rounder.

	“I’m officially no longer a waiter here.” Porthos took Aramis’s lack of objection as agreement and set the glasses before each of them, uncorking the bottle with an expert twist of the wrist.

	“Were you fired?” Aramis asked, watching the wine trickle into his glass with avid attention.

	“I’m graduating.”

	“Me too. I’ve never seen you.”

	“Business major.” Porthos poured his own glass generously. It was a very good white.

	“Theology.”

	“What do you do with that?”

	“In my case? Become a priest.”

	“No.” Porthos set down the bottle to stare at him. “Really? Does that still happen?”

	“From time to time,” Aramis laughed.

	“But why? Surely you can just study religion and go to church if you have to. I’m assuming; I don’t think I’ve set foot in a church since I was a kid. I’d probably catch fire.”

	“God forgives. If you have faith.” The last was said a little more tremulously.

	“And you must.”

	“Must I?” Aramis picked up his wine.

	“Then why the priesthood?”

	“I believe. Faith is another matter.”

	Porthos picked up his glass too. “Then, to uncertain futures. May our feet take us only exactly where they’re meant to go.”

	“I’ll drink to that.”

	Their glasses touched. The little candle on the table flickered. The light refracted through the liquid and cast a pale shadow on Aramis’s face. Porthos almost forgot to drink.

	Almost.

	“What about you?” Aramis asked. “What’s your uncertain future?”

	“Mmm, I’m meant to start my illustrious military career so that no one has to think so hard about why I’m still hanging around the family manse like a bad smell.”

	“That seems extreme.”

	“More extreme than becoming a priest?”

	“Touché,” Aramis snorted. “What’s that?”

	The first tray had arrived, carried by Porthos’s replacement. Before she could launch into the memorized explanation, Porthos cut her off.

	“Fig and goat-cheese tart. The sweetness of the fruit marries with the saltiness of the cheese while cutting through the fat. It’s basically heaven. Restore your faith, Father, and mangez!”

	Aramis took it up with interest, biting in then issuing a very quiet moan. “I don’t think a tart will change my life, but it’s good.”

	“Maybe the duck then,” Porthos conceded. “But I bet by the end of this meal, you’ll have some new tingly feelings.”

	“You’re the expert.”

	“Nah, I’m the waiter. Or was.” He frowned, the realization sinking in.

	“I know,” Aramis said with a sympathetic smile. “The ground moves beneath our feet.”

	“For the better.” Porthos attempted for a hearty verve. “So where do you go to become a priest?”

	“Seminary. A few states away. I’m ready to leave the area. Too many familiar faces here, and not enough friends.”

	“Yeah?” The wine was perhaps a shade too dry in his mouth. “It’s a small place.”

	“Too small for men of our stature,” Aramis said wryly.

	“Where do you think would be large enough?”

	“Somewhere we could say everything on our minds and more besides?” Aramis said, half to himself. “Where we could love God and as many people as we’d like, not as opposing ideas, but in concert.”

	“I was thinking Vegas,” Porthos offered. Aramis barked a laugh.

	“I’ve never been.”

	“Me either. One day. Seems like the ideal place for a soldier to take leave.”

	“Why did you major in business if you were going into the military?”

	“Excellent question,” Porthos said gravely. “Because I had to choose something, and I was very hungover. I just pointed at something on the list and then nodded when they said it back to me.”

	“Holy hell.” Aramis shook his head. “All right, what did you actually want to do?”

	“Nothing! Who wants to work? I want to eat, drink, have sex, and throw parties.”

	“Oh come on, you must like something besides pleasure.”

	“Must I?” Porthos groused. “Well, if I must… I don’t know. I like being here, honestly. I love how much care goes into something so simple. We’re eating art. I like that.”

	“You should do that then,” Aramis said as if it was simple. “Make food.”

	“Nah. I’m going where I should go.” Porthos leaned back so the waitress could whisk away the plates and replace them with thin cuts of meat. “This is going to change you on a deep level. I’m sorry, but once you eat this duck, you can never go back to who you were before.”

	“Promise?” Aramis picked up a fork and knife.

	The duck melted in Porthos’s mouth as always, but he wasn’t paying any mind. He was watching Aramis, who took a bite and then closed his eyes. He set his fork and knife down as he chewed.

	“You were right,” he determined. “Everything in my life is different now.”

	“Really?”

	“No,” Aramis said with a snort. “But it is really good. How does a hedonist get through college?”

	“You tell me. I see you eating quite happily, and you talked about meeting someone here. A friend?”

	Aramis flushed. “Maybe.”

	“Maybe not?”

	“It doesn’t matter now. He’s a little older, a graduate assistant for one of my classes. We were on the fencing team together, and I thought he might be interested. He has great… Well, maybe I’m a bit of a hedonist too.”

	They talked about parties, booze, and sex as the meal went on, Porthos pausing the conversation to explain each dish.

	Finally there was nothing left but to lick their dessert forks clean.

	“Have a good night!” the waitress chimed.

	“The check?” Aramis asked with a frown.

	“A gift,” Porthos assured him.

	“What, no! We just met, you can’t be giving me gifts.”

	“From the owner, not from my pockets. Where are you headed now?”

	“Back to my apartment.”

	“Same.” Porthos got to his feet, only a hair tipsy. His legendary tolerance stood him in good stead today. “Where do you live?”

	“Oak Street.”

	“Close to me! Maybe we can walk together for a while?”

	“I’d like that.”

	The evening air was warm, and Porthos unbuttoned his shirt to let the breeze crawl through his thin undershirt.

	“That,” Aramis declared, “is more hole than shirt.”

	“Its only job is to cover my nipples, and it’s managing that.”

	“Barely. Is that how you dress when you’re not in a waiter getup?”

	“Sometimes. Why? How do you usually dress?”

	Aramis gestured down at the slacks, button-down, and vest that Porthos had assumed were an attempt to dress nicely for a dinner out.

	“Seems like a lot of fuss to sit in a lecture hall or throw back shots.”

	“I don’t ‘throw back shots.’ I drink copious amounts of wine from nice glasses.”

	“Tomato. Tomahto.”

	Aramis shoulder-checked him. It hit Porthos in the bicep and made him grin. They went on in silence for another block.

	“Do you live with anyone?” Aramis asked, casual as anything.

	“Got a roommate, but he’s away. You?”

	“Mine is home.”

	Porthos glanced over.

	Aramis lifted those expressive brows.

	“Come to mine then?” Porthos’s words tripped over each other in his eagerness.

	“Yeah,” Aramis decided. “I want to kiss you, but you need to meet me halfway here.”

	In a breath, Porthos had an arm around Aramis’s waist, head ducking down to kiss the mischief right off his lips.

	*

	The next morning, Porthos snuck out of bed, rifled through his fridge, and very quietly pulled down pots and pans. He didn’t own a tray, so he used one he’d stolen from the dining hall. Piling it high with French toast, eggs, bacon, and coffee, he bore his burden back into the bedroom.

	He found Aramis sitting on the bed, holding his pants.

	“Don’t go,” Porthos protested. “Please.”

	“I thought you wanted me to. Since you were… Is that breakfast?”

	“Yes. If you want it.”

	“I do.”

	They ate on the bed, Porthos overcoming Aramis’s initial protests with a “Don’t you think I’ve got to wash the sheets anyway?”

	“This is delicious,” Aramis said around a mouthful, taste apparently overcoming his manners.

	“It’s just French toast.”

	“It’s more. I think this is the food that does it.” Aramis rested his hand on Porthos’s knee.

	“Does what?”

	“This”—Aramis held a bit of toast aloft; its caramelized crust glittered in the sunlight—“is the food that restores my faith.”

	“In God?” Porthos grinned.

	“In people.” Aramis stuck the bite in his mouth, his eyes sliding closed as he chewed. “That, and last night in general.”

	“I was so good in bed that you’re going to take a vow of chastity?”

	“Don’t make fun.” Aramis popped one eye open. “It means more than you can know.”

	“Oh.” Porthos swallowed thickly. “That’s… good? I think the world is still moving under my feet.”

	“Maybe it should. Hey, I have an idea. Since we may not see each other again.”

	The thought made Porthos’s chest ache. “I’m listening.”

	“What if”—Aramis leaned forward, his hand still on Porthos’s knee, connecting them—“we make a vow to each other?”

	“This went from a one-night stand to marriage very quickly.”

	“Not that kind of vow, you beautiful fool,” Aramis said. His eyes locked on Porthos’s, and Porthos couldn’t have looked away if he tried. “Ten years from now, let’s meet at the restaurant again.”

	“Ten years? How will we remember?”

	“I don’t intend to forget. Do you?”

	“No.” There had been many people in Porthos’s life, but Aramis was utterly singular. “Not for a moment. What if the restaurant doesn’t exist anymore?”

	“Then we’ll have to wait on the sidewalk, and I’ll trust you to find us a new, equally delicious location.”

	Porthos covered Aramis’s hand with his own. “Ten years, then.”

	They finished breakfast in relative quiet. Then Aramis rose, dressed, and gave him a last kiss before leaving. Usually Porthos would be off to the gym first thing in the morning, even after a night of drinking. But the food sat heavy in his belly, and his heart was heavy in his chest.

	Ten years was a long time away. He fished around, pulled his laptop out of a pile of laundry. When he saw Aramis next, he wanted something to show for it. He opened up a site he’d had bookmarked for over a year.

	He clicked “Apply.”

	*

	Ten Years Later

	“You’re making me nervous,” Athos said from behind the stove.

	“You? Nervous?” Porthos made a “pfft” sound. “You’re made of steel and skim milk.”

	“Used skim milk in a sauce one time.”

	“One time was enough. What if he doesn’t come? What if he does?”

	“You’ve asked both those questions several times and haven’t liked any of my damn answers, so maybe you should ask them somewhere you’ll be more useful. Like the dumpster.”

	“Ha ha,” Porthos said flatly. “You’re hilarious.”

	Athos produced a bag full of garbage seemingly from nowhere.

	“Throw this out. And maybe that shirt while you’re at it.”

	“What’s wrong with my shirt?” Porthos took the bag. “Are you trying to make me even more nervous?”

	“You’re in the pink paisley nightmare that I’ve specifically told you is an affront to good taste several times before.”

	“You’re just jealous. I’ll get you one for your birthday,” Porthos announced, spinning on his heel to throw out the trash.

	The alleyway behind the restaurant had seen Porthos’s best and worst moments the last few years. There had been many post-shift drunken evenings leaning on this wall, several fumbled hookups, and, most notably, a dramatic breakup that made him wince to remember.

	It had also been the place he’d been standing when Treville solemnly handed him the last of the paperwork and said, “Take good care of her now. Listen to Athos sometimes.”

	It probably balanced out: the good, the bad, and the smell of rot. Porthos exhaled shakily. He was getting maudlin about a dumpster. He was truly hitting new lows tonight. Best get back inside.

	Athos was waiting by the door, eyes wide as he limply clutched an enormous knife.

	“Is it the end at last? Was it the gouda? I swear I didn’t know the price had gone up!”

	“What?” Athos frowned. “No, you fool. He’s here.”

	“Now? Right now?” Porthos’s entire blood supply rushed away from his head.

	“It took me a second to recognize him. You two have matching shitty facial hair now. Table four. Just sat down.”

	Porthos had prepared several scripts for tonight, but now that the moment was here, they all vanished. With a sharp exhalation and a hand run through his hair, he was as ready as he could be. He was out the kitchen door, leaving behind the beautiful cacophony for the hush of the dining room.

	At table four sat a man with wide-set eyes and a generous mouth only partially hidden by a well-groomed mustache. Porthos came up beside him and blurted, “You came! You’re here!”

	Aramis startled, dropping the menu with a thud and rattling the silverware, but in an instant he was moving upward and hugging Porthos. Porthos hugged back, dropping his face down into Aramis’s hair to hide a sniffle.

	“How do you look so much the same?” Aramis asked, voice muffled against Porthos’s chest. “The years have barely touched you.”

	“My immature outlook?” Porthos offered. “You’ve changed—for the better it seems.”

	“I hope. It took time.” Aramis took a step back, still holding onto Porthos’s arms. “I like the shirt.”

	“Ha!” Porthos grinned. “I am going to make you repeat that in front of a friend later.”

	Aramis released him suddenly, a flush on his cheeks. He sat back down in a rush. “Sorry for grabbing you.”

	Porthos took the other chair, planting his elbows onto the table and his chin in his hands to study the man across from him.

	“You never have to apologize for that,” he said. “I like being grabbed. I mean—no. No, I’m sticking with that.”

	“I can’t believe this place is still here. And it looks so different! But with the same name. Do you think the ownership changed?” Aramis rattled off.

	“It did,” Porthos confirmed. Maybe he wasn’t the only one with nerves. “What do you think of the interior?”

	“I barely remember how it was.” Aramis leaned back to survey the room, though his eyes kept landing on Porthos’s face before flitting away again. “But it’s homier now. Lived in. I don’t feel too poor to be sitting here.”

	“Good,” Porthos grinned. “Goal achieved.”

	“You… helped design it?”

	“Had to shut the place down for a week, which is risky business in the restaurant industry, let me tell you.”

	“Wait…” Aramis’s attention rocked fully back to him. “Is this your restaurant now?”

	“It is,” Porthos said with pride. “I decided against the army. Went to culinary school instead. Bounced around a few places and wound up back here. Treville sold the place to me last year when he retired.”

	“That’s amazing! I read the reviews before I came over, just— Don’t laugh, but I was nervous, and I research when I’m nervous.”

	“Not laughing,” Porthos assured him.

	“They were good,” Aramis said. “Do you love doing it?”

	“More than I could’ve imagined. How is the priesthood?”

	“Ah.” Aramis subsided a little in his chair. “I wasn’t as wise as you.”

	“I’m told daily that I’m a fool, so I highly doubt that,” Porthos said. “No collar?”

	“You were right. I am a hedonist at heart, and the priesthood doesn’t have room for that.”

	“What did you do after?” Porthos leaned in farther.

	“Did you two want to order something, or are you going to be our problem table for the night?” Athos was standing over them, and Porthos, very briefly, considered killing one of his best friends. Just a little. A friendly spot of murder.

	“Athos?” Aramis’s eyes went wide. “I thought you were getting a doctorate or something!”

	“Or something,” Athos said wryly. “Instead, I met this horror masquerading as a human, and he convinced me I’d have more fun in the kitchen. Lies. Horrible, life-ending lies.”

	“What he means is that he came in here drunk as a skunk, stumbled into the kitchen, and confessed that he’d dropped out and had nowhere to go. Please keep in mind we had never met before. Out of the kindness of my heart, I gave him a job.”

	“That’s not how I remember it.” Athos lifted on elegant eyebrow.

	“You couldn’t remember shit after that,” Porthos scoffed.

	Aramis looked between them, “I can’t tell if you’re friends or if you hate each other.”

	“Yes,” they both said at the same time.

	“I’m interrupting,” Athos continued smoothly. “Appetizers?”

	“Give us a little of everything,” Porthos said.

	“Fine. Aramis, we should catch up when you’re done with this one. A drink tomorrow night maybe?”

	“Yes. Please.” Aramis watched Athos leave. “Did he really just stumble in here?”

	“He did.”

	“Maybe this place is magic.”

	Porthos didn’t laugh at that. He hesitantly reached across the table and sighed in relief when Aramis took his hand. “I think it is. It’s my favorite place in the world. Tell me, though, what happened to you?”

	“I may have joined the army,” Aramis said ruefully.

	“You didn’t.”

	“I did. I wasn’t a good fit there either, but I served out my years. Then I tried to go back to school.”

	“No good?” Porthos wrinkled his nose.

	“I still like learning, but not so formally anymore. Wound up doing some admin work for a professor. I just got a job here, working for my old department as an assistant. It’s not a lot—”

	“You moved back?” Porthos interrupted.

	“Last week.”

	“…for good?”

	“I mean…” Aramis licked his lips. “It’s silly, but I thought… I don’t know. I don’t have many connections anymore, and I at least know the place. I didn’t know you owned the restaurant, but I might’ve done a white pages search.”

	“Aramis—”

	“It’s ridiculous,” he said, eyes on his still-empty plate. Athos was probably watching from the kitchen. Let him, Porthos thought senselessly. “We don’t even know each other. I’m not—”

	“I bought the restaurant for you.”

	“What?” Aramis’s grip on Porthos’s hand tightened.

	“The restaurant. I had to be sure it would be here. I love it, don’t get me wrong, but I really only came back in the first place so I was sure to be here.”

	“But we said if it was closed, we could just meet outside,” Aramis said softly. “We talked about it.”

	“I know! I’m a fool. And I would do it again.”

	“Even if I left here tonight and we didn’t see each other ever again?”

	“Yes!” Porthos said without hesitation. “I thought about what you said about faith in people. I wanted that. This place… the promise of the future. That gave it to me.”

	“What if we don’t actually even like each other?”

	Porthos brought their joined hands to his lips. He kissed Aramis’s knuckles. “That would be a damn shame. But at least we’ll have shared a meal together like no other.”

	“You have that much surety in yourself as a chef?” Aramis asked, eyes sparkling.

	“I have that much surety that very few people wait ten years to eat with someone.”

	“In that you might be correct.”

	Athos, with timing too good to be natural, delivered the amuse-bouche Porthos had anxiously fussed over for days.

	“I should’ve asked if you had dietary restrictions,” Porthos realized. “Sorry.”

	“It’s fine, I’ll eat anything,” Aramis assured him, and together they reached for the bread beautifully toasted and layered with bruschetta.

	“What was the army like?” Porthos asked him, though his attention was mostly on Aramis’s reaction to the food.

	Aramis chewed carefully, apparently savoring it. Good. “Awful, mostly. I don’t much like taking orders. But I did wind up being a hell of a shot, so there’s that. Fortunately, I didn’t see any action. I read a lot of books on the sly.”

	“I can see that. You, standing at attention with a paperback up your sleeve.”

	“Basically.” Aramis grinned. “This is good. You must’ve paid better attention to your schooling than I did my drill sergeant.”

	“It wasn’t like regular school. We did hands-on things, and we could eat the results. I almost failed pastries though.”

	“How do you fail at pastries?” Aramis frowned.

	Porthos leaned in and winked at him, “I didn’t show up to class a few times. You could say I was a dessert-er.”

	Aramis stared at him, then burst out laughing, “That’s terrible! Did you make that up for the joke?”

	“Yes,” he admitted. “I actually passed with flying crullers.”

	“Oh no, I don’t think I can tolerate this development,” Aramis decided. “I can’t be with someone who thinks puns are funny.”

	“It’s a high-whisk way of life,” Porthos agreed.

	“I’m leaving,” Aramis informed him solemnly. He didn’t move a muscle. Instead, he ate every course of the menu that Porthos had certainly not created with a singular audience in mind. Each dish brought compliments, then stories. Porthos told him about slogging through being a line cook and a very short stint at a fancy burger place. He even mentioned the breakup, and Aramis haltingly related similar tales.

	They ate dessert quietly, Aramis insisting because “A mousse like this deserves the honor of silence.”

	Before Porthos could break the quiet by saying something ridiculous, Athos stepped up to the table. “We’re mostly closed, so if you want to show off your kitchen, this is your moment.”

	“Closed?” Aramis looked up from his dessert, apparently shocked to find they were alone. “I’m sorry to have kept you.”

	“It’s fine. Porthos is always the last one here anyway. Come on, bus your dessert plates while you’re at it.”

	“Who works for whom around here?” Porthos chided even as he picked up his plates.

	“I think we’re all very clear on that,” Athos said lightly. Porthos resisted flicking a remaining bit of mousse at him—Aramis was watching after all. Apparently Athos divined Porthos’s entire thought process, because his smirk deepened.

	“I don’t think I’ve ever been in a professional kitchen.”

	“Prepare for the wonders of stainless steel!” Porthos told him.

	The tour didn’t take long, and Aramis was very polite about pretending to care about the stove Porthos had dithered over for weeks. He was much more genuinely excited about getting to try the leftover cheesecake.

	“You made this?” he asked Athos.

	“Mhm, to his recipe.” Athos gestured his fork at Porthos. “I’m a cook, not a chef.”

	“Don’t start with that.” Porthos waved his fork right back.

	“I thank both of you, in any case,” Aramis said around a bit of the cake. “I haven’t eaten this well in a long time.”

	“You should eat like this all the time,” Porthos said, voice dropping. “You can. If you like. It’s here if you want it.”

	“Look at the time,” Athos said flatly, “I have to go braid my platypus. Nice to see you again, Aramis. Porthos, don’t forget to lock the back door.”

	“I never forget. More than once a week.”

	“I’ll remind him,” Aramis promised, though he also looked slightly distracted.

	When Athos had slipped out, Porthos turned to Aramis, “I had a good time. We should do it again.”

	“There’s a lot of things I’d like to do again with you. And some first things.” Aramis set down his plate and fork. “Can I come back to your place? Mine is in boxes.”

	“Yeah. Yes. Absolutely.” Porthos practically threw his things into this sink. “I really do have to lock up. Give me five.” If he spent one of those minutes in the bathroom with the tiny bottle of mouthwash he’d shoved in his pocket this morning, that was his business.

	When he returned, Aramis was right where he left him. The smile had gone from his face.

	Porthos hesitated. “We don’t have to do anything,” he said.

	“Are you kidding me?” Aramis held out both hands. “I’ve waited ten years for this kiss, I’m not waiting another second.”

	What else could Porthos want? He took Aramis’s hands, trying to note every callous, but that was quickly eclipsed by lips against his, the full quivering press of Aramis’s body pressed to his own.

	“Tell me you don’t live far.”

	“Very close, actually.”

	“Not the same place?”

	“No. I live above the restaurant. Come upstairs with me?”

	So Athos wouldn’t text in the morning, Porthos made sure to lock all the doors. It was a dream to walk Aramis up the back steps and into his tiny, familiar rooms. They did little more than kiss that night, but when the hour grew late and Porthos asked,

	“Stay?”

	Aramis stayed.

	They woke up wound together in the warm sunlight. Porthos made them French toast, and they ate it in his bed even though he had a real kitchen table now.

	“How is this actually better than I remember?” Aramis demanded. “What witchcraft is this?”

	“No magic, just eggs,” Porthos grinned. “Does it still give you faith?”

	“It gives me hope this time,” Aramis lowered his eyelids, gave Porthos a searching look. “Doesn’t it for you? Or does it not work on its creator?”

	“I don’t need it. You gave me faith then and hope now.”

	“How can you say things like that at such a moment? Now I have to choose whether to eat or kiss you!”

	Porthos liberated him of his fork and made the decision for him. There would be many mornings to enjoy French toast together, he decided, but there was only one morning that started the rest of their lives, and he was going to make the most of it.
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	Inspiration: I’d never read The Three Musketeers, so I was pleasantly surprised to find it entertaining and easy to read. Especially the first half, where it’s a lot of fighting, desperately searching for money and promptly spending it, drinking, and having affairs with married women. My brain, which conjures up reggaeton songfic ideas for every fandom I’m in, spotted the resemblance to reggaeton songs and ran with it.

	Reggaeton gets a lot of flak and hatred for its simple beats and explicit lyrics, and yeah, sure, it’s not for everyone. It used to be my guilty pleasure until a friend defended it for me: “It’s fun. It makes me feel good. It doesn’t have to be more than that.” Much like The Three Musketeers, reggaeton contains a lot of idealized masculinity and femininity immersed in sexism, but it’s ultimately FUN. We could do with more fun these days.

	Before working on this story, I used to think there was no queer reggaeton. I now stand corrected. Many are not mainstream, but they’re easy to find if you look (check out my playlists!).

	Shout-out to my friend, who not only made me feel it’s cool to like reggaeton but who also took me to see Maluma live. ;)

	 

	It was Puerto Rico’s biggest reggaeton concert for new talents, and D. Art—formerly Santi G.—of the group Tres Más Uno1 was pacing the small dressing room, fretting over the setlist and feeling like he might be sick again. In front of the mirror, Porto fussed with his cap and necklaces, while Samira prayed, clutching a rosary. Sprawled on the room’s only chair, Athos watched them with an amused smile on his face.

	A few minutes earlier, the concert organizer, Donato Treviño, dubbed Dr. Tre by his friends, had given them long-awaited and dreadful news.

	“Rich E. Liu’s here. You might see him around.” He’d paused to watch their faces break into various degrees of shock and horror and cheerily winked. “Good luck tonight!”

	The tension continued rising until one of them cracked.

	“Shit! The Rich E.!” Porto exclaimed, turning to look at the others. “Legendary producer, owner of his own label, star-maker—here. He’s going to watch our show!”

	“This is it. This is it,” Samira said fervently.

	“I’m gonna hurl again,” D. Art muttered.

	“There’s hundreds of people out there. What’s one more?” Athos said. He rose from his seat to stop D. Art’s pacing and spun the younger man by the shoulders to face him.

	“Santi, breathe,” Athos soothed, and D. Art took a deep breath, but not even Athos’s clear-eyed gaze and strong hands gently rubbing his shoulders helped settle his racing heart. D. Art took a step back and raised his hand to scratch his short hair under his cap.

	“We worked our asses off for this—you more than anyone. We’re ready. We got this.” Athos lowered his arms.

	“Hell yeah! We’re Musketeers, baby!” Samira hugged them both.

	Mimicking the sound effect of a microphone, Porto introduced them like he did in their usual shows: “We’re the Tres Más Uno! Here’s la Gata con Garra,2 who sings like an angel and is a devil with the girls, Samira!”

	They laughed, clapped, and went along with it. “And the heavyweight of beatbox, raised in the streets and monster in the sheets, a ninja master visiting the notary’s wife—Porto!” Samira crowed.

	Porto bowed to their cheers, raised his cap to Athos, and said into his mock microphone, “Our rock in hard times, he who raps during protests, rolls a joint in thirty seconds, and plays Beethoven for fun, our poet… Athos!”

	Athos took the enthusiastic shoulder pats and hollers with good cheer. When he spoke, in a clear voice without flair, the others quieted down. “And our youngest but most enthusiastic member, our dedicated social media manager and lyricist, our fearless leader, D. Art!”

	Porto and Samira cheered and clapped him on the back, but D. Art was taken in by Athos’s warm eyes, and he blushed violently, which only intensified the others’ teasing whistles and hoots.

	To distract their attention, D. Art initiated their seasoned cheer: “All for one…”

	“…and one for all!” they screamed in unison, pumping their fists into the air.

	D. Art’s enthusiasm was short-lived, however, because soon Treviño interrupted to say, “You’re up in fifteen.”

	His stomach lurched, and he turned to his friends, a frantic look in his eyes. “I think—we gotta change the setlist,” he said. He answered their expressions of outrage and disbelief with raised hands. “Only a bit! It’s just… ‘Solo Dos Bros’ is too slow.3 We should replace it with ‘Tu Mosquetero.’ ”4

	“You insisted ‘Tu Mosquetero’ was too similar to ‘Soldados de Fortuna,’ ”5 Porto said.

	Samira and Athos were quiet as they looked at D. Art, Samira with a sharp, angry gaze and Athos more searchingly.

	“You’re afraid that Rich E. will think you’re gay,” Samira said without hesitation.

	“I-I-I just…” D. Art babbled, hands trembling.

	Porto was staring at him like he was a stranger. “Dude, what? Really? You wrote that song! I thought you were going for that vibe!”

	“If you think it’s the best choice…” Athos started, and the others turned to him.

	“Seriously? You’re just gonna let him”—Samira threw up her hands as Athos turned to her—“oh, whatever. It’s your song. I’m not changing a word from my lesbian songs, thank you very much.” She walked away in a huff.

	Porto looked at them, shrugged, and hurried after her. Their voices were soon heard from the hall, Samira’s humming warm-up louder than usual and Porto’s more subdued.

	Athos turned to D. Art. He seemed as unshaken as always, but something in his eyes was too distant.

	“If what you want is to showcase your talent,” Athos began, “ ‘Solo Dos Bros’ is one of your best songs.”

	“I know! And I know it’s your song too. It’s—lesbians are cool, but we… This is the biggest concert of our careers, and we can’t— How many big-name artists are out and proud? How many of them were out before they became big? It’s too risky,” D. Art said in a rush, imploring Athos to understand.

	Athos set a hand on D. Art’s shoulder. “Hey. I get it. We can change it. I’ll notify Tre.”

	And he walked away, purposeful as usual, while D. Art watched him, a sinking feeling in his stomach mingling with his nerves.

	*

	D. Art came to himself later, the beat still thrumming in his veins, sweat running down his brow, the image of a large crowd singing along with the chorus of their songs imprinted on the backs of his eyelids. He squinted against the blinding lights of the stage, deafened by the sound of roaring cheers, and numbly wondered if there was a drug in the world that could compare to the pure fear and exhilaration he’d felt during that concert.

	He didn’t even register Tre urging him to change into a fresh shirt and leading him away from the others to a VIP room, and he found himself face-to-face with a stocky older man with carefully trimmed facial hair and a slick smile.

	“D. Art. I’ve heard so much about you. So good to finally meet you,” the man said as he shook D. Art’s hand, his grip painful from all the rings he wore. “I’m Rich E., in case you didn’t know.”

	D. Art tried to focus, feeling suddenly too sweaty and unprepared. He’d had a pitch for the Tres Más Uno, but he couldn’t remember a single word of it.

	Not that Rich E. let him get a word in. “How old are you?” he asked.

	“I-I just turned twenty-one,” D. Art answered automatically.

	“Young, but not a teen—good. Got a girl or two? Kids?”

	“Um, no—”

	“Focused on your career—great. Tre told me you wrote most of the Tres Más Uno songs. Is that right?”

	“I mean, I co-wrote them with Athos and—”

	“Listen: I make stars. I have a good nose for talent, and I make them work. I’m willing to invest”—he said an amount too large for D. Art’s mind—“to make you PR’s next big thing within one year. You’ll have collaborations with big shots, international concerts, your own albums, and your own brands—if you’re smart. You have what it takes to be big in the urban genre. You up for it?”

	“I—it’s an honor, but—”

	“Here’s my card. Think on it, but not too much,” Rich E. said, handing over a card and turning to leave the room.

	“Um, wait—this is an offer only for me? What about Athos, Porto, Samira? We’re a group; we make our songs together—”

	Rich E. turned around to regard him coolly. “Let me be blunt. I’m in this business to make money, not lose it. You have a nice voice, a pretty face, and fair skin. You, I can package and sell to the masses. The others will slow you down. The offer is only for you. Take it or leave it.”

	*

	“Focking cabrón,”6 growled Samira, followed by a longer string of curse words.

	The four friends were gathered at Athos’s place. They had planned to celebrate at their secret beach, but the cooler with drinks stayed ignored in a corner. They gathered around the coffee table, where D. Art had put Rich E.’s bright-red business card.

	“We’re being left out, after all,” said Porto as he gave a sullen kick to the coffee table, glaring at Rich’s business card like it had just insulted his mother.

	“I won’t leave you guys behind,” D. Art said, bouncing his leg. “But—I’m scared of saying ‘no.’ This is Rich E.: I don’t think I’ll ever get a better chance.”

	“The guy’s ruthless.” Porto noted. “If you say ‘no,’ he can make sure you never do.”

	“Shit.” D. Art put his head in his hands.

	Athos’s low voice cut suddenly through the silence. “You should accept.”

	They all turned to him, but Athos only looked at D. Art as he said: “This is everything you wanted. You’ve been gunning for this since we started. You made it. Why hold back because of us?”

	“Wait. I thought we all wanted to sign with Rich E. and make it big? What—are you giving up, Athos?” Samira demanded.

	“That’s not it. I’m saying, if Santiago’s the only one who gets a chance, he should take it,” Athos said patiently.

	Samira ran a hand through her short hair angrily and hunched over on the couch, muttering, “I guess.”

	D. Art looked at him in disbelief. “But what about ‘All for one and one for all’?”

	Porto perked up, looking between them.

	“Precisely. Your success is ours. Are you saying you won’t share the money, help people in need, use your fame to say what needs to be said?” Athos insisted.

	“Of course! But it’s not fair! We’re a group; you’re my friends! I don’t—I don’t know if I can do it without you,” D. Art finished in a whisper.

	“You’re the best of us. You’ll be fine,” said Athos, almost dismissive.

	“Yeah. You’re very talented,” Porto added, nodding sagely. Samira offered a thumbs up and a wry smile.

	“But I didn’t even write a single song by myself!”

	“ ‘Tu Mosquetero’ and ‘Soldado de Fortuna’—” Athos started.

	“We all added stuff to those,” D. Art said quickly.

	“You made the melody and lyrics for ‘Solo Dos Bros,’ ” Athos stated.

	“With you,” D. Art hissed, feeling panicky and desperate.

	“It’s not even about talent,” Athos said. “It’s what Rich E. said: it’s marketability, which you have in spades and we don’t.”

	“But I thought…” D. Art said, something twisting up in his gut. He couldn’t help asking, “Why—why does it feel like you’re pushing me away?”

	Athos didn’t answer. The front door clicked shut, and D. Art vaguely registered that Porto and Samira were gone.

	“I think… you’d regret staying,” Athos said finally.

	“What? All these months, everything we did—it meant nothing to you? Do you think it meant nothing to me?” D. Art said, hurt and angry.

	“You don’t want to be with me,” Athos said quietly.

	“How can you say—?”

	“Because!” Athos raised his voice, breaking halfway. He was still, jaw tight and fists clenched, before he put a hand over his eyes and took a deep breath. “Santi. You already made your choice, whether you realize it or not.”

	“…oh. Is this—is this about our song?” D. Art asked, his own voice weak and shaky.

	Athos didn’t answer. D. Art felt a knot in his throat, tears pricking his eyes, and a cold, heavy weight pooling in his stomach.

	“If it meant that much to you, why didn’t you say so?” D. Art implored.

	“Because,” Athos repeated, slowly and forcefully, his normally even voice wavering, “I won’t stand between you and your dream. Go, Santi. Sign the contract. Do what you want to do, and remember your friends from time to time.”

	D. Art didn’t answer. He couldn’t. It was all too much for him to bear. He turned around and left.

	*

	Two years later, the internationally recognized artist known as D. Art lay on the bed of his childhood bedroom, looking up—as he had done many times as a teenager—at the “Babe of the Week” posters and Vico C. album covers decorating the walls. He had his fancy headphones on as he listened to the beat for his latest demo, failing to come up with spectacular, lit, or even decent lyrics.

	He balled up his haphazard notes, threw them at the wastebasket in the corner, and missed.

	A call from Rich E. came through. D. Art hesitated before taking it.

	“Art, dear boy, how is your vacation back home? Enjoying the beach, the girls, the coquito?”

	“Yeah, all good,” said D. Art, trying to inject cheer and confidence into his voice.

	“Tell me you’re not still holed up at your parents’ place. That’d be tragic,” Rich said with his fake paternal concern.

	“No, no. I’ve been out and about,” D. Art lied. He hoped not to get grilled on details, except…

	“Do you have any samples ready for me?” Rich asked, and D. Art grimaced. After a long silence, Rich tsked. “I already booked the studio and producers for the new album. If we reschedule, everything will have to be rescheduled! Please take this more seriously. Your other albums came out without problems; what’s the holdup with this one?”

	D. Art opened his mouth, but he couldn’t say anything. I’m out of ideas. I feel empty. I can no longer do this.

	“Just… a block, I guess,” he conceded.

	“Hm. Well, hopefully a few more days of rest back home will help. But if you don’t have anything for me when you get back, I’m buying the songs from someone else. I can’t wait forever for your inspiration to come back,” Rich said.

	“…okay,” D. Art said eventually, but Rich had already hung up.

	He looked again at his ripped-up notebook and threw it aside. Flipping through his music app, he chose to play songs at random and got under the covers, feeling pathetic and defeated.

	Suddenly he heard his own voice singing a familiar melody.

	 

	Anoche me besaste en la playa

	la luz de luna iluminaba tu cara7

	 

	The opening phrases of “Solo Dos Bros”… Alone in his bedroom, in the dark of night, he let himself listen to it like it was someone else’s song. A young man’s voice mixing with Athos’s deep timbre, slow, sexy, and nostalgic. It really was a very good song.

	He couldn’t help the memory that came: Athos rolling a joint on his sofa, the faint glow of the streetlight illuminating his elegant profile, messy dreads, regal nose, and chiseled jaw. Despite his casual clothes, he had a classic look to him, like a painting in a museum.

	As he watched Athos’s clever fingers, D. Art gave words to a melody he’d been rolling around in his head that night. Athos looked up, joint already on his lips, one of his rare, big smiles stretching them, radiating a joy that lit up the dark room.

	Without missing a beat, Athos continued,

	 

	Yo quiero repetir no sé si quieras

	tener a tu mejor amigo en la cama8

	 

	And just like that… it happened: the rush of discovery, the joy of making music together—repeating, modifying, and improving each other’s lines. Somehow D. Art ended up lying down across the sofa, his legs over Athos’s lap, Athos’s hand on his thigh.

	He still felt embarrassed to remember it, that growing, reckless emotion that overtook him in that moment, when his mouth was dry and he felt too warm and drunk and stupid.

	 

	No des vuelta atrás

	only for tonight

	soy tuyo papá9

	 

	Athos sang, and D. Art gave in to the impulse to reach out his hand and intertwine his fingers with Athos’s.

	“That sounds good. We should make it even gayer, sing it live,” D. Art said, and in that moment, he felt he could do anything as long as Athos was with him.

	“Yeah. That’d be cool,” Athos said with a pleased smile.

	D. Art couldn’t take it any longer. He pulled Athos down toward him.

	“Santi—” Athos’s voice was hushed, a quick gasped-out warning.

	“Come here, papi,” D. Art said, and Athos obeyed.

	There were tears in his eyes as the last notes of the song faded away, and he pressed “Pause” to interrupt the annoyingly cheerful song that came after.

	I never really said goodbye, he thought with a deep pang in his chest. He’d kept talking to Porto on the phone, kept following their socials, but he hadn’t seen his friends since he signed the contract two years ago. This was the first time he was back home for more than a few days at a time, and he hadn’t even told them. What a rotten thing to do…

	Maybe he should start that inevitable drug addiction his parents kept warning him against.

	His phone pinged—a message from Porto.

	 

	Ain’t sayin’ he’s a MILF digger

	Hey Art! Where u at? NY, Miami, Medellín?

	I hope I’m not interrupting your beauty sleep.

	We need your help.

	*

	He could’ve transferred the money, but he found himself hurrying to the police station, where he found Samira outside smoking a cigarette.

	She greeted him with a raised eyebrow. “You came.”

	“Hi, I—what happened? Porto said—” D. Art gesticulated a fight with his hands.

	Samira shrugged. “The usual. He’s doing his set at the club when he sees some guys harassing a girl. He could’ve told the security guard, but he went himself. Apparently, one of them was his ex or something? I dunno. Insults fly, fists fly, Athos gets arrested for assault and disturbing the peace.” Samira put out her cigarette and set her hands on her hips. “So, what’re you here for?”

	“I—I have the bail money,” D. Art said. “And a lawyer.”

	Nodding, Samira led him inside.

	It took hours of paperwork and checking in with his lawyer, signing autographs and taking pictures with the staff, but finally he was face-to-face with Athos. He looked the same—with the addition of a black eye and cuts and bruises on his face and fists. He greeted D. Art warmly, without surprise, as if they’d been parted for only a few days.

	As they crammed into Porto’s ancient Datsun coupe, Athos said, “Get us to Fajardo. It’s gonna be a great beach day today.”

	Porto whooped, Samira pulled D. Art by the arm onto the back seat beside her, and D. Art looked doubtfully at the sky outside, which was lightening into a gray dawn.

	Now that the immediate emergency was solved, D. Art’s previous confidence ebbed away. He watched the streets pass by in silence until Samira poked him in the ribs.

	“So, the great D. Art graces us with his presence today, and he’s not even gonna talk to us? Not gonna tell us what it’s like to travel around the world, meeting famous singers and artists? Not gonna regale us with stories about all the pretty girls he’s dancing with?” Her tone was somewhere between sharp and teasing.

	“Um, yeah, the girls…” D. Art mumbled. “They’re chosen for me, I just… Some of them are fun to talk to.” He cringed at Samira’s raised eyebrow and upturned lips.

	The car veered sharply to the right as Porto turned around to look at him, his eyes alight with excitement. “What’s it like to work with Daddy and Arcángel and—?”

	From the passenger seat, Athos grabbed the wheel to keep the car steady.

	“The road, Porto!” D. Art chided. Then, he smiled wryly and shared some choice gossip and stories he never told any of the interviewers. By the time they got into Athos’s dinghy boat, most of the initial awkwardness had faded into old jokes and catching up on their lives, Porto’s and Samira’s new flames and misadventures, and Athos’s updates on the police accountability movement and the rap workshops about police violence he’d participated in.

	On the way to the secluded cove where their beach was, D. Art closed his eyes to feel the breeze tangling his hair, basking in the rays of dawn.

	It was almost like the old days, drinking on the beach, fighting over the music they were playing, dancing, and laughing. During a lull in the conversation, D. Art gave up another secret: his soon-to-fail new album.

	“Let’s listen to what you have,” Samira prodded him.

	D. Art pulled out his demos and halfway-done lyrics, to mixed reactions.

	“The beat’s good,” said Athos, nodding along to it.

	“It needs a bit more pep, though,” Samira added.

	“The lyrics are shit,” Porto said.

	“I know,” D. Art said, lowering his head in frustration.

	“How about something more like—” Porto started beat-boxing a rhythm. Samira followed with an improvised chorus, and Athos continued with a rap that was so dissonant with the cheerful melody that D. Art laughed.

	“That’s so dark! I like it,” D. Art cheered.

	Going over the songs with his friends, it became easy to imagine different songs with different personalities: something with Samira’s cool voice, a cheerful melody that spoke of injustice in Athos’s style, a crazy-fast trap for a romantic song in Porto’s voice.

	This is what I’ve been missing, D. Art realized as he recorded and wrote as much as he could and made plans in his head detailing how best to pitch the collaborations to Rich E.

	It was like the old days, except without casual touches and warm, complicit looks from Athos.

	Looking up, he saw Athos heading alone toward the edge of the cove. Gathering his courage, D. Art followed him.

	Athos noticed and waited for D. Art to catch up, helping him navigate the sharp rocks until they approached a wide boulder with enough space for them to sit together. With his long legs resting against the stone, Athos lit up a joint and smoked, watching the waves breaking against the rocks.

	Before D. Art could figure out what to say, Athos asked, “How are you, really?”

	D. Art sighed and shrugged. “I keep busy. There’s a lot to do. It’s fun, but it’s too much sometimes. I—I missed you guys.”

	“Told you to keep in touch,” Athos chided.

	“I’m sorry,” D. Art said. And once that was out there, the rest came out in a hurry, words tumbling over each other. “I know I was a piece of shit. I just felt so… I know I said we would sing our song live one day, and I went back on that. I panicked, all right? And I think I made the right call, but it doesn’t feel that way. I still feel like—like I betrayed you, and—”

	“Breathe,” Athos reminded him.

	D. Art took a deep breath, not that it helped to calm him down. The breath caught in his throat, causing him to choke while tears pooled in his eyes. But Athos wasn’t looking as he made a fool of himself; he was intently watching the clouds in the horizon.

	“How do you and Samira do it? How can you be so cool and confident with who you are?” D. Art wondered.

	“That’s the impression we give. But it’s something we chose, and it cost us. You think we got it easy? With how religious Samira’s family is? And I haven’t talked to my folks in, like, ten years. Last night… when that idiot Winter called me a slur in front of his rich friends, I fucking lost it. I could’ve outed him, told his friends how happily he’d jumped in my bed when I was paying the bills, but I just punched him in the face. It was more satisfying, anyway.”

	“So it was your ex, then,” D. Art muttered. “I don’t know if I’m any better than him.”

	Athos faced him and put his hands on D. Art’s shoulders. “Here’s the thing, Santi. We live in a world that’s moderately to extremely shitty to people like us. Sometimes you gotta make hard decisions to protect yourself or your future—whatever. But if you take what they say—what they taught you—and make it a part of you, you’re gonna hurt yourself and make yourself unhappy. Whether you’re in or out, you gotta face that part of yourself and learn to love it.” Athos smiled gently. “It’s hard. But it helps to have people around who know you and accept you for who you are.”

	D. Art reached out and squeezed Athos’s arm for a second, and Athos put his arm around the younger man’s shoulders. Enveloped in Athos’s warmth and scent, D. Art relaxed. It felt like coming home.

	Too soon, Athos got up and helped D. Art to his feet. Before they made their way back to the others, Athos paused to look at the horizon once more. Taking a deep breath, he faced D. Art and said, “I don’t resent you for your decision, back then. If I’m honest… you weren’t the only one that wasn’t ready.”

	“What…?”

	“You were right: I was pushing you away.”

	Hearing this, D. Art exhaled a punched-out breath. Athos raised his palms, hurrying to add, “I still think it was for the best! I knew you had what it took, and it was what you wanted. I was also very scared of whatever was going on between us, and it was easier for you to go than…”

	D. Art buried his face in his hands, trying and failing to stifle the tears.

	“I’m sorry,” Athos sounded unsure as he said it, fidgeting in front of D. Art as if he wanted to come closer but didn’t dare. D. Art pulled him in and let himself take comfort in their embrace. “It’s all right, we’re here now,” Athos muttered, holding on tightly to D. Art.

	*

	There was something about being back on the island that resonated within him, like radio static suddenly resolving into a familiar song. He never missed the island until he was back among the bright colors, the verdant streets, the warm smell of the sea and the noises of his people, their lightning-quick accents, the music on every corner, the calls of the coquí frogs at night.

	He hadn’t done a concert back home in a while. Even though he’d performed in bigger cities with bigger artists and for bigger crowds, he was still more nervous before the show than he’d been in a long time, so nervous he locked himself in the bathroom, feeling he might be sick.

	A knock distracted him from his queasy contemplation of the sink. “D. Art, you’re up!”

	D. Art opened the door to Athos’s grin, his concert get-up indistinguishable from his everyday wear.

	“This takes you back, doesn’t it?” he said as he led D. Art toward the stage. “All of us here together, you puking before the concert…”

	“I didn’t actually vomit,” D. Art complained, but the banter and Athos’s casual arm around his shoulders settled his nausea. He shot Athos a grin before he ran to the stage, received back home with a warm and raucous cheer from the crowd.

	Their first concert together had been in a beach bar for a crowd of twenty or thirty patrons, where only the few drunkest people had danced to their songs. Now he’d filled up El Choli, the biggest arena in Puerto Rico, and everybody in the crowd was chanting his name.

	This is it.

	It was far from the biggest concert of his career, but it was his favorite. Up on stage, he was having fun. It helped that many of the new songs he was singing featured his friends, who were received warmly by the audience, infected by Porto’s cheerfulness and comedic energy, Samira’s cool voice as she sang “Las Divinas”10 along with her choir, and Athos’s poise as he rapped during an uncensored political song that was going to get them in trouble with Rich E. later. They’d even made remixes of their most popular Tres Más Uno songs for the encore, which the crowd sang with them as they jumped on the stadium floor, the ground vibrating with their collective force.
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