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Chapter 1: Summer of '85
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Seattle, Washington, summer of 1985. The city hummed under a rare blue sky, Puget Sound sparkling like a promise unbroken. Fog horns moaned from the docks, mixtapes blared from boomboxes on Capitol Hill, and the air smelled of salt, pine, and fresh rain on hot asphalt. Eddie Malone, seventeen and lanky with a mop of chestnut hair that fell into his hazel eyes, pedaled his Schwinn ten-speed down Pike Street, the wind whipping his faded Journey t-shirt. School was out, MTV ruled the airwaves, and life felt infinite—like a cassette tape you could rewind forever.

Eddie skidded to a stop outside Val's Diner, a greasy spoon on the corner where the neon sign flickered "Open 24/7" even on Sundays. Inside, the jukebox spun Bruce Springsteen's "Dancing in the Dark," and Rickey Hargrove—Eddie's best friend since kindergarten—held court at the counter, his dark curls slicked back with too much Brylcreem, a milkshake mustache clinging to his upper lip. At eighteen, Rickey was the charmer: broad-shouldered from pickup basketball at the Y, with a grin that melted hearts and a laugh that filled rooms.

"Ed! Get in here, man—the pancakes are dyin' without you!" Rickey hollered, waving a fork loaded with syrup.

Eddie grinned, chaining his bike. "You ate half the stack already? Lorraine's gonna kill you for spoilin' dinner." Rickey's mom, Lorraine, ruled their cramped apartment with an iron spatula and endless pots of chili.

Sliding onto a stool, Eddie snatched a fry. That's when Valen Carter breezed in from the kitchen—Val to everyone who mattered. Sixteen, with strawberry-blonde waves tied in a loose ponytail, freckles dusting her nose like cinnamon, and green eyes that sparkled like the Sound on sunny days. She wore the diner's pink uniform, roller skates swapped for sneakers today, and carried a tray of cherry Cokes like a pro waitress twice her age.

"Boys," Val said, her voice light as a seagull's call. "Eddie, you look like you raced a Ferrari down the hill. Rickey, save some for the rest of us mortals."

Rickey leaned back, flashing that killer smile. "Val, you're the only mortal worth sharin' with. Sit. My treat."

She rolled her eyes but perched on the stool beside Eddie, her knee brushing his accidentally—or was it? Eddie's heart did a flip, the kind that started last summer when Val laughed at his dumb joke about Rubik's Cubes. They'd all grown up together: Eddie and Rickey trading baseball cards in the schoolyard, Val tagging along after her dad skipped town, her mom working doubles at the Boeing plant. The three of them against the world—arcades, bonfires on Alki Beach, dreaming of escaping Seattle's endless drizzle for Hollywood lights.

Joey Ramirez, their arcade buddy with a perpetual Walkman around his neck, burst through the door. "Guys! Tina scored tickets to the Police concert at the Coliseum. Front row!"

Tina Lee, Joey's girlfriend and the group's firecracker, followed, her acid-wash jeans ripped at the knees. "September, but who's countin'? Val, you're comin', right?"

Val's face lit up. "Sting live? Duh. Eddie?"

He nodded, pulse quickening at her glance. "Wouldn't miss it. Rickey'll charm the scalpers if we need extras."

Rickey winked. "Already on it. Nothin' for my crew."

Afternoon blurred into easy rhythm: quarters clinking in Pac-Man cabinets at the mall, Val cheering Eddie's high score, Rickey draping an arm around her shoulders during a victory dance. Eddie watched them, a pang twisting his gut. Rickey and Val had chemistry—easy banter, shared glances. But Eddie? He was the quiet one, sketching comics in notebooks of caped heroes saving rainy cities. Val saw his drawings once, called them "magic." That word stuck.

Evening found them at Golden Gardens, bonfire crackling as dusk painted the Olympics purple. Mia Malone, Eddie's fourteen-year-old sister with braces and boundless energy, roasted marshmallows nearby, giggling with Tina. Lorraine Hargrove passed a thermos of hot cocoa, her tired eyes warm. "You kids are my sunshine," she said, hugging Rickey tight. Widowed young, she poured love into her boy and his friends.

Rickey strummed his guitar—borrowed from Joey—an acoustic rendition of "Every Breath You Take." Val sang harmony, voice soft and true, leaning into Eddie for the chorus. Her head on his shoulder felt like home. Rickey caught Eddie's eye over the flames, nodding approval. No jealousy then—just three hearts beating in sync.

But seeds planted subtle. Later, as stars pricked the sky, Rickey walked Val to her bus stop. Eddie lingered, Mia tugging his sleeve. "You like her, don't you? Val."

He ruffled her hair. "She's family, squirt."

Mia smirked. "Liar. Rickey too. Gonna be fireworks."

Night deepened. Eddie biked home through misty streets, Madonna's "Like a Virgin" fuzzy on his transistor radio. In his room—posters of Star Wars and Michael J. Fox—he sketched Val as a superheroine, cape billowing over the Space Needle. Rickey phoned: "Great night, huh? Val's somethin' else."

"Yeah," Eddie said, throat tight. "She is."

Weeks rolled like Pacific waves. Summer jobs: Eddie stocking shelves at Safeway, Rickey pumping gas at the Chevron, Val waitressing doubles to save for community college. Weekends theirs: ferrying to Bainbridge Island for picnics, smuggling beers from the corner store, debating Back to the Future's flux capacitor.

One rainy Tuesday, Eddie found Val crying behind the diner dumpster, uniform soaked. "Mom's plant laid off half the line. Rent's due. I... I can't fix it."

He hugged her fierce, rain mingling tears. "You won't alone. We'll figure it."

Rickey arrived minutes later, spotting them. No words—just joined the huddle, arms around both. Triangle unspoken, bonds iron.

August heat wave hit, city steaming. Arcade marathon: Rickey beat Val at Donkey Kong, celebrating with a piggyback ride, her laughter pealing. Eddie snapped a Polaroid—frozen joy. Later, beach volleyball at Green Lake: Val spiked a winner, high-fiving Eddie first, then Rickey. Skin glistened, hearts raced.

Labor Day loomed. Group bonfire finale. Joey and Tina slow-danced to Cyndi Lauper. Mia schemed with Lorraine over s'mores. Rickey pulled Val aside by the waves. Eddie watched from driftwood, gut churning.
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