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Prologue



One Direction changed the course of my life. I’m a mixed-race, Muslim musician from Bradford. And by a stroke of fate or luck, or whatever name you want to label it, I was blessed to spend five years in a band that had a hundred number-one records, 100 million album sales, and gigs playing to around 10 million fans. One Direction was my bridge from being a crazy, lazy teenager with a creative passion to embarking on an insane adventure in a world I never thought I’d know. My name is Zayn Malik and this is my story.
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'I feel like there has been a lot said about me and why I left One Direction.'



 

It’s kind of surreal when you spend five years identified with such a successful band to then have the freedom to make choices on your own. From the moment I left One Direction, everything changed. Suddenly, I was on my own, which was something I hadn’t been for all those years. I spent a few months recording sessions with some people I knew and had worked with in the past. I met with some producers who I thought might be able to help me create the songs I’d had in my head since I was seventeen. But, to be honest, I had no idea what I was doing. I’d been writing my own stuff while I was in the band, it wasn’t a new thing, but I had to work out what I wanted to show people, what I wanted to say. Every lyric has to mean something to me, and it’s been a long process to find a way to make the most of all my insane opportunities, to take the positives and try to let go of the negatives and to finally bring something out that genuinely reflects me.

I feel like there has been a lot said about me and why I left One Direction. At times it’s been difficult to get across what was going on in my head at that point in my life. I guess that’s why I’m writing this now. Not because I think I’m so great, or because the whole world needs to know about Zayn Malik, but so that, if you’re at all interested, you can understand a bit better why I did the things I did and where I’m at now. The fans deserve answers, so I’m going to try and give them. If you know anything at all about me, other than that I’m ‘that one who left 1D’, you probably know that I’m not usually one for talking. Interviews have never exactly been a talent of mine, and I tend to keep things quite private. But I’m going to show you as much as I can so that you can judge me on my own terms, not on what the press or anyone else says.

You might think that leaving the band was this time of massive excitement for me, because I was finally free to do what I wanted, but, if I’m straight with you, it didn’t feel that way. To tell the truth, I was pretty lost. I definitely knew I wanted to make my own music – that was the only path for me – but I felt like I was adrift. Everything that I knew of the industry – the boys, the crew, management, legal – that all went the day I left the band. I take responsibility for leaving, of course, but it was still massively disorientating. All of a sudden, it was just me and my thoughts, and that was fucking terrifying. I would spend long hours on my own, just trying to process what the hell I was going to do next. Looking back on it, I think I needed that time, that introspection that comes when everything you’ve known for nearly half a decade falls away. Eventually, I realized I needed representation. I got lucky when my PA introduced me to a new management company run by a whole team of women. I was raised mostly by women, so this felt good. I had support again, and support I could trust. They understood what I wanted to do, the music that I wanted to make, and I knew instinctively that they were the right people to help me.
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One Direction made great pop, there’s no denying that. But it’s no secret that that kind of pop music really isn’t my thing and towards the end of my time in the band, I was becoming more and more desperate to express my own style and write lyrics about stuff that I really believed in, rather than the melodies and beats that were being made for us in One Direction. What you’ve got to understand is that none of us really had much say in the music. At least, not at the start. If I suggested singing a line or a hook in a more R&B way, that would get smoothed out into a more poppy approach, because that was the music that was expected of us. Even as we matured and the other lads began to develop their sound a bit more, I found that it wasn’t in sync with my own. I stuck it out because the support and all the positive responses we were getting from our fans around the world were incredible, and I respected that it was working for my band mates. To be honest, though, it was a struggle for me, the fact that we didn’t share the same musical taste. It felt a bit like being forced into a mould I would never fit. I wanted to be in the studio singing lyrics that resonated with me, not just repeating someone else’s lines.

As a band we toured the world many times over. That’s a lot of time spent on tour buses and planes, and that’s when I’d get creative. There were long hours in between shows when I’d lock myself away and just write and write on my own. Whenever I saw a window to write I’d grab it, even if it meant working really late into the night and even if I knew it wasn’t material that we would end up using as a band. It’s important to say, though, that this wasn’t part of some big master plan to break away and go solo. I wasn’t thinking about a solo career, I was just being expressive in my own style and using the downtime we had to do what I love doing most. In hindsight, what I realize now is that being in One Direction gave me the opportunity to understand what it was that I needed to do - and that was to find my own sound. It was only towards the very end of my life with the band that I actually started visiting studios by myself, just to mess about and experiment. It felt important to be more in control of my time, doing less of what other people had decided was right for me, or for them, and more of what I felt was right.
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The biggest obstacle for me after I left and when I first considered releasing my own stuff was that I hadn’t really figured out my sound yet. I had some solid musical building blocks and lyrical ideas, but nothing more. I suppose that makes sense – I hadn’t exactly had much life experience when One Direction started. I was a boy from Bradford who showed up at an X Factor audition. I had dreams of being a solo artist, but I had no clue about the industry, how my career would work out or what it would actually take to make it. The next thing I knew, I’d been put together with four other boys and One Direction was born. We were swept away on this mad journey where we played to sold-out arenas and were mobbed by fans everywhere we went. It was pretty overwhelming.


'I can see I wasn’t ready to be a solo artist at the age of nineteen, twenty, or even twenty-one. Those five years with the band were essential for me as a young kid learning about the industry.'



Being in One Direction opened up an insane new level of opportunity for me, but it also sent me headfirst into a world that I had never experienced before, and that was very daunting. Before going on X Factor, I’d never even been to London, let alone on a plane flying halfway across the world. I remember my first flight – I was really nervous about it, and it didn’t help when the boys thought it would be hilarious to convince me that the plane would do a loop-the-loop after we took off. I nearly shit myself. Obviously they were just having a laugh, but the fact that I believed them goes to show just how naive I was. It’s not that I had been cocooned as a kid, but I had grown up in a city where, for a lot of people, there wasn’t necessarily any expectation of ever getting out. I consider myself lucky that I got that chance. It was an adventure for the five of us boys, who were all from relatively humble backgrounds, and we definitely embraced the opportunities we were given. But no matter how far we travelled, I never lost that feeling that I was something of an outsider. Maybe it was being from Bradford, maybe it was my accent, maybe it was my mixed-race heritage, my religion – I don’t know. But everyone around us, the management, the record label, the lawyers, all seemed so posh in comparison to us. Everything I had known before was replaced with something alien, and that can be disorientating. I grew up in a really tight-knit family and, on top of everything else, it was difficult for me to suddenly be so far away from them. Out of nowhere, life had turned into this mental rollercoaster of unfamiliarity and uncertainty, and even though I was well up for the challenge, at the same time it was terrifying.

That’s not to say that it wasn’t fun at times. It was. All five of us would hang out, play football and generally have a laugh. At that moment, our lives felt so exciting, and that shared excitement created a real bond between us. Whenever we made a new track together, even though it wasn’t my kind of music, I would still enjoy the experience of it, playing the new mixes for our latest singles at home or in the car, really loud, over and over, thinking, ‘Fuck, we did that. That’s us on that record.’ I got to meet amazing fans, and I can never thank all of them enough for the love and support they gave me during the good times, and the bad. I can honestly say I’m proud of a lot of stuff from the One Direction days. I’m not sure people realize that, but I am. I’ve got the memorabilia – the platinum discs we received with every album – all over my house. I have a wall dedicated to displaying them. One Direction was an incredible experience in its own right, and it’s a part of me, an integral part of my history, and I’m never going to deny that aspect of my life.
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But in terms of the music, I just didn’t feel inspired. A lot of the time I just went along with it because I was still learning what worked, like a formula almost, and as time went on I began to appreciate that what worked for One Direction, the band, just didn’t work for me. I guess when you’re in the studio with these really experienced producers and a bunch of people all having their say, it can be difficult to work out how to contribute, especially at the start, when everything was so new and unfamiliar. With hindsight, I can see I wasn’t ready to be a solo artist at the age of nineteen, twenty, or even twenty-one. Those five years with the band were essential for me as a young kid learning about the industry. Recording and touring those four albums – Up All Night, Take Me Home, Midnight Memories and Four – and working with incredibly talented people challenged my character, made me stronger and taught me what it takes to be a performer. I witnessed prolific songwriters at work and got first-hand experience as a recording artist, all with the boys by my side.  I’ll always be grateful for that.
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'In hindsight, what I realize now is that being in One Direction gave me the opportunity to understand what it was that I needed to do – and that was to find my own sound.'
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But there comes a point when it just doesn’t work any more. By the time I finally made the decision to leave One Direction, it didn’t even feel like a conscious decision. I just got to a point where I knew I couldn’t go on. I was so tired. I felt like I was faking it, and I hated that. I just wanted to go home. Logically, it made no sense, leaving the biggest boy band in the world at the height of its success. But after nearly five years of non-stop touring and promotion. I was really struggling to keep going, and what had been a great experience was now a source of intense anxiety. It was never my intention to let anyone down. But I knew I had to go. I remember finishing a show in Hong Kong and just feeling it in my gut. To this day, it makes me feel like shit to think about disappointing the fans like that. But I hope they understand that I had to do what was right. Sometimes you just know it. My head said stay but my heart said go home. So, in the end, I went.
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'I can't undo some of the things in my life  that have negatively affEcted me, but I can  practise being a better person, and I think  that's a pretty decent place to start.'



 

The way I see it, life is a series of ups and downs for everyone, no matter who or where you are. Doesn’t matter how rich or successful you are, there’s no avoiding some of the bad parts of life: rejection, betrayal - all that. For me personally, I’m gradually learning to draw creative inspiration from emotional upheaval, and to try to have a sense of humour about it. I think getting stuff off my chest through writing music helps me to be a better person. I can’t undo some of the things in my life that have negatively affected me, but I can practise being a better person, and I think that’s a pretty decent place to start. As I walk that line between feeling like I’m doing the wrong thing for the right reasons, or the right thing for the wrong reasons, I’m getting better at using all of that experience to create my music. At least, I hope I am.

In that transitional phase between being in the band and being a solo artist, I’ve been very aware of how many people just know me as ‘that one who left One Direction’. I hope that will change with time. I’m a guy who’s
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