Before We Break

A Zayden & Hale Story — Prequel to Come Back to Me

This story deals honestly with eating disorders, anxiety, and mental health struggles. It is written with care but does not flinch. Please look after yourself while reading.
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PART ONE: 2012

THE MAKING OF SOMETHING
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Chapter One
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Hale

The first thing Hale noticed about Zayden Malik was that he didn't take up enough space.

This was not a physical observation — well, it was, eventually, but not at first. At first it was something else, something harder to name. The way Zayden stood at the edge of group photos. The way he laughed at the right moments, but his eyes were always doing something separate, something private. The way he seemed to exist in every room they were in while simultaneously being somewhere else entirely.

Hale noticed things. It was both a gift and a considerable inconvenience.

They were eighteen and nineteen respectively, five boys thrown together by a television show and a record label and the alchemy of a thing that worked when it shouldn't have, and they were learning to inhabit the same spaces — tour buses, dressing rooms, hotel rooms, the specific strange geography of shared fame. They were learning each other the way you learn a new language: slowly at first, then all at once, then with the sudden terrifying fluency that meant you couldn't unhear it anymore.

Hale's specific fluency in Zayden developed around the three-month mark.

It was a Tuesday in Manchester, a venue that smelled like old beer and ambition, and they were doing soundcheck. Zayden was at the microphone — his voice was the one that stopped people, the one that made the sound technicians go quiet without meaning to — and he was running through his part of the set, and halfway through the third song he stopped.

Just stopped. Mid-phrase. Looked at the empty seats with an expression that Hale, from his position at stage left, clocked as something more complicated than nerves.

The musical director waited. The other boys waited. Zayden pressed two fingers to his temple briefly, then nodded, and started again from the top.

Nobody mentioned it.

Hale mentioned it afterward, in the corridor outside the dressing room.

"Hey." He fell into step beside Zayden. "You okay? You stopped during soundcheck."

"Just lost my place."

"Didn't look like losing your place."

Zayden glanced at him sideways. A brief, assessing look. "You were watching that closely?"

"I watch everything closely," Hale said. "It's a problem."

"You could work on that."

"Probably." He matched Zayden's pace. "Was it nerves?"

A beat. "Something like that."

"Okay." Hale didn't push. He'd learned, even at nineteen, that pushing people toward things they weren't ready to say was a good way to make them close up entirely. "The offer stands. If you want to - I don't know. Talk. Or not talk. Whatever."

Zayden looked at him again, longer this time. "Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why do you—" He stopped. "We've known each other three months."

"I know."

"You don't owe me..."

"I know that too." Hale shrugged. "I just think you're a bit alone in the middle of everything and I find that interesting."

A silence. Then, very dryly: "Interesting."

"It's a compliment."

"Is it."

"Most people aren't alone in the middle of everything. Most people disappear into it. You're alone and you're there, if that makes sense. Both things at once." He paused. "I think that takes a lot of energy."

Zayden was quiet for a moment. They'd reached the dressing room door.

"It does," he said. Quiet. Like the admission cost him something.

"Yeah." Hale opened the door. "So. Offer stands."

Zayden went through the door. Then, without turning: "Thanks."

It wasn't much. But it was the beginning of something, and Hale — who noticed things — noticed it.
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Chapter Two
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Zayden

The problem with Hale Edwards was that he was constitutionally impossible to keep at arm's length.

Zayden had a system. He had always had a system. You were warm but bounded. You were present but not accessible. You gave people enough of yourself that they felt known, and you kept the parts that were actually you — the anxious parts, the strange parts, the parts that woke at three in the morning with the particular brand of dread that had no name and no cause — safely behind a wall they didn't know was there.

The system had worked for nineteen years. Teachers, friends, extended family, the two girls he'd dated who'd described him as mysterious in tones that suggested they found it romantic rather than frustrating.

Hale had the system figured out in about six weeks.

He didn't say so. He didn't make a thing of it. He just — continued to be in Zayden's orbit, continued to offer things without demanding anything in return, continued to do that infuriating thing where he paid attention without making you feel observed. And gradually, so gradually that Zayden couldn't identify the specific moment it happened, the wall developed a door.

Not a big door. A small door. A door that Hale had probably built himself, brick by brick, without asking permission.

The first time Zayden went through it was February 2012, on the tour bus, somewhere between Glasgow and Edinburgh at two in the morning. He couldn't sleep — he often couldn't sleep, the anxiety crouching at the foot of the bed like something patient and dark — and he'd come through to the lounge area and found Hale already there, cross-legged on the banquette with a notebook, writing something in the specific concentrated way that meant lyrics.

"Hey," Hale said, without looking up.

"Hey."

Hale moved his notebook to make room, which was an invitation Zayden accepted without discussing it. He sat. He pulled his knees up. The bus moved through the dark Scottish night.

"Couldn't sleep?" Hale asked.

"Never sleep well on the bus."

"Me neither." He looked up. "Do you want to talk or sit?"

"Sit," Zayden said.

"Great," said Hale, and went back to his notebook.

They sat for two hours. Hale wrote. Zayden looked out the window at the dark. At some point Hale made tea — the tiny bus kitchen, clattering slightly with the movement of the vehicle — and set a mug in front of Zayden without comment. At another point they talked, briefly, about inconsequential things: a film Hale had watched, a book Zayden was reading, whether Edinburgh or Glasgow was the better city.

Nothing significant. Nothing requiring vulnerability. Just two people being awake together in the dark.

When they reached the hotel and split off to their separate rooms, Zayden lay in the unfamiliar bed and stared at the unfamiliar ceiling and thought about the specific quality of the last two hours. The way it had been restful without being boring. The way Hale had offered company without requiring performance.

The anxiety, he noticed, had not entirely gone. But it had been quieter.

He filed this information without examining it.
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