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PART ONE   THE BOY WHO BROKE
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Bradford, 2015

The bathroom on the tour bus smelled like cheap air freshener and someone else's anxiety.

Zayden Malik sat on the closed toilet lid with his knees pulled to his chest and his phone face-down on the floor, and he counted the tiles on the ceiling the way his therapist had taught him — grounding techniques, she'd called them, though he'd never told her the full truth of what he needed grounding from.

Fourteen tiles. Off-white. One with a hairline crack running diagonally through the corner.

From the other side of the thin door came the sound of the band. Laughter. The heavy bass of someone's speaker. The crack of a can opening. They were celebrating — of course they were, another sold-out show, another night the crowd had screamed so loud Zayden had felt it vibrating in his molars — and he was in here, counting ceiling tiles, because if he stayed out there for one more minute he was going to come apart at the seams in front of everyone.

His phone buzzed. Face-down. He didn't need to see the screen to know who it was.

Zee. Come out. I saved you a seat.

Hale.

He pressed his palms flat against his thighs and breathed slowly. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. The therapist's voice in his head. Not the therapist's voice. His mother's voice. Trisha, in the kitchen in Bradford, teaching him to breathe when the world got too large for his chest.

The problem with Hale was that he made everything worse and better simultaneously. He was catastrophic in the way that good things often were — sunlight giving you a headache, music making you cry at inconvenient moments, the smell of your favorite meal turning your stomach when you hadn't eaten in three days.

Three days. Zayden poked at that thought carefully, the way you'd press a bruise to test how bad it was. 

Had it been three days? Two, maybe. He'd had half a plate of pasta at catering on — Tuesday? Monday? — and since then it had been coffee and water and the occasional handful of crisps he didn't finish. The band's nutritionist had given him a look at lunch that day, the kind of look that had too much knowledge behind it, and Zayden had smiled and made an excuse and walked very quickly in the opposite direction.

He wasn't ready to deal with that.

He wasn't ready to deal with any of it.

His phone buzzed again.

Hale: Zee.

Hale: I'm going to come in there if you don't answer me.

Hale: I'm not joking. I have no shame. You know this.

Despite himself, Zayden smiled. It was the smallest and most involuntary smile, the kind that happened before your brain could intervene. He picked up the phone.

Zayden: I'm fine.

Hale: You've been in the bathroom for 25 minutes.

Zayden: I'm having a very thorough think.

Hale: Zee.

Just his name. Just those four letters, the way Hale typed them — no punctuation, no emoji, just Zee — and somehow it communicated everything. Concern. Patience. The particular brand of steady warmth that Hale carried around with him like it cost him nothing, like kindness was something he had in unlimited supply and could afford to spend freely.

Zayden had never met anyone like him. He suspected he never would again.

Zayden: Give me five minutes.

Hale: I'll give you three. Then I'm coming in.

Zayden set the phone down and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes until he saw stars. The thing about being in a band — the thing nobody told you before you auditioned at sixteen and signed your life away — was that there was no privacy. No space. Your grief was everyone's business, your anxiety was a PR problem, your body was a product and your face was a brand, and somewhere in the machinery of it all you were supposed to find room to also be a person.

He was twenty-two years old. He had been doing this for five years. He had not eaten a proper meal in two days and he was in love with his bandmate and the weight of both of those secrets was slowly crushing him.

Three minutes. He stood up, splashed water on his face, checked the mirror. Dark eyes, sharp jaw, the shadows under his cheekbones that had been getting more pronounced for months and that he'd gotten skilled at hiding with the right lighting, the right angles, the practiced blankness of a professional performer.

He looked fine. He was fine.

He opened the bathroom door.

Hale was leaning against the opposite wall of the corridor, arms folded, wearing a ridiculous floral shirt that should have looked stupid and somehow looked like it belonged in a fashion magazine. He had that curly hair that he was forever shoving out of his eyes, and those green eyes themselves that were currently doing the thing Zayden hated most — being too perceptive, seeing too much, looking at Zayden with a quiet attention that made him feel both seen and terrified.

"Hi," Zayden said.

"Hi," Hale said back, not moving from the wall. "You look tired."

"Gee, thanks."

"Not in a bad way. Just—" Hale tipped his head slightly, studying him. "Come and sit with me?"

Not come back to the party. Not everyone's asking for you. Just come and sit with me, like that was the only thing that mattered, like the rest of the bus and the rest of the band and the rest of the tour could wait.

Zayden followed him to the small seating area at the back, away from the noise. Someone — Hale, obviously Hale — had put a blanket there, and there were two cups of tea on the narrow table, and Zayden sat down and felt something in his chest loosen by approximately three percent.

"You don't have to talk," Hale said, handing him a mug. "Just sit."

So they sat. Zayden wrapped both hands around the mug and let the warmth seep into his palms. Through the thin walls, the others were loud and happy and celebrating. Here in the back it was quiet, just the low rumble of the bus engine and the faint sound of rain against the windows and Hale beside him, close enough that their arms were almost touching.

"I can't keep doing this," Zayden said. He hadn't planned to say it.

Hale was quiet for a moment. "The tour?"

"All of it."

Another silence. Hale turned his mug in his hands — a habit, always turning things, fidgeting, needing to keep his hands occupied. "Okay," he said finally. Not don't be dramatic or you're fine or think of the fans. Just okay. Like whatever Zayden needed was valid before he'd even finished explaining what it was.

"I'm not—" Zayden stopped. Started again. "I'm not okay, Hale."

"I know."

"You know?"

"I've been watching you not eat for a week." Hale said it gently, without accusation, the way you'd say something you'd been carrying carefully and had decided it was time to set down. "I've been watching you get smaller and quieter and I've been trying to give you space but — Zee. I'm scared."

Zayden stared at his tea. "It's not — I'm not doing it on purpose."

"I know that too."

"I just—" The words were difficult. They were always difficult when they were the true ones. "When I'm stressed, I can't. It doesn't — food doesn't feel like food. It feels like a problem. And everything right now is a problem and I'm trying to sort it out but I can't—"

He stopped because his voice had done something embarrassing at the end of that sentence. Hale moved without ceremony, just shifted along the seat until their shoulders were pressed together, and didn't say anything.

They sat like that for a long time.

At some point Zayden put his head on Hale's shoulder, because it was there and it was warm and he was so tired. Hale's arm came up slowly, carefully, like he was afraid of startling something.

"I'm not going anywhere," Hale said. Very quiet. Into the top of Zayden's head. "Whatever you decide. Whatever you need. I'm not going anywhere."

Zayden closed his eyes.

He thought: that's the problem.
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Chapter Two
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The Secret

They were careful. They were so careful.

It started three months before the end — or what would eventually become the end, though neither of them could see it coming yet. It started on a Tuesday in a hotel room in Chicago with the rain hammering the windows and Hale sitting cross-legged on Zayden's bed going over lyrics for a new song, and Zayden looking up from his notebook and thinking with sudden, horrible clarity: I am completely in love with this man and I have been for years.

"You've gone weird," Hale said, without looking up from his notebook.

"I'm always weird."

"More weird. Specifically weird." Hale looked up. Those eyes. God, those eyes. "What?"

"Nothing."

Hale studied him for a long moment — that particular patient, attentive look — and then he set his notebook down on the bed and said, very quietly, "Zee."

Just his name. Again. Just those four letters.

"Don't," Zayden said.

"I'm not doing anything."

"You're doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The—" Zayden gestured vaguely. "The looking. With your face."

Hale's mouth curved. "I'm not sure I can help having a face."

"You can help what you do with it."

Hale was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "What if I don't want to?"

And that was it. That was the moment. Something shifted in the air of the room, subtle as a change in pressure before a storm, and they both felt it, and neither of them looked away.

"Hale," Zayden said carefully
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