Såklart att dom andra killarna bestämmer att just Ivan ska
skicka det där meddelandet till Lydia efter bråket på
fotbollsplanen. Om nån annan gör det blir det inte lika kul,
och lite får hon väl tåla. Har hon ingen humor eller?
Men tjejerna har fått nog. Varför ska killarna alltid få göra
som dom vill, bara för att dom är många fler och skriker
högst? Det är slut på det nu! Och det spelar ingen roll vad
som händer, tjejerna tänker aldrig backa.
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NEVER
BACK
DOWN

On Tuesdays after lunch, the boys don’t get to use the soccer
field. They think it’s unfair, but Matilda and the others at the
after-school program say too bad, that’s just how it is. The
guys have all the other days, and I mean ALL the other days.
And they prefer to have the field to themselves.
Today, I play too. I don’t know why because I don’t even
really like it, but Vega wants to and she drags me along to the
field.
We play with some girls in the other fifth grade class, but
we have barely started before the guys gather outside the
fence. First they stand there quietly, staring at us, but then
they start bugging us. As always.
“Good shot!” Olle yells when Esmeralda kicks the ball
toward the goal and Essi in the other fifth grade class catches
it. “Too bad you have such a weak kick.”
Esmeralda doesn’t answer, doesn’t even glance at him. But
when she takes a shot again, it’s Nisse’s turn to yell:
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“Hellooo, how hard can it be to score? Essi sucks as a goalie!”
Essi sends him an angry glare but Nisse gives her a nasty
grin back and I know that this is just the beginning.
“Boo!” Nisse jeers when Vega makes a bad pass. “You
suuuck!”
I can tell that Vega is boiling with anger even though she
tries not to show it. Where is Matilda? She usually keeps an
eye on the soccer field on Tuesdays, exactly for this reason, so
the boys will leave us alone, but she is nowhere to be seen. I
try not to look toward the guys on the other side of the fence
but I suspect that Wasim is there and I catch a glimpse of Ivan
too. Damn!
When I miss a totally obvious free shot, Nisse hoots loudly
again and I hear Wasim laugh, and somebody else, Ivan maybe?
Please, don’t let it be Ivan.
“Embarrassing, Lydia!” Nisse calls. How could you miss
that? So damn clumsy.
I’ve had enough. Nisse needs to shut up! I saunter up to
where he stands, pushing against the fence.
“What are you doing? Why are you even here?”
I allow myself to look over the entire group of guys: Nisse,
Olle, Wasim, even Ivan. I look at Ivan a little longer even
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though I don’t want to.
“You shouldn’t be here, we own the soccer field, get it?” It’s
quiet for a while, then Nisse starts laughing.
“What are you gonna do about it? Run and get a teacher,
or … ?”
“We’re outside the fence. We get to be here if we want to.”
Wasim grins.
I hate his grin so much.
“Can’t take a joke? Chill!”
“Yeah, chill,” Olle repeats and looks at Wasim for approval. “You have no sense of humor.”
Ivan says nothing. He usually doesn’t when they go at it.
But he doesn’t object either. He just stands there, as if nothing
out of the ordinary has happened. And it hasn’t. Because it’s
always like this in our class.
Suddenly I feel tired. I don’t feel like playing soccer anymore.
“Go to hell,” I snap and leave the field.
They guys yell behind me. Vega yells something too and
I see out of the corner of my eye how she stands there on the
field for a moment before she leaves as well. The guys immediately fill up the field. I hear Essi yell something about the
girls’ day but nobody seems to care. When I reach the school
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yard I turn around and see Wasim take the ball from Essi, then
I see the girls in 5B move to the fence and turn into spectators.
The guys got what they wanted. Again.
Nothing special, like I said. This is how it is in our class.
Always.
The problem is that there are so many boys and so few
girls. It’s been like this since preschool and it’s worked okay
even if it hasn’t been great. But since Irene became our teacher,
things have really started going downhill. There’s not actually
anything wrong with her, but the guys don’t listen to her. She
can’t get them to stop like our old teacher, Malin.
Now Malin is at home with her baby, and Irene will be
with us until fall sometime. Argh! The guys that were just irritating in fourth grade have really lost it now. Wasim and Nisse
do whatever they want. And Ivan and some of the others just
stand there quietly, watching.
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Something is about to happen, I can see it in Wasim’s eyes.
And when our break is over and we’re on our way back to
school, it does.
“Lydia really freaked out!”
Wasim bounces the ball on the ground as he talks, looking
relaxed. But I know this is important, that he only makes it
seem like he doesn’t care that much.
“So mad,” Nisse says, laughing.
“Mm,” I mumble.
I don’t want to have this conversation. I don’t want to talk
about Lydia, especially not with Nisse and Wasim. I want to
leave, maybe lock myself in the bathroom and sit there and
hide until they find somebody else to bug. But that’s not gonna
happen.
Wasim shakes his head.
“Total overreaction, freaking out like that, can’t she take a
joke? She has like no sense of humor?”
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“Like, zero sense of humor,” Nisse echoes.
It’s like listening to a parrot that repeats everything that
Wasim says. I try to turn it off but I can’t.
“It would be cool as shit to play a joke on her. Get her to
freak out even more.”
Wasim’s eyes are shiny now, he’s getting more and more
excited, and I think about that bathroom stall again, where I
want to lock myself up.
“Ivan, send her something!”
“What do you mean, send something?”
My voice sounds almost shaky, I definitely don’t want to
send anything to Lydia. At least not something that Wasim
has come up with.
“How am I supposed to know? Like tell her that she doesn’t
have a sense of humor and that she needs to chill.”
Nisse whoops.
“Damn good! Tell her that her coat is ugly too, the purple
one. It is So Not Nice.”
I really don’t get it. I don’t even know what kind of coat
Lydia wears. How did I end up in this?
“Naw,” I say to Wasim and open the door to the school. “If
you’re that into it, you do it.”
But Wasim shakes his head.
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“It has to be you. We really want to stir things up.”
Nisse agrees. “It won’t be as cool if somebody else does it.
Okay, I get why they want me to do it. If Wasim writes
something nasty to Lydia, it’s like … something nasty. If I do
it, it will be … something more. And that’s exactly what Wasim
wants. A big mess.
Lydia and I are not going out. But maybe we will. I don’t know.
I’ve never gone out with anybody. I only know that she looks
at me sometimes, and that we send funny things to each other.
And that I think about her. Pretty often. And last time we had
a school dance, I only danced with her.
Nisse and Wasim know this, of course, and that’s why they
want me and nobody else to write Lydia. To cause the greatest
possible damage.
For a moment I think I have gotten away with it, but apparently not. Wasim starts in on me again during our next break.
We’re hanging out by the basketball hoops, the sixth graders
are playing and we’re waiting for our turn.
“Did you send something yet?” he asks, slapping me on
the shoulder.
“What?”
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I pretend I don’t know what he’s talking about.
“To Lydia,” Nisse says, as if I’m an idiot.
I glare at him. Could he just shut up? But shutting up is not
Nisse’s strong suit. Instead he starts explaining to Olle and
Ossian and a few other people.
“Ivan’s gonna send something to Lydia. She’ll be so mad.”
Nisse laughs. The others too, and Wasim scrolls on his
phone, seems to be looking for something.
Ivan will. As if it had already been decided.
“No, I’m not,” I mutter. “You send it, Nisse, if you think it’s
so fun!”
Olle shoves me in the side.
“Chicken!”
“Of course he’s chicken,” Nisse grins. “Ivan’s crushing on
Lydia.”
My face heats up and I try to think of penguins and ice
cream truck and all kinds of cold shit. It’s not helping.
“Am not,” I hiss.
But maybe I am. Though Nisse makes it sounds like that’s
bad.
Wasim seems to have found what he was looking for and
he holds the phone up. “Check this out. You can send this
one.”
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It’s a meme of the giraffe from Madagascar tripping on its
own legs.
I make a face. “That’s not even funny!”
“It’s super funny!” Nisse protests. And so freaking like
Lydia!”
“If you don’t have a crush on her, you won’t have a problem sending it,” said Ossian. “What’s the worse thing that can
happen? She gets mad? Who cares?”
“Yeah, right, who cares,” Olle echoes.
“Ivan, obviously,” Nisse grins.
They laugh again and start chanting in unison, “send,
send, send.” Wasim joins in and Said comes running and asks
what’s going on.
“Ivan’s gonna text something to Lydia,” Nisse says and
points to the picture on Wasim’s phone. “But he’s afraid because
he has a cruuuuush, on her.”
My head is on fire and I yank my phone out of my pocket.
“Shut up,” I hiss and scroll until I get to Lydia’s thread.
“What am I searching for?”
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I get the message just as we’re about to go inside. Vega and I
are sitting on the blue sandbox, our faces toward the sun, eyes
closed; I feel like my grandma who runs out on the balcony as
soon as the sun so much as peeks out. But it feels nice and
warm, and I understand her.
When I pick up the phone and see that it’s from Ivan, I get
a funny tingling feeling inside. We text sometimes. It started a
few weeks ago. Don’t really know why, but I think it was after
that one afternoon when a few of us stayed behind on the soccer field. Something happened then, at least I think so. Maybe
we’ll start going out? Vega thinks I should ask him if he wants
to, but I don’t know. Why can’t he ask?
Vega looks at me. “What was that?”
“From Ivan.”
“What does he write?”
I open the message. There is a picture of a giraffe about to
trip on its own legs and beneath it, it says:
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Lydia when she tries to score
a goal Nisse n Wasim thnk yr
coat s ugly as shit
All the tingles inside me die. What is this? Why is he writing?
I don’t think I say anything out loud, but maybe I make a
squeaky sound because Vega looks at me questioningly. When
I don’t say anything she reaches toward me and takes my
phone and I let her.
“But what the hell …”
She gives it back with an irritated gesture.
“What’s he doing? What’s his problem?”
She looks around in the school yard and I’m glad that Ivan
is nowhere in sight.
“Come!” Vega stands up. “Let’s find him. He can’t do this!”
“No,” I protest, clinging to the sandbox. I still have the
phone in my hand even though I don’t want to touch it. It feels
disgusting, dirty and I wish I had left it on the shelf, like we’re
actually supposed to during break.
“But we’ll have to tell him, tell them.” Vega looks at me.
“They shouldn’t think they can just come and …”
“I don’t want to talk to him,” I interrupt.
Vega turns quiet. She reaches out and takes my hand,
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squeezes it. “You do realize,” she says, “that Nisse and Wasim
got him to do this, right?”
Of course I realize that. I’m not stupid. But it doesn’t matter.
“He was still the one who wrote it,” I tell her and put my
phone in the pocket of my ugly coat.
It feels like I’m about to start crying and I don’t know if I’m
more sad or angry. Maybe both.
“He was still the one who wrote it,” I repeat. “And if he just
does what his friends tell him to do without thinking for himself, he’s a jerk.”
Vega nods thoughtfully. “That’s true, he is. But hey, forget
about the stuff with the coat. It’s super cool. What do Nisse
and Wasim know?”
At least that makes me feel a little bit better. If Vega thinks
the coat is cool, then it is, because she’s actually from Gothenburg.
There are only six girls in our class, seven since Vega arrived.
I remember when Irene told us that there was going to be
a new student in our class. It was in December, just before
Christmas break. When she said it was a girl we whooped and
hollered and the guys booed. As if it mattered to them. There
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were still twenty of them, but to us, being seven instead of six
really made a difference.
Irene told us that the new girl was from Gothenburg and
we immediately started making up stories. What did she look
like? What did she like to do?
“What if she has like, pink hair,” Rakel said, dreamily.
“Why would she?” Aya spat out. “Do you think everybody
in Gothenburg has a weird hair color or something? I have
been there tons of times and I’ve been to the fair at Liseberg.
Everybody looks totally normal.”
But Rakel shrugged and said that it was actually fashionable, it was called dip dye, her big sister had told her.
“I hope she likes horses!” Siri said. She lives on a farm and
has two ponies.
Ella nodded. She likes horses too.
But to me it didn’t matter what color her hair was or what
she liked to do. As long as she was nice, as long as you could
talk to her.
Then Vega arrived. The first day of spring semester she
stood there in the classroom with her mom. She had perfectly
ordinary brown hair, a red shirt and black tights. And when
Irene asked her to talk a little about herself she said loudly that
her name was Vega and that she lived with her mom, her big
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sister and a cat and that she liked to play the guitar and read.
Then she was told to sit down next to Måns and her mom
waved goodby and Vega was a part of our class. That’s all there
was to it.
But to me it was much more. We became friends almost
immediately.
I had had friends before, of course, but I had never had a
best friend, somebody I always hung out with. Like Siri and
Ella, who are neighbors and hang out every day on the weekdays and also on the weekends.
I don’t know if Vega is my best friend, but I like her. I think
she likes me too.
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