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PRAISE FROM AUTHORS & INDUSTRY

“A compelling read … Boy, Everywhere was a stunning debut and Fight Back, 
her brilliant sophomore novel, firmly establishes A. M. Dassu as a major, much 
needed voice in UK children’s fiction”

Alex Wheatle, author of Cane Warriors and Crongton Knights
 
“Fight Back firmly establishes A. M. Dassu as one of the best, most relevant, 
most important writers we have in the UK today. If Fight Back were to be read 
and discussed in every school, there is no doubt we would live in a better world 
as a result”

Liz Kessler, author of When the World Was Ours

“A. M. Dassu serves up an important, necessary book about racism and 
identity… Aaliyah is a well-rounded, likeable and spirited protagonist, who, 
together with her friends and allies, learns how to bring about change in her 
school and community. Readers will feel empowered by her journey”

Nizrana Farook, author of The Girl Who Stole an Elephant 

“Fight Back is a compelling fiction, written with a lightness of touch that resonates 
deeply with empathy, insight and courage to tell a story about Islamophobia, 
racism and serious threats to freedom of expression; desperately needed in these 
reactionary times” 

Sita Brahmachari, author of Where the River Runs Gold

“Unflinchingly honest, heartbreaking, powerful, important and hopeful”
 Sophie Wills, author of The Orphans of St Halibut’s

“Tense, terrifying, transformative. The power of this book punched me right in 
the chest. Read it, share it, shout about it. The world needs this book” 

Kathryn Evans, author of More of Me 

“A. M. Dassu is a fearless writer tackling themes of racism in the lives of 
contemporary teens”

Liz Flanagan, author of Dragon Daughter 

“Fight Back will help children empower themselves to safely question decisions 
adults make on their behalf, at home and in school, as well as challenging 
hateful views and recognizing the difference individuals can make as part of a 
community. Our protagonist Aaliyah’s voice is real and honest, I love her view of 
the world, her place in it, and the difference she wants to make”

Caroline Fielding, chartered school librarian and 
former Carnegie Medal judge

“Fight Back deals with issues affecting young people in Britain today with 
characters that challenge stereotypes, relatable situations and conversations 
that invite debate… A great example of really good storytelling and should be in 
classrooms everywhere”  

Kaye Tew, director of Manchester Children’s Book Festival at 
Manchester Metropolitan University
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“A nuanced treatment of a difficult subject, Fight Back emphasizes our common 
humanity in the face of divisive hate and does so with an exciting plot and engaging 
characters. A. M. Dassu does that rare and generous thing of exploring the particular 
and then panning out to show how many others have the same experience. And her 
message is one of hope and energy; together we can fight back”

Joanna De Guia, school librarian and former bookseller

PRAISE FROM YOUNG READERS

“It’s very very good, and Aaliyah and her behaviour is very realistic and I really 
loved her best mate too” 

Sanaa, 14 yr old Muslim teen
 
“Truly, this book has opened my eyes to many issues I’ve always dismissed; so 
many different and new points of view… This book felt real and relatable on so 
many levels”

Rahma, 14 yr old student in Manchester 

“A brilliant read, very realistic and true to my experience. You’ve described it [the 
concert experience] really well”

Bilal J, attended the Ariana Grande concert in Manchester in 2017 

“A beautiful depiction of what stigma and misinformation about one’s identity, 
culture and religion can cause and how to help and guide those who have been 
put through a similar situation where they are constantly targeted… I loved how 
she [Aaliyah] had many of the same interests as me”

Juily Zamal, student in Manchester 

“Fight Back is such an empowering and great story. It was heart-warming, and it 
was wonderful to read. I found it very difficult to put down”

Zunairah Afzaal, student in Manchester
 

PRAISE FROM EDUCATORS

“This book is brilliant and relevant.  Hearing the voice of our young people and 
seeing how they deal with trauma is integral to our understanding of them. The 
support that Aaliyah gets from Jonah and co is heartening to see.  This type of 
solidarity is important to see and speaks very much to how school children will 
often come together in times of adversity” 

Sajeda Amir, secondary school teacher in Manchester  

“Fight Back is a hard hitting and poignant story that needs to be heard. The 
writing is brave and tackles issues that many are not willing to talk about. I 
particularly resonated with Aaliyah. Her worries and struggles are all so familiar 
to so many Muslims, young and old”

Rumena Aktar, primary school librarian and  
Teacher Hug Book Club Radio presenter 
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For everyone who felt they didn’t belong and couldn’t 

express themselves the way they wanted.
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CHAPTER ONE

Maths – we had a substitute teacher in. And he was SO 

boring. I could barely keep my eyes open as he droned 

on about ratios. We’d covered this last week but I don’t 

think the teacher knew, so I looked out of the window 

at the tiny Year Sevens squealing and shouting as they 

played cricket on the sunlit field.

Someone prodded my shoulder from behind and I 

jumped. “Aaliyah!”

When I turned, Sukhi handed me a folded note. 

Huh? She didn’t do this kind of thing.

She shrugged and mouthed, “Jayden.”

A note from Jayden? Bad boy from the back of the 

class to me at the front? Weird. I glanced at the teacher – 

he wasn’t watching, so I dropped it in my lap.

Aleeyar
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He had totally misspelled my name. Ignoramus. I 

unfolded the paper slowly to make sure nothing fell out; 

you never knew what Jayden and his gang were going to 

do. But there was just a black scrawl in the middle.

I felt another nudge on my shoulder. Sukhi splayed 

her hands, asking me what it said. Three tables behind, 

Jayden’s blue eyes pierced into me. He was grinning, his 

two goofball mates mirroring him. I don’t know how they 

got into the top set in maths.

“One sec,” I whispered to Sukhi before turning to 

read it.

Is the London attacker one of your uncles? I 
heard your dad got the weapons from Pakistan 
for him.

Heat rose in my cheeks. My chest tightened. He was 

blaming my family for the terrorist incident in London 

flashing all over the news this morning. As if we were 

all related.

Ugh. I hate him, I hate him, HATE HIM.

I didn’t want to give Jayden the satisfaction of seeing 

he’d got to me. I scrunched up the note and shoved it in 

my bag, picked up my pen and tried to focus on what the 

teacher was saying.

Fight Back_converted v3.indd   2Fight Back_converted v3.indd   2 28/03/2022   11:2928/03/2022   11:29



3

Ignore them, I told myself. Their brains are full of snot. 

They haven’t got a clue about anything. 

*

“So, what’d it say?” Sukhi caught up with me as I pushed 

through the door, trying to race out of class before Jayden 

got a chance to say anything else. “Did he ask you out?”

“NO!” I shouted a lot louder than I’d intended, my 

voice carrying over the rabble of kids in the tiled corridor.

“All right! Calm down! What did it say, then?” She 

rubbed her hands together. Sukhi was always cold, even 

in the middle of May.

“I don’t wanna talk about it, Sukhi. Not here.”

“OK, OK. But you have to show me later.” She 

adjusted her backpack strap and linked her arm in mine. 

“Have you done your biology homework? Bet it took you, 

like, five minutes.”

“’Course. Would be pretty embarrassing for a future 

doctor not to know how to label an eye, right?”

“Don’t you start with your gory eye stories. Bleurgh.” 

Sukhi rolled her own eyes dramatically and pushed her 

glasses up the bridge of her nose.

“Ha! I’ve got a new one, but I’ll save it till lunch!”

“Great! So much to look forward to.” She raised her 

neatly shaped brows.
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“What you got now?” I asked.

“I’ve got art. You’ve got drama with Lisa, right?”

“Yeah.” I turned my head to check Jayden wasn’t 

around. “That’s kinda an appropriate statement right now. 

Plenty of drama in my life!” I said, singing the last of my 

words as if I was in an opera.

“Meet you in the hall at lunch, yeah? I so wanna 

know what he wrote!” Sukhi unlinked my arm and 

headed towards the stairs.

“I’ve got library duty today.”

“Oh, yeah. See you after that, then!” she shouted as 

the swarm of kids carried her away.

*

Books. The comforting smell of books. The calm and 

quiet library was the best room in the whole school. A 

safe space for kids like me, a place no Jayden or Mark or 

Rikesh would ever willingly enter.

Half an hour had already flown by when Mrs Patel 

came through the door with her steaming cup of tea and 

smiled. “Thanks, Aaliyah. Any issues today?”

“No, miss.” I finished shelving the copy of Romeo 

and Juliet that one of the Year Ten girls had left on a 

table and rushed back to the desk to pick up a piece of 

notepaper. I handed it to Mrs Patel as she came into the 
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wooden booth. “Mrs Smithers asked me to give you this 

list. She said she needs the books ordered in before the 

end of the month.”

“Thanks, I’ll take a look later.”

“OK, bye.” I grabbed my bag and went to join Lisa and 

Sukhi, who were waiting for me at the door.

“Hiiii!” I said as Lisa linked one arm and Sukhi my 

other before we walked down the corridor together. I was 

now complete, all the different parts of me reattached. 

It never felt right being at school when the three of us 

weren’t together. 

“How come you were at your holy place so late on a 

school night?” Lisa was asking Sukhi about the pic she’d 

posted on Snappo yesterday.

“Oh, the gurdwara?”

“Yeah.”

“We had a big langar meal last night for the Bhai Saab 

Ji who passed away,” said Sukhi.

“Oh, right, sorry.” It was obvious from Lisa’s 

expression that she had no idea who Bhai Saab Ji was or 

what it meant.

“He was the guy in charge of the gurdwara, so we all 

had to go,” Sukhi said as she squeezed into me to let a 

kid from Year Nine pass with his cello.

“When’s your Diwali, then?” asked Lisa, eyeing a 
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colourful Hinduism display as she pushed through the 

door into the empty English block.

“In October, same time as everyone else.” Sukhi 

unlinked my arm and followed me through the door. It 

was always strange to be in school at lunchtime in the 

summer when barely anyone was inside.

“You gonna wear a sari this year?” I smirked, knowing 

what Sukhi’s answer would be.

“Err, no way, not after last time! Couldn’t walk in 

one if I tried.” Sukhi laughed and waddled as if she was 

wearing a mermaid’s tail.

“I’d SO love to try one,” said Lisa.

“My mum’s got some,” I said. “Try one on when you 

come over. You’re almost as tall as her – her underskirts 

should fit you.”

“That’d be fab! Yay!” Lisa nudged my shoulder with 

hers.

We walked into our citizenship class and slid into our 

seats – Sukhi to my right, and Lisa to my left. The tables 

were set in a square, so we could all see each other. I 

got out my exercise book and started doodling with the 

pencil I’d left inside it.

Lisa rolled the ends of her glossy blonde hair, which 

still looked freshly straightened, between her fingers. “I’m 

soo tired,” she said.
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“Why? Were you on YouTube again all night?” Sukhi 

bent down to get in her bag.

“Nooo, I wish!” said Lisa. “Darren got home late. He 

was drunk and shouting soo much.”

“Why?” I asked, leaning closer to hear her answer 

over the chatter and shoes shuffling into class.

“That stupid terrorist attack in London. He was 

fuming.”

“Yeah, but that’s in London. Like a hundred miles 

away. What’s it got to do with your brother?” said Sukhi.

“Did he have friends there?” I asked.

“Nah. He thinks we’re not safe.”

“Yeah, I get that. I’m scared to go to London now.” I 

felt around the bottom of my backpack for my pencil case.

Sukhi whacked her citizenship book on the table. 

“Yeah, I know! Can you imagine living somewhere that’s, 

like, a target? Must be hard,” she said.

“Yeah.” I put my pencil case in front of me.

“Anyway, I’m tired ’cause he couldn’t get over it. 

He was so angry that innocent people died on a night 

out. That’s all he talks about with his new mates at the 

Hare and Hound, ever since his friend’s dad died in that 

bombing in London last year. He went on and on for 

hours, and I had to listen to it all ’cause Mum and Dad 

were at work. It was like he was ready to kill someone.”
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I remembered how laid-back Lisa’s older brother was 

when we started Year Seven and first met him. He used 

to be so much fun, but now he hunched his shoulders 

and screwed his face at us if he ever opened the door at 

their house.

“He needs to get a life,” Lisa went on. “My mum 

was really annoyed with him too when he started 

ranting first thing. Anyway – did you see Jo Mumford’s 

post on Snappo this morning?” Her face lit up. “Can’t 

believe she managed to get NINE extra tickets for 3W 

from her cousin who works at Montfort Hall! We’re 

going, right?”

“Errr, yeah!” Sukhi chimed in. She rolled her left 

shoulder back twice and then her right, like Won in the 

“Wreck” video.

“Obviously!” I said, my insides squealing with 

excitement. “I thought they were all sold out! Will you ask 

Jo to save some for us?” I didn’t really know Jo Mumford, 

but Lisa and Jo sat together in history so she would 

hopefully get Jo to save tickets for us. “I’m gonna beg my 

mum tonight!”

“Me too!” Lisa and Sukhi said together. We all 

laughed and then straightened our faces as Mr Wilkinson 

emerged in front of our table.

“OK. Today, we’re going to talk about current affairs.” 
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Mr Wilkinson swiftly turned on his heels and paced 

towards the front of the class just as the last chair 

scraped under a table. His long arms stretched across the 

whiteboard as he scribbled something.

TERRORISM

Oh, great. I kept my head down and tried not to look 

bothered.

“Yes, Jayden,” said Mr Wilkinson.

I looked up. Jayden had his hand in the air. He was 

grinning and staring right at me from across the room.

“Sir, we’ve got an expert in here. Just ask her all about 

it,” he said, nodding at me.

A few people laughed. As if Jayden was actually 

funny. I clenched my jaw and started clicking the button 

on my pen.

“Jayden! I’m warning you!” said Mr Wilkinson.

Sukhi put her hand up. “Err, sir, maybe we could 

discuss bullying next week, we’ve got an expert on that 

here.” She made a face at Jayden and his smirk became 

a frown as the class whooped.

“Right, ENOUGH!” shouted Mr Wilkinson, sweeping 

his blonde hair across his forehead. “We’ve got a lot to get 

through. Turn over your sheets and read the newspaper 
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article. I’ll give you three minutes before we start 

discussing it.”

I kept my head down and flipped the yellow sheet 

over, hoping Mr Wilkinson wouldn’t let Jayden speak for 

the rest of the lesson. Sukhi elbowed me and mouthed, 

“Ignore the idiot.”

It was easy for her to say. Jayden didn’t send her a note 

saying she was related to a terrorist, and Sukhi never got 

bullied for her skin colour or her religion. Most people 

didn’t even know Sukhi was Indian when they met her. 

And it wasn’t like anyone who called themselves Sikh was 

going around bombing places.

Even though I knew the attack had nothing to do 

with me, I couldn’t help letting Jayden’s words get to me. 

He’d always been nasty, but until recently I’d somehow 

managed to avoid being his target.

Tell him we’re not all like that. Maybe it’d shut him up 

if I didn’t stay quiet when he dissed me.

Next time, I told myself. Next time I have to speak up.
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