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Praise for Brown Girls:

‘A masterful triumph by a brilliant new author with an original voice. It’s an unforgettable novel written with pride, love, and tears. Andreades’s spare yet richly detailed writing makes the heart ache for every brown girl whose desire is to be seen and, most of all, heard.’

NICOLE DENNIS-BENN, bestselling author of Patsy

‘A glorious anthem of a book, written effortlessly, ingeniously, in a vibrant choral voice. It sings, it aches, it shimmers; it leaps from the page with pure life. I loved it.’

LUCY CALDWELL, author of Intimacies

‘I just swallowed this book and was swallowed by it in return. For those of us who were once teenage girls, it is an irresistible chorus of remembrances. For those of us who are New Yorkers, it is also an ode to Queens, and the multi-ethnic first-person plural sounds like the borough itself, rich and varied and glorious. I absolutely loved this book.’

EMMA STRAUB, author of All Adults Here

‘A beautiful story of sisterhood between a group of girls from Queens, how they navigate life from girlhood to adulthood and the different paths they take. It’s no exaggeration to say this novel completely absorbed me. Daphne is a masterful storyteller, and this is an absolutely breath-taking debut.’

SARA JAFARI, author of The Mismatch

‘A poetic story for anyone who has longed to leave home, only to find that home resides within you.’

SANDRA CISNEROS, author of The House on Mango Street




Dedication

For brown girls everywhere

&

for Thad




Epigraph

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free

—EMMA LAZARUS, “The New Colossus”
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PART ONE


    

BROWN GIRLS

WE LIVE IN THE DREGS OF QUEENS, NEW YORK, WHERE airplanes fly so low that we are certain they will crush us. On our block, a lonely tree grows. Its branches tangle in power lines. Its roots upend sidewalks where we ride our bikes before they are stolen. Roots that render the concrete slabs uneven, like a row of crooked teeth. In front yards, not to be confused with actual lawns, grandmothers string laundry lines, hang bedsheets, our brothers’ shorts, and our sneakers scrubbed to look brand-new. Take those down! our mothers hiss. This isn’t back home. In front yards grow tomatoes that have fought their way through the hard earth.

Our grandmothers refuse canes. Our brothers dress in wifebeaters. We all sit on stoops made of brick. The Italian boys with their shaved heads zoom by on bikes, staring, their laughter harsh as their shiny gold chains. Our grandparents weed their gardens and our brothers smoke their cigarettes and, in time, stronger substances we cannot recognize. Whose scent makes our heads pulse. Our brothers, who ride on bikes, lifting their front wheels high into the air.




“BROWN”

IF YOU REALLY WANT TO KNOW, WE ARE THE COLOR OF 7-Eleven root beer. The color of sand at Rockaway Beach when it blisters the bottoms of our feet. Color of soil. Color of the charcoal pencils our sisters use to rim their eyes. Color of grilled hamburger patties. Color of our mother’s darkest thread, which she loops through the needle. Color of peanut butter. Of the odd gene that makes us fair and white as snow, like whatsername, is it Snow White? But don’t get it twisted—we’re still brown. Dark as 7 P.M. dusk, when our mothers switch on lights in empty rooms. Exclaim, Oh! There you are.




THE DREGS OF QUEENS

THE SIGHTS IN OUR HOMETOWN: CENTRAL ROAD NICKNAMED the “Boulevard of Death” by the New York Post, which snakes through our neighborhood like a long gray tongue. Mimi’s Salon with an ad that reads, MANI N PEDI, $15.99! W/ NECK MASSAGE FREE. Down the boulevard, across the street from the auto repair shop: a branch of the New York Public Library. Book pages smeared with fingerprints, a booger, the remnant of a sneeze. In the corner, a homeless man fortressed by plastic bags snoozes peacefully. We know he’s different from the guy who raps his knuckles on car windows and asks, Little girl, got any change? before our parents zoom away. Welcome to the dregs of Queens: White Castle sign that comes into view when our subway pulls into the station, tracks rumbling above a Honda minivan, a halal food cart called RAFI SMILES with the scent of bubbling oil and smoke that wafts past a forgotten discount electronics store now selling mattresses. Train slogs above a man chomping a Boston cream donut, whose custard filling explodes onto the tips of his fingers. He licks them, waits for the Q11 to arrive. Ray’s Not Your Mama’s Pizzeria with spongy Sicilian slices whose Cheetos-colored oil trickles down our chins when we take a bite. Soap ’n Suds Laundromat filled with steel machines pounding round and round. A Chinese-Mexican takeout joint beside O’Malley’s, whose carpet of plastic green grass out front is littered with cigarette butts. Our own houses: neat brick rectangles. Hidden, peripheral. Sometimes the sun shines here.




DUTIES

BUT WE BROWN GIRLS ARE TEN AND ALREADY KNOW HOW to be good. How to cross the Boulevard of Death, hand in hand with younger siblings to reach public school courtyards, how to trick and bribe and coax them to finish their homework (In 1492, they recite, Columbus sailed the ocean blue). How to mouth SHHH! when our fathers have fallen asleep on couches after long shifts, and how to vacuum homes, carpets dotted with hair and cookie crumbs. We know how to muscle these bagpipes up and down dim staircases, even though they are heavier than us. We know never to talk back. We know how to cram into our parents’ beds when loved ones from distant lands and warm climates immigrate to the States with their suitcases and dreams and empty wallets. Stay for months, years.

One aunt gives us manicures every Sunday. Another squirts poop-colored henna onto our palms, sketches lotus flowers. One cousin lets us listen to her collection of country CDs—Dolly, Shania, Faith Hill—her most prized possessions. Wide open spaces! we sing along with the Dixie Chicks. Another cousin lends us her romance novel, the lone paperback that sits atop her dresser, after we beg her. We’d glimpsed its cover of a woman clinging to a man’s bare, muscled chest. The image excites us.We re-create it by standing in front of fans to mimic that hair-blowing-in-the-wind effect. We top it off with our best lovesick expressions. Until we grow bored of pretending to be these women. We sprinkle salt onto slugs instead.

Our parents take us aside one night. If anyone asks, we’re the only ones who live here, okay?

Though we don’t fully understand, we know how to keep our families’ secrets.

When our cousins and aunts and uncles leave for new jobs in new cities—they are nannies and construction workers, cooks and caretakers—we feel a sinking sorrow. It doesn’t matter if we don’t share a drop of blood with these people; we have been taught to call them family. When they depart, we do not cry. We do not cling on. We are good girls. Instead, we prepare for going-away parties, which last all through the night and end with us falling asleep on couches, waking the next day in beds we share with our younger siblings. We wake to the scent of garlic and bonfire smoke still lingering in our hair, traces of cake and drool crusted on our cheeks. No matter.

Before these parties begin, however, we must get ready. We have exactly seven minutes in bathrooms. We remember to wash our hair with cold water—Hurry up, I need to go!—so that it grows thick and shiny.




BRAS

IN KITCHENS REDOLENT WITH GARLIC AND ONIONS, BROWN girls stand, hovering over pans, cracking open brown eggs, stirring them just so and frying them. We lie, starfish-like and still, atop sun-warmed concrete in backyards. We sing Mariah, Whitney, Destiny’s Child, our voices straining for the same notes as these brown singers. Say my name, say my name, we harmonize with Beyoncé, Kelly, Michelle. In bedrooms, we adjust training bras for the first time. Hook it like this under your rib cage. Now twist it back around. Some of us are experts on bras because we’ve observed our mothers with their sagging breasts and areolas, a word we learned, eyes glued to our sisters’ discarded puberty books (Celebrate Your Body!). When we view our mothers’ breasts for the first time, we are filled with repulsion and fascination. We wrap our arms around our own flat chests to hide them. After you’ve had four kids, our mothers explain, they get this way. You’ll see. Some of us are experts because we’ve observed our sisters. This one’s a T-shirt bra. This one’s a push-up. This one’s got straps that crisscross at your back. This one has lace and you should only wear it to parties. Why? we ask. Because anywhere else, people will just think you’re a slut—trust me. We are experts because we’ve peeped through cracks right before our sisters shut their bedroom doors, boyfriends trailing behind them. Our parents are away working their usual twelve-, fourteen-hour shifts. Shhh! our sisters whispered to us, fingers to their lips.

Brown girls singing, jumping, spinning. Brown girls screeching Mariah at the top of their lungs, cackling in the school courtyard, playing handball, talking smack.




LUNCHROOM

WHY DON’T YOU SHUT THE FUCK UP, JOSEPH JUSTIN O’Brien says to our friend Trish, and go back to the projects you came from? We deliberate whether or not to take matters into our own hands and beat the shit out of Joseph Justin O’Brien because would the lunch ladies really understand if we told them what he said? Would they even care? So, in the end, we decide against carrying out our scheme because A) Everyone already knows Joseph Justin O’Brien and all his friends are racist, that they definitely would’ve been a part of the KKK (But seriously—does the KKK still exist?), and B) We’re terrified of what our parents would do if we got in trouble at school. We imagine our punishments: rubber slippers to asses, brooms to asses, belts to asses, hands coiling swiftly around our arms followed by a merciless beating of our asses—and already, our backsides ache. Though that asshole, that sphincter (another word we’ve stolen from our older sisters’ biology textbooks) really does deserve it, we tell Trish, who does not even live in the projects. Instead, we eat our chicken patty sandwiches, baked at 350 degrees in industrial ovens, and topped with squirts of ketchup. Lunches provided by New York City via the U.S. government, the same meals that prison inmates eat—that’s what our Social Studies teacher Mr. DiMarco told us. We promise Trish that we will take our revenge another time. But not before we pluck the limp broccoli from our trays and fling the pieces at Joseph Justin’s fat head. Bullseye! When we hear the satisfying squelch followed by Joseph Justin’s bellow of outrage, we high-five each other. We wrap our arms around Trish and cheer.

Brown girls, age eleven. Who drink white milk and sit at the white lunch table. Brown girls being brown.




MUSICAL CHAIRS

OUR TEACHERS CALL ON NADIRA BUT STARE AT ANJALI. Our teachers tell Michaela to Come to the board and answer number three and make sure you show your work, please, even though they hand the whiteboard marker to Naz. We stand when our names are called, and our teachers halt, confused. Oh, I’m sorry, I— No, not you, I didn’t mean you, I— Across the classroom, we catch each other’s gazes. Nadira is Pakistani and wears a headscarf, which drapes elegantly beneath her neck, except for when she’s playing handball and she knots the fabric, tight, under her chin. Anjali is Guyanese, and her braid looks like a thick rope that lays heavy against her back, curly baby hairs tamed by coconut oil. Michaela is Haitian and likes to mimic her parents’ French accents on the school bus (Take zee twash out! she says, as we clutch our sides in laughter), and Naz’s family is from the Ivory Coast—I mean, we’re practically cousins, she says to Michaela. Our teachers snap at Sophie to STOP TALKING NOW, but call her Mae’s name. Sophie, who is Filipino, clamps a hand over her big-ass mouth, which is never closed—she loves to gossip and flirt with the boys we call “Spanish”—while Mae, who is Chinese and polite to teachers, at least to their faces, jolts from the bookshelf where she’s stealthily shuffling novels from their alphabetical spots, in order to disrupt our English class two periods later. We laugh at our teachers, though our eyes tighten. Our classmates roar with glee at their errors and purposely call us the wrong names for the rest of the week, too. They call us Khadija, Akanksha, Maribeth, Ximena, Breonna, Cherelle, Thanh, Yoon, Ellen. They call us Josie, Rukhsana, Sonia, Odalis, Annabel, Kyra, Jenny, Cindy, Esther. During lunchtime, we call our teachers different names, too: dumbass, idiot, old-lady bitch. We steal a permanent marker, scrawl STOOPID on their classroom doors, above posters that read Knowledge. Wisdom. Discipline. From the corner of our eyes, we study each other while we hold our Styrofoam lunch trays, wait on bus stops, and stretch in gym class, our sneakers skidding against scuffed floors. Think: Her body is not mine is not mine is not mine. And yet.
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