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For the women who came before,

The grandmother who could not vote, the mother who could not say, the aunts who knew, the sisters who tried. The named and the unnamed in the family line. The ones whose work I am still discovering, decades after they did it. Every line of this book has your hands in it.

For the women working now,

In rooms with children, in rooms with patients, in rooms with students, in rooms with each other. The mothers and not-mothers. The aunts and the godmothers. The teachers and the nurses and the lawyers and the friends. The ones who took the call at midnight. The ones who held the line when nobody was watching.

For the daughters yet to be,

Whoever they are, whatever they will be called. This book is a small attempt at honesty. I hope they read it one day and find it more useful than it is comforting.

With love,

J.J. Ramos
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J.J. Ramos writes about feminism, technology, and the systems that decide who counts.

Not in the language of the seminar.

Not in the cadence of the manifesto.

In the plain words a reader can carry back into her life.

Her work focuses on what feminism inherits when patriarchy stops being a law and starts being a model, and on what mothers and daughters owe each other in a world that none of the previous waves of feminism quite prepared us for.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory, family life, and machine learning rarely speak the same language. Her writing tries to make them meet.

Across her work, a consistent idea appears:

The next wave is not a metaphor.

It is a different fight, against a different shape of power, and it requires a different set of tools than the ones that won the last fight — and a different conversation between the women who fought it and the daughters who will inherit the result.

What We Owe Our Daughters is the reflective companion to her earlier books The Next Wave: Feminism After the Algorithm and After Patriarchy. Where those books name the pattern, this one asks what we are handing forward, deliberately or not.

Ramos's work does not try to comfort the reader.

It tries to clarify.

Because once you see what you are passing on, you stop passing it on unconsciously.

You start choosing.

And that is where the next mothers and daughters begin.
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Why I Am Writing This Book
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There is a kind of book about feminism that argues, and there is a kind that remembers. I have written the first kind twice. This is the second kind.

I am writing this book because the women I love have started asking me a question I cannot answer in a footnote.

What should I tell my daughter.

What should I tell my niece.

What should I tell the girl who is fifteen this year, who has a phone in her hand, who is going to inherit a world none of us were quite ready for.

The structural books matter. The arguments matter. The audits and the lawsuits and the policy papers and the careful naming of patterns all matter. They are what I have been working on for years.

They do not, by themselves, tell anyone what to say at the kitchen table.

This book exists because the kitchen table is also where feminism happens. The talk at twelve and the talk at sixteen and the talk at twenty. The silences that get passed down because nobody had the words. The names we give our daughters. The bodies we teach them to hold. The questions we wish someone had answered for us, and the questions we are still afraid to answer for them.

I am writing this book because the previous waves of feminism handed us both gains and unfinished work, and we are about to do the same to the women who come after us. The only honest question is whether we will know we are doing it.

There is a tradition of writing letters to daughters. Audre Lorde wrote to her son and to herself. Adrienne Rich wrote to her mother and to her own children. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie wrote to a friend whose daughter had just been born. Each letter was both private and public, both grief and instruction. Each was a way of saying: here is what I have learned, here is what I wish I had been told, here is what you should not have to figure out from scratch.

This book is a longer letter.

It is not for any specific daughter. It is for the daughters in the room of a particular generation of women, the women between our mothers and the children we are raising or watching our friends raise. The women who learned feminist words after the words were already established, who came of age inside the digital public, who are now standing at the threshold of mid-life and asking what they actually want to hand down.

I am writing this book because the answer is not nothing.

It is not everything either.

It is, mostly, a clearer accounting.

What we inherited from the women before us, with gratitude and with honesty about what was incomplete.

What we are receiving now, as the algorithm takes over the work of shaping what our daughters see and want and believe themselves to be.

What we can choose to hand forward, deliberately, instead of letting it pass on unspoken.

This book is for anyone who has been quietly composing a letter to a daughter in her head for years and never sent it.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to keep you company while you write your own.
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Chapter 1: The First Lesson
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❦

She was seven the first time she noticed it, or maybe nine, or eleven; the age changes with each woman who tells the story, but the shape of it does not. She was walking home from school. It was a Tuesday in early summer, the kind of afternoon where the sidewalk gives off heat and you can smell the cut grass from the lawn at the corner house. She was wearing the dress with the strawberries on it, the one she had picked out herself, the one her mother had ironed that morning while she ate cereal at the counter. She remembers the dress because the dress is the only thing she could remember for a long time afterward, when the rest of it had to be tucked away somewhere her seven-year-old mind could not reach.

A car slowed beside her. A man's face turned in the open window. He did not say anything. He looked. He looked the way her father did not look at her, and the way her uncle did not look at her, and the way the boys on the playground did not yet know how to look at her. She did not have a word for that look. She would not have a word for it for many years. But her body knew. Her body, which had been climbing trees and falling out of trees and skinning its knees and being held and being washed and being kissed on the forehead at bedtime, her body, which had until that Tuesday belonged to her, was suddenly something else. It was something the man in the car had also, in some way she could not articulate, claimed.

She walked faster. The dress with the strawberries on it felt, for the first time in her life, like a costume. Like a thing she was wearing wrong. She got home and her mother was on the porch with a glass of iced tea and the radio on, and her mother said, how was school, baby, and she said, fine, because what else does a seven-year-old say. She went upstairs. She took off the dress. She did not put it on again that summer. Her mother thought she had outgrown it.

She had outgrown it. She had outgrown something. She just did not yet know what.

This is the scene every woman knows. The specifics vary. For some of us it was not a car but a hallway. Not a stranger but an uncle. Not a Tuesday afternoon but the slow accumulation of every Tuesday afternoon, every bus ride, every walk past the construction site, every time the math teacher's hand stayed too long on the shoulder, every time the man at the gas station said smile, sweetheart. For some of us the lesson came at six. For some of us it came at fourteen. For some of us it came at four, and we have been told ever since that we are remembering wrong, that no one would do that to a four-year-old, when in fact what we are remembering is exactly what happened and what we are remembering is exactly the lesson.

The lesson is this. Your body is not entirely yours. There is a part of it that belongs to whoever looks at you. There is a part of it that you will spend the rest of your life negotiating with: how to dress it, how to walk in it, how to sit on the bus in it, how to say no with it, how to say yes with it, how to forget for an evening that it is there at all. This is the first lesson. We do not teach it on purpose. We do not have to. The world delivers it, free of charge, before we are old enough to read.

My own version of this scene happened in the backseat of a relative's car. I will not write the rest of it down. I have written it down before, in journals I no longer read, and I do not need to write it again. What I will say is that I was small enough to be buckled in by someone else, and that the someone else was a person my mother loved, and that I did not tell my mother for a very long time, because by the time I had the language to tell her I had also developed the sense, mysterious and total, that telling would cost more than not telling. That sense did not come from nowhere. That sense was its own lesson, taught alongside the first.

I am telling you this not because my story is special. I am telling you this because it is not. If you are a woman reading this book, you are very likely thinking right now of your own version. The car. The hallway. The teacher. The cousin. The boyfriend's older brother. The boss at the first job. The stranger on the train. The thing your mother almost said to you and did not. The thing your grandmother carried to the grave. I am writing this book because I am tired of pretending that this is not the water we swim in. I am writing this book because I have a daughter, and a niece, and a goddaughter, and friends with daughters, and I would like, in my lifetime, to hand them something cleaner than what I was handed. I do not know yet if that is possible. I want to try.

This book begins here because everything else in it begins here. Every chapter that follows is downstream of the first lesson. The names we were given, the silences in the house, the bodies we were taught to hide, the algorithms our daughters scroll through tonight, the letters we have been drafting in our heads since they were born: all of it sits on top of the moment a small girl, on a Tuesday afternoon in a dress she loved, learned that she was watched.

I want to be careful here. I am not saying the first lesson is the only lesson, or that girlhood is reducible to it, or that every woman reading this had the lesson delivered to her in the same way. Girlhood is also tree-climbing and best friends and the smell of crayons and the specific joy of running, fast, in summer, before anyone has told you that running, in your particular body, will eventually become something you are watched doing. Girlhood is real. Girlhood has its own light. I am not interested in writing a book that pretends the light was never there. What I am interested in writing is a book that admits the light was there and the lesson was there, and that the lesson, having arrived, became one of the things every other thing in the girl's life had to make room for. She still ran. She just ran differently after.

The differently is the inheritance. The differently is what we are writing about.

I have asked women, casually, over years, when they first remember it. The age varies. The setting varies. What does not vary is the clarity of the memory. Women who cannot remember the name of their first-grade teacher remember exactly what they were wearing the first time a man looked at them in a way they could not yet name. They remember the angle of the sun. They remember whether the sidewalk was hot. They remember the song that was playing in the car. It is the kind of memory the body keeps when the mind, being seven, did not know what file to put it in. Years later you ask, and the file opens.

That is part of why this book has to begin with a scene. The abstract version of the argument does not capture it. Girls are sexualized too young is a sentence that is true and that does not, in its truth, land. The girl in the strawberry dress lands. The popsicle on the porch lands. We learn about ourselves through scenes, not through propositions, and a book about what girls inherit has to begin in the place inheritance actually lives, which is the body, which is the afternoon, which is the small particular moment a small particular child became aware of something she did not have words for.

This is also why I will keep returning, throughout the book, to the composite girl, and the composite mother, and the composite grandmother. They are not real in the sense of being one specific person whose phone number you could call. They are real in the sense that you will recognize them. They are stitched together from many actual women, including me, including women I love. When I write she was seven, I am not writing about an invented child. I am writing about every seven-year-old, in some way, and in another way I am writing about a specific seven-year-old I once was, and in a third way I am writing about a seven-year-old you once were too. Use whichever of those readings lands for you. They are all true. None of them is the lie.

* * *
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FOR A LONG TIME AFTER, the girl could not name it.

This is the part that gets left out of the women's-march version of the story, the empowerment-poster version, the bumper-sticker version. The lesson arrives whole, but the language does not. The girl knows something. She does not know what she knows. She has a feeling in her chest when the man at the bus stop looks at her, and she has a feeling in her stomach when the dance teacher's hand cups her hip a beat too long, and she has a feeling she would describe, if she could describe it, as wrong. But seven-year-olds do not have access to the word objectification. Ten-year-olds do not have access to the phrase adultification of female children. Twelve-year-olds, even very smart twelve-year-olds, do not yet know that there is a body of literature, going back centuries, devoted to the precise feeling they had on the bus that morning. The feeling exists. The vocabulary does not.

So she invents a private vocabulary. She calls it being weird. She calls it being shy. She calls it not being a tomboy anymore. She calls it growing up. Her mother helps her name it the wrong way. You're at that age, her mother says, when she stops wanting to wear the bathing suit at the public pool. You're just self-conscious, her mother says, when she crosses her arms over her chest in the school photograph. Don't be silly, her mother says, when she does not want to hug the uncle at Christmas. None of these are the right words. They are the words available to a mother who was taught, in her own girlhood, to deflect the question rather than answer it. The mother is doing her best. The mother is also, without meaning to, passing the silence forward.

The girl tries other words. She tries uncomfortable. She tries I don't want to. She tries I'm fine. She tries the words she has, and the words she has are not enough, and so she does what girls have done forever: she stops trying to say it. She files the feeling away in a drawer in her chest. The drawer fills up. By twenty the drawer is so full she cannot close it anymore, and that is when she goes looking, very seriously, for the words she did not have at seven.

She finds them in a college library. Or a used bookstore. Or a friend's apartment. Or, now, in a 3 a.m. scroll through someone else's essay about something that happened to them. She finds Adrienne Rich, who wrote in 1976 that motherhood was both an experience and an institution and that no one had been allowed to say so before. She finds Audre Lorde, who wrote that the silence we have been taught is not protection, that the silence will not save us, that the words we are afraid to say are the only words that will. She finds Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, who said out loud, on a stage, that we should all be feminists, and made it sound less like an argument and more like a relief. She finds Rebecca Solnit, who wrote about the particular experience of being explained to, by a man, the very thing you yourself wrote the book on. She finds Roxane Gay, who said you could be a bad feminist and still be one. She finds Maggie Nelson, who wrote a book that was not exactly memoir and not exactly theory, and the form itself was a way of saying we do not yet have a name for what this is.

None of them gave the words to her at seven. None of them could. The seven-year-old in the strawberry dress was not reading anything yet. But they gave her the words at twenty, and at thirty, and at forty, and the words walked backward through her own life and found the seven-year-old and explained, gently, what had happened to her on the sidewalk that Tuesday. That was a man looking at you in a way that should not have happened. That was your first lesson. You did not deserve it. You were not imagining it. You were not too sensitive. You were correct.

This is one of the great gifts of the feminist literary tradition, and I want to name it carefully because we sometimes describe it wrong. The gift is not that these writers told us anything we did not, in some bodily way, already know. The gift is that they confirmed it. They handed us back what had been taken from us at seven: the right to trust our own perception. They are not the source of feminist consciousness. The source of feminist consciousness is the seven-year-old on the sidewalk. The writers are the witnesses who, decades later, came up beside us and said, yes, what you felt was real, here is the word for it, you are not alone in having felt it.

We pass this gift around now. A friend in her forties sends another friend a passage from Rich. A sister sends another sister a tweet quoting Lorde. A daughter, sixteen, finds Adichie's TED talk and watches it three times in a row in her room and texts her mother: did you know about this. The mother knew. The mother did not know how to give it to her. The mother is glad someone else did.

And yet. There is a sorrow inside this gift. The sorrow is the time it took. The years between the lesson and the language are years a girl walks alone, with a feeling in her chest she cannot describe, and a feeling in her chest she cannot describe is a thing that, given enough years, becomes something else. It becomes shame. It becomes self-doubt. It becomes the question what is wrong with me. The feminist tradition gave us the words. It did not give us those years back. We carry the years.

This is one of the things we owe our daughters. The years.

I think of a girl I know who is twelve now. Her mother and I have been close since before either of us had children, and I have watched this girl grow up the way you watch a niece grow up, in flashes, every few months, between birthdays. She is bright, and funny, and has the kind of mouth on her that her grandmother would have called fresh and that I think of as the sign of a girl who has not yet been told to be smaller. Last summer at a backyard dinner she sat next to me on the porch step and told me, without any preamble, about a boy in her class who had said something to her. She used the actual words the boy had used. She told me what she had said back. She told me what her teacher had done and what her teacher had not done. She was eating a popsicle while she told me. She told me clearly and without shame, as if she were reporting on the weather.

I sat there on the porch step in the dusk and I thought about how long it took me to be able to say a sentence like that out loud. How old I was. How many drafts. How much help I needed, from books, from therapists, from friends who had said their own sentences first, before I could say mine. And here was this twelve-year-old, eating a popsicle, telling me the story the way you tell a story that is already finished, not a story you are still inside of. I thought: someone gave her the words earlier than I had them. Her mother gave them to her. Or a teacher did. Or the internet did, in some way that does not get enough credit. Or all of them together did. Some piece of the years had been returned. Not all of them. The lesson had still arrived. But the silence between the lesson and the language was shorter for her than it had been for me, and that, that small thing, is what an inheritance worth handing down looks like in practice.

It is also what makes me hopeful, on the days I am hopeful. The years are not a fixed quantity. We can shorten them. We are shortening them. The literature did that, and the cultural moments did that, and the late-night text threads between mothers about what to say to their daughters are doing it right now, in real time, all over the country, in kitchens we will never see.

* * *
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NOW TURN, FOR A MOMENT, to the mother.

She is on the porch with iced tea and the radio. Her daughter has come up the steps and said fine, and gone upstairs, and the mother knows. She does not know what happened. She knows something happened. She has known something would happen for a long time. She has been waiting for it the way you wait for weather you cannot prevent.

The mother was seven once too. The mother was on a sidewalk somewhere in 1968, or 1975, or 1982, in a different dress, and a car slowed or a man looked or an uncle came too close, and the mother filed it away in her own drawer, and the drawer has been there ever since, and now her daughter has the same drawer, and the mother knows. She knows the way her own mother knew. She knows what she was not told and she knows she does not know how to tell it.

This is the truth that does not fit on a poster. Every mother of a daughter has had this conversation with herself: how do I protect a child from what cannot be fully protected against. She does the small things. She walks her daughter to the bus stop for a year longer than the daughter wants. She teaches her the loud voice. She tells her if anything ever makes you uncomfortable, you can always come home, you can always call me, you do not have to be polite. She rehearses these phrases at the kitchen sink, washing dishes, because she did not get them from her own mother and she is making them up.

She also does the bigger things, which are mostly invisible to the daughter and sometimes invisible to the mother herself. She watches the relative who lingers and finds reasons that the relative is never alone with the child. She declines the invitation to the cousin's pool party because of a feeling she will not, even to her husband, articulate. She lets her daughter quit the after-school program when the daughter cannot say why and the mother does not need her to. She trusts the I don't want to even when the daughter cannot defend it. This is the mother working overtime, on a back channel her daughter will not appreciate until she is a mother herself.

And she also, because she is human, does the things she will spend the rest of her life regretting. She lets the uncle hug the niece because not letting him would have made the holiday tense. She tells her daughter don't be like that in a voice she did not mean to use. She does not ask the question she should have asked when her daughter came home from the sleepover quiet and changed. She adjusts the strap of her daughter's dress in public and feels, in her own throat, the exact word her own mother used to use, the word she swore she would never use, and uses it anyway: modest. The word lands on the daughter the way it landed on her. She watches it land. She cannot take it back.

The mothers were daughters too. This is the line I come back to. The mothers were daughters who were taught not to make a fuss, and who learned to not make a fuss, and who are working, in real time, while parenting, to undo a teaching they have not finished undoing. They are doing the work on themselves at the same time as they are doing the work for the child. They are reading the books late at night and trying to apply the books at breakfast. They are revising their own girlhood while a new girlhood happens in the next room.

This is hard. This is so much harder than the parenting books make it sound. The parenting books say raise a confident daughter, as if confidence were a vitamin you could simply administer. But you cannot give a daughter confidence if you are still, at forty-three, working on your own. You cannot teach her not to apologize if you apologize, by reflex, for taking up space at the grocery store. You cannot teach her to ignore the men who comment on her body if she has watched you, all her life, smile politely at the men who comment on yours. The daughter learns what you do, not what you say. The daughter learns what you have not yet learned not to do.

So the mothers compromise. They half-protect and half-pretend. They tell the daughter the parts they have figured out and they leave out the parts they have not. They are doing better than their own mothers did. Their own mothers did better than their grandmothers did. And the daughter, even so, walks up the porch steps on a Tuesday afternoon and says fine and goes upstairs and takes off the strawberry dress, because the world has reached her anyway, the way it always reaches them. Anyway. Anyway. Anyway.

I want to say something to the mothers reading this. You did not fail. The fact that your daughter learned the first lesson at seven, or nine, or eleven, is not a referendum on your parenting. The lesson is older than your parenting. The lesson is older than your mother's parenting. You did not fail by being unable to keep the world out of your daughter. You did the thing every mother of a daughter has ever done, which is hold a door closed against a flood and watch the water come in around the edges and try, with your bare hands, to mop up what you can. That is what mothering a daughter has been. That is what mothering a daughter still is. The flood is older than us. The flood is what we are writing about. We are not the ones who failed.

We are the ones who get to decide what to do next.

There is a particular kind of conversation that happens between a mother and a grown daughter, usually in a kitchen, usually after both of them have had a glass of wine, in which the daughter says something that has been sitting in her chest for twenty years, and the mother says, oh, sweetheart, I knew. I am so sorry. I didn't know what to do. I didn't have the words either. I have had this conversation. I have watched friends have this conversation. It is one of the most painful and most reparative conversations a woman can have in her life. It does not undo the years. It puts something into the years that was not there before, which is the knowledge that the mother was awake the whole time. That she saw. That she was, in her own constrained way, with us. That the silence was not indifference. It was the only language she had been given, and she has spent the rest of her life trying to find a different one.

I want to say to any mother reading who has not had that conversation yet, with her own mother or with her own daughter: it is not too late. It will not be tidy. It will not resolve. But the conversation itself is part of what we owe, in both directions, up the line and down it.

There is a related conversation, less remarked on, that happens between sisters. I have a sister. I will not say more about her than that, because she did not sign up to be in a book. But I will say that some of what I learned about the first lesson I learned by watching her come home from middle school with a face I recognized. We never talked about it directly when we were children. We talked about it once, years later, in our twenties, sitting on a bed in a cheap apartment one of us was about to move out of. We did not cry. We laughed, actually, in a tired way, because by then we both had the words, and the words were funny in the awful way the words can be when you finally get them: oh, that's what that was. Yeah. Me too. Of course. The of-course was the point. The of-course was how we discovered we had been carrying the same drawer.

A lot of what gets passed down between women is passed down sideways like this, not down the generational line but across the same line. Sisters tell sisters. Cousins tell cousins. The girlfriend on the floor of the dorm room at two in the morning tells the girlfriend on the bed. The aunt at the wedding tells the niece, quietly, in a coat closet, after watching her dance with a man the aunt does not trust. Sideways is sometimes how the inheritance moves. The book will pay attention to that too.

* * *
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THIS BOOK IS NOT AN argument. I want to say that early, before the reader settles in expecting one.

The previous two books I wrote under this name were arguments. They were structural. They named the patterns of the contemporary moment and worked out what the patterns mean. They were useful and I do not regret writing them. But arguments have a particular shape: they take a position, they defend the position, they finish. They are clean. They close.

This book does not close. This book is a reckoning, which is a different shape. A reckoning sits with what cannot be argued away. A reckoning counts what has been handed down. It is honest about the parts that are heavy and the parts that are valuable and the parts that are both at once. It does not prescribe a policy. It does not propose a movement. It looks at the inheritance, and it asks a quieter question: what do we want to hand forward.

I am writing this for the woman who has been quietly composing a letter to her daughter in her head for years. You know who you are. You started the letter when your daughter was a baby and you were holding her at three in the morning and you suddenly understood, in a way you had never understood before, what your own mother had been doing all along. You started the letter again when she was four and asked you why she could not pee standing up. You started it again when she was eight and came home from school crying about something she would not name. You started it again at twelve, at fifteen, at the moment she got into the car with the boy you did not like. You have started the letter a hundred times. You have not finished it. This book is an attempt to finish it, or at least to honor the trying.

It is also for the women who do not have daughters of their own, who have nieces, godchildren, students, the kids in the after-school program, the daughters of friends. Daughter in this book is not only a biological category. It is a relational one. If there is a girl somewhere in your life whose first lesson you would like to be different from yours, you are in the audience for this book. If you are a man who loves a daughter and wants to read what your daughter is reading, you are in the audience for this book. If you are a younger woman who has not yet decided whether she will have a daughter and is trying to figure out what would even be involved in it, you are in the audience too.

And it is for women who have lost daughters, or who never had the chance to have them, or who chose not to, and who still carry, in some quiet chamber of themselves, the question of what they would have wanted to say. I do not believe the work of mothering girls belongs only to women who literally mothered girls. The work is collective. The aunts have always done it. The teachers have always done it. The older sisters have always done it. The cousin who took you in the summer you needed it, the friend's mother who said the thing your own mother could not say, the librarian who handed you the book at fourteen that changed the shape of your interior life: these are mothers too, in the sense that matters here. The book is for all of them.

What the book will do is walk through the inheritance, room by room. It will start in the parts of the house that are old, the rooms our grandmothers and great-grandmothers furnished, where the silences live, where the names live, where the bodies were taught to hide. It will move forward through the work the women before us did, the suffrage women and the second-wave women and the third- and fourth-wave women, and what they gave us, and what they could not finish, and what is now on our desk. It will look hard at the room our daughters are living in right now, which is a room our mothers did not live in: the room with the phone in it, the algorithm, the mirror that has been told what beauty looks like and is now telling our daughters back. It will end with the letters, and the conversations, and the question of what we owe.

I do not promise an answer. I promise an honest accounting. I promise that I have tried, in writing this, not to lie, not even by the small omissions that are easier than the truth. I have tried not to flatter anyone, including myself, and especially including the readers I most want on my side. Where I have failed at that, you will catch me, and I would rather you catch me than I get away with it.

What I want from you is the same. I want you to sit with what is hard. I want you to put the book down when you need to. I want you to think of your own daughter, or your own niece, or your own younger self, and let what is on the page collide with what you already know, and trust the collision. The book is not the truth. The book is one woman thinking through her version of the truth in a particular decade, and offering the thinking to you in the hope that it is useful in yours.

We begin with the inheritance. We begin with what we were given, because what we were given is the only honest place to begin. Before we look at what we will hand forward, before we draft the letters and start the conversations and rearrange the rooms, we have to look back. We have to count what is in the house already.

There is a way of doing this work that becomes performative, and I want to flag that risk now, because I have seen the book industry produce a lot of it. The performative version of the feminist reckoning involves declaring, in a hot voice, what is wrong, and then declaring, in an equally hot voice, what one is personally doing about it, and then receiving applause for the declaration. I am not writing that book. The kind of accounting I am after is the kind you do quietly, at the kitchen table, with the people who actually know you. The kind that does not have an audience. The kind where you are honest about the moments you were complicit, and the moments you were tired, and the moments you said the wrong thing to your daughter and did not know how to take it back, and the moments you got it right and were not sure whether it would last.

This book is going to ask you to be that kind of honest with yourself. I am going to try to be that kind of honest, too. Where I succeed, you will recognize yourself. Where I fail, I am counting on you to keep reading anyway, the way we keep reading any honest friend who is trying.

One last thing before we move on. I want to acknowledge that the first lesson is not delivered equally. The girl on the sidewalk in the suburb has a different version of it than the girl walking through the neighborhood where the men on the corner are loud and the police are louder. The Black girl, the brown girl, the trans girl, the disabled girl, the poor girl, the girl whose family has just arrived and does not yet have the language of this country: each of them is taught the first lesson on top of other lessons, and the layers compound. Kimberlé Crenshaw gave us a word for that compounding, and Patricia Hill Collins gave us a body of thinking to put around the word, and bell hooks, lowercase, spent a career writing into the rooms most other feminists were not entering. I am not going to be able to do justice to every version of the first lesson in this book. I am going to try, where it matters, to remember that the lesson does not arrive uniformly, and that some daughters are receiving versions of it the rest of us do not see. The inheritance is not one inheritance. It is many, layered, and what we owe forward includes the work of seeing the layers we did not have to live through.

With that said, here is the through-line that does hold across the versions: every woman I have asked remembers her first lesson. Every one. The setting changes. The age changes. The body of the girl changes. The body of the world around her changes. The fact of the lesson, and the silence that came after it, does not change. That is the line this book is following.

We will start with the most basic inheritance of all. We will start with what we were called.
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