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            Praise for The Problem with Everything


            ‘Affectingly personal, achingly earnest, and something close to necessary.’ Vogue

            ‘An important book about all of the latest cultural issues everyone is arguing over – from #MeToo and privilege to free speech and identity politics … Really well done.’ The Saturday Post

            ‘Personal, convincing, unflinching.’ Tablet

            ‘An elegantly-composed treatise against tribalism and cancel culture that seamlessly weaves in personal anecdotes.’ Elle

            ‘Daum’s writing is brave and engaging; she does some hard thinking about our times and demands that we do too.’ Newsweek

            ‘A book of thoughtful, provocative essays on everything from the Trump presidency to identity politics to generational differences and beyond. At a time when nuance of any kind is often dismissed, Daum offers thoughtful takes on hot-button topics.’ New York Post

            ‘This book is the eloquent testament of a card-carrying feminist who abhors the stranglehold that political correctness has placed on intellectual life in America. As such, it is to be applauded – and I do.’ Vivian Gornick

            ‘Sharp, brazen, and undeniably controversial.’ Kirkus

            ‘Daum, an old-school essayist more in the vein of Joan Didion and Nora Ephron than xoJane and Jezebel, says she will continue to tease out the nuances that exist all around us, even as doing so becomes increasingly … problematic.’ The Stranger ii

            Praise for The Unspeakable


            ‘A fantastic collection of essays: funny, clever, and moving (often at the same time), never more universal than in its most personal moments (in other words, throughout), and written with enviable subtlety, precision, and spring.’ Geoff Dyer

            ‘I loved these essays for a completely startling reason: they give voice and shape to so many of my own muddled thoughts – and to lurking sentiments I’ve never looked square in the face.’ Julia Glass

            ‘The Unspeakable speaks with wit and warmth and artful candor, the fruits of an exuberant and consistently surprising intelligence. These are essays that dig under the surface of what we might expect to feel in order to discover what we actually feel instead. I was utterly captivated by Meghan Daum’s sensitive fidelity to the complexity of lived experience.’ Leslie Jamison

            ‘[The Unspeakable] is formidable, lucid, and persuasive. Daum writes with confidence and an elegant defiance of expectation … I would follow her words anywhere.’ The New York Times Book Review

            ‘Sharp, witty and illuminating, Daum’s essays offer refreshing insight into the complexities of living an examined life in a world hostile to the multifaceted face of truth. An honest and humorously edgy collection.’ Kirkus

            ‘I think it’s fair to say that I can’t tell you what Meghan Daum’s remarkable book means to me – the exceptional often denies verbalization. Her diverse subject matter aside – Mom, Joni Mitchell, the fetishization of food – it’s Daum’s galvanizing energy that one finds so attractive.’ Hilton Als iii

            Praise for My Misspent Youth


            ‘An empathetic reporter and a provocative autobiographer … I finished it in a single afternoon, mesmerized and sputtering.’ Caleb Crain, The Nation

            ‘Even when she’s being funny, [Daum’s] writing has a clarity and intensity that just makes you feel awake.’ Ira Glass

            ‘Meghan Daum is not an eccentric exhibitionist or a self-indulgent memoirist. Her world is suburban New Jersey girlhood, Vassar, publishing, and the disillusionment that results when the reality of one’s life falls short of expectations. Daum approaches the first lesson of adulthood – that the prosaic will intrude on the fantastic every time – without ever dissolving into cynicism.’ The New York Times Book Review

            ‘People I know still talk about Meghan Daum’s 2001 debut essay collection, My Misspent Youth. Nobody writing about her generation was more incisive or entertaining than she.’ Sigrid Nunez

            Praise for Life Would Be Perfect if I Lived in That House


            ‘Daum has a rare gift in her ability to keep readers laughing through her own tears.’ The New York Times Book Review

            ‘Like having a long, glorious, no-holds-barred conversation with your smartest, funniest friend about all the juicy topics: real estate, class envy, bad dates, family identity, and the discrepancies between the lives we aspire to and the lives we lead.’ Curtis Sittenfeld

            ‘A delightful dissection of the real estate obsession that’s a hallmark of our age, recession or no.’ O, The Oprah Magazine iv

            ‘Self-deprecatingly funny … Daum uses her lifelong obsession with finding the ideal living space to probe domestic desire, a deeper restlessness than the search for quick profits.’ Wall Street Journal

            ‘Honest and endearing … richly drawn…. Daum captures the now-gone moment when real estate became a national obsession, chronicling the shared madness of those who could only take breaks from watching HGTV to discuss closing costs.’ Los Angeles Times Book Review

            ‘Suffused with humor and desire … Alternately whimsical, philosophical and psychologically probing … [An] enchanting, compelling memoir on the impossibility of resisting an irresistible object of desire.’ Miami Herald

            ‘It’s a pleasure to read this author as she revisits comic misadventures and wrangles with a hot-button topic.’ Time Out New York

            ‘Vividly described … Daum exposes the modern real-estate-mad female underground, where open houses (visited in rabid two-women teams) are a seasonal blood sport, Zillow is a verb, and where remodeling a collapsing farmhouse into a writer’s retreat could instantly, we imagine, transform us into the George Plimpton of the prairie.’ Atlantic Monthly

            ‘Timely … Daum [is] a fine writer – candid, reflective, stylish, fun and a bit prickly. Throughout the book, she offers an unflinching portrayal of her anxieties and her aspirations.’ Associated Press
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         Notting Hill Editions is an independent British publisher. The company was founded by Tom Kremer (1930–2017), champion of innovation and the man responsible for popularising the Rubik’s Cube.

         After a successful business career in toy invention Tom decided, at the age of eighty, to fulfil his passion for literature. In a fast-moving digital world Tom’s aim was to revive the art of the essay, and to create exceptionally beautiful books that would be cherished.

         Hailed as ‘the shape of things to come’, the family-run press brings to print the most surprising thinkers of past and present. In an era of information-overload, these collectible pocket-size books distil ideas that linger in the mind. vi
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xi
            – Introduction –

         

         For the last five or six years, on many afternoons around 4 or 5 p.m., I’ve been overcome by the feeling that my life is effectively over. This is not a sense that the world is ending, which has been in vogue for quite some time now, and maybe for good reason. It’s a personal forboding, a distinct feeling of being at the end of my days. My time, while technically not ‘up’, is disappearing in the rearview mirror. The fact that this feeling of ambient doom tends to coincide with the blue-tinged, pre-gloaming light of the late afternoon lends the whole thing a cosmic beauty, as devastating as it is awe-inspiring. As such, I’ve dubbed this the catastrophe hour.

         Getting older is the oldest story in the world, of course. Still, the time – my time – is disappearing at a pace that is faster than I had ever anticipated and, I daresay, faster than the pace experienced by any previous generation. As far as cultural relevance goes, GenX is shaping up to have a tragically short lifespan. Just as we were finding our footing in the early to mid-2000s, getting real jobs and looking almost like respectable grownups, the twin forces of hyperspeed tech advancement and head-spinning social changes xiicame along and fermented us before we’d even ripened on the vine. By the time we were fifty, many of us were as good as eighty. Or so it often feels to me.

         The consolations of aging have always been in the eye of the beholder. Virginia Woolf, at fifty, wrote in her diaries of feeling ‘poised to shoot forth quite free straight and undeflected my bolts whatever they are.’ She did not believe in aging, she said, but rather ‘forever altering one’s aspect to the sun.’ I am now three years past the age Woolf was when she talked about altering her aspect to the sun. And while I don’t know enough about astrology to connect the dots of my memories to trail markers of the earth’s orbit, I’ve lately become aware of a sort of baseline visceral sensation hovering over my emotional life. Again and again, this sensation conjures the same sentiment: I’m glad I lived when I did. Specifically, I’m glad I was young when I was.

         Life to me these days often feels like I’m backing up slowly from a tense and increasingly untenable situation. If the world in the post-Trump, post-George Floyd, post-COVID, post-whatever-happened-five-minutes-ago age feels in many ways like a bank robbery in progress, I’m the lady who was finishing up with the teller at precisely the moment the robbers entered the building. While the rest of the customers dropped to the ground, I managed to slither away just in time, my transaction completed, the door hitting me firmly but not violently on the way out. xiii

         Safely outside, I can peer through the glass as the people younger than I surrender like hostages to the demands and punishments of the digital era. Fledgling journalists churn out multiple articles per day for a fraction of what I was paid twenty years ago (and are appraised not by the quality of their work but by the quantity of their clicks). Artists forge their own lonely and starving paths, unsupported by institutions and economies that once upon a time, for better or worse, buoyed them enough to at least keep them paddling along. Teenagers with undeveloped frontal lobes are effectively subject to twenty-four-hour social media surveillance, their every poor choice and dumbass move recorded for potentially cataclysmic posterity.

         There are things I did and said as a teenager that would ruin me today if they had been captured, immortalized and weaponized per the current protocol. I’d give you some hints as to what these things might be but, honestly, I cannot remember. In shame or mortification or unconscious self-protection I’ve blocked them out. I have sense memories of these idiocies, but there’s no precision to them. They remain preserved in an impressionistic muck. In turn, that muck is what preserves my ability to live with myself. How lucky to have lived in a time of such muck. How lucky to have grown up in private.

         The essays in this collection were written, for the most part, between 2017 and 2024. The subjects covered include divorce, travel, dating, music, friendship, xivbeauty, aging, death, art, solitude, music, money and real estate. (I could go on, but I’ll stop at real estate, where the buck always stops.) Though many were written during the Trump administration and into the pandemic era, I’m relieved to tell you that they don’t linger on politics or Covid.

         It feels important to say these essays were written in the privacy of my own mind. By that I mean they did not germinate in tweets or blog posts or Instagram stories. They are not my ‘take’ on anything. Instead, they are products of those tender, fleeting moments when a writer finds herself staring into space (or out her window, or at the wall) and thinking about what she wants to say not to her social media followers but to her reader. They were inspired not by news headlines or social media dustups but by the free-floating anxiety that underscores and perpetuates all of that. They are my attempt to grab some emotional abstractions out of the air and examine them until they can start to make sense. They’re about the pleasures of staring out the window or even staring at the wall.

         The final three essays in this collection are brand new; you are reading them here for the first time. Others appeared on the platform Medium, specifically the no-longer-extant publication GEN, where I wrote a regular, magazine-style column (with real editors; a rare luxury today) that lived a rather shadowy life behind a paywall. Others lived in my proverbial desk drawer and some, more recently, have assumed a place xvbehind that paywall du jour known as my Substack page. I have arranged them in chronological order by date, starting with the earliest and ending with the three new ones, written in 2024.

         The best-known invocation of the word catastrophe might come from Zorba The Greek, the 1946 novel made into the 1964 film starring Anthony Quinn. Asked by a stranger if he’s a married man, the exuberant, perennially exasperated protagonist replies ‘Yes, I’m married. Wife, children, house. The full catastrophe.’

         The last phrase proved resonant enough to become the title of a novel and at least one self-help book, not to mention a John Cougar Mellencamp song.

         Say you have no wife or are not a wife yourself. Say you have neither children nor a house. Is that a double catastrophe? Or a tragic absense of catastrophe? Is it obscene to claim castastrophe for private use? This is a word that describes wars and devastating floods and fires. Are the vicissitudes of any given life worthy of such, well … catastrophizing? These essays are an attempt to answer, or at least entertain, that question. And even if the question is ultimately unanswerable, my hope is that by gathering them into a book they will find themselves in conversation, maybe even occasionally arguments, with one another.

         Finally, I will say this: There are those who say that books hardly matter anymore. They say the printed page is dead and that assigning any value to books xvias physical objects is the hallmark of a person who is himself on the cusp of extinction. (I suggest as much in the final essay, but don’t skip ahead.) However, I became a writer because I believe words deserve space in the physical world. That is how you prevent them from becoming extinct. I write books because I believe committing words to the page is as sacred a vow as there is. And though these essays were born in the era of SEO-friendly titles and page view analytics (in Medium, readers were told exactly how many minutes it would take them to read each one; I’ll spare you those calculations) I still think their true home is between two covers that can be held by human hands. Insofar as that particular experience may be in its final hours, it is my honor to place these pages before you. In the event of a real catastrophe, you can always burn them with firewood.
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            – The Broken-In World –

            September 2016

         

         At the age of forty-five, I found myself in the surprisingly unsurprising situation of filing for divorce. To be accurate, I was the respondent in this filing, a decision based solely upon the fact that my husband was remaining in our home state of California while I was taking one of our two giant dogs and driving to New York City in order to ‘restart my life’. (A somewhat ironic notion since, many years earlier, I’d attempted to restart my life by making the same move in the opposite direction. But what is the human condition if not a perpetually indecisive toggle switch?)

         Even though it made more sense for my husband to file for divorce against me rather than the other way around, there was no wronged party here. There was no measurable infidelity or betrayal, just your standard irreconcilable differences, a phrase I’ve come to believe is legal jargon for ‘can no longer ride in the car together due to frequency of arguments about the driver’s braking skills, texting proclivities and degree of willingness to make left turns into busy intersections.’ If I was really forced to get specific about our particular brand of irreconcilable differences, I’d have 2to say they were both as petty as my refusing to sing along when my husband played Neil Young songs on the guitar and as monumental as facing up to the fact that I’m infinitely happier and less insane when I live alone (or possibly with a roommate who travels frequently) than am I when I live even with the person I love and care about most.

         And so there you have it. Divorced. Or at least well on the way to it. As any divorced person knows, which I guess is to say, ‘as about half of all adults know or will eventually know’, much of the battle is going public with it. Sure, your close friends won’t be surprised: they’ve been hearing you whine for years now, it’s the people in the outer rings who will be shocked; the workplace colleagues and the casual acquaintances and the housekeeper. (Though who are we kidding? The housekeeper knew before anyone.) Those who belong to the divorce club will respond appropriately. Their sympathy will be imbued with solidarity. Their condolences will carry a strong whiff of congratulations.

         Others will cover their mouths and gasp with a jolt, as though they just happened to glance out their window and witness a plane crash. They’ll cluck their tongues and cock their heads. They’ll reach out to you as if consoling a crying child. And though they will have only the best of intentions, these gestures will just make you feel worse. They will make you feel sadder than you already were in that moment. They will make 3you say to yourself, here I was, having a perfectly normal conversation and not feeling devastated about my divorce and this person just reminded me to be devastated all over again.

         But after a while of this, these gestures will begin to make you smile ever so slightly. You will see that gestures will be in vain, they are the domain of the well-meaning but uninitiated. That is because a person getting a divorce is the opposite of a crying child. A person getting a divorce is an adult who has decided to set a quit date for the misery and crying. It is a person who has chosen pain over ambivalence and learned one of the great lessons of life, which is that ambivalence is the worst pain there is.

         Yet people fear divorce the way they fear illness. They look away when they see it in others. They search for evidence of weakness, of moral deficiency, of crimes they can’t imagine committing themselves. They tell themselves that given enough healthy life choices it’s possible to lower their odds into, if not negligibility, at least something that will, if it should ever come to that, feel more like a force majeure than the real statistical possibility everyone knows it is.

         I can’t say I got married thinking I’d eventually get divorced (though I know a few who have) but if you had told me that almost exactly seven years to the day that I stood in a white lace dress and almost floor-length veil (that veil was and remains the most exhilarating garment I’ve ever attached to my body) I’d be 4receiving a ‘dissolution notice’ from the state of California I wouldn’t exactly have fallen out of my chair. Marriage had never been an abiding goal of mine. Practice serial monogamy well into your thirties and you’ve got enough pretend little simulated-marriages under your belt that the real thing loses some of its mystique.

         Still, I went through my twenties and most of my thirties wrestling with the internalized and not-always-entirely-conscious pressure that all but the most wild-spirited young people operate under: the assumption that my social life was essentially a vehicle for finding one singularly qualified person with whom I could enact some version of settling down. I made quite a big deal of saying I was on no such search. I liked to think of myself as, if not exactly wild-spirited, than wild-spirit adjacent in some manner. But the truth is that I bought into the idea of legally sanctioned, lifelong monogamy as earnestly as anyone else. And as much as I could see that it was a big gamble no matter how you played it, I thought that waiting as long as possible to marry constituted a sort of inoculation against divorce. Not in the ‘couples who delay marriage have higher success rates’ sense (in fact, those success rates begin to reverse once you reach your mid-thirties) but in the sense that I thought that waiting until we were older meant we’d have less time to grow tired of one another. A lot of the people I saw divorcing had been in the saddle together for decades. They had kids leaving home, 5mortgages paid off, last gasps of sexual vitality begging not to be squandered. By the time my husband and I reached the twenty-year mark, we’d be too old to bother splitting up. We’d be sixty, which seemed to me at forty less like actual life but a grayed-out silhouette of life.

         It had only taken me until forty-six to see the folly in that, to understand that the seeds of sixty, planted at birth, are saplings at twenty and by the mid-forties have grown into giant, flapping fronds of inchoate physicality. Desiccated on the edges but coursing with some mysterious something in the veins (blood? water? the collective tears of a lifetime?), middle-aged carnal desire is a sweet, capricious beast. It’s a desire that sometimes feels less rooted in abject carnality than in plain interest.

         To witness two people of a certain age getting to know one another in a way that might lead to physical intimacy is to see anthropology in action. There is social theory happening here, urban planning, case studies in family law. There is history meeting history. There is baggage being lifted off a carousel and introduced like dogs sniffing each other on the sidewalk. There is no pretense of freshness, of blamelessness, of idealizing or being idealized. Coyness, too, seems in the wrong key. First dates cut right to the chase. The real stuff gets trotted out right away: the custody arrangements, the miscarriages, the mortgage payments, the therapy sessions. Instead of talking about the best concert 6you ever saw you talk about the day you realized your previous life was going to be just that, a previous life from which only a few residual threads now hang from your shirtsleeves. This is now the story you trot out when you want to signal that you might be willing to let yourself be known.

         This is the story of how you broke yourself, of how your world sprung a crack right underneath where you were standing. And as your story joins the chorus of stories being told and listened to in as many versions as there are broken people to tell and hear them, you slide into a new kind of world. It’s a world in which the stiff hide of convention and expectation has softened into supple leather. It’s a world that can no longer support pretense, a world where those Facebook posts advertising marital bliss are confirmed as the bullshit we always deep down knew them to be. It’s a world built on scar tissue, which turns out to be a surprisingly solid foundation. And at some point, without quite realizing it, your life goes from broken to broken in.

         It turns out this is something of a magical place. Like a Narnia for disaffected adults, the broken-in world comes with its share of strange, terrifying creatures but ultimately procures a kind of divine comfort. During the first few months that I permanently separated from my husband, I found myself on the receiving end of dozens of domestic war stories. Friends I hadn’t seen for a decade or more, whose apparently untarnished 7lives I’d followed on Facebook with a mixture of envy and genuine happiness for their good fortune, were suddenly wanting to get together and tell me how it really was. Having heard about my ‘situation’, they were compelled to tell me about the affairs and financial transgressions and mental health issues and slightly fucked up, less-than-totally-existentially-fulfilling children that now filled the void of their still-discontented lives.

         People I’d long considered pillars of decency and in some cases major geeks turned out to have been shouting at each other in their kitchens in front of their kids, in their driveways in front of their neighbors, in the offices of therapists and lawyers. They were sleeping with old flames at college reunions, keeping secret Tinder accounts, keeping secret bank accounts, developing gambling addictions, drinking too much, hating their jobs, hating their lives, hating themselves. It was horrifying.

         It was fantastic. I couldn’t get enough. I sat with them for hours, nodding in sympathy, shaking my head in empathy. It wasn’t that I took pleasure in their suffering. If I’d had the power, I would have whisked any of them back into their fantasyland of their Facebook personae – for their kids’ sake if not their own. (Though that’s a reflexive bit of sentimentality; anyone who ever thought they were preserving their children’s innocence by enlisting them in the project of impersonating a happy family is engaged in a level of denial 8that borders on cruelty.) The truth was that I loved this world that we’d entered. I loved the broken-in world. I loved it because it felt like honest living, the sort of emotional equivalent to working with your hands. Everyone should do such work at least once in their lives. How could I have known I would take so well to the emotional equivalent of manual labor? How could I have known that my most satisfying life was a broken life?

         When I got to New York, I moved first to Brooklyn. That is what you do now when you move to New York. I can’t remember hating a place more. I lived in fancy Brooklyn, which is to say a part of Brooklyn that had seemed intractably crime ridden when I’d last lived in New York twenty years earlier but was now a glorified suburb; Connecticut for people who would never move to Connecticut. High-grade strollers choked the narrow sidewalks, having long displaced the residents of the old neighborhood. Moms strode about in yoga pants, dads did self-congratulating drop-offs at the ‘good public school’ before boarding the F-train to their midtown offices.

         I couldn’t figure out why I was so miserable here, why I felt like a member of another species. Was it nothing more than the ache of divorce? The alternating shock and relief of aloneness? Or was it that my neighbors, with their young marriages and younger children and determination to keep the whole enviable shebang intact, were not yet broken? They were 9leather as stiff as a shiny purse. Their baggage was still being assembled and packed. It wasn’t scuffed and distressed and strewn all around them like mine was. It would be someday, but it wasn’t yet.

         Eventually I gave up and moved with my Saint Bernard to Manhattan, into a clanking old building on the northern banks of the Hudson River where the wind howled mercilessly through the airshaft and the elevator broke constantly. It was a building where so many people lived alone that it was not infrequent that someone would drop dead in his or her apartment, only to be found days later after the neighbors noticed a smell. Whenever this happened, a little memorial with a photo and flowers was placed in the lobby. Evidently, a woman who had lived in my apartment years earlier had fallen to the ground, died suddenly of a heart attack and gone unnoticed for so long that the bedroom floor was so damaged that it had to be replaced.

         ‘But don’t worry,’ said Lois, my kind, seventy-year-old next-door neighbor. ‘That won’t happen to you. If you dropped dead your dog would bark.’

         Another neighbor, Marlene, was seventy-five and we sometimes met for coffee in the cafe around the corner. Marlene was divorced, had never had children and had recently moved with her dog from Los Angeles to New York, where she shared a large apartment in our building with her harpsichord teacher. One afternoon I found Marlene sitting in the lobby with 10her dog, flipping through the New York Times but looking visibly shaken. She told me she was waiting for her ex-husband, whom she hadn’t seen in two years but was finally making good on their divorce agreement allowing him to visit the dog. He had flown all the way to New York in order to walk the dog around the block and then bring it back. ‘I told him it was supposed to rain,’ she said. ‘But he’s determined to come anyway. He may do it again tomorrow before he goes back.’

         The next day, while walking my dog by the river, I saw Marlene’s dog with a man I assumed to be the ex-husband. He was tall yet stooped, graying but also gray in posture and in bearing. He wore a fishing hat and a too-thin jacket, as Californians do. I watched him gazing out at the Hudson as the dog sniffed the banks. He had flown 3,000 miles to spend half an hour staring across the water at New Jersey, probably wondering if his dog even remembered him. The river that day was brackish yet choppy. It struck me in that moment as a vast sea of sadness, a tattered artery breaking the land in two emphatically distinct pieces. It was devastating. It was beautiful. I couldn’t get enough. It was broken. I was home.
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