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It would be a stretch to say that Meghan Daum ’96SOA was the whole reason I went 
to Columbia, but I did enter the MFA program with the express desire to be turned 
into a writer as near in style, brio, and, yes, success, to Daum as possible. And it is 
also fair to say I wasn’t the only one there with that ambition.

Daum’s writing is so elegant, intimate, and ticklishly satisfying that you want to 
claim her as your own. Discovering a shared affinity for her work can create an 
instant bond with a stranger; you can also feel a jealous resentment when a reader 
you deem not quite up to snuff claims to love her as well.

It is fitting, then, that the most effective essays in Daum’s new collection, 
The Unspeakable, are about those possessive, infatuated, largely theoretical 
relationships a woman can have with an alluring other woman — what Daum terms 
“the mystery girl.” She may be your age, but she is probably older; she may be 
plain, but she is probably esoterically beautiful; you may know her, but she is 
probably a stranger; and, most importantly, she does the thing you most want to do 
in exactly the way you most wish you could do it. Daum’s mystery girls include Joni 
Mitchell, Nora Ephron, Joan Didion (about whom she has written elsewhere), and, for 
a while, a coven of lesbians she hung out with while she was in the Columbia MFA 
program.

The collection opens with a breath-stealing, gut-kickingly candid essay about the 
death of Daum’s mother, described here as a performative narcissist unable to cede 
the spotlight to her daughter. The piece, which is tender, fierce, rueful, and even 
funny about the loss of an unloved parent, a topic it seems impossible to even think 
about without lapsing into sentimentality or childish rage, introduces the theme of 
the search for a more appropriate surrogate maternal figure. The most resonant 
subsequent essays describe Daum’s relationships with other women: the way they, 
like all mothers and mother surrogates, enchant and disappoint her, the way they 
seem to promise “a life in which there was time for a hundred different versions of 
myself.” The sorrow that accompanies the realization that there is only one version 
of yourself, and you are not Joan Didion or Nora Ephron or even, in the reader’s 
case, Meghan Daum, is a subtle, bittersweet undercurrent throughout the book.

After publishing her first book of personal essays, My Misspent Youth, in 2001, 
Daum wrote a novel, The Quality of Life Report, which was optioned for a film; to 
write the screenplay she moved to Los Angeles, where she lives now and works as a 


