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I needed a decade to turn my father’s attempt at flattery from a great insult into the perfect compliment.

It was 1994. I had written a lengthy analysis of the George Orwell book that should have come to fruition a decade earlier. See that last sentence? That was the type of thing 16-year-old me wrote: overly cute, deliberately opaque. I asked my father to peruse the fifty-page document. He pored over it for hours, then told me, “It’s great. You use all these words that I don’t even know. Some of it I didn’t even understand. It’s great.”

It sounded complimentary. So imagine the rush. A 30-year teaching veteran told me my writing was above him. The man with three Master’s degrees had to look up “obfuscate” from my second paragraph. I felt indescribable joy, then believing myself to be his intellectual superior. Never underestimate the depths of the Oedipal Complex.

At the time, I defined my writing self as an orphan. I sought a voice to fit me best, but felt confused because it lacked a lineage. My mother had no particular gift for writing; my father was geared more toward numbers than words. My brother was witty in speech, not on paper. So I traded my family tree for one that included Dickens and Dostoevski, Socrates and Salinger, Twain and Tolstoy. Like abandoned children who think up dream reunions with estranged parents, I imagined myself as the bastard son of Virginia Woolf and William Shakespeare. Nothing says arrogant like taking your coat of arms from a list of poet laureates and Noble Prize winners.

But I felt my success at school backed up my bravado. I wrote the only column people read in the school newspaper. I dominated the literary annual. I started a magazine that circulated all over town. I told anyone who would listen about my goal to write a novel they make Cliff’s Notes for in my lifetime. Classmate reaction often went like this: 

Classmate: I saw that story (or substitute poem, essay or play) you wrote.


Me: And?


Classmate: I didn’t understand a word of it. You must be brilliant.

So it went. Teachers patted me on the back for my expansive vocabulary, my diverse use of sentence structure and my passionate, well-articulated arguments. No one ever corrected the fundamental flaw: I wrote for an audience of one.

Even if someone had intervened, I was too thick to have listened. At 18, I just wanted to write (and, embarrassingly, live) like Dylan Thomas. On my first day at New York University, a pretty girl asked me what type of books I enjoyed. She offered a handful of contemporary authors she read. Instead of capitalizing on a shared interest, I thundered, “I have no use for modern authors. I do not read anyone who is not dead. No living writer has anything to say.” Surprisingly, she is still my friend. Even when a professor responded to my term paper by suggesting I “deflate” my language, I still acted as aloof as kid who knew he would never leave the orphanage.


Then I took a journalism course simply to fill my schedule. Professor Mitchell Stephens was so engaging I took him again in the spring. He suggested I write for the college newspaper. There I learned why my writing resembled a New Jersey landfill, overflowing with extraneous words that sullied a verdant scene. I realized how ineffective it is to baffle readers with words too pompous to read aloud or allusions too veiled to catch. I was not communicating; I was verbally masturbating.


Now I feel more like a recycling plant when I write. There are still vestiges of my wasteful ways, but I am cleaning it up a sentence at a time. Working as a journalist has taken out much of the garbage, but returning to graduate school has made me mindful to preserve devices that work. The key: I like getting my hands dirty to purify my prose.


I knew the recycling worked when I accidentally e-mailed my father an essay detailing his and my mother’s routine when they came home from long days of work. He replied, “I know exactly the moment you described. You made me feel like it happened yesterday.” This time, it truly was complimentary.

