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PART I 
Words You Absolutely 
Should Know 

If you pride yourself as a good communicator, you absolutely must know the words in this section. If items on this list are unfamiliar to you, learn them immediately or risk being at an embarrassing loss for words!
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abacus (AB-uh-kuss), noun 

A device used to figure arithmetic equations by moving beads along rods.

Mrs. Danvers thought that the ABACUS, with its brightly colored beads, would entertain the first graders while illustrating the basic principles of addition and subtraction.

abdicate (AB-di-kate), verb 

To formally give up a position or responsibility. To abdicate means to step down from a high government office or other powerful position. Originally, the word referred primarily to royalty.

The King, as we all know, ABDICATED rather than give up the woman he loved.

abet (uh-BET), verb 

To encourage or assist a plan or activity. To abet is to entice or help, usually in a misdeed. An accomplice to a robbery abets the crime.

Though Michael did not participate in the actual kidnapping, he left himself open to charges of ABETTING the perpetrators by hiding them from the police.

abbreviated (uh-BREE-vee-ate-ud), adjective 

Shortened.

Because the hour is late, I will limit myself to an ABBREVIATED version of my intended speech.

abduct (ub-DUCT), verb 

To take a person away secretly and illegally, often by use of force; to kidnap.

My sister Ellen used to take such long showers that Dad would jokingly ask if she’ d been ABDUCTED by aliens.

abject (AB-ject), adjective 

Reduced to a low state or condition; also, demonstrating hopelessness.

I gave up golf when I realized I was an ABJECT failure on the green.

abominate (uh-BOM-ih-nate), verb 

To loathe or hate; to view with extreme hostility.

Miss Green ABOMINATED the notion of children working twelve-hour days, and sought legislation forbidding companies from hiring minor workers.

abrade (uh-BRADE), verb 

To wear away or rub off; to wear down in spirit. To abrade is to erode or break down. Sandpaper abrades the surface of wood.

The campaign had hoped for a hard-hitting, informative television commercial, but the ad—widely perceived as negative and mean-spirited—served only to ABRADE voter support.

absolution (ab-suh-LOO-shun), noun 

The condition of having been forgiven or freed of guilt.

To Myron’s dismay, the judge did not consider his having paid for the damage to the other party’s car sufficient ABSOLUTION for the crime of driving while intoxicated. 

absolve (ah-ZOLV), verb 

To formally pronounce guiltless or blameless. To absolve is to relieve of any responsibility for an actual or alleged misdeed. In the legal sense, absolution carries with it implication that the authorities no longer hold that the individual committed the misdeed.

The judge ABSOLVED the accused of any wrongdoing.

abstain (ub-STANE), verb 

To refrain from; to refuse to partake in; to go without voluntarily.

Maria, who had ABSTAINED from eating meat while in high school, was persuaded to try a cheeseburger on her graduation night.

abstemious (ab-STEE-me-us), adjective 

Consuming food and drink in moderation. Those who are abstemious restrict themselves to the bare necessities of life. In a larger sense, the word can refer to any austere or unassuming lifestyle.

Despite the hardships of his ABSTEMIOUS way of life, the monk radiated the confidence that comes with knowing one has chosen the correct path.

abstruse (ab-STROOCE), adjective 

Complex and difficult to comprehend. Abstruse refers to something complex or specialized that requires special effort to grasp.

Scientists may understand Einstein’s theory of relativity, but for most laymen it remains an ABSTRUSE collection of surrealistic ideas.

abyss (uh-BISS), noun 

An endless black void; an emptiness; a huge hole with no bottom.

After nine days of working on my term paper with no conclusion in sight, I felt more and more as if I were facing an ABYSS.

accentuate (ak-SEN-choo-ate), verb 

To intensify or accent. To accentuate something is to emphasize or stress it.

To strengthen or heighten the effect of something is to accentuate it.

Brian’s new glasses ACCENTUATE his nose unflatteringly.

accept (ak-SEPT), verb 

To take into possession. (See, for comparison, the listing for except.)

I’m happy to ACCEPT your invitation to dinner, Claude.

accolade (AK-uh-lade), noun 

A mark of acknowledgment or expression of praise. Originally, an accolade was the ceremonial bestowal of knighthood upon a person, with a sword tapped on each shoulder. That which confers praise or honor is an accolade.

The firm’s president had hung on his office wall many plaques, citations, and ACCOLADES.

accord (ub-CORD), noun 

A formal reaching of agreement. An accord is reached when a settlement or compromise of conflicting views occurs.

After a prolonged strike, when the issue of healthcare benefits was resolved, the representatives finally reached an ACCORD acceptable to both labor and management.

accost (uh-KOST), verb 

To greet or approach, usually in a confrontational way; to approach in order to confront.

I was having a wonderful time at Sara’s wedding until Uncle George ACCOSTED me at the bar and demanded to know when I planned to get a real job.

acme (AK-me), noun 

The highest point; summit.

Although his many fans might consider winning the Pulitzer the ACME of Marvin’s writing career, in his mind nothing would ever match the thrill of seeing his first novel in print.

acquisitive (uh-KWIZZ-uh-tihv), adjective 

Someone marked by a hunger to attain and possess things.

Fred stopped dating Laura after it became clear that she was disturbingly ACQUISITIVE.

acrid (AK-rid), adjective 

Biting or harsh in odor or taste; deeply or violently bitter. Acrid refers to anything unpleasantly sharp and pungent to the senses of smell or taste. Acrid can also be used to describe a bitter or harsh verbal exchange between persons.

Florence’s ACRID remarks did not sit well with the board of directors.

acronym (AK-ruh-nim), noun 

A word formed by combining the first letters of several other words. (Example:

NOW is an acronym for the National Organization for Women.)

Cindy believed that the secret to getting good grades on tests was to use ACRONYMS as memory aids.

adamant (AD-uh-munt), adjective 

Unwilling to submit; stubborn and unyielding. Historically, adamant refers to a legendary stone of infinite hardness. (The word diamond shares the same root.)

Despite the objections of their families, Robin and Tim were ADAMANT about moving away from the town in which they had been raised.

adapt (uh-DAPT), verb 

To adjust; to make something or oneself fit in to particular circumstances; to conform. (See, for comparison, the entry for adopt.)

Jim and Daisy worried that the cross-country move would upset their teenage daughter, but as it turned out Melanie ADAPTED to their new home more easily than her parents.

addendum (uh-DEN-duhm), noun 

Something to be added; an addition.

The treaty included an ADDENDUM setting out the terms of troop withdrawal.

adept (uh-DEPT), adjective 

Proficient; expert; highly skilled. Adept refers to someone who is very good at performing a given task.

Hans, an ADEPT formulator of crossword puzzles, sometimes seems to me to have memorized the entire dictionary.

adhere (ad-HERE), verb 

To hold fast to, usually with a sense of honor or allegiance.

Even after his career in advertising forced him to move to New York City, Mason continued to ADHERE to the values of his strict Mormon upbringing.

adjunct (AD-junkt), noun 

An unessential addition; an appendage or complement.

Fast cars and designer clothes are only ADJUNCTS to a comfortable lifestyle, Lyle argued, while health insurance is something a family simply can’t do without.

adobe (uh-DOE-bee), noun 

A type of brick made of clay and straw; the clay used to form such bricks.

Our anthropology professor informed us that ADOBE huts are viable only in climates with very little rainfall.

adopt (uh-DOPT), verb 

To accept or take as one’s own. (See, for comparison, the entry for adapt.)

After last year’s car troubles, I’ve ADOPTED the philosophy that a good mechanic is worth every penny you pay him.

adrenaline (uh-DREN-uh-lin), noun 

A chemical produced in the body that gives one added strength and energy; epinephrine.

Having run up and down the basketball court for nearly an hour, Bob hoped for a burst of ADRENALINE to carry him through to the end of the game.

adroit (uh-DROIT), adjective 

Clever, expert, skilled with hands or feet 
Basil Rathbone was an ADROIT swordsman.

adulation (ad-yoo-LAY-shun), noun 

Extreme praise, admiration, or flattery, especially of a servile nature.

Adulation is generally taken to describe acclaim and admiration that is out of scope with its object.

Despite great hardship, upheaval, and death resulting from the violent tactics of the secret police, ADULATION of Stalin continued as though the country was paradise itself.

adulterate (a-DUL-ter-ate), verb 

To make impure or tainted. To adulterate is to reduce the quality of something— for instance, by substituting inferior ingredients. An unadulterated product is one that retains its original high quality and has not been tampered with in any way.

At the turn of the century, the sale of ADULTERATED dairy products in the U.S. caused a major scandal.

adverse (AD-verse), adjective 

Unfavorable; acting in opposition to. Also: tending to discourage. (See, for comparison, the entry for averse).

Despite ADVERSE circumstances, Jenny and I managed, after a month of looking, to find an apartment we could afford.

advocate (ADD-voe-kait), verb 

In its noun form, “advocate” is pronounced differently (ADD-vuh-kitt) and means “one who supports or defends the cause of another.” As a verb, “advocate” is the act of pleading in favor of another.

If you need a recommendation, I’ d be happy to ADVOCATE for you.

affect (uh-FEKT), verb 

To influence; to stir the emotions of; to produce an effect (in something).

(See, for comparison, the entry for effect.)

The memory of my parents’ hideous and protracted breakup AFFECTED my life profoundly, and made me vow to work harder at making my own marriage succeed.

affinity (uh-FIN-i-tee), noun 

A natural liking or affection for something or someone.

The king had an AFFINITY for those on his council who always said he was right.

affirmative (uh-FIR-muh-tive), adjective 

Positive in nature; factually valid. Affirmative is the opposite of negative; its use means the subject has vouched for and affirmed the correctness of a statement or idea. 
When asked whether or not he lived at 1267 Main, the defendant answered in the AFFIRMATIVE.

affliction (uh-FLICK-shun), noun 

Suffering; a state of pain. An affliction is a state of misery or disabling disease.

Carl’s arthritis was at times quite painful, but he found the most remarkable ways to work around his AFFLICTION.

aid (aid), verb 

To help. (See, for comparison, the entry for aide.)

Please help our organization’s efforts to AID these refugees.

aide (aid), noun 

An assistant or trusted helper.

She served as the senator’s most important AIDE during his term in office.

alacrity (uh-LACK-rih-tee), noun 

Eager, cheerful rapidity or promptness. Someone who is willing to extend themselves politely and quickly for another is said to show alacrity.

Jane made a special effort to show ALACRITY her first day on the job.

alibi (AL-uh-bye), noun 

A story or circumstance that proves one is innocent of a crime or misdeed; a credible excuse or explanation of innocence.

Mike promised Craig he’ d provide him with an ALIBI for the night of the bank robbery, but when the police questioned the men they found that the details of their stories didn’t match.

allay (uh-LAY), verb 

To calm or help put aside fear or uneasiness.

My report will help ALLAY suspicions that our profits have been falling.

allege (uh-LEDGE), verb 

To accuse someone of something—usually wrongdoing—without proof.

Unless you can prove you didn’t eat the last cookie, I will have to ALLEGE that you’re the thief!

allegiance (uh-LEE-junce), noun 

Loyalty, particularly to a government.

Alex had promised his ALLEGIANCE to the family firm time and time again, but the new offer from their overseas competitor, he decided, was too good to turn down.

allocate (AL-uh-kait), verb 

To distribute something for a specific purpose or to a specific person or group.

When mom ALLOCATES tasks, I’m always the one who has to take out the garbage.

allude (uh-LOOD), verb 

To make passing reference to. A person who gives a few details but does not describe an event openly and completely could be said to allude to that event. Similarly, someone who makes a brief reference to an incident in a certain novel is considered to have made an allusion to the work.

I am aware of the incident you are ALLUDING to, Mr. Mayor, but I am afraid you have been misinformed about the events of that night.

alluring (uh-LOOR-ing), adjective 

Tempting; possessing the power to entice.

Although Kim was following a strict diet, the chocolates were too ALLURING for her to resist.

ally (AL-lie), noun 

A confederate or fellow associate in a cause. Also, as a verb: to join with another in a common pursuit.

With Jones as my ALLY, I knew the project was more likely to be approved.

already (awl-RED-ee), adverb 

Before or at some previously specified time.

My mother was ALREADY sitting in her place in church when I walked down the aisle. 

altar (ALL-tur), noun 

A platform in a church or synagogue. (See, for comparison, the entry for alter.)

Father Miller stood and addressed us from the ALTAR.

alter (ALL-tur), verb 

To cause to change. (See, for comparison, the entry for altar.)

I could tell that the documents had been ALTERED; they featured two different sets of handwriting in two shades of ink.

altruism (AL-troo-iz-uhm), noun 

Unselfish devotion to the well being of others.

Mother Theresa’s life was marked by ALTRUISM toward the poor and suffering of the world.

ambidextrous (am-bih-DEK-struss), adjective 

Capable of using both hands with equal skill. Ambidextrous is made up of two halves from old Latin words: “ambi,” meaning both, and “dexter,” meaning right. The idea is that an ambidextrous person is able to act as though he has “two right hands.”

Since the juggler was AMBIDEXTROUS, she could start her routine with a circular motion to either the left or the right.

ambiguous (am-BIG-yoo-uss), adjective 

Unclear in meaning; open to more than one interpretation. (See, for comparison, the entry on ambivalent.)

The letter from my mother was AMBIGUOUS as to the date of the family reunion, so we will have to call her to get the specifics.

ambivalent (am-BIV-uh-lunt), adjective 

Uncertain or undecided. (See, for comparison, the entry on ambiguous.)

I’m AMBIVALENT as to whether we should invite Ralph to the party; he’s a great storyteller, but he sometimes drinks too much.

amend (uh-MEND), verb 

To modify or update. (See, for comparison, the entry on emend.)

In light of the testimony we’ve heard tonight, Madame President, I’ d like to AMEND my earlier remarks.

amenity (uh-MEN-ih-tee), noun 

A pleasant manner or custom. Also: a component or feature that gives pleasure or satisfaction. While the primary meaning of amenity has to do with the customs of social interaction, its use in advertising and sales settings to mean “a convenient and desirable extra” has gained ground in recent years.

Chris’s home, which was once spare, now featured all the AMENITIES: a sauna, a plasma TV, and even a new swimming pool in the back.

amiable (AY-me-uh-bul), adjective 

Possessing a pleasant, cordial nature. A person who has a happy disposition and is easy to get along with is said to be amiable.

Jeanne made it a point to speak to everyone at the party; she came across as quite an AMIABLE hostess.

amicable (AM-ih-kuh-bull), adjective 

Generally, “amicable” means “characterized by goodwill or peace,” but the term is typically used to describe things most people don’t consider particularly amicable.

The Hudsons’ divorce is so AMICABLE that they often go out to dinner together.

amnesty (AM-nuh-stee), noun 

Freedom from imprisonment for large numbers of people, initiated by a government.

The prisoners of war waited years for AMNESTY.

amorous (AM-er-us), adjective 

Strongly disposed toward love or sexuality. Someone who is amorous is preoccupied with thoughts of love, especially sexual love.

The young man’s AMOROUS attentions merely annoyed Rose.

androgynous (an-DROJ-ih-nuss), adjective 

Either specifically male nor female; appearing with both male and female characteristics.

Amy said her new short haircut was a breeze to maintain compared to the long mane she used to have, but I thought it made her look rather ANDROGYNOUS.

anecdote (AN-ik-doht), noun 

A short, interesting story, often amusing and biographical.

The speaker filled his talk with funny ANECDOTES of his time in the U.S. Navy.

animosity (an-ih-MOSS-ih-tee), noun 

Intense hostility toward a person or thing, usually taking the form of action. Animosity is a bitter dislike directed at something or someone.

Clyde’s first few months on the job were fine, but after he was transferred to a new department he came to harbor real ANIMOSITY toward his supervisor.

anomaly (uh-NOM-a-lee), noun 

A seemingly abnormal example; a deviation from established form. When something differs markedly from the expected order of things, it is an anomaly.

Bill, who was raised in a family of avid golfers, is something of an ANOMALY: he thinks the sport is boring.

antagonist (an-TAG-uh-nist), noun 

The “bad guy” in a story, novel, film, etc. The character who opposes a story’s main character.

As an ANTAGONIST, you can’t get any better than John Milton’s version of Satan in Paradise Lost.

antecedent (AN-tih-see-dent), noun 

A trend, idea, fashion, historical event, etc., that came before. Also: an earlier word to which a pronoun refers. (In the sentence “The car was painted blue, though it had a huge red rust mark,” car is the antecedent of it.)

Remember, writers: the ANTECEDENT always goes first in the sentence.

anticlimactic (an-tee-klie-MAK-tik), adjective 

A disappointing decline in contrast to a previous rise; an average ending to a series of important events.

Mike got down on his knees and produced a small velvet box, only to reveal a tiny pewter thimble bearing a replica of the Golden Gate Bridge—which Elizabeth found ANTICLIMACTIC, to say the least.

antiquity (an TI-kwi-tee), noun 

Ancient times, often used in reference to Greek and Roman civilizations.

The civilizations of ANTIQUITY have much to teach us today.

antithesis (an-TITH-i-sis), noun 

The opposite or highest possible contrast. Antithesis refers to the exact opposite of a given thing. Antithesis is also the name of a form in rhetoric in which two ideas are contrasted dramatically: “We will live as heroes or die in the attempt.”

Mr. Brown—haggard, unkempt, and exhausted—looked like the very ANTITHESIS of the charismatic achiever we’ d heard about.

antonym (AN-tuh-nim), noun 

A word having an opposite meaning to that of another word.

“Rapid” and “slow” are ANTONYMS.

apathy (APP-uh-thee), noun 

The state of not caring, or seeming not to care, one way or the other how a situation resolves itself.

Because the characters weren’t very convincing, their peril made me feel little more than APATHY.

ape (AYP), verb 

To imitate someone else’s characteristics, mannerisms, voice, etc.

Joey got suspended after he APED the teacher’s pronounced limp.

apex (AY-pex), noun 

The highest point.

The APEX of Dawn’s career came when her novel was made into a miniseries starring Elizabeth Taylor as the heroine.

aplomb (uh-PLOM), noun 

A sense of self-possession and calm amidst chaos.

The police chief showed remarkable APLOMB amid the noise and confusion of the riot.

apocalyptic (uh-pok-uh-LIP-tik), adjective 

Having to do with revelation or prophecy. Also: presaging imminent destruction or disaster. In part because the final book of the Bible, Revelation, outlines prophecies of the end of the world, apocalypse has come to suggest a cataclysmic conflict of forces, and apocalyptic to reflect a sense of imminent mass destruction.

The novel’s APOCALYPTIC ending may be appropriate, but it is still heartwrenchingly difficult to read of violence on this large a scale.

apparel (uh-PAIR-ul), noun 

Clothing; something worn.

After sweating through class after class in the heavy wool uniform, I wanted to march to the principal’s office and demand to know why shorts were considered inappropriate APPAREL for school.

apparition (ap-uh-RISH-un), noun 

A ghostly figure; something appearing to be a ghost.

The APPARITION waved its spectral hands and emitted a horrible moan.

appease (uh-PEEZE), verb 

To placate; to soothe or satisfy.

I only wore the dress to APPEASE my mother, who had made pointed comments all week about people who went to weddings dressed like slobs.

apportion (uh-POOR-shun), verb 

To divide and distribute something in an equitable manner.

I don’t think we’ ll have any trouble APPORTIONING the blame for this problem. There’s plenty of blame to go around!

appraise (uh-PRAZE), verb 

To estimate (an item’s) value. (See, for comparison, the entry for apprise.)

This desk has been in our family for over a hundred years and I wouldn’t dream of selling it—so there’s really no use in getting it APPRAISED, is there?

apprehension (ap-ri-HEN-sun), noun 

Uneasiness about the future; suspicion of impending bad fortune. Also: the act of arresting or stopping. Another sense of apprehension is “idea or understanding.”

A vague feeling of APPREHENSION came over Gordon as he stepped into the old house. 

apprentice (uh-PREN-tiss), noun 

One who is learning a trade or art form by assisting a veteran practitioner or professional.

Uncle Jake offered to let me work as an APPRENTICE in his plumbing business for the summer, but I had no interest in water pipes.

apprise (uh-PRIZE), verb 

To notify; to cause to be aware of. (See, for comparison, the entry for appraise.)

Have you been APPRISED of the most recent news from home?

arbitrary (AR-bih-trer-ee), adjective 

Unregulated by law or reason; determined by impulse. Arbitrary refers to decisions made, not according to established procedures or laws, but purely through the discretion of an individual. It carries a sense of capriciousness or even lack of responsibility.

The rules you have laid down for this contest are completely ARBITRARY and have no basis in past tournaments.

archival (are-KIE-vul), adjective 

Of or pertaining to important records or archives.

After the lab fire, the scientist was less disturbed by the loss of equipment and samples than by the destruction of the contents of his ARCHIVAL vault, a loss that set his work back at least six months.

ardent (AR-dent), adjective 

Intense, passionate, devoted; characterized by high emotion. Ardent people show great enthusiasm for causes and people close to them.

Barbara, an ARDENT stamp collector, has the most impressive collection of French stamps in the school.

arduous (AR-joo-us), adjective 

Requiring exceptional effort or care. Something is arduous if it is mentally or physically challenging, or if it pushes one to the limit of one’s abilities.

Stacy has been preparing all week for the ARDUOUS marathon competition.

aromatic (air-o-MAT-ik), adjective 

Possessing a pleasant odor. An aromatic flower is one that is pleasing to the smell. Many sweet-scented things share a certain chemical structure known as an aromatic compound.

The herbs lent what would have been an ordinary meal a satisfying AROMATIC touch.

ascend (uh-SEND), verb 

To climb or mount, especially a mountain.

Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay were the first to ASCEND Mt. Everest.

ascertain (ass-sur-TANE), verb 

To find out something by experimenting or by making inquiries.

Arriving to find the house locked and shuttered, I ASCERTAINED from the neighbors that my fiance had loaded up a moving van and fled the day before.

ascribe (uh-SKRYBE), verb 

To attribute or assign causal responsibility to a person or thing. Ascribing something to someone is acknowledging their responsibility or creation of it.

This work has been ASCRIBED to Rousseau, but his authorship now seems uncertain. 

assent (uh-SENT), noun 

To agree that an opinion, view, or proposal is correct; to concur, corroborate, or acquiesce. 

You forget, Mr. Jameson, that it is only with the ASSENT of the stockholders that the CEO can be ousted.

assertion (uh-SUR-shun), noun 

A positive statement or claim. An assertion is something claimed straightforwardly, without support of evidence or logical justification.

Your ASSERTION that my car was at the scene of the crime has no basis in fact.

assimilate (uh-SIM-uh-late), verb 

In general, to assimilate is to absorb knowledge, food, etc., but you may hear it in regard to immigrants. In that sense, “assimilate” refers to the act of becoming similar to those already living in one’s new environment.

You’re giving me so much new information that I’m having trouble ASSIMILATING all of it.

assuage (uh-SWAJE), verb 

To ease; to make less severe; to mitigate.

Gary tried to ASSUAGE his grief at the loss of his lover by taking a long trip to Europe. 

astute (uh-STUTE), adjective 

Skilled; quick to learn or grasp; shrewd; sharp-witted.

Carl was an ASTUTE investor who knew when to follow the crowd and when to ignore it.

atrophy (A-truh-phee), verb 

To shrivel or shrink from lack of use.

After sitting around on the couch all summer, my leg muscles had ATROPHIED so much that I had trouble walking to the mailbox!

attrition (uh-TRISH-un), noun 

The gradual wearing down of something or the gradual reduction of a group. Often, you’ll hear this word used in connection with a company that is trying to reduce its workforce.

The struggling company used a combination of early-retirement incentives and ATTRITION to reduce its workforce enough to continue to meet its payroll.

audacious (aw-DAY-shuss), adjective 

Brazen, daring, or fearless. Audacious refers to bold, unrestrained, uncompromising behavior. It often carries a sense of bending accepted rules or disregarding prevalent standards.

His AUDACIOUS behavior at the family reunion shocked even his brothers and sisters.

auger (AW-gur), noun 

A tool for drilling holes. (See, for comparison, the entry for augur.)

I couldn’t use my father’s drill because the AUGER was missing.

augment (og-MENT), verb 

To make bigger; increase; enhance.

The evening’s program—a series of soliloquies from Shakespeare—was AUGMENTED by a short reading from Bradley’s Notes on Hamlet.

aura (OR-uh), noun 

A field of energy that some believe emanates from human beings.

I’m sure Paul will be a successful politician because he exudes an AURA of trust and dependability.

auspicious (aws-PISH-us), adjective 

Promising; seemingly favorable or likrly to be accompanied by good fortune. Auspicious is usually used to describe encouraging signals or reasons for optimism at the beginning of an undertaking.

The trip did not begin AUSPICIOUSLY; our car broke down within an hour.

austere (aw-STEER), adjective 

Severe in appearance or nature; self disciplined or strict to a high degree. An austere person is self-controlled and somber. That which is without ornamentation or luxury is austere.

The interior of the monastery presented an appearance of AUSTERE beauty.

autism (AW-tiz-um), noun 

A condition in which the sufferer has difficulty with or indifference to social contact, residing almost exclusively in his or her own world.

Often subjected to abuse and inhumane treatment two or three decades ago, those suffering from AUTISM are now more likely to receive a meaningful therapeutic regimen.

auxiliary (auk-ZIL-yuh-ree), noun 

Backup, reserve, extra.

“Don’t panic,” Mr. Forrest told his anxious staff after the office went black, “the AUXILIARY power will come on any minute now, and we’ ll be back in business.”

avail (uh-VAYL), verb 

To be of benefit or use. Someone whose actions are to no avail acts in vain.

In November, we decided to AVAIL ourselves of the opportunity for a vacation.

avid (A-vid), adjective 

Earnest; eager; passionate and committed.

Ralphie, an AVID Pittsburgh Steelers fan, owned posters, pennants, hats, socks, jackets, shirts, sweatshirts, and underwear bearing his team’s logo and colors, but his wife had drawn the line at a tattoo.

avoid (uh-VOID), verb 

To shun; to stay removed from. (See, for comparison, the entry for evade.)

At all costs, AVOID the Chef ’s Surprise at Trudy’s Whistlestop Cafe.

azure (AZH-uhr), adjective 

The color of the sky on a clear day; sky-blue.

His AZURE eyes and charming manner may attract women initially, but his conceited personality keeps them from staying interested for long.

baccalaureate (bak-uh-LOR-ee-it), noun 

The degree awarded upon completion of an undergraduate course of study. A baccalaureate, also called a bachelor’s degree, is the degree given to a college graduate. A baccalaureate is also a farewell address to a graduating class.

I received my BACCALAUREATE in 2003 from Brandeis University.

balk (bock), verb 

To hesitate and refuse to go forward; to prevent from accomplishing an aim; to stop oneself in order to consider whether or not to go on. In baseball: to perform an illegal maneuver in the delivery of a throw from the pitching mound; an instance of such an illegal delivery.

At first Mona BALKED at the suggestion that she apply for the position in management; she did not like the idea of working late hours.

ballistics (buh-LISS-tiks), noun 

The study of projectiles and impacts.

Each of the scientists working on the missile project had extensive experience in BALLISTICS.

baritone (BARE-uh-tone), noun 

The second-deepest voice range on the scale, higher than bass and deeper than treble.

Given his diminutive stature and shy demeanor, few suspected that Craig’s powerful BARITONE would dominate the choir.

barometer (buh-ROM-uh-ter), noun 

An instrument that measures air pressure and aids in weather prediction.

After a lesson on meteorology, Mr. Cantelli put a BAROMETER up on the classroom’s outer wall so that his students could practice predicting the weather.

barrage (buh-ROZH), noun 

Concentrated outpouring or volley. A barrage is an overwhelming torrent of something, usually words, blows, or projectiles. The word was originally used only in a military sense.

The defense attorney subjected the witness to a BARRAGE of questions about the events of that night.

bastion (BASS-chun), noun 

A stronghold or bulwark for protection.

Because he is so shy, Peter uses his genius-level intellect as a BASTION to keep others at arm’s length.

bazaar (buh-ZAR), noun 

A marketplace, especially one in the open air. (See, for comparison, the entry for bizarre.)

As Ned and I ambled through the BAZAARS of Casablanca, we kept an eye out for enemy agents.

beatific (bee-uh-TIFF-ic), adjective 

Having a saintly or angelic character or demeanor.

Charlie’s BEATIFIC smile always makes me wonder what he’s thinking about.

bedlam (BED-lum), noun 

The popular name for London’s Hospital of St. Mary of Bethlehem was “Bedlam.” Since the hospital catered to the insane, “bedlam” has come to denote any place or scene of uproar and confusion.

I always do my best to stay focused on my work and to avoid the BEDLAM around the water cooler.

behemoth (bih-HE-muth), adjective 

This Hebrew word appears in the Old Testament’s Book of Job and refers to a large animal most biblical scholars believe was a hippopotamus. At present, “behemoth” describes anything that has monstrous size or power.

What the heck’s wrong with Joe? Why did he buy that BEHEMOTH gas-guzzler?

belated (bee-LAY-ted), adjective 

Late or tardy; delayed. Belated refers to anything past due.

Jane sent a BELATED birthday card, but still felt guilty about forgetting her mother’s birthday.

belligerent (buh-LIJ-er-ent), adjective 

Aggresive or pugnacious; eager to instigate a fight. Belligerent is rooted in the Latin word for “war.”

Don became overbearing and BELLIGERENT with his employees after his divorce, causing many of them to resign.

bemused (bee-MYOOZD), adjective 

The quality of being bewildered, perplexed, or lost in reflection. A person who is preoccupied or confused by something is bemused.

Victor stared BEMUSED at the photograph of his father in full military dress—a man he had never thought of in quite that way.

benchmark (BENCH-mark), noun 

A standard by which to measure; the exemplary performance or criterion.

Anne’s stunning oration on human rights was recognized in our debating society as the BENCHMARK for years afterward.

benevolent (be-NEV-i-lent), adjective 

Marked by a tendency to do good toward others; kindly. A benevolent act is one in service to another. The word is derived from the Latin for “good wishes.”

There is a BENEVOLENT side to Mark one would not expect to see in a man so apparently cold.

bequeath (bee-QUEETH), verb 

Bestow by means of a will. Bequeath is often used metaphorically to describe something handed down to a group of people from those of a past era.

More than anything else, it is the language we speak, BEQUEATHED to us by Byron and Shakespeare and Milton and a legion of others, that binds us to the English and them to us.

bereaved (bih-REEVD), adjective or noun 

In a state of mourning; deeply sorrowful because of the loss of a loved one. As a noun, bereaved refers to the person in mourning (and is usually preceded by the).

The most difficult part of Father Maurice’s job was providing solace for the BEREAVED in his parish.

beseech (bih-SEECH), verb 

To entreat, implore, or request earnestly. Beseech is a formal verb used to request something. In contemporary use, it reflects either great (or even fawning) politeness or urgency of the highest order.

We BESEECH you, Mr. Prime Minister: think twice before committing the lives of so many of our countrymen to this cause.

bestial (BESS-chul), adjective 

Of, pertaining to, or reminiscent of beasts. Something is bestial if it exhibits savagery or brutality.

The colonel’s BESTIAL treatment of the prisoners of war was in violation of the Geneva Convention.

bestow (bih-STOW), verb 

To confer or give. One bestows an award, honor, or degree. The verb is usually followed by on or upon.

Though he lacked formal education, several universities had BESTOWED honorary degrees on Mr. Goldfarb.

betrothed (bih-TROTHED), verb 

Engaged to be married. Also, as a noun: the person to whom one is engaged.

Marcia is BETROTHED to that handsome young captain she met in Miami.

biopic (BI-opp-ick OR BI-oh-pick), noun 

People disagree how this word, short for “biographical motion picture,” should be pronounced. No matter how you say the word, a “biopic” is a film based on the lives of real, rather than fictional, people.

I was really impressed with the latest BIOPIC until I found out that much of the film’s storyline was factually inaccurate.

biopsy (BIE-op-see), noun 

An instance of taking samples of tissue, cells, or fluids from a living body and analyzing these samples.

Dr. Smith thought the lump was probably a benign cyst, not a tumor, but he scheduled a BIOPSY just to be sure.

bizarre (bih-ZAR), adjective 

Strange; incomprehensible; deviating from what is expected or in the rational order of things. (See, for comparison, the entry for bazaar.)

As the drug began to take effect, Bill began to make BIZARRE remarks about large insects and dancing toasters.

blithe (blithe), adjective 

Cheerful or merry in disposition; carefree or indifferent. A person who is blithe is unconcerned with petty cares or problems.

Rod dismissed the accountant’s objections with a BLITHE wave of the hand.

bloc (BLOK), noun 

A group of persons or nations with various political beliefs united for a common cause.

Former Eastern BLOC countries include Poland and Hungary.

bludgeon (BLUD-jun), verb and noun 

To beat. As a noun, a bludgeon is a short, heavy stick. To bludgeon someone is to beat or strike him with a similar instrument.

The detectives concluded that the victim had been BLUDGEONED repeatedly with a metal pipe.

bluster (BLUS-ter), verb 

To threaten swaggeringly or issue extravagant threats. Bluster is related to the same old word from which blow (as in “the wind blows”) is derived.

He seems fierce at first, but you must remember that he depends largely on BLUSTERING to get his way.

bogey (BOE-gie), verb and noun 

In golf, to post a score of one stroke over par on a hole; an instance of such a score. 

Jeff BOGEYED on the fourteenth hole.

boisterous (BOY-struhss), adjective 

Characterized by being very noisy and out of control.

The bar’s BOISTEROUS crowd made it difficult to carry on a conversation.

bolster (BOWL-ster), verb 

To strengthen, support, or prop up.

Since Rhonda is a news junkie, she’s always able to BOLSTER with facts her opinions about world events.

bombarded (bom-BARD-ud), verb 

Under attack; also, peppered with queries, problems, accusations, etc.

During the final class before the midterm exam, Professor Strang was BOMBARDED with questions from her panicky students.

bombast (BOM-bast), noun 

Haughty, overblown, or pompous talk or writing. Someone who engages in bombast indulges a taste for an exaggerated rhetorical style.

We expected a compelling argument from our attorney, but he came to court offering little more than BOMBAST.

born (born), verb 

Carried to term in childbirth; given birth. (See, for comparison, the entry for borne.)

My son David was BORN at about four in the afternoon.

borne (born), verb 

Supported; carried; brought forth or produced. (See, for comparison, the entry for born.)

“BORNE” is the past participle of the verb “to bear” in all senses that do not involve childbirth.

bough (bow), noun 

A branch of a tree. (See, for comparison, the entry for bow.)

The BOUGHS of the apple tree hung heavy with fruit.

bout (BOWT), noun 

A contest or fight. Also, something that lasts a short time.

I quickly got over that BOUT of fever I picked up during my cruise.

bow (bow), verb 

To bend low; to yield. (See, for comparison, the entry for bough.)

The Japanese ambassador BOWED in the direction of the prime minister.

brake (brake), verb 

To control or stop. (See, for comparison, the entry for break.)

The car’s BRAKING ability was truly remarkable; it felt as though I could stop on a dime.

brash (brash), adjective 

Impudent; hasty. Something done impetuously and quickly is brash. Brash can also refer to a certain zesty or irreverent quality that may be seen as refreshing.

The action you have taken is BRASH; you will regret your recklessness.

brazen (BRAY-zun), adjective 

Bold or shameless in display; unconcerned with the reactions of others.

None of us understood how Julia and Ted, each of whom is married, could have been so BRAZEN about their romance.

breadth (bredth), noun 

The side-to-side extent of something; width; expanse. (See, for comparison, the entry for breath.)

The alley was so narrow that my car had a clearance of perhaps two inches beyond its BREADTH on either side.

breath (breth), noun 

The process or act of breathing; an inhalation or exhalation. (See, for comparison, the entry for breadth.)

Take a deep BREATH; I’m about to give you some bad news.

brooch (broach or brooch), noun 

An ornamental pin, usually large.

Christmas just wouldn’t be Christmas without Aunt Gertrude in her green-flowered dress and ruby BROOCH.

brunt (brunt), noun 

The primary impact of a blow. The brunt of an attack is the point of its main force.

If there is a war, rest assured that it is our country that will be asked to bear the BRUNT of it.

buffalo (BUFF-uh-low), verb 

When used as a verb, this familiar animal means to baffle thoroughly.

I was completely BUFFALOED by Karen’s angry response to my courteous greeting.

bulbous (BULL-buss), adjective 

Shaped like a bulb, or bloated.

One look at my BULBOUS shape in the three-way mirror convinced me to join a gym right away.

bull (bull), noun and verb 

In addition to the animal, this word has a number of meanings. As a noun, a “bull” is someone who buys stocks expecting a price rise. It also denotes a formal proclamation by the Pope. As an adjective, “bull” means to act with force or to engage in idle, boastful talk.

The bouncer BULLED his way through the crowd to remove the man who was causing a disturbance.

burqa (BURR-kuh), noun 

A completely enveloping outer garment worn by women in some Islamic traditions.

Even though she is becoming thoroughly Americanized, Ameena continues faithfully to wear her BURQA.

burnish (BURR-nish), verb 

To make shiny or lustrous due to rubbing or polishing.

Every day, Sam lovingly BURNISHES his Lexus’s custom purple paint job.

butte (byoot), noun 

A solitary hill on a large plain.

The mission was situated atop a lonely-looking BUTTE outside of town.

cajole (kuh-JOLE), verb 

To coax; to persuade by using flattery; to wheedle.

My brother’s efforts to CAJOLE me out of my allowance, by reminding me that I would be a rich superstar in big-league baseball someday, were in vain.

callus (KAL-us), noun 

A hardened patch of skin. (See, for comparison, the entry for callous.)

George had developed a CALLUS on his forefinger from his constant guitar playing.

calzone (kal-ZONE), noun 

An Italian food roll resembling a turnover made by wrapping meat, cheese, or vegetables in dough.

We asked Aunt Joan if she would bring her famous steak and cheese CALZONE to the party.

canapé (KAN-uh-pay), noun 

An appetizer made by spreading meat, fish, or cheese on a small piece of toasted bread.

While the guests waited for the bridal party, waiters strolled through the reception area with trays of champagne and CANAPÉS.

candor (KAN-duhr), noun 

Openness or honesty. Someone who speaks directly or openly, without equivocation or doubletalk, can be said to speak with candor.

Let me say with all CANDOR that I did not look forward to coming here today.

cannon (KAH-nun), noun 

A weapon used to fire large metal projectiles. (See, for comparison, the entry for canon.)

The thunderous sound of CANNONS being fired resonated across the valley.

canvas (KAN-vus), noun 

A type of coarse cloth. (See, for comparison, the entry for canvass.)

Many of Van Gogh’s works were destroyed and sold as scrap CANVAS.

canvass (KAN-vus), verb 

To solicit (support, opinions, votes, etc.). (See, for comparison, the entry for canvas.)

Virgil and I spent all Sunday walking around the city CANVASSING for our candidate.

capital (KAP-ih-tul), noun 

A city designated as a seat of government. Also: economic resources. Also: excellent. (See, for comparison, the entry for capitol.)

In Washington D.C., our nation’s CAPITAL, the three branches of government make their formal headquarters.

capitalize (KAH-pih-tuh-lize), verb 

To draw an advantage from. Also, in business terms, “capitalize” can mean funding a business or converting a business’s value to personal income.

By CAPITALIZING on the candidate’s mistake, her opponent managed to win the election.

capitol (KAP-ih-tul), noun 

The building in which a legislature meets. (See, for comparison, the entry for capital.) 

One of the highlights of our trip to Washington was our visit to the CAPITOL building.

capitulate (kuh-PIT-yoo-late), verb 

To accede to a demand for surrender. Someone who yields a point under dispute can be said to capitulate to the other party.

The ambassador had been instructed to show flexibility on cultural exchanges, but not to CAPITULATE when it came to trade issues.

cardiac (KAR-dee-ack), adjective 

Relating to the heart.

When their son’s pediatrician detected a heart murmur, the Simpsons insisted on having him examined by the best CARDIAC team in the city.

careen (kuh-REEN), verb 

To lurch while moving; to swerve.

Suddenly we hit a patch of oil, and our car CAREENED into the guardrail.

caricature (KARE-ihk-uh-choor), noun 

A grotesquely or absurdly exaggerated representation. Political cartoons are the most common examples of caricature, but many modes of expression make use of the form’s distortion and contrast.

The paintings of Toulouse-Lautrec are often rooted in CARICATURE, but they are more than mere cartoons.

carnivorous (kar-NIV-uh-russ), adjective 

Flesh-eating.

Mel and his photographer set off for three months in the Serengeti in search of the CARNIVOROUS wildlife of the region.

cataclysmic (kat-uh-KLIZZ-mick), adjective 

Very destructive and causing great upheaval.

The assassination of the prime minister was a CATACLYSMIC event that led to a lengthy civil war.

catacomb (KAT-uh-kome), noun 

A chamber below the ground with openings for graves.

During times of religious persecution, early Christians often had to worship alongside the dead in the CATACOMBS.

catapult (KAT-uh-pult), verb and noun 

To hurl or shoot (as from a sling); to provide or exhibit sudden upward movement. As a noun: an ancient military weapon designed to hurl arrows, stones, and other missiles.

When he heard the approaching sirens, Michael CATAPULTED out of bed.

catheter (KATH-uh-tur), noun 

A slim, flexible tube inserted in a bodily channel to maintain an opening to another internal opening.

The endless months in my hospital room took their toll on my spirits; one morning I contemplated tearing the CATHETER from my arm, grabbing a bathrobe, and simply stalking out of the place.

caustic (KOSS-tick), adjective 

Corrosive or capable of burning. Something is caustic if it can eat away at something else. A person is caustic if he speaks sharply and maliciously.

The CAUSTIC nature of Jane’s speech caused all the members to reexamine their support of her candidacy.

cavalry (CAV-ul-ree), noun 

A group of soldiers on horseback. Cavalry is frequently confused with calvary (see calvary within), but their meanings are entirely different.

After three days of delay, the CAVALRY finally came to the rescue.

censor (SEN-sur), noun 

One who reviews for offensive or objectionable material, deleting that which is found to fall into such categories. (See, for comparison, the entry for censer.)

W.C. Fields was constantly at odds with Hays Commission CENSORS, who found fault with many of his references to alcohol and women.

chafe (chayf), verb 

To rub or irritate. (See, for comparison, the entry for chaff.)

The new shoes CHAFED my heels the first day and left me with two prize-winning blisters.

chagrin (shuh-GRIN), noun 

The emotion of humiliation or embarrassment arising from disheartening experience. To show chagrin is to give evidence of disappointment and disquiet with oneself.

Much to my CHAGRIN, my application was rejected instantly.

chalet (sha-LAY), noun 

A small country house, named after a type of Swiss cottage with overhanging eaves. 

We rented a CHALET on the edge of the mountain, and had immediate access to the ski slopes.

chameleon (kuh-MEE-lee-un), noun 

A lizard (chameleontidae and similar animals) with the ability to change the color of its skin for the purpose of camouflage; also, a person who shifts outlooks, opinions, or identities frequently or easily.

I’m afraid we haven’t been able to get Ian to give us his final opinion on the merger plans; he’s been something of a CHAMELEON on the issue.

charismatic (kare-ihz-MAT-ik), adjective 

Possessing a special quality associated with leadership, authority, confidence, and overall personal appeal. While we generally use charismatic in reference to a person, the word also refers to certain Christian sects and ideas that emphasize demonstrative or ecstatic worship.

The CHARISMATIC salesman seemed to sell himself as much as his product.

chasm (KAZ-um), noun 

A deep gorge; a deep hole in the earth’s surface.

Dawn stood peering across the seemingly bottomless CHASM, meditating on the mysteries of nature.

chastise (TCHAH-stize), verb 

To punish or scold severely in hopes that by so doing, new behavior will result.

The teacher CHASTISED the student for being constantly disruptive.

chateau (sha-TOE), noun 

A large country house; a French manor house or castle.

Eva liked to spend her summers at the family’s CHATEAU, strolling through the gardens and riding horseback over the expansive grounds.

chic (sheek), adjective or noun 

From the French meaning “skill,” “chic” means stylishness and elegance in dress or manner.

Without spending very much, Lydia always seems able to look incredibly CHIC.

chivalrous (SHIV-uhl-russ), adjective 

Honorable; in keeping with a code of behavior reminiscent of that followed by medieval knights. Chivalrous applies especially to courteousness and/or consideration toward women, the poor, or the vanquished.

Those who expected a barbarian were surprised to find the renegade leader both even-tempered and CHIVALROUS in bearing.

chord (kord), noun 

A combination of musical tones. (See, for comparison, the entry for cord.)

The major CHORDS in the key of C are the easiest for the beginning piano student to learn.

cinematic (sin-uh-MAT-ik), adjective 

Reminiscent of or pertaining to the cinema; similar in imagery or approach to the visual styles employed in motion pictures.

The use of a large rotating disk on the stage allows the director to stage scenes in such a way that scenery and actors pass steadily across the stage as action proceeds, lending a CINEMATIC feel to the performance.

cistern (SIS-tern), noun 

A large container or tank used for holding water, particularly rainwater.

Mary watered her garden with rainwater collected in a CISTERN behind the garage. 

citadel (SIT-uh-del), noun 

A stronghold; literally, a strategically positioned fortress in control of a town or city. Something that is forfeited against attack or adversity may be referred to metaphorically as a citadel.

Gentlemen, this business is our CITADEL, and we must be prepared to defend it as such.

cite (site), verb 

To quote or refer to. (See, for comparison, the entry for site.)

I’ve CITED your brilliant paper several times in my upcoming book, Dr. Wilson.

citify (SIT-uh-fie), verb 

To cause to become city-like.

I’m afraid it will take more than a week in Chicago to CITIFY old Uncle Parker.

clairvoyance (klare-VOY-uhnce), noun 

Supernatural perceptive skills. Clairvoyance (from the French for “clear sight”) refers to the ability to perceive things normally out of the range of human intuition. 

Michael claimed to have CLAIRVOYANCE, and even held a few playful “seances,” but no one took his claims seriously.

clangor (KLAYN-gurr), noun 

A loud, repeating noise that can be unnerving.

The CLANGOR of the parade actually frightened my daughter, rather than exciting her.

clinch (klinch), verb 

To settle a matter decisively or definitely. Also, as a noun: a passionate embrace.

Even Coach Jones admitted that his team had slacked off after they CLINCHED first place in their division.

clique (klick), noun 

From the French meaning “latch,” a clique is a small, exclusive group, one that often looks down on those who do not belong to it.

Shelly was pleased to find that her sorority was not riddled with in-fighting CLIQUES.

clout (klowt), noun 

“Clout” has two common meanings. It either means someone who has a lot of influence, or it means to strike someone.

I was afraid we wouldn’t get into the exclusive club, but Reggie’s business connections give him a lot of CLOUT. We got in with no problem.

cohabitate (koh-HAB-ih-tait), verb 

To live together as man and wife, or to live together as though one were man and wife.

I don’t know why Jim and Liza don’t go ahead and get married. They’ve been COHABITATING for six years now!

cohort (KO-hort), noun 

An associate or companion with whom one is united through common experience. Cohort originally referred to one of the ten divisions of a Roman legion, consisting of men who had developed strong ties of comradeship.

Because Mark and his COHORTS had grown up together in the town, leaving for different colleges was quite difficult.

collate (KOE-late), verb 

To arrange (usually paper) in proper or logical order.

Chef LeBlanc’s assistant was responsible for writing down the recipes and COLLATING them for inclusion in the restaurant’s internal cookbook.

collateral (kuh-LAT-uh-rul), noun 

Something pledged as security or insurance for the fulfillment of an obligation or payment. (Also, as an adjective: secondary or accompanying.)

Sheila offered her house as COLLATERAL in order to obtain the loan she needed to start her business.

combustible (kum-BUS-tih-bul), adjective 

Susceptible to catching fire; able to be burned.

The local consumer group tried to help make neighborhood homes as safe as possible by publishing lists of products found to be poisonous, COMBUSTIBLE, or potentially hazardous to small children.

commemorate (kum-MEM-uh-rate), verb 

To serve as a memorial for; to mark or celebrate as a significant event.

Arthur, a Korean War veteran, would COMMEMORATE Memorial Day by visiting the cemetery and placing flags on the graves of friends who had fallen in battle.

compensate (KOM-pun-sate), verb 

Something given in return for or to make up for services performed, or for something lost; something given in exchange.

Although management COMPENSATED George for crossing the picket line during the strike by giving him a promotion and a big raise, he had lost several friends as a result of his decision and regretted it bitterly.

compile (kum-PILE), verb 

To gather or put together in one place or form.

The disc jockey asked Janet and Peter to COMPILE a list of the songs they would most like to hear at their wedding.

complement (KOM-pluh-munt), verb and noun 

To accompany in a pleasing or harmonious style. Also, as a noun: something that completes or brings to perfection. (See, for comparison, the entry for compliment.)

That scarf you’re wearing certainly COMPLEMENTS your blouse.

complementary (kom-pluh-MEN-tuh-ree), adjective 

Serving to complete or to accompany in a harmonious fashion. (See, for comparison, the entry for complimentary.)

The trick is to pick a living room style COMPLEMENTARY to the one we’ve already established in the kitchen.

compliant (kum-PLY-ant), adjective 

Submissive; yielding.

After we phoned the police a few times, our noisy neighbor found it in his heart to be more COMPLIANT when we asked him to keep down the racket.

compliment (KOM-pluh-munt), verb 

To praise or flatter. (See, for comparison, the entry for complement.)

The waiter COMPLIMENTED Harry on his choice of wine.

complimentary (kom-pluh-MEN-tuh-ree), adjective 

Expressing praise or admiration; also, extended without charge. (See, for comparison, the entry for complementary.)

The play was uneven and only mildly interesting, but I couldn’t complain too much, as the tickets had been COMPLIMENTARY.

compose (kum-POZE), verb 

To be the constituent components of; to make up. (See, for comparison, the entry for comprise.)

Teamwork COMPOSES the essence of success in business.

concord (KAHN-cord), noun 

A state of agreement and harmony.

While most siblings fight, the CONCORD among the Lewis triplets is nothing short of phenomenal.

concise (kun-SICE), adjective 

Clear and to the point; brief; expressing much with few words.

Rather than detail the grievances he had with his supervisor, Randy handed in a CONCISE resignation letter outlining his desire to move on to something new.

concoct (kun-KOKT), verb 

To combine in the process of preparation.

How on earth did Myra manage to CONCOCT a story like that for her mother on such short notice?

concourse (KON-korse), noun 

An assembly of a large number of people. A concourse can also be a large open area meant to accommodate public gatherings.

He looked all around the CONCOURSE, but could not see Robin.

concur (kun-KUR), verb 

To agree; to share the same opinion.

The prosecutor felt that Jim’s crime deserved the maximum penalty, but the judge did not CONCUR.

concurrence (kun-KER-runce), noun 

The condition of being in agreement. To concur is to agree, so a concurrence is in effect when two or more people have “signed on” to a given idea, plan, or judgment.

I will proceed with the acquisition; as president, I do not require anyone else’s CONCURRENCE.

condensed (kun-DENSED), adjective 

Shortened; decreased in size; compressed, made more concise.

Cindy thought she could get through the class by reading only the CONDENSED versions of the novels that had been assigned, but she ended up failing both the midterm and the final.

conduit (KAHN-dew-it), noun 

A means by which something is transmitted.

A traveler from Malaysia turned out to be the CONDUIT for the deadly epidemic.

confiscate (KON-fiss-kate), verb 

To deprive of (one’s property), especially as part of an official or governmental body. 

The news that his boat had been CONFISCATED by the IRS to satisfy his back tax debt hit Michael like a body blow.

conform (kun-FORM), verb 

To go along with what is popular; to follow the actions of others. Also: not to be in violation of (a rule, principle, ideal, or edict).

As though eager to prove she had no intention of CONFORMING to her parents’ idea of the perfect daughter, Bridget left home at eighteen to become a truck driver.

congeal (kuhn-JEEL), verb 

When discussing inanimate objects, something congeals when it thickens or gels. When discussing people’s attitudes, “congeal” means to become hard-headed and rigid. 

Over time, the delusions that caused my father-in-law to launch a multitude of harebrained schemes CONGEALED until it was impossible to talk sense to him.

congenial (kun-JEEN-ee-ul), adjective 

Having similar habits or tastes; temperamentally suitable. Congenial surroundings are those that yield a sense of being pleasant and inviting. (Congenial is sometimes confused with congenital, see below.)

He found Jane a CONGENIAL hostess: easy to engage in conversation and knowledgeable on topics of interest to others.

conjecture (kun-JEK-shur), noun 

Speculation based on inconclusive data or on evidence that is not complete. A conjecture can be considered a “best guess” unsupported by fact or observation.

The item that appeared in your column of December 16th is based totally on CONJECTURE, and is extremely misleading.

conjugate (KAHN-juh-gut OR KAHN-juh-gate), verb 

To join together, especially in a pair or in pairs.

As soon as the music started, men and women began to CONJUGATE on the dance floor.

conjure (KON-jur), verb 

To summon or bring about (as if by supernatural means). Someone who conjures up an image of something brings it to mind in a vivid way.

I cannot simply CONJURE up the figures you are looking for; the project will take some time.

connoisseur (KAHN-uh-sue-er), noun 

This French word refers to someone who is an expert in a field, especially in one of the fine arts.

Jake is a CONNOISSEUR of rare blues 78s.

consensus (kun-SEN-sus), noun 

Collective agreement.

There was a strong consensus around town that Mayor Bergeron was doing a poor job—a CONSENSUS that extended to both of his children, his uncles, and his barber.

conspicuous (kun-SPIK-yoo-uss), adjective 

Strikingly noticeable; obvious.

The present Supreme Court term has been marked by a CONSPICUOUS absence of controversial cases.

consternation (kahn-ster-NAY-shun), noun 

A sense of alarm, confusion, or amazement.

The repeated arguments with my wife over the same issues filled me with CONSTERNATION.

construe (kun-STROO), verb 

To interpret or guess the meaning of.

Ann’s constant tardiness was CONSTRUED by her supervisor as an inability to balance the demands of her job and her family.

contingent (kuhn-TIN-jent), adjective or noun 

As a noun, “contingent” refers to people who are considered representative of a larger group. As an adjective, something contingent is either accidental or dependent upon something else in order to occur.

Getting to the concert on time is CONTINGENT on you getting to my house by 7:30.

contrite (kun-TRITE), adjective 

Inclined to express penitence or apology.

Myrtle’s CONTRITE speech did little to mitigate her supervisor’s frustration at the delay in the release of the Model X.

convalescence (kon-vuh-LESS-unce), noun 

The process of regaining one’s health after an illness. Convalescence is derived from the Latin for “to grow stronger.”

Her CONVALESCENCE was impeded by the primitive medical facilities on the island. 

convene (kun-VEEN), verb 

To gather or assemble.

The legislature will not CONVENE this year until February 1.

convoluted (kon-vuh-LOO-tid), adjective 

Complicated and twisted; intermingled or intimately folded together. Convoluted means, literally, folded into a coil or spiral; it is more commonly used to express an extreme state of complication and/or interdependency.

His argument, though perhaps sound to an expert in the field, seemed extremely CONVOLUTED to me.

cord (kord), noun 

A thin piece of rope, plastic, etc. (See, for comparison, the entry for chord.)

Today’s rock artists are used to performing with microphones that do not require CORDS.

cordial (KORD-jull), adjective 

Pleasant; marked by warmth or kindness.

The Fords extended a CORDIAL welcome to us as we arrived for the party.

cosmic (KOZ-mik), adjective 

Of or pertaining to the universe as a whole; also, far-reaching or pervasive.

It is my hope that the council will use our report as a blueprint for COSMIC, rather than cosmetic, changes in city government.

cosmopolitan (kahz-muh-PAUL-uh-ton), adjective 

Describes someone who is worldly and sophisticated.

You would never think someone so COSMOPOLITAN was raised in a small town two hundred miles from the nearest city.

council (KOWN-sul), noun 

An assembly gathered together for deliberation or consultation.

The neighborhood COUNCIL meets every Tuesday night to discuss issues of interest to our community.

counsel (KOWN-sul), noun 

A discussion of ideas or opinions.

Katrina’s advisor was always available to COUNSEL her about work-related issues.

counterculture (KOUNT-er-kuhl-chuhr), noun 

A group of people—typically young people—whose actions and values oppose those of the larger society.

Whether the nation is at war or at peace, it always spawns a COUNTERCULTURE.

counterintuitive (kount-er-in-TOO-ih-tiv), adjective 

An assertion or belief that does not seem logical but which, in practice, turns out to be true and accurate.

Since people have so much more control over local politics, it seems COUNTERINTUITIVE that people are more likely to vote for president of the United States than for city council members.

covenant (KUH-vuh-nent), noun 

A binding agreement entered into by two or more. According to the Bible, a covenant was made between the ancient Israelites and Jehovah.

To James the arrangement was an informal understanding, but to Michael it was a holy COVENANT.

covert (KO-vert), adjective 

Secret; covered over. Something that is covert is concealed or surreptitious.

The COVERT operation was a success, but only a few people would ever know its significance.

cow (cow), verb 

As a verb, “cow” means to intimidate, to frighten with a show of strength.

Even after the Blitz’s repeated bombings, England was not COWED by Hitler’s Nazis.

crag (kragg), noun 

A steep rock formation rising higher than its surrounding rocks.

Because this was my first rock-climbing experience, I regarded the huge CRAG we were approaching with some nervousness.

credence (KREE-dence), noun 

Acceptance as factual; legitimacy. Credence is belief or plausibility.

His pacifist arguments lost CREDENCE when he admitted that he had worked for a defense contractor for some years.

credible (KRED-ih-bul), adjective 

Worthy of belief; plausible. (See, for comparison, the entry for creditable.)

The prosecution’s witnesses seemed forthright and CREDIBLE, while those of the defense weren’t quite as believable.

creditable (KRED-ih-tuh-bull), adjective 

Worthy of praise. (See, for comparison, the entry for credible.)

You’ve done a CREDITABLE job on this project, Farnsworth; remind me to give you a raise.

croissant (kruh-SONT or kwa-SON), noun 

A crescent-shaped roll or pastry, sometimes prepared with a sweet or savory filling.

For Ellen, the CROISSANTS and fresh-squeezed orange juice were about the only things that made the company’s breakfast meetings bearable.

cryptic (KRIP-tik), adjective 

Secret; coded; concealed from open understanding.

After making a few CRYPTIC comments on the impermanence of all artistic effort, Melody slunk into her room; we learned in the morning that she had burned every page of her manuscript.

crystalline (KRISS-tuh-lean), adjective 

Extremely clear or clear-cut, resembling crystal.

The docent’s CRYSTALLINE description of a springhouse was easily understood by the children.

culminate (KUL-mih-nate), verb 

To climax or reach a high point. Something that culminates concludes or reaches its fulfillment.

The seemingly endless series of Union victories CULMINATE in Lee’s surrender at Appomatox.

cumbersome (KUM-ber-sum), adjective 

Hard to manage; awkward in handling due to bulk, weight, or extent.

Something that is troublesome and unwieldy is cumbersome.

The six-volume set is exhaustive, but rather CUMBERSOME; I prefer the abridged version.

curvaceous (kurr-VAY-shuss), adjective 

Having shapely and voluptuous curves.

In the five years since I last saw her, Brenda had blossomed from a beanpole tomboy into a CURVACEOUS young beauty.

cusp (kusp), noun 

A point formed by the intersection of two curves.

Just above the CUSP of the arch was a hook meant to hold a hanging plant.

dabble (DAB-uhl), verb 

To work in something or concern oneself with something in an offhand manner.

I always just thought I DABBLED in watercolors until the mayor saw one of my paintings and offered me a thousand dollars for it.

dank (dank), adjective 

Damp and chilly. That which is unpleasantly cold and moist is dank.

Inside the cold, DANK recesses of the cave, Fred felt suddenly and terrifyingly isolated.

daub (dawb), verb 

To smear with a sticky substance; to paint a surface in a hurried fashion.

I can see you’ve DAUBED a little black grease paint under your nose, Frank, but I’m afraid a good Groucho costume will require more than that.

deadlock (DED-lok), noun 

An impasse resulting from two opposing and resistant forces.

With one member absent due to illness, the council found itself facing a four-to-four DEADLOCK after nearly two days of debate on the measure.

debonair (deb-uh-NAIR), adjective 

Suave: sophisticated and charming. Debonair derives from the French for “of good lineage.”

Paul’s DEBONAIR manner never abandoned him, even at the most difficult moments.

debug (dee-BUG), verb 

To remove errors from (a computer program).

Although the initial programming work was complete, Aaron anticipated that the DEBUGGING process would be long and arduous.

debutante (DEB-yoo-tont), noun 

A young woman making her debut into society; any unmarried young woman perceived to move in high social circles.

Amanda and her friends scanned the newspaper’s society column for a review of their DEBUTANTE ball.

decipher (dih-CIE-fur), verb 

To figure out or make sense of; to get the meaning of (particularly with relation to ancient or difficult writing).

“If we can DECIPHER the symbols on these scrolls,” said the archaeologist, “I believe we’ ll know exactly where to look for the tomb.”

decree (dih-KREE), noun 

An official order or announcement, especially from the government or another recognized authority, that settles a matter with finality; also, to issue such an order.

The DECREE mandating integration of public schools set off one of the most bitterly divisive conflicts in the town’s history.

deduce (di-DOOSE), verb 

To infer; to derive from evidence or assumption. Deduce can also mean to trace down, but the logical sense is much more widespread.

Holmes looked around the garden and somehow DEDUCED that the killer was a man of middle age with thinning brown hair, approximately six feet tall.

deem (deem), verb 

To judge; to regard or assess.

For reasons the writer could not fathom, his boardroom scene, which contained no nudity or violence and only the mildest language, was DEEMED unsuitable for network broadcast.

deescalate (dee-ES-kuh-late), verb 

To diminish in size, intensity, or extent. Deescalate is the opposite of escalate.

The president’s decision to DEESCALATE the war won him considerable support on the nation’s college campuses.

defer (dih-FUR), verb 

To delay or put off until another time; also, to yield with respect.

With regard to the scheduling of our announcement, I DEFER to my friend the chairman.

deference (DEF-er-ence), noun 

Due respect or submission to the ideas and/or judgment of another. Deference is the courtesy of yielding to a (presumably higher, senior, or more authoritative) entity.

In DEFERENCE to my family’s wishes, I am not discussing this issue with the media.

deficient (dih-FISH-unt), adjective 

Lacking.

As a result of a diet DEFICIENT in calcium, Cathy’s fingernails were very thin and easily broken.

deft (deft), adjective 

Skillful and quick in one’s movements or actions.

The magician’s DEFT fingers seemed to make all manner of objects disappear and reappear.

degenerate (di-JEN-er-it), adjective and noun 

Having regressed or descended to a lower state. As a noun, degenerate means a person who has declined to a point of immorality or low refinement.

What began as an intellectually rigorous debate concluded as a DEGENERATE shouting match.

deign (dane), verb 

To condescend; to lower oneself to a position or role considered unsuitable.

Since Walter won that writing prize, he hasn’t DEIGNED to return any of my phone calls.

delectable (de-LEK-tuh-bull), adjective 

Highly pleasing; enjoyable (especially of a food). Delectable is derived from the Latin root for “delightful.”

The Thanksgiving table was crammed with DELECTABLE dishes, but they would not be eaten that night; the news from abroad had diminished everyone’s appetite.

delete (duh-LEET), verb 

To leave out or omit.

After a brief discussion with the principal, the members of the booster club decided to DELETE the section of their cheer that questioned the ancestry of the coach of the Brentwater football team.

delusion (de-LOO-zhun), noun 

An accepted (but undetected) falsehood. To delude is to deceive or mislead; a delusion is an instance of that act.

His DELUSIONS increased to such a point that rational discussion was impossible.

demerit (dih-MARE-it), noun 

A mark resulting in a loss of privilege for an offender.

Max received five DEMERITS from Mrs. Collins for his constant tardiness.

demographics (dih-muh-GRAF-icks), noun 

The study of people’s lifestyles, habits, spending, etc., typically for the purpose of targeting products for—or culling votes from—these different sub-groups.

The DEMOGRAPHICS suggested that the new flavor of juice would be a hit with young mothers.

demure (di-MYOOR), adjective 

Modest; affecting a reserved and shy appearance. Someone whose behavior is (outwardly, at least) sober, retiring, or sedate is demure.

Mr. Atkins found the Hallis twins DEMURE, and wondered at what they would say about him when he left.

denounce (dih-NOWNTS), verb 

To criticize or speak out against someone or something.

Joan DENOUNCED Walter for his sexist opinions.

denunciation (de-nun-see-AY-shun), noun 

The act or example of denouncing. Denunciation is the act of accusing another (usually in a public forum) of some misdeed.

Paul’s angry DENUNCIATION of his former company shocked even his friends.

deplete (dih-PLEET), verb 

To use up completely; to exhaust.

Once the coal deposits in the valley had been DEPLETED, the town of Harlenville, which had thrived for thirty years, virtually ceased to exist.

deplorable (de-PLORE-uh-bull), adjective 

Extremely reproachful; worthy of censure. Something that is deplorable is wretched or grievous.

Bill’s spelling was DEPLORABLE; all his friends told him it was hopeless to pursue a career as a proofreader.

depreciation (dih-pree-shee-AY-shun), noun 

A decrease in value, quality, or power, particularly due to wear or age.

Thanks to five years of DEPRECIATION, I couldn’t get more than $2,000 for that car if I took it back to the dealer now.

derision (de-RIZH-un), noun 

Ridicule. Derision is formed from the verb “deride,” meaning “to belittle or make light of something or someone.”

War seems imminent; our suggestions on finding a peaceful solution to this crisis have been met with DERISION from the other side.

derring-do (DARE-ing-DOO), noun 

Heroic deeds; acts of bravery.

Luke Skywalker’s challenges and feats of DERRING-DO are perhaps the most memorable elements of the Star Wars trilogy.

designate (DEZ-ig-nate), verb 

To indicate; to point out or specify.

The Walker sisters DESIGNATED the last Thursday of each month as their evening to leave their husbands at home and go out to dinner together.

despondency (di-SPON-dun-see), noun 

Dejection; depression. Despondency is marked by a feeling that all hope is in vain.

It took Cloris several weeks to emerge from the DESPONDENCY that accompanied her breakup.

destitute (DESS-tih-tyoot), adjective 

Lacking something necessary; often refers to extreme poverty.

The DESTITUTE family still managed to put something into the collection plate every Sunday.

detain (dih-TANE), verb 

To delay; to keep from going on; to confine.

The border police DETAINED the pair for two hours while they searched every inch of their vehicle for narcotics.

deterrent (dih-TURR-ent), noun 

Something that prevents something from happening.

My mom and dad’s presence at the condo acted as a DETERRENT to any hanky panky between me and my new girlfriend.

detrimental (det-rih-MEN-tul), adjective 

Damaging or harmful in effect.

Your husband’s cruel words to the children will prove DETRIMENTAL to his cause during the custody hearing.

deviate (DEE-vee-ate), verb 

To turn away from or go off course; change course or direction. As a noun (DEE-vee-ut), a person who departs from the standard or norm.

My daughter’s choice to wear cowboy boots with her wedding gown certainly DEVIATED from my standards of propriety, but there was no changing her mind.

dexterity (dek-STARE-ih-tee), noun 

Adroitness; the quality of being skilled in using one’s hands and body.

I couldn’t hit a jump-shot to save my life, but my speed, DEXTERITY, and passing ability made me a valuable member of the varsity basketball team.
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