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  To every learner who has ever felt lost in translation,

and to everyone determined to master

not just the words of English, but its soul.

This book is for you.
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  Disclaimer



The information provided in this book is for general educational purposes only. While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy and usefulness of the content, language is constantly evolving, and idiomatic usage may vary across regions, cultures, and contexts.

Readers are encouraged to use this dictionary as a learning companion alongside real-world exposure to English through reading, listening, and conversation. The author and publisher are not responsible for any misunderstandings or misapplications of the idioms presented in everyday or professional communication.

Some idioms included in this book may carry informal or regional connotations. Learners are advised to consider audience and context carefully before using any expression in formal or professional settings.
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This section contains idioms beginning with the letter A.


A Blessing in Disguise

Meaning: Something that seems bad at first but later turns out to be good.

Simple Explanation: Sometimes bad events become good opportunities in the end.

When to Use It: Use this idiom when talking about unexpected positive outcomes from negative events.

Grammar Notes: Used as a noun phrase. Often paired with ‘turned out to be’ or ‘proved to be’.

Example 1: Losing my old job was a blessing in disguise because I found a much better one.

Example 2: Missing the bus was a blessing in disguise — I ran into an old friend at the bus stop.

Conversation Example:

A: I failed my driving test again.

B: Maybe it’s a blessing in disguise. More practice will make you a safer driver.

Common Mistake: Do not use it for clearly positive events. It must involve something that first appeared negative.

Similar Idioms: Every cloud has a silver lining; Good things come to those who wait.

Opposite Expression: A curse in disguise; A wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Memory Tip: Picture a gift wrapped in ugly, torn paper — the outside looks bad, but the inside is wonderful.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Bit Much

Meaning: Something that is excessive or unreasonable.

Simple Explanation: When something goes beyond what is acceptable or fair.

When to Use It: Use when complaining politely about something that feels over the top.

Grammar Notes: Used as a predicate adjective. Common structure: ‘That is a bit much.’

Example 1: Charging fifty dollars for a sandwich is a bit much, don’t you think?

Example 2: Yelling at the waiter over a small mistake was a bit much.

Conversation Example:

A: He sent me ten messages asking for one answer.

B: That’s a bit much. He should have waited.

Common Mistake: Don’t use it to describe something small or trivial. It refers to an excess.

Similar Idioms: Over the top; Too much of a good thing.

Opposite Expression: Just right; Perfectly reasonable.

Memory Tip: Think of a cup overflowing — just ‘a bit’ too much water spills over.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Bone to Pick

Meaning: A complaint or disagreement you want to discuss with someone.

Simple Explanation: Having something you need to argue or talk about with a person.

When to Use It: Use when you want to raise a grievance or complaint with someone directly.

Grammar Notes: Always used with ‘have’ — ‘I have a bone to pick with you.’

Example 1: I have a bone to pick with my landlord about the broken heating.

Example 2: She said she had a bone to pick with her coworker about the stolen credit.

Conversation Example:

A: Why does Tom look so upset?

B: He has a bone to pick with the manager about his pay.

Common Mistake: Don’t say ‘make a bone to pick.’ The correct verb is ‘have.’

Similar Idioms: Settle a score; Take issue with.

Opposite Expression: Bury the hatchet; Let it go.

Memory Tip: Dogs are stubborn about bones — they won’t drop it until they’re done with it, just like this complaint.

Difficulty Level: Intermediate


A Cold Fish

Meaning: A person who is unfriendly, distant, or emotionally reserved.

Simple Explanation: Someone who does not show warmth or emotion toward others.

When to Use It: Use when describing someone who seems emotionally cold or detached in social situations.

Grammar Notes: Used as a noun phrase to describe a person. Often preceded by ‘a bit of a.’

Example 1: The new director is a cold fish — he never smiles or greets anyone in the hallway.

Example 2: She seemed like a cold fish at first, but she warmed up once she knew us better.

Conversation Example:

A: What do you think of the new professor?

B: A bit of a cold fish, honestly. He never answers student questions kindly.

Common Mistake: Don’t confuse with ‘cold shoulder,’ which means to deliberately ignore someone.

Similar Idioms: A cool customer; Hard-hearted.

Opposite Expression: A warm person; Open-hearted.

Memory Tip: A cold fish fresh from the sea — slippery, stiff, and offers no warmth at all.

Difficulty Level: Intermediate


A Cut Above

Meaning: Better or higher quality than others.

Simple Explanation: Superior to others in some way.

When to Use It: Use when praising someone or something that stands out as superior.

Grammar Notes: Usually ‘a cut above the rest’ or ‘a cut above others.’ Used predicatively.

Example 1: This restaurant is a cut above the rest — the food and service are both outstanding.

Example 2: Her research was a cut above what the other students submitted.

Conversation Example:

A: Why do so many people recommend Dr. Patel?

B: He’s a cut above other doctors in this city — incredibly thorough and kind.

Common Mistake: Don’t say ‘a cut over.’ The correct phrase is ‘a cut above.’

Similar Idioms: Head and shoulders above; In a class of its own.

Opposite Expression: Below average; Run of the mill.

Memory Tip: Think of meat cuts — the ‘cut above’ is always the premium, top-quality slice.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Dime a Dozen

Meaning: Very common and therefore not valuable or special.

Simple Explanation: Something or someone so common it has little worth.

When to Use It: Use to say something is easily found and not particularly impressive.

Grammar Notes: Used as a predicate adjective. ‘Those are a dime a dozen.’

Example 1: Copycat apps are a dime a dozen these days — what makes yours different?

Example 2: Motivational posters are a dime a dozen. People want real change, not slogans.

Conversation Example:

A: I’m thinking of selling handmade bracelets online.

B: Be careful — those shops are a dime a dozen. You need a unique selling point.

Common Mistake: Don’t use for things that are genuinely rare or unique.

Similar Idioms: Ten a penny; Two a penny; A penny a dozen.

Opposite Expression: One in a million; A rare find.

Memory Tip: In old America, a dime could buy twelve items — cheap and everywhere.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Drop in the Bucket

Meaning: A very small amount compared to what is needed.

Simple Explanation: Too little to make any real difference.

When to Use It: Use when emphasizing that an effort or amount is far too small for the problem.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase. ‘This donation is just a drop in the bucket compared to the need.’

Example 1: The government donated a million dollars, but it’s a drop in the bucket for rebuilding the city.

Example 2: My savings feel like a drop in the bucket when I look at housing prices.

Conversation Example:

A: We raised five hundred dollars for the cause.

B: It’s a start, but honestly it’s a drop in the bucket. We need thousands more.

Common Mistake: Don’t use to describe something significant. It must be notably insufficient.

Similar Idioms: A drop in the ocean; A needle in a haystack (related to insufficiency).

Opposite Expression: More than enough; A world of difference.

Memory Tip: Picture one drop of water falling into a giant empty bucket — barely visible.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Far Cry From

Meaning: Very different from something; not at all similar.

Simple Explanation: Completely unlike what was expected or compared to.

When to Use It: Use to express a strong contrast or disappointment between two things.

Grammar Notes: Used as a predicate phrase: ‘This is a far cry from what I expected.’

Example 1: The finished product was a far cry from the original design shown in the brochure.

Example 2: Living on instant noodles every day is a far cry from the diet she planned.

Conversation Example:

A: How was your holiday in the mountains?

B: A far cry from relaxing. It rained every day and we had no electricity.

Common Mistake: Don’t use to mean ‘close to.’ It always means very different, usually disappointing.

Similar Idioms: Worlds apart; Nothing like.

Opposite Expression: Similar to; Much like; In line with.

Memory Tip: A ‘far cry’ — imagine shouting from far away; the echo sounds nothing like the original voice.

Difficulty Level: Intermediate


A Fish Out of Water

Meaning: Someone who feels uncomfortable or out of place in a situation.

Simple Explanation: Feeling awkward because you don’t fit in somewhere.

When to Use It: Use to describe someone who looks or feels out of their element in a new environment.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase used predicatively or attributively. ‘She felt like a fish out of water.’

Example 1: At the formal gala, the young student felt like a fish out of water.

Example 2: He was a fish out of water at the tech conference — he didn’t understand any of the jargon.

Conversation Example:

A: How was your first week at the law firm?

B: Honestly, I felt like a fish out of water. Everyone was so formal and serious.

Common Mistake: Don’t use to describe someone who is simply nervous. It requires a sense of not belonging.

Similar Idioms: Out of one’s element; Square peg in a round hole.

Opposite Expression: In one’s element; Right at home.

Memory Tip: Picture a fish flopping on dry land — completely out of its natural world.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Foregone Conclusion

Meaning: A result that seems certain before it even happens.

Simple Explanation: An outcome everyone already knows will happen.

When to Use It: Use when referring to an outcome that was predictable or inevitable.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase. ‘It was a foregone conclusion that…’

Example 1: The election result was a foregone conclusion given the candidate’s massive lead in polls.

Example 2: Once the star player was injured, defeat felt like a foregone conclusion.

Conversation Example:

A: Do you think the merger will go through?

B: It’s a foregone conclusion. Both boards have already agreed.

Common Mistake: Don’t use when the outcome is genuinely uncertain. It implies certainty.

Similar Idioms: A done deal; Written in the stars; In the bag.

Opposite Expression: Up in the air; A toss-up.

Memory Tip: The conclusion was ‘foregone’ — already decided before things even began.

Difficulty Level: Advanced


A Glutton for Punishment

Meaning: Someone who voluntarily takes on difficult or unpleasant tasks.

Simple Explanation: A person who seems to enjoy pain, hardship, or criticism.

When to Use It: Use humorously when someone keeps doing something that causes them trouble or discomfort.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase. ‘He’s a real glutton for punishment.’

Example 1: She volunteered to organize the event for the third year in a row — a true glutton for punishment.

Example 2: Signing up for a triathlon after two injuries? He must be a glutton for punishment.

Conversation Example:

A: You’re working overtime again this weekend?

B: What can I say? I’m a glutton for punishment.

Common Mistake: Don’t use negatively to insult someone. It’s usually said with humor or admiration.

Similar Idioms: A sucker for hardship; Asking for trouble.

Opposite Expression: Taking the easy way out; Avoiding hardship.

Memory Tip: A glutton eats too much — this person ‘eats up’ punishment eagerly.

Difficulty Level: Intermediate


A Hard Nut to Crack

Meaning: A person or problem that is very difficult to deal with or understand.

Simple Explanation: Something challenging that requires a lot of effort to figure out.

When to Use It: Use when facing a stubborn person or a complex problem.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase. ‘He is a hard nut to crack.’ Can refer to people or situations.

Example 1: The CEO is a hard nut to crack — he never reveals his business strategy.

Example 2: This math equation is a real hard nut to crack. I’ve been working on it for hours.

Conversation Example:

A: How’s the negotiation going?

B: The other side is a hard nut to crack. They won’t budge on any terms.

Common Mistake: Don’t confuse with ‘a tough cookie,’ which usually refers to a resilient person.

Similar Idioms: A tough nut; A tough cookie; No easy feat.

Opposite Expression: An open book; Easy to figure out.

Memory Tip: Imagine trying to crack a walnut with your bare hands — it takes real effort.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Leap of Faith

Meaning: Doing something despite having no proof it will work out.

Simple Explanation: Taking a risk based on hope or trust rather than evidence.

When to Use It: Use when someone takes a bold, uncertain action driven by belief.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase. ‘Take a leap of faith’ is the most common structure.

Example 1: Quitting her stable job to start a business was a real leap of faith.

Example 2: Moving abroad without a job offer was a leap of faith, but it paid off.

Conversation Example:

A: Are you nervous about starting your new venture?

B: Absolutely. It’s a leap of faith, but I believe in what I’m building.

Common Mistake: Don’t use for decisions backed by solid evidence or logic.

Similar Idioms: Take a chance; Go out on a limb; Roll the dice.

Opposite Expression: Play it safe; A calculated move.

Memory Tip: Picture jumping across a wide gap — you can’t see the other side, but you jump anyway.

Difficulty Level: Beginner


A Load of Rubbish

Meaning: Complete nonsense or something entirely untrue.

Simple Explanation: Strongly dismissing something as false or worthless.

When to Use It: Use informally to reject something you think is ridiculous or untrue.

Grammar Notes: Noun phrase. ‘That’s a load of rubbish!’ British English preferred.

Example 1: His excuse for being late was a complete load of rubbish.

Example 2: I read that health article
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