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Introduction


This book was conceived as a practical and enjoyable tool to help German students of all ages learn and understand English through reading. It can be used independently at home, in the classroom, or in an online learning environment, offering language teachers an additional resource for teaching English.


The language level is aimed at B1+ learners, making it suitable for students who already have a good foundation in English and wish to develop their reading fluency and vocabulary. For this reason, translations of key vocabulary are provided at the bottom of each page to support comprehension and encourage confident reading.


Meadowville, An Artist’s Tale is the first book in a series set in a fictional town in the United States. Further stories from Meadowville will follow soon.


Enjoy reading.


Philip Shiell









Chapter 1 - The Storm
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Sunlight peeked over the forest, golden light spilling through the French windows of Cailee Montgomery’s tiny art studio, painting soft patterns on the worn floorboards. The windows were slightly ajar1, letting in the gentle July breeze which was busy teasing2 the roses around the wooden cabin, setting them into a lazy, rhythmic sway.


Cailee stood at the window barefoot, coffee cradled in her hands.


“What a beautiful day,” she said, taking a sip.


Turning around, she surveyed her latest collection, which took up most of the small space.


It had taken just over a year, but now they were ready: twenty cityscapes, each one a vision in oils and acrylics, vibrant and pulsing with life.


“Well, the work’s done,” Cailee said. “All I have to do now is reach out to the galleries; contact the right people.


She wandered between the canvases, assessing them with a critical eye. Then, with a mischievous smirk3, she set down her coffee, clasped her hands behind her back, straightened up, and slipped into the role of an art critic, her voice deep, exaggerated4: “Well the quality is high, the style is consistent, and you can clearly see that she showcases a range of subjects and techniques; this would certainly attract our audience. Busy streets, skyscraper horizons, and even the neon glow under a night sky; all carry the hallmarks5 of this woman’s artistic vision. My dear, this collection could be your ticket out of here, out of Meadowville!”


Escape from town; she pondered.


Living in a vibrant city; that was the dream she was reaching out for, the world she needed.


For months now, the spirit of the metropolis had haunted her dreams: feeling the beating heart of the city had become her new desire. It was childish, she thought to herself, but the allure6 of fame, the sight of her canvasses adorning7 those expensive galleries, and the accolades8 and praise from the critics was too much; she just had to take that chance.


However, standing by the window, seeing the beauty of the forest, feeling the warmth of the sunlight caress her arms, the dream of the city quickly washed away, replaced by the dichotomy9 she wished she could shake off.


Taking a deep breath she prepared herself for the voice, the voice that would remind her of the cosy little studio and her wonderful cottage in the forest.


“You are so lucky to live in the middle of nature, my dear,” she heard her mother’s voice saying.


There it was, echoing in her mind, bringing the dreamer back to earth.


“I bet a thousand other artists would sacrifice everything just to live in the peace and quiet of a forest on the outskirts10 of a quaint little town, painting in such solitude.”


Solitude.


That was the word, wasn’t it? That was what wrapped around her like a second skin. She had lived that life for so long, long enough that it had become a part of her.


And, with that one word, Cailee, the dreamer of city lights and fame took a back seat, finding herself drifting back to the embrace of the town: her refuge11, her sanctuary. Even though the town’s folk knew her as the enigmatic artist in the forest: she was a solitary figure, one who preferred the company of her paint brushes, who rarely ventured beyond the boundaries of her cottage.


But her parents were gone, and she was alone.


Every day, she longed for12 something new; with this new collection she’d felt a transformation, a new Cailee clawing out of her chrysalis13; a Cailee that was strong, determined14…, and never hesitant.


“If you stay here,” the new voice whispered. “You’ll fade away into obscurity15; your talent as lifeless as this sad little town. But the City…, well, it offers much more: imagine meeting fellow artists, sharing ideas, getting caught up in the hustle and bustle16 of city life; a fantastic apartment, collectors waiting for your next piece, and with the money, you’ll rise up among the towering heights into a high rise heaven.”


That was the “new” Cailee, rising to new challenges.


Cailee took another sip of coffee, and her mother’s voice reappeared.


“What about the new painting, dear?” her mother asked. “Will you take a photo and send it to the galleries in the city?”


Cailee felt uncertainty run through her body.


How could she have forgotten?


“Too busy dreaming about those city lights, weren’t you?” the voice chuckled.


Trying to ignore it, Cailee walked to the shadows at the end of the studio.


It was true: there was a new painting.


In the corner, she stood before a smaller canvas, unassuming17, leaning against an oil paint splattered easel18. It wasn’t a painting of a city; it was smaller than the others, having a different vibe. It was of a young woman relaxing against a weeping willow19 next to a stream. She was bathed in morning light, her face that of a dreamer, the forest her world.


She’d painted it a few days ago, after a long walk.


The voice came again.


“If you chase fame and fortune, you’ll have to leave the safety of town. Oh…, a small-town girl drifting through the crowds of a city could disappear far quicker than in a town.”


Cailee sighed, thinking about that word again.


Solitude.


She stared across the studio, her eyes falling on the family photo from so long ago: her parents smiling; Cailee between them, sitting on the chair on the porch of the cottage, everything so idyllic, a peaceful existence.


“You wanna leave all this behind?” her mother’s voice asked. “Remember, if it wasn’t for nature, the melody of the stream, rustling leaves on fall evenings, and the smell of the freshly cut wood, all of this natural beauty, well…, you wouldn’t have any inspiration at all.”


Was the voice right?


She certainly had inspiration all around.


A sudden noise made her jump and she caught a glimpse20 of something out of the corner of her eye.


“Marmalade,” she said. “Come home for breakfast?”


A black cat ran across to Cailee, rubbing up against her leg.


“What nocturnal adventures have you been up to?” she asked, crouching down21, stroking his gleaming fur. “Out hunting those mice again, weren’t you?”


The cat purred.


“I bet you still have an appetite, don’t you?”


As if in understanding, Marmalade looked up with huge feline eyes, as if to say: “feed me”.


“OK…, I get the hint,” she said laughing.


Walking out of the studio, her cat following close behind, she walked to the cottage.


After breakfast, Cailee had an idea.


She would drive to Tranquilitea, the local tearoom, and see her friend, Abigail Wilson, the owner. It was Tuesday, and the tearoom was quiet in the morning, which meant Cailee didn’t have to face too many people.


“Abigail would know what to do,” she said to herself. She always gave Cailee the push she needed and always kept her up to date with town gossip, even though most of the people Abigail talked about were just names to Cailee.


She thought about the new painting again; then it hit her.


“Abigail could give me her honest opinion22 about what the painting means.”


Driving into Meadowville, Cailee felt relaxed. Finding a parking lot close to the tea rooms, she got out, taking the new painting under her arm.


Entering Tranquilitea, the little bell above the door jingled23 its little “hello”, a pleasant chime that always made her smile. Looking around, she felt a pang of joy24 as she saw her favourite spot by the window was free. Walking to the table she bid the regular customers a good morning and took her place, putting the painting on the chair next to her.


Abigail, the owner, came over, greeting Cailee with a warm smile.


“Good morning. How is our local artist feeling today?”


Cailee returned the smile.


“Lost in thoughts,” she said.


“Well, I have the perfect tea to help people who like to dream.”


Abigail looked down at the little painting sat next to Cailee.


“A new one?”


Cailee blinked nervously.


“Yes,” she said. “I thought you could appraise25 it for me?” she asked tentatively.


“Why of course. But let me take your order. It’s the hour before lunch time, so we have a few minutes before the rush begins.”


“I’ll have a black tea today.”


“Coming right up.”


Abigail soon returned with Cailee's tea and a small assortment of pastries.


Sitting down, Abigail watched Cailee remove the cover of her latest painting and place it gently on the table.


“May I?” asked Abigail.


Cailee nodded as Abigail picked up the canvas.


“This is exquisite,” Abigail gasped26. “It is certainly different from your last pieces,” she said, carefully examining the details. “I love the golden sunlight streaming through the trees.”


“Thank you,” Cailee replied, blushing slightly. She never liked hearing what people had to say, it was always awkward27 for her. “It’s solitude…, nature all around.”


“I get a feeling of contemplation, and perhaps even a touch of longing, perhaps a desire for peace.”


Cailee felt she wanted to tell Abigail about her dreams of the city again, it was like it wanted to burst out; but she feared it would spoil the moment.


Abigail must have felt the silence and continued, trying to coax28 Cailee into speaking.


“You know, living in Meadowville, we are surrounded by the forest…, so nature is always embracing us,” Abigail said.


Taking a sip of tea, Cailee contemplated her words.


“I’ve been thinking about this little painting for a few days now.”


“Oh…, why?” asked Abigail.


“When I look at the girl’s face, there is a yearning29,” Cailee said, a brief smile passing across her face. “As she stares at the stream, it’s whispering to her.”


“Would you like to sit with her?”


“I don’t know,” Cailee replied. “Sometimes, I wonder if I'll ever find my place…, you know, in this world."


Abigail watched Cailee as her eyes scanned the painting. Was it longing, or something else?


“Oh, Cailee, you're not alone,” her voice soothing. “People often struggle finding their place, but that doesn't mean you won't eventually discover where you belong.”


“I hope so," Cailee replied, her gaze drifting away from the painting, fixing on the bay windows and the street outside.


Abigail had seen the stare before, a few weeks ago when Cailee told her about her plans.


“Dreaming of the city?”


Cailee’s face lightened up.


“I see bustling streets, people going to the art gallery, all wanting to see my work…,” Cailee said.


Abigail smiled reassuringly.


“It’s a big dream,” she said, a joyous ring in her voice. “Dreams are wonderful things, Cailee. They show us what we can do, even if they appear so far away.”


“I guess you're right,” Cailee said softly. “I just wish I could find a balance between my dreams and who I am.”


“Takes time,” Abigail said. “Listen, you’ll probably find another little tea shop in the city and someone like me.”


Cailee shook her head.


“You’re irreplaceable30. I would have to kidnap you.”


Both women laughed.


But as the humour receded31, deep down Abigail knew Cailee would be overwhelmed32 by the city, and she couldn’t help wanting to warn her; she was so vulnerable33.


But should she warn her?


Abigail looked at the painting; was it a silent message? Perhaps Cailee couldn’t see it.


“A kindred spirit34?” Abigail asked.


Cailee looked confused.


“The woman in the painting,” Abi said, “is she someone you long to be?”


“I don’t know.”


“You know, running away from small towns, with their tiny streets and houses, to find shelter in the metropolis, we soon discover that the city is really a lonely place: finding sanctuary can be like finding a needle in a haystack.”


Cailee studied Abigail’s face.


“You were there, weren’t you?”


“You could say I was also taken by the city's allure.”


“How long did you stay?”


“A few years; but it’s not the same as here.”


Cailee shook her head.


“In my dream…, I’m reborn in the city,” Cailee said, defiantly35. “It’s as if someone is telling me to take that chance.”


“I know, Cailee. But look at the painting,” Abigail said, picking it up. “As I gaze at the figure under the tree, I see loneliness. This painting is telling me something I don’t think you want to hear.”


Cailee closed her eyes, not wanting to hear what Abi had to say.


“Honey, there is always the beauty of solitude, refuge from the complex lives we live. The city sounds like a place of endless opportunities, and it has a way of transforming those who venture into it. But remember, you’d be leaving behind everything you've known.”


Cailee looked down at her cup.


“I just wonder if the city holds the key to unlocking a new part of me,” she answered, her voice despondent36, far away.


Abigail nodded.


“It's a yearning, and it’s only natural.”


“I suppose you're right,” Cailee said, her gaze drifting back to the painting. “A landscape of solitude is just one small part of me. Why can’t I stop thinking about a world beyond this town?”


“I don’t want to give you simple platitudes, but your life really is a journey.”


Cailee sighed; however, an idea clicked into place and she smiled.


“Take it,” Cailee said, picking up the painting, offering it to Abigail. “Take it as a gift for the advice you’ve given me.”


“Cailee, I can’t.”


“I’d be leaving the old me here with you. I’ll hang upon your wall as a memory of the woman I used to be.”


Abigail wanted to shake her head, but soon realised that she somehow needed to accept the gift.


“Well…, thank you, Cailee. I’ll treasure it.”


“Thank you, Abigail. Your words mean more to me than you’ll ever know,” Cailee said, quickly glancing up at the clock. “Oh, I’d better be getting back home.”


Getting up, she paid Abi, put on her jacket and headed for the door. Turning around she gave Abi a wave and stepped out.


A gentle breeze brushed against her face, carrying with it the scent of the fields and forests that had surrounded her for so long. Strange, she thought to herself, she felt lighter, the weight of her past slowly loosening its grip; however, she still felt the presence of the voice and she couldn’t quite shake it off. There was a pull, a tug; but from where?


But the voice, her mother from far off, whispered from where the streams gently trickled along.


“What if it’s too much?” it warned. “The noise, the crowds, and the constant rush of life: you’ll lose yourself in it. What if you can’t find the peace you had here?”


Cailee hesitated.


“Remember the solace you found in quiet corners, painting in the stillness of the woods,” it continued.


But the new voice, the braver one, urged37 her forward.


“Forget her: you’ll never know if you don’t go,” it said, growing stronger.


With a final glance back at the shop, she knew the journey wouldn’t be easy, but something deep inside told her it was time to find out.


Arriving home, Cailee suddenly felt a growing sultriness38 in the air. Pulling out her phone, she checked the weather app.


“Oh no,” she said. “Storm warning.” July was the thunderstorm season.


Putting away her phone, she remembered her cat, Marmalade. She had to make sure her feline companion was safe inside tonight before the storm hit.


She knew his typical hideouts and started looking behind her studio. There, behind a rain collection bin was an old rabbit hutch. Tip toeing39 over, she peered inside and saw her cat in the hay.


“There you are,” she said, the cat stretching and purring, happy to see his mistress again. “There’s a storm coming, so you’re going inside!”


As she spoke, Cailee thought she heard the rumble of thunder on the horizon. But it could have been a truck growling on the highway.


Day turned to evening and the forest became silent, foreboding and, over the next few hours, sombre clouds40 gathered over the town.


Lying in bed, Cailee’s mind swirled with thoughts of the city. She was standing on the roof of a new apartment that looked over the highest buildings. Staring down, she spied the tiny ants walking down below on the sidewalk; then she was standing at the entrance of a grand gallery, its massive doors swinging open to let her in. She saw herself at the threshold of a new world: the promise of fame filling her with exhilaration41.


But as her dream unfolded, a sudden change came about: the cityscape blurred, and she found herself back in the forest, standing near her beloved studio.


She saw a figure near her stream; was it the girl in the painting? She was pointing up, into the clouds.


As the dream lingered for those few seconds, a shock wave jolted her awake42.


Eyes wide open, her heart racing, Cailee tried to figure out where she was; however, when the roar of thunder cracked across the heavens above, she was pulled back to reality.


“The storm,” she muttered in a tired voice.


As realisation dawned upon her, she had no time to relax: a fresh flash of brilliance blazed through the window making her scream out, her cat jumping from the bed. Electrifying the air, the flare momentarily blinded her, leaving a black and white image of the world burned onto her irises.


Rubbing her eyes, she remembered to count the seconds until the thunder hit; but she never had time: the sound shook the foundations of her cottage; and, with horror, she knew the storm was directly above her.


Again, lightning pulsed outside.


But this time a deafening crack split the air; it was so violent, Cailee feared the world itself was being torn apart. The flash was blinding, not a streak of light but a solid, searing explosion. For a split second, night was brighter than day, and through her rain-slicked window, Cailee saw it, saw everything.


Her small art studio, barely fifty feet from her cottage, stood bathed in that unnatural light. And then, in an instant, darkness returned.


The thunder ripped through her, a deep, rolling explosion that sent shockwaves through her chest, making her heart jump. The air itself felt charged, pressing against her skin, wrapping around her like an unseen force trying to pull her under.


As the lightning struck again, the entire cottage shuddered and outside wood splintered, glass shattered, and a deafening roar filled the air, followed by the acrid scent 43of burning. The impact sent a wave of heat through the window.


Cailee could still see the afterimage of the strike, burned into her vision: a jagged44, electric scar against the darkness. Smoke curled into the stormy sky, glowing embers swirling in the air.


“No,” she screamed, stumbling out of bed, her bare feet hitting the cold wooden floor.


Outside, the storm raged on, but all she could hear was the echo of that terrible strike, the sound of something she loved being taken away.
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