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Essential English Phrases


Essential English Phrases provides the user with a wide range of phrases that are often missing from the average English dictionary. With the wealth of new words that regularly appear in the language there is a constant space problem in dictionaries so the idiomatic sector of the language tends to be omitted. This is unfortunate since idioms are a great source of enrichment for a language. Frequently they are the icing on the cake that prevents a piece of prose from being uninteresting and pedestrian.


Thanks to the influence of the media, we live in a world of instant, widespread communication, so it is not surprising that great emphasis is now placed on communication skills. There are, of course, many different areas of communication. Some involve a rapid exchange of information with a concentration on simple, concise English. Others, however, involve a more creative use of language and that is where idioms come into their own.


Essential English Phrases will be useful to the reader and to the writer. By browsing through this book many writers will find material with which to enrich their writing. The only problem is that they may be diverted from their writing to browse further, for this is a very browsable book. People with a general interest in language and no great desire to write will find it so as well.


With the reader in mind, the dictionary gives the meaning of a host of idiomatic expressions in easily understood plain English. As an added dimension for the writer it includes example sentences (in italic type) showing the idioms in use. These examples capture the flavour of the expressions and indicate the contexts in which they are usually found.


The example sentences will be particularly useful to learners of English as a foreign language as they provide a model for them to follow and prevent them from making mistakes. Understanding and reproducing idiomatic expressions is one of the most difficult aspects of mastering a foreign language, and this dictionary will help many learners avoid the pitfalls.


Many idiomatic expressions in English have interesting origins. Sometimes these are lost in the mists of time and sometimes they are open to dispute but those that have been established have been included (within angle brackets).


Locating words in a conventional English dictionary is comparatively easy. As long as you know roughly how to spell the word you can find it with reasonable ease. This is not the case in a dictionary of phrases or idioms. In an entry of several words it is not always obvious which word in the phrase the entry should come under. The first word is not necessarily the most important, and opinions can vary as to which word is the most important. For speed of reference we have added a good many cross-references to the text of Essential English Phrases. For example, ‘lock the stable door after the horse has bolted’ is under ‘stable’, and at ‘lock’ and ‘horse’ there are cross-references to ‘stable’.


Clarity and ease of reference are the keynotes of Essential English Phrases. The language used in the definitions is easy to understand and the example sentences represent the language of everyday English. We hope that you will find the book both instructive and entertaining.


WEBSTER'S WORD POWER



Betty Kirkpatrick, a graduate of Edinburgh University, has a long career in reference publishing. She has edited Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, Roget’s Thesaurus, the concise edition of Brewer’s Phrase and Fable, and was language consultant to the Encarta World English Dictionary. She has compiled various other reference books, including the Oxford Paperback Thesaurus and the Bloomsbury Dictionary of Cliches. She acts as a consultant to the Bloomsbury Good Word Guide. Betty is author of an extensive list of publications on various aspects of the English language for learners of English.


[image: ]




A


A


—A1 first class, of the highest quality: The produce must be A1. The firm has an A1 staff. <A1 is the highest rating given to the condition of ships for Lloyd’s Register, Lloyds of London being a major insurance company.>


—ABC basic knowledge: The book sets out the ABC of carpentry.


—as easy as ABC very simple: Getting them to agree was as easy as ABC.


—from A to Z thoroughly, comprehensively: They have studied the facts from A to Z.


aback


—taken aback surprised, disconcerted: She was taken aback when she discovered that he was her cousin. <A sailing ship was said to be taken aback when the sails were blown against the mast, causing the ship to stop suddenly.>


above


—above board open, honest and without trickery: His negotiations to get planning permission were all above board. <Card cheats tend to keep their cards under the table, or board.>


—above (someone’s) head too difficult to understand: Computers are way above his head.


—above suspicion too highly respected or thought to be too honourable to be suspected of doing wrong: The police must be above suspicion.


—get a bit above oneself to become very vain or conceited: Since his promotion he has got a bit above himself.


—punch above one’s weight see weight.


accident


—accidents will happen things go wrong at some time in everyone’s life: It’s a pity he broke the vase, but accidents will happen.


—a chapter of accidents a series of misfortunes: Their holiday seems to have been a chapter of accidents.


accord


—according to one’s lights in keeping with one’s beliefs or attitudes: I disapprove of his actions, but he acted according to his lights.


—of one’s own accord of one’s own free will, without being forced: He left his job of his own accord.


—with one accord together, in unison: With one accord the audience left.


account


—by all accounts in the opinion of most people: By all accounts he is not very honest.


—give a good account of oneself to do well: They didn’t win the match, but they gave a good account of themselves.


—on my or your or his or her, etc, account because of me, etc, for my, etc, sake: Don’t leave early on my account.


—on no account not for any reason whatsoever: He told his daughter on no account to accept a lift from a stranger.


ace


—an ace in the hole something kept in reserve for emergencies: The hostages were regarded by the terrorists as their ace in the hole. <From the game of stud poker.>


—play one’s ace to do something clever and unexpected which will bring you an advantage over others: The boss had just told Jenny yet again that he wanted her to do more work for less money when she played her ace and told him that she was leaving to go to another job.


—within an ace of very close to: He came within an ace of winning the match. <From the game of dice, ace being the term for the side of a die with one spot.>


Achilles


—Achilles’ heel the one weak spot in a person. The boy is a good student, but maths is his Achilles’ heel. <Achilles, the legendary Greek hero, is said to have been dipped in the River Styx by his mother at birth to make him invulnerable but his heel, by which she was holding him, remained unprotected and he was killed by an arrow through his heel.>


acid


—acid test a test that will prove or disprove something conclusively: He claims to be a good golfer but playing against the professional will be the acid test. <From the use of nitric acid to ascertain whether a metal was gold or not. If it was not gold the acid decomposed it.>


acorn


—great oaks from little acorns grow see oak.


acquaintance


—have a nodding acquaintance with (someone or something) see nod.


acquire


—acquired taste something that one comes to like gradually, often after an original dislike: To some people very dry wine is an acquired taste.


across


—across the board applying to everyone or to all cases: The pay increase was across the board.


—put one across on (someone) to deceive or trick (someone): I really thought he was penniless. He certainly put one across on me.


act


—act of faith an action that demonstrates one’s trust in someone or something: Lending the young man such a large sum of money was a real act of faith.


—act of God a happening, usually sudden and unexpected, for which no human can be held responsible: It is difficult to obtain insurance coverage against acts of God such as earthquakes.


—act of war an act of violence or other hostile act for which only war is thought to be a suitable response: Invading Belgium was an act of war.


—act up to behave badly, to act badly or wrongly: The child acts up whenever her father is around. The car is acting up again.


—catch (someone) in the act see catch.


—a class act someone who is exceptionally good at something: The new striker is a real class act and one of the best footballers we’ve ever had in the team.


—clean up one’s act to begin behaving in a way that is more acceptable, after behaving badly or irresponsibly in some way: The pupils were told to clean up their act or they would be expelled from school. <This refers to an act by a comedian, etc, which is too vulgar or indecent to be acceptable to most audiences.>


—do a vanishing/disappearing act to go away or go out of sight suddenly so that other people are unable to find you: Police called round at the suspect’s house this morning but he had done a vanishing act sometime in the middle of the night. Jane was here a minute ago but she seems to have done a disappearing act.


—get in on the act to become involved in some profitable or advantageous activity, especially an activity related to someone else’s success: Now that her fashion business is making a profit her sister wants to get in on the act and become a partner.


—get one’s act together to get organized: If you are hoping to pass the exams you had better get your act together and allow some time for study.


—a hard act to follow to indicate that someone has been so good or successful at something that it will be difficult for anyone else to do it so well: I feel quite sorry for the head teacher who’s replacing Mrs Brown because she’s a very hard act to follow.


action


—action stations indicates a state of preparedness for some activity: Action stations! The guests are beginning to arrive. <From positions taken up by soldiers in readiness for battle.>


—get a piece/slice of the action to be involved in something, get a share of something: He’s setting up a new company. If you want a piece of the action you had better go and see him soon.


actress


—as the actress said to the bishop an expression added to a seemingly ordinary statement to draw attention to its possible sexual double meaning: You can’t have it both ways at once, as the actress said to the bishop.


ad


—ad hoc for a particular (usually exclusive) purpose: This is an ad hoc bonus. It will not be an annual occurrence. <Latin for “to this”.>


—ad infinitum without limit or end: This road seems to go on ad infinitum. <Latin.>


—ad-lib to speak without preparation, to improvise: I have forgotten my notes. I shall have to ad-lib. <Latin ad libitum, “according to pleasure”.>


—ad nauseam to an excessive degree, seemingly endlessly: He talks ad nauseam about his work. <Latin, “to sickness”.>


Adam


—Adam’s ale water: We have no beer or wine. It will have to be Adam’s ale.


—not to know (someone) from Adam not to recognize (someone): He said he was my neighbour’s son, but I didn’t know him from Adam.


—the old Adam in us the sin or evil that is in everyone: I was surprised that he had an affair, but I suppose it was just the old Adam in him. <Refers to the biblical Adam.>


add


—add fuel to the fire (back to fire, fuel) to make a difficult situation worse: Making excuses for being late will just add fuel to the fire.


—add insult to injury to make matters worse: Having given his first play a bad review, the critic added insult to injury by ignoring his next one.


—add up to seem logical: No one understands why he left so suddenly. It just doesn’t add up.


Adonis


—an Adonis a very attractive young man: The advert for suntan lotion showed a bronzed Adonis. <In Greek legend Adonis was a beautiful young man who was loved by Aphrodite, the goddess of love, and who was killed by a boar while hunting.>


advantage


—have the advantage of (someone) to recognize (someone) without oneself being recognized by that person: She looked in puzzlement at the woman who spoke to her and said, “I am afraid that you have the advantage of me.”


—take advantage of (someone) to exploit or make use of (someone) for one’s own ends: The young mother takes advantage of her neighbour by asking her to babysit practically every day.


—take advantage of (something) to make use of (something), to put (something) to good use: You should take advantage of that holiday offer.


—to advantage favourably, so that the good points are emphasized: She rarely wears dresses that show her figure to advantage.


aegis


—under the aegis of (someone) with the support or backing of (someone): The project is under the aegis of the local council. <In Greek legend aegis was the shield of the god Zeus.>


after


—after a fashion in a manner that is barely adequate: She cleaned the silver after a fashion, but it was not very shiny.


—aftermath something that happens after, or as a result of, an important, often disastrous, event: Housing was scarce in the aftermath of the flood. <A “math” was a crop of grass and an “aftermath” was a second crop of grass mowed in the same season.>


—after (someone’s) own heart to one’s liking; liked or admired by (someone): My son-in-law is a man after my own heart. We are both avid football fans.


—after the fact after something, especially a crime, has taken place: His wife was an accessory after the fact.


against


—against the clock in a hurry to get something done before a certain time: The staff are working against the clock to finish the order on time.


—be up against it to be in a difficult or dangerous situation: The family have really been up against it since the father lost his job.


age


—a golden age a time of great achievement: The reign of Elizabeth Tudor is often regarded as a golden age.


—a ripe old age (back to old, ripe) a very old age: Despite her injury she lived to a ripe old age.


—of a certain age no longer young: Women of a certain age sometimes feel jealous of younger women.


—come of age to reach the age when one is legally considered an adult (18 in Britain): The boy will receive his inheritance when he comes of age on his eighteenth birthday.


—the age of consent the age someone must be before he or she can legally have sexual intercourse: She looks quite old but she is below the age of consent.


—under age under the legal age for something, too young: The teenagers won’t be served at the bar. They’re under age.


agenda


—a hidden agenda things which someone secretly wants to achieve from a situation while pretending to have another goal: Sara says that she is doing a lot of campaigning so that Jack will be elected club president, but I think she has a hidden agenda – I think she wants to be elected president herself.


agony


—agony aunt/uncle a woman or man who gives advice on personal problems either in a newspaper or magazine column, or on television or radio: The battered wife wrote to the agony aunt in her local paper for advice.


—agony column a newspaper or magazine column in which readers write in with their problems, which are answered by an agony aunt or uncle: She was responsible for the paper’s agony column.<Originally a newspaper column containing advertisements for missing relatives and friends.>


—pile on the agony to make a difficult or unpleasant situation even worse or to make it seem worse: John failed his exams and his parents piled on the agony by saying it was all his fault for not studying harder.


ahead


—ahead of the game in an advantageous position; in front of one’s rivals: Their firm always seems to be ahead of the game. They keep getting most of the orders.


—ahead of time early, before the appointed time: It’s as well to get to the theatre ahead of time if you want a good seat.


—stay ahead of the game see game.


—streets ahead of (someone/ something) much better than (someone or something): His brother’s golf is streets ahead of his. The local firm’s furniture is streets ahead of the chain store’s.


—ahead of the pack see pack.


aid


—aid and abet (someone) to help and encourage (someone), especially in something wrong or illegal: He was the thief but his sister aided and abetted him. She was aided and abetted by her friend. <A legal term.>


—what is (something) in aid of? what is (something) for? Why has (something) been done?: What are those labels in aid of? What’s all this formality in aid of?


air


—air/wash one’s dirty linen in public (back to dirt, linen, wash) to discuss private or personal matters in public: When they were quarrelling in the restuarant, they really aired their dirty linen in public by making all those comments about their marriage.


—air one’s grievances to make public one’s complaints: After suffering in silence for a long time, she suddenly aired her grievances about her place of work.


—clear the air to make a situation less tense: If you discuss your disagreement you will at least clear the air.


—hot air boasting; empty or meaningless words: He says he’s going to climb Everest but it’s just hot air.


—in the air current; around; in circulation: There’s hostility in the air.


—into thin air seemingly into nowhere: One minute she was there, the next she had disappeared into thin air.


—on the air on radio or television: The programme presenter was on the air when he lost his temper.


—put on airs to behave as though one were superior to others, to act in a conceited way: She’s really put on airs since she got promotion.


—take the air go for a walk or a drive in the fresh air: It’s such a nice evening. Let’s take some air.


—up in the air uncertain, undecided: She didn’t get the job so her career plans are still up in the air.


—walk on air to be very happy: They’ve been walking on air since they got engaged.


aisle


—be rolling in the aisles see roll.


Aladdin


—Aladdin’s cave a place full of valuable or desirable objects: The local toyshop is an Aladdin’s cave to the children. <From the tale of Aladdin in the Arabian Nights, who gained access to such a cave.>


alarm


—a false alarm a warning about some danger or difficulty which does not happen: Someone told him that he might lose his job but it proved to be a false alarm.


—alarms/alarums and excursions confused and noisy activity: There were alarums and excursions when they thought they heard a burglar. <In Shakespeare’s history plays, the expression “alarms and excursions” was used as a stage direction calling for activity typical of the scene at the edge of a battle.>


alive


—alive and kicking in a good or healthy condition: His old mother is still alive and kicking. Some ancient New Year customs are alive and kicking.


—alive with full of, covered in: During the summer months the stately home was alive with tourists.


all


—all and sundry everybody, one and all: They invited all and sundry from the village to the party.


—all ears listening intently: Tell me all the details. I’m all ears.


—all for (someone or something) completely in favour of (someone or something): I’m all for having an extra holiday.


—all hours for long periods of time, from early in the morning until late at night: The shop is open all hours.


—all in exhausted: The marathon runners are all in.


—all in a day’s work see day.


—all in all taking everything into consideration: We had some rain but all in all it was a good summer.


—all in one piece safely, undamaged: I was glad to see the children back all in one piece after their bike ride through the busy village streets.


—all my eye (and Betty Martin) see eye.


—all out with as much effort as possible: He’s going all out to win the race.


—all over at an end: Their romance is all over.


—all over bar the shouting at an end to all intents and purposes: There is no way the other competitors can overtake him now. It’s all over bar the shouting.


—all set ready to go, prepared: Now that everything is packed, we’re all set for the journey.


—all-singing, all-dancing of a machine or system, very advanced with a great many modern features, sometimes not all necessary: The firm has just bought one of those all-singing, all-dancing computer systems, but a much simpler one would have done. <Used originally of a stage show to indicate how lavish it was.>


—all systems go see system.


—all the best best wishes, good luck: All the best with your exams.


—all the rage see rage.


—all there having all one’s faculties, alert and intelligent: She is not academically clever, but she’s all there when it comes to dealing with money.


—all told altogether, including everything or everyone: There were 20 cars and 60 people all told.


—be all things to all men to try constantly to agree with or fit in with whomever one is with at the time: The young man seems to have no opinions of his own but is trying to be all things to all men.


—it is all up with (someone) there is no hope left for (someone): It is all up with the accused. He has been identified by an eye witness.


—on all fours on one’s hands and knees: He got down on all fours to look for the contact lens under the table.


alley


—alley cat a wild or promiscuous person: The woman he married is respectable now but she used to be a real alley cat.


—blind alley an action or situation that cannot be advantageous: His present job is just a blind alley. There’s no hope of advancement.


alliance


—an unholy alliance used of an association or partnership between two people or organizations that have nothing in common and would not normally work together, especially when this association has a bad purpose: The government is facing defeat because of an unholy alliance between the extreme right and the extreme left of the party.


allowance


—make allowances for (someone) to expect a less high standard from (someone) because of particular circumstances: The teacher should make allowances for the pupil as he has been ill.


alma mater


—one’s old university, college or school: They are going to a reunion at their alma mater. <Latin, “bountiful mother”.>


alpha


—alpha and omega the beginning and the end: We witnessed the alpha and omega of their relationship. <The first and last letters of the Greek alphabet.>


also


—also-ran an unsuccessful person: He will never get promotion. He’s an also-ran. <A horse-racing term for a horse that is not one of the first three horses in a race.>


altar


—be sacrificed on the altar of (something) to be destroyed or suffer harm or damage so that something can be achieved or prosper: We all felt that the daughters in the family were sacrificed on the altar of the son’s expensive education.


alter


—alter ego a person who is very close or dear to someone: The girl next door is our daughter’s alter ego. They’re never apart. <Latin, “other self”.>


alternative


—alternative medicine the treatment of diseases or disorders that uses techniques other than those of conventional medicine, including homeopathy, osteopathy, acupuncture, aromatherapy, etc: She is reluctant to take drugs and is turning to alternative medicine for herbal remedies.


—have no alternative to be forced to take a certain course of action because it is the only possible one: He does not wish to resign but after his quarrel with management he has no alternative.


altogether


—in the altogether in the nude: You can’t answer the door—you’re in the altogether.


Amazon


—a very strong or well-built woman: He expected the women’s rugby team to be Amazons. <In Greek legend the Amazons were a race of female warriors.>


American


—as American as apple pie typical of the traditional American way of life or culture: Rod thinks that having a gun in the house to defend oneself is as American as apple pie.


—the American dream the hope of achieving success and prosperity through hard work, from the dreams which immigrants had when they landed in America to start a new life: Bill was full of the American dream when he started his own gardening business, but he went bankrupt because of the recession.


amiss


—take (something) amiss to take offence or be upset at (something): They took it amiss that they were not invited to the wedding although they could not have gone to it.


angel


—an angel of mercy a person who gives help and comfort, especially one who appears unexpectedly: When he collapsed in the street an unknown angel of mercy took him to hospital.


—angels’ visits visits that are rare and short but very pleasant: Her son lives far away but he pays his mother a series of angels’ visits.


—a fallen angel a person who had formerly a good reputation for being virtuous or successful but no longer does so: Everyone admired the local MP but after he was involved in a financial scandal he became rather a fallen angel.


—entertain an angel unawares to meet and talk to someone whose worth or fame one is unaware of: The winner of the literary prize was at the party but we were entertaining an angel unawares. No one told us who he was.


—on the side of the angels supporting or agreeing with what is regarded as being the good or the right side: The teacher has to pretend to be on the side of the angels and support his colleagues although he has some sympathy with the pupils.


—fools rush in where angels fear to tread see fool.


—write like an angel to write well and movingly: I cannot wait for her next novel. She writes like an angel. <Originally the term referred to handwriting rather than to style of writing, being derived from the name of Angelo Vergece, who was a famous 16th-century calligrapher at the court of Francis I of France.>


anger


—more in sorrow than in anger see sorrow.


angry


—angry young man a person who expresses angry dissatisfaction with established social, political and intellectual values: Justin’s politically provocative paintings showed him to be the angry young man of his year. <A term applied to British dramatist, John Osborne, author of the play Look Back in Anger.>


answer


—know all the answers to have all the information that is required to deal successfully with a situation, especially when one is conceited about this: She won’t listen to any advice. She acts as if she knows all the answers.


—not to take no for an answer to urge very strongly that one’s request, invitation or suggestion is accepted: Of course you must stay and have dinner. I won’t take no for an answer.


—the answer to a maiden’s prayer exactly what one desires and is looking for: She’s found the perfect job—the answer to a maiden’s prayer. <The answer to a maiden’s prayer was once thought to be an eligible bachelor.>


ant


—have ants in one’s pants to be restless or agitated: She’s got ants in her pants waiting to hear the results of the exams.


ante


—up or raise the ante to increase the amount of money required or offered for something: If you want to buy that house you’ll have to up the ante. <Refers to increasing the money one bets in a game of cards, the other player having to match this amount in order to stay in the game.>


any


—anybody’s guess something which no one can be certain about: How they make their money is anybody’s guess.


—any day whatever the circumstances: I would rather read a book than watch television any day.


—any old how in an untidy and careless way: The books in the bookcase were arranged any old how.


—anything but not at all, the complete opposite: He doesn’t dislike her – anything but.


—anything goes any kind of behaviour, dress, etc, is acceptable: It’s not a formal party – anything goes.


—like anything very much, hard, fast, energetically, etc: He tried like anything to get a job.


apart


—be poles or worlds apart to be completely different: They are poles apart in their attitudes to bringing up children.


—take (someone) apart to scold or criticize (someone) severely: Your mother will take you apart if you break the window.


ape


—go ape to become extremely angry or excited: Fred’s father went ape when he heard that he had crashed his car.


apology


—an apology for (something) a very poor example of (something): The restaurant served us up an apology for a meal.


appearance


—from or to all appearances judging only from what can be seen: Apparently they are going to divorce but to all appearances they made the perfect couple.


—keep up appearances to behave in public in such a way as to hide what is going on in private: He has lost his job but he keeps up appearances by leaving the house at his usual time every morning.


—put in an appearance at (something) to attend a meeting, function, etc, especially for a short time or because it is one’s duty to do so: All the teachers are expected to put in an appearance at the school’s annual concert.


apple


—as American as apple pie see American.


—apple-pie bed a bed made up, as a practical joke, in such a way that it is impossible to get into: She was so tired that she didn’t notice that the children had made her an apple-pie bed.


—in apple-pie order with everything tidy and correctly arranged: She always leaves the office files in apple-pie order. <From French nappe pliée, “folded linen”, linen neatly laid out.>


—apples and oranges two things which are completely different and so should not be compared: Public services like the health service and private companies are apples and oranges when it comes to judging their success. <From the impossibility of comparing two such dissimilar fruits as apples and oranges.>


—rotten apple a person who is bad or unsatisfactory and will have a bad influence on others: The class is mostly well-behaved, but there are one or two rotten apples who cause trouble.


—the apple of (someone’s) eye a favourite, a person who is greatly loved by (someone): There are five girls in the family but the only boy is the apple of his father’s eye. <Apple refers to the pupil of the eye.>


—upset the apple-cart to spoil plans or arrangements: The teenagers were going to have a party but their parents upset the apple-cart by coming home early. <From the practice of selling fruit from carts in street markets.>


apron


—tied to (someone’s) apron-strings completely dependent on a woman, especially one’s mother or wife: He’s so tied to his mother’s apron-strings that I cannot see him getting married.


ark


—like something out of the ark very old-fashioned looking: She wears clothes that are like something out of the ark. <From Noah’s ark in the Bible.>


arm


—armed to the hilt or teeth (back to hilt, teeth) provided with all the equipment that one could possibly need: The enemy soldiers were armed to the hilt. The tourists were armed to the teeth with guide books and cameras.


—a shot in the arm see shot.


—be up in arms to protest angrily: The residents are up in arms about the proposed shopping centre.


—chance one’s arm to take a risk: You’re really chancing your arm by asking for more time off. We’re so understaffed.


—cost an arm and a leg to cost a great deal of money: His new car must have cost him an arm and a leg.


—give one’s right arm for (something) (back to right, ear) to be willing to go to any lengths to get something: He’d give his right arm to get a job as a pilot.


—keep (someone) at arm’s length to avoid becoming too close to or too friendly with someone: As the boss he has to keep everyone at arm’s length or he risks being accused of favouritism.


—lay down one’s arms to stop fighting or opposing: We lost our appeal against the new road. Now we will just have to lay down our arms. <A military reference to soldiers laying down their weapons or arms when they surrender.>


—the long arm of the law (back to law, long) the power or authority of the police: The crook thought he had got away with the bank robbery, but the long arm of the law caught up with him as he was leaving the country.


—put the arm on (someone) to try to force someone to do what you want: The other kids are afraid of Len and he puts the arm on them to give him money.


—right arm chief source of help and support: His secretary is his right arm, and he can’t cope without her.


—take up arms to become actively involved in a quarrel or dispute: The whole village took up arms when the post office was threatened with closure. <A military reference to soldiers taking up weapons or arms to go into battle.>


—twist (someone’s) arm to force (someone) to do (something), to persuade (someone) to do (something): If you want to get him to cut the grass you’ll have to twist his arm—he hates doing it. I don’t really want another drink but you could twist my arm.


—with one arm tied behind one’s back very easily: She could beat him at tennis with one arm tied behind her back.


—with open arms welcomingly: They will receive your offer of help with open arms.


armour


—chink in (someone’s) armour a weak or vulnerable spot in someone who is otherwise very strong and difficult to get through to or attack: The old man is very stern but his granddaughter has found the chink in his armour. The Opposition are always trying to find a chink in the government’s armour. <A knight in armour could be injured only through a flaw or opening (chink) in his protective armour.>


—knight in shining armour a person who it is hoped will save a situation or come to one’s aid: A knight in shining armour helped her to change the wheel of her car. <From medieval legends in which knights in armour came to the aid of damsels in distress.>


around


—have been around (1) to have had a lot of experience of life: She’s not as innocent as she looks. She’s been around a bit. (2) to have been alive: He said that he had been around so long he could remember Queen Victoria.


arrow


—a straight arrow a person who is completely honest, moral and trustworthy: You can trust Bert to pay back the money which you lent him; he’s a straight arrow.


art


—get (something) down to a fine art see fine.


Arthur


—not to know if one is Arthur or Martha to be very confused because one has too much to do: I had all the family to stay for Christmas and had so much cooking and organizing to do that I didn’t know whether I was Arthur or Martha.


article


—the genuine article used to emphasize that something is real and not a copy: Mark thought that the gold watch he’d bought was the genuine article, but the watchmaker said that it was a fake.


ashes


—rake over the ashes to discuss things that are past, especially things that are best forgotten: There’s no point in raking over the ashes of their relationship. They’re divorced, and that’s that.


—rise from the ashes (back to phoenix, rise) to develop and flourish out of ruin and destruction: The firm had to close last year but a new one has risen from the ashes. <In Greek legend the phoenix, a mythical bird, would after a certain number of years of life set fire to itself and then be reborn from its ashes.>


—sackcloth and ashes see sack.


—the Ashes the trophy, originally mythical, contended for in the cricket test matches between Britain and Australia: The winner of the Ashes will be decided by the third test match. <When England was beaten by Australia in 1882 the Sporting Times published a humorous epitaph on English cricket saying, “The body will be cremated and the ashes taken back to Australia”.>


ask


—ask for the moon see moon.


—be asking for it to behave in such a way as to invite something unpleasant, such as a beating: You shouldn’t have hit that young man even if he was asking for it by making nasty comments.


—be (someone’s) for the asking for something to be available to someone without payment: I don’t want any money for the books. They’re yours for the asking.


attendance


—dance attendance on (someone) to stay close to (someone) in order to carry out all his or her wishes and so gain favour: The new girl in the office has all the men dancing attendance on her.


auld (Scots for old)


—auld lang syne times that are past, especially times remembered with fondness: The two men who had been at school together were enjoying a drink for auld lang syne. <A Scots phrase meaning “old long since”.>


aunt


—Aunt Sally a person or thing that is being subjected to general abuse, mockery and criticism: Whenever people are angry about the high cost of living they treat the government like an Aunt Sally. <An Aunt Sally at a fair was a wooden model of a woman’s head, mounted on a pole, at which people threw sticks or balls in order to win a prize.>


automatic


—be on automatic pilot see pilot.


avail


—of no avail of no use, without effect: All our efforts to revive him were of no avail.


—to no avail without success: We tried to dissuade her from leaving but to no avail.


avoid


—avoid (someone or something) like the plague see plague.


awakening


—get/have a rude awakening suddenly to become aware that a situation is not as good or pleasant as one thinks it is: The young couple thought, when they married, that two could live as cheaply as one but they soon had a rude awakening.


away


—do away with (someone or something) to get rid of something, to abolish something: They’ve done away with all the old customs.


—get away from it all to escape from the problems of daily life, usually by taking a holiday: He’s going to a small island in Scotland to get away from it all.


—get away with you! I don’t believe you!: Get away with you! You can’t have seen a ghost.


—the one that got away a chance of success which one either did not or could not take advantage of at the time but which one always remembers: He talks frequently of his first girlfriend as the one that got away. <Refers to a supposedly large fish which an angler fails to catch but about which he tells many stories.>


axe


—get the axe to be dismissed: With so few orders some of the workers are bound to get the axe.


—have an axe hanging over one to be threatened with some difficulty or danger, often with the loss of one’s job: The landlord is thinking of selling this flat and so we have an axe hanging over us at the moment.


—have an axe to grind to have a personal, often selfish, reason for being involved in something: She is being very kind to her old uncle but she has an axe to grind. She hopes he will leave her some money in his will. <From a story told by Benjamin Franklin, the American politician, about how a man had once asked him in his boyhood to demonstrate the working of his father’s grindstone and had sharpened his own axe on it while it was working.>




B


babe


—babe in arms an inexperienced or naive person: He’ll never succeed in business. He’s just a babe in arms.


—babes in the wood people who are naïve, inexperienced and too trusting: Tim and Joe tried to set up their own music business in the city but they were babes in the woods and let themselves be exploited.


—out of the mouths of babes and sucklings see mouth.


baby


—be (someone’s) baby to be the responsibility or special interest of someone: I’m not getting involved with organizing the school trip; that’s Mr Smart’s baby.


—be left holding the baby to be left to cope with a difficult situation that has been abandoned by the person who is really responsible for it: They were meant to be organizing the birthday party but I was left holding the baby.


—throw out the baby with the bath water accidentally to get rid of something desirable or essential when trying to get rid of undesirable or unnecessary things: We must try to salvage some of the best of the old methods when we reorganize. Let’s not throw out the baby with the bath water.


—wet the baby’s head to have a drink to celebrate the birth of a baby: Peter and his wife have just has a baby and we’re taking him down to the pub to wet the baby’s head.


back


—at the back of (something) responsible for something, usually something bad: You should have guessed that he was at the back of the smear campaign.


—backhanded compliment a supposed compliment that sounds more like criticism: It’s a backhanded compliment for him to tell the girl that she is as attractive as her mother since he thoroughly dislikes her mother.


—back number a person or thing that is no longer of importance or use: He used to be a famous comedian but he is a back number now. <Refers to an out-of-date or back copy of a newspaper or magazine.>


—backscratching doing favours for someone so that he or she will return the favour: A lot of backscratching goes on in the financial world.


—backseat driver (1) a passenger in a car who gives unasked-for and unwanted advice: His mother doesn’t drive but she’s a real backseat driver who’s always shouting out directions when she’s in the car. (2) a person who is not directly involved in some activity but who offers unwanted advice: It’s his wife who’s our accountant but he’s a backseat driver who tells us what to do about our tax problems.


—back to the drawing board it will be necessary to start again on a project or activity: Our holiday tour’s been cancelled, so it’s back to the drawing board. <Refers to the board on which plans of buildings, etc, are drawn before being built.>


—back to the grindstone back to work: Now that we’ve finished lunch, it’s back to the grindstone.


—backwater an isolated place unaffected by what is happening in the world outside: How can he bear to live in such a backwater where nothing ever happens?


—behind someone’s back without the knowledge or permission of the person concerned: She married him behind her father’s back.


—bend over backwards (back to bend, lean) to go to great trouble: We bent over backwards to be nice to the shy new girl.


—break one’s back to put in a great deal of effort: The salesman really broke his back to get that order.


—break the back of (something) to complete the largest or most difficult part: He hasn’t finished the essay but at least he’s broken the back of it.


—cover one’s back to do something now which will protect from future blame or criticism: My boss denied emailing me a memo telling me to destroy the correspondence but, fortunately, I had covered my back and kept a copy of the email.


—flat on one’s back ill in bed: He’s been flat on his back since the accident.


—get off (someone’s) back to stop harassing or bothering (someone): The teacher should get off Tom’s back or he’ll leave school.


—get one’s own back to take one’s revenge: He is determined to get his own back on the person who damaged his car.


—give one’s back or eye teeth see teeth.


—go back a long way see way.


—have a monkey on your back see monkey.


—have (someone or something) at one’s back have (someone or something) as a help or support: Although she is a single parent she manages very well thanks to having her parents at her back.


—have one’s back to the wall to be in a very difficult or desperate situation: They had their backs to the wall so they had no choice but to accept his offer. <Someone being pursued has to face his or her pursuers or be captured when a wall prevents retreat.>


—have a broad back to be able to deal with a great deal of responsibility or with a great many problems: The manager must think I’ve got a broad back because he’s always giving me other people’s work to do as well as my own.


—know (something) backwards or like the back of one’s hand to know all there is to know about (something): The professor knows his subject backwards.


—know (someone or something) like the back of one’s hand to know (someone or something) very well indeed: She can always tell when her husband is lying. She knows him like the back of her hand.


—not in my backyard (often abbreviated to “Nimby”) used to indicate that someone does not want something which may be unpleasant or dangerous in some way to be located anywhere near where he/she lives, even although this may be something which is useful to others or to society: Jane said, “I have no objection, in principle, to the council building a new unit for young offenders, but not in my backyard.”


—put one’s back into (something) to put the greatest possible effort into (something): They’re really putting their backs into their new business.


—put (someone’s) back up to annoy (someone): My friend always puts my back up when she’s late. <A cat’s back arches up when it is angry.>


—see the back of (someone or something) to get rid of (someone or something), not to see (someone or something) again: He’ll be glad to see the back of his lodger.


—take a back seat to take an unimportant or minor role: The older children have taken a back seat with the arrival of the new baby.


—talk through the back of one’s head (back to head, hole, talk) to talk nonsense: If she said that he’s married she’s talking through the back of her head.


—the back of beyond a very remote place: We hardly ever visit them because they live in the back of beyond.


—turn one’s back on (someone or something) to ignore (someone or something) and refuse to offer assistance or be involved: Jeff has become a drug addict and his whole family have turned their backs on him.


—watch your back to be careful in case someone is trying to harm you or cause trouble for you: Now that Pam has joined your department you should watch your back; she’s very ambitious and ruthless and would love to have your job.


—when (someone’s) back is turned when (someone) is either not present or is not noticing what is happening: The children steal money from their mother’s purse when her back is turned.


bacon


—bring home the bacon (1) to earn money to support one’s family: She regards her husband just as someone who brings home the bacon. (2) to succeed in doing (something): Mending the table’s a difficult task but that carpenter will bring home the bacon. <Perhaps from the winning of a greased pig as a prize at a country fair.>


—save (someone’s) bacon to save someone from a danger or difficulty: If you hadn’t saved my bacon by giving me a lift I would have been late.


bad


—bad egg a worthless or law-breaking person: Her husband was a bad egg who ended up in prison.


—badly off without much money: They’re too badly off to go on holiday.


—go to the bad to become immoral or criminal: Her parents are afraid of her coming to the city in case she goes to the bad.


—have it bad/have got it bad to be very much in love with someone: Mick has a new girlfriend and he’s really got it bad; he can’t concentrate on his work.


—hit a bad patch (back to hit, patch) to encounter difficulties or a difficult period: You’ve hit a bad patch but things will improve.


—in bad odour in disfavour: He’s been in bad odour with her parents since he brought her home late.


—in (someone’s) bad or black books (back to black, book) out of favour with (someone): They’re in the teacher’s bad books for being late. <Refers to an account book where bad debts are noted.>


—not half bad quite good, very good: This cake’s not half bad.


—too bad unfortunate: It’s too bad you have to leave early.


—with a bad grace in an unwilling and bad-tempered way: They eventually came with us but with a bad grace.


bag


—bag and baggage all one’s belongings, or equipment: They had to get out of the house bag and baggage when the new tenant came.


—bag lady a homeless woman who carries all her belongings with her in shopping bags: During the recession more and more bag ladies appeared on the streets.


—bag of bones a person or animal who is extremely thin: The overworked donkey was a bag of bones.


—bag of nerves a very nervous or anxious person: She worries about everything. She’s just a bag of nerves.


—bag of tricks the equipment necessary to do something: The joiner arrived with his bag of tricks to start work on her new kitchen units.


—cannot punch one’s way out of a paper bag to be totally lacking in ability or power: He won’t succeed in business. He couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag.


—couldn’t fight/find/organize, etc, one’s way out of a paper bag see paper.


—in the bag certain to be obtained: He came home from his interview thinking the job was in the bag but unfortunately he was wrong. <From the bag used in hunting to carry what one has shot or caught.>


—let the cat out of the bag see cat.


—mixed bag a very varied mixture: This new set of pupils is a mixed bag.


—pack one’s bags to leave somewhere, sometimes suddenly: The athlete was found guilty of cheating for taking performance-enhancing drugs and was told to pack her bags.


bait


—rise to the bait to do what someone has been trying to get one to do: She knew that he was trying to get her to lose her temper but she refused to rise to the bait. <Refers to fish rising to the surface to get the bait on an angler’s line.>


—swallow the bait to accept completely an offer, proposal, etc, that has been made purely to tempt one: They swallowed the bait and took the money from the company without realizing that they had actually sold their houses to them. <As above.>


baker


—baker’s dozen thirteen: His cousins made up a baker’s dozen. <From the former custom of bakers adding an extra bun or loaf to a dozen in order to be sure of not giving short weight.>


balance


—in the balance undecided, uncertain: The fate of the old building is in the balance although we have worked hard to preserve it. <A balance is a pair of hanging scales.>


—on balance considering everything: There are good points on each side but on balance I think the older man is the better candidate.


—strike a balance to reach an acceptable compromise: Try to strike a balance between going out every night and never going out at all.


—throw (someone) off balance to cause (someone) to be disconcerted or confused: The lecturer was thrown off balance by some of the questions from the audience.


—tip the balance to exert an influence which, although slight, is enough to alter the outcome of something: There was very little to choose between the candidates but one of them lived locally, which tipped the balance.


bald


—bald as a coot extremely bald. <A coot is a bird with a spot of white feathers on its head.>


ball1


—have a ball to have a very enjoyable time: The children had a ball at the birthday party.


ball2


—a ball and chain someone or something that restricts your freedom to do what you want: James doesn’t seem to care at all about his elderly parents, but regards them as a ball and chain which prevents him from moving away from home. <Prisoners were once shackled by a ball and chain.>


—a whole new ball game (back to new, whole) used to emphasize how much a situation has changed: Your father doesn’t realize how much the computer business has changed since he went into it, but it’s a whole new ball game now.


—be in the right ballpark to be reasonably close to the amount which is required or wanted: The price which you mention is lower than the price which I want for the property but it’s in the right ballpark.


—drop the ball to make a mistake or fail to do something: The export manager said that the French firm would definitely place an order with us, but he dropped the ball during the negotiations and the deal is off.


—have the ball at one’s feet to be in a position to be successful: The young graduate thought he had the ball at his feet when he got his degree. <From football.>


—on the ball alert, quick-witted, attentive to what is going on around one: If he had been on the ball he would have sold his shares earlier. <Referring to a football player who watches the ball carefully in order to be prepared if it comes to him.>


—pick up/take the ball and run with it to take an idea, project, etc, which someone else has started and try to make it successful: Your predecessor began research on this new drug before she left; now it’s up to you to pick up the ball and run with it.


—play ball to act in accordance with someone else’s wishes: We had hoped that he would play ball and leave quietly.


—play ball with (someone) to cooperate with (someone): He’s decided to play ball with the police and tell them all he knows.


—set or start the ball rolling to start off an activity of some kind, often a discussion: Now that we are all present for the staff meeting perhaps someone will set the ball rolling.


—the ball is in (someone’s) court see court.


—the whole ball of wax (back to wax, whole) (especially American English) used to emphasize that you are referring to absolutely all of something: He didn’t want just part of the firm; he wanted the whole ball of wax.


ballistic


—go ballistic suddenly to become extremely angry: The children’s mother went ballistic when she saw their torn clothes.


balloon


—go down like a lead balloon of a suggestion, idea, joke, etc, to be very badly received: The idea that we should have a street party to celebrate the new millennium went down like a lead balloon.


—when the balloon goes up when something serious, usually something that is expected and feared, happens: The real trouble-makers had run away before the balloon went up and the headmaster discovered the broken windows. <From balloons sent up to undertake military observation in World War I, signifying that action was about to start.>


banana


—go bananas to go mad, to get extremely angry: Her mother will go bananas if she comes home late.


—slip on a banana skin to do something that causes one humiliation or public embarrassment: The politician thought that her speech was going very well until she slipped on a banana skin and got the name of the town wrong. <Cartoons often show people literally slipping on banana skins.>


band


—a one-man band an organization which is run by one person only: There’s a local garage where you might get your car fixed, but it’s a one-man band. <From an entertainer who plays several musical instruments at once.>


—jump on the bandwagon to show an interest in, or become involved in, something simply because it is fashionable or financially advantageous: When blue denim became popular a lot of manufacturers jumped on the bandwagon. <Refers to a brightly coloured wagon for carrying the band at the head of a procession.>


—looking as though one has stepped out of a bandbox looking very neat and elegant: Even after the long journey she still looked as though she had stepped out of a bandbox. <Refers to a lightweight box formerly used for holding small articles of clothing such as hats.>


—to beat the band see beat.


bang


—bang goes (something) that puts a sudden end to (something): I have extra work to do, so bang goes my holiday.


—bang one’s head against a brick wall (back to brick, head) to do (something) in vain: You’re banging your head against a brick wall if you try to get him to change his mind.


—bang on exactly, precisely: He was bang on time.


—go with a bang to be very successful: The jumble sale went with a bang—we made a lot of money.


bank


—break the bank to leave (oneself or someone) without any money: If he buys a cup of coffee it won’t exactly break the bank. <In gambling terms, to win all the money that a casino is prepared to pay out in one night.>


baptism


—baptism of fire a first, usually difficult or unpleasant, experience of something: She had a real baptism of fire when she had to represent her new company at an international conference. <From Christian baptism.>


bar


—behind bars in prison: The victim’s family want to see the accused behind bars.


bare


—bare one’s soul to tell (someone) one’s private feelings or thoughts: She bared her soul to her best friend after the break-up of her marriage.


—the bare bones of (something) the essential and basic details of (something): Tell me the bare bones of the project.


—with one’s bare hands using one’s hands rather than tools or weapons: He tried to dig the dog’s grave with his own hands.


bargain


—get more than one bargained for to encounter more difficulty than one had expected or was prepared for: Jill thought that she would defeat the young tennis player easily, but she got more than she bargained for and won by a very narrow margin.


—into the bargain in addition, as well: We bought their house and their car into the bargain.


—drive a hard bargain to try to get a deal that is very favourable to oneself: We’re going to refuse his offer to buy the firm because he’s trying to drive too hard a bargain.


—strike a bargain to reach a settlement or agreement: They struck a bargain that one firm would do the production work and the other the marketing.


barge


—wouldn’t touch (someone or something) with a bargepole to wish to have absolutely no contact with (someone or something): I’m not considering him for the job—I wouldn’t touch him with a bargepole.


bark


—bark up the wrong tree to have the wrong idea or impression about (something), to approach (something) in the wrong way: You are barking up the wrong tree if you’re asking Timothy Johnson for help because he is notoriously mean. <From raccoon-hunting, in which dogs were used to locate trees that had raccoons in them.>


—(someone’s) bark is worse than his or her bite a person is not as dangerous or as harmful as he or she appears to be: His father shouts a lot but his bark is worse than his bite. He never hits his son. <Refers to a barking dog that is often quite friendly.>


barrel


—have (someone) over a barrel to get (someone) into such a position that one can get him or her to do anything that one wants: Since she owes the landlord a lot of money he has her over a barrel. <From holding someone over a barrel of boiling oil, etc, where the alternatives for the victim are to agree to demands or be dropped in the barrel.>


—like shooting fish in a barrel see fish.


—scrape the (bottom of the) barrel (back to bottom, scrape) to have to use someone or something of poor or inferior quality because that is all that is available: They are really scraping the bottom of the barrel if they have appointed him to the job since he has absolutely no experience. <Referring to the fact that people will only scrape out the bottom of an empty barrel if they have no more full ones.>


—with both barrels forcefully and fiercely: The local newspaper criticized the new play with both barrels so I’m not surprised that the audience numbers are low. <Refers to the two barrels of a shotgun.>


base


—get to or make or reach first base to complete the important first stage of a process: He has some good ideas but none of his projects ever gets to first base. <From baseball, to complete the first section of a run.>


—touch base with (someone) to be in contact with (someone), to talk to someone: Julie and James are at university in different towns and they only manage to touch base when they’re both home for Christmas.


bat1


—go to bat for (someone) to offer someone help or support: Grace has been wrongly accused of cheating by the teacher and we should all go in to bat for her.


—not to bat an eyelid see eye.


—off one’s own bat by oneself, without the help or permission of anyone else: Her mother didn’t tell her to write to you. She did it off her own bat. <From the game of cricket.>


—play a straight bat (back to play, straight) to act in an honest and fair way: You can rely on Will to divide the winnings equally among us; he always plays a straight bat.


bat2


—blind as a bat having very poor eyesight: Her aunt can’t look up the number in the telephone directory since she’s blind as a bat. <Referring to the fact that bats live their lives in darkness.>


—like a bat out of hell very quickly: When he saw the police he ran away like a bat out of hell.


bate


—with bated breath anxiously: They waited with bated breath for the results of the tests.


battle


—be half the battle used to indicate that an important or difficult part of something is over and that the rest will be easier: Greg has admitted that he has a drink problem and that’s half the battle.


—the battle lines are drawn used to indicate that two sides which are opposed to each other for some reason are ready to begin the fight, argument, competition, etc and that their aims have been declared and made clear: Two people are standing for election as local councillor and the battle lines have been drawn.


—fight a losing battle to keep trying to achieve something, although with no chance of success: The protesters against the new road are fighting a losing battle.


—a running battle an argument or fight which has lasted for a long time: The local residents have been having a running battle with the council for years over the parking restrictions in their street.


—win the battle, but lose the war (back to lose, win) to get some of the things which you wanted from an argument, discussion, etc, but to lose your most important goal: The workers feel that their union representatives won the battle but lost the war when they accepted the management’s offer of a few better working conditions but no increase in pay.


bay


—keep (someone or something) at bay to keep (someone or something) from coming too close: She tries to keep her inquisitive neighbours at bay.


—bay for blood see blood.


be


—the be-all and end-all the most important aim or purpose: Making a lot of money is the be-all and end-all of her existence. <From Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Act 1, scene vii.>


beam


—broad in the beam wide in the hips or buttocks: She really is too broad in the beam to wear those trousers. <Used of a ship to mean wide in relation to its length.>


—off beam (1) on the wrong course: The police are looking for the criminal in the wrong place—they are way off beam. (2) inaccurate: The results of your calculations are completely off beam. <From the radio beam that is used to bring aircraft to land in poor visibility.>


—on one’s beam ends very short of money: Neither of them can get a job and they’re now on their beam ends. <Originally a nautical term used to describe a ship lying on its side and in danger of capsizing completely.>


bean


—full of beans very lively, in good spirits: She was ill and depressed but now she’s full of beans after her holiday. <Originally referring to a horse fed on beans, a high-energy food.>


—know how many beans make five to be experienced in the ways of the world: The new barmaid will be able to cope with the difficult customers. She knows how many beans make five.


—not have a bean to have no money whatsoever: The rent is due and they haven’t a bean between them.


—not know beans about (something) to know nothing whatsoever about (something): He’s bought a pub but he knows beans about running a business.


—not to amount to a hill of beans to be of very little worth or significance: The opinion of the local people won’t amount to a hill of beans compared with the needs of big business.


—not amount to a row of beans same as not amount to a hill of beans (back to hill, row).


—spill the beans to reveal a secret or confidential information: His mother asked him not to tell anyone her age, but he spilled the beans to his friends.


bear1


—bear down on (someone) to come towards (someone) in a determined and often threatening way: The child saw his angry mother bearing down on him waving the letter from the school.


—bear fruit to produce results: Our fashion ideas are beginning to bear fruit—we’ve sold a lot more clothes and made a profit this year.


—bear in mind (back to keep, mind) remember: Bear in mind that Monday is a public holiday.


—bear (something) out to confirm (something): The evidence at the scene of the crime bore out the witnesses’ account of the attack.


—bear up to keep cheerful or strong under strain or stress: I know you’ve a lot of worries but you must try to bear up.


—grin and bear it see grin.


—have a cross to bear see cross.


bear2


—bear garden a noisy, rowdy place: With all those kids around, their house is a bear garden. <Originally referred to a public place used for bear-baiting, in which dogs were made to attack bears and get them angry, for public amusement.>


—like a bear with a sore head extremely bad-tempered: When the boss has a hangover he’s like a bear with a sore head.


beard


—beard the lion in its den to confront or face (someone) openly and boldly: If you want to get a rise you’ll have to go the boss’s office and beard the lion in his den.


beast


—the nature of the beast see nature.


beat


—beat about the bush to approach (something) in an indirect way: If you want her to leave, tell her frankly. Don’t beat about the bush. <In game-bird hunting, bushes are beaten to make the birds appear.>


—beat a (hasty) retreat to run away: The boys beat a hasty retreat when they saw the police. <Military orders, such as “retreat”, used to be conveyed by a series of different drum signals.>


—beat (someone) hollow to defeat (someone) soundly: He beat his father hollow at chess.


—beat it to run away: When the old man saw the children in his garden he told them to beat it.


—beat the drum to try to attract public attention: They’re beating the drum for their new perfume at the exhibition. <The noise of a drum makes people stop and listen.>


—beat the pants off (someone) see pants.


—beat (someone) to it to succeed in doing something before someone else can: He was going to pay the restaurant bill but his friend beat him to it.


—beat (someone) to the punch see punch.


—if you can’t beat them or ’em, join them or ’em if you cannot persuade other people to think and act like you, the most sensible course of action is for you to begin to think and act like them: Go on, take the money from the gamblers. After all, if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.


—off the beaten track in an isolated position, away from towns or cities: She likes to live somewhere quiet that is off the beaten track.


—a stick to beat (someone) with see stick.


—take some or a lot of beating to be of such high quality that it is difficult to improve on: His performance will take some beating. The food at that restaurant takes a lot of beating.


—to beat the band with great force or vigour: The child is yelling to beat the band. <Refers to a sound that is louder than that produced by a band.>


—without missing a beat without hesitating or reacting to something surprising, unexpectedly difficult, etc: The first exam was a great deal harder than Jess thought it would be, but without missing a beat she went on to sit the rest of them.


beauty


—beauty is in the eye of the beholder different people have different ideas of what is beautiful: Beauty is certainly in the eye of the beholder. He said his new wife is wildly attractive, but to me she’s quite plain.


—beauty is only skin deep people have more important qualities than how they look: Beauty is only skin deep. His sister may be very pretty but she is also very spiteful.


beaver


—eager beaver a very enthusiastic and hard-working person: The new employee is a real eager beaver who works late every night.


—work like a beaver to work very industriously and enthusiastically: They’re working like beavers to decorate the house. <Beavers are small animals that build dams, etc, with great speed and skill.>


beck


—at (someone’s) beck and call having to be always available to carry out (someone’s) orders or wishes: She isn’t as much of an invalid as she makes out—she just likes having everyone in the house at her beck and call. <Beck is a form of “beckon”.>


bed


—bed of nails or thorns a very unpleasant or difficult situation: His early life in the slums was an absolute bed of thorns.


—bed of roses an easy, comfortable or happy situation: He says that being a travel writer is not a bed of roses.


—get into bed with (someone) to start working closely or cooperating with (someone): Their organization should support the Conservatives but I hear they’ve got into bed with Labour.


—get out of bed on the wrong side to start the day in a very bad-tempered mood: The boss is criticizing everybody. He must have got out of bed on the wrong side today.


—put (something) to bed to complete (something), to finish dealing with (something): The discussions have proved very successful and we can now put the agreement to bed. <Originally used of getting a newspaper ready for printing.>


bee


—have a bee in one’s bonnet to have an idea that one cannot stop thinking or talking about, to have an obsession: The old lady has got a bee in her bonnet about going on a cruise but she is not fit to go. <A bee trapped under one’s hat cannot escape.>


—busy bee a person who is very active and industrious: Her mother’s such a busy bee that she never seems to rest. <Bees are reputed to be very hard-working creatures.>


—make a beeline for (someone or something) to go directly and quickly to (someone or something): The children made a beeline for the table where the food was. <Bees are reputed to fly back to their hives in straight lines.>


—the birds and the bees see bird.


—think one or someone is the bee’s knees to consider oneself or someone else to be very special and important: She think she’s the bee’s knees because her uncle is the boss.


beer


—not all beer and skittles not consisting just of pleasant or enjoyable things: He’s discovered that being a travel courier is definitely not all beer and skittles.


—small beer something unimportant: His present job is very small beer compared with his last one.


beetroot


—go beetroot to blush deeply: The girl went beetroot when he paid her a compliment.


before


—before one can say Jack Robinson very rapidly, in an instant: The waiter brought the food before we could say Jack Robinson.


—before one knows where one is very quickly, before one can grasp the situation: Before we knew where we were he had booked the tickets for the holiday.


—before the flood a very long time ago: They’ve known each other since before the flood. <Referring to the flood described in the Bible in Genesis 7:9.>


beg


—beggar description to be such that words cannot describe it: The richness of the furnishings beggars description. <From Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, Act 2, scene ii.>


—beg the question in an argument, to take for granted the very point that requires to be proved; to fail to deal effectively with the point being discussed: Politicians are noted for their ability to beg the question.


—going a-begging unclaimed or unsold: At the end of the sale several articles were going a-begging.


bell


—bell the cat to be the person in a group who undertakes something dangerous for the good of the group: Someone has to bell the cat and tell the boss that we want more money. <Refers to a story about some mice who wanted to put a bell on the neck of the cat so that they would hear it coming and who needed a volunteer to do this.>


—ring a bell to bring back vague memories: His name rings a bell but I can’t think where I’ve heard it.


—saved by the bell rescued from an unpleasant situation by something suddenly bringing that situation to an end: The teacher asked him for his homework, which he hadn’t done. He was saved by the bell when she was called out of the classroom by the head teacher. <From the bell that marks the end of a round in boxing.>


belly


—go belly-up to fail, to go bankrupt: The firm’s gone belly-up and we’ve all lost our jobs.


—have a bellyful of (something) to have too much of (something) so that you are bored with it: I’ve had a bellyful of Meg’s complaints; it’s your turn to listen to her now.


belt


—below the belt unfair: To refer in public to the fact that his father was in prison was below the belt. <In boxing, a blow below the belt is against the rules.>


—belt and braces used to describe extra precautions taken to make sure that all is well: Alec has got several people standing by just in case he can’t drive us to the station tomorrow morning; he always takes a belt and braces approach to life.


—get/have (something) under one’s belt to have already done or achieved something worthwhile: You should get your degree under your belt before you start looking for acting roles and then you’ll always be able to get a job.


—tighten one’s belt to reduce one’s expenditure: In the recession most firms had to tighten their belts. <Belts have to be tightened if one loses weight—in this case from spending less on food.>


—under one’s belt achieved or accomplished: We’ve got 200 miles under our belts.


bend


—bend over backwards see back.


—bend (someone’s) ear see ear.


—on bended knee very humbly or earnestly: On bended knee I ask you not to sack them.


—round the bend mad: The children are driving their father round the bed with their noise.


berth


—give (someone) a wide berth to keep well away from (someone): Give that man a wide berth. He looks violent. <Refers to a ship that keeps a good distance away from other ships.>


beside


—be beside oneself to be in a state of great emotion: The child was beside himself with joy at receiving the prize.


—beside the point not directly concerned with the issue being discussed: She has to stay here. The fact that she wants to go abroad is beside the point.


best


—do one’s level best (back to do, level) to try as hard as one can: We’ll do our level best to get there on time.


—have the best of both worlds (back to world, world) to benefit from the advantages of two sets of circumstances: She thinks she has the best of both worlds by working at home. She earns some money but can look after the children herself.


—put one’s best foot forward to make the best attempt possible: If you want to pass the exam you had better put your best foot forward.


—the best part of (something) most of (something), nearly all of (something): They spent the best part of £3000 on plane fares.


—with the best of them as well as other people who are more experienced, better qualified, etc: She has only been skating for a short time but already she can skate with the best of them.


—with the best will in the world (back to will, world) no matter how much one wants to do something: With the best will in the world I couldn’t get there in time.


bet


—all bets are off used to indicate that it is impossible to predict what might happen in a particular situation: A few months ago it was thought that the government would easily be re-elected with an increased majority, but in the middle of the present financial crisis all bets are off.


—hedge one’s bets to try to protect oneself from possible loss, failure, disappointment, etc: We decided to hedge our bets and book seats for both performances in case we missed the first one. <Refers to the laying off of a bet by taking out smaller bets with other lenders to avoid being unable to pay out on the original larger bet.>


better


—better off (1) happier: She says that she’s better off without her husband. (2) richer: Her husband’s family is much better off than hers.


—go one better than (someone) to improve on something that someone has done: She won three prizes but her sister went one better and won five.


—get the better of (someone) to overcome or defeat (someone): His son always gets the better of him at chess.


—have seen better days to be no longer new or fresh: This coat has seen better days. I need a new one.


—the better part of (something) a large part of (something), most of (something): They stayed for the better part of four hours.


—think better of (something) to reconsider (something), to change one’s mind about (something): They should think better of buying such an expensive house when money is tight.


between


—between Scylla and Charybdis see Scylla.


beyond


—beyond compare unrivalled, without equal: The queen’s beauty was beyond compare.


—beyond one’s ken see ken.


—beyond the pale beyond normal or acceptable limits: When he drinks too much his behaviour is completely beyond the pale. <The Pale was an area in Ireland governed by England in the 16th century.>


bide


—bide one’s time to wait for a suitable opportunity: They haven’t given up their plan to climb the mountain. They’re biding their time until the weather improves.


bicycle


—like a fish needs a bicycle see fish.


big


—a big fish in a small pond a person who seems better, more important, etc, than he or she actually is, because he or she operates in a small, limited area: In the village school he was a big fish in a small pond, but when he went to a large city school he was just an ordinary pupil.


—be big of (someone) to be generous of (someone): It was big of them to give us a day’s holiday.


—the Big Apple New York: He’s excited about flying to the Big Apple.


—Big Brother see brother.


—big guns the most important people in an organization: The big guns are having a board meeting.


—hit the big time (back to hit, time) to be become extremely successful and famous: He hoped one day to hit the big time, but he spent all his life singing in local clubs.


—the big picture see picture.


—the Big Smoke London: They would hate to live in the Big Smoke.


bill


—a clean bill of health verification that someone is well and fit: The footballer has been given a clean bill of health after treatment for his injury. <Ships were given clean bills of health and allowed to sail when it was certified that no one aboard had an infectious disease.>


—fill the bill to be exactly what is required: They’re looking for peace and quiet. At last they’ve found a cottage that fits the bill. <Refers originally to a handbill or public notice.>


—foot the bill to pay for something, usually something expensive: He had to foot the bill for the repairs to his own car and the other one.


—top the bill to be the most important performer in a show: A world-famous pianist topped the bill. <On theatrical advertising bills or posters the star performer’s name is at the top.>


bird


—a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush something that one already has is much more valuable than things that one might or might not acquire: Keep that old car. It has never let you down and a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. <A bird in the bush might fly away.>


—a bird of passage a person who never stays in one place for long: We’d like Rob to stay with the firm, but he’s a bird of passage and he’s already talking of moving to another city.


—a little bird told me I found out by a means which I do not wish to reveal: A little bird told me that she is having a baby.


—birds of a feather flock together people who share the same interests, ideas, etc, usually form friendships. Football fans are like birds of a feather, they flock together.


—eat like a bird to eat very small amounts of food: Mary is so afraid of putting on weight that she eats like a bird and is very thin.


—give (someone) the bird of an audience, to express disapproval of a performer by hissing or booing so that he or she leaves the stage: The comic was so bad that they gave him the bird after five minutes. <From the resemblance of the noise of the audience to the hissing of geese.>


—go like a bird to go very well or very easily: The car goes like a bird with the new engine.


—kill two birds with one stone to fulfil two purposes with one action: By spending the weekend there we were able to kill two birds with one stone. We did some business and we were able to visit my parents.
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