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Olly Richards, author of the Teach Yourself Foreign Language Graded Readers series, speaks eight languages and is the man behind the popular language learning blog I Will Teach You a Language.


Olly started learning his first foreign language at age 19 when he bought a one-way ticket to Paris. With no exposure to languages growing up, and no special talent to speak of, Olly had to figure out how to learn a foreign language from scratch.


Fifteen years later, Olly holds a master’s in TESOL from Aston University as well as Cambridge CELTA and Delta. He has also now studied several languages and become an expert in language learning techniques. He collaborates with organizations such as the Open University and the European Commission, and is a regular speaker at international language events and in-person workshops.


Olly started the I Will Teach You a Language blog in 2013 to document his latest language learning experiments. His useful language learning tips have transformed the blog into one of the most popular language learning resources on the web. Olly has always advocated that reading is one of the best ways to improve your language skills and he has now applied his expertise to create the Teach Yourself Foreign Language Graded Readers series. He hopes that Short Stories in English for Intermediate Learners will help you in your language studies!


For more information about Olly and his blog, go to www.iwillteachyoualanguage.com.


For more information about other readers in this series, go to readers.teachyourself.com.





Introduction


Reading in a foreign language is one of the most effective ways for you to improve language skills and expand vocabulary. However, it can sometimes be difficult to find engaging reading materials at an appropriate level that will provide a feeling of achievement and a sense of progress. Most books and articles written for native speakers are too difficult for language learners to understand. They often have very high-level vocabulary and may be so lengthy that you feel overwhelmed and give up. If these problems sound familiar, then this book is for you!


Short Stories in English for Intermediate Learners is a collection of eight unconventional and entertaining short stories that are especially designed to help intermediate-level English learners* improve their language skills. These short stories offer something of interest for everyone and have been designed to create a supportive reading environment by including:





•  Rich linguistic content in different genres to keep you entertained and expose you to a variety of word forms.



•  Interesting illustrations to introduce the story content and help you better understand what happens.



•  Shorter stories broken into chapters to give you the satisfaction of finishing the stories and progressing quickly.



•  Texts written especially at your level so they are more easily comprehended and not overwhelming.



•  Special learning aids to help support your understanding including:







    •  Summaries to give you regular overviews of plot progression.


    •  Vocabulary lists to help you understand unfamiliar words more easily.


    •  Comprehension questions to test your understanding of key events and to encourage you to read in more detail.





So whether you want to expand your vocabulary, improve your comprehension, or simply read for fun, this book is the biggest step forward you will take in your studies this year. Short Stories in English for Intermediate Learners will give you all the support you need, so sit back, relax and let your imagination run wild as you are transported to a magical world of adventure, mystery and intrigue – in English!




* Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) levels B1–B2.








How to Read Effectively


Reading is a complex skill. In our first languages, we employ a variety of micro-skills to help us read. For example, we might skim a particular passage in order to understand the general idea, or gist. Or we might scan through multiple pages of a train timetable looking for a particular time or place. While these micro-skills are second nature when reading in our first languages, when it comes to reading in a foreign language, research suggests that we often abandon most of these reading skills. In a foreign language, we usually start at the beginning of a text and try to understand every single word. Inevitably, we come across unknown or difficult words and quickly get frustrated with our lack of understanding.


One of the main benefits of reading in a foreign language is that you gain exposure to large amounts of words and expressions used naturally. This kind of reading for pleasure in order to learn a language is generally known as ‘extensive reading’. It is very different from reading a textbook in which dialogues or texts are meant to be read in detail with the aim of understanding every word. That kind of reading to reach specific learning aims or do tasks is referred to as ‘intensive reading’. To put it another way, the intensive reading in textbooks usually helps you with grammar rules and specific vocabulary, whereas reading stories extensively helps show you natural language in use.


While you may have started your language learning journey using only textbooks, Short Stories in English for Intermediate Learners will now provide you with opportunities to learn more about natural English language in use. Here are a few suggestions to keep in mind when reading the stories in this book in order to learn the most from them:





•  Enjoyment and a sense of achievement when reading is vitally important. Enjoying what you read keeps you coming back for more. The best way to enjoy reading stories and feel a sense of achievement is by reading each story from beginning to end. Consequently, reaching the end of a story is the most important thing. It is actually more important than understanding every word in it!



•  The more you read, the more you learn. By reading longer texts for enjoyment, you will quickly build up an understanding of how English works. But remember: in order to take full advantage of the benefits of extensive reading, you have to actually read a large enough volume in the first place. Reading a couple of pages here and there may teach you a few new words, but it won’t be enough to make a real impact on the overall level of your English.



•  You must accept that you won’t understand everything you read in a story. This is probably the most important point of all! Always remember that it is completely normal that you do not understand all the words or sentences. It doesn’t mean that your language level is flawed or that you are not doing well. It means that you’re engaged in the process of learning. So, what should you do when you don’t understand a word? Here are a few steps:







1. Look at the word and see if it is familiar in any way. Remember to look for vocabulary elements from your first language that may be familiar. Take a guess – you might surprise yourself!


2. Re-read the sentence that contains the unknown word several times. Use the context of that sentence, and the rest of the story, to try to guess what the unknown word might mean.


3. Think about whether or not the word might be a different form of a word you know. For example, you might encounter a verb that you know, but it has been conjugated in a different or unfamiliar way:


    go


    went


    have gone


You may not be familiar with the particular form used, but ask yourself: Can I still understand the gist of what’s going on? Usually, if you have managed to recognize the main verb, that is enough. Instead of getting frustrated, simply notice how the verb is being used, and carry on reading. Recognizing different forms of words will come intuitively over time.


4. Make a note of the unknown word in a notebook and check the meaning later. You can review these words over time to make them part of your active vocabulary. If you simply must know the meaning of a bolded word, you can look it up in the vocabulary list at the end of the chapter, in the glossary at the back of this book or use a dictionary. However, this should be your last resort.





These suggestions are designed to train you to handle reading in English independently and without help. The more you can develop this skill, the better you’ll be able to read. Remember: learning to be comfortable with the ambiguity you may encounter while reading a foreign language is the most powerful skill that will help you become an independent and resilient learner of English!





The Six-Step Reading Process


In order to get the most from reading Short Stories in English for Intermediate Learners, it will be best for you to follow this simple six-step reading process for each chapter of the stories:




1  Look at the illustration and read the chapter title. Think about what the story might be about. Then read the chapter all the way through. Your aim is simply to reach the end of the chapter. Therefore, do not stop to look up words and do not worry if there are things you do not understand. Simply try to follow the plot.


2  When you reach the end of the chapter, read the short summary of the plot to see if you have understood what has happened. If you find this difficult, do not worry. You will improve with each chapter.


3  Go back and read the same chapter again. If you like, you can focus more on story details than before, but otherwise simply read it through one more time.


4  When you reach the end of the chapter for the second time, read the summary again and review the vocabulary list. If you are unsure about the meanings of any words in the vocabulary list, scan through the text to find them in the story and examine them in context. This will help you better understand the words.


5  Next, work through the comprehension questions to check your understanding of key events in the story. If you do not get them all correct, do not worry: simply answering the questions will help you better understand the story.


6  At this point, you should have some understanding of the main events of the chapter. If not, you may wish to re-read the chapter a few times using the vocabulary list to check unknown words and phrases until you feel confident. Once you are ready and confident that you understand what has happened – whether it’s after one reading of the chapter or several – move on to the next chapter and continue enjoying the story at your own pace, just as you would any other book.





Only once you have completed a story in its entirety should you consider going back and studying the story language in more depth if you wish. Or, instead of worrying about understanding everything, take time to focus on all that you have understood and congratulate yourself for all that you have done so far. Remember: the biggest benefits you will derive from this book will come from reading story after story through from beginning to end. If you can do that, you will be on your way to reading effectively in English!
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A Dream of Fire



Chapter 1 – Can Dreams Come True?


Jen wanted to hit her boyfriend. Thanks to him, everyone sitting at the table was looking at her. She gave Ben a dirty look. He just smiled at her in response. Sarah, Jen’s best friend, looked at Jen with a small smile. Jaime, who was Sarah’s boyfriend and Ben’s best friend, had a look of shock and curiosity on his face. Eric and Lisa were friends with all of them and they seemed curious, too.


Why does Ben have to tell everybody about my dreams? Jen thought. Finally she turned to her friends and said, ‘Yes, it’s true.’ She gave Ben another dirty look and began explaining. ‘I sometimes have dreams about unimportant things and the dreams come true the next day. It’s almost always about six hours after I wake up. It’s been happening for as long as I can remember. But it’s always just for really stupid little things – never anything important.’


‘Really? Like what?’ Eric asked.


‘Well, when I was four years old, I had a dream about a spoon falling off a table and making a loud sound on the floor,’ Jen said. ‘The next day my father was giving a speech at a party and someone dropped a spoon on the floor. Of course, it made a really loud sound and startled everybody. The dream came true.’


The group of friends laughed. They were really surprised.


Jaime looked at Jen carefully and then said with a smile, ‘But that seems like more of a coincidence than anything.’


‘That’s what I thought at first,’ Ben interrupted, speaking quickly with excitement. ‘But then Jen told me her other dreams and I started believing. Then I tested her and saw it actually happen!’


‘You tested her?’ Jaime asked. ‘How?’


‘A few months back I waited until she woke up and made her tell me the last dream she remembered,’ Ben said. ‘She told me she had dreamed about someone sneezing 17 times and everyone laughing about it. Then I waited until six hours later and, sure enough, while we were eating lunch, some woman across the room started sneezing. If it had only been a couple of sneezes, I don’t think anyone would have noticed. But the woman just kept sneezing and sneezing, so I started counting. She sneezed exactly 17 times. When she was done, the whole restaurant started laughing. It was so funny!’


‘Yeah, and the poor woman was so embarrassed that she got up and left the restaurant,’ Jen said, hitting Ben on the shoulder.


‘Oh, stop it!’ Ben said. ‘I think it’s amazing! I like to tell people about it.’


‘It’s not a party trick, Ben,’ Jen said. ‘You know I don’t like to talk about it with anybody. People hear about it and they think I’m weird.’


‘I don’t think it’s weird!’ Lisa said. ‘I think it’s pretty cool, actually.’


‘Yeah, me too,’ Eric said.


‘Me too,’ Sarah said shyly, smiling at Jen. ‘I’ve always wanted to be able to do that!’


‘Have your dreams ever not come true?’ Lisa asked.


‘All the time,’ Jen said. ‘The really scary ones never come true. Or any time I dream about something really big happening – like winning the lottery or something. The only dreams that come true are the unimportant ones. It’s really annoying, honestly.’


There was a long pause as everyone thought about what Jen had said. Then Jaime spoke up. ‘But couldn’t you use it to predict the future or something?’ he asked.


Jen shook her head before anyone could say anything. ‘It doesn’t work like that,’ she said. ‘I never know if a dream is going to come true until right before it happens.’


‘But how do you know these dreams come true after six hours?’ Jaime asked.


‘When I was ten, I started keeping a journal,’ Jen said. ‘I would write about my dreams and then make a note if they came true. I started realizing that they came true around the same time of day. When I did the maths I realized it was six hours … well, 6 hours, 17 minutes and 29 seconds, to be exact.’


‘Wait …’ Ben said. ‘You never told me that. You know exactly how long it takes for a dream to come true?’


‘I thought I did when I was ten,’ Jen said. ‘But that was a long time ago. And it wasn’t really a scientific experiment or anything.’


The group laughed again.


Jaime looked at Jen with a smile. ‘So, there’s no real way to tell the future?’ he asked.


‘Nope,’ Jen said. ‘Sometimes something will trigger a memory from a dream. That tells me the dream is going to happen. But the most warning I’ve ever had was about an hour ahead of time, and that only happened once. Most of the time I just get a funny feeling about five minutes before it happens. Then I just kind of sit and wait for it to happen. Like I said, it’s a bit annoying. I can’t really control anything about it.’


The silence returned, and Jen smiled at the looks on her friends’ faces. She knew they would be watching her from now on to see if her unusual ability would show itself. Ben meant well, but he didn’t understand. It really made her uncomfortable to have people watching her and wondering about her dream thing. It was just weird.


The dinner party broke up shortly after that and everyone went home. Ben usually stayed later after a party to talk, but he couldn’t that night. He had to work early the next morning and his job site was on the other side of town. He was an electrician and he’d recently been hired to work in a new office building on the north side of the city.


Jen was really proud of Ben and she was excited about how their relationship was developing. They had been dating for over a year now and she had fallen deeply in love with him. She was certain he felt the same for her.


That night, as she got ready for bed, she thought about how amazing it would be to have Ben as a husband. As she fell asleep, she quietly hoped that the special moment when Ben proposed would come soon.



Chapter 1 Review




Summary


Jen and her boyfriend Ben are having dinner with friends. Ben tells their friends that Jen’s dreams sometimes come true. As people ask questions, Jen explains what happens with her dreams. She also adds that nothing important ever comes true. She says it’s only little things, like dropped spoons or sneezes. The friends ask a lot of questions and Jen becomes uncomfortable. The party ends and Ben goes home. He is an electrician and has an early job across town. Jen falls asleep dreaming of Ben asking her to marry him.


Vocabulary





dirty look a facial expression that shows dislike or anger



response an answer or a reaction



shock a strong and unpleasant reaction you have when something bad happens that you do not expect



curiosity the feeling of wanting to discover facts about something



startle to suddenly frighten or shock someone



coincidence when two things happen at the same time by chance



sneeze to suddenly blow out air from your nose and mouth in a way that you cannot control



embarrassed looking or feeling ashamed or stupid



weird very strange



predict to say that you think something will happen



journal a book in which someone writes what they have done each day



experiment a test or trial to find out something unknown or prove something



trigger something that causes something else to happen



electrician someone whose job is to put in or repair electrical equipment



propose (marriage) to ask someone to marry you





Comprehension Questions


Select one answer only for each question.




  1)  Who is Ben?







        a.  Jen’s brother


        b.  Jen’s boyfriend


        c.  Jen’s dad


        d.  Jen’s best friend







  2)  Why doesn’t Jen get excited about her power to predict dreams?







        a.  The dreams never affect her.


        b.  The dreams never come true.


        c.  Only small things from her dreams come true.


        d.  She wants to keep it a secret from Ben.







  3)  Who does Jen like talking to about her dreams?







        a.  only with Ben


        b.  only with her friends


        c.  everyone


        d.  nobody







  4)  How old was Jen when she started keeping a dream journal?







        a.  10 years old


        b.  6 years old


        c.  17 years old


        d.  7 years old







  5)  How long after Jen wakes up do her dreams come true?







        a.  exactly 16 minutes


        b.  about 6 days


        c.  about 6 hours


        d.  exactly 16 hours









Chapter 2 – A Bad Feeling


Jen woke up the next morning in a sweat with a strange ringing sound in her ears. The dream she’d had was one of the worst she could ever remember. Ben had been caught in a fire at the building where he worked and he couldn’t find a way out. He and two others were trapped in what looked like a storage cupboard. The smoke and heat from the fire had been terrible! And then there had been a loud metallic ringing sound as something heavy had collapsed on them.


Jen gasped for air and tried to calm her racing heart. She looked at the clock. It said 7:05 a.m. Ben was probably already at work, but she wanted to call him anyway.


‘Hello?’ Ben answered after the second ring.


‘Hi, it’s me,’ Jen said. ‘I just wanted to hear your voice. You OK?’


‘I’m great, babe!’ he said. ‘Just getting ready to start the day. This is a big job, which is good. I’m going to need some extra money pretty soon … if you know what I mean.’


Jen’s heart jumped. Had he just suggested that he needed money to buy her a wedding ring? She smiled. ‘I love you, Ben,’ she said.


‘I love you too, Jen,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you after work, OK?’


‘OK,’ she replied. ‘Be safe today.’


‘Always,’ he said, and then hung up.


Jen put the phone down and tried not to think about the dream from last night. It wasn’t the first time she’d had a bad dream, and she knew her bad dreams never came true.


Jen got out of bed and began getting ready for the day. An hour later, she was drinking her coffee and driving to work. She was still thinking about the dream. Ben’s new job was in a building on the other side of town from the clinic where she worked as a nurse. It took an hour to get through traffic from one side of the city to the other so there was no way she could check up on Ben until later that evening. She tried not to think about the dream, but she couldn’t help but worry.


At the clinic, it was flu season, so there was a steady stream of children with fevers that morning. Jen had no time to think about dreams or anything else. When her lunch break came at noon, she was glad for a moment of peace. A couple of the other nurses were in the break room, too. They all were simply enjoying the silence … until Sherry dropped a spoon she’d been using to eat her soup. It made a loud metallic ringing on the table.


The ringing sound triggered one of the strongest sense memories Jen had ever experienced. It was the same sound she’d woken up with in her head that morning. The same sound that had come with that terrible dream of Ben being in a fire and something collapsing on him!


Jen looked at the clock. It said 12:07 p.m. She thought back to the time on the clock when she’d woken up: 7:05 a.m. Her bad dreams had never come true, but the feeling Jen had deep in her heart at that moment wasn’t something she could ignore. What if this was the one time that a bad dream was going to come true? What if this was why she’d had so many dreams all her life? What if all the dreams had been building to this moment?


The clock now said 12:08 p.m. Jen did some quick figures and realized she had 1 hour and 14 minutes to do something. She jumped up, grabbed her bag and rushed out of the break room.


‘Jen?’ one of the other nurses called after her. ‘Is everything OK?’


Jen ignored her and ran out of the building to the car park.


When Jen got in her car, she dialled Ben’s number with one hand while she started the car with the other. His phone rang and rang and finally went to voicemail as she drove down the street.


‘Ben, it’s me,’ Jen said quickly, weaving through traffic. ‘Call me when you get this, please.’ She hung up just as she turned onto the motorway. It was lunchtime, so traffic was a little heavy, but it was not as bad as rush hour at the end of the day. Still, it would likely take a full hour to get to Ben’s building.


Jen looked at the clock in her car. It said 12:16 p.m. She picked up her phone again and dialled Ben’s friend Jaime’s number. He picked up after the third ring.


‘Hi, Jaime, it’s Jen,’ she said.


‘Hi, Jen!’ he replied. ‘What’s up?’


‘Have you heard from Ben this morning?’ she asked.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Last time I talked to him was last night. Why? What’s up?’


‘I hope nothing,’ she said. ‘He just didn’t answer when I called him at work just now.’


‘Ha! I wouldn’t worry about it,’ Jaime said. ‘That building he’s working in has pretty thick concrete. He probably doesn’t get any phone service.’


‘You’re probably right,’ Jen said. ‘All the same, if you hear from him, can you let me know?’


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Everything OK, Jen? You sound like something is wrong.’


Jen couldn’t decide whether or not to say anything to Jaime about her dream. After a long pause she decided to be honest. ‘I had a dream that Ben was caught in a fire in that building,’ Jen said. ‘I know I told you last night that my bad dreams don’t come true, but this one is really bothering me. And now I can’t get hold of him and I’m freaking out a little bit.’


‘Whoa!’ Jaime said. ‘I can see why. OK … well … huh.’


‘Huh? That’s all you have to say? Jaime, you live on that side of town …’


‘Yeah, OK,’ Jaime said. ‘Right. I’ll go over there and see if I can find him.’


‘Thanks, Jaime,’ Jen said. ‘I hope it’s nothing.’


‘Me too,’ Jaime said. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be OK, Jen.’


Jen hung up and looked at the clock again. It was 12:22 p.m.


The traffic wasn’t bad and Jen was able to keep moving for the first 30 minutes of the drive to Ben’s building. Then, about five miles from the building, the traffic stopped completely. She tried Ben’s phone again, but there was still no answer. She texted Jaime, but he didn’t answer right away. She looked at the clock. It was 12:54 p.m. She had 28 minutes before the dream might come true.


Up ahead, the next motorway exit looked clear, but she didn’t know if taking smaller roads would be faster or slower. She took a chance and pulled over and used the edge of the road to get to the exit. At a red traffic light, she put the address of the building into her car’s navigation system. A map appeared on the screen showing the new route. However, it twisted and turned its way through back roads. As the light turned green, Jen raced off as fast as she dared. She got stopped at a roadworks at one point, but she made it through and finally arrived at Ben’s building.


She looked at the clock – 1:12 p.m. She had ten minutes. She ran towards the door to the lobby. As soon as she walked in, she could smell it – smoke! Her heart sank, and she began to panic. It was real. There was a fire! Her dream was going to come true!



Chapter 2 Review




Summary


Jen has a very bad dream. In it, her boyfriend Ben is trapped in a fire. She tries not to think about the dream and goes to work. While at work, something happens that reminds her of the dream. She realizes that there is just over an hour before the dream could come true. She calls Ben, but he doesn’t answer. She decides to drive over to check on Ben. On the way, Jen calls Jaime and asks him to check on Ben as well. She drives across town but she doesn’t have much time and traffic causes problems. When she arrives, she smells smoke and knows the dream will come true any minute.


Vocabulary





in a sweat covered with the salty liquid that comes out of your skin when you are hot



trapped if you are trapped, you cannot escape a bad place or situation



storage cupboard (Am. Eng. storage closet) a small room for keeping things



metallic looking, sounding or tasting like metal



collapse if a building or structure collapses, it falls down because it is too weak or because it is damaged



gasp to take a short sudden breath in through your open mouth because you are shocked, surprised, or are fighting to breathe



(have one’s) heart jump to be startled or excited



clinic a place where people can see doctors to get medical treatment and advice



traffic the number of vehicles that are travelling on a road



flu season a time of year when many people are sick



steady stream a large number of something arriving at a regular pace



sense memory information or thoughts of an experience that are associated with a feeling



ignore to not pay attention to someone or something



(do) figures to add, subtract, multiply or calculate numbers



rush to move or to do something quickly and suddenly



voicemail a system on a telephone that takes messages from callers



concrete a strong, hard building material made by mixing sand, cement (grey powder), small stones and water



freak out (slang) to suddenly become very angry or upset about something



navigation system (Am. Eng. GLP / global positioning system; Br. Eng. satnav) satellite navigation; a piece of equipment especially used in cars to tell the driver how to get somewhere



twist if a road or river twists, it has a lot of curves in it



roadworks (Am. Eng. construction zone) a section of road being repaired or worked upon



lobby a room just inside the main entrance of a large building



(have one’s) heart sink if someone’s heart sinks, they are disappointed or expect that something bad will happen



panic to have a sudden strong feeling of fear or worry that makes you unable to think calmly





Comprehension Questions


Select one answer only for each question.




  6)  What time does Jen wake up?







        a.  7:55 a.m.


        b.  7:15 a.m.


        c.  7:05 a.m.


        d.  7:45 a.m.







  7)  Where does Jen work?







        a.  at a construction site


        b.  at a restaurant


        c.  at a coffee shop


        d.  at a clinic







  8)  What happens to trigger Jen’s sense memory of the dream?







        a.  Someone drops a spoon.


        b.  The phone rings.


        c.  She tastes something funny.


        d.  She looks at a clock.







  9)  Who does Jen call when she can’t reach Ben?







        a.  Sarah


        b.  Jaime


        c.  Eric


        d.  Lisa







10)  Find these bolded expressions in the story. Which set of words or expressions does NOT have a similar meaning?







        a.  to freak out / to worry


        b.  to be in a sweat / to panic


        c.  to have one’s heart sink / to ignore


        d.  to gasp / to breathe heavily









Chapter 3 – Rescue!


Jen stood in the lobby. She didn’t know what to do. There was actually a fire in Ben’s building – he was in danger! Suddenly she heard someone yelling her name. She turned to look and Jaime ran up to her. ‘Jaime!’ she said, relieved that he was there. ‘It’s true! My dream is true! Do you smell the smoke?’


‘Yes, but calm down,’ he said, leading her out the building. ‘I got stuck in traffic and just got here a few minutes ago. I ran around the back of the building and there’s fire and smoke coming out of the top windows. I called the fire department and they’ll be here soon. Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll get him out.’


At that moment the fire alarms began to blare. What took them so long? thought Jen. The people had to get out. Ben had to get out! Jen looked at her watch – 1:13 p.m. ‘The fire department won’t get here soon enough,’ she said. ‘Ben has less than ten minutes!’


‘Calm down, Jen,’ said Jaime. ‘We need to think. What exactly do you remember from your dream?’


‘I … I don’t know,’ cried Jen.


‘Come on now, think!’


‘OK, OK!’ she said. ‘He was stuck in a storage cupboard or something.’
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