The Scarlett Letter – Nathaniel Hawthorne
A throng of bearded men, in sad-coloured garments and grey steeple-crowned
hats, inter-mixed with women, some wearing hoods, and others bareheaded, was
assembled in front of a wooden edifice, the door of which was heavily timbered with
oak, and studded with iron spikes.
The founders of a new colony, whatever Utopia of human virtue and happiness
they might originally project, have invariably recognised it among their earliest
practical necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, and another
portion as the site of a prison. In accordance with this rule it may safely be assumed
that the forefathers of Boston had built the first prison-house somewhere in the Vicinity
of Cornhill, almost as seasonably as they marked out the first burial-ground, on Isaac
Johnson's lot, and round about his grave, which subsequently became the nucleus of all
the congregated sepulchres in the old churchyard of King's Chapel. Certain it is that,
some fifteen or twenty years after the settlement of the town, the wooden jail was
already marked with weather-stains and other indications of age, which gave a yet
darker aspect to its beetle-browed and gloomy front. The rust on the ponderous ironwork of its oaken door looked more antique than anything else in the New World. Like
all that pertains to crime, it seemed never to have known a youthful era. Before this
ugly edifice, and between it and the wheel-track of the street, was a grass-plot, much
overgrown with burdock, pig-weed, apple-pern, and such unsightly vegetation, which
evidently found something congenial in the soil that had so early borne the black
flower of civilised society, a prison. But on one side of the portal, and rooted almost at
the threshold, was a wild rose-hush, covered, in this month of June, with its delicate
gems, which might be imagined to offer their fragrance and fragile beauty to the
prisoner as he went in, and to the condemned criminal as he came forth to his doom, in
token that the deep heart of Nature could pity and be kind to him.
This rose-bush, by a strange chance, has been kept alive in history; but whether it
had merely survived out of the stern old wilderness, so long after the fall of the gigantic
pines and oaks that originally overshadowed it, or whether, as there is far authority for
believing, it had sprung up under the footsteps of the sainted Ann Hutchinson as she
entered the prison-door, we shall not take upon us to determine. Finding it so directly
on the threshold of our narrative, which is now about to issue from that inauspicious
portal, we could hardly do otherwise than pluck one of its flowers, and present it to the
reader. It may serve, let us hope, to symbolise some sweet moral blossom that may be
found along the track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of human frailty and
sorrow.
(487 words)

Their Eyes Were Watching God – Zora Neale Hurston
Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board. For some they come in with the
tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, never out of sight, never landing until the
Watcher turns his eyes away in resignation, his dreams mocked to death by Time. That is
the life of men.
Now, women forget all those things they don’t want to remember, and remember
everything they don’t want to forget. The dream is the truth. Then they act and do things
accordingly.
So the beginning of this was a woman and she had come back from burying the
dead. Not the dead of sick and ailing with friends at the pillow and the feet. She had come
back from the sodden and the bloated; the sudden dead, their eyes flung wide open in
judgment.
The people all saw her come because it was sundown. The sun was gone, but he had
left his footprints in the sky. It was the time for sitting on porches beside the road. It was
the time to hear things and talk. These sitters had been tongueless, earless, eyeless
conveniences all day long. Mules and other brutes had occupied their skins. But now, the
sun and the bossman were gone, so the skins felt powerful and human. They became lords
of sounds and lesser things. They passed nations through their mouths. They sat in
judgment.
Seeing the woman as she was made them remember the envy they had stored up
from other times. So they chewed up the back parts of their minds and swallowed with
relish. They made burning statements with questions, and killing tools out of laughs. It
was mass cruelty. A mood come alive. Words walking without masters; walking altogether
like harmony in a song.
“What she doin’ coming back here in dem overhalls? Can’t she find no dress to put
on?—Where’s dat blue satin dress she left here in?—Where all dat money her husband
took and died and left her?—What dat ole forty year ole ’oman doin’ wid her hair swingin’
down her back lak some young gal?—Where she left dat young lad of a boy she went off
here wid?—Thought she was going to marry?—Where he left her?—What he done wid all
her money?—Betcha he off wid some gal so young she ain’t even got no hairs—why she
don’t stay in her class?—”
When she got to where they were she turned her face on the bander log and spoke.
They scrambled a noisy “good evenin’ ” and left their mouths setting open and their ears
full of hope. Her speech was pleasant enough, but she kept walking straight on to her gate.
The porch couldn’t talk for looking.
(462 words)

The Great Gatsby – F. Scott Fitzgerald
In my younger and more vulnerable years my father gave me some advice that I've been
turning over in my mind ever since.
"Whenever you feel like criticizing any one," he told me, "just remember that all the people
in this world haven't had the advantages that you've had."
He didn't say any more but we've always been unusually communicative in a reserved way,
and I understood that he meant a great deal more than that. In consequence I'm inclined to reserve
all judgments, a habit that has opened up many curious natures to me and also made me the victim
of not a few veteran bores. The abnormal mind is quick to detect and attach itself to this quality
when it appears in a normal person, and so it came about that in college I was unjustly accused of
being a politician, because I was privy to the secret griefs of wild, unknown men. Most of the
confidences were unsought--frequently I have feigned sleep, preoccupation, or a hostile levity
when I realized by some unmistakable sign that an intimate revelation was quivering on the
horizon--for the intimate revelations of young men or at least the terms in which they express
them are usually plagiaristic and marred by obvious suppressions. Reserving judgments is a matter
of infinite hope. I am still a little afraid of missing something if I forget that, as my father
snobbishly suggested, and I snobbishly repeat, a sense of the fundamental decencies is parcelled
out unequally at birth.
And, after boasting this way of my tolerance, I come to the admission that it has a limit.
Conduct may be founded on the hard rock or the wet marshes but after a certain point I don't care
what it's founded on. When I came back from the East last autumn I felt that I wanted the world
to be in uniform and at a sort of moral attention forever; I wanted no more riotous excursions with
privileged glimpses into the human heart. Only Gatsby, the man who gives his name to this book,
was exempt from my reaction--Gatsby who represented everything for which I have an unaffected
scorn. If personality is an unbroken series of successful gestures, then there was something
gorgeous about him, some heightened sensitivity to the promises of life, as if he were related to
one of those intricate machines that register earthquakes ten thousand miles away. This
responsiveness had nothing to do with that flabby impressionability which is dignified under the
name of the "creative temperament"--it was an extraordinary gift for hope, a romantic readiness
such as I have never found in any other person and which it is not likely I shall ever find again.
No--Gatsby turned out all right at the end; it is what preyed on Gatsby, what foul dust floated in
the wake of his dreams that temporarily closed out my interest in the abortive sorrows and shortwinded elations of men.
My family have been prominent, well-to-do people in this middle-western city for three
generations. The Carraways are something of a clan and we have a tradition that we're descended
from the Dukes of Buccleuch, but the actual founder of my line was my grandfather's brother who
came here in fifty-one, sent a substitute to the Civil War and started the wholesale hardware
business that my father carries on today.
(566 words)

A Tale of Two Cities– Charles Dickens
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the
age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season
of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair,
we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven,
we were all going direct the other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period,
that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the
superlative degree of comparison only.
There were a king with a large jaw and a queen with a plain face, on the throne of
England; there were a king with a large jaw and a queen with a fair face, on the throne of
France. In both countries it was clearer than crystal to the lords of the State preserves of loaves
and fishes, that things in general were settled for ever.
It was the year of Our Lord one thousand seven hundred and seventy-five. Spiritual
revelations were conceded to England at that favoured period, as at this. Mrs. Southcott had
recently attained her five-and-twentieth blessed birthday, of whom a prophetic private in the
Life Guards had heralded the sublime appearance by announcing that arrangements were
made for the swallowing up of London and Westminster. Even the Cock-lane ghost had been
laid only a round dozen of years, after rapping out its messages, as the spirits of this very year
last past (supernaturally deficient in originality) rapped out theirs. Mere messages in the
earthly order of events had lately come to the English Crown and People, from a congress of
British subjects in America: which, strange to relate, have proved more important to the
human race than any communications yet received through any of the chickens of the Cocklane brood.
France, less favoured on the whole as to matters spiritual than her sister of the shield
and trident, rolled with exceeding smoothness down hill, making paper money and spending
it. Under the guidance of her Christian pastors, she entertained herself, besides, with such
humane achievements as sentencing a youth to have his hands cut off, his tongue torn out
with pincers, and his body burned alive, because he had not kneeled down in the rain to do
honour to a dirty procession of monks which passed within his view, at a distance of some
fifty or sixty yards. It is likely enough that, rooted in the woods of France and Norway, there
were growing trees, when that sufferer was put to death, already marked by the Woodman,
Fate, to come down and be sawn into boards, to make a certain movable framework with a
sack and a knife in it, terrible in history. It is likely enough that in the rough outhouses of some
tillers of the heavy lands adjacent to Paris, there were sheltered from the weather that very
day, rude carts, bespattered with rustic mire, snuffed about by pigs, and roosted in by poultry,
which the Farmer, Death, had already set apart to be his tumbrils of the Revolution. But that
Woodman and that Farmer, though they work unceasingly, work silently, and no one heard
them as they went about with muffled tread: the rather, forasmuch as to entertain any
suspicion that they were awake, was to be atheistical and traitorous.
(586 words)

The Stranger – Albert Camus
MOTHER died today. Or, maybe, yesterday; I can’t be sure. The telegram from the Home
says: YOUR MOTHER PASSED AWAY. FUNERAL TOMORROW. DEEP SYMPATHY. Which
leaves the matter doubtful; it could have been yesterday.
The Home for Aged Persons is at Marengo, some fifty miles from Algiers. With the two
o’clock bus I should get there well before nightfall. Then I can spend the night there, keeping the
usual vigil beside the body, and be back here by tomorrow evening. I have fixed up with my
employer for two days’ leave; obviously, under the circumstances, he couldn’t refuse. Still, I had an
idea he looked annoyed, and I said, without thinking: “Sorry, sir, but it’s not my fault, you know.”
Afterwards it struck me I needn’t have said that. I had no reason to excuse myself; it was up
to him to express his sympathy and so forth. Probably he will do so the day after tomorrow, when
he sees me in black. For the present, it’s almost as if Mother weren’t really dead. The funeral will
bring it home to me, put an official seal on it, so to speak. ...
I took the two-o’clock bus. It was a blazing hot afternoon. I’d lunched, as usual, at Céleste’s
restaurant. Everyone was most kind, and Céleste said to me, “There’s no one like a mother.” When
I left they came with me to the door. It was something of a rush, getting away, as at the last moment
I had to call in at Emmanuel’s place to borrow his black tie and mourning band. He lost his uncle a
few months ago.
I had to run to catch the bus. I suppose it was my hurrying like that, what with the glare off
the road and from the sky, the reek of gasoline, and the jolts, that made me feel so drowsy. Anyhow,
I slept most of the way. When I woke I was leaning against a soldier; he grinned and asked me if I’d
come from a long way off, and I just nodded, to cut things short. I wasn’t in a mood for talking.
The Home is a little over a mile from the village. I went there on foot. I asked to be allowed
to see Mother at once, but the doorkeeper told me I must see the warden first. He wasn’t free, and I
had to wait a bit. The doorkeeper chatted with me while I waited; then he led me to the office. The
warden was a very small man, with gray hair, and a Legion of Honor rosette in his buttonhole. He
gave me a long look with his watery blue eyes. Then we shook hands, and he held mine so long that
I began to feel embarrassed. After that he consulted a register on his table, and said:
“Madame Meursault entered the Home three years ago. She had no private means and
depended entirely on you.”
I had a feeling he was blaming me for something, and started to explain. But he cut me short.
“There’s no need to excuse yourself, my boy. I’ve looked up the record and obviously you
weren’t in a position to see that she was properly cared for. She needed someone to be with her all
the time, and young men in jobs like yours don’t get too much pay. In any case, she was much
happier in the Home.”
(572 words)

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone – J. K. Rowling
Mr. and Mrs. Dursley, of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say that they were
perfectly normal, thank you very much. They were the last people you'd expect to be involved in
anything strange or mysterious, because they just didn't hold with such nonsense.
Mr. Dursley was the director of a firm called Grunnings, which made drills. He was a big,
beefy man with hardly any neck, although he did have a very large mustache. Mrs. Dursley was
thin and blonde and had nearly twice the usual amount of neck, which came in very useful as she
spent so much of her time craning over garden fences, spying on the neighbors. The Dursleys had
a small son called Dudley and in their opinion there was no finer boy anywhere.
The Dursleys had everything they wanted, but they also had a secret, and their greatest fear
was that somebody would discover it. They didn't think they could bear it if anyone found out
about the Potters. Mrs. Potter was Mrs. Dursley's sister, but they hadn't met for several years; in
fact, Mrs. Dursley pretended she didn't have a sister, because her sister and her good-for-nothing
husband were as unDursleyish as it was possible to be. The Dursleys shuddered to think what the
neighbors would say if the Potters arrived in the street. The Dursleys knew that the Potters had a
small son, too, but they had never even seen him. This boy was another good reason for keeping
the Potters away; they didn't want Dudley mixing with a child like that.
When Mr. and Mrs. Dursley woke up on the dull, gray Tuesday our story starts, there was
nothing about the cloudy sky outside to suggest that strange and mysterious things would soon be
happening all over the country. Mr. Dursley hummed as he picked out his most boring tie for
work, and Mrs. Dursley gossiped away happily as she wrestled a screaming Dudley into his high
chair.
None of them noticed a large, tawny owl flutter past the window.
At half past eight, Mr. Dursley picked up his briefcase, pecked Mrs. Dursley on the cheek,
and tried to kiss Dudley good-bye but missed, 2 because Dudley was now having a tantrum and
throwing his cereal at the walls. "Little tyke," chortled Mr. Dursley as he left the house. He got into
his car and backed out of number four's drive.
It was on the corner of the street that he noticed the first sign of something peculiar -- a cat
reading a map. For a second, Mr. Dursley didn't realize what he had seen -- then he jerked his head
around to look again. There was a tabby cat standing on the corner of Privet Drive, but there
wasn't a map in sight. What could he have been thinking of? It must have been a trick of the light.
Mr. Dursley blinked and stared at the cat. It stared back. As Mr. Dursley drove around the corner
and up the road, he watched the cat in his mirror. It was now reading the sign that said Privet
Drive -- no, looking at the sign; cats couldn't read maps or signs. Mr. Dursley gave himself a little
shake and put the cat out of his mind. As he drove toward town he thought of nothing except a
large order of drills he was hoping to get that day. (568 words)

