
Books Worth Revisiting: Good Girls Gone Bad

Throughout the history of literature, one of the most popular motifs is that of the "bad
girl." Some of the most enduring stories center on those women who from some misstep
become a "fallen woman" and must endure society's scorn and isolation. Writers are
always fascinated not only by how women find themselves in these predicaments, but
how they cope and--in some cases--rise above their calamities. Here are three classic
stories of unfortunate women which show that public shaming is not just a social media
phenomenon.

The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne: There is not a more famous fallen woman
in American literature than Hester Prynne. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) published
his story in 1850, and it has been universally recognized as the first great American novel
and worthy to be compared with the best of European fiction. The story opens in Puritan
Boston in 1642, with Hester being forced to stand for three hours on the platform of the
public gallows for the crime of adultery. The reader's sympathy is quickly drawn to Hester
because she's beautiful, calm, and apparently something of a rebel-the onlookers
(especially many of the townswomen) are taken aback both by her lack of fear and the
highly decorated "A" that Hester's prowess as a needlewoman has created for her gown.
The reader's sympathy also is won by the obvious biblical overtones of "the woman taken
in adultery," because Hester is alone on that platform-her partner in sin is not only
absent from the platform, but his identity is unknown by the authorities. Among the
onlookers, Hester recognizes her long-absent and presumed-dead husband, who
accepts his part of the blame for the whole sorry business but wants Hester to stay silent
about his identity until he finds and punishes the man who has been her lover. The
reader will quickly identify who that lover is, although the townspeople never do until the
very last moment seven years later. The novel is worth revisiting, however, for its simple
storytelling with universal themes of sin and redemption, good versus evil, and the
ultimate power of love. Hawthorne was particularly sensitive about the history of
Puritanism in New England; one of his ancestors, John Hathorne, had been a judge at
the Salem witch trials and was the only judge who never repented for his part in the
proceedings. Hawthorne was always ashamed of this fact and added a "w" to the family
name in order to obscure any link with his ancestor. To order this book, call
1-800-252-9605 and ask for DB 48457. Also available for download from
the BARD site, in large print (LB 00022), and in Braille (BR 09407).

The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton: In 1920, Edith Wharton (1862-1937)
published her tale of rigid New York high society and became the first woman to win the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction the following year. Writing about the New York circles in which
she grew up, Wharton put the spotlight on a society every bit as repressive and rule-
driven as any the Puritans oversaw. Newland Archer, a young gentleman lawyer on the
brink of making a brilliant marriage, encounters his fiancee's scandalous cousin, a
woman he has not met since they were both children. Ellen Mingott Olenska has spent
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the intervening years in Europe, where she married a Polish count who turned out to be a
monster of depravity; Ellen has left him and returned to New York to obtain a divorce and
start over. While publicly rallying around her and giving her access back into New York
society, the Mingott family privately thinks that Ellen should not only drop the divorce
proceedings but return to her husband-no matter how beastly he is. Catherine Mingott,
Ellen's grandmother and matriarch of the family, taps her about-to-be grandson to handle
the situation and talk Ellen into being sensible. Priggish, totally absorbed in every nuance
of his enclosed world, and casting a supercilious masculine eye on the scandalous
countess, Newland suddenly finds himself shaken to the core by his encounters with the
quiet and gentle Ellen. She may be something like a fallen woman in the eyes of New
York society, but Newland finds her to be more real and worth knowing than any other
woman of his acquaintance. Will he follow honor and duty by marrying his fiancee, or will
he forge a new life with Ellen? To order this book, call 1-800-252-9605 and ask
for DB 65343. Also available for download from the BARD site, in large
print (LB 06067), and in Braille (BR 12711).

Moll Flanders by Daniel Defoe: Life in early 18th century England was hard but
especially for women who did not have money of their own or someone to provide for
them. Daniel Defoe (c.1659-1731) knew well the perils of not having enough to live on.
This personal knowledge, plus his unusual sympathy for the plight of women, led him to
create a novel in 1722 that centered on the adventures of a resourceful woman, her
"fortunes and misfortunes," and how she finally achieves lasting redemption and
respectability. Our heroine begins life badly enough-born in Newgate Prison to a
convicted thief who shortly thereafter is transported to America, leaving behind her baby
daughter to the perils of being a poor orphan. Young, pretty, and vulnerable, our heroine
falls prey to the elder son of the household in which she is living, and thus begins her
very troubled history with men. Over the decades, she manages to marry five times, as
well as have several lovers. While she has periods of peace and security, the men in her
life die, are forced to abandon her, or in one instance, she discovers that she has
unknowingly married her half-brother, forcing her to abandon him. Finally, after the death
of her last husband, she has become too old to be "marriageable." She now turns to a life
of crime, becoming an accomplished and remarkably lucky thief. It is during this phase of
her career that she becomes known as "Moll Flanders," the "moll" part being as it is today
a woman engaged in criminal activity, and the "Flanders" for Flanders lace, a valuable
textile that was often the target of street thieves. Moll actually becomes wealthy from her
crimes, but instead of leaving off when she is secure, she continues to steal until she is
taken and sent to prison to await either hanging or transportation. Fortunately, Moll still
has some luck, and being truly penitent for her past life, eventually finds lasting peace
and happiness in America. Readers should be aware that this book is one long narrative
with no chapter breaks, but the narrator is excellent. To order this book, call
1-800-252-9605 and ask for DB 51146. Also available for download from
the BARD site and in Braille (BR 03367).
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