
Editor Catherine Burns has handpicked some of the most ELLE-worthy stories from 
The Moth: For exclusive excerpts from each, visit ELLE.com/TheMoth.
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[BOOKS]

the far shore 
of the world

a prizewinning haitian-american author 
spins a shimmering, imagistic, folkloric 

tale set in her native land
By Catherine Straut

In Claire of the Sea Light (Knopf), Edwidge Danti-
cat’s masterful storytelling transports us to Ville 
Rose, a seaside Haitian town nestled under the 
eroded mountains south of Port-au-Prince. When 
Claire  Limyè Lanmè, the young daughter of 
 widowed fisherman Nozias Faustin, disappears on 
the night of her seventh birthday, Nozias and his neighbors 
under take a search for her that stirs painful memories and 
forces them to confront startling truths about their own lives.

The chapters of the story alternate among narrators—
there’s Gaëlle Cadet Lavaud, a fabric vendor “both hungry for 
life and terrified of it,” still mourning the loss of her  husband 
and her only daughter; Louise George, a local celebrity whose 
 radio show masks the isolation that makes her “like a starfish…
[that] constantly needed to have a piece of her break off and 
walk away in order for her to become something new”; and 
Max Junior, who has returned from Miami to confront the 
wreckage of a generation “poisoned by disappointment.” Each 
of their  stories is beautifully, unexpectedly intertwined with 

that of Claire and her parents.
As Danticat’s narrative unspools 

with the swift cadence of a  fable, it 
imparts shocking revelations about 
these intricately flawed characters 
and “the phantom limbs, phantom 
minds, phantom loves that haunted 
them because they were used, then 
abandoned, because they were out 
of choices, because they were poor.” 
The unerring lyricism of Claire of the 
Sea Light illuminates the poignant 
struggle for ordinary connection and 
peace in a country of  ravaged homes 
and hearts.

gay son in “The Smile on 
Happy Chang’s Face,” a 
standout in the new short-
story collection from Little 
Children novelist/screenwriter 
Tom Perrotta. Nine Inches 
(St. Martin’s) brims with 
such secrets. Perrotta fixates 
on small-town types whose 
complex quirks make 
them not extraordinary or 
noble but average; what is 
extraordinary is Perrotta’s 
empathic insight into how his 
characters cope—or, short 

[BOOKS] 

ordinary 
disasters
Pungent tales from a 
bard of everyday life
By Elyse Moody 

“There are feelings you can’t 
hide from yourself, even if 
you’d just as soon chop off 
your hand as admit them 
to anyone else,” confesses 
a regretful Little League 
umpire with an estranged 
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trust us
In O My America! Six Women 
and Their Second Acts in a New 
World (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), 
British writer Sara Wheeler traces 
the footsteps of nineteenth-
century adventurers, among 
them Fanny Trollope (mother of 
Victorian novelist Anthony), 
Catherine Hubback (Jane 
Austen’s niece), and social thinker 
Harriet Martineau, who all ditched 
stuffy England to recast their fates 
in the wide-open spaces of the  
United States.

The Moth (Hyperion), edited by 
Catherine Burns, with a foreword 
by founder George Dawes Green, 
corrals 50 winning true stories from 
the 16-year-old live spoken-word 
series that is the book’s namesake, 
featuring such diverse storytellers 
as astrophysicist Janna Levin on 
marriage and math, writer 
Sebastian Junger on the truth 
about war, and poker pro Annie 
Duke on playing the big hand.

Daniel Woodrell’s flawless, 
history-inspired ninth novel, The 
Maid’s Version (Little, Brown), 
returns to his beloved, bedeviled 
Missouri Ozarks—the setting of his 
harrowing Winter’s Bone, which 
was made into a celebrated 
film—where a multigenerational 
family feud unfolds in the 
aftermath of a tragic, mysterious 
dance hall explosion and fire that 
claimed one of the clan’s own 
decades earlier.—Lisa Shea

of that, forget. 
An abiding 
hunger for 
intimacy drives 
these unhappy 
suburbanites to 
beat up, stalk, cheat, trash-
talk, and undermine the 
people they supposedly love.

Nine Inches references 
a middle school’s rule in 
the title story mandating 

students keep that far apart 
while slow-dancing, but it 
also alludes to a palpable 
undercurrent: the heart-
numbing distance between 
husbands and wives, parents 
and children, people at 
large. Perrotta excavates 
such loneliness, giving us a 
cusp-of-retirement cop who 
gets his jollies by repeatedly 
pulling over a pizza-delivery 
boy; a pediatrician who loses 
everything after a parking-lot 
quickie; and a retiree who 
finds evidence of a decades-
old infidelity tucked inside a 
Percy Faith album sleeve. 

Life sometimes throws us 
beanballs, sure, but Perrotta 
focuses on rash or just plain 
stupid moves. His frank 
appraisals of the messes we 
get into and our reluctance 
to take responsibility for 
them reveal tough lessons 
learned—or tragically and 
willfully ignored. As the 
pediatrician in “One-Four-
Five” observes, “Good things 
turned to shit all the time, 
and you couldn’t always see it 
coming.” Some of us, at least, 
move on wiser for the wear.

Perrotta

Danticat
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