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Flight By Sherman Alexie 
The im​age of a gun-tot​ing, mass -mur​der​ing ado​les​cent has 
as​cended to the level of archetype in mod​ern cul​ture, and may, 
in the not-so-dis​tant fu​ture, make the scent of gun pow​der 
syn​ony​mous with bad skin, growth spurts and other haz​ards of 
pu​berty. 
In his novel Flight, Sher​man Alexie puts this archetype in an 

ap​pro​pri​ately myth​i​cal con​text, in an at​tempt to un​ravel our 

world’s un​remit​ting vi​o​lence. 

The novel cen​tres on a young man who goes by the moniker 

“Zits,” so named for the 47 pim​ples (he has counted them) on 

his face. Zits is of Na​tive Amer​i​can and Ir​ish de​scent, an 

or​phan who has lived in a to​tal of 18 fos​ter homes. He es​capes a ju​ve​nile de​ten​tion cen​tre with 

an un​usual part​ner in crime — a mys​te​ri​ous white teenager by the name of Jus​tice. 
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has lived in a to​tal of 18 fos​ter homes. He es​capes a ju​ve​nile de​ten​tion cen​tre with an un​usual 

part​ner in crime — a mys​te​ri​ous white teenager by the name of Jus​tice. 

The com​bined ef​fect of Jus​tice’s de​tailed knowl​edge of wrongs against Na​tive Amer​i​cans and 

his open, broth​erly af​fec​tion for the oft-re​jected Zits is in​tox​i​cat​ing. 

Al​most in a dream​like state, the pro​tag​o​nist finds him​self armed with loaded guns in a bank in 

down​town Seat​tle. At the mo​ment when he is about to shoot, Zits in​vol​un​tar​ily em​barks upon a 

meta​phys​i​cal and sym​bolic jour​ney; he is ric​o​cheted through the psy​ches and bod​ies of an 

as​sort​ment of males locked in life-and-death strug​gles, vi​o​lence be​ing the most com​pelling 

op​tion. 
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What is even more meta​phys​i​cal and sym​bolic than Zits’ quest, is the tim​ing of the novel’s 

re​lease; just a few weeks af​ter the Vir​ginia Tech shoot​ings. Alexie’s book, de​spite its comic 

touch and ul​ti​mate vi​sion of hope, un​der​scores hu​man​ity’s cur​rent ex​is​ten​tial tragedy; at any 

time, we, as world cit​i​zens, may find our​selves reel​ing from an​other sense​less at​tack, be it 

do​mes​tic or in​ter​na​tional, from our own hands or at the hands of oth​ers — to an​other. 

As Zits in​hab​its the lives of peo​ple whom he both reveres and de​spises, Alexie makes a 

com​pas​sion​ate link be​tween homi​ci​dal or geno​ci​dal acts and peo​ple who want what we all want 

— love, suc​cess and ret​ri​bu​tion for loss and grief. The au​thor takes the clas​sic vic​tim/ hero — 

both a child and Na​tive Amer​i​can — and em​pow​ers him to feel and act from an iden​ti​fi​ca​tion 

with his “en​e​mies” that tran​scends a nat​u​ral in​stinct for re​venge. 
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— love, suc​cess and ret​ri​bu​tion for loss and grief. The au​thor takes the clas​sic vic​tim/ hero — 

both a child and Na​tive Amer​i​can — and em​pow​ers him to feel and act from an iden​ti​fi​ca​tion 

with his “en​e​mies” that tran​scends a nat​u​ral in​stinct for re​venge. 

While Alexie comes close to mak​ing Zits a mys​ti​cal Holden Caulfield, the writer oc​ca​sion​ally 

switches from the boy’s funny, lyri​cal ob​ser​va​tions to a tone that seems lifted from a so​cial 

worker’s case re​port. 

While Alexie comes close to mak​ing Zits a mys​ti​cal Holden Caulfield, the writer oc​ca​sion​ally 

switches from the boy’s funny, lyri​cal ob​ser​va​tions to a tone that seems lifted from a so​cial 

worker’s case re​port. 

Nev​er​the​less, Flight is an imag​i​na​tive, in​trigu​ing at​tempt to get to the heart of dark​ness — our 

en​dur​ing im​pulse to​ward vi​o​lent acts. 

 

ME​LA​NEE MURRAY IS A CAL​GARY- BASED 

WRITER AND AC​TOR AND A FRE​QUENT 

CON​TRIB​U​TOR TO BOOKS & THE ARTS. 

 Write a comment… 
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Un​mask​ing the birth of 
pho​bias 

● Calgary Herald 
● 25 Feb 2007 
● ME​LA​NEE MURRAY FOR THE CAL​GARY HER​ALD 
●  

RE​VIEW Wish I Could Be There: Notes From A Pho​bic Life by 
AllenShawn (Vik​ing, 288 pages, $31) 

A per​sonal ac​count of a pho​bic’s world can sug​gest a 

sen​sa​tional, voyeuris​tic peek into the freak show of 

hu​man be​hav​iour. It’s a topic tai​lor-made for the 

day​time talk shows and weepy au​to​bi​ogra​phies. But 

AllenShawn’s mem​oir, Wish I Could Be There, is 

in​stead a qui​etly mov​ing ru​mi​na​tion on his own 

ago​ra​pho​bia, and couldn’t be fur​ther from such 

spec​ta​cle. 

 

In the course of Shawn’s book, it is clear that he is reach​ing out to all of us, and 

that the pho​bic re​sponse to life is not much re​moved from the neu​ro​sis, 

emo​tional hand​i​caps and re​gret over missed op​por​tu​ni​ties that plague us all. 

Shawn presents an en​com​pass​ing look at pho​bias — de​fined as ex​ces​sive or 

ir​ra​tional fears — and weaves in facets of bi​ol​ogy, neu​ro​science, psy​chol​ogy, 

lit​er​a​ture and art as well as his own per​sonal his​tory. His fa​ther, William 

Shawn, was the leg​endary ed​i​tor of the New Yorker mag​a​zine and his brother 
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Wal​lace Shawn is best known for pen​ning and star​ring in My Din​ner With 

An​dre. 
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Allen Shawn is pos​sessed with as much writerly acu​men as his kin, mov​ing 

grace​fully from the bi​o​log​i​cal com​po​nents of his mal​ady to a Freudian take on 

the mat​ter. Rather than a dry run-down of stats and data, the sci​en​tific 

ex​plo​ration of pho​bias of​fers a fas​ci​nat​ing per​spec​tive on the mech​a​nism that 

has al​lowed hu​mans so much evo​lu​tion​ary suc​cess — fear. 

How​ever, it is when the au​thor gets per​sonal that it is re- vealed how his 

fam​ily life grow​ing up may have been the root of his is​sues. One fam​ily se​cret 

was that Shawn’s autis​tic sis​ter Mary was sent away to an in​sti​tu​tion. Shawn’s 

love for Mary and her abrupt re​moval is pre​sented as noth​ing less than 

heart​break​ing. 

 

With​out tu​mult or grief, he shows that cathar​sis was un​avail​able to him or his 

ur​bane, witty, well-man​aged fam​ily. His thought​ful prose chips away at a pain 

that only his body — pan​icked as it cour​ses in a car over an unfamiliar road 

years later in Ver​mont — seems will​ing to reg​is​ter. 
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that only his body — pan​icked as it cour​ses in a car over an unfamiliar road 

years later in Ver​mont — seems will​ing to reg​is​ter. 

Still, with​out the sac​cha​rin prom​ise of full re​cov​ery, Shawn be​gins to align the 

frag​mented parts of him​self. While he of​ten can​not “be there” he brings us, 

quite art​fully, to him. 

 

Please, don’t send in th​ese 
clowns 

● Calgary Herald 

● 25 Mar 2007 

● ME​LA​NEE MURRAY FOR THE CAL​GARY HER​ALD 

 

Pic​ture this: Academy Awards 2008; the sur​prise 

win​ners for best song in a movie per​form their hit 

sin​gle, It’s Hard Out Here for a Clown. Thugs in white 

makeup and big shoes flood the stage, jug​gling, 

prat​falling and mim​ing their rage. The sil​hou​ette of a 

fe​male ap​pears, re​veal​ing a skimpy dress and the 

volup​tuous cleav​age of her big, red nose. 

In case you haven’t heard, clowns are hot. And not 

only are they hot, but they ex​ist as a sub​cul​ture of 

out​siders sub​ject to ex​ploita​tion of all man​ner — 

es​pe​cially the sex​ual sort. 
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At least that’s the case in Mon​ica Drake’s Clown Girl, the story of a young wo​man named Nita, 

who lives and nearly dies by the rules of the Clown Hand​book. The novel starts out amus​ingly 

enough, as Nita, a.k.a Snif​fles, quotes from her favourite clown trick man​ual, Bal​loon Ty​ing for 

Christ. 
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As odd as it all sounds, Nita is even odder. In​tent on ad​her​ing to the strict rules of the Clown 

Hand​book, she re​fuses to speak to doc​tors when she is in dire need of med​i​cal help. And when 

she isn’t ek​ing out a mea​gre liv​ing in her cho​sen pro​fes​sion, Nita sin​gle-mind​edly dreams of her 

emo​tion​ally and phys​i​cally dis​tant boyfriend, Rex Ga​lore, the testos​terone-rich al​pha male of all 

clowns. Not that this fash​ion​ista of the Bar​num & Bai​ley set has to worry about male at​ten​tion: 

Coul​rophiles (clown lovers) abound, solic​it​ing her for any num​ber of fetishis​tic pas​times, 

in​clud​ing clown strip​ping and clown pros​ti​tu​tion. 
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But the promis​ing note of weird​ness in Clown Girl de​volves into repet​i​tive shtick. Drake seems 

to think that re​it​er​at​ing terms like “dead par​ents,” “coul​ro​phobe” and “coul​rophile” is a 

sub​sti​tute for cre​at​ing an in​ner life for her pro​tag​o​nist. A great writer — even a merely good one 

— can evoke a reader’s iden​ti​fi​ca​tion with the strangest of char​ac​ters. 

The art of clown​ing as prac​tised by Nita seems masochis​tic, ren​der​ing her choices not only 

mis​guided, but down​right dumb. She spends much of the book in​jur​ing her​self in gag falls gone 

awry and elic​it​ing the un​wanted in​ter​est of her knight in shin​ing ar​mour, a Steve 

McQueen-es​que cop named Jer​rod. De​scrip​tion af​ter painful de​scrip​tion of this ac​ci​dent-prone 

clown gets te​dious. 
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McQueen-es​que cop named Jer​rod. De​scrip​tion af​ter painful de​scrip​tion of this ac​ci​dent-prone 

clown gets te​dious. 

Her pro​longed obliv​i​ous​ness ends up mak​ing this novel — the would-be suc​ces​sor to Kather​ine 

Dunn’s won​der​ful Geek Love — more like gar​den variety chick lit. 

MM​ Write a comment... 
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