























































































































OTHER VOICES
OTHER VOICES

NIGHT OF POWER
By Spider Robinson
Baen Books, May 1985, $13.95
REVIEWED BY STEPHEN P, BROWN

Most bad novels are either the bor-
ing excrescences of a known bad writer
or the eamest efforts of a new and un-
skilled writer. Either way, they are
not worth the expenditure of critical
capital. But when a new novel, publish-
ed in hardcover by a major SF house and
written by a writer who has been awarded
both the Hugo and the Nebula in the past,
a writer who has been a well-known and
infamous critic, and the book is as of-
fensive and wretched as is NIGHT OF POW-
ER, then several comments are called fer.

The latest opus by perpetual gadfly
and unreeonstructed hippie Spider Robin-
son is not caly a bad book, it is a book
50 stunningly awful that it is a morbid-
ly fascinating read. For those (like my-
self) who have a taste for the Truly
Terrible, there hasn't been a new SF nov-
el this deliciously bad since Tom Montel-
eone's immortal SEEDS OF CHANGE, Robin-
son's book is much worse.

Years of exposure to Robinsen's pen
tells me that he is not really a bigot,
nor does he harbor the active hatred to-
ward women that this novel implies. Ap-
parently, it is a combination of an i.n-
credible naivete with an overblown e;
That led hin 10 write This bit of Fiith
for all the right reasons. There was
probably a moment, a year or two ago,
when Robinson sat himself down and de-
cided 1o write 2 tough, uncompromising
book abous pacial tension, rbine decky

f=m=1= adolescence (particularly
et biological rite of passage, the on-
set of menstruaticn). With the fire of
creativity in him, Robinsan bravely de-
cided 10 2void shying fron graphic
scenes of sex and viol

Those are all strong unnhy themes.
In the hands of a superior writer, an
nsettling and powerful novel could re-
sult. But Spider Robinson has failed,
miserably, embarrassingly, on all cownts
RACIAL TENSION: The itle refers to the
central event in the novel -- the night
in 1936 when all the blacks in New York

They
impose a shoot-on-sight curfew on whites.
ir demand: N York state and Pen-

nsylvania to be set aside as a sovereign
Country.£or blacke, to be called Fauity.
(they planned on dx;kermg for New Jer-
sey later). n of "send them
a5l aties resentod a5 5
viable solution to racial strife, The
shee Lgnorance of just what 4 black
son 15, md how e thinks 15 respams-
ibls for in idea this preposterously
stupid. That ignorance is also at work
in the book's portrayal of its black
characters. There is a Big Daddy stereo-
type named Michael: spiritual and lit-

eral leader of the revolt, seven feet
tall, bald, partial to floor-length red
robes, and a hilarious penchant for
Initting his brow in anguish whenever
anything unpleasant occurs -- the author
compares him to Lincoln. The rest of
the book's blacks are divided inte vhat
can anly be termed “jive-ass n-
and paragons of saintliness who speak
exclusively in Basic White English.

With the exception of the father,
the daughter, and a few family members,
all of the white characters are psycho-
paths. The father is a further embar-
He is a cipher named Russell
whose function is to demonstrate White
Guilt, which he does to such tiresome
lengths that the reader waits in vain
for the bu.\let with his cringing face
painted o

URBAN [ECAY: This novel is also a
failure on the most basic of SF grounds.
Although the calendar reads 1996, there
is no sense of the future at all. In
fact, there is little sense of the pre-
sent. t we have here is an imaginary
New York that feels like 1969 or 1970.
Leaving aside the Night of Power itself,
there are only slight cosmetic touches
to indicate future. One such touch is
the system by which the blacks involved
in the uprising keep in contact, There
are these video ganes, see, and they're
really computer terminals, There are
these keen red sunglasses, see, that en-
able the wearer to view what i$ really
going on on the screen between zapping
aliens. There are hundreds of these
machines, in every arcade in the cit
2a no ohe Inovs about them except thé
blacks directly involved. So those neat
sunglasses becone like, this Heavy Syn-

1, and...ch, never mind!

a line from the book (about
happy Placks in Tings Squa shucking
and jiving and breakdan

streets) past a black fnend. o decid
ed that it has been at least forty yea
Since any urban black aceually “hucked
whatever that means. Bur first I had to
convines my friend that the novel wasn't
written by a potbellied Aryan Brother-
hood fanatic, bus by an adlt liberal
white male fron Canada, a grown-up

Still calls himself Spider.

FEMALE ADOLESCENCE: Jemnifer, a
thirteen-year-old repeatedly described
35 8 “gemins” (in truth, she vacillates
between being merely smartass, and
ing and acting like an adult white ma.le).
has her first period simultaneously with
her first orgasm at the climctic moment
of a rock cancert (no other party was in-
volved, she like, really got into the
music, y'know?).  Jennifer's maturation
process, as she tums from girl into wo-
men within eight brutal hours, is a tra
vesty of epic proportions, parucularly
in her “relationship” with Jose, her
stoic Perto Rican bodygurd, | dare

any woman to read this book without
throwing it into the trash compactor and
leaning on the lever hard encugh to whi-
ten the knuckles. This novel could rad-
icalize Phyllis Schlafly.

a stylist, Robinson keeps the
book zippmg along in his breezy, wide-
eyed fashion. But he has two serious
problens. He cannot restrain hinself
from interjecting bad pms into the nar-
rative 3t 2very gpportunity -~ tire and
2gain vhat dranatic tension he had men-
aged to build was thus drained away.
s second problem s Roberc Heinlein.
Robinson, the most infamous of apolo-
gists for Heinlein's Seventies atrocit-
ies, has steeped himself so deep in the
tattered dregs of Heinlein's once-bril-
liant style, that he has made it his own.
Many SF writers imitate Heinlein, only
Robinson imitates Heinlein at his worst.
Thus we have s grandtather speaiang of
his granddaughter as being ausban
high' and the like

But the climactic scene, where Jen-
mifer solves her contrived problems and
becones a woman complete, is the worst.
This is the scene that propels this nov-
el into the realms of the Grear Bad Rwks.
It is a sceme that transcends awful in-
t0 a whole other category that hasn't
been named yer. Jennifer is caprured by
a couple of brutal (white, of course)
New York cops, che of uhich takes her in-

o 2 bedroom with Bad Intentions (*You
Son't wnderatand: hen T nere you, that
is when it's good for me.").
does 10 this hapless sadist to free ez
self is so casually brutal, so graphic-
ally, appallingly described, that it was
actually painful to read. By then, com-
ic though Robinson probably intended
some of the sceme to be, even this lover
of Terrible Fiction no longer fonnd any-
thing at all funny in this man's repel-
lant words.

Please, dan't b
Check it out of your
see for yourself. NI F POMER is al-
ready becoming a book where peaple at
parties or conventions read passages a-
loud for the amusement of their friends.
It is a novel destined to live in infamy

and cne that may well ruin Robinsan’s
Credibility as & writer for a1l tame.

the dam thing.
ocal library and
GHT O

MELEA: HARLAN'S WORLD
Edited by Harlan Ellison
Bantam, 1985, 532 pp., $10.95
Evmen Fg mu:sw ADREWS
e upm 2 there was a Fletch-

ox Pracs Hilection tirted WE PEMRIFIED
PLANET. It was the editor’s intention
to Create, by committee, a planet, and
¥Tite stofies within the defined struc-
ture of the plan

Yet in Mzm. editor Harlan Ellisa
has done brill{ance far in excess of the
Pratt collectis

Ellison expluns how MELEA sz bom:
VA dream come true. For ten years I've
tried 0 sell the idea of this evening to



























