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Nation: Country
follows L.A.s course
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ish-speaking peoples across the border and into
New Mexico, Arizona and California.

Instead, he seems to take it as something
that’s pretty much an accomplished fact. He
writes, for instance, that Los Angeles is now “a
Latin American city, the northernmost Span-
ish-speaking metropolis in the hemisphere, a
sort of Mexico City Lite.”

And, according to Tobar, as L.os Angeles goes,
50 goes the rest of the country: “Across the Unit-
ed States, in all the new places where Span-
ish-speaking immigrants are settling, in Dalton,
Georgia, and Grand Island, Nebraska, the mo-
ment will come when simple demographics make
Latino political power inevitable.”

Tobar’s notion of “simple demographics” in
this statement points, in fact, to one of the book’s
major failings, for it glosses over the very real
and, indeed, complex, problems and issues aris-
ing out of the impact of this population of illegal
immigrants on our nation’s increasingly fragile
social support systems of welfare, health and edu-
cation — systems which can only be described as
in a state of crisis, particularly in Los Angeles,
that “Mexico City Lite” celebrated by Tobar earli-
erinthe book.

It is not, after all, racist or exclusionary to ask
what effect the arrival of an estimated 3 million
or more (Tobar’s figures) undocumented work-
ers every year across our southern border has on
the quality of life of those already living here. Is
lettuce, as proponents claim, cheaper? Or are we
subsidizing every head of lettuce with the tax
money we pay to provide the social supports for
the cheap labor that picked the lettuce?

It’s questions such as these, and many others
as well, that shadow the pages of this book, dark-
ening the air around the undeniable success sto-
ries of particular individuals. Had he looked
more carefully into those shadows, Tobar might
have given us a much more vital, much more im-
portant look at the new America he claims to see
comingin the very near future.

Chronicles: ‘It's all here’
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Bradbury and his wife, Maggie, welcomed
Weller from the start. It seemed that Bradbury
was ready to find his Boswell and that it was
time for his story to be written. And for the next
three years, the biographer was like a member
of the family.

The first few chapters of The Bradbury
Chronicles take place in Waukegan, Ill., the
small town where Bradbury grew up and the
template for the apocryphal Green Town, made
famous in Dandelion Wine and dozens of short
stories. Bradbury claims a nearly eidetic memo-
1y, even purporting to remember his birth, and
Weller does an amazing job of tying Bradbury’s
memories to the plots and themes of many of his
stories.

In 1934, when Bradbury was 14 years old, the
family moved to Los Angeles, where he became
enamored with the Hollywood scene. He fre-
quented the hangouts of the stars and managed
to build an amazing collection of autographs
and photographs. He acted in high school pro-
ductions but soon discovered that his true tal-
ent lay in writing scripts. He also spent his free
time writing stories and poems.

After high school, Bradbury began writing a
short story a week while supporting himself sell-
ing newspapers on a street corner. And eventual-
ly, in the 1940s, the stories began to sell. His first
book, Dark Carnival, a collection of stories,
was published by Arkham House in 1947. And al-
though only 3,000 copies were printed, his ca-
reer was on the rise. The Martian Chronicles,
one of Bradbury’s most important books, would
follow in 1950.

Welleris adept at relating Bradbury’s indefati-
gable positive attitude during this period. The
author knew that his books would eventually sit
on shelves next to those of his literary idols, not
just fantasy authors like L. Frank Baum, Jules
Verne and Edgar Rice Burroughs but main-
stream talents like Hemingway, Welty, Stein-
beck and Fitzgerald.

In the 1950s, Bradbury’s dream of working in
motion pictures came true when he wrote the

bury has chronicled the joys and anguish of
working with Huston in his semi-autobiographi-
cal novel Green Shadows, White Whale.
Weller’s version adequately reveals the impact
this experience had on Bradbury’s life and ca-
reer.

A central focus of The Bradbury Chronicles
is Bradbury’s courage and individuality. He
stood up to the McCarthy investigations and
was a champion against all types of prejudice.
And his cautionary works like Fahrenheit 451
stand alongside such novels as George Orwell’s
1984 and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World as
stark warnings of disastrous futures.

Weller also paints Bradbury as a Renaissance
man — a designer of the World of Tomorrow at
the United States Pavilion at the 1964 New York
World’s Fair, creator of the interior of the Space-
ship Earth display at Disney World’s EPCOT
Center, a commentator for various NASA ef-
forts, an artist, and a filmmaker who was nomi-
nated for an Academy Award for his animated
film Icarus Montgolfier Wright.

Although The Bradbury Chronicles is by no
means a trashy tell-all biography, Weller reveals
that Bradbury was known to stray and that al-
though Maggie was his great love, they came
near divorce more than once. On the other
hand, it would seem that Bradbury has always
been a doting father to his four daughters.

Bradbury may have been shortchanged when
it came to genre awards, but his wish for broad-
er recognition was realized in November 2000
when the National Book Foundation Medal for
Distinguished Contribution to American Let-
ters was conferred on him at the National Book
Awards Ceremony in New York. (The ceremony
is depicted among the 15 pages of photographs
that chronicle his life.)

Meanwhile, Bradbury is still writing. His most
recent collection of stories, The Cat’s Pajamas,
was published in 2004, and at age 84, he isn’t fin-
ished yet.

Night: Tales
of real insight
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Salter’s characters suffer the
unglamorous defeats and disap-
pointments of love. He holds his
characters at a distance that al-
lows the reader insight into their
emotions while also maintaining
a sense of detachment. This can
make the reader feel at once like
an observer and a participant,
witnessing the interactions of
characters but also sharing in
their experiences of surprise and
betrayal.

In the title story, a man assists
in the suicide attempt of his ter-
minally ill wife, but things don’t
turn out as expected. The wife
comes downstairs the next morn-
ing, still alive, to witness her hus-
band with another woman, Sus-
anna. The husband and his lov-
er’s affair disintegrates after this
encounter: “They met two or
three times afterward, at his insis-
tence, but to no avail. Whatever
holds people together was gone.
She told him she could not help
it. That was just the way it was.”

As in many of these stories,
Salter avoids the
black-and-white morality of
wrong vs. wronged. Instead, he
leads us through the inexplicable
geography of emotions that lie in
between. He navigates the terri-
tory with exceptional insight and
skill: Bitter or silent, awkward or
serene — or as clear and bright as
morning light — Salter writes it
justthe wayitis.

Mark Grahamreviews Unreal Worlds stories
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