SanFranciscoChronicle
April 11,1988

EOOKg

ett&oPr cLe

A Romp out MoreThsnJustSex
Herb'n'[ornd
ByEricKroft ;
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Iihe voice of Peter Leroy and hls
E reminiscences
aboutthe fictton"
al hamletof Babbington,N.Y.,were
Tiist heard in Eric Kraft's cultish
comie serial novel, "The Personal
Ilistory, Adventures, Experiences
and Observations
of Peter L€roy." '
Now, Kraft brings Peter back
to narrate a new novel. "Herb 'n'
.Lorna," a whimsical investigation
into the past,supposedlyprompted
by Peter'sastonisheddiscoverythat
his sweet,comforting grandparents
lived a secret life. Apparentty, tbe
.couplehe remembersas "Gumma"
and "Guppa" were "virtually the
creatorsof the animatederotic Jewelry industry."
Peter is still coping u'ith thls
revelationwhen he learnstbat antipornography groups witb names
suchas"Prude Pride" are picketing
a retrospectiveof American Erotic
Jewelry at the Smilhsonian.There
"Ilothers Against Sex" proclaim,
"You can't tell me that this hasanything to do with artistic expression
or freedom of speeeh.This has to do
with only one thing, sc-x." No, says
Peter at the start of his book,
"There's much more to it than
t hat . "
Indeed. there is. and Kraft is
off and running with an exbilarating comicnovelthat is both marvelously sly and enormouslygood-natured. Sexuality,in all its buoyant
m)'stery, is certainly a major element in "Herb 'n'Lorna," but so are
true love and the AmericanDream.
For, as the underground "coarse
goods" kade grows up, so, too, In
flashbacksthat makeup the central
focus of this novel,do young Herb
I ) r perund Lor na H u b e r.
Lor nagr ou' su p i n C h a c a l l i t,o n
t he bank sof t h e W h a ts i tR i v e r i n
upstate Nerv York, a turn4f-thec ent ur y boom to w n i n th e m e n ' s
f ur nis hing indu s try . A ta l e n t fo r
sculpturc gets Lorna a job carving

with notNng to do wlth tbe story at
hand provide thelr share of blarity.
Herb's Wdrld War I platooo ta
France is made up entirely of cheer.
ful ethnic stereotyp$. For a youag
woman Herb meeis ln passlngwho's
trapped in a disappotnting mar.
riage, "all days seemedgray, all music seemed monotooous, all birds
resembled pigeons,all food tasted
like lima beans."
Loony and beguillng,"llerb'n'
Lorna" is essentiallya tribute to the
Yankeeingenuity that can lmagine
sueh marvels as tbe ice trade, tbe
StudebakerStarliner eoupeand animated erotic jewelry In the face of
world wars, economie erises aod
middleclass prudery.
As Peter tbe narrator eheerful.
Iy paraphrasesShakespeareand invents his grandparents' private pilE ri c K ro ft: comi c.norroi or P oter low talk to tell his story, he's the
first to admit tbat "the facts may be
Leroy returns in new novel
wrong but I think the spirit is
riebt." And so it is.
ivory cuff links and shirt studs at
liso Jensenis o Santo Cruz litn critk.
the factory where her Uncle Luther
is employ'ed.
Recognizinghis niece's
exceptional talent, Luther moves
the eager, curious teenagecarver
onto "specialty"items of an erotic
nature of his own design.
Ileanrvhile,Herb is born into a
family of supersalesmen
in Boston.
He, too, has a slightly disrepuuble
uncle uho gets him a job selling
books,n'ith specialtyitems out of
Chacalliton tbe side.An inveterate
tinkerer. Herb improves the products by inventing tiny mechanisms
that animatethe beautifullycarved
figures in miniature tableaux that
fit neatly inside a rvatchcase.
Ironically,Herb and Lorna hap.
pen to meet, fall deliriously in love,
marry and move to Babbington
without ever revealingto eachother the secrettvork eachcarrieson in'
the coarsegoodstrade.
" tl e rb' n' Lorna" i s a w onderful
l o v es to r y i n i ts cel ebrati onof both
e n d u ri n genl oti onalcompani onshi p
a n d i n n ocentcarnal pl easure.B ut
th e rc i s sti l l much more to i t than
th a t.
E v c n mi nor rval k-oncharactcrs

