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Wit 'N' Wisdom

A Memory Artist Spins
His Tales

BY JOHN STRAUSBAUGH
Herb "W’ Loma
By Erfc Mraft
Crcn, 310 pages, $17.95

IT WAS ONLY A MATTER OF
time before a commercial publisher
picked up on Eric Kraft. For several
years he'd been dcvdopmgirihtd cril-
ical following for his series of Peter
Leroy novellas, published as a quasi-
serial novel by a small Boston press,
Apple-wood. When Garrison Keillor
became a houschold name, Kraft's
future was ensured. Kraft's stories are
very much the East Coast's retort to
the Lake Wobegon saga.

Like Keillor, Kraft is a memory
artist. Like Keillor's narrator, Peter
Leroy is a Baby Boom Ewveryman,
evoking the mythical lost innocence of
small town America in the 1940s and
50s. Both are also shaggy dog artists,
While Keillor's comical godfathers are
Bob & Ray, and Kraft's is probably

Herb 'N’ Lorna
is the first
full-length
novel by the
most literary
of America's
homey
humorists.

| Jean Sheppard, they're stll carrying

on the tradition of cracker-barrel story-
telling that has been the root of much
American humor since ar least Mark
Twain. '

Sure, there are significant differ-
ences. Peter Leroy's small town Aper-
ica is Babbington, a clammingtown on
the Bolotomy Bay of Long Island.
Where Lake Wobegon is pure corn
from the heartland, Babbington tecters
at the rim of the continental sheif.
Babbingtonians can be as whacky and
silly and as prone 1o whimsy as Wobe-
gonians, but they tend to be a bit more
real or really cracked. Where Keillor's
gentle satire softens life's hard edges
with warm luzzies, Kraft's writing is
more sardonic, sexy, smart-ass and,
well, more East Coast.

Herb ‘N’ Lorna is a full-length Peter
Leroy novel under one cover, a cradle-
to-grave cpic about Meter Leroy's mater-
nal grandparents. In fact, it's about
finding out that his grandparents were
the secret geniuses behind an ohscure
American [olk art called “coarse goods™
—miniature crotic charms and figu-
rines. A fricnd of the family fills im in
at his grandmother's funeral. Thus
begins his climb in a slightly twisted
[amily tree, the prenuse of the book,

It’s a premise with all sorts of comic
potential, which may not be fully real-
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ized. The shift from writing interre-
lated short stories to one big novel
scems to have been a more radical
departure for Kraft than it was for
Keillor. Keillor simply avoided the
issue in the cpisodic, kaleidoscopic Lake
Wobegon Days, Kraft attacks the form
tead on. Herb 'N* Loma is a novel in
the traditional
sense.

As with many storytellers umned
novelists, the switch has its advantages
and 1t failures. You get to know Herb
and Lorna prerty damn intimately in
these 300 pages. You getplenty of ime
to admire Kraft's [cel for social history,
Iis historical settings remain extraor-
dinarily convincing in tone and mood
as they flow from the 1910s to today.

But youalso get some pretty mechan-
tcal plot links, some extrancous detail,
and long waits between punch lines.
The Peter Leroy novellas are master-
picces ol comic economy, expert shaggy
dogs precisely paced to string you
along through a single evenings read.
Herb "N Lorna you're supposed to curl
up with for 2 week of evenings, drifting
in its lazy stream of history, chuckling
here, smiling wistfully there and tug-
ging at your shorts during the naughty
bits.

Lorna's story begins in the little mill
town of Chacallit, New York, Chacallit
is short for “What-you-may-call-i," a
name which started out as a pilgrim's
joke because they couldn't say the
Mohawk name lor the place. Even this
name kept changing throughout the
19th Century, as the town fathers
woocd and accommodated major local
employers as they sprang up and faded
away. "'"The place was known at various
times as Acme (for Acme Fancy But-
tons), Premier (for Premier Furnish-
ings), Hermes (for Hermes Brand Gen-
tlemen's Mecessities) and Atlas (for
Atlas Gloves & Hat), and only when it
became known as Dr. Scott's, New
York—for Dr. Scott's Links and Studs
—did the townsfolk resalve to go back
furever to calling it Chacallit,”

Lorna's Uncle Luther invented
“coarse goods” around the turn of the
century. He was an executive in the
town's gentlemen’s [urnishings trade,
and a horny devil, and he put the two
together in a secret side business, manu-
facturing tvory buttons, cull links,
pocket warches and the like which fea-
tured miniature erotic scenes. Sophis-
ticated gentlemen purchased them as
novelties and as gifts for business asso-
ciates. Lorna, who grew up to be an
exeellent carver of ivory, was drafted

almost a Dicke:

into the secretive trade as a girl,
Meanwhile in Boston, Herb Piper's
Uncle Ben was introducing him to sell-
ing Professor Clapp's Five-Foot Shelf
Of Indispensable Information For Mod-
ern Times—remaindered books, sold
door-to-door. Uncle Ben used the books
as a cover to sell coarse goods to gen-
tlemen of sophistication. The first
coarse good Herb saw was an wvory
button with an exquisite portrai of a

‘naked woman diddling. erb's cars

burned, but he saw his career path, and
he fell in love with the workmanship.

It was, no surprise, one of Lorna's
creations. Herb and Lorna soon met in
Chacallit, bt neither admaned to the
other their secret connection to the
coarse goods trade. In fact, though
they eventually married and lived to-
gether the rest of their lives, it wasn't
until the 1950s that they found cach
other out

Kraft exploits all the possibiliies for
ironic twists. Herb fights in World
War I, and receives an unofficial medal
from a winking, nodding General John
Pershing—an erotic charm carved by
Lorna while doing Red Cross work,
and secretly shipped to Eurape to help
the doughboys keep up their, er, morale.
During the Depression, both Herband
Lorna turn to coarse goods for extra
income, and cach fibs about it 1o the
other. In bed, cach fantasizes about
acting out some of the exotic postures
she carves and he sells, but they re-
train themselves, because neither wants
1o seem too sophisticated or wicked to
the other.

Hiding our fantasics, dreams and
secrets even (or especially) from those
we love is Kraft's central theme, With
the invention of coarse goods he's come
up with a defi, classic metaphor. As
plot devices and stem-winders the little
deceptions and near-revelations get
pretty worn out by the time his tale js
done, but that may be less their affn
fault than that of Kraft and his some-
times excessive use of side-plots and
incidental characters, We get toknow a
little too much about oo many people
and ¢vents, which dnft us off into
eddics of plot and tide poals of history
that should have just glided by,

Then again, you can understand
why Kraftleft it all in, because some of
the nonessential sidebars are pretry
lunny orendearing, There's Mrs. Stolz,
the widow who sells them their first
house, only Lorna doesn't have the
heart to ask her to move out. So she
lives in a lintle room under the stairs,
behind a secret panel in the book-

shelves, which opens on a spring lin |
when you pull out a dummy copy
The Thousand And Onre Nights, 1!

spring lock uses the same technology -
the famous coarse-goods pocket watd |

which springs open to reveal a copulu:
ing couple. Herb 'n’ Lorna never me

tion to cach other that they notice 11

resemhlance,

There's erb’s love of tnkerin
which eventually reaches the “criri
point” where a “salutary distractior
becomes “fiddling around.” For
clderly man who's had a stroke w
can’t getagrip on his house keys, et
Tigs up o system that paps wpen th
[ront door when you yank on wha
looks like a loose nail in the frame. Th
old man's wife is so impressed she tell
the whole town. A local thief lets him

| self in and cleans them out. Thern

Herb's invention of a sliding tray vo
set nside your kitchen drawers, As yo

open the drawer it lifts the knives an
lorks where you can casily reach then
Unfortunately, if you open the draw,

all the way it dumps the knives an.
forks on the floor.

Kraft's explication of the urge ©
tinker is-a good cxample of his styl
*Just think of all the happy guys acros
America who are passing this momen:
making the chips fly with powertul an.|
noisy routers. 11 asked by a neighbor,
*What the hell are you up to, making all
that racker?" they don't have 1o be s
frank as to say, 'Oh, just Gddling
around.’ They justify the tme they
spend in their cozy workshops by mak-
ing signs for the homes and cottages o:
their neighbors, thereby demanstrat-
ing their generosity and, quite fre-
quently, their reckless disregard for the
plural and possessive forms of sur-
names."”

That's just the sort of homey, witty
observation you'd expect from a Keil-
lor, @ Sheppard, a Bob & Ray, Krait
distinguishes himself from those humor-
ists in that he's the most “literary” of
them, the most likely to ground his
satire in reality, and the least likely 1o
exploit whimsy and nostalgia for their
own sake. And then there are the
naughty bits, which in their literary,
whimsical and nostalgic way are pretry
naughty, all right.

Perer Leroy fans will be forgiven if
they succumb to a touch of nostalgia
themselves when reading MHerk 'N”
Lorma. Butif it moves more slowly and
meanderingly, it's still a warm book, 4
charmer, with its reasonable share ol
wit 'n" wisdom,
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