	

	WOMAN STUMBLES ON LOVE
Publication: Richmond Times-Dispatch
Byline: Reviewed by Ron Carter
Date: 12-16-2001
Edition: City
Section: Editorial & Op/Ed
Memo: BOOK REVIEW

THE MARRIAGE OF ANNA MAYE POTTS


, by DeWitt Henry; University of Tennessee, $24.95. 

DeWitt Henry is the founding editor of Plough shares, a literary magazine that can justifiably take credit for "discovering" so many of America's finest contemporary writers that it ought to be granted some sort of protected status on a par with national forests and historic homes. The Marriage of 

Anna Maye Potts

 is DeWitt Henry's first published novel and the inaugural winner of the Peter Taylor Prize for the Novel. 

While it may seem odd that an award for the novel should be named for a writer known primarily as a master of the short story form, this is in every other respect a work Taylor would applaud. Like Taylor, DeWitt Henry is a realist - a back-to-basics realist whose first priority as a writer is to evoke a world in all its sensory detail - "parked cars, scattered trees and shade, and people on the stoops and sidewalk, casual, a janitor bringing in ash cans, a stylish woman walking poodles, young men in Bermuda shorts . . . a high brick wall, its faded sign, white letters against black" - and people it with characters whose conflicts and desires, however familiar, manage to engage readers at the deepest possible level. 

THE PLOT here is familiar - almost a cliche, in fact. It's the Cinderella story, with 

Anna Maye Potts

 in the title role. A supervisor in a chocolate factory, 

Anna Maye

 is 36 years old and still single, having spent most of her life in bondage to her widowed father and pampered younger sister. 

Anna Maye

 has always known "that she was bland and overweight and dull; that what was beautiful in her was locked away like a tiny maiden, far, far away in a tower, too difficult to find or reach." 

That Prince Charming will soon appear is a given. That he will appear in the guise of a crude, sneering 56-year-old with a drinking problem is a surprise, however, and the gimmick that brings this tired plot to life. 

LOUIE IS responsible for keeping the machinery running at the chocolate factory. Like 

Anna Maye

, he comes with a lot of baggage: a history of adultery, a wife dying of cancer, and a mentally-retarded daughter, among other things. In 

Anna Maye

, Louie finds someone who will listen while she, in turn, is startled to encounter someone who seems to see in her something to value, something to prize. 

The marriage promised by the novel's title is inevitable, but it's not exactly the Cinderella ending we're expecting. Although 

Anna Maye

 appears likely to "live happily ever after," her happiness is far from guaranteed. As she discovers on her honeymoon, Louie is no prize. 

DeWitt Henry's effort to dodge the pitfalls of his hackneyed plot is only partially successful. But his eye for detail is unerring. The critic William H. Pritchard describes The Marriage of 

Anna Maye Potts as "thick with the texture of candy factory and hospital and YWCA and driving in traffic . . . ." Indeed, every scene is so fully imagined that I expect one day to confuse the memory of having read this with the memory of actual places I have seen and people I have known. Strong writing can do that. 
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