NORRIS CHURCH MAILER:

AN APPRECIATION

MICHAEL LEE

HER HALLMARKS WERE COURAGE AND COMPASSION.

The sad news of Norris Church Mailer’s passing spread quickly on Sunday;,
just a few hours after her death, via the Norman Mailer Society. When I first
read the e-mail, it was shocking—not so much that she was gone, but be-
cause of how hard she had fought her cancer. As with most people I see bat-
tle beyond their means, I never imagined Norris would succumb. It seemed
like such an insult to life. And then I thought of her courage and dignity
throughout the difficult course of a ravaging illness that lasted nearly a
decade. When our friends die, inevitably we say, “She was a remarkable per-
son,” or heap on similar praise. In Norris’s case, it’s truly an understatement.

I met her the day I met Norman—now some 30 years ago. I went to the
Mailer house with a mutual friend for an afternoon cocktail party on their
deck overlooking Provincetown Harbor. I arrived uninvited and unan-
nounced, but just walking in with our mutual friend, the late writer Eddie
Bonetti, I seemed to pass Norman’s litmus test. At the time, I followed box-
ing pretty closely and Norman had a lot of knowledge and opinions on the
subject. But Norman always had an opinion, which I came to love about
him. Finally he said to me, “You haven’t met my wife yet, have you? Hey
Red!” She had been walking on the beach with their two-year-old son, John
Buffalo, and now joined us on the deck. Norris was stunning and statuesque
in the early afternoon sun, especially the way it played with her long red hair.
Hey Red, indeed.

Knowing that she had probably met more famous dignitaries than the
Pope, I was unprepared for how genuinely welcome she made me feel. It
wasn't just the usual, “Hey how are you? Nice to meet you” kind of thing.
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She pulled up a chair next to me and while Eddie and Norman were off to
the side of the deck, engaged in a friendly bout of open-handed boxing, we
went on yakking like long-lost friends. It was as though I had known her
most of my life instead of the last five minutes. And that was how it always
was with Norris, whether I was at her home to interview Norman, or there
for dinner, or even there to interview her on each of her books. She always
made it seem as though we were picking up the thread of a previous con-
versation.

Several years later, after Norris had that terrible diagnosis of cancer, I was
in a tough scrape with my kidneys, both of which decided to quit at the same
time. It was a bit touch and go for a while and my recovery was not a lot of
laughs. After the first week I was home, Norris called to ask how I was doing.
The next day I got an email from her, cheering me up. For most of the next
month, I either heard from her by phone or e-mail, always closing with,
“You'll be fine, Sweetie. I just know it.” All this, while chemotherapy ran-
sacked her body.

A lot of changes took place after Norman died in November of 2007. Nor-
ris moved back into their Brooklyn home and she began a memoir. Our e-
mails became sporadic, but she still had that sense of ease about her. I saw
her last summer while she was on a book tour for that memoir, A Ticket fo
the Circus. The book was candid and self-effacing, as if she had just pulled a
deck chair next to you and begun to talk of her life. Her reading was held at
the Cape Cod Museum of Art and drew a decent crowd. Whenever Norris
walked into a crowded room, people noticed—you just knew she was some-
body special. She looked thinner than ever, but still had that glow and opti-
mistic enthusiasm about her. She read an excerpt from her memoir in her
distinctly soft southern voice. I remember thinking that there was still a part
of Barbara Jean Davis (her original name before marrying Norman) and her
impoverished Arkansas upbringing within her. All the good parts. Perhaps
that is what I found so admirable about Norris. She lived a life under the
same microscope that followed her husband. Granted, she was not as fa-
mous and far less controversial, but Norris was never immune to the drama
of the Mailer life. Yet, despite the occasional turmoil, the challenge of mar-
rying into an established family that grew to nine children with the birth of
John Buffalo, and the inexorable decline of her husband’s health, she still
preserved her demeanor of kindness and accessibility. Who wouldn’t miss a
friend like that?



