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to Nancy Bayless:

(After all, who knows what that “great cloud of witnesses” can hear or see?) I hope you’re hanging around and will find a way to keep me in line. You really did leave a mark on me, and I don’t want to ever forget it.
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and to Vicki Bentley and Jennie Gillespie:

You’re Nancy’s and my “other half.” This is your story too.
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foreword


The beauty of Mary Jenson’s homage to her friend—or more accurately to her friendship with—Nancy Bayless is that she avoids deifying the woman. When one has a special friend, as so many of us considered Nancy, it would be easy to fall into hagiography and idolization.

Nancy—I called her Tess (you’ll see why in Mary’s account)—could be feisty and blunt and loving and opinionated and selfless, almost all at the same time. She had an ability to endear herself to strangers immediately.

And yet Mary, who during her own midlife became a fast friend to Nancy, is able to sort through the many-faceted personality of the unique woman of the harbor. By being self-revelatory and introspective, Mary somehow makes this account a coming-of-middle-age story that transcends nostalgia and becomes instructive to us all.

One of my favorite memories of Nancy was when she and my wife and I and seven others went looking for dessert late one night during a conference. Everyone ordered some sinful concoction; everyone, that is, except Nancy, who insisted she simply shouldn’t and couldn’t and wouldn’t. Then, of course, she proceeded to mooch “just a taste” of everyone else’s.

Friends of Nancy will recognize her in that anecdote. But if you never had the unspeakable privilege of knowing her, you will feel as if you did by the end of this book. And, like the author, you will be the richer for it.

—Jerry B. Jenkins
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To the army of Nancy’s friends at Maranatha Chapel, Shelter Island, and elsewhere (if you think this might include you, it does): You were sweet oil on Nancy’s head. Thank you particularly for all you did for her in her last days. Had I any chance of knowing or remembering all your names, I would mention you one by one.
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Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.
—HEBREWS 12:1
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introduction: a simple story of friendship


I don’t suppose, unless it’s tied to your occupation, you ever get used to being in the room with a dead person. But when you’ve been there for the dying process and done what you could do and said what you needed to say, it’s not so bad.

Three of us stood at Nancy’s feet—Vicki, Jennie, and I—we who had spent so much time with her in the months of her dying. Her little apartment had become such a familiar place to us, and, thankfully, not a dismal place. That vanilla scent she’d insisted on spraying around the room day after day lingered in the air. It was a gift to us as much as to herself.

Nancy and I had a few years to learn how to be friends and just a few months to learn how to die. But this book is not about death. It’s about life and friendship and what she taught me.
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One year before Nancy died, we were nearing the end of a car trip and having lunch at a cliffside restaurant overlooking the Pacific. We’d come from a writers’ conference, where she had won a lifetime-achievement award for her work mentoring young writers. We were high on inspiration and moved by having shared the week’s experience. And Nancy, not one to rest on her laurels, was ready to write—and mentor—again.

Over salad and hot bread she posed the question: “Why don’t we write a book together?”

“About what?” I couldn’t imagine.

“About friendship. About what puts a classy young you together with an adventurous old soul like me. About how much we love our car trips and how much fun we have with each other.”
 

It’s about how friendship, if you let it, can teach you things you never though to learn.
 

Skeptical at first that we’d have anything to say, I decided after all I loved the idea and the challenge. We chortled over our salads, speculated about a possible book tour and an appearance on Oprah, brainstormed on a title, and scratched down ideas. We set a few goals and gave ourselves some deadlines. There was no sense of urgency. We had all the time in the world.
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But we were wrong. The lump in her breast, which she had chosen to ignore, took its own trip and spread throughout her body with great speed, surprising us all.

A week before she died, Nancy and I looked at each other and said simultaneously, “I’m so sorry we haven’t finished.” We had wanted our book to be a give-and-take discussion about friendship between generations. But though the direction changed and I ended up doing most of the work, I was comforted by something Nancy once said (and I’m so glad I wrote it down): “The best thing about our relationship is that we write together like one mind. Often we don’t remember whose words are whose. And it doesn’t matter. It just doesn’t matter.”

So in the end, this is my version of our story, with some of our conversations and her writing sprinkled in. We were women in different stages of life with very different backgrounds who happened upon each other. We had no grandiose purpose for spending time together. Just a common love of books and good writing, a passionate faith, and a fondness for each other.

I thought it would be a simple story of friendship. It is. But it’s also about how friendship, if you let it, can teach you things you never thought to learn.
 


i was the driver; nancy, the supply sergeant


I couldn’t believe it. Here I was, late-forty-something, back in those old high-school insecurities, wondering if I fit in, wondering if I had the right clothes, wondering if I’d have to share a bed with this “girl” I hardly knew.

That’s where it all began, in a conference-center bedroom in the Colorado mountains in the fall of 1997. I’d joined a small group of friends for a writers’ conference in Winter Park, my old skiing grounds. I loved being in the mountains again, with the glittering aspens and the sky so clear and brittle that a simple shout might shatter it. The bitter cold crept down our necks, keeping us clustered together like frozen grapes on a stem.

As the newest member of this little group, I wanted to belong, wanted to be in the middle of things rather than on the periphery. I knew Jennie and Vicki (my contemporaries) well, but Nancy was a newer friend; so when we got our room assignments and I found I’d been paired with her, I was silently disappointed.

We were two generations of woman, Nancy and I. We called ourselves friends, but I hadn’t taken the time to invest much in our relationship. After all, I still had kids at home the age of her grandchildren. I was busy, involved, heavily scheduled. And from what I could tell, there wasn’t much to connect us.

I was feeling shy and self-conscious, wondering if things would be uncomfortably quiet in our room, wanting to do this right. Did Nancy care which bed she slept in? Did little old ladies have any idiosyncrasies I should anticipate?

So I asked her what she wanted in a roommate. It took her a minute. Finally, she said, “Just keep the sink clean.” Believe me, I watched every hair that drifted onto the porcelain, sweeping it out before it had time to get comfortable.

It didn’t take me long to relax. Nancy put me at ease and, like a magnet, drew the other girls into our room. I quickly discovered she was the party girl, the one you needed to be with when you were feeling shy.

And she was so easy to please. Just keep the sink clean, give her a cozy bunk, and stop asking if she’s all right.
 

The bitter cold crept down our necks, keeping us clustered together like frozen grapes on a stem.
 

Nestled under the covers one evening, Nancy and I scratched away on our notepads at some personal reflections. It was the first time she’d been away from her ailing husband for more than a few hours, and I knew she was thinking about him. She wrote steadily, with intense focus, under the kind of inspiration you don’t want to let go of until every last word is out. When she finished, we read to each other.

This is what she was working on:


Sometimes I want to scream! It’s devastating to watch the mental deterioration of my strong, tall, gentle husband. My stern and splendid mate. His fine mind is off somewhere … frolicking through autumn leaves, I like to think. It comes home when I least expect it, to amaze me with its intellect, logic, and humor that never sleeps. Then it scurries away again, leaving me with tears splashing on my bare toes.

Sometimes I want to giggle when I see him getting into bed … fully clothed! His hat cocked with jaunty defiance. His wallet and car keys tucked in the side pockets of his jeans. Though he hasn’t started a car for years, he keeps his keys ready to open the driver’s door for me and pat me in with gallant care. And he always reaches out to touch me when I pass by.

Watching him “check out” is like an amputation. A tearing away. Then he smiles. His smile takes off in his pale blue eyes … crinkles his entire face … and lands in my heart. His smile is God’s gift to me. It wraps a golden halo around my season of sadness.

I am so blessed to receive the special gifts God scatters throughout my dailiness.

And I know my season of joy will come again … when my husband enfolds me with an eager hug … on a street of gold in heaven.



I hadn’t a clue that what was going on in Nancy’s life was this serious. Or that she had such a way with words. I didn’t know her husband, Lynn, and hadn’t heard about their life together.

I’m not sure what I was writing—probably that stuff about the “glittering aspens.” I was writing about scenery and how I, ever the subject of the sentence, was fitting in; she was dealing with impending death.

Sitting there in the big bed in our room trying to keep my feet warm, I couldn’t get away from her words scream and amputation, which I never expected to hear from her. She had such a buoyancy and brightness about her that I didn’t really know what to do with such edgy language. Looking back, those words were the first sign of the depth of emotion and experience she was carrying around inside. Yet even then, even in that poignant description of her “stern and splendid mate,” words of hope far outweighed the sadness.
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I never anticipated a time in my life when I would have—or want—a designated passenger. Particularly a little old lady. But after Colorado, after we found that we got along and could both keep a clean sink, some deeply hidden wanderlust took over, connecting us like Lewis and Clark.

One late-summer day I invited Nancy to join me on a trip to the mountains outside of Fresno to pick up my grown daughter, Molly, at camp. We’d been casual friends for a couple of years since rooming together, but on this trip, 350 miles up and back with a couple of nights in between, I began getting to know this person who had so fortuitously dropped into my life.

I was the driver; Nancy, the supply sergeant. (She lifted “snacks” to the sublime—Gouda and crackers, raisins and shelled pecans, bottled water, and always a smidge of dark chocolate.) Comparing notes, we quickly agreed that we loved car trips, any-time, anywhere.

The drive from San Diego to our destination took us up Interstate 5, through the snarl that is Los Angeles traffic, over the “Grapevine,” where they warn you to turn off your air conditioning in the summer and where fog can overtake you in the winter. Then we merged onto the 99, a four-lane highway crowded with produce trucks and banked by scruffy fields. Dust devils swirled up from nowhere and elevated our bottled water to champagne status. We stopped in Bakersfield for lunch, splitting a salad and a tuna sandwich so thick we had to scoop out a good portion of the tuna to get it into our mouths.

North of Tulare I pulled out Molly’s directions, a shortcut she guaranteed would cut off significant miles. But after several turns we found ourselves in orange groves and dirt roads with no shortcut in sight. Nancy’s sense of adventure was high, though I was looking over my shoulder for either danger or assistance; I wasn’t sure which. We finally spotted a fruit stand. As best as I could understand the Spanish directions, we needed to head that way, and off we went.

As we started up the mountain, every turn in the road offered an eyeful of greatness—boulders as big as bedrooms, granite and limestone cliffs, sugar pines with cones the size of footballs sharing the hillsides with cedars and stately sequoias. Nancy appreciated every bit of beauty as much as I’d hoped she would. Yes, indeed, we were suited to each other.

The camp sat between the mountains like the cone floor in a volcano. A walking trail encircled the lake, and canoes and paddleboats lined the narrow dock. I took the trail gleefully when we got there, while Nancy read in the car. She was chilly when I returned; I shed layers like a cross-country runner.

We had dinner in the lodge overlooking the lake, the water smooth like a glass floor you could slide on in your socks. The mountains, reflected perfectly in the water, seemed close enough to walk to and scale in one day, though they were miles away and out of our league.

Over dinner Nancy pulled a sheaf of papers from her black bag and began to read to me some of the vignettes she’d written and saved over the years. True stories about her encounters with the famous and not so famous. Some of them were sweet and saccharine, some were slightly scandalous, others were heart wrenching.

Words were tiny miracles to her. “I can’t not write,” Nancy used to say when asked about the craft. Her Uncle Harley was a printer. He published her first book, Fluffy, a tiny little chapter book she wrote when she was nine about the chicks she raised in their hotel bathtub and the prize-winning rooster that came from that brood.

About her beginnings as a writer, she once wrote:


As a child I remember looking under our Christmas tree for my stack of foolscap and a whole box of #2 lead pencils. They were always there, unwrapped.

I got a diary once, but it didn’t have enough room to hold all my words, and besides, foolscap was so comfortable.

My uncle was a printer, and I was raised among words. One of my favorite pastimes was to sit on a high stool in his print shop and watch him work. I vividly remember the day I decided to help, so I moved all the type around while he was occupied with a sluggish printing press. When he realized what I had done, he made me sit there through the long night correcting and editing the changes I had made. That night words became a way of life with me, and until I married I helped him edit his assignments.



Words and all their glory began to wind around us that night. Over dessert we shared favorite book titles, discovered our common love for finding precisely the right word, and began bickering over adverbs.

That weekend we had reservations to share a room at a little place nearby owned by some writer friends. They promised us an elaborate breakfast in front of the fireplace—because it’s cool there in the mornings, even in August—then led us upstairs to a cozy room with a treetop view.

Our first night there Nancy took out her teeth.

She looked her age. Years of sun and sea had weathered her skin, and osteoporosis had bent her over like a tire jack. She’d begun to shuffle when I met her in her early seventies. She wasn’t vain, but she took a quiet pride in her appearance—she liked her clothes to match and wore a lot of jersey, scheduled regular manicures, and usually wore earrings. But she cut her own hair and bobby pinned a little curl in the back to cover a thin spot. Her teeth were a little off kilter and filled in with bridges, which I wouldn’t have noticed for a long time had she not taken them out that night at the B&B.

How people were drawn to her! She had a sort of instinctive, impetuous friendliness that intrigued you on the one hand and took the pressure off you on the other. She could start and build a relationship with anyone.
 

Our first night there, Nancy took out her teeth.
 

We spent the weekend walking trails and watching all the high-school kids who swarmed the camp. Nancy struck up conversations wherever we were and seemed truly delighted to be in the presence of teenagers. Even the band, with Molly as the lone girl singer, captivated her, though the volume was so high we couldn’t understand the words. “It’s OK,” she said. “I don’t care. Aren’t they wonderful?”

With Molly in the backseat, we left the mountains after a couple of days, left the solitude of no TV, no phones, no news. We were already establishing a congenial rhythm, a familiarity we both appreciated. It’s always nice to find a friend in whose presence you’re at ease. I would not have believed how comfortable I could feel with a little old lady.
 


at the mercy of clumsy souls


Nancy loved me and had a plan for my life that was birthed way back at our Colorado conference. She finally told me about it—she had wanted to turn me over her knee (her very words) that weekend for expressing my insecurities and fears about writing and about life in general. In fact, I realized later that she had been biting her tongue all weekend to keep from confronting me.

She didn’t bite it for long.

She said she was surprised to see me “bending toward negativity” and had wracked her brain to think of encouraging ways to get me back on track. She had thought I was decisive, forward thinking, and courageous. I got us to Colorado in the first place and broke the inevitable deadlocks that arise when four very different, very nice women have to make decisions. But in Colorado she also saw my anxious side.
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