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For Frank

This book would never have come into existence without the 
incomparable love, understanding, and support of the late 
J. Frank Brown. Frank was an extraordinary man, brilliant 

and honorable, who was not only the love of my life and my kindred 
spirit, but also my confidante, mentor, and champion.

Frank met me at a crossroads in my life and permanently changed 
the direction of my journey. He opened my eyes and my heart to 
all of life’s possibilities and encouraged me to go far beyond where I 
ever imagined I could go. He unfailingly believed in me and in my 
dreams. He brought out the very best I had to give. With Frank, 
I spent the most joyful and defining years of my journey on this 
earth.

I love you, Frank, forever and always, miss you more than words 
can say, and gratefully dedicate this book to you with all my heart.

~ Mary
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Introduction

However many years a man may live, let him enjoy them all.1

~Ecclesiastes 11:8

L ife is good. We live in a beautiful world. In spite of challenge, 
conflict, suffering, and sorrow, God’s abiding goodness 
surrounds us. Indeed, that goodness is right before our 

eyes and all for the taking in the simplest of everyday things. Just 
consider:

A sparkling sunrise breaking forth o’er the horizon,
Winding trail through rolling hills and on to towering mountain,

Pure white lilies, fragrance-filled, greeting the Easter morn,
A blooming garden where once there stood a plot of land forlorn,
Trusting touch of a little child’s hand placed upon your shoulder,

A small boy’s face with mischievous grin and baby’s of wide-eyed wonder,
Soft sunbeams lending charm to a sleepy cobblestone path,

At eventide, the heartening sound of a loved one’s voice and laugh,
Rhythmic purr of a contented cat perched upon a wall,
Soulful eyes of a faithful dog awaiting his master’s call,
Star-like, silver snowflakes dancing in December sky,

Cool green lawns with patches of clover ever so sublime,
Kind word spoken by a caring heart that helps to ease our way,

1	 Ecclesiastes 11:8, The Holy Bible, (New International Version).
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Handwritten note from a treasured friend that brightens up the day,
Glorious rainbow coming in view after a sudden shower,

Comfort found in a quiet chapel – power-filled, peaceful hour.

These are but a few of the joys of this journey called life. My purpose 
in compiling this book of essays, many of which first appeared on my 
website, www.herestolife.us is to offer comfort, hope, and inspiration 
to readers. Through these writings, I wish to encourage everyone to 
take the time to recognize and appreciate fully all the delights which 
constantly cross our paths. As the psalmist wrote, “Open my eyes 
that I may see wonderful things …”2

Wrapped up in our daily dashes, duties, and demands, we’re apt to 
overlook these blessings, but when we make it a point to pause on 
the path, open our eyes, look about us, and see them clearly, we can 
gain great happiness, valuable perspective, and sustaining peace.

Dear Reader, tucked within these pages is a collection of vignettes 
from the colorful caravan of fascinating tales, wonderful people, 
natural splendors, and memorable experiences which have graced 
my life. Capturing these in words for this book has been, for me, 
a joyful journey in itself. It is my wish that you may derive pleasure 
and perhaps a little enlightenment from reading these accounts. May 
they also move you to discover and enjoy similar gifts in your own 
life. The call to action is yours to discern in the context of your own 
journey.

Included throughout this volume are multiple journal pages. These 
pages are intended to be a repository of your personal reflections as 
you read along. My thoughts may stimulate similar thoughts from 
your own life; on the other hand, you may find yourself disagreeing 
with me or recording experiences quite different from mine. Often 
our most significant thoughts are frustratingly fleeting. I encourage 
you to capture these in writing the moment they occur to you. It is 
not important that your entries be formal in nature. Full sentences, 
phrases, or simple words will do. The choice is entirely up to you.

May I also express a hope that my words will provide you with the 
reassurance of knowing you are not alone. No matter where we begin 
our individual journeys or where we’re headed, we’re all together on 

2	 Psalms 119:18, The Holy Bible, (New International Version). 
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the same ultimate journey – the search for understanding of this life 
and of what is to come.

Because our time on earth is brief, it is my further wish that these 
commentaries will also serve as a wake-up call not to take for granted 
a single one of life’s precious moments. Today – this very day – is 
the day to be grateful, rejoice, and celebrate all the loveliness in our 
midst. Embrace to the fullest the joys of the journey.

Bring on the confetti! Here’s to Life!™

If you have an inspirational story you would like to share 
with me, I’d be delighted to hear from you. Please contact me 
via my website www.herestolife.us. Also, if you enjoy the writings in 
this book and would like to read more, be on the lookout for my 
second book of essays, Brightening the Corners: Rays of Hope for Our 
World, soon to be released. In the meantime, please visit my website  
www.herestolife.us New essays are posted regularly. Just click on  
Here’s to Life!™
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Here’s to Mary:  
An Overture

Imagine a split-second journey into your past: One Tuesday 
afternoon you travel backward 25 years. That is what happened 
to me in 2007, when through the intricacies of Internet search 

engines, Mary Catherine Woolling and I rediscovered one another 
after two and a half decades of having taken separate journeys out of 
childhood.

We had been best friends, beginning at ages four and five, 
respectively. Arm in arm, we tackled child- and teen-hood. Mary 
“trimmed” my shoulder-length hair to earlobe level, during Beauty 
Shop Day. On Restaurant Day, I served Mary a bogus poison-
vanilla cocktail complete with handcrafted label featuring skull and 
crossbones. Mary’s blue, blue eyes transmitted the (exact) same terror 
as had my mother’s hazel ones, upon seeing my new Mary-haircut.

Our journeys diverged in the 1980s. I relocated to New York City 
for the theater; Mary pursued an outstanding career in nursing. 
(The next time I get sick, I want Mary; she’s good!) Twenty-five 
years later, Mary still sports those blue, blue eyes, a gift from her 
gorgeous mother. She has likewise retained and cultivated her acute 
sense of humor and intellectual curiosity. There are additional things 
I now see in her, as an adult: The fact that Mary’s journey through 
life has been along the high road, that she chooses her actions with 
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kindness and decency. In this regard specifically she is my guide. 
Her judgment springs from wanting to do not just the intelligent or 
expedient thing, but the gentle thing, the thing that will bring the 
most good.

This book takes Mary’s readers on a journey, one that is fascinating 
and real, sometimes sad yet always hopeful. We feel the astonishment 
of a lonely little lady as she realizes that she does not live alone but 
has been sharing her backyard with a pair of cardinals. Suddenly we 
start our own backyard search. 

We remember our childhoods as we read about Mary’s parents; 
we start looking through albums in our own basements and boxes. 
We relive our true loves, as we share Mary’s inner thoughts on her 
beloved Frank.

Mary reminds us of the treasure in being alive. We learn about 
coins and how to see them as what they are, miniature art exhibits. 
We remember the thrill of giving, as she explains the workings of 
local food banks. We behold how lucky we are if we have one or two 
or three closely bonded friends.

Just as soldiers need a forceful leader to engender their own bravery, 
we sometimes need a leader to help us uncover the wonders in this 
life. Here she is. A friend is a gift one gives oneself, and I have gifted 
myself generously. My journey has a higher purpose and greater joy 
for taking it with Mary, then as now.

Connie Taylor Shakalis
January, 2009
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What’s Your Story?

In our fast-paced world with its ever-advancing computer 
technology, it appears that print media is succumbing to the 
seemingly more desirable mode of transmission of information 

at breakneck speed via the Internet. Quick bytes, just a snippet of 
the day’s happenings, the majority in visual representations, are all 
we need. OK, we get the picture and move on. We “talk” to each 
other through abbreviations and acronyms in instant messages, text 
messages, and emails, most of which are deleted and lost forever as 
quickly as they are received. More’s the pity, for there’s much to be 
gained through permanent written communications, which provide 
the reader not only with opportunity for full consideration and 
analysis of issues but also repeated, ad libitum retrieval and leisurely 
study, digestion, and review.

In spite of the emphasis on virtual expression, more people are 
discovering the value of handwritten, diary-like recordings of their 
personal lives and perspectives through journaling. Perhaps this is 
because they realize that our spans of existence are very short, and 
what we have to say may never be heard or remembered unless we 
document it in writing.

Journaling is an excellent way to capture our stories. We simply jot 
down our thoughts and reactions to events as they occur, day by day, 
or we chronicle special happenings or defining moments in our lives 
or memories of long ago.
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The type of book in which these records are made varies widely from 
a simple steno pad to fancy volumes with special covers, binders, and 
designs, others with personalized artwork and custom logos, some 
even boasting of acid-free, long-lasting paper. So numerous are one’s 
options that there are entire stores specifically devoted to journals 
and related supplies.

By expressing our thoughts through the discipline of writing, we 
stand to gain a greater comprehension of ourselves, one another, 
and life in general. Through the books and letters of our ancestors, 
their actual words, we’re able to connect with those of long-past 
generations, come to know them personally, and comprehend 
their times. Through our tales, we speak to those in the future who 
someday will be searching for a glimpse of us and what life was like 
in the early 21st century.

If instant knowledge of the state of our world is needed, a quick 
consultation online can give us the pertinent facts, but there is so 
much more to the story. When all is said and done, will there be 
any lasting record of what has really transpired here? Let us never 
forget the importance of ensuring that these days and times and our 
thoughts about them will be fully preserved in writing long after we 
sign-off.

Happy Journaling!
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