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Basically she was saying being happy is 

a choice I have to make (or not make), if I 

want a happy life, it’s not up to someone 

else, it’s up to me! And I rejected that 

thought for a long time because it seemed 

like so much eff ort. Why couldn’t it be 

someone else’s job to make me happy?!

But as much as I tried to resist it, I have 

to admit... Mum was right. Happiness is 

a choice. Sure, that choice is sometimes 

harder to make than at other times but it’s 

one of the most powerful choices we can 

make, and a choice worth making. 

My life hasn’t always been such a happy 

place to be. As a teenager I suff ered 

with the greatly debilitating condition 

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (CFS), 

characterised by feeling exhausted all 

the time, no matter how much sleep or 

rest I got. I missed almost two years of 

school due to this illness and felt very 

isolated from the outside world (this 

was before the days of mobile phones 

and social media!). Due to CFS I became 

extremely underweight, and battled 

depression as I lay in bed for days and 

weeks and months on end, without any 

hope life was ever going to be diff erent. 

There were some really dark days...

Thankfully I did eventually get well 

through the support of family, friends and 

a great team of health professionals. But 

although physically I was on the road to 

recovery, my mental, spiritual and social 

well-being was still far from healthy. I 

was overwhelmed with low self-worth as 

well as bitterness toward the condition I 

felt had stolen so much time from my life. 

So when I eventually integrated back into 

school and normality I just wanted to fi t 

in with my peers. 

This saw me engage in some self-

destructive, party-girl behaviour and I 

found myself pregnant at just 16 years old. 

To cope with this, I turned to food as my 

comfort and put on a lot of weight – fast. 

The weight, plus being a teenage single 

mum, only added to my feelings of low 

self-worth, bitterness and resentment. 

I’m telling you this so you know I know 

what it is like to face situations in which 

happiness is not an easy choice to make. 

When people learn of my story and see 

such a contrast to the life I live now, 

they often ask, “How are you so happy 

despite all of that?” My answer every 

time is simply, “Because I’ve chosen       

to be!”

We don’t always get to choose the situations 

or circumstances we fi nd ourselves in, but 

we do get to choose how we respond.

That doesn’t mean we need to pretend 

everything is sunshine and rainbows and 

go around wearing a strained, fake ‘happy 

face’ mask. It means we choose to see 

the good in someone else and forgive. It 

means we choose to be better, not bitter. 

It means we choose to respond with 

curiosity, humility and optimism. After 

all, the quality of our choices determines 

the quality of our journey.

I love this quote from Dr Frank Crane. 

He absolutely nails it for me in saying, 

“People are about as happy as they make 

up their minds to be!”

Perspective and attitude 
are powerful – almost like 

superpowers. They are truly the 
only things we have total control 

over in our life. 

Not only that, your brain is like a 

muscle, you can strengthen it to 

choose happiness, instead of slipping 

into despair, simply by practising. The 

My mum used to tell me ”happiness is a choice” over and over and over again as I was 
growing up – which I found incredibly annoying.

lessons in happiness from a once happy-less life
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more we look for the good, the easier it 

becomes to experience happiness and 

see the good going on around us.

But choosing happy isn’t just some fl uff y, 

airy-fairy, feel-good idea; this actually 

involves a scientifi c process called 

neuroplasticity. Basically this means we 

can retrain our brain from our instinctive 

reactions or choices (e.g. if we yell when 

something upsets us, or eat an entire 

block of chocolate if it’s in front of us!) 

to more positive choices over time. We 

have pathways in our brain and, just like 

roads, they get easier to travel the more 

we use them. Think about it as though 

you’re taking a regular route between 

two points – for example from home to 

work or school. Often you’re on autopilot. 

You make the journey without giving it 

too much thought. It’s instinctive.

But what if you discovered an easier, 

quicker, less traffi  cky way to get from point 

A to point B? You’d probably make an eff ort 

to learn the route and start taking that way 

instead, right? Initially it would take time 

to navigate and eff ort to remember where 

to go, but over time, if you continued to 

take that new route, it would become easy 

and... normal.

The same thing happens in our brains as 

we experience challenges. And just as you 

can make a choice to change the route you 

take from point A to point B, you can make 

a choice to change how you respond to 

situations. Instead, you get a whole new 

positive outcome, such as feelings of 

contentment, peace and gratitude.

Pretty amazing, right? But even 

greater than that, this new science of 

neuroplasticity is backing up what has 

been known by people for centuries 

when it comes to the power of retraining 

our brain. Heard of an old book called the 

Bible? It says we need to be ‘transformed 

by the renewing of our mind’. People 

have known about this for yonks. 

So how do we renew our minds and 

choose happy in practice? Remember – 

it’s a process, not an event. It takes time, 

but it becomes more natural as you go. 

The fi rst step is to be aware of the principle 

of choosing happy, then give your brain 

a workout as you practise this choice. 

Each morning I decide to see today as 

a good day, fi lled with opportunity and 

wonder. But in case I’m feeling doubtful, 

I’ve also got a few other tips on how I get 

my happy on each and every day...

   dress happy - life ain’t no funeral, it’s 

a celebration! Party each day in some 

happy threads

     look for happy - be grateful by looking 

for things to be thankful for

   move on happy - shift your focus, 

worry less, forgive others and let it go 

      share happy - what’s one thing you can 

do today to make someone else happy?

  fi nd a happy tribe - we become like 

those we are around. Spend less time 

with those who drain you and more time 

with those who energise you. After all, 

your vibe attracts your tribe!

 move happy - exercise releases 

endorphins, they’re the happy hormone. 

Move your amazing body today!

     look happy - SMILE MORE!

I dare you to try it. What are you waiting 

for? Get out there and get your happy   

on today!





Mr & Mrs Barac moved from a war-torn 

South Sudan to Australia in 2000. The 

next year, their daughter Mary was born. 

Sixteen years later and Mary is the eldest 

of four, with one sister and two brothers. 

She has recently fi nished year 10 at a 

high school in Toowoomba, Queensland. 

In her senior years she plans to focus 

on getting her marks up as well as her 

netball, running and fi tness, in the hopes 

of gaining a scholarship to university.

Mary says education is important to her 

family. While Mary’s parents are well 

educated, some of her aunts and uncles 

were not as fortunate.  “Mum told me 

she remembers the day the fi ghting 

started in her village. She said her mum 

and sister went one way and her uncle 

and cousins went the other way and 

she didn’t see them again until nearly 

ten years later, in Australia. My parents 

both just happened to end up some 

place where they were able to receive an 

education while the war was still going 

on. So they both got degrees.”

When asked how the war aff ected her 

parents, Mary explains, “Well the thing 

is, they don’t talk about it... the war, the 

bad things that happened. Growing up, 

my parents just made us appreciate 

what we have. And they never let us 

waste any food!”

While Mary now has a strong community 

around her, with Sudanese relatives 

living just down the street, there were 

times her family were living in more rural 

areas of Australia while her dad worked 

as a doctor. She says this was often hard.

“There wasn’t much racial diversity, no 

other African people, so I felt really weird. 

I felt very much like an outsider, always 

being stared at, which made me a bit 

insecure to walk around. I usually just 

stayed at home with my sister.

There were some bullies at 
school, but I did make friends 
too. Those were the people I 
stuck with and I just ignored 

everyone else.

I think it defi nitely made me a bit tougher. 

Now when people say something 

negative I don’t take it to heart.

“I’m glad to be back in a city where there 

are many diff erent types of people but I 

think I also taught them something, in the 

rural communities. I sort of gave them a 

diff erent perspective and showed them 

that not everyone is like them.”

Another challenge Mary faces is… makeup! 

She has recently begun experimenting 

but says, “Not many Australian makeup 

companies cater for my complexion. So I 

usually have to order online from America. 

It’s quite a bit of money but I have a job (at 

a well-known hardware store) so I use my 

money for that, and Mum and Dad pay for 

the important stuff .”

Mary enjoys the laid-back openness of 

Australia but also values the history, songs 

and food of her African culture. “We make 

traditional meals all the time. Especially if 

there is a celebration or marriage or death, 

we all cook big meals and everyone just 

comes and shares. We cook with a lot of 

spinach and make diff erent soups and a 

type of fl atbread called Kisra.

“One of the biggest diff erences between 

the cultures is that Sudanese people 

generally don’t speak with as many 

courtesies as Australians. So Mum and 

Dad might yell ‘Mary, go get this!’ and it 

sounds rude but they don’t mean it like 

that. It’s just the way they talk. I hardly 

notice it, but if they accidentally upset 

someone, I’ll tell them they spoke a bit 

too strongly.”

We wish Mary all the best for her senior 

years and a fulfi lling career in which, like 

her parents, she will contribute much to 

Australian society.

stunning cover girl, Mary Barac, carries herself with a calm confi dence 
through diff erent cultures, sport and makeup

meet mary
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To fi ll your plates, you’ll need:

Corn chips / wholemeal wraps / taco 

shells / brown rice

Mexican beans

Mango salsa

4 big handfuls of baby spinach

Guacamole (2 avocados smashed with 

juice of 1 lemon)

1 cup shredded cheese

MEXICAN BEANS

serves about 4

Ingredients

1 onion, diced

2 tsp crushed garlic (or 2 fresh garlic cloves)

4 tsp ground cumin

4 tsp paprika

1/2 small tub of  tomato paste

1 can tinned tomatoes, crushed or diced

2 cans four bean mix, drained and rinsed

Salt & pepper

Method

1. Heat frypan with a dash of oil to a 

medium heat and fry onion for 3 minutes

2. Add garlic and fry for another minute

3. Add the rest of the ingredients and   

heat through.

MANGO SALSA

Especially great if you have not gotten in 

your two fruit for the day!

Ingredients

2 mangos

1 medium cucumber

3-4 spring onions / shallots *don’t forget 

to keep the white part and roots to plant 

in the garden!

1/3 cup chopped fresh coriander

Juice from 1 lime

Optional: salt & pepper, 1/4 teaspoon 

cayenne pepper OR 1 fresh chilli, 

chopped fi nely

Method

1. Peel and dice the mango and place in 

a bowl

2. Dice the cucumber and chop the spring 

onions and add to the mango

3. Gently stir in the coriander, lime and 

optional salt, pepper & cayenne pepper or 

fresh chilli

This recipe is vegetarian and gluten free 

(unless you use wheat wraps) and can 

easily be made dairy free and vegan by 

leaving out the cheese.

Recipe Anna Reeves, Accredited Practising Dietitian

www.askanapd.com

PHOTO KORO DESIGNS

springtime
 fiesta

It’s a party in your mouth! Invite your friends round for a colourful 
smorgasbord of taste sensation.



anyone for tea?

Do you ever scroll through Pinterest 

and fi nd yourself eyeing off  all the 

delicious foods in adorable settings 

and wish you could have a picnic 

or tea party that cute? There’s just 

something super sweet about dressing 

up, preparing food and sharing it with 

the ones you love.

For my birthday this year I decided to do 

something a little diff erent and throw 

my friends a tea party. However, you 

don’t need an occasion to recreate some 

Pinterest cuteness – why not show 

your friends or family how much you 

appreciate them and put your creative 

hostess skills to the test? Here are some 

things I learned from my tea party 

that hopefully will help you to throw          

yours too! 

TEA AND BEVERAGES

Provide a few types of tea so your friends 

can have fun choosing diff erent varieties. 

Of course, not everyone likes tea so it’s 

good to have a fun alternative. Making an 

easy punch recipe always goes down a 

treat. Just mix together some lemonade, 

orange juice and lemon lime and bitters 

cordial. Play around with the quantities 

until it tastes perfect. Add a can of diced 

pears, peaches and pineapple and ta da!  - 

a delicious refreshing drink. Your guests 

can drink the punch out of the tea cups 

to keep in touch with the tea party spirit!

DINING WARE

When it comes to the crockery and 

cutlery, colourful combinations are 

great. It’s hard to get a set of all the same 

dining ware for everyone, so embrace the 

diff erences. If you have colourful spoons 

and napkins, try and match them with 

similar coloured cups and plates. If your 

house has a shortage of tea-ware, ask 

someone like Grandma if you can borrow 

hers, she’s bound to have something 

tucked away in a cupboard – just make 

sure you return everything in one piece!

FOOD

Now, with cooking – the easier the 

better. Don’t overcomplicate the food but 

make treats you know you’ll succeed in 

and the guests will love. Try and prepare 

as much as possible the days before so 

there’s less to do beforehand. Cut the 

food into bite size portions so guests 

won’t have to commit to a massive 

quantity of something. They can eat lots 

of everything (without making a mess!). 

Provide a good balance of sweets and 

savouries. Fruit, such as watermelon, 

grapes or strawberries, are always great 

for refreshing bites between heavier 

foods. I recommend making a couple 

of types of sandwiches with a mix of 

wholemeal and white bread. Make sure to 

cut off  the crust and divide into sixes. The 

classic combo is cream cheese and thinly 
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sliced cucumber. An absolute fave you 

may not have heard of is grated cheese 

and carrot mixed with mayo – trust me, 

it’s delicious!

Homemade sausage rolls and savoury 

muffi  ns are easy and guaranteed to taste 

amazing. Rum balls (without the rum 

of course) are especially good as you 

can make them days before. We mustn’t 

forget the cupcakes. Why not make Red 

Velvet with cream cheese icing this time? 

It’s easy and not your typical fl avour.

DECORATIONS

There’s no need to go overboard with 

the decorations, the delicious food and 

everyone’s gorgeous outfi ts will provide 

plenty of cuteness. But for some extra 

special touches, light a few candles and 

put some fl owers in a vase. If you’re 

feeling particularly creative, try making 

bunting or tissue fl ower pompoms to 

string around.

I hope I’ve provided you with some 

inspiration and easy ways to throw 

your own tea party. However, the most 

important element for your tea party is 

fun! Be sophisticated, elegant and silly. 

Chat and laugh a lot. Tell funny stories 

and refrain from gossiping. Enjoy your 

dear friends’ company. Farewell your 

guests feeling full in both the belly and 

the heart!



To some of you leadership might seem daunting or ‘only for experienced people’, and to 
others it may be a challenge they feel ready to accept. But whether we are in business or 

play sport or have a family, one day each of us will be a leader in some way.

lessons in leadership
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Some people may already be in leadership 

positions or are thinking about them for 

next year, while others want to run from 

even the mention of the word. Whatever 

stage you are at, I want to share some of 

my experiences in leadership and what it 

taught me.

I have been a leader in many diff erent 

ways. I have coached gymnastics and I 

took turns being captain of my softball 

and volleyball teams in high school, even 

when I wasn’t the most confi dent person 

in the group! I have also led at my youth 

group and various kids holiday programs, 

playing my small part to help people only 

a bit younger than I am to grow up. Some 

lessons I have learnt are:

1. Learn to listen.

If you practise listening to the ideas 

and needs of the group, people will feel 

heard, valued and included. It’s smart to 

encourage everyone’s input - they might 

see something you don’t! You need not be 

threatened by people’s ideas, but you don’t 

need to make everyone happy either. 

Just creating an atmosphere where you 

listen to each other will build up and 

strengthen your team, and make working 

together more enjoyable.

2. Give feedback.

It’s a good way to allow everyone to be 

on the same page, heading in the same 

direction and focused on what can be 

improved. So not only do you need to 

listen, you need to practise speaking up 

in a constructive way, pointing out the 

things you see with tact, for the purpose 

of honing your team. Feedback, both 

positive and negative,  is important. We 

need to hear encouragement to boost our 

confi dence, and we need to hear where we 

can improve. If you blurt out something 

unhelpful, try saying “I am sorry, that didn’t 

come out right, can I try again?”

3. Be professional. 

Keep your personal feelings in check. Even 

if you don’t like someone, you need to 

respect them in order to work with them. 

If you are on the sporting fi eld, and you 

struggle to get along with your team mate, 

the whole group will suff er if you let that 

aff ect how you play the game. Try to focus 

on the strengths they bring and avoid 

obsessing over how you would do things 

diff erently (or better, in your opinion!). It’s 

OK for people to have diff erent ways of the 

getting the job done.

SPONSORED BY





Depression is a real dog. If it’s ever visited you, you will understand.

fi nd just one reason

Such a clever and persuasive liar, depression 

doesn’t require facts to rob you of your hope. 

You may have all the evidence in the world in 

front of you... that life is beautiful... that you’re 

doing fi ne... that there is good reason to be 

grateful... but that black dog can convince      

you otherwise.

Depression can mount a case for your 

despair so seemingly iron-clad, so apparently 

reasonable, that you fi nd yourself unable to 

accurately see any more. Your family, your 

abilities, your friendships, your achievements 

– even the simple joys found in an ordinary 

day... all become invisible.

And when you are in that place of thick 

blindness, when you are so completely certain 

that everything has gone to hell, it can be 

impossible to fi nd a reason to keep going.

Little by little you eventually lose your impetus 

to stay.

The energy to continue gradually leaves.

Your perseverance departs.

That’s the thing that people who don’t live 

with depression don’t understand. You aren’t 

a ‘suicidal person’ wallowing in sadness and 

contemplating ending your life, as much as 

you are an exhausted person who has been 

so drained of hope, that you now believe the 

lie that your mind tells you... that things will 

never be better. You believe this terrible season              

is permanent.

There have been many times when I have 

been close to that place, nearly fooled into fully 

surrendering to the misery of the moment. 

I know that there are thousands of you out 

there right now who know this place well, 

who are standing in hopelessness as you read             

these words.

And friend, the only advice I can give you is:

fi nd just one reason
to keep living!

It needn’t be something at all grand or profound 

or consequential – just the smallest thing to 

stoke the fi res of your heart here and now.

Think of a song that never fails to move you 

and play it – and repeat if you have to.

Watch a movie that always makes you laugh. It 

will probably make you laugh again.

Go to that place with the fi sh tacos that knock 

you out, and order a mess of them.

Visit the woods or the beach, or whatever spot 

in nature allows you to breathe in deeply and 

slowly – and breathe.

Snuggle a dog, paint a picture, take a drive, call 

an old friend, take a bath.

Look at the lines upon your fi ngertips and 

realise they have never been repeated in the 

history of the planet.

Lie back in the grass – watch the clouds pass in 

and out of your peripheral vision and feel the 

earth turning, and realise time is moving and 

propelling you forward.

This is not simply busy work to distract you 

from your sadness, it’s an invitation to a 

dissenting opinion from the universe.

Allow Life to come and argue on behalf of 

itself. Be reminded of the staggering beauty 

that you are surrounded by, even with the 

pain it accompanies. This won’t erase your 

sorrow or change your reality or magically fi x 

the things within you that got you here, but it 

may download just enough lightness into your 

mind to get you to the most important moment 

of your life—the next one!

That is the greatest battle with depression – 

pulling yourself through the present despair 

to a place just slightly in the future, where 

you may be surprised by joy or feel less tired 

or see something diff erently. You deserve to 

experience that place.

Don’t allow that lie-telling dog to write your 

story for you. 

Right now, in this diffi  cult, unsteady, desperate 

moment – fi nd one microscopic reason to 

keep living – and live. Stay.

You are loved and worth fi ghting for. 

Be encouraged.

If you’re struggling with depression, desire to 

self-harm, or have suicidal thoughts, talk to 

someone, face-to-face or online or on your 

phone. Talking helps. Or write down how 

you feel and connect with any of the non-

judgemental counsellors below.

Here are some questions to help get you 

started on your story:

How old are you?  What’s been happening? 

How long has it been going on? How is it 

making you feel? Have you tried things to 

help yourself? Who else knows about what’s 

happening? What would help you most?

Beyond Blue  Call 1300 22 4636  24 hours 7 days 

a week.  Chat on line beyondblue.org.au 3pm - 

12am / 7 days a week.   Email and get a response 

within 24 hours.  Sign up for forums.

Kids Helpline for people aged between 5 and 

25. Free Call 1800 55 1800.  Email  counsellor@ 

kidshelpline.com.au

Write to bella rae’s trained counsellor, 

counsellor.anne@bellaraemag.com
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