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The devil that can devour you

New Zealand is a beautiful country - a country of kind people where everyone

enjoys freedom. There is no place like it.

Five years ago, my family came to New Zealand with great hope, giving up our
business and careers in China. Our family celebrated that decision; we looked
forward to our future and were full of optimism. A statement that summed
up our thoughts was “we love it here” We strongly believed that after more
than 10 years business experience in China, together with a considerable sum
of money, we would be able to establish our business as well as integrate into

New Zealand society.

Just one year after migrating my wife and | visited the casino for the first time. |
will never forget that place. Itis a devil, a ‘vampire. No words can describe the
brutality of this evil place. It brought harm to my family beyond anything | can
describe. It destroyed my faith in life, along with my pride and dignity. It became
anightmare thatwould notend. There was no hope of a better tomorrow and a
better life. It was a useless struggle and endless torture. Some people might think
that | am exaggerating my situation but my only wish is to use this platform to tell

the truth. The best thing that you can do for yourself is to stay away from gambling.

Even though | took great care when | first went to the casino, it was still the start
of my nightmare. When | placed a $5 bet, the very first bet of my life, it was the
beginning of the horrible, dangerous, crazy and uncontrollable behaviour. Within
18 months I lost not only $2 million but also my family, friends, credit, dignity
and pride. | had gained all those precious resources through years of hard work.

They were to support my life in New Zealand and yet suddenly they were all gone.

I gambled $50,000 once, borrowing $10,000 which had weekly interest payments
between $500 and $¢800. | gambled for 72 hours non-stop without eating. |
gambled without thinking about the consequences. | even generously offered
tips of $100 or even $1000 to waitresses for a cup of coffee. That behaviour was
not part of my normal life but it was common in the casino. That environment
destroyed me. | became a VIP gambler very quickly and when | stepped into the
luxuriously decorated VIP room and received meticulous service from the casino
staff I was drawn into the atmosphere. | was appreciative of all that the casino
provided and in return | visited more frequently, increased my bets and made
an enormous contribution to them. That is how | became a ‘valued customer’,
receiving free travel vouchers and even a delicious birthday cake with ‘Happy

Birthday' written on it.
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Within 18 months | lost more than $2 million and nearly lost my mind. It was
madness; | lost $300,000 within two hours in Auckland and $400,000 within
one week in Christchurch. When I'lost all that | had and was unable to win back
my losses there was no more special treatment and VIP service from the casino

staff. Whatever | had received at the casino in the past was gone.

What should | do? How could I get back my money? There was only one answer
in my mind - to borrow money and win back the losses. There was no other
way of getting millions of dollars quickly but, in theory, it could happen in the
casino. With that fantasy in my mind I told the first lie in my life. | borrowed
money from my friends and then the lie continued to my whole social circle. |
borrowed money any way | could such as credit card, bank loan, car loan, and
even from loan sharks. The result was repeated failure. | lost everything and was

unable to repay the debts. | also lost my dignity.

I'do not know how to gauge whether you are a problem gambler. At the beginning,
neither the casino nor | realised the extent of the problem. When I lost $100,000
for the first time in my life, | was not a problem gambler. When | stayed at the
casino for 72 hours without sleep and food, | was not a problem gambler. When
I'lost $1 million,  was not a problem gambler and, of course, | did not have any

health issues.

When | dragged my exhausted and aching body back home it was not a place
of shelter anymore. | had to face many unbearable problems, a big amount of
debt, stress and the wariness and confusion in my children's eyes. It was hard for
them to understand why their parents were afraid of picking up the phone and
why the family was not rich anymore. Why were there so many unpaid bills? Why
could we not even afford to buy them McDonald's meals? Why was there no joy
at home? Why did dad become irritable? All those things made me desperate
and I was tired of lying. | could not stand that kind of abnormal life. I could not
bear living my life without trust and losing the support of relatives and friends.
Itwas painful to be lonely. The worst of all was being afraid of facing the future
without hope. | was totally devastated and hopeless. | could not get rid of the
suicidal thoughts but | resisted because of the love | had for my children and

family. I struggled with the two thoughts. | almost collapsed.

Fortunately, I got help from my family and Asian Family Services (AFS). The
counsellor from AFS and my family worked together to support me through
this tough time in my life. Now | have repaid all my debts and rebuilt my
business step-by-step. It was worth it even though it was very difficult. | found

my confidence, and my family are happy again.

Mr. Zhang
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The return of the prodigal

When I was in my 20s my family immigrated to New Zealand. As a young man
| felt curious about my new living environmentand | got excited with gambling
activities as well. | felt confident because | won sometimes, so | started TAB
gambling and buying Lotto. | always wanted to win back what | had lost so
| borrowed as much money as | could from other people for my gambling.
My parents paid for my debts and | promised that | would stop gambling. |
tried hard not to gamble too much. Unfortunately it did not last long and |
started gambling again and sometimes went to the casino. | had a job but
| was short of money. | could not afford my gambling so | borrowed money
from a loan shark. | didn't even realise that the gambling not only took my
regularincome away, but also my reputation. It caused the breakdown of my
relationship with my family and |, so | moved to another city and never went

back to my family for years.

Not long after moving | gambled a lot and ended up owing lots of money to
the loan shark. | had to ask for help from my family again, which they gave on
the condition that | had to stop gambling. | contacted Asian Family Services

and accepted counselling from them in 2013. At that time | only applied for

self-exclusion from the casino but not from the TAB or Multi Venue Exclusion
(MVE). Somehow | still wanted to go and gamble. | did not know how to
manage my money either. During the counselling | still gambled occasionally
and built up more debt. In 2014-2015, between Christmas and Chinese New
Year, | lost control of my gambling again and gambled away all of my money,
including money saved to buy a flight ticket. I really wanted to give up on
myself. But the counsellor from Asian Family Services did not give up on me
and believed in me, which made me realise there was hope and | could get

my normal life back without gambling.

The old saying; ‘at 30, | stand firm, at 40, | have no doubts’, means that |
should have a good position in society at the age of thirty and that | should
no longer suffer from confusion at forty. Now here | was in my 40s but | had
nothing left except tears and | did not see a future for me. | realised that | had
gained nothing except a bigamount of debt through gambling and my family

worrying about me all the time.

Finally | made a decision to stop gambling. | applied for exclusion from the TAB
and MVE with the counsellor's help, plus I set up my bank account with some

access limitations and restrictions. | was also encouraged to be honest to my
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friends whom I borrowed money from. I had to do it even though it hurt when my friends found
out the truth and saw me differently. It was like a thorn in my back. My sister helped me to
monitor my bank balance. | appreciated that | could have an opportunity to get my life back

again. | would work hard to re-build trusting relationships with my family and my friends.

In the past | always thought about running away from it. Not only had I lost money but
also my family, friends and my own life. | realised that gambling had taken my life away
while I could not pay my debts. My story was just like the traditional Chinese tale, The
Return of the Prodigal. Yes, | was a prodigal but | returned to my own life with my friends

and family around me again.

| feel so glad because I am a new person and | am not addicted to gambling anymore.
| feel relaxed because my new life is without gambling. | work hard and am gradually
saving money. My debt has decreased and every day is a new day for me. | continue
seeing my counsellor at Asian Family Services and I joined the peer support group

to share experiences about how to overcome difficulties in our lives. We also

learnt how to face our life with a positive attitude.

Once again | want to say to my lovely sister and my counsellor at Asian Family
Services, thank you for your support, the professional counselling, and all your

patience. Thank you all of you.
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My brother's story

Our family moved to Christchurch from China 20 years ago. For the first three years
we worked hard and finally had a better life. During that time my brother gota job
and, although the salary wasn't high my brother didn't smoke, drink, or gamble,
gradually our savings grew. He paid for a car for our family. Our relatives and friends

were so happy for us and | was so proud of my brother for supporting our family.

Unfortunately it did not last long. | found out that my brother's savings were
gone and that he had borrowed money from others as he had started gambling.
He gambled as much as he could - the TAB, Mahjong, the casino, playing pokies
in clubs or pubs, and online gambling. In the beginning | wasn't too concerned
but he was short of money all the time and if he continued gambling it would
harm not only himself, but also the whole family. | tried to advise him to stop
gambling but he still gambled. Later he moved to Auckland to gamble but he
kept asking our parents for more money and he always promised it would be
the last time. Our parents helped him again and again out of love and concern

for him, but they were disillusioned with him.

| remember how my father wanted to borrow money from his friend to pay my

brother's gambling debt. My father's friend said to him, ‘it is a really unwise

thing to do, to borrow money for your son's gambling; you are not helping
him, and I will not lend it to you.” It was foolish and shamed our family. My
brother lost his mind, reputation and dignity because of gambling. He tried
to borrow money in different ways and did not care that our parents’savings
were gone because of his gambling. Our parents did not want to hear anything

from my brother because he called for money so often.

My brother did not stop gambling as he had promised. | really hated gambling
and I did not want to talk to him either, but | worried about him so much. There
would be no future for him if he continued gambling and he would end up
with a terrible and hopeless life. | always hoped that one day he would stop

gambling and repay his debts.

Sometimes | wondered if my brother had lost the ability to think. He kept
borrowing money at high interest rates from loan sharks every month just to
gamble. He was not even able to pay the interest each month and was too scared
to answer his phone and was afraid of seeing people. He never thought he was

wrong. Why did my brother do such a foolish thing only for passing excitement?

Two years ago my parents had no money left to give to my brother anymore and

they were worried. But my brother never changed and continued to ask for money.
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I realised that it was impossible for him to stop his gambling alone. Luckily one of my friends helped me
to find Asian Family Services in Auckland who support Asian people experiencing gambling harm. |
promised my brother that | would pay his debts if he accepted counselling from Asian Family Services.
Finally, he started counselling and I agreed to phone counselling as well because | knew that my brother
needed my help. The counsellor helped him set up a plan to pay his debts step-by-step, and provided
counselling to explore the reasons for his gambling addiction. | hoped that he would decide to stop

gambling eventually.

| observed what was happening with my brother's counselling and told the counsellor our expectations
for him. With the counsellor's help my parents were less worried and we could see a light through
the darkness. It was not easy at the beginning as my brother relapsed twice during counselling. |
was angry and disappointed because he could not keep his word and | thought maybe | should
give up on him. However the counsellor encouraged me and my brother and supported us to
get through that difficult time. | knew it would be a long journey of recovery for my brother
and he needed his family. We used problem-solving skills that we learned from counselling to
manage my brother's gambling problem and he made some progress and gradually became
better. Even | was not sure of the result but | believed that we could do it with the counsellor's

help. I would always support my brother as long as he was determined to stop gambling.

I want to thank Asian Family Services for the help they provided to my family.
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Gambling is definitely not entertainment

| started playing pokie machines five years ago when | was in Australia and
some of my friends told me how much fun it was. The first time | played | won

$70in a few minutes. It was much more fun than | expected and | got hooked.

Cambling soon became a problem for me. I spent all of my spare time and
money on gambling. | stole money from my husband's account after | lost
all of the money in mine. My husband discovered my problem and started to
control the finances in our family. | felt guilty for doing this to my family and

then promised not to gamble any more.

Stopping gambling was hard for me. | kept playing pokie machines even though
it caused arguments in our family. | was out of control. | took every chance to
gamble. | played with a few dollars just to satisfy my urge. There were many
times | couldn't stop playing until I had no money left, not even enough for the
bus home. I borrowed money from all of my friends and workmates by telling
lies so | could continue gambling. | had to ask my husband to pay the money

backto them. | created financial difficulty for my family and | hated myself.

To stop me borrowing money my husband asked me not to have contact with
my friends. He told everyone about my problem. | felt I had lost face with people.
[twas so frustrating and disappointing for us; we felt hopeless and decided to

move back to New Zealand.

Afew years ago we sought help from Asian Family Services because | had started
playing pokie machines again. The counsellor was a great help and allowed
my husband and | to express our thoughts about gambling. The advice the

counsellor gave us was also very professional.

We learnt from other people's experiences and realised the harm caused by

gambling might last a while and we needed to be aware all the time.

Asian Family Services also hold a regular meeting for a group of people like me
to share our experiences and discuss how to help each other. With their help
my husband is now able to deal with my problem instead of arguing with me.

He understands that my gambling problem is not linked to my moral character.

I completed self-exclusion forms and gave them to the pubs in the area and
I'm pleased that | haven't been to a pub for a while, and | don't miss the pokie

machines that much.
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Gamblers like me are ordinary people who are responsible in other areas of life. | work hard, | love my family
and care about my behaviour.  am normal but gambling is evil. Cambling can damage people's health on
both a physical and psychological level. Gambling is harmful and dangerous. Continual gambling will

definitely become a problem.

To solve the problem a self-exclusion order is effective. | have to admit controlling it by myself was not

easy. Self-exclusion bans me from gambling so | can spend my time on healthy activities and it is a

positive action that | chose.

I'think most people think gamblers
are greedy for money, but gamblers
arejustlike patients with mental
health problems when they
gamble. So, gamblers need to

be helped and not looked down
on.Gamblingis a legal activity
butitis not entertainment

for most people-itisn't fun!
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Climbing up from the abyss of obsessive gambling -
A story of an international studentin New Zealand

I was bornin China and came to Auckland to study English when | was 22 years
old. Obtaining a tertiary degree in business and marketing was my ultimate
goal. During the initial few months | enjoyed the New Zealand lifestyle very
much. | loved the fresh air, the delicious Eastern and Asian food, the Kiwi culture,
and the beautiful waterfront and beaches. | made new friends who came from

everywhere around the world. | was amazed with this new life experience!

Not long after this honeymoon period | started missing my family and friends
in China. The study was difficult and life was getting tough and boring. Failing
to find more interesting activities | stayed at home, spending too much time
on computer games which did not really interest me. One night a friend,
who also came from China to study in New Zealand, took me to the casino.
There are no casinos in China so it was the first time | had bet on table games.
| don't recall if we won or lost but | remember clearly that it was an exciting
experience. We spent a whole night at the casino. It was much better than

staying home playing fighting games on the computer.

Soon after my first visit to the casino | started going frequently, either with
my friends or just by myself. I liked it there as the casino provided a very
different experience for me. | was curious about how people can win money
and | believed that the casino could give me everything that | wanted; such as
meeting new friends, killing time, and enjoying the excitement of gambling. |
even believed that | could win money as | would improve my skills by gambling

more. | started to explore different types of gambling.

At first | visited the casino only once or twice a week, but within two months
| visited the casino almost every day and gambled more and more. When |
was lucky I won several hundred dollars. However, | also experienced bad luck
and lost all my pocket money, money for rent and even the money my parents
transferred to me for my study. | faced extreme financial difficulties and had
no money for food, rent or fuel for my car. | was so desperate for money that
I ended up borrowing money from my friends and fellow classmates. | knew
that my parents could not afford to send me more money so | withdrew from
school and got a refund so that I could continue to gamble, hoping to win back
the money that | had lost. But | lostagain and again. | felt extremely guilty after
losing money but | returned to the casino again to recoup these losses, butjust

ended up losing more. | avoided seeing friends, classmates and anyone that |
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had borrowed money from. | felt shame as I had no money to pay them. | lied
to my family telling them that I had finished my study and | was going to get
ajobsoon. I did not want my parents to know what had happened to me and
I didntwant them to worry about me. | tried to stop going to the casino many
times but failed. | was so depressed and felt so hopeless that | wished | would
have a caraccidentand die to end all the pain. Fortunately my girlfriend found
outabout my gambling problem. She encouraged me to seek help from Asian
Family Services which provides free of charge and confidential counselling
services in Chinese. | called the Asian Family Services Hotline. The decision

to make that call has led to so many changes in my life.

I was with complex feelings that | went into the counselling room. | expected
the counsellor to help me to sort out my financial problems but instead she
listened to me in depth and seemed to understand me very well. That was the
first time in my life | had experienced the warmth of unconditional caring. |
suddenly realised that | was not being judged as if | was a bad person. From
then I started to accept myself, shared my feelings, reviewed my life and
explored the buried layer of issues that | never thought | had the courage to
address. Like a bird with broken wings | started to heal and fly again. My heart

was washed by the fresh air and my wings became strong again.

I'still remember that in the first session | learned that obsessive gambling is
just the tip of aniceberg. There are so many underlying issues that we have to
face and deal with, so I started to share my personal issues with my counsellor.
I tried to work on all the hidden issues which had bothered me. Through
counselling | came to understand the connection between my emotions and
behaviours. | learnt how to manage my emotions and gradually | began to
acknowledge and deal with my feelings of anxiety and restlessness. | regained
my confidence to deal one by one with the problems caused by my gambling.
My life returned to the right track. My gambling issue disappeared as the iceberg
started to melt. | no longer feared the horrible monster of obsessive gambling
that nearly took my life. Through counselling | learnt communication skills
and improved my relationship with my family and my girlfriend. I also learnt
how to manage stress so that | no longer needed to use gambling to escape
from problems. I learnt problem-solving skills and financial management

skills so | was able to handle difficulties.

Eventually I climbed up from the abyss of obsessive gambling. | stopped
gambling, gota part-timejob and paid back the money | owed to my friends. |
no longer needed to hide myself from them. I studied again and got a university

degree. Luckily | got a job offer. My life became better and better. Now | am
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proud to let people know that | got married to my girlfriend and that | have
a new full-time job. | am enjoying my new life without gambling. | have to
thank my girlfriend (now my wife) and my family. They never gave up on
me. | would not have achieved what | have achieved today without their

forgiveness and support.

| also appreciate the professional help | received from my counsellor at Asian
Family Services. If you were to ask me what counselling is about and how
counselling can help | would say, if you were drawn into the vortex of obsessive
gambling, imagine that you are falling towards the bottom of a cliff. You try
hard to grab hold of anything around you so that you won't fall to the bottom.
If no one helps you will be exhausted and eventually die falling to the bottom
of the cliff. Counselling isjust like a strong rope that s dropped down from the
top of the cliff. Accepting counselling is like a counsellor throwing you a lifeline
butitis up to you to climb up to the top of the cliff step by step. Counsellors
cannot simply pull you up but they will give you support and guidance that
you can rely on. My experience with counselling was that | wasn't et down

and the rope never broke.

As ayoung student, | might not have had the life experience that other adults
have when they become involved in obsessive gambling. But | fully understand
the painful experience of other overseas students who are still struggling to get
out of obsessive gambling. No matter what has made them fall into obsessive
gambling they may still hesitate to get help because of concern about the
reaction of their family or friends once they discover their gambling problem.
Now | can tell them that | have experienced the same sense of loss, feeling of
despairand overwhelming sorrow. | thought about ending my life to stop the
painful feelings. Fortunately | did not do that. Now | am out of that situation
and | would like to pass on an important message. It is never too late to seek
professional help to deal with obsessive gambling. | tried desperately by
myself to fight the ‘gambling monster’ but my personal strength was limited
and | was exhausted. Seek professional support and work together to fight
the obsessive ‘gambling monster’. Finally, | would like to tell everyone who is
still in the vortex of obsessive gambling thatitis not unbeatable. | have done
itand you can do it too. There is hope foryou. You can live the life you desire
as long as you have determination, take hold of the support and master the

right strategy.
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