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M y heart sank as 
I compared the 
Lotto numbers 
on the TV with 

my ticket. Another week of 
not winning... 

Married at 21, I’d moved 
to Melbourne with my 
husband at 23, but the 
marriage quickly 
deteriorated. 

I turned to drinking, 
pokies and lottery tickets 
to escape the emptiness. 

After four years, my 
marriage broke down and 
I moved back to Brisbane, 
where I lived with my dad, 
Robert, and my stepmum.  

I felt like a complete 
failure. I had no savings or 
assets.

After a few months, I got 
a job as a receptionist and 
moved into my own flat. 

I’d pay my 
bills then 
spend the rest 
of my pay on 
gambling and 
alcohol to 
drown the 
shame I felt.

I’d go to the 
local sporting club a 
couple of times a week, 
often losing hundreds in a 
single night. At home, I’d 
numb the emptiness with 
alcohol, sometimes 
finishing an entire bottle 
of Scotch alone.

I was so ashamed of my 
addictions, and I managed 

to hide it from family 
and friends. 

Trying to get ahead, 
I’d consolidate my 
credit card debts 
into a personal loan, 
but then I’d max out 
my credit cards 
again. I was falling 
behind, getting 
deeper in debt.

When I was 31, 
I opened up to my 
friends Julianne and 
Steve, who 
encouraged me to 
move to Gin Gin, 
Qld. I stayed with 
Julianne’s parents 

while getting back on my 
feet, then moved to 
Bundaberg, where I found 
a job as an administrator.

After seeking help from 
the local Salvos, I stopped 
drinking, but my gambling 
continued. By 36, I was 

$35,000 in 
debt and felt 
trapped, 
believing my 
only hope 
was to win 
big. I kept 
chasing that 
win with 

regular pokies sessions.
I moved back to 

Brisbane in 2001 to 
start a new career. 
Keeping my gambling 
addiction a secret, 
I managed to live a 
double life. When 
I wasn’t working or 
socialising with family 

and friends, I’d sneak off 
to the clubs to spend hours 
– and sometimes hundreds 
of dollars – playing the 
pokies and Keno.

In November 2008, Dad 
passed away, aged 65. My 
world fell apart. He was 
my hero – his gentleness, 
love, and unwavering 
support meant everything 
to me. Losing him left a 
hole in my heart that I 
didn’t know how to fill. 

Again, I turned to the 
pokies, which helped 
distract me from the grief.

Then one day in 2012 
when I was 44, a wave of 
despair came over me.

Sitting on the kitchen 
floor, I sobbed, 
overwhelmed by the fact 
that I was $40,000 in debt. 

I had no clue how to 
manage money – I’d pay 

down some debt, only to 
max out the credit cards 
again. I estimated I’d lost 
over $150,000 to gambling, 
mostly on the pokies, 
always thinking, If only 
I could win it back.

I was trapped in a 
never-ending cycle.

I’d look at my friends’ 
lives and feel happy for 
them that they had homes, 
family and stability. 

All I have is debt and a 
gambling secret, I thought. 

I was ashamed of what 
my life had become.

Knowing I had to 
change, I started listening 
to inspiring talks and 
positive affirmations. ‘I’m 
worthy and I’m loved’ was 
a quote that stuck with me, 
something I’d never 
believed before. I also told 
myself, ‘I manage my 

money well’ every day. 

These affirmations 
helped rebuild my self-
esteem and reminded me 
I could dig myself out of 
the hole I’d created. 

I stopped gambling, 
stayed committed to my 
affirmations, and took 
accountability, being kind 
to myself throughout the 
journey.

I created a budget to pay 
off my debt and made 
small changes that added 
up. I started 
bringing my 
own lunch and 
coffee to work, 
buying food on 
sale, shopping 
at op-shops, 
and negotiating 
with providers to lower 
my bills.

And I had an honest 
conversation with my 
sister. ‘I’m in debt and 

I have a gambling 
addiction,’ I told her. 

‘I had no idea!’ she 
gasped. 

My sister became my 
rock, supporting and 
believing in me as I 
slowly rebuilt my life.

After two years of 
budgeting, I finally 
became debt-free, and it 
felt like a huge weight 
lifted off my shoulders. 

But while I learned 
the mechanics of 
budgeting, my money 
mindset hadn’t 
changed. 

In 2014, I took out a 

loan to start an 
online business, 
but by 2017, I was 
$30,000 in debt again and 
homeless. 

I’d spent over $150,000 
on business expenses and 
made countless mistakes. 
For six months, I relied on 
the kindness of friends, 
like Vicki and Duncan, 
who took me in when 
I had nowhere else to go.

That wake-up call led 
me to rebuild 
my life. 

I committed 
to changing my 
relationship 
with money, 
creating a 
strict budget, 

and tracking every single 
dollar I spent. I started 
paying off my debt 
and reclaiming 
control over my 
finances.

Driven by a 
passion to help 
others, I wrote a 
book, Budget Right 
– Eliminate debt 
and improve your 
financial and 
mental wellbeing, 
to inspire people to 
take control of 
their finances 
and avoid the 
struggles I’d 
faced.

Today, I’m 
free from 
addictions 
and debt. 

I haven’t gambled in five 
years and now teach the 
Diploma of Business at 
high schools, empowering 
others to build a better 
future for themselves.

When I’m not working, 
I cherish time with my 
friends, sister, brother-in-
law, nephews, and their 
families, who all bring me 
immense joy.

By taking accountability 
and shifting my mindset, 
I’ve turned my life around. 

If I can do it, anyone 
can. ●
As told to Olive Clark
Carrie-Ann McLean’s book is 
available online at Amazon. 
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