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I’D STOPPED CHECKING my bank balance because it felt like watching a man drown through a glass wall. I could see the mouth open, the eyes widen, the hands claw for something that wasn’t there. The letters of demand came anyway. Polite fonts. Clean envelopes. Always the same weight in the hand, always the same threat inside. 

Overdue. Final notice. We regret to inform you — 

The bank wrote like it was apologising for the inconvenience of crushing my life. Visions in my head with my belongings thrown onto the street haunted me like my pantry. A few packets of instant noodles that were almost out of date.

I told myself I was a writer. I said it out loud sometimes, like the sound of it might make it true. But the truth was simpler: I was a man who had run out of time and run out of options, and I was losing a house I couldn’t afford to love.

Melbourne had a way of making me feel like it was my fault. The city was always moving. Always renovating itself. Always smiling in storefront windows. It didn’t slow down for people who couldn’t keep up. It walked right past in suits and gym gear and sensible shoes, and if you didn’t get out of the way, it used you as scenery.

That morning, I left my home and got public transport into the CBD, only because my walls had started to feel like a prison cell — the kind of walls that kept their mouths shut but remembered everything.

The sky was grey in that particular Melbourne way — flat and undecided, as if rain was an administrative error still being processed. The air smelled of wet concrete, Italian coffee and tram brakes. I walked without purpose to clear my head, not wanting to go back to the place where my life was waiting to be repossessed.

I carried a manuscript in my laptop bag. Not a novel — an attempt at one. Two hundred pages of careful sentences and dead ends. Every time I opened it, I felt an old shame lift its head: the realisation that words weren’t saving me. They weren’t paying rates or interest or utilities. They weren’t negotiating with a bank manager who spoke to me like I was a risk category rather than a person.

I passed a café on Swanston Street where two men in construction shirts argued over footy scores. I passed a woman in a pink blazer taking a call so loud it felt like she wanted the street to know she mattered. I passed a busker playing something soft and sad on a violin that sounded expensive, which made it worse. Everyone looked like they belonged somewhere. I looked like a man heading nowhere.

At some point, I ended up near Collins Street, where money lived behind glass. I didn’t go there often. It wasn’t envy so much as nausea. The kind of retail that required staff to smile at you as if you were a privilege. The kind of shoes displayed behind windows that cost more than my 1997 Toyota Prius.

Taking a seat on a bench to catch my breath, I was halfway through a thought — If the bank takes it, at least the pressure stops — but what came next? I had no answer. I sat there, opened a packet of crisps, thinking it was better than noodles that defy gravity. I stared into the distance and thought of my manuscript again. I thought of getting a regular job. I thought of updating my resume and rejoining the rat race. I felt nausea but then forced myself to empty my mind.

I was about to get up and continue to walk the streets. My body asked. My limbs didn’t respond. And it was in that moment that I felt a stranger sit beside me, maybe a bit too close. A hand slid into mine like a quick handshake. Unannounced. Almost an invasion. He pushed something into my palm. Something thin, folded, a scrap of paper.

“Take it. It doesn’t belong to me,” he said. Then he was gone.

I turned instinctively toward him as he stepped away, more offended than alarmed. People didn’t talk like that. They didn’t do things like that. Not in the city. Not unless they were asking for money or directions or your signature on something you didn’t believe in. He didn’t stop. He didn’t even turn to look at me properly. He was already moving through the flow of pedestrians like he’d been born into it. The kind of stranger you wouldn’t remember if he punched you, because the memory would have nothing to hold on to.

For a moment, I thought it was a trick. A scam. A baited handoff with an accomplice waiting to pick my pocket while I stared at whatever he’d given me. As I walked along Collins Street, I stepped to the side, pressed my back lightly against a building column, and checked what was clutched in my hand. It was still there.

The paper in my hand felt cheap. A scrap torn from something bigger. The kind of useless waste you found in the bottom of supermarket bags. I unfolded it. The first thing I saw were numbers — blocks of them, printed neatly. My eyes adjusted, and the shape snapped into something recognisable. It wasn’t the shopping receipt I’d imagined. What I had nestled in my palm was a lottery ticket.

My first reaction was laughter. Not joy. Disbelief. That sharp, humourless laugh you make when life tries to be clever at your own expense. No longer cheap, it had the clean, glossy feel of it, but it was creased as if it’d been carried in a wallet for days. The barcode was intact. The grid of numbers was clean. The date was recent — yesterday’s draw. I stared at it like it was an animal that might bite. Then I realised. 

Yesterday’s draw.

The practical voice in my head appeared — the one that still pretended I had control — said: It’s probably old. Probably checked. Probably worthless.

The other voice completely opposite — the desperate one — said: Check it. I looked up. The man who passed it to me was long gone. Swallowed up by the crowd. Melbourne was brilliant at that. It could erase people who were in plain sight.

I should’ve thrown it in the bin and kept walking. I knew that. You don’t accept gifts from strangers. You don’t accept anything that arrives without a reason. But desperation isn’t loud. It’s persuasive. It makes stupidity feel like hope. And hope feel like fate.

I slipped the ticket into my pocket and kept walking, but my body had changed without my permission. My stride was lighter — tighter. My attention narrowed. My brain was already building paths: how to check it, where, how quickly, without looking like a man on the edge of hopelessness. I thought more. Claiming a lottery win that didn’t belong to me was a felony. Simple. No bullshit. Plain as day. But that man gave it to me. He didn’t want it. I didn’t steal it. He gave it freely. I tried desperately to justify what’d happened. No matter which way I looked at it, time in box or a cage.
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