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Author’s Note

This experiment in pseudo-gonzo journalism
was originally produced back in 2011, now published here for the
first time. Thanks to the Mega Millions game’s recent,
attention-grabbing billion-dollar jackpot, I decided that now was a
good time to resurrect it. The chief difference between then and
now is that one Mega Millions play now costs $2 instead of $1; to
update the results to 2022 money, I have doubled the dollar figures
in the text. For instance, the considered amounts of my mother’s
yearly losses, originally figured at $260, is now given as $520.
Otherwise, the text is remains the same. Ultimately, the overall
conclusions presented herein are unchanged, regardless of the price
of a single-play ticket or how much money a sucker player will lose.
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been told.

My grandfather was fond of playing the
ponies, a pastime he shared with my mother as she was growing up.
Mom herself carried on the tradition by blowing a small fortune on
regular Thursday night trips to the bingo hall. And my sister, as
befits a modern woman, has been known to try her hand—and lose a
wad of cash—at online gambling.

But not me. Somehow, the gambling gene passed
me by. I never understood the appeal. Sports betting, slot
machines, the blackjack table—it made no difference; all I saw was
money laid down, money gone.

But I always reserved my greatest scorn for
the lottery. What could be stupider than playing the lottery? The
idea of laying down your hard-earned cash for a ticket that gave
you a one-in-multiple-millions chance of winning confounded me. I
grew up nursing a smoldering resentment against the lottery tickets
my mom bought on a weekly basis. All I saw was thousands of dollars
flushed away—money that could have come in handy once I got into
college, and many a day since.

So imagine my surprise when, one night, I
found myself reevaluating my disdain for the lottery.

It all began when I was watching a baseball
game on TV. Between pitches I caught sight of a notice on a stadium
billboard—an ad hawking the lottery’s Mega Millions game,
displaying the familiar slogan, “Imagine what a buck could do.”
(See Author’s Note on dollar figures.) That
simple sign got me thinking less about balls and strikes and more
about the ping-ponging balls of the lottery draw. (This story is,
if nothing else, a testament to the power of advertising.)

Once again, I pondered all that cash mom had
blown on lottery tickets. “Let’s see,” I thought, “she usually
bought five plays for a $10 ticket a week. That would come to…” A
quick bit of math, figuring fifty-two weeks in a year, led to the
surprising answer: $520 per year.

Surprising, because I had always believed the
losses were far greater. Multiple thousands of dollars per annum
had seemed more likely. But when confronted with plain arithmetic
and a healthy dose of perspective, that figure started to look
quite reasonable.

After all, $520 per year is hardly a fortune.
Some people spend more than that each month on daily visits to
Starbucks. And what might that amount do for me, or anyone else, in
today’s economy? Five hundred and twenty bucks wouldn’t pay the
rent almost anywhere in the country. Nor would it keep a car
running if faced with a major breakdown. That figure might barely
cover one month of utilities, or perhaps a month’s worth of
groceries and entertainment. When viewed in that light, $520 spread
out over a year—unless you are profoundly poor, as in “Guatemalan
peasant poor”— really isn’t much to lose.

Led on by that comforting thought, I started
pondering the other side of the equation. Imagine what a buck could
do indeed. Just what could winning the lottery do for me? Soon
these fancies wrote a persuasive formula in my mind. Potential
losses? Five hundred and twenty bucks a year, a modest sum.
Potential gain? Possibly, millions. “Doesn’t the chance at a big
payday,” I asked myself, “outweigh a loss one can easily
afford?”

So began the seduction.

I resolved then to perform an experiment,
supplying myself (and my wallet) as the guinea pig: I would play
the Mega Millions game, at least once a week, and see just how long
I could remain convinced that the losses—for surely there would be
losses—amounted to a pittance.

At first my resolve proved less than firm.
Several weeks passed before I took the fundamental step of choosing
my numbers. Veteran gamblers would have already had a “system” in
place, or some previously chosen set of lucky numbers, but I had no
such advantage. Eventually, I decided to pick my ages during the
best years of my life (a slim garden indeed) and the worst (a truly
abundant crop). But this exercise yielded only ten numbers. I
supplemented these figures by visiting Wikipedia and, using a
formula included in their entry on numerology, deriving some more
numbers from the letters of my name. Finally, I threw in the
supposedly mystical numbers 5 and 23 to add just the right touch of
magical thinking.

All this cogitation, math, and ham-handed
mysticism yielded only eighteen numbers—just enough for three plays
per ticket. (For the uninitiated, you need five unique numbers,
plus another “Mega” number, for a single play.) Unless I followed
the numerical rabbit hole any further, I would be limited to just
$6 per play or $12 a week (two draws a week for the Mega Millions
game). Luckily, this circumstance suited me fine. Six dollars spent
per drawing would place a natural limit on my losses, and more
closely match my original assumption of $10 per week—yet it would
still deliver enough play (and money spent) to make a fair
judgment.

At last, only one piece of the puzzle
remained: going to the store and actually buying a ticket.

Again, I hesitated. Now that the time had
come for the balls to start bouncing, so to speak, my natural
inclinations rebelled. Several weeks passed before I found myself
sitting in my car, parked across the street from the corner market
and gathering the courage to enter what had become in my mind not
the local grocery but a den of iniquity. At last, after putting on
my best “devil may care” demeanor, I got out of the car, crossed
the street, and walked into the store, ready to join the gaming
masses.

The lottery display stood right inside the
front door—good for a quick getaway should I suddenly come to my
senses. I consulted the sticky note which held my chosen numbers,
grabbed a pen, and filled out the playslip (the computer scan sheet
with all the playable numbers). All the while I tried to affect a
casual, “I do this every week” air. With the appropriate bubbles on
my playslip marked—a task strangely reminiscent of taking
assessment tests in grade school, minus the sense of
accomplishment—I stepped to the cashier and handed over my sheet
and six dollars. Mere seconds passed before the clerk handed back
my playslip and my ticket with a reassuringly nonjudgmental, “Good
luck.” I responded with what I hope was a courteous grunt, took my
paperwork, and left the scene, scrupulously avoiding the eye
contact that might expose me to the kind of baleful looks reserved
for junkies and winos.

I was now an official citizen of—or at least
a tourist in—Lotteryville.

The playslip’s return provided the
experiment’s first surprise. I had assumed that each sheet was a
one-time play piece. Getting the playslip back would allow me to
play the same numbers repeatedly without having to fill out a new
sheet each time. It would make the whole transaction quick and
painless and repeatable. Almost like the lottery commissioners had
planned it that way. Hmmm.

When I got home, I examined my ticket—my
presumptive passport to fabulous riches. I admired its succinct
information hierarchy. At the top sat the game logo, along with a
printed slogan shilling one of the lottery’s other games.
(Apparently, these days even paper tickets know a sucker when they
see one.) Next, my numbers stretched across the little square
sheet, a three-rowed matrix representing my chances to be the lucky
one in God-knows-how-many millions. Below the all-important
numerals came more basic information: draw date, dollars paid, and
several strings of cryptic, indefinable numbers. Finally, as befits
any printed piece of today’s mass commerce, a bar code stretched
across the bottom, assuring the holder that all rested in the
trusted yet figurative hands of powerful computers. All of this
info lay emblazoned upon a colorful background design whose sunny
palette assured the player that brighter days must surely lay
ahead—just as soon as you win that humongous jackpot.

I flipped the ticket over and, following the
voluminous instructions printed on the back, entered my name,
address and phone number in the provided form. Such a step seemed
premature, perhaps even presumptuous. “But hey,” I reasoned, “no
sense in jinxing it.” As it turned out, this confident ritual would
never be repeated during my stay in Lotteryville.

With the info form completed, I laid the
ticket on my desk and made every effort to forget about it. I had
previously resolved to wait until I arose the next day before
checking the winning numbers, after a full night’s sleep had helped
me rein in any ridiculous expectations.

Nevertheless, despite my best efforts,
expectations did creep up on me. It is impossible to play the
lottery without having the possibilities—however remote they may
be
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