
A N  E S S A Y  O N  L U C K ,  E G O ,  A N D  D O G S

The Dog Lottery
On luck, low expectations, and the growing suspicion that we
backed the wrong species.
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N
o dog signs up for the life it gets. There is no form, no interview, no
chance to read the fine print. There is only the draw, and then there
is whatever the draw decides, lived all the way down with no narrator

and no escape hatch.

Some tickets are cruel. A dog can be eaten. It can spend ten years on a chain
and be praised as loyal for it. It can be bred until its own hips betray it, born
wild into a town that aims rocks at strays, or loved by the kind of person who
also throws the punch. The dog does not get to choose, does not get to see
the odds going in, and does not get to fold a bad hand. It simply receives.
Whatever it draws, it draws completely.

And then there is the jackpot, which is frankly obscene.

The jackpot dog sleeps in the bed, on the good side. It eats before the humans
do. It gets walked in weather the humans themselves refuse to go out in. It is
photographed more than the children, addressed in a voice no adult uses on
another adult and survives, and when it dies the whole house grieves harder
than it expected to, and a little harder than it will admit at work. The jackpot
dog earned none of this. The chained dog earned none of that. Same animal.
Same heart. Same reckless willingness to adore the first hand that feeds it.
Two numbers. Two lives.

Which raises the only question I actually care about. If they let you buy a tick-
et, would you?
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Say reincarnation is real. Or just rent the idea for the length of this essay.
Somebody slides a ticket across the table. The downside is you come back
chained and forgotten. The upside is you come back as the most beloved
creature in a warm house, a four-legged celebrity with a personal chef and a
standing daily appointment to have your joy taken seriously. And I think a
sober, clear-eyed adult, staring straight at both ends of that bet, might take it
anyway. Not despite what a dog is. Because of it.

We have spent our entire run as a species ranking the ingredients of a worthy
life. Abstraction. Planning. Memory that runs in both directions. A self with a
name and a brand to protect. By that ranking the dog finishes well below us,
and we are the masterpiece. But look closely at what the masterpiece does
with its gifts. We are the only animal that can sit in a warm, safe, fully catered
room and be wretched about something that has not happened yet and statis-
tically will not. We invented the mortgage, the deadline, the performance re-
view, and the 2 a.m. replay of a sentence we said in 2009. We are, beyond dis-
pute, advanced. A startling amount of that advancement turns out to be a very
sophisticated delivery system for dread.

Now the jackpot dog. It does not lie awake auditing its failures. It has no repu-
tation to defend, no future to fear, no ego to feed or to soothe. Its expecta-
tions sit so low that reality clears them every single time, which is why the
same walk down the same street is, on the thousandth repetition, a fresh and
total miracle. It reads the morning by smell: last night's rain, the fox who cut
through at dawn, which of your shoes you wore to the place it does not like.
And every time you come through your own front door, an event of staggering
predictability, it loses its entire composure with joy that you simply exist. We
file this under simple. I have started to wonder whether simple was ever the
insult we assumed it was.

I suspect the dogs are watching us with real concern. You built the calendar,
they would say, and then you built notifications so you could feel bad about
the calendar. We perfected lying in a square of sun and rotating slowly to stay
inside it. You are over there disrupting industries. We are over here, and you
feed us, and you walk us, and you trail us with a small bag to collect our waste
as though it were treasure, and we have to be honest, gentlemen, from down
here it is genuinely unclear who is staff. You think you adopted us. Adorable.
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I have to be careful now, or the whole thing curdles into a fridge magnet. The
same surrender that makes the jackpot divine is exactly what makes the bad
ticket inescapable. The dog has no ego, and it also has no agency. It cannot
walk out of the house that hurts it. It cannot spin its suffering into a lesson, a
memoir, a redemption arc, a reason. The openness that lets it take love with-
out flinching is the same openness that lets it take cruelty with nowhere to
put it. You cannot keep the bliss and return the vulnerability. They are one
thing, seen from the two ends of the draw.

And that is the part that actually matters, which was never really about dogs.
If a dog is a creature that hands its whole fate to whoever it lands on, then be-
ing the house it lands in stops being a lifestyle and becomes a verdict on you.
We rigged this game in our own favor from the start. We kept the thumbs, the
language, the money, the final say over which animals sleep on the bed and
which sleep on the chain. Having stacked the deck that thoroughly, the very
least we owe the ones who drew their number out of our hands is to be the
good number.

So maybe we are not the idiots, and they are not the perfect species, and it
was never a contest. But the dog keeps passing the exam we keep failing. That
less is usually more. That a life is better measured in sunbeams than in re-
turns. That being openly, helplessly thrilled to see someone is not beneath an
intelligent creature. It might be the one thing the intelligent creature forgot.

If they ever hand me a ticket, I think I take the bet.

And if I do, I pray I land with someone like the people my own dog landed
with. Which is the whole thing, really. Every dog goes its entire life convinced
it drew the best possible human. Be the human that makes it right. They bet
everything they had on you, sight unseen, no hedge, no exit. The least you can
do is be worth it.


