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            Introduction

            What Is Cheating?

         

         When I set out to study cheating, I naturally told everyone I met about my new project and soon found that some people blushed red at the very sound of the word. Then I would blush, it being obvious that the other person had just inadvertently confessed something very intimate. Being a polite American first and an ace investigator second, I’d change the subject as quickly as possible. One colleague to whom I mentioned cheating in the course of conversation still averts her eyes when we meet. It’s all part of the uncomfortable excitement that surrounds cheating.

         Acquaintances who took the news of my research in a smoother stride would typically ask why I had chosen that particular topic. “Dogs don’t cheat!” was my reply. I was so emphatic about this kernel of life experience that I’d repeat it, adding cats and horses: They don’t cheat. My idea at the start was that humans are the only species that cheats, and because the possibility of it enters into their every endeavor, it’s central to the daily trial of being human: whether to cheat or not to cheat. Dogs, however, don’t occupy the narrow space between those twin guide rails; only humans go through life ricocheting back and forth between the two, or else clutching one, while eyeing the other. That’s the human lot. And dogs don’t cheat.

         That was before I learned that I was entirely wrong. While still in the talking stage of this book, I played Fetch with my dog, Bisbee, one evening, just as always. He is a creature so pure-hearted that my big joke is that Jesus has a bumper sticker on his car that says, “What would Bisbee do?” I learned all at once that among other things, Bisbee would cheat. On the day in question, he stole the ball and suddenly turned Fetch into a different game, one called Let’s-Make-the-Lethargic-Human-Chase-the-Dog-All-Over-the-House. The look on his face was the happiest I’d ever seen. His eyes alive, his tail nearly slapping his sides. He had just realized that he was calling the shots. He didn’t have to play Fetch; he had possession of the ball. His face shone with the bright rays of discovery. The first few times Bisbee changed the game, I went along, ever good-natured, and played Chase. On the day that I didn’t, staying put and bellowing that he was a goddamned cheater, he ate the ball.

         Bisbee’s point, which was incisive, was that he hadn’t agreed to any particular game or any prevailing rules. My counterargument was that simply by participating in the first game—Fetch—he had tacitly committed to that game, as well as its rules. Between our two views lay the aspect of cheating that is peculiarly human: the expressed acceptance of rules.

         In the natural world, the one that embraces all species, including Bisbee’s, rules are only implied. Testing them to push for greater comfort or happiness isn’t cheating; it’s behavioral evolution, a certain sign of life.

         Humans may not be the only creatures to make up rules, but they are unquestionably the only ones who expect someone else to commit voluntarily and in advance to following them, preferably in writing. People take wedding vows—nobody makes them do that. They sign honor codes, though they will not starve to death if they don’t. They enter into contracts to play sports, but only if they choose to. Some commitments may be slightly less explicit, but they are no less definite.

         Ironically enough, agreeing to be bound constitutes the ultimate proof that a human is free. Consenting to follow a certain set of rules—voluntarily—is an act of self-determination. When enslaved or bound in fiefdom, forced into an arranged marriage or strong-armed into a religious sect, a person cannot cheat. It isn’t possible. They might “behaviorally evolve,” but they can’t betray rules to which they didn’t agree. They cannot cheat in the sense of interest to this book. Looking on the positive side of miserable circumstances, one cannot be a slimy, rotten hypocrite without first having a will of one’s own.

         Americans have that freedom. For their own benefit or that of the group, perhaps even that of the whole nation, an individual enters into covenants of various stripes. The covenants describe the individual. A Southern Baptist, for example. A point guard in college basketball. A marathon runner, a bass fisherman, a sophomore at college. A member of the Saturday night bridge gang. A spouse. In the natural world, happiness may be something slowly won. In the human world, each covenant taken in advance brings comfort and happiness likewise in advance, from an arrangement warmly accepted.

         Looking on the negative side of civilized circumstances, however, people who have a will of their own can be slimy, rotten hypocrites. Perhaps that is not news to you.

         Individuals commonly have to decide what they absolutely swear they will do and what they promise with equal sincerity they will never do. Whatever activity it covers, that covenant beckons to hypocrisy. And then cheating.

         The cheating to be dragged out of the shadows in this book covers a range of examples: from marital infidelity to business fraud, to school cribbing to sports deception. While some of the cheaters ended up in jail, laws are not the rules that underlie everyday cheating. The fear of getting arrested by the police is very different from the unthinkable cataclysm of getting caught by someone one knows personally. Tax cheating, for example, is not emphasized in the book as much as flower-show cheating. Both emanate from the same priority on self-interest. The finer point is that native-born Americans never specifically agree to abide by laws. Just as in the South before the Civil War, people in certain pockets of the backcountry today contend that they don’t have to follow laws they don’t like. This “nullification,” as it was once called, gives zealots an out, at least where their sense of honor is concerned. They may be crooks, moonshiners, and tax holdouts—but they aren’t cheats. Neatly sidestepping a discussion of the individual in democracy (and whether representation itself conveys a covenant), I hold that breaking the law is not necessarily cheating.

         Academic observers have expressed the opinion that everybody cheats. Lowlifes and barflies have made the same point. All men cheat. All women cheat. All lawyers cheat. All pitchers cheat. Everybody. That conclusion glistens with the cynicism that serves to protect academics as well as lowlifes. It so happens that I’m cynical, too. My credentials are irrefutable: I think the world stinks; I think we insult rats when we use their name to describe people; I am blissfully at home with early-1930s movies, the ones in which all the characters are corrupt. I know the score, as they used to say, circa 1933. Yet I’m unable to make the statement that everybody cheats, being that I’m tinged with the same sentimentality that causes many people to point to their parents as the two individuals on earth who absolutely, resolutely never could have cheated on each other or anyone else. If we can all agree that we each have a touchstone, knowledge of one or two people who are incapable of cheating, then we can make the calculation that there must be, empirically, some number of human beings who simply are not cheaters. That is the supposition of this book. And if you who are cynical don’t bring me evidence that my selected paragons were cheating out loud every day and twice on Fridays, then I’ll leave yours alone, too. It’s an important point, because this study is as much about those who absolutely will not cheat as about those who can and then do.

         Victims are also to be considered. If there are people who shirk rules that they once embraced, then there are necessarily those left behind, holding firm to the same covenant. The cheater and the cheated. The sole exception to the duality is cheating at solitaire—which is as baffling as it is surprisingly rampant. In solitaire, no one will be the wiser. Go ahead. Dig through for the last king. In every other instance, though, cheating leaves a gash in someone else’s life. The popular pap that “cheaters only cheat themselves” is so untrue that it is cruel to repeat it—except in quotes, as though held out with tongs.

         “Cheaters only cheat themselves,” so satisfying as a phrase, leads to nowhere. The one covenant that is in no way implicit, the deal that individuals have with themselves, is an impression left by their sense of morality. Being so deeply personal, it occupies a wide plain, impossible to see or to map. For that reason, the great religions leave it to someone more qualified, someone ethereal, to judge whether a person has cheated him- or herself. If Mr. X’s sole desire on this mortal span is to pile up money and he manages it by nefarious means, observers would be presumptuous in the extreme to suggest in a weak and yet hopeful voice that he had only cheated himself. In the flintier world of this study, we can’t say if Mr. X cheated himself, but we can certainly accuse him of being blithely aware that he was going to rook others, even before he did so.

         The corollary is less often heard, perhaps because everyone already knows it, probably from experience. It tends to remain in the system a long, long time. It’s terribly un-catchy. The corollary: “Cheaters are fully aware in advance that they are going to stomp on someone else and they do it anyway.” That epithet is the second defining factor of cheating.

         If cheaters don’t all have the same basal values, neither do people who are cheated. In a whole sector of betrayal, blaming the victim is absolutely the right thing to do, because a great many cheaters are drawn by an invisible force to their own kind. Outright hypocrisy and abject hurt: the cheating in this book covers the bright ideas behind a variety of adventures. Embracing people much smarter than I and those even dumber, the goal was to look at them all on eye level.

         In this particular field, famous stars are not as interesting as humans who are drawn to scale, despite the fact that celebrity scandals are a mainstay of modern life. A deluge, in fact. They don’t count herein, though, because their lives are not merely exaggerated but also skewed. In certain celebrity circles, an extramarital affair isn’t an act of betrayal—it’s a good career move. The stubborn shadow of a happy marriage, on the other hand, has to be overcome by a team of agents and a clever publicist. In the world of finance, even the U.S. Treasury Department can barely trace what multinational companies are doing below-board. Or more specifically, what they are doing on those island nations with unending dunes and one office building. As to the intrinsic cheating found in super-rich families, it is far better described by America’s great novelists; start with Fitzgerald and then consult Wharton, Dreiser, and James. In most sports, uniquely, cheating doesn’t even exist—not until a player has been caught three times first.

         In one bastion, politics, the ramifications were exactly the opposite of those in the celebrity world. Attitudes toward cheating were once super-normal—that is, the starchiest of standards applied to politicians, abruptly ending careers, except in rare cases when voters daintily forgave an indiscretion. That shifted in 2016, when voters who were confronted by a reflex of cheating on the part of Donald Trump admired it as a mark of strength. The new development came upon America so bluntly, it brought with it a revelation about just exactly who is the driving force behind America and cheating, an accord that has become a kinship of acceptance, embrace, and even dependence.

         But don’t blame Trump. He brought no particular innovation to cheating. Anyone might have filled his place as the first admitted cheater to be elected president, because that place had already been so thoroughly prepared by others: many millions—in fact, all of us, the passersby in American life. Whether we voted for him or not, we wanted cheating to be part of the national character. We must have.

      

   


   
      
         
            Section One

            You Who Are Cheated

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Your Own Kind

            Why cheating is so hard to confront

         

         In the movie Scent of a Woman (1992), a teenaged boy struggling for social acceptance at a prep school knows which of his fellow students dumped a bucket of paint on the headmaster’s new Jaguar XJS coupe, a crime of vandalism. And an act of desecration in the eyes of automobile fans in the audience. Throw paint on the headmaster, throw it on the scrambled eggs at breakfast, throw it on each other, but not on a great-looking car. Viewers able to move past that point saw the plot build to a speech by the boy’s erstwhile mentor, a cocksure Army veteran who exhorted him to never—ever, ever, ever—tattle on his friends. My personal loyalties in this matter may or may not be relevant, but I’ve been waiting since 1992 to make the rousing counter-assertion that when it comes to mistreatment of helpless Jaguar cars, I will tattle the bejesus out of my friends. Every time. Thank you.

         In the broader world, denouncing a cheater can’t be simplified as easily. The cards, as it were, are stacked against the person who has been wronged, as well as those nearby. By design, every stage of response is or seems to be fraught with risk, starting with the expressions used for the very act of calling out a cheater: snitching, squealing, blowing somebody in, ratting somebody out. And the names for that person: a weasel, a square, a stoolie, a toady, a stick-in-the-mud, a fink. On the list of neutral terms, there is “whistle-blower.” If, however, one wants to express admiration for a victim of cheating who pushes back, the words dry up. English, the richest of all human languages—its universe rippling with idioms—is at a loss. “Self-righteous jerk” is the closest we have to an honorific for those who speak up.

         While those who have been cheated try on the soubriquets, wondering whether “rat” or “double-crosser” has a better ring, the act of cheating awaits a reaction. In the majority of cases, it never comes. Among modern Americans trying to do the right thing, the desire for integrity leads to two avenues of diametrically opposite behavior. Turn in a cheater, you have character. Protect a cheater, you have character.

         History pinpoints the time when Americans slipped into confusion—and comfort. It was when formalized social groups grew from almost nothing to dominate American life in the late 1800s—after the Civil War, not surprisingly, it being the ultimate disruption. Clubs became the rage. A new enthusiasm for hobbies brought people together, sports teams drew both players and fans to one side against all comers, while lodges solidified the values of the membership, and even colleges, which had once been educational institutions, nothing more, became cults in which alumni were even more invested than students. Circa 1835, T-shirt royalties didn’t actually contribute much to the University of Alabama’s budget. More recently, licensing of the school’s name, mostly on apparel, brings in $13 million per year. That’s not for shirts. Instead, the money gives millions of people a secure place smack in the middle of the Crimson Tide (unless the wearer shows up in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, or Clemson, South Carolina, in which case nothing will be secure, but that is part of the excitement). Within most colleges, fraternities rose to full flower in the same decades of the late 1800s, growing from lodging or dining houses into secret societies, where loyalty was the sole necessity, aside from the ability to withhold barf until the lawn was located. They were soon joined by sororities.

         The abiding confidence across America was that social alliances would stabilize the country. That confidence long outlasted the post–Civil War days. It’s now central to the image of a trustworthy American.

         The philosophy that good members make good citizens trickled into school systems. Like colleges, they changed. Education was one mission and another was transforming the inclination to bond into a jam-packed twelve-hour schedule. Children are described not as who they are, but as who they are with.

         “I happen to know for a fact that one of the boys in our class copied a book report word for word from a magazine,” wrote a student in Longview, Texas. “That wouldn’t make me so mad, except that he got an A+ for the assignment, and I only got a C+ for a paper I really worked on. I just happened to see the original browsing through the local library and compared it with the guy’s report, which was on the lit [literary] room bulletin board. He didn’t even change a comma! I don’t know what to do.”

         In the very first place, if the literature teacher couldn’t differentiate the work of a professional writer from that of a schoolboy, then either the teacher or the writer was cheating their employer.

         More to the point, the Longview student, the one who received a C+, was already well-trained in peer loyalty. As people grow up in America, they’re pressed constantly to ally themselves with others. Much of the school day is devoted to inculcating comradeship: in band and chorus, on sports teams (even individual sports are transformed into group efforts), in numerous clubs and theatrical shows, and in class projects designed to encourage cooperation. School pride encourages students to think of themselves as a part of a bigger group and so does class pride. The oddest aspect of the pressure to bond at a young age is that popularity in the world of public schools doesn’t refer to the students who are well-liked. The popular kids are the ones who won’t talk to anyone but each other. The normies are the ones who are liked, to some degree. The tough guys and the mean girls aren’t liked at all, but they get their way.  So on through a social scale that couldn’t exist without willing adherents, first in homage to the social scale itself and, more important, to an underlying value system that is based in wholehearted acceptance of consensus—in all things. A standout, except in sports, has a terrible problem. As a matter of fact, school is the only place where you certainly can be too rich or too thin.

         While kids are sporadically told that cheating is wrong, they’re continuously influenced to be loyal to their peers. The two directives are simultaneously at odds and coincident. Those who do cheat blow the bond sky-high—and yet they are protected by it. They will be addressed directly in the second section of this book. This section, the first, features the deeper conundrum, which lies with the cheated. They may be the ones smacked with trouble by the cheater, but they are also under pressure to keep mum and be predictable.

         According to the testimony of the Longview student, the boy’s blatant copying all by itself “wouldn’t make me so mad.” The generic reasons to resent plagiarism—it’s lazy, it’s stealing, it stinks out loud, and so on—had obviously failed to take hold. If the incident were to mean anything at all, the Longview student had to be damaged personally. Even then, with solid evidence in hand, the student paused. Whatever else happened after that, it was the student in the right who froze, as though caught in the act of being honest.

         I remember a similar incident when, for extra credit, the sixth graders in our local school were invited to select an ancient Greek temple and build a wooden model of it. On the morning that the temples were displayed on a long table in the back of the classroom, the teacher proudly surveyed about a half-dozen striking replicas made out of hardwood and crafted in such exacting detail that the Greek government could have arrayed them at the embassy in Washington. Little models of ancient Greeks probably would have arrived soon after to worship. Next to those replicas and at the end of the line was a temple taped together out of balsa wood, Elmer’s Glue-All oozing out of the crevices. Its builder had bypassed masterpieces of architecture honoring Apollo and Athena—with colonnades, pediments, and grand steps, straight and true—finding instead a picture of an ancient Greek temple shaped like a car wash. Even so, in miniature at the back of the classroom, it leaned. Once the display was up, dads were on hand to take photos and carefully nudge the other temples to the perfect center of their painted bases. The builder of the last temple didn’t dare touch it. Or breathe on it. Quite obviously, that intrepid little person was up against the fathers of the other students, grown men who had woodworking shops in their basements.

         I…was that sloppy little person. Like the Longview student, I received a grade of C (C– to be specific) and never once piped up about the cheating displayed along the rest of the table—not because I was cowed by the other students, but because I was afraid of accusing their fathers.

         The Longview student, whose letter to an advice column succinctly repeats the predicament of many others, signed the name “Furious” and yet stalled out when it came to action. Something was more important than fairness; something was more important than grades. Why wouldn’t that student pipe up, being on the side of right? As one of many others in the same category, I will interrogate myself on that question:

         
             

            Q: Why didn’t you say something about the other temples having been built by ringers?

            A: I knew some of the fathers personally. After all, they were just trying to help.

            Q: Who made you into Athena, goddess of justice? The fact is, their kids cheated. They cheated.

            A: Well, I knew I was a terrible woodworker.

            Q: Getting back to the point: they cheated.

            A: I wasn’t afraid of losing in an argument with the fathers, had I gone ahead and accused them of cheating. I was afraid of winning.

            Q: Your Honor, permission to treat as a hostile witness—

            A: The other kids already thought I was bossy. I couldn’t court-martial the fathers…I’d never live it down.

            Q: The bond. Here we have it. Conformity in our society is not only the mark of the bond, it’s what makes cheaters sleep well at night.

            A: This is my book. Could I have it back, please?

         

         So anyway, conformity in our society is not only the mark of the bond, it’s what makes cheaters sleep well at night.

         In the case of the Longview student, the columnist answering the letter duly upheld what is widely referred to as the students’ code: “Thou shalt not fink.” Specifically, she substituted “Thou shalt not be caught finking,” which passes for an honorable alternative. The columnist’s advice to the Longview student was this: wait until the classroom is empty and then leave the magazine on the teacher’s desk, opened to the plagiarized book review. The teacher would be bound to notice it there.

         In the first place, every teacher in America comes into the classroom with an armful of papers, books, brochures for distant cruises, and a cup of coffee. All of that would be set down immediately on top of that least noticeable of all items: a magazine open to a book review.

         For more significant, if less practical reasons, though, the columnist’s advice is still remarkable. It flutters straight past integrity, without even a nod in that direction. The kid who was in the right is supposed to stoop to the level of a sneak in order to preserve a bond with the plagiarizer. That’s what is most important. In one stroke, the columnist deftly proved that the opposite of self-respect isn’t dishonesty; it’s expediency. In order to get the job done and unmask a cheater without collateral damage, you’re forced to become a trespasser in your own world. Far more satisfying would be a picture of the Longview student waiting until class was about to begin, the kids, including the cheater, in their seats, and then—as everyone watched in perfect silence—strutting up to the lit room bulletin board to pin the magazine article right next to the plagiarized book report. That would make for a better story, but not necessarily for a better result in the real world.

         Authorities have their own reasons for protecting the status quo. The teacher might easily see the magazine clipping as it was being pinned to the board, sidle up to it, and read the verbatim evidence of copying. And still choose to use the review as a coaster for the coffee cup.

         The Philadelphia Phillies catcher Andy Seminick became an expert on all the ways a pitcher could doctor a baseball before throwing it. He’d seen every kind of glop attached to the ball. Under the umbrella term “spitball,” the idea is that any foreign substance or damage to the ball makes it take an unexpected path to the plate, fooling the batter. In one game, Seminick was playing against the right-handed pitcher Gaylord Perry. Each time he took the field, he was handed the ball that Perry had just been using. “I saw one of his,” Seminick reported, “that had a big spot of Vaseline on it.” He had the big rightie dead-to-rights. “I showed it to the umpire,” Seminick continued. “He said, ‘What are you going to do about it?’ and wiped it off.”

         Baltimore Orioles pitcher Jim Palmer went out to the mound during a matchup with Perry, looked down at the game ball, and saw a thumbprint in some oily substance, if not Vaseline, then perhaps baby oil. Palmer didn’t present the ball to the umpires as proof of cheating on the other side. He picked it up and played the game. Such examples were commonly traded in baseball chatter, and if they were lacking, Perry was happy to supply them. Over the course of decades, opposing players learned that there was no choice except to shrug off Perry’s shenanigans and play ball. The presumption, in fact, was that Perry gained even more out of his reputation as a cheat than from any actual cheating. If batters were watching for a loaded ball, they were distracted: advantage Perry.

         Twenty-one years into Perry’s career, he was finally tossed from a game for throwing an illegal ball. Twenty-one years, in the middle of which he published a book about throwing the “spitter.” One of the many beauties of baseball is that it has a sense of humor and actually smirks at a colorful player like Perry titling his 1974 book Me and the Spitter. At the height of his career, he explained how he could manage to doctor the ball standing on a mound observed by thousands of people in the stands and, more important, by one opposing manager, grinding his teeth in the dugout. He even compiled a long list of liquids, including everything short of molten lava, that he said he brought out to the field hidden on his person. The book was published and enjoyed a wide readership—and then Perry played nine more seasons. That is not to say that baseball is the only field in which a self-advertised cheater will be treated with front-porch hospitality. But Perry, trailing accusations like so many kids seeking autographs, swept into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1990. The question is no longer what he was doing. It’s what the umps were doing, when they didn’t care what he was doing.

         In the world of backroom poker, on the other hand, no authority exists. That’s probably part of the appeal of a floating game in such a well-ordered, constantly chaperoned society: in case of complaint, there is no number to dial. You are your own big brother. The rules are well known to everyone at the table and that’s all there is of government in the generic sense. Into such a game stepped the dumbest cheater—of all time.

         Louis DiGiulio was a wiseguy in Rochester, New York, with a reputation as a minor member of the Mafia in town. About twenty-five years old, he was playing poker late one night with a circle of tough characters—decidedly not a friendly game. If there is such a thing as a friendly game. The realm of dirty poker is vast, separating into three primary specialties; the first two are crooked dealing and peeking at opponents’ cards. DiGiulio chose the third major technique, the one with the highest degree of difficulty: exchanging cards.

         Not only did DiGiulio have to prepare ahead of time, gingerly placing cards up his sleeve, but he had to be practiced at maneuvering them as needed—absconding, for example, with the six of clubs he’d been dealt and dropping an ace into his hand instead. At the opportune point in the late-night game with the boys from Rochester, when only he and one other player were still in the hand, he made a switch. All eyes were on him as he responded to the other man’s call by fanning his cards on the table—the winning hand. They hadn’t noticed that he’d swapped cards. No sensation is better than that of making a hoe of one’s hands and hauling in a mass of chips, unless it is that same feeling accompanied by the intoxication of relief. Money is good, but getting away with something is better. While DiGiulio casually pulled in the chips from the center of the table, the other players grumbled and the next dealer gathered the cards, turning them facedown and stacking them up in a way that put the hand safely into history. Flipping DiGiulio’s cards over, the dealer suddenly balked. A split second later, the other players looked down and saw what he was staring at. Four red-backed cards and one blue-backed one.

         The man who had lost the hand didn’t know what to do, under the circumstances. DiGiulio, in his own account later on, admitted that “he’d caught me red-handed.” And partly blue-handed, of course, but the point is that in yet another circumstance, the evidence of cheating was plain and it was the person cheated who didn’t know what to do. Hard as it may be to believe, he didn’t want to confront a strapping young mafioso hothead. Yet, he couldn’t let it rest, either. He was in the blurry part of the present tense reserved for those who have just been cheated.

         “I apologized to the guy for cheating,” DiGiulio said later, “but he wouldn’t stop griping and complaining.” When DiGiulio had had enough, he suddenly turned grim and walloped the complainer. As the man crumpled to the floor, DiGiulio ran out the door.

         A few years later, a defense attorney forced DiGiulio to relate that story when he appeared in court as the star prosecution witness in a murder trial concerning a hit on a prominent union official in Rochester. “You’re a cheater at cards, aren’t you?” the lawyer asked.

         “Yeah, a bad one,” DiGiulio said with a grin. A murder trial is no place for high spirits, but the courtroom burst into laughter. As DiGiulio continued to testify about his dirty poker, people in the courtroom were smiling, chuckling, and breaking out in claps of laughter. The defense attorney had miscalculated. If DiGiulio got away with cheating the man in the back room, then he had got away with it for good. The people in the courtroom, part of the great overlap of those who love a winner and those who overlook a cheater, were pulled to his side, amid the merriment. Laughter is the very best of human traits; at the base, it’s also an exhibition of accord, both with the merrymaker and other laughers. When the proper response to tales of Perry’s spitballs grew to be a cackle, the bond became all but unbreakable. Likewise, when the jury broke with court etiquette and giggled at DiGiulio’s exploits at the poker table, the bond of laughter rendered the cheater immune.

         As to the man who had been bilked that night in the back room, he eventually stood up from the floor and went home, bruised and quite alone, and still grumbling quietly to himself. That is the universal portrait of a person who has just been cheated.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            To Be or Not to Cheat

            People who never cheat

         

         On November 15, 1955, a woman in her twenties made national news by appearing on a quiz show in a New York studio to answer a question written especially for her: “What are the ring names of the four heavyweight boxing champions whose real names are Rocco Marchegiano, Arnold Raymond Cream, Joseph Paul Zukauskas, and Noah Brusso?”

         The difficulty of that question may come as a shock, especially to anyone who has had the enlightening experience of watching British quiz shows recently. A person never feels more truly American than when sitting stone-faced and silent through a British quiz show. On a counterpart American show, the contestant gets a new truck for knowing whether Brazil is in Australia…or not. On British shows, the contestant lists the Brazilian presidents in order, includes their spouses, names their mistresses or gigolos, also in order, and wins a five-pound note. Things were different in the mid-1950s, however. In that era, quiz shows in America asked questions that were impossible for many contestants to answer. Some of them answered anyway.

         As necessary, contestants received the answers in advance. It didn’t have to be heavy-handed, though. Apparently, in many cases, players didn’t even know they were getting the answers; at lunch with one of the producers, the conversation would amiably meander into some arcane topic, as it often does at lunch. “Have another dessert, sure, you bet, it’s on the network tab…I was just sitting here thinking about Getúilio Vargas—there was a man, don’t you think?…Haven’t you? During World War II, he was president of Brazil, but—No. Nope. Actually, it’s in South America…Anyway, Getúilio Vargas was there during World War II, with U-boats and spies and all that, but what’s really interesting, if you ask me, is that his wife’s name was Darci.”

         Backstage small talk might subsequently lead a lighting man or a receptionist to mention the latest rumor going around, that Aimée Lopez de Sottomaior was Getúilio Vargas’s mistress before World War II! Most of the contestants who received their answers before the show chalked it up to showbiz. Only one regarded it as cheating. An impoverished poet from Greenwich Village was on The $64,000 Question when he realized that the idle remarks made to him by the producers during the day just happened to be the answers to the questions he was being asked as the show progressed. The drama onscreen was real, as the poet squirmed in his seat, tortured by the realization that he was cheating. He looked as though he were about to stalk off the set, but instead, he quietly murmured the answers to the questions. As the show ended, he was at $4,000 and being invited back to continue the following week. That’s when he stalked out. No one at the network ever saw him again and the money that he had earned, if not won, went uncollected.

         The $64,000 Question purposefully lined up people and their categories against “type”—the policeman whose area of expertise was Shakespeare, the jockey whose area was fine art. The recent immigrant whose category was American history. Among other reasons for that, most people who purport some level of knowledge professionally were loath to risk embarrassment on national television.

         Due to the anomalous character of most of the contestants, viewers commonly wondered if they were indeed being fed answers. It wasn’t a sharp cause for concern, just a means of explaining how all the wrong people had all the right answers. At first glance, the underhanded ways of The $64,000 Question wouldn’t even fall into the definition of cheating. Was Fay Wray cheating when she screamed while being carried up the Empire State Building by a giant ape? There was no ape, after all. King Kong wasn’t real, just entertainment. The game show producers argued that entertainment was their only business, too.

         The government disagreed. On two levels, the programs were subjected to high-level investigations—just exactly as though TV quiz shows mattered. The district attorney of New York County, Frank S. Hogan, a tough bird who served for over thirty years, convened the grand jury to delve into charges of cheating at quiz shows. As remarkable, the U.S. House of Representatives investigated the same charge, with sharp staffers actually basing their whole careers on whether some lowly government warehouse clerk actually knew the name of the canals used in Union flanking expeditions at the Battle of Vicksburg. One might think that the whole matter could have been handled by an even more lowly clerk at the Federal Communications Commission, calling the producers into a gray building in Washington and reading the bylaws of good broadcasting out loud to them. In the later 1950s, however, the quiz shows had added interest to the government. First, as the purported missile gap and the actual space race gained the fearful attention of America, the quality of education at all levels elicited impassioned debate. America’s intellectual superiority became a priority of national concern. Second, television was growing more powerful than any other medium and no end was in sight for its influence over the population—once the purview of politicians. The chance to display supremacy over television in a highly public way came along at the right time for elected officials.

         The investigators from the government found that the producers of The $64,000 Question were manipulative on many levels. When a contestant was fun, magnetic, or simply entertaining, the questions eased up a bit, or leaned toward the player’s specific expertise—not merely geology, for example, but volcanic geology. Likewise, when the producers wanted to end a contestant’s run on the show, they would pick out a far tougher question, flipping through possibilities written out on index cards, sometimes even while watching from the control room. If a contestant had worn out their welcome, the producer had an absurdly difficult question ready to ensure their exit.

         On November 15, 1955, it was time for the boxing expert to get bounced. But she had other ideas. Dr. Joyce Brothers was later famous in her own right as a psychologist, but in 1955, she was just another face in the Manhattan crowd. Married to a physician and mother of an infant girl, she had graduated from Cornell University before taking advanced degrees from Columbia in psychology. When she applied to go on the quiz show, she suggested that she could answer questions on homemaking or psychology. The producers looked at her—a homemaker and psychologist—and rejected those ideas. As an aside, one producer said she’d have a better chance of getting on the show if she were an expert on wrestling or boxing. He was just trying to make a point, but Dr. Brothers spent the next month and a half memorizing facts about boxing. She then duly appeared on the show, making her way through the early rounds, week by week. On November 15, she barely had to think about her question, regarding the ring names of Rocco Marchegiano, Arnold Raymond Cream, Joseph Paul Zukauskas, and Noah Brusso.

         “Rocky Marciano, Jersey Joe Walcott, Jack Sharkey, and Tommy Burns,” she answered.

         The producers were less than pleased. Far from slipping her the answers in future episodes, they brought in bona fide experts to help concoct questions that were as close to impossible as could be. The suspense across the country was nothing compared to that in the control room. Each week, Dr. Brothers sat in the “isolation booth,” waiting for her question. Each week, she dispensed correct answers. On December 6, 1955, with the grand prize of $64,000 at stake, she answered a six-part question, ranging from “What was the name of the glove worn by Roman gladiators?” (cestus) to “How long did the Dempsey–Firpo match last?” (three minutes, fifty-seven seconds). Just as Dr. Brothers supplied the last answer, production staffers with headsets heard the response from the control room: “Oh, shit.”

         When asked boxing questions after her reign, Dr. Brothers typically refused, protesting that her mind was like a sink; once she was through with a collection of information, she opened the drain and forgot it all. That description of her memory may have held some truth, but she was nothing if not ambitious and she wanted to be a television or radio psychologist (a profession not even extant in 1955); to that end, what she really wanted to jettison down a drain was her reputation as a boxing genius. Nonetheless, in 1958, Dr. Brothers was called before District Attorney Hogan’s grand jury. A number of other former $64,000 Question players had already admitted to some level of cheating, but she insisted that she’d been upright.

         According to Dr. Brothers’s later account, the grand jury proceedings on the day she appeared became the most suspenseful quiz show of them all, and also the longest. The prize had nothing to do with money. Dr. Brothers’s reputation was on trial. Since the prosecutors didn’t have proof that she had cheated, they decided to establish that she couldn’t have succeeded in any other way. In order to prove the negative, so elusive in courtrooms everywhere, the attorneys, along with members of the jury, peppered her with boxing questions. For six hours, she batted answers right back. “The grand jury asked me boxing questions all day long and I got every one right,” Dr. Brothers said twenty-three years later. “I came out a hero.” She proved that she hadn’t cheated by showing that she didn’t have to.

         In a setting preoccupied with applying showbiz shortcuts to a real situation, Dr. Brothers had not been tempted.

         Five considerations underscore the decision not to cheat. The primary one for the vast majority of people is the chance of getting caught. If the possibility seems nonexistent, then cheating has been proven clinically to be irresistible to a large part of the population. Casinos installed ceiling cameras in a sudden wave in the 1960s—more so to dissuade potential cheats than to catch active ones. The second factor in the decision on cheating is the desirability of what can be gained. The third is the desirability of whatever might be lost. The fourth consideration is the degree to which someone else may be harmed—and that isn’t always a negative in the equation. Sometimes, it is a plus. The final factor of the five is the balance of effort against the other four factors.

         Everyone who thinks about cheating, however fleetingly, has their own abstraction of the relative values of the five. Expressing the factors as an equation, however, allows a law of math to cross over into that very human calculation, because if any of the factors is judged to be nil, zed, or not-in-a-million-years, then the decision to cheat is almost automatically not-in-a-million-years. Just as one can stop listening early on when quizzed on the total of zero times eight times four times and so on—it’s going to be zero if there’s a zero in the column—the decision for people who do not cheat can rest on a single factor, whether they think further or not.

         
            Rate the following. Any zero means no cheating.

            Decision to Cheat:

            ____ 0 to 10: Chance of GETTING AWAY with It
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