
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

BONEHEAD Problem 
 

by Nick Ballard 
 

(similar to the version published in NASPA News on September 4th, 2026) 

 

In the finals of a championship, you are playing a five-game match with NWL-2023 as the 
official lexicon. You and your opponent have won two games apiece, but she leads on spread. 
Therefore, a tie is the same as a loss to you. In this final game, you are in a pure must-win situation. 
 
Do not hope for a mistake. You and your opponent will play perfectly going forward and you know 
the other will play perfectly, too.  
 
On turn, you trail by 139 points (245–384), and there are five tiles in the bag. Your rack and unseen 
pool appear below the diagram. If you make the best move and get very lucky, you can win. 
 
What is your best play? 
 



 
 

 
 

  
 

Unseen: AD I I I LMPRRRT (12) 



 
 
 
 

Solution 
 
I recommend that you copy one of the first two diagrams (identical, except for size) in this article such that you can 
view it side by side with the text. 
 

If you would like more detailed explanations, a comprehensive list of 100+ point bingo threats, an appendix of 
fishing charts, and CSW-2024’s different unique solution, see the extended version at https://nackbg.com/scrabble/ 
 

Your opponent’s name is Damosel. She prefers to be called “Dame,” for short. 
 

Before revealing the surprise winning play (and draw), I’ll briefly address several plausible-looking attempts. 
 
Direct Bingo 
 

If you bingo with 1A WINESOpS (102), you draw the last five tiles. The most favorable of these draws for you 
are AIMPR, ADMPT and ADMPR, all of which lose by the same margin. AIMPR leads to the simplest sequence: 
with DIILRRT, Dame plays L1 KIDLIT (22), where you go out with 15H PRIMA and lose by 13 points. 
 

If you bingo in the opposite corner with 15I WINESOp (96), your closest loss is by 23 points. 
 
BONEHEAD idea 
 

The high-scoring one-tile fish of BONEHEADS (46) aims to draw the P and bingo in the upper left next turn. 
Dame, who worries about phantom bingos as well as your real bingo, defends with G10 RIGOR (16). You bingo 
with 1A WINEsOPS (107) and if the last tile in the bag (which you draw) is an A, you lose by 3 points. 
 
BONEHEADs with the blank scores 4 fewer points (42). You recoup that 4 points when you bingo with 1A 
WINESOPS (111) instead of WINEsOPS (107). Dame is diverted by fewer bingo threats, but even if she has 
nothing better than RIGOR, you break even; still the best you can do is to lose by 3 points.  
 
Triple-triple Setups 
 

Typically, Dame blocks 3x3 setups for a low score. Your aim is to divert her, so that she is less likely to block 
high-scoring bingos you might actually be able to play. The 17 distinct one-tile fishes on 15J, 15K, 15L or 15M 
that phantomly threaten 3x3’s score only a paltry 1 to 6 points. Better is fishing SW with L12 OWNS (15), which 
“threatens” four triple-triples, including 15H DRAMShOP (172) and DEANShIP (152); if Dame has IIILRRT or 
IILRRRT and blocks with 15I LITS (11), your best draw of AM (for H8 DAIMONEs, 109) loses by 6 points. 



 
Two-tile Fishes 
 
For each of the 15 two-tile combinations you can fish, multiple candidate plays, typically, seem to offer hope. 
Some of your closest losses arise from fishing ?O with 4G cOZ (19). If Dame holds any seven of the eight tiles 
IIILRRRT, her best play is G10 RIGOR. If you’ve drawn AP, you go out with 1A WINESAPS (111) and lose by 5. 
(There are at least three more two-tile fish scenarios that lose by 5 points and many more that lose by 6.) 

 
Three-tile Fishes 
 
Three-tile fishes give you a lot more bingos to fish for, and they are still challenging to Dame, who has to ponder 
36 racks you might have. There are a dozen scenarios that lead to you losing by 1 point. Here is a pair of examples: 
if you play O3 OWN (24, keeping ?EIS) and Dame holds IIILRRR or IIIRRRT, she blocks four bingo lines with 
G10 RIGOR and with the right draw you go out (respectively) with 4D bAPTIZES or DIALyZES and lose by 1. 
 
Two three-tile fish scenarios lead to a tie. One will be addressed later. The other is E10 NEW (29), which prevents 
Dame’s tough defense of G10 RIGOR, and it almost pays off. With her worst rack IIILRRR, she has no better than 
D1 LWEI (16), and if you have drawn A-M-P, you go out with 15D MeROPIAS (110) and the game ends in a tie. 

 
Four-tile Fishes 
 
There are several four-tile fish scenarios that lead to you losing by 1 point, and three that end in a tie game.  
 
A1 SOWN (38), which at first appears to offer winning chances, is very interesting. Holding IIILRRR and facing 
an 8-tile pool of ?ADEIMPT, Dame contends with threats of 4D bAPTIZED (114), 15H DAMPEsT (phantom, 105), 
15D TERAPhIM (103) and 15I IMPAsTE (102), noting that the latter two share the same ?AEIMPT rack.  
 
After SOWN, Dame’s main candidates are G10 RIGOR and D1 LWEI. They both score 16 but RIGOR saves 2 
points in rack penalty. RIGOR blocks or narrowly outruns the bottom bingos but loses to bAPTIZED. With LWEI, 
she blocks bAPTIZED but either TERAPhIM or (phantom) DAMPEsT ends the game in a tie.  
 
In short, RIGOR beats 7 racks and loses to 1, whereas LWEI beats 6 racks and ties 2. In a regular game, Dame 
would have an equal-equity decision: she would sometimes play RIGOR and sometimes play LWEI and you would 
win some (arguably, half) of the time. In the actual match situation (review the first page), a tie is the same as a 
loss for you, which means (conversely) that a tie is the same as a win for Dame. Therefore, she will always play 
LWEI, blocking bAPTIZED. The upshot is that your A1 SOWN cannot win; its best result is a tie game. 



 
Feature position (repeated): 
 

 
 

  
 

Unseen: AD I I I LMPRRRT (12) 
 
 

Five-tile Fish 
 
4G WIZENS (49) has the drawback of emptying the bag (giving Dame perfect information). Still, this particular 
five-tile fish is worth a look, given that it is your highest-scoring non-bingo candidate. Your leave is ?O. 
 

After your five-tile draw, you do not effectively threaten bingos on two different lines. Either (a) the larger bingo 
can be outrun, or (b) it can be blocked while outrunning the smaller bingo. These two end-racks are exceptions: 

 

1) ?AIMOPT: You threaten H8 DIPlOMAT (105) and 15I IMPAsTO (102), while Dame holds DIILRRR. Her 
highest-scorer A1 RID (21) loses to DIPlOMAT by 2 points. Instead, she blocks both bingos with 15I LI (7)! 

 

2) ?ADIMOP: You threaten A5 AMPhIPOD (107) and 11E PLAsMOID (105), while Dame holds IILRRRT. 
Your bingos, though, are not in fully separated spots; Dame brilliantly blocks both with 10A RIFER/LIFER. 



 
The DAMOSEL Effect 
 
The feature position is equipped with a remarkable aspect: with the ADELMOS rack, you can play eleven different 
bingos, each of which score over 100 points! The 7-letter bingo DAMOSEL plays (in the lower right), and you can 
play an 8-letter bingo through each of the ten letters in the mnemonic phrase PRIZED GALS. 
 
Given that the DAMOSEL rack plays in so many high-scoring spots, it is efficient to harness the DAMOSEL effect 
with one of these three approaches (the first of which offers the highest probability of attaining a relevant rack): 
 

a) Fish INW, draw three of ADLM, and your blank can substitute for the fourth. 
b) Fish INW plus E, O or S, draw ADLM, and your blank can substitute for the E, O or S you fished. 
c) Fish ?INW and draw ADLM, so that you acquire the DAMOSEL rack as a “natural” (no blank). 

 
Approach “a”: Your highest-scoring INW fish is H13 WIN (27). With her worst rack, IIILRRR, Dame plays the 
10-point 10A RIFER or LIFER (blocking both 111-point threats of A4 MAlPOSED and E5 AlAMODES, the only 
way not to lose to them). Having drawn ADM, you go out with O8 GlADSOME (106) and the game ends in a tie! 
 
Approach “b”: You can score no higher than 1A WINE (and this is better than WINO). If Dame has IIIRRRT, she 
responds to WINE with 4G TIZ, when you go out with MALPOSeD (112) and the game ends in another tie. 
 
Approach “c”: Fishing ?INW, you can score no higher than 4G WIZeN (27). This move has the virtue of blocking 
Dame’s highest-scoring play (4G TIZ (20)) from rack IIIRRRT. She settles for 4D TI (19), and you bingo out with 
A4 MALPOSED (for the higher non-blank score of 115) which ends the game (again, magically) in a tie. 
 
Instructively, 4G WIZeN (with approach “c”) ends up a point better than playing 4G WIZEN with an E instead of a 
blank (with approach “b”). Playing the E at 4J (in WIZEN) scores only 2 more than playing a blank at 4J, whereas 
playing the E at A10 (with MALPOSED) scores 3 more than playing the blank there (MALPOSeD). 
 
Each of the tying moves above (WIN, WINE, WIZeN) involves a three- or four-tile fish that I deferred identifying 
in earlier sections, so that I could instead group them here to fully demonstrate the “DAMOSEL effect.” 
 
 
You can solve the feature problem by implementing approach “c” of the DAMOSEL effect. Before I reveal the 
solution, here is a final chance to ponder the feature position. Cover up the answer below the diagram, and look for 
an even better place (than 4G WIZeN) to play ?INW. 
 



 

 
 

  
 

Unseen: AD I I I LMPRRRT (12) 
 
 

Winning Play! 
 

The solution to the problem is O4 WrING (27). At first, this may seem hard to believe. WrING scores the same as 
4G WIZeN (which does no better than a tie) and it allows Dame (with the IIIRRRT rack) to upgrade her 4D TI (19) 
to 4G TIZ (20) with the same tiles. Doesn’t that make WrING a point worse? 
 

If the best-play sequence went WrING, TIZ, MALPOSED (115), then yes, it would lose the game by 1 point. But 
you can improve the final move. The trick is that WrING (by slyly creating hooks of E/EW and O/BI) sets up a 
twelfth spot to bingo with your DAMOSEL rack. The parallel sequence is WrING, TIZ, M3 MELODIAS (117)—
2 points more than MALPOSED. As a consequence, you win that variation by 1 point instead of losing by 1 point. 
 

[After your WrING, Dame’s best way (with IIIRRRT) to block M3 MELODIAS (117) is 9K RITE (12), but in that 
case you fall back on MALPOSED (115) or ALAMODES (115) and win by 5.] 
 



 

 
 

WrING, TIZ, MELODIAS = +1 
 
 

In the final position, look at the word sandwiched between your setup play (WrING) and your winning out-bingo 
(MELODIAS). In the end, BONEHEAD is revealed to be both a distracter from, and an enabler to, the solution. 
 
 

--------------------------------- 
 

If you would like more detailed explanations, a comprehensive list of 100+ point bingo threats, an appendix of 
fishing charts, and CSW-2024’s different unique solution, see the extended version at https://nackbg.com/scrabble/ 
 
 

About the composer/author:  
 
NICK BALLARD, also known as “Nack,” is an expert of many games, including Chess, Go, Color Lines and 
Scrabble (rated 2026). He is currently writing a seven-volume series: Backgammon Openings: Early Doubles.  
 
Many of Nick’s Scrabble puzzles, articles and videos, etc., can be found at:  
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