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 Preface

WHEN WORD FREAK WAS first published in 2001, Scrabble had been an American institution for decades. In the ensuing years, to my delight and amazement, the game has become even more popular. But time changes even classics.
 
Word Freak is about the intersection of a game, the culture, and the language. As you’ll discover in a new afterword, some fundamental aspects of those relationships have changed. The Internet has revolutionized how people play Scrabble. The daily evolution of the English language has altered the basic tools of the game, the words. Corporate exigencies have transformed the power structure that governs this little world. And the characters you are about to meet—myself included—have taken new steps on their Scrabble journeys.

But the essence of the game invented by an unassuming New York City architect in the 1930s remains timeless, and the devotion of the people who fall under its spell remains the same as when I researched and wrote this book: all-consumingly, terrifyingly, mesmerizingly, happily complete.

—Stefan Fatsis

February 2013


 Author’s Note

THE WORLD OF GAMES and the world of words are governed by their own sets of elaborate rules. This book is about one game, Scrabble, and the words used in playing that game. So it’s only natural that it has a few rules of its own, too.

First, a little background: Organized, competitive, tournament Scrabble differs from the game played at home. A twenty-three-page rule book governs everything from how to select tiles properly (the bag containing them must be held at eye level or higher) to what to do when a player needs to go to the bathroom during a game (a situation that just happens to fall under Rule II P). I’ve tried to make clear the rules and conventions of tournament play as they arise in the course of the narrative. One, however, bears mentioning up front: Competitive Scrabble is a one-on-one game. Casual games sometimes are played two-on-two or two-on-one, but there are never more than two “sides.”

The basic rules, however, are the same regardless of whether one is playing in a tournament or at the beach. The purpose is to make words. Players take turns making them. Points are totaled according to designations on the letters and on “premium” squares on the Scrabble board which double or triple the value of a letter or word. The back of the cover of the box from the first version manufactured in 1948 offers as good an explanation as any of the rules of the game. (If you already know how to play, feel free to skip ahead.)


 



	 Each player draws seven tiles and places them on his rack.

	The first player combines two or more of his letters to form a word and places it on the board to read either across or down with one letter on the center square. Diagonal words are not permitted.

	A player completes a turn by counting and announcing the score for the turn. He then draws as many new letters as he has played, thus always keeping seven letters on his rack.

	The second player, and then each in turn, adds one or more letters to those already played so as to form new words. All letters played in any one turn must be placed in one row across or down the board. They must form one complete word and if, at the same time, they touch other letters in adjacent rows, they must form complete words, crossword fashion, with all such letters. The player gets credit for all words formed or modified by his play.

	New words may be formed by:



 


a. Adding one or more letters to a word or letters already on the board.


b. Placing a word at right angles to a word already on the board. The new word must use one of the letters already on the board or must add a letter to it.


c. Placing a complete word parallel to a word already played so that adjoining letters also form complete words.


 



	The score for each turn is the sum of the score values of all the letters in each word formed or modified in the play plus the premium values resulting from placing letters on premium squares.

	When two or more words are formed in the same play, each is scored. The common letter is counted (with full premium values, if any) in the score for each word.

	Any player who plays all seven of his tiles in a single turn scores a premium of 50 points in addition to his regular score for the play.

	Play continues until all tiles have been drawn and one of the players has used all of the letters in his rack or until all possible plays have been made.




 


 The Scrabble board is a fifteen-by-fifteen grid. There are one hundred tiles in a set, ninety-eight letters and two blanks. For reference, the following tables denote the frequency of each tile in the set and their point values.

 


A-9


B-2


C-2


D-4


E-12


F-2


G-3


H-2


I-9


J-1


K-1


L-4


M-2


N-6


O-8


P-2


Q-1


R-6


S-4


T-6


U-4


V-2


W-2


X-1


Y-2


Z-1


Blanks-2


 


0 points: Blanks


1 point: A, E, I, L, N, O, R, S, T, U


2 points: D, G


3 points: B, C, M, P


4 points: F, H, V, W, Y


5 points: K


8 points: J, X

 
10 points: Q, Z


 


While it isn’t necessary to memorize the tile frequencies and point values in order to read this book—or to know anything at all about Scrabble, for that matter—there are a few important notes about the text itself:

 



	Letters, groups of letters, and words referred to in the context of the game are written in capital letters.

	Blanks are denoted by a question mark.

	Groups of letters are listed in alphabetical order, and the blank or blanks always go last. For instance, a rack containing the letters E, A, M, O, N, D, and a blank would be written as ADEMNO?.

	When a word includes a blank, the letter represented by the blank is written in lowercase. The tiles in the above example can be used to form eight seven-letter words, which would be written as AbDOMEN, ADENOMa (or aDENOMA, depending on whether the blank is designated as the first or last letter), AMiDONE, DAEMONs, MADrONE, MAsONED, MONADEs, and wOMANED.



 


I occasionally use diagrams to illustrate board positions. The four abbreviations on a diagram represent the premium squares. The abbreviations are DLS (double-letter score), DWS (double-word score), TLS (triple-letter score), and TWS (triple-word score). The center square, a star on the board, is a DWS. Here’s an example:

 [image: [Image]]


 


As in chess, Scrabble has a system for indicating the square on which a play starts, and sometimes I’ll refer to plays made according to that system. Here’s how it works. The position of a play is designated by the location of the first letter of the word. If the word is played horizontally, the designation starts with the number of the square on which the first letter falls. If the word is played vertically, the designation starts with the letter of the square. The notation for the two words in the diagram above are MADrONE 8D and MAYBE D8.

 


Finally, three symbols often mark words in the text: *, $, and #. The asterisk appears the most frequently. It indicates that a word is a ‘‘phony,’’ or unacceptable in Scrabble, like EMAIL* or LONGSHOT*. The other two symbols are used to differentiate between the separate word sources that govern Scrabble in North America and Great Britain. The dollar sign denotes a word acceptable only under North American rules, like MM$ or DREAMLIKE$, while the pound sign refers to a word acceptable only under British rules, like ZO# or DREAMBOAT#.

 However, I use the pound and dollar signs only when writing about international play, which combines the North American and British word sources. Otherwise, I follow the rules of North American play. For instance, the word QI is acceptable in Britain but not in North America. If that word were to appear in a discussion of a game played under North American rules, it would be written as QI*. But in sections of the book about international competition, it would be QI#.

Accordingly, I wrote Word Freak using the two North American word sources as my official references. The main book is the Official Tournament and Club Word List, which contains in list form without definitions or parts of speech all acceptable two- through nine-letter words plus their inflected forms. For base words longer than nine letters, the source is Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition. (The British word list is Official Scrabble Words, which is based on The Chambers Dictionary.)

Except for words that are capitalized, hyphenated, contracted, foreign, or part of a multiple-word phrase—the standards for the game—the words in this book between two and fifteen letters long are acceptable in Scrabble. A few, however, are not found in either reference source. For fun, I’ve listed them in an appendix at the end of the book.


 “Virtually everyone suffers from the deeply ingrained habit of considering language as a medium of communication.”


—DMITRI BORGMANN, Language on Vacation


 


“Without effort, he had learned English, French, Portuguese, Latin. I suspect, nevertheless, that he was not very capable of thought. To think is to forget a difference, to generalize, to abstract. In the overly replete world of Funes there were nothing but details, almost contiguous details.”


—JORGE LUIS BORGES, “Funes, the Memorious”


 


“Words, words, words. I’m so sick of words.”


—ELIZA DOOLITTLE, My Fair Lady



 1. The Park

THE COPS ARRIVE, as they always do, their Aegean blue NYPD cruiser bumping onto the sidewalk and into the northwest corner of Washington Square Park. There are no sirens or flashing lights, but the late-model Buick does emit a staccato bwip-bwip to signal to the public that business is at hand. The drug dealers usually shuffle away, perpetuating the cat-and-mouse game that occurs hourly in this six-acre plot of concrete, grass, dirt, and action in Greenwich Village. The druggies whisper, “Sense, smoke, sense, smoke,” as they have for twenty or thirty years, seemingly in tacit agreement with the cops to ply their trade as long as they do it quietly. But now, instead of allowing the dealers to scatter as they normally do, officers in short-sleeved summer uniforms, chests bulging from flak jackets, actually step out of the cruiser, grab a man, and slap on cuffs.

“What’s going on?” someone asks.

“They’re arresting a drug dealer.”

I don’t look up.

It is a hot, humid, windless Sunday afternoon in August 1997 in New York City, an asphalt-and-concrete circle of hell. The blacktop is thick with urban detritus—broken glass, bits of yellowed newspaper pages, stained paper coffee cups, dozens upon dozens of cigarette butts. In the southwest corner of the park, hustlers occupying the dozen or so stone tables attempt to lure the unsuspecting. “You need to play chess,” one of them announces. Tens and twenties are exchanged and surreptitiously pocketed with a glance over the shoulder. Not that the hustlers need worry; on the scale of petty crimes, board-game gambling ranks even below selling $10 bags of marijuana to New York University students. Around the fountain in the center of the park, hundreds gather to watch the street performer of the moment—the juggler, the magician, the guy with the trained monkey that jumps on the arm of a rube. On the south side, the dog people take refuge in their fenced-in, gravel-covered enclosure, where humans and animals eye one another cautiously before succumbing to the bond of their shared interests, dogs and other dogs, respectively. There is hair of all colors and styles, piercings and tattoos that would make Dennis Rodman blush, bikers and skaters and readers and sleepers and sunbathers, homeless and Hare Krishna, the constant murmur of crowd noise floating in the thick air.

 None of it matters.

 


I’ve already squandered points with consecutive low-scoring plays intended to ditch a few tiles in hopes of picking up better companions for the Q that fortunately, I think, has appeared on my rack. And I got them: a U, two E’s, an R, and an S. But the chess clock to my right taunts me like a grade school bully as it winds down from twenty-five minutes toward zero. I have these great letters, but no place to score a lot of points with them. It’s only the second time that I’ve played in Washington Square Park and, frankly, I’m intimidated.

My opponent is Diane Firstman, a fact I know only because she has handwritten and taped her name to the back of each of the standard-issue wooden racks that hold the game’s tiles. She is a six-foot-plus, physically awkward woman with short hair and glasses. She carries a clipboard with her personal scorecard—“Diane’s Score,” it is titled—which contains boxed areas to record her point totals and those of her opponent, each of the words they create, and all one hundred tiles. She marks off the letters as they are laid out in word combinations so she can keep track of what’s left in the plaid sack sitting next to the board.

Diane is an up-and-coming player at the Manhattan Scrabble Club, which meets Thursday nights at an old residence hotel in midtown. On her right wrist she wears a watch featuring the trademarked Scrabble logo. On her head is a crumpled San Diego Padres baseball cap, circa 1985. Without knowing, I imagine that excelling at Scrabble is a way for this thirty-something woman to shed whatever insecurities she might have. During a game, shed them she does. I have watched her play another novice, Chris, who chats during play. Among the Scrabble elite this habit might be a highly scorned mind-game tactic known as “coffeehousing,” but in this case it’s just friendly banter. Worse, Chris thinks out loud, and when her brain momentarily short-circuits and she questions Diane’s play of the word LEAFS, the retort comes quickly: “Duh! As in leafs through a book!” When Diane makes a particularly satisfying or high-scoring play, she struggles to stifle a smile, rocks her head from side to side, proudly (and loudly) announces her score, and smacks the chess clock with too much élan.

 I have made sure that Diane and the others who gather daily at the three picnic tables in this corner of the park know that I’m a newbie. When asked, I say that I’m just learning to play the game. Which in the strictest sense isn’t true. Everyone knows how to play Scrabble. Along with Monopoly, Candy Land, and a few other chestnuts, Scrabble is among the best-selling and most enduring games in the two-hundred-year history of the American toy industry. Hasbro Inc., which owns the rights to Scrabble in North America, sells well over a million sets a year. Around a hundred million sets have been sold worldwide since the game was first mass-produced in 1948. In some households, Scrabble is extricated from closets around the holidays as a way for families to kill time; in others, it’s a kitchen-table mainstay. Regardless, say the word “Scrabble” and everyone knows what you’re talking about: the game in which you make words.

But it’s much more than that. Before I discovered Washington Square Park, I was aware of the game’s wider cultural significance. Scrabble is one of those one-size-fits-all totems that pops up in movies, books, and the news. I once wrote an article that mentioned the Scrabble tournament that Michael Milken had organized in the white-collar prison where he did time for securities fraud. There’s the scene in the movie Foul Play in which one little old lady plays the word MOTHER and another extends it with FUCKERS. Mad magazine has regularly made fun of the game. (A 1973 feature on “magazines for neglected sports” included Scrabble Happenings: “My Wife Made XEROXED on a Triple ... So I Shot Her!”) Scrabble has appeared in The Simpsons and Seinfeld, the Robert Altman films 3 Women and Cookie’s Fortune, the Cary Grant snoozer The Grass Is Greener, and the seventies comedy Freebie and the Bean. In Rosemary’s Baby, Mia Farrow uses Scrabble tiles to figure out that the name of her friendly neighbor Roman Castevet anagrams to that of a witch named Steven Marcato.

 Rosie O’Donnell regularly talks about her Scrabble addiction. Higher brows love it, too. In a bit about mythical Florida tourist traps, Garrison Keillor lists the International Scrabble Hall of Fame. Charles Bukowski’s poem “pulled down shade” ends with the lines: “this fucking/Scotch is/great./let’s play/Scrabble.” Vladimir Nabokov, in his novel Ada, describes an old Russian game said to be a forerunner of Scrabble. The game is a cultural Zelig: a mockable emblem of Eisenhower-era family values, a stand-in for geekiness, a pastime so decidedly unhip that it’s hip. In places like the park, I’m learning, it also embodies the narcotic allure of strategic games and the beauty of the English language.

I have been dabbling in Scrabble since I was a teenager. There is a summer-vacation photo of my two older brothers playing with two older cousins; barred from their game, I—somewhat pathetically but what choice do I have, really?—am relegated to keeping score. Like many childhood snubs, this one haunts me into adulthood. In the last years of high school, I play late-night games with a friend on the next block, a couple of decent suburban kids listening to seventies rock and killing time before the next sports event or night of bar-and diner-hopping.

Around the same time, my brother Lampros gets hooked on the game. He is eight years my senior and mathematically inclined; he scored a perfect 800 on his SAT and taught me square roots when I was in the second grade. It’s the middle of the lost decade of his twenties, and Lamp is on a long-term plan to graduate from M.I.T. He’s got plenty of time on his hands, so when he and his journalism-student roommate pick up the game, he becomes obsessed. He masters the two- and three-letter words. He stays up all night reading the newly published Scrabble dictionary. The two play marathon sessions, and keep a running dime-a-point tally of their scores, which they apply against utility bills. I think them weird. And cool.


 But I’m never much intrigued until a girlfriend and I christen our blooming love with a travel set. We tote it to the Canadian Rockies and the Grand Tetons, to Greece and Turkey, to a ranch in Colorado and an adobe in Santa Fe, to Vermont ski chalets and Hamptons beach motels, where we play constantly, recording the date and place of each encounter. She presents me with a copy of the OSPD — The Official Scrabble Players Dictionary (first edition)—with the following inscription: “For consultation only. NO memorizing!” And though I abide her request regarding the dictionary, I win too often. “Why do you even want to play with me?” she asks after one especially lopsided contest, and my heart sinks as I realize that this refuge in what has become an otherwise imperfect life together is forever gone. When the time comes to divide our belongings, book and board are mine.

Panicking, I lay down the obvious QUEERS, aware somehow that I am doomed.

 


A good living room player. That’s what John D. Williams, Jr., had dubbed me, and if it sounds like a backhanded compliment, that’s because it is. From a storefront office on the eastern shore of Long Island, Williams runs the National Scrabble Association, the governing body of the game. Many top players, I learn, resent his authority, but he’s also partly responsible for the wild growth of tournament play in recent years. The NSA, which is independent of but funded predominantly by Hasbro, publishes a Scrabble newsletter received by about 10,000 people, keeps track of the ratings of some 2,300 active tournament players, sanctions 200 clubs, and oversees 150 tournaments a year, twice as many as a decade earlier. The national championship the previous summer had attracted 400 players. In a few months, Williams tells me, Hasbro and the NSA will host the world championships, with players from thirty countries, some of whom barely speak English.

I had proposed a game against Williams as a starting point for the quest I had hatched with friends on New Year’s Day: to become a competitive Scrabble player. Why? I couldn’t say exactly. I had read a recent Sports Illustrated story about the eccentric, apparently cutthroat world of competitive Scrabble and thought, I’ve played this game, I can do that. My newlywed friends Jonathan and Lynn Hock had been squaring off daily and would call to brag about seven-letter words and high-scoring contests. I joined them for occasional threehanded games, hoping that engaging in a cherished pastime from my old relationship would help me mourn its demise. In the aftermath of the breakup, I conveniently blew out a knee playing soccer and spent most of my nights in obsessive postsurgical rehab. But physical therapy was winding down. I needed something to do. I needed, horrors, a hobby.

 En route to Jon and Lynn’s Upper West Side apartment to ring in the new year with a few games, I stopped in a Barnes & Noble and bought every Scrabble-related book on the shelf, including (a mistake, I later learned) the third edition of the OSPD. To record the first step of my journey, we photographed the board. Weeks later, I called John Williams to propose a friendly game. My goal: to lose, and lose badly. After all, this was supposed to be a journey. Odysseus wandered around for ten years. Columbus’s crew nearly mutinied before he happened upon land. The Donner party starved in the mountains.

“You just might win,” Williams says as we sit down to play in his midtown hotel room.

“Yeah, right,” I reply, clinging to my script.

Williams plays CARED to open the game, scoring 22 points. I draw a bingo—a play using all seven of one’s tiles, worth an extra 50 points—on my first turn: LEAPING, which I place below the last two letters of CARED, forming EL and DE. “There you go,” Williams says, before pointing out that PEALING would have been worth more. But I am unaware that PE, which I could have made by placing the P above the E in CARED, is an acceptable word (it’s a Hebrew letter). After a few low-scoring turns for each of us, I lay down SQUIRE, and suddenly I’m ahead, 139–44. A few plays later, I throw down another bingo, RESIDUE, for 77, and my lead grows to 233–116.

“I will say you’re getting great tiles,” Williams remarks. It’s true, I already have pulled both blank tiles, three of the four precious S’s, the lone Q accompanied by a U, and a bunch of E’s and R’s. Still, I think, he could be a little more generous. But then Williams says, “Not only are you getting great tiles, you know what to do with them,” and I feel a touch guilty for my ungracious thought.


 I play LOGE for 13. He plays DICE for 27. I play ZEST for 41. Score: 287–140.

“I’m surprised you didn’t have a Y for ZESTY and a double-word score,” Williams cracks, gibing me for my good fortune. He passes his turn, trading in an I, O, R, and two U’s. Okay, so maybe I am getting good tiles. I play WIDTH on a triple-word score for 36. I play TAX on a triple-word score for 30. I finally do get that Y, and play YAM for 21: 391–202. FIT for 30, NO for 17. When it’s over, I have beaten the executive director of the National Scrabble Association, 457–277.

“Holy shit,” I remark, trying not to gloat.

“You’re not kidding,” Williams replies. “This may be the worst I’ve ever lost. I couldn’t manage my rack. It wasn’t happening.”

“By the way, that was my highest score ever.”

“Glad I could help.”

I ask Williams to assess my current ability, and my potential.

“You’re probably like an eleven hundred player,” he says. Player ratings in Scrabble are based on the Elo system for rating chess tournaments and range from 500 at the bottom to over 2000 at the top. “You could be a twelve hundred player. It’s hard to tell after one game. Your strategy is sound. Clearly, you’re a good living room player.”

Humph. Surely, I think, I’m better than that.

A few weeks later, we stage a rematch. I lose, 502–291.

 


By the time of my first game against Diane, I have been watching the parkies for three weeks. During my first visit, I sit on a concrete wall behind the forest green picnic tables where the parkies play and I observe. During my second visit, I wait for an invitation to a game, and when I get one, I lose, but just barely, to a regular named Herb. My third summer weekend in Washington Square, the parkies begin to recognize me, asking my name again and how much I play. “Just learning the game,” I demur, tossing off the deliberately self-effacing line that is becoming my mantra. I ask how often there is a game. “Weekends,” says Herb. “For those who have day jobs, that is. Those who don’t...” His voice trails off. “They’re here every day.”

Always, the same faces are huddled over the banged-up rotating boards, and everyone smokes. There’s a well-built African-American guy with doe eyes and salt-and-pepper hair named Alan Williams, a general contractor who takes long drags and ponders his moves for long stretches. A regular opponent of his is Aldo Cardia, who is always dressed in black slacks and a white shirt because he runs a local restaurant. Aldo rides over on a three-speed bicycle, Scrabble board, clock, and dictionary stowed in a front basket. An excellent bridge player, Aldo spent a full winter studying words before getting behind a board in the park and now is a top player here. I meet Joe Simpson, a curmudgeonly African-American World War II veteran usually dressed in a beret and army fatigues. There’s a woman with blue nail polish who’s loudly kibitzing other people’s games. There’s Steve Pfeiffer, whose name I learn because it is spelled out in Scrabble tiles glued to the back of a double-long rack. Pfeiffer is a New York Scrabble legend who played in the first sanctioned tournaments back in the mid-1970s. He’s topless, with a blue windbreaker covering his legs. Pfeiffer is playing another expert-level player, Matthew Laufer, who also has doffed his shirt in the heat, exposing an ample gut and underwear protruding from the rear of his pants. Matthew seems to have a predilection toward random proclamations about Scrabble, language, or virtually any other subject. Matthew tells me he is a poet.

 “You know, you’re better off with one E than two E’s,” he says. “And you’re better off with one S than two S’s.”

I make a list of some of the words laid out on the boards: LEZ, GOBO, VOGIE, TAOS, FOVEAL, GUID, MOKE, JEREED, LEVANTER, ZAYIN, GLAIVES, SHELTIE, DOVENED, CAVIE. They all are alien to me. And as for my beloved Q, I learn that it is a Trojan horse. Sure, it and the Z are the only tiles worth 10 points, but clinging to the Q for too long in hopes of a big score, as I did against Diane, prevents you from drawing letters that offer a fresh chance for a bingo. A lingering Q is like an unwanted houseguest, gnawing on your nerves, consuming your attentions, refusing to take the hint and get lost. I’ve let the visitor raid the refrigerator, plop his feet on the coffee table, and channel-surf.

Even the least accomplished competitive players memorize all of the acceptable Q words that don’t require a U (there are ten, plus their plurals), with QAT the most frequently played. But, novice that I am, I pass up QAT as too skimpy for my precious high-scoring letter, hoping instead that randomly plucking tiles from the bag will lead to the kind of play that would move Diane to whack the clock and announce her score with smug self-satisfaction. QUEERS isn’t it. It is worth too few points to have justified inaction for so long. (In competitive Scrabble, each player has twenty-five minutes to complete a game; “go over” on time and you are penalized 10 points per minute.) It is the result of ineptitude, and of desperation. Desperate Scrabble players normally lose.

 And I do. The Q play unnerves me. Diane turns a tight game in which we trade bingos on our second turns (she KINDLING, me RESOUNDS) into a rout. For good measure, she ends the game with another bingo, REDIRECTS. “Eighty-six,” she chirps. Whack. Final score: 429–291.

Oh, well, I think, I’m just learning the game.

On my subway rides back and forth to the park, I study a list of the ninety-seven two-letter words and nearly one thousand three-letter words which John Williams had given me. I see a license plate and wonder whether KEW is a word. (It isn’t.) I see the Yankees pitcher Graeme Lloyd’s name on the TV screen and anagram it: MEAGER DOLLY. I learn the U-less Q words. I lose to Diane three more times in the park. I make notes: “1. Need to learn my threes. Some doubts on twos during game. 2. Clock—over on all three games. 3. Feel pressure when game close. 4. Diane not so obnoxious.”

And after a few weeks in the park, I realize I have made a small impression. Matthew, the poet, says while I play Diane, “This guy could be dangerous.” I’m not sure if it’s praise or sarcasm, whether I’m viewed as fresh meat or a potential player. But I’ll take it. Diane and the others invite me to the Thursday-night games at the midtown hotel.

The beginners, someone notes, gather at 5:30.


 2. The Best

MATT GRAHAM is popping pills.

It’s unclear which ones he’s downing at precisely this moment, but the possibilities seem endless. Plastic containers are scattered on the end tables, on the desk, next to the television, inside drawers. Zinc. Caffeine. Glucose. Glycine. L-phenylalanine. Pyroglutanic acid. Taurine. Tyrosine. Next to the sink, atop the toilet tank, spread across the bed. On a five-by-seven index card, Graham has written in one column the names of twenty pills to be taken in the morning on an empty stomach; in another column, he has listed seventeen more to be downed with breakfast. NADH. Glutamine. Herb for Men. Mega Mind. Gotu kola. Potassium.

Graham squeezes a few drops of DMAE-H3 into a glass of cranberry-orange-flavored Blast Off II, a powdered amino-acid concoction containing twenty-one vitamins and minerals—and, more to the point, eighty milligrams of caffeine—per serving. The label reads: “Excessive consumption of tyrosine or phenylalanine may cause symptoms of excessive stimulation such as tremors, rapid heartbeat, irritability, or insomnia.”

“This stuff,” Graham announces, “turned me around more than anything else.”

We are in Washington, D.C., in Room 611 of the gilt- and marble-adorned Mayflower Hotel, where every president since Herbert Hoover has held an inauguration party. It’s 7:55 A.M. on a cold Monday in late November 1997, and the tyrosine is kicking in. In precisely sixtyfive minutes Graham will play a best-of-five-games match against Joel Sherman to determine the world Scrabble champion. Six feet tall, with a buzz cut on a long, narrow head that is dominated by wide, energetic eyes, Graham is a thirty-two-year-old standup comedian who wears unbuttoned flannel shirts over old T-shirts; droopy, tattered jeans; and high-top Nike basketball sneakers. He talks rapidly, his mind racing ahead of his thoughts. He refuses to see an orthopedist about a damaged knee that sometimes leaves him hobbling in pain. He doesn’t sleep much, doesn’t eat much, and doesn’t relax much, certainly not on this morning. The pills, of course, have something to do with it; if they drug-tested in Scrabble, Matt Graham would be banned for life.

 The hotel room reflects the man. Housekeeping has left a voicemail message apologizing for not making the bed or cleaning the bathroom, but the maid was afraid to touch anything. There are copies of Sports Illustrated and Playboy’s Nudes. Myriad cassette tapes are scattered across the bed: Indigo Girls. Bad Religion. R.E.M. The Pro-claimers. Super Hits of the ’70s, Volume 10. There’s a fading photograph of Graham’s grandmother, a computer mouse pad in the shape of a Shar-Pei (“It’s a lucky charm,” he says), a red and white stocking cap, and pens with smiley faces on one end. More bottles: Ginseng. Lipoic acid. Ashwagandha. Healthy Greens. Coenzyme Q. Pygeum, a prostate drug promising “Natural Health Care for Men Over 50.” Suphedrine. Herbal Formula for Men. (“The reason I take this is it’s got ma huang, which is ephedrine, which is a stimulant,” Graham says, as if there were any doubt.)

There are index cards plastered with obscure words. A Cookie Monster doll. A copy of the December 1993 issue of a Scrabble newsletter called Medleys which includes an article about that year’s world championships titled “On Crowns and Clowns.” The piece takes a potshot at Graham, who was then just emerging on the Scrabble scene but qualified for the event in New York nonetheless. “We sent a few of our best—and a few comedians,” the article notes. “I brought it for inspiration,” Graham says. “A lot of petty fuckers in this game.” And there are the stuffed animals: the bear, the gorilla, the lucky manatee. Graham won’t play without the lucky manatee.

All of it—the junk, the souvenirs, the “smart drugs” he ingests like a bird pecking from a feeder—has one purpose: to help Matt Graham win, to beat not only Joel Sherman but everyone who resents the fact that he doesn’t study as obsessively as they do, that he is an outsider in an insider’s game, that he doesn’t join in the rabid on-line discussion groups or perform in the annual talent show at the Atlantic City tournament or show up for the Thursday-night sessions at the Manhattan club.

 “Different breed of cat,” says Marlon Hill, one of Graham’s few friends on the competitive Scrabble circuit, an African-American guy from inner-city Baltimore and an expert himself, who is helping Graham prepare for the championship match. “Fucking alien.”

 


Might as well be a UFO convention. The Scrabble tournament scene, it turns out—and I’m shocked, shocked —isn’t the most highly functional subculture around. “We’re dealing with some borderline pathology here,” Charlie Southwell, a former highly ranked player who is directing the World Scrabble Championship, says as he surveys the hotel ballroom where eighty top players are competing.

My limited exposure in Washington Square Park has prepared me well. I arrive on the third day of the four-day tournament and, as a journalist, am given free roaming rights on the playing-room floor. Southwell and John Williams, who has invited me to attend, point out the exotic mammals in their natural habitats. There’s Adam Logan, a red-bearded, mathematics doctoral student at Harvard, padding around in short pants and holey socks, his hands pulled inside his shirtsleeves like a shy schoolgirl. There’s Bob Felt, a former national champion, notorious for his rambling monologues about long-forgotten games and his slovenly appearance; at this moment his fly is open. There’s Joel Sherman, who calls himself a professional Scrabble player. He lives in the Bronx with his brother and father and hasn’t worked in years, ostensibly because of a Merck Manual’s worth of physical disorders; his most notorious is a volcanic gut that has earned him the nickname G.I. Joel, as in gastrointestinal. There’s Joe Edley, who in addition to being a two-time national champion is associate director of the National Scrabble Association and perceived as arrogant by his peers. When I first encounter Edley, he is lecturing Felt for messing up the score of their game, a fact that went uncorrected and has affected the pairings for the next round of play. Overhearing the exchange, an expert-level American woman not participating in the event mutters about Edley, “Busy, busy, busy. He plays. He administrates. Prick.”

 Graham started the tournament with a 2–4 record, but by the time I arrive he has reeled off ten straight wins, a feat unmatched in the history of the Worlds, and one of the greatest pressure-packed streaks ever. When I first glimpse Matt, he is wearing a Walkman, inhaling nose spray, and swallowing a handful of unidentified pills. Then he sits down to play Joel, who extracts a piece of pita bread from a mug of water and eats it. Matt whips him by a score of 576327 to improve to 13–4. “He might run the table,” says Marlon Hill, who seems to be president of the Matt Graham Fan Club. “It’s like DiMaggio’s fifty-six.”

Joel has a different perspective. “Matt just got every fucking thing in the world,” he says. “That game probably cost me twenty-five thousand. Somehow it always goes this way. I always get blown out in the key game. He just played EGOTISE# in the last game on the second play. This time he did it for twenty points more.” Joel belches. It’s his stomach talking. He can’t control it.

Matt wins his next game, and the one after that. Thirteen straight wins. Two to go. The top two finishers will play in the finals. Matt, Joel, and Edley are in the strongest position to advance. First prize is $25,000. Second prize is $10,000. It’s not the World Series of Poker, where the winner takes home $1 million, but to these players it’s not small change, either. “I owe my mom ten thousand or she’s going to throw me out of my apartment,” Matt says. “I’m maxed on one of her credit cards for twenty thousand.” Standup comedy, which Matt does part-time when he isn’t studying words or playing games, is not a lucrative vocation, and neither is Scrabble.

In the hallway between rounds, the players and spectators—which include a number of top American experts who didn’t qualify for the event—gather to pore over the results and swap stories about great plays or tricky board positions. I listen attentively, struggling to understand the Scrabble argot. Even more than I was in the park, I’m amazed by the words I’m seeing played, and there’s a reason: British Scrabble has a more expansive word source than does Scrabble in North America, an additional thirty thousand or so two- through eight-letter words above the one hundred thousand in the OSPD. At the Worlds, words found in both the OSPD and the British word source, Official Scrabble Words, or OSW, are acceptable. (Play using both word sources is known as SOWPODS, a pronounceable combination of OSPD and OSW.) “Ours or theirs?” is a commonly asked question, meaning, Is that word in our (the North American) or their (the British) dictionary?

 I came looking for a story, and I found one. I came wondering whether this world was interesting enough to write about, and I wasn’t disappointed. But I didn’t expect to get so absorbed so quickly. I’m blown away by the plays—HAFTAROT$, NITCHIE$, OXTERING#, RATICIDE$, ANGIOMAS. I’m drawn to the intense concentration and complex banter. After losing to Matt, Joel, a balding, sunken-eyed thirty-five-year-old, is kneeling on his chair hovering over the board. “Oh, shit. OUTEDGES# is good,” he says. “I could have bingoed instead of playing UDO. I could have been in the game, darn it. I could have bingoed right through the G.” “Oh, Jesus Christ,” he says a bit later. “I missed FILARIID$. That’s bad. That’s disgraceful. There’s no reason I shouldn’t have spotted that. I was just making incredibly stupid plays.” He’s suffering, I think, he’s really suffering.

By the time I observe my third game in the room, I’m running scores to a woman who is posting the results on a Web site. I’m hanging on the results. The park felt casual, an intellectual challenge more than a competitive one. But this—the money, the tension, the pressure, the egos, the pride, the prestige. This isn’t just about playing a board game. This is about skill and achievement and self-worth.

Standing at the front of the playing room, rapt with wonder, I think: I want to be able to do what they do. I want to be one of these people.

 


Matt Graham has never beaten Joe Edley in a tournament, and now he faces him in the twentieth game of the twenty-one-game event. If Matt wins, Edley is out of contention for the finals.

“He get to eliminate you,” the Fila-wearing, trash-talking Marlon Hill says to Edley.

“No, actually I have a good record against Matt,” Edley replies.

“That mean he due,” Marlon says.

But he don’t. Joe beats Matt, but not without controversy: Matt accuses Joe of coffeehousing. “I opened with QUINOA, and he says, ‘That’s a good sign—for me,’” Matt relates after the game. “Then on the second play, I play ZINCKES*, and he says, ‘Well, that looks like a good sign—for you.’” Matt says Joe made the remark before Matt had hit his clock, ending his turn. And once he did, Joe challenged the word, which was indeed a “phony,” costing Matt his turn. “Just to screw with me. It’s an absolute absurdity that it continues. He makes the rules. And he violates all the principles of etiquette. He doesn’t shut his mouth.”

 “Yeah, he’s outrageous,” Bob Felt concurs.

“I don’t think it disrupted my play a lot, but it made me more conservative,” Matt says. “It upset me. I’m concerned about getting into the finals. It’s weird. Other people’s coffeehousing doesn’t bother me that much. But him, because of his position...”

Matt stalks off, donning his Walkman and heading to his room between games. He has a 15–5 record and has to play Edley, who is 14–6, again in the next round. Edley still can advance to the finals, but he needs to win by 138 or more points to do so. (Ties between players with the same record are broken based on “spread,” the difference between the total number of points scored by a player during an entire tournament and the total number of points allowed. Joe needs to score 138 points more than Matt in order for his spread to exceed Matt’s.) Joel Sherman, who rebounded from two losses to Matt, can clinch a spot with a win over a teenager from Bahrain. Matt won’t let the previous game go. “I’m just so outraged. And he knows I’m an emotional player.”

Edley is a master of calm who meditates and practices tai chi chuan before games. His unflappable behavior is easily perceived as arrogant detachment, or, as by Matt, psychological arson. Matt is so tightly wound that Edley’s mere presence seems to unnerve him. Now Edley is staring at the table, breathing deeply, barely even blinking. He takes a quick lead, but Matt stays close. I don’t know most of the words they are playing: ELOINERS, REZ#, NONSOLAR. I check on G.I. Joel’s game.

“Any idea what’s going on there?” Jan Dixon, one of the top American women players, who is spectating, asks me.

“Joel’s kicking ass,” I report.

“Good,” Jan says. “Because I think Edley could pull this one out and still not make it.”


 Edley wins by 99. Not enough. The players shake hands, all slights momentarily forgotten in a display of sportsmanship. Matt will play G.I. Joel in the finals the next morning.

 


I meet Joel in his room late that night. My Scrabble-playing friend Jon is shooting film for a possible documentary, and Joel is a willing subject. He’s been down this road before, posing in Sports Illustrated on the edge of a bathtub in his BVDs, reading a word-list book. Joel apparently likes flaunting his idiosyncrasies. And I don’t get the sense he’s acting. For our encounter, he’s wearing mismatched striped flannel pajamas—a red, white, and blue top with a gray, white, and maroon bottom. He rips down the bedcovers and stuffs a blanket in the closet, then climbs in bed and reads a dictionary while Jon stands on the mattress to get an overhead shot. An inhaler rests on an end table, asthma being one of Joel’s ailments.

Joel tells us about his life. How he mostly just plays Scrabble, having opted out of the working world because he was physically unable to sustain his job. How he sleeps but four hours a night. How he figures he’s going to win.

“This is definitely the biggest deal he’s ever had in Scrabble,” Joel says of Matt. “Although we’ve expected him to reach this level. But I can’t imagine he’s going to win five in a row from me. I don’t know anybody who’s capable of beating me five in a row head to head.”

Joel has another thought, about being awarded the first-place trophy, a silver cup. “I hope I can lift it,” he says. “I’m kind of a weakling.”

 


For his prefinals dinner, Joel wore a suit and tie, tucking his napkin into his collar, and splurged on lamb chops in the hotel dining room. Matt had one and a half beers and a bag of chips. He’s skipping breakfast but will have a couple of MET-Rx energy performance bars. And, of course, the regimen of pills.

“I can be a little haphazard as my own pharmacist once in a while,” Matt tells me as he prepares on the morning of the finale. “But I try not to take anything that would contraindicate.

“I used to be heavy into protein, but now I find that carbs are better. While they won’t make me super sharp in the first game, they’ll help in the fifth game.”


 Because he snores, Marlon slept on the floor of the hotel-room closet so as not to disturb Matt. They fight like a codependent couple, but Matt considers Marlon a lucky roommate.

Matt sits on the edge of the bed eating a peanut butter MET-Rx bar. “I think I might need some Claritin,” he says.

Marlon had unnerved Matt by saying that another player was giving Matt a funny look after one of the games against Edley. Matt suddenly remembers his anger, and launches in on Marlon. “I need to know who gave me a funny look,” he says. “No one,” Marlon replies, knowing it’s no time to freak out his nervous friend even more. “Then shut up, asshole,” Matt says.

Marlon lets it drop. Before we head downstairs, Marlon helps Matt conduct a final inventory.

“What do I need when I play?” Matt asks rhetorically.

“You got your cow?”

Matt nods and races off down the hall, hauling his bag of supplies—manatee, stress ball, smart-drug concoction, distilled water, lucky pencil, clipboard.

“He just said, ‘Shut up, asshole,’” Marlon says to me. “Crush him like a fucking bug. Most high-strung guy. I stay friends with him because I don’t have many friends. We share this in common.”

 


The finals are staged in a small room outfitted with camera equipment so the games can be televised on closed circuit to the rest of the players, who gather in the main playing room. It’s an elaborate production: a camera suspended over the board, others trained on Matt and Joel, others on their racks. In the hallway before play starts, Matt proposes to Joel that they split the prize money—$20,000 to the winner, $15,000 to the loser. Joel refuses. He combs his hair, puts on a gray sweatshirt that says G.I. JOEL on it, and stretches in a corner. He kicks his left leg up toward an outstretched hand, stumbles, then kicks the right one. He stretches his arms overhead. He burps. He pulls one leg back.

“Suddenly he’s Joe Edley,” Matt cracks.

Matt goes first and plays FUSTIAN, a cotton fabric. Joel plays DJIN. Matt plays MiSTHrOW$, using both blanks. Joel plays TORNADIC. In the playing hall, England’s Mark Nyman, a former world champion who is doing play-by-play commentary, notes the possibility of extending FUSTIAN to RUMFUSTIAN#, a drink containing port or sherry mixed with hot water and spices. These guys are scary.

 As the game progresses, the tight board prevents Joel from making a comeback. “Apparently there’s a blockage problem,” Nyman says. “Usually when there’s a blockage problem it refers to G.I. Joel.”

Matt wins the first game. He bounces out to a lead in the second, and his spokesman, Marlon, is shouting, “World champ.” But Matt misses a play the other experts spot—BOWNED#—and Joel ekes out a win. He does the same in the third game, and the crowd boos when Matt misses a big score with the common word BERTH and plays HERB instead. “I just missed it,” he says afterward. “Maybe I need more coffee.”

Before the fourth game, Joel suddenly tears down the hallway.

“He does that all the time,” John Williams tells me when I express concern. “Bathroom.”

Upon returning, Joel announces, “I just want to warn everyone in the room during the next game that the reason I’m called G.I. Joel will become evident.”

Matt ingests more caffeine. Joel belches.

Joel jumps out to a 304–218 lead—a respectable final total in most living room games—and Matt needs to score big before Joel shuts down the board, that is, closes off the places where Matt can bingo. So he takes a risk on an iffy word, laying down FLEXERS for 101 points.

“I want to check,” Joel says, challenging the play. (Under the so-called “free challenge” rule used in international competition, a player who challenges a word that turns out to be acceptable isn’t penalized with a loss of turn, as under North American rules.)

“I hope it’s good,” Matt says. “There’s an understatement.”

It’s not, and Joel plays defense. After a few more turns, it’s clear that Matt doesn’t have a chance, especially when he draws a rack consisting of the letters DLPRSTV.

 


Joel looks as if he would topple in a light breeze.

He gets a standing ovation from his peers. He manages to hoist the small, silver cup over his head and accepts a giant cardboard check for $25,000. Joel delivers a five-minute acceptance speech, thanking dozens of people, a list so long that other players are laughing and hooting for him to stop. Finally, he does.

 “I want to thank the late Alfred Butts for creating this game,” Joel finishes. “Without it I don’t know where I’d be.”

I ride the elevator with Joel back to his room. He literally bounces off one of the walls. “Whooooo!”

“I know I’m not the brightest guy out there. There are a lot of geniuses in the room,” Joel says. “Here’s something that even a lazy, good-for-nothing bum can accomplish if he’s got a little common sense.”

Joel jams his crumpled clothing and his word books and his medicines into a hard-paneled suitcase. He had packed several ties in case he won, as the champion would get billeted at a fancy Manhattan hotel that night and appear on Good Morning America the following day.

“It’s the only thing I’ve ever put a lot of hard work into,” Joel says. “When I can prove that my approach to the game is just as good as their approach—my concentration on strategy as opposed to their concentration on rote dictionary memorization—it elevates my selfesteem. It’s the one thing I’m really good at, and if I can’t accomplish something in this field, it’s unlikely I’ll accomplish something in any other field.

“So this basically validates my existence.” He pauses. “I’m not kidding.”


 3. Unrated

THE ALLERTON HOTEL FOR WOMEN opened in the 1920s at the corner of East 57th Street and Lexington Avenue as a single-room-occupancy residential hotel for young ladies of proper breeding embarking on careers in postwar New York. For decades it boasted a lobby adorned with a white marble staircase, a grand piano, and elevator maids in white gloves. When I first visit, the lobby is dingy, the paint peeling, the elevators slow or broken. Not a white glove in the place.

This is where the Manhattan Scrabble Club meets, on the second floor, in space rented from the old-line Beverly Bridge Club. Inside the Scrabble room on this Sunday afternoon, Susi Tiekert is playing solitaire on a computer between cigarette breaks. Along with her husband, Ron, who is one of the game’s all-time greats, Susi runs Scrabble Club No. 56, and I’ve decided to join a one-day, six-game tournament (entry fee: $25) that they are staging the following weekend. The park games have ended with the colder weather, and I’ve been playing alone on a Turkish rug on the living room floor of my one-bedroom Brooklyn apartment late at night after work. I don’t feel ready to play in a tournament; I still haven’t memorized the three-letter words. Susi is a big confidence-booster.

“Even if you study you could lose every game,” she says. Susi has a gravelly Noo Yawk voice she wields like a blunt object. “Or it could happen immediately. You get lucky with the tiles and have an idiot opponent.” She recalls the story of one such woman who started off with an expert-level rating. “We've seen her play for many, many years, and she stinks.”

 Susi explains that I'll enter the tournament with no rating and compete in the novice division, where the ratings cutoff is 1200. From 1200 to 1700, she says, is the intermediate division. (The unofficial designation of “expert” is 1600, but division breaks at tournaments vary according to the number of players and the director’s discretion.) Above 1700 is the expert division. Susi says it took her three frustrating years to climb out of novice and eight more to get out of intermediate. “You get the hell out of that division and move to a better board,” Susi says of the beginner group. “These people have no respect for the board whatsoever. I can’t tell you the dumb things they do that bring tears to your eyes. They can fuck up the board and it’s terrible. It’s like Kafka.”

Call me Franz. A week later, as nervous as a kindergartener on the first day of school, I make a mockery of the board. I know that I don’t know the three-letter words, which are crucial to scoring well, but I think everyone else does; when I guess and play EXO*, my opponent immediately challenges it off. I lose the first three games but salvage the final three, including a small-consolation-department victory over a junior high school kid. Yippee.

Still, I'm exhilarated. I love the prematch suspense and the clocks and the rattling tiles and the in-game tension. In the park, the judgments are harsher but less final. Here, a loss matters for reasons beyond credibility and acceptance in the park clique. In the end I will be judged on paper, with a rating, which will be entered into a computer and listed with thousands of others for all to see. That rating will define me.

I do learn one lesson that day. Walking to the subway with Matt Graham, who won four out of six games, I complain about one loss in which my opponent drew all eleven power tiles—the two blanks, the four S’s, and J, K, Q, X, and Z. “Don’t ever let me hear you whine about not getting tiles,” Matt says. Luck, if it exists at all, is part of the game; sometimes you get it, sometimes you don't. Worrying about it won’t make you a better player. And complaining about it won’t make you a more serious player.

This journey is going to take time. A few weeks later, my inaugural rating arrives in the mail from the National Scrabble Association. A cross-table lists every player in the tournament, ranked by division and order of finish. I flip over the sheet of paper to find the results of Division 3. I scan the first column until I find my name. There it is, in sixteenth place, out of twenty-eight. Under the header “Old Rating,” there’s a zero. Then come the game-by-game results. Then the total number of wins. Finally, in the far-right column: “New Rating.” I run my finger across the page and see it: 761.

 


 Scrabble isn’t like any of the other thinking-person’s board games, for one reason: Someone owns it. Chess and backgammon, which have been played and studied for centuries, are nonproprietary. Anyone can make a copy. As such, there’s a sort of theoretical purity about them, as if they were handed down from the gods for humankind’s analysis and bemusement.

There are more than two dozen legends associated with the invention of chess, from patricide to war to diversion from war to intellectual struggle to mater dolorosa, or the grieving mother. In many stories, chess is linked with backgammon, which was invented earlier, probably as an outgrowth of the ancient Indian game pachisi. In the battle between intellect (chess) and chance (backgammon), chess won out among the ancient elite. According to one Muslim scholar, backgammon was all about fate. “The player,” he wrote, “when the chances are favorable, secures what he wants; but the ready and prudent man cannot succeed in gain what a happy chance has given to the other.” After its invention, chess supplanted backgammon as the kings’ game of choice because “in this game skill always succeeds against ignorance.”

Scrabble hardly has a romantic or mythic history. The game was invented by an unemployed, young New York architect named Alfred Mosher Butts during the Depression. The timing was right. A new game, one of skill and chance, Butts figured, would be a welcome diversion for down-on-their-luck Americans like the inventor himself. He tinkered with the game for years, but never was able to generate interest from the game companies. Eventually, Butts cut a deal with an aspiring businessman named James Brunot. Brunot made the sets in a small factory in rural Connecticut, but when Scrabble took off in the early 1950s, he handed over production and marketing to Selchow & Righter Co. That company acquired the game outright when Brunot decided to retire about twenty years later. Scrabble was passed on to Coleco Industries Inc. in the mid-1980s, when Selchow & Righter went out of business. Hasbro acquired it out of bankruptcy court when Coleco went belly up a few years later.

 No medieval intrigue or philosophical heft there. Just a twentieth-century American business story. But Scrabble isn’t Battleship or Monopoly, either. The National Scrabble Association’s player ratings list contains the names of about seven thousand current or former tournament players, twenty-three hundred of whom have played in a tournament in the past year. That may not sound like a lot, particularly compared to the United States Chess Federation, which claims eighty thousand members, and I quickly meet devoted Scrabble players who insist that with more money, better organization, or a dictionary that didn’t include so many strange or obsolete words, the ranks of the initiated would be far fatter. Regardless, it’s more people than gather formally to play any other packaged board game, by far, and more than any other mind game besides poker, bridge, and chess.

I have never been a serious games player—never attended a club, played on a school chess team, or read a strategy book—but I dabbled in the classics. Along with millions of other Americans, I watched the Bobby Fischer–Boris Spassky chess match on public television in 1972. I can still visualize the giant cardboard pieces that the commentator Shelby Lyman would affix to the giant chessboard after each move in this match between two eccentrics representing capitalism and Communism. Lampros and I would record the moves on the chessboard in our living room, and for a time we would play. I was nine, he was seventeen. I never won a game. The problem was that I never learned to “see” the board, to visualize the next series of moves and aggregate the spatial relationship among the pieces. Backgammon, though, I could play. Summers on the Greek island of Chios, where my father was born, passed with endless sessions of the game in three variant forms—standard backgammon, plakoto (Greek backgammon), and moultezimi (Turkish backgammon). I recall sitting in the coffee shop in the central square of the ancestral village eating sweets and beating local men sixty years my senior. I never analyzed the mathematics or probabilities. I just grasped the game intuitively. I played, and won.

 Observing the parkies and the Worlds, and now playing in a tournament, I was learning that Scrabble offered some of the best of both games. Chess has a catalogue of hundreds of standard sequences that have to be memorized; Scrabble has the words. Chess has its 64 alternating black-and-white squares; Scrabble has its 225 multicolored squares. Backgammon has the roll of the dice; Scrabble has the drawing of new tiles. All of them share a critical aspect of game theory: battling for control of a board in an effort to subjugate an opponent.

I don’t have a clue, though, about how intricate the battle can be. I play and play at the Beverly, and lose and lose. To get the hell out of that division and move to a better board, as Susi so delicately advised, would take work. I would have to study thousands of words, learn fundamental techniques like rack balancing (maintaining a healthy balance between vowels and consonants) and rack management (knowing which letters to dump and which to keep), and understand board-game strategy. In short, I’d have to take the game seriously. And while I've always been competent at most skill-based pursuits—from playing soccer and the clarinet to completing New York Times crossword puzzles—I’ve never been exceptional at, or exceptionally dedicated to, anything. I've lacked inner drive and the killer instinct; while I love competition, I usually expect to lose.

Still, what was missing as a child in chess and other pursuits surely, I think, can be manufactured as an adult. The skill component of the game, learning the words, should be a snap, I figure, because I already love language; and the chance component, the hope of drawing seven magical tiles from the bag, is inherently seductive. In Scrabble, like poker, you can bluff, a maneuver for which I also discover an affinity. I sneak SPENDFUL* past another novice at the club one Sunday afternoon and correctly guess that TRIAGED is a real word. “Nice find. That was added with the last dictionary update,” Ron Tiekert, who won the national championship in 1985, tells me. And in Scrabble you can get lucky: I nearly beat Ron in that game, and the same day nearly beat another former national champion, Rita Norr, who won in 1987.

There is one more attraction: That 761 makes me about two thousandth of the twenty-three hundred active players. Surely I can do better than that.

 


 In a bland hotel meeting room just off Interstate 84 in Danbury, Connecticut, shortly after midnight, G.I. Joel is showing Marlon Hill a stack of snapshots from his recent trip to Bangkok, where he won first place and $5,000 (in local currency) in a major international Scrabble tournament. Scrabble is popular in Southeast Asia, even among people for whom English is a second language, after Thai or Tagalog, and the prize money is more generous there than in the States, so Joel travels. After his recent world championship, Joel is on a roll. These last three months have been the most esteem-building of his life, and for all of his frumpy sadness, Joel is reveling in his success. Here’s Joel with the tournament director in Thailand. Here he is with a woman who played a zitherlike instrument at a reception. Here he is at the royal palace. Here he is lying on his Bangkok hotel bed after the awards ceremony, a pile of baht scattered around him. As Joel shows Marlon the pictures, I notice that he’s wearing his nametag from the Thai tournament, which bears the logo of a sponsor, a chicken company named Brand’s.

Marlon politely looks at the photos, then the talk turns to the tournament at hand, the Eastern Championships, which start the next day. “I’m a knock your ass out in the morning,” Marlon says. He plays Joel first thing. Someone makes fun of Marlon’s speech. “What?” Marlon says, dropping the T. “We all speaking the Queen’s English?”

It’s my first big tournament. Four divisions. One hundred fifteen players. Four days and twenty games of Scrabble. Players greet one another like long-lost friends as they stumble around the hotel lobby toting too much luggage for a three-day trip. They carefully inspect the goody bags the local tourist board has prepared. They confusedly look for their rooms. They make silly demands of the hotel staff. They are, in short, typical American hotel guests, yet they also bear custom Scrabble boards—heavy wooden ones, ultralight plastic ones on lazy Susans, boards adorned with drawings or names or sports team logos, some stashed in expensive cymbal cases to protect against wear and tear—and $150 digital clocks and multicolored plastic Protiles and magnetized tile picker-uppers to clear the board and mesh bags straight out of Martha Stewart into which to dump a boardful of letters.

 Players wear nametags crafted from wooden Scrabble letters, and T-shirts with slogans like SCRABBLE PLAYERS DO IT ON THE TILES. A tall thin player in electric blue drawstring pants hiked up past his navel and a tie-dyed tank top zips into the playing room carrying a fancy wooden board as a waiter would, with two sets of tiles arranged on the squares. I secretly hope he trips, just to see what two hundred flying tiles looks like.

My rating is now 779. A month earlier, I played in a one-day event at a cheap motel hard by Exit 48 of the Long Island Expressway. In the lowest division, I posted a 4–3 record, including a loss to a fourteen-year-old whose doting parents hovered over him between games as if he were a child actor at an audition. At the Beverly, I can't win a game unless it's against a newer newbie than I. I drop six in a row to Diane from the park. I see a player pick her ears with her finger and wipe it on her pants. An apparent narcoleptic falls asleep while we play; I kick him under the table when it's his turn. I watch G.I. Joel and Ron play in what seems a foreign language, when I discover that it sort of is—SOWPODS, the combined North American–British dictionary.

The club and the one-day tourneys feel like spring training. Danbury is Opening Day. I’m in Division 4, which seems to consist of newcomers like me and blue-haired ladies who have been shuffling tiles since the Truman administration. There is little in Scrabble more humiliating than losing to a blue-hair.

I drove from New York with Matt Graham (whose rating is 1942). Matt consumed most of the two-hour drive with a convoluted story about a bartender at the Greenwich Village college bar he frequents whom he dated and continued to obsess about after the relationship ended. It was hard to follow; Matt can ramble, pausing only for affirmation. But the defensiveness and insecurity apparent in the story made me wonder.

Matt was raised in Indianapolis. His mother is a lawyer, his father an actor who used to program computers. They divorced when Matt was in the seventh grade, sharing custody. Matt wasn't into sports or schoolwork. He had a couple of close friends, but was mostly introverted and antisocial. He was, however, interested in the high school quiz bowl. “I loved recall and trivia,” he says, adding, “I got completely screwed.” As Matt tells it, he made the quiz-bowl team in the ninth grade (and dominated), but the matches were televised and the coach told him he was too immature to appear on TV. “I think that was the beginning of the real bitterness,” Matt says. The next year he made the team again, but was declared academically ineligible. By then he pretty much had stopped attending classes. “When I realized I didn’t have to go to school, I just didn’t.” Matt slept in, ate junk food, watched television.

 He did like comedy; at age four, he was mimicking a Woody Allen routine about a moose. After he was expelled from high school, he began doing standup. Soon after, he moved to Boston, where he attended open-mike nights and played Scrabble with his girlfriend, also a comic. Though he’d never been much interested in the game growing up, now, in his midtwenties, he found himself searching the OSPD for the two-letter words. After about a year of playing at home, Matt tracked down a local club, and a month later, in the spring of 1991, he entered a tournament in the Boston suburb of Waltham. It happened to be one of the key tournaments on the Scrabble circuit, featuring a special “premier” division of top players. Matt, playing in the novice division, wandered over to the premier section in the rear of the hotel ballroom.

“Their boards looked different from the [novice] boards, which were all congested, tiles moving down to the corner in blocks,” he says. “Theirs would have these spider shapes, shooting out to the ends. Someone played ANTEFIXA to an A, and the other guy bingos
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