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Counting Tricks

IT IS IMPORTANT that defenders count tricks that Declarer has established and equally important to count defensive tricks for their side. One or both of these counts is oft en the key to the defense of the hand.

When your opponents end up in a contract of let’s say 4♠, you automatically land in a contract too. Your mission is to beat (also called to set) 4♠. This requires four tricks. Keep this number foremost in your mind every second.

After Dummy appears, your first order of business as a defender is the same as when you’re Declarer: Count the tricks for your side! Starting at one side of your hand, work your way across systematically, suit by suit. If you can see the four tricks in your own hand, make sure you get them. If you cannot, and usually you can’t, add any you can reasonably expect partner to win. If he made an opening bid, he figures to have two-and-a-half tricks; if he opened 1NT, three-and-a-half tricks; an over-call, one-and-a-half tricks. A half trick is a card that might take a trick and might not.

When you don’t find enough tricks to set the contract, go back across your hand and dig for any possibility in any suit. A good defender assumes that every contract can be beaten somehow or other.

Here’s an example of where counting defensive tricks made it easy to find the correct defense:




	
	♠ A K J 10	



	
	♥ 7 5
	



	
	♦ 10 9 5 2
	



	
	♣ K 6 4
	



	♠ 9 7
	
	♠ 8 6 4 3



	♥ A 10 9 8 4
	
	♥ Q J 2



	♦ 8 7 6
	
	♦ A 3



	♣ 9 7 2
	
	♣ J 10 5 3



	
	♠ Q 5 2
	



	
	♥ K 6 3
	



	
	♦ K Q J 4
	



	
	♣ A Q 8
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1NT
	Pass
	2♣
	Pass



	2♦
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass







Opening lead: ♥9

By partnership agreement, West’s lead of the ♥9 showed “zero or two higher.” They were playing “Coded 10s and 9s” (see page 18). East followed to the trick with the ♥J, the lower of touching honors, and Declarer took the ♥K.

Declarer counted eight tricks—four Spades, three Clubs and the Heart he already had. He needed one more and took a moment to map the battle. He decided to try to steal one fast Diamond trick before running home with his eight honest tricks.

Crossing to Dummy with the ♠10 (pretending to finesse), he led the ♦10 from the board, a deceptive card that looked like another finesse was in the works. Now, if East held the Ace and played Second Hand low, Declarer could sneak home.

But he didn’t fool East.

While Declarer planned his play, East planned his. He wound up convinced his partner held the setting trick. So East hopped up with the ♦A and played the ♥Q.

West, too, didn’t take any chances. He overtook partner’s Queen with the Ace and played in quick succession the 10-8-4. Thus, West took the setting trick and the contract was doomed.

However, East was the real hero. He listened to the Stayman auction where he learned that Declarer didn’t have a four-card major. That meant Declarer held at most three of the thirteen Hearts in the deck. Dummy had two, East himself had three, and that left West with five.

Probing a little deeper, he read partner’s opening lead as part of an interior sequence—the 9 showed “zero or two higher.” There are five Hearts higher than the 9-spot. He looked at two in his own hand and Declarer had played one. If partner had the other two, he was ready to beat this contract.

That’s why East played Second Hand high with the ♦A—he saw the setting trick and he went for it. Second Hand low is good advice, but not when partner has a long suit at Notrump. Then a good defender will break his neck to win the lead.

A defender has the same obligation as a Declarer to plan the play of a hand. The question of which card to play and when to play it cannot be separated from the overall goal to defeat the contract. This takes precedence over all other considerations.

It pays to plan the defense.




Strategy in Defending Against Suit Contracts

When counting Declarer’s tricks and defensive tricks in suit contracts, count:


	✓ High-card winners.

	✓ Ruffing possibilities. Can you give partner a ruff?

	  Can you get a ruff yourself?

	✓ Possible trump promotions



Your clues come from:


	the bidding

	the opening lead

	studying Dummy

	partner’s signals and discards.



With experience, this will take you about 30 seconds—the same 30 seconds that Declarer needs to estimate his assets. But it is not unreasonable for you to take your time at the start of every hand you are defending. If the Declarer rushes ahead without stopping for thought and you are to play third to the trick, you needn’t play at the same breakneck pace. Of course, if you take 30 seconds every time it’s your turn to play, you’ll be considered a slowpoke. But if you formulate a plan at the outset, usually you won’t have to hesitate later.




High-Card Winners

Here’s a 4♠ contract where East stopped to count defensive tricks.




	
	♠ K 9 8	



	
	♥ 6 5 3
	



	
	♦ 9 6 4
	



	
	♣ A K Q J
	



	♠ 5 3
	
	♠ A 4 2



	♥ Q J 10 9 7
	
	♥ 8 4 2



	♦ A Q J 2
	
	♦ 10 7 3



	♣ 6 4
	
	♣ 9 8 7 3



	
	♠ Q J 10 7 6
	



	
	♥ A K
	



	
	♦ K 8 5
	



	
	♣ 10 5 2
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♠
	2♥
	3♥
	Pass



	4♠
	All Pass







Opening lead: ♥Q

While Declarer was analyzing his best chance to capture ten tricks, East was searching for four defensive tricks. He studied each suit


	Hearts—“Partner’s overcall shows at least five Hearts. Dummy has three + my three = eleven; Declarer has at most only two. Partner’s lead of the Queen is his highest. Therefore, Declarer has the Ace-King doubleton. Heart tricks: zero.”

	Spades—“My Ace. Partner has one or two trumps: Spade tricks: likely only one.”

	Clubs—“Dummy has perfection in that suit. Club tricks, zero.”

	Diamonds—“We need three quickly before the Declarer pitches any Diamond losers on Dummy’s Clubs. When I win the trump Ace, I must switch immediately to the ♦10.” Now East was ready to play.



Declarer won the ♥K and led a trump. East won the Ace and switched to the ♦10. Declarer’s King was trapped. West took three tricks and set the contract.

The fact that East knew no Heart tricks were available was the key to the defense. If East fails to analyze the Heart suit and plays a second Heart, Declarer wins the Ace and quickly takes ten tricks—four Spades, two Hearts and four Clubs. The Heart situation was easy to assess. Anybody can do it—anybody who can count to thirteen and is willing to expend the mental effort.

Why did East lead the ♦10? the ♦10 was the right card to lead to prevent Declarer from ducking the lead into West’s hand. If East leads a small Diamond, West will win the ♦J but then he is on lead when he really needs East to stay on lead. The lead of the ♦10 traps South’s ♦K. Whatever South plays will be wrong and his contract is doomed.

The defense on this hand required a study of:


	The bidding—partner’s overcall showed at least five Hearts.

	The opening lead—the Queen was partner’s best Heart (top of a sequence).

	The Dummy—the running Clubs were available for discards.



Let’s stay with the Heart suit and practice on another hand. In this one, East got his clue from partner’s discard!




	
	♠ J 7 5	



	
	♥ A 10 4
	



	
	♦ 9 6
	



	
	♣ A J 10 9 4
	



	♠ 9 4
	
	♠ 6 3 2



	♥ J 8 6 5 3
	
	♥ K Q 9



	♦ A Q 3 2
	
	♦ J 8 7 5 4



	♣ 6 2
	
	♣ K 8



	
	♠ A K Q 10 8
	



	
	♥ 7 2
	



	
	♦ K 10
	



	
	♣ Q 7 5 3
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♠
	Pass
	2♣*
	Pass



	3♣
	Pass
	4♠
	All Pass









Opening lead: ♥5

*North South were not playing Two Over One.

The trick count from East’s point of view:


	Hearts—Depends on how many Hearts Declarer holds, but the 5 is probably partner’s fourth-best, which means that Declarer may have at most 2 Hearts. So one Heart trick is likely all that can be hoped for.

	Spades—Uncertain. Partner has only two. Tricks, one or none.

	Clubs—King. Tricks, one.

	Diamonds—We need one or two tricks in this suit.



South won Dummy’s ♥A immediately and pulled trumps in three rounds. On the third round, West had to find a discard and he pitched the ♥3. That card indicated he began with five Hearts—he led the ♥5 and then played the ♥3. The fourth-best followed by a discard of a lower card in the suit now promises a five-card Heart suit in West’s hand. Well, either five or two. It couldn’t be two because Declarer would then have five and would have rebid Hearts instead of raising Clubs. Since partner has five Hearts, Declarer has only two.

When Declarer takes the Club finesse, East wins with the King. He cashes only one Heart. Now the defense has two tricks and needs two more. East knows he must shift to a Diamond. Partner wins the AQ and the contract bites the dust.

The secret to the set was East knowing not to try to cash his remaining Heart honor. If he does, Declarer ruffs and runs the Clubs, pitching a Diamond. This gives South ten tricks and the contract.

Moral of the story: When Dummy has a long, threatening suit (in this case: Clubs), defenders must find a way to cash tricks quickly in another suit before Declarer’s losers get discarded on the long suit.






Get That Ruff!

Many sound contracts are defeated when the defenders win a ruffing trick. All the signaling devices help. Without the suit preference signal, East-West couldn’t upset this game:




	
	♠ Q 8 4	



	
	♥ 10 8 5 3
	



	
	♦ Q 10 3 2
	



	
	♣ Q 5
	



	♠ J 10 7 3
	
	♠ 9 6 5 2



	♥ 6
	
	♥ Q 9



	♦ A J 4
	
	♦ K 9 8 7 5



	♣ A K 7 4 2
	
	♣ 8 3



	
	♠ A K
	



	
	♥ A K J 7 4 2
	



	
	♦ 6
	



	
	♣ J 10 9 6
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♥
	Dbl
	3♥*
	Pass



	4♥
	All Pass
	
	







Opening lead: ♣A

* North’s bid of 3♥ was weak, showing 2–6 points and four-card Heart support.

West leads the ♣A, Dummy plays low, and East takes some time to search for defensive tricks. The lucky number is four. This is the number of tricks East-West must strive for.

He can see two Clubs and a Club ruff. Does partner have a quick trick in Spades or Diamonds? East knows partner will do his best to help East figure that out. Watch what happens, using the defensive tools we’ve been discussing: East signals with the ♣ 8. West continues the ♣K and East completes the high-low by playing The ♣3. West now leads The ♣2. Dummy ruffs with the ♥10 and East overruffs with the ♥Q.

West’s 2 asked East to return the lower of the two side suits—Diamonds as opposed to Spades. East does lead a Diamond, West wins the Ace and leads a fourth Club. Declarer tries Dummy’s trump ♥8, but East produces the ♥9! Declarer is down two.

What’s the bottom line? Did North bid too much on his three Queens? No. Declarer has ten golden tricks—six Hearts, three Spades and a Club. He’s just unlucky to find that the trump Queen was held by East. who also understood the suit preference signal. If East hadn’t known that signal, he no doubt would have shifted to a Spade after ruffing the Club. Then Declarer racks up ten tricks.

On this next hand, West was looking for a defensive ruff at trick one. If you were East, how would you defend?




	
	♠ 10 7	



	
	♥ A 10
	



	
	♦ A Q J 9 5
	



	
	♣ K Q J 6
	



	♠ A 6 4 3 2
	
	♠ Q J 9



	♥ 8 5 2
	
	♥ 6 3



	♦ 7 6 3 2
	
	♦ 8 4



	♣ 2
	
	♣ A 10 9 7 4 3



	
	♠ K 8 5
	



	
	♥ K Q J 9 7 4
	



	
	♦ K 10
	



	
	♣ 8 5
	










	North
	East
	South
	West



	1♦
	Pass
	1♥
	Pass



	2♣
	Pass
	3♥
	Pass



	4♥
	All Pass
	
	









Opening lead: ♣2

West’s opening lead is obviously a singleton. East didn’t stop to breathe. He quickly grabbed the Ace and enthusiastically returned a Club to give partner a ruff. West then could do nothing but cash the ♠A in the vain hope partner held the King. But partner didn’t have the King and Declarer scored ten tricks.

Did something go wrong? Or is this one of the many hands that can’t be set?

Nope, something did go wrong!

East didn’t stop to count defensive tricks! He saw two tricks in Clubs, but the defense needed four tricks. What about the other three suits?


	Diamonds—None. If partner has the King, he’ll lose it to a finesse.

	Hearts—Doesn’t look hopeful with South bidding the suit twice.

	Spades—Here is the only chance for two more tricks. The defenders can get two Spade tricks if West has the Ace, but only if East leads through South’s King right away.



East should switch to the ♠Q at trick two. If South covers, West wins and returns a Spade to the Jack. Time enough now for the Club ruff. If South doesn’t cover, that’s no problem. East switches back to Clubs to give West a ruff, and West cashes the ♠A to set the contract.

If South holds the ♠A, the contract couldn’t ever be beaten. Declarer gets twelve tricks instead of the eleven he’d win if East had returned a Club. But you have to try to beat the contract. And you do that by placing the missing cards where you need them to be and defending accordingly, in the hope of beating the contract.






Promote a Defender’s Trump

Trump honors can increase in value when the holder gets to ruff after Declarer. Stand behind the West chair and watch this strategy:




	
	♠ Q 7 5 2	



	
	♥ 4 2
	



	
	♦ 10 6 3
	



	
	♣ K J 10 9
	



	♠ J 10 9 4
	
	♠ A 8 6 3



	♥ J 10 8
	
	♥ 9 6



	♦ J 9
	
	♦ A K Q 8 5



	♣ 6 5 4 2
	
	♣ 7 3



	
	♠ K
	



	
	♥ A K Q 7 5 3
	



	
	♦ 7 4 2
	



	
	♣ A Q 8
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♥
	Pass
	1♠
	2♦



	3♥
	All Pass
	
	







Opening lead: ♦J

When East saw Dummy, she knew finding five tricks to defeat the contract would be a herculean task. Partner’s lead suggested a doubleton (since the 10 was in Dummy and West would have led small from Jxx) so it looked like East had three Diamond tricks and the ♠A: four tricks. Where was the setting trick coming from? Did partner have a Spade trick? A Club trick? A trump trick?

East overtook partner’s ♦J with the Queen and cashed the Ace and the King. On the third round, West discarded The ♣2. That card said, “Don’t lead a Club.” So East cashed the ♠A, dropping Declarer’s singleton King, and West played the ♠4. Since East could see the ♠2 in Dummy and the ♠3 in her own hand, the ♠4 was partner’s lowest Spade and said, “Don’t continue leading Spades.”

These signals led East to deduce that West wanted another Diamond to promote a trump trick. East played a fourth round of Diamonds. This was the kicker.

Declarer’s trumps were now in jeopardy. If he trumped high, West’s Jack would be established; if he trumped low, West could overruff. Whatever he did, the defense was going to get a trump trick and the contract was going down.

Another way defenders can practice voodoo with trumps is the uppercut, a term borrowed from boxing. The uppercut is when a defender ruffs with his highest trump in an attempt to promote a trump trick for his partner.





	
	♠ 9 7 5 3	



	
	♥ K J 2
	



	
	♦ 7 4 2
	



	
	♣ A K Q
	



	♠ K 10
	
	♠ Q 2



	♥ 8 6 4
	
	♥ 10 9 7 5 3



	♦ A K J 10 8 6
	
	♦ 9 3



	♣ 6 3
	
	♣ 9 7 5 4



	
	♠ A J 8 6 4
	



	
	♥ A Q
	



	
	♦ Q 5
	



	
	♣ J 10 8 2
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♠
	2♦
	3♦
	Pass



	4♠
	All Pass
	
	









Opening lead: ♦A

Looking at all four hands, you see South has only three losers—two Diamonds and one trump. But West waved a magic wand and, with a big assist from his partner, another trick magically appeared. Here’s what happened.

West won the ♦A and ♦K, felling Declarer’s Queen, and continued with the ♦6. West certainly had a higher Diamond than the 6; after all, he had overcalled. Why did he play such a small card?

By deliberately leading a low card—a loser when he could lead a winner—a defender forces his partner to ruff. If instead, West played the ♦J, a winner, East would be tempted to discard rather than trumping. But if East trumps with the ♠2, that doesn’t help at all. How can East figure out that he needs to play his highest trump?

Because Declarer’s Queen fell on the previous round, everyone knows that Declarer is now void in Diamonds. In that situation, West playing a low card has a special meaning. It asks partner to ruff with his highest trump.

Obediently, East produced the ♠Q! Poor South now had to overruff with the Ace. When he did, it promoted West’s K10 into two tricks. South had to go down one. Making Declarer ruff is called “punching Declarer”. (Also called forcing the Declarer because you are forcing her to ruff.) Making Declarer overruff with a high trump is called an “uppercut”.

If East trumps with the ♠2, South has no problem. He simply overruffs and plays the ♠A and another Spade, losing only one trump. Even not sure that Declarer is out of a suit, a defender with a worthless trump holding usually should ruff with his highest trump.

West realized from the bidding and from the appearance of South’s ♦Q at trick two that his side had no other tricks outside of trumps. He had to pin his hopes on finding partner with the Queen of trumps.

There is another stratagem defenders use to promote a trump trick. Whenever you have a trump honor, flanked by a 10, a 9, or an 8, and have a chance to overruff Declarer’s trump honor with your own honor, you must refuse to overruff. This usually rewards you with a second trump trick. In each illustration below, East leads a card Declarer can trump and West has a chance to trump higher. Should she or shouldn’t she?




	
	♠ 6 4 3
	



	♠ A J
	
	♠ 5 2



	
	♠ K Q 10 9 8 7
	






If Declarer ruffs with the 10, of course West will overruff with the Jack and get two trump tricks. If Declarer instead ruffs with the Queen, West must refuse to overruff; she needs the Ace as a guard for the Jack. She must discard! Now West has the AJ over Declarer’s K10 and she gets two tricks. This is counter-intuitive for most normal mortals. If West errs and overruffs, she gets just one trick.




	
	♠ 7 6 5 4
	



	♠ A 10 2
	
	♠ 3



	
	♠ K Q J 9 8
	






If South trumps with a lowish Spade, West over trumps with the 10 and is glad to win a low trump. But if South trumps with the Jack, West must not overruff; then she has the A102 over the KQ98 and gets two tricks. If she makes the mistake of overruffing, she gets only one trick. Declarer can extract the 102 with the KQ.

Here’s a full deal where refusing to overruff established the trump 8!




	
	♠ A 10 8 6	



	
	♥ Q 10 5
	



	
	♦ K 2
	



	
	♣ Q 8 7 6
	



	♠ K Q 5 4
	
	♠ J 9 7 2



	♥ 9 7 2
	
	♥ 8 6 4 3



	♦ Q 8 6 4
	
	♦ J



	♣ 9 2
	
	♣ A K J 10



	
	♠ 3
	



	
	♥ A K J
	



	
	♦ A 10 9 7 5 3
	



	
	♣ 5 4 3
	










	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♦
	Pass
	1♠
	Pass



	2♦
	Pass
	2NT
	Pass



	3♦
	All Pass
	
	









Opening lead: ♣9

West finds the best lead of a Club. East wins the 10 and continues the Ace-King-Jack. Declarer follows to three rounds but on the fourth round is in an awkward position. No matter what he does, he goes down… if West defends properly.

Aware that an overruff was imminent, Declarer trumps with the 9. What should West do?

If he overruffs with the Queen, West would win that trump trick but it is the only trump trick West would get. Declarer wins any return and plays the AK10 of trumps to pull West’s 864. South would then make the hand.

But if West refuses to overruff and simply discards, then West ultimately wins two trump tricks. After Declarer cashes the ♦A K, West has the Q8 sitting over Declarer’s 107. Declarer goes down one!

If you are not quite seeing this, it is understandable. This is a tricky concept. Do lay out all the cards at home and you will see it then.






Defense Against Notrump Contracts

Counting defensive tricks as a defender in Notrump is easier than in suit contracts because Declarer can’t trump defenders’ winners. If the defenders have a long suit and Declarer is short on stoppers, defenders can run their suit.

The threat in Notrump is Declarer’s preponderance of high cards and the possibility that he too has a long suit. If that long suit is established before the defenders establish theirs, Declarer will usually make the contract. When Declarer’s long suit is exposed in Dummy, the defenders analyze it to see if they should try to cut communication with the Dummy. When the long suit is hidden in Declarer’s hand, it’s easier for him to sneak away with his contract. Defenders should be suspicious of the suit Declarer attacks first.

If the contract is 3NT, the defense needs five tricks to beat the contract. Don’t forget that number!


	Add the tricks available to the defenders in the long suit led at trick one.

	If that suit appears hopeless, look for a better suit.

	If Dummy has a long suit, consider trying to block Declarer’s access to it.



The same four clues used in suit contracts guide you: The bidding, the opening lead, Dummy’s cards and partner’s signals and discards.




The Opening Lead Helps

Partner’s opening lead, particularly if it’s an honor card, helps the defender in Third Seat count defensive tricks in that suit Suppose you’re defending after this auction:




	South
	West
	North
	East



	1NT
	Pass
	2♣
	Pass



	2♦
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass






You’re in Third Seat with these holdings after the above auction. Count defensive tricks in the suit led:




	
	♥ 7 4
	



	
	
	You



	♥ Q (led)
	
	♥ A 9 3






You know Declarer has fewer than four Hearts because of his response to Stayman, so partner has five or six. You signal with the 9 and Declarer ducks. Now, how many Heart tricks does the defense have?

Declarer has specifically three Hearts or he couldn’t afford to duck the first trick. Therefore, partner has five. The defense has four tricks. (After you cash the Ace, and then play the 3 to knock out Declarer’s stopper, watch carefully for partner’s signal—he will try to use suit preference to tell you where he has an entry—so you can help him collect all of the partnership’s tricks.)




	
	♥ 7 4
	



	
	
	You



	♥ J (led)
	
	♥ Q 9 3






Assuming you play coded 10s and 9s, then the lead of the Jack denies a higher honor, you know Declarer has two winners, the Ace and the King. The most partner can get is three or four. If you don’t use this convention, you can’t count defensive tricks accurately since partner may have led the Jack from the KJ108x.




	
	♥ 9 7
	



	
	
	You



	♥ 6 (led)
	
	♥ K 10 4






The Rule of Eleven reveals Declarer has only one card higher than the 6. The defense has at least four Heart tricks.




	
	♥ 8 6 5
	



	
	
	You



	♥ 4 (led)
	
	♥ K 10 3 2






You can’t be sure how many you can get but you do know the most is four. Partner has only four cards in the suit. (You can see the 3 and the 2 so partner’s fourth-best 4 is also his lowest card. Thus he has only four cards in Hearts.




Studying Dummy Helps with Inferences




	Dummy
	



	♥ A Q J 10 4
	



	
	You



	
	♥ 6 3 2






The defense has no Heart tricks. Even if partner happens to hold the King, it’s finesseable and he’ll never get a trick with it. When either defender sees a strong suit in Dummy missing the King (or the Ace), he cannot be sure who has the missing honor. However, if Declarer avoids the suit, Declarer must have the big card. Otherwise he would attack it at once to try to set it up.




	Dummy
	



	♥ K Q J 5 2
	



	
	You



	
	♥ 8 4 3






If Declarer leaves the suit alone, he has the Ace. Again, no Heart tricks for the defense.





	Dummy
	



	♥ A Q 10 9 4
	



	
	You



	
	♥ K 8 4






You have one winner and Declarer has four; even if partner has the Jack, he’ll lose it on a finesse or it will drop.




	Dummy
	



	♥ A Q 10 9 4
	



	
	You



	
	♥ K J 8 2






You have one or two winners depending on how badly Declarer needs the suit.




Partner’s Discards Help




	
	Dummy
	



	
	5 2
	



	Partner
	
	You



	♥ Q 9 7 6 3
	
	♥ 10 8 4



	
	 Declarer
	



	
	♥ A K J
	






West leads the 6, East plays the 10 and Declarer wins the Jack. West knows Declarer has three Heart tricks and the defense should switch to another suit. However, East can’t read the situation—from East’s seat, West could have started with AQ963 and needs a Heart back. If West has a chance to make an early discard, he should throw a Heart. This shows he has lost interest in the suit; it’s West’s way to say, “It’s time to look for a new suit.”

On the following hand West could count five defensive tricks as soon as the first trick was played. Her opening lead and suit preference signal paved the way for Declarer’s demise.




	
	♠ Q J 10	



	
	♥ Q J 3
	



	
	♦ 8 4
	



	
	♣ A Q 10 8 3
	



	♠ A 4 3 2
	
	♠ 9 7 6 5



	♥ 6 2
	
	♥ 10 9 8 5



	♦ K J 9 6 2
	
	♦ Q 7 3



	♣ 7 5
	
	♣ K 4



	
	♠ K 8
	



	
	♥ A K 7 4
	



	
	♦ A 10 5
	



	
	♣ J 9 6 2
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1NT
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass







Opening lead: ♦6

East put up the ♦Q and Declarer ducked. When Declarer ducks, it’s an encouraging sign: the opening lead has hit a tender spot. At this moment West can count four Diamond tricks. Her ♠A will set the contract.

East continues the ♦7, South plays the 10 and West wins the Jack.

That trick made West’s K9 equals. She took great care selecting the next Diamond because it would be a suit preference signal. She played the ♦K! Declarer won the Ace.

Then Declarer led the ♣J and finessed. East won the King and returned… a Spade! That was the miracle card. West won the Ace and cashed two Diamonds. Down two.

If East-West didn’t know the suit preference signal, East very likely would lead a Heart. Then Declarer can make the contract with four Clubs, one Diamond and four Hearts.






Is There a Better Suit?

Here’s a problem that has beset defenders of Notrump contracts since the game of bridge began: whether or not to switch suits. As a general policy, it’s unwise to jump around from one suit to another. This is called breaking new suits and it usually helps Declarer. Really the only time this is acceptable is when a defender knows for sure that Declarer has enough tricks to make his contract. Then a defender should switch at the earliest moment.

Declarer was on the verge of stealing this contract right under West’s nose:




	
	♠ A K Q	



	
	♥ 5 4
	



	
	♦ Q J 10 9 8 6
	



	
	♣ 7 3
	



	♠ 6 4
	
	♠ 10 9 8 7



	♥ K J 8 3
	
	♥ A 10 7 2



	♦ K 3
	
	♦ 7 4



	♣ Q 9 6 4 2
	
	♣ J 8 5



	
	♠ J 5 3 2
	



	
	♥ Q 9 6
	



	
	♦ A 5 2
	



	
	♣ A K 10
	










	North
	East
	South
	West



	1♦
	Pass
	1♠
	Pass



	2♦
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass







Opening lead: ♣4

East went up with The ♣J and Declarer won The ♣K. He crossed to Dummy with a high Spade and led the ♦Q. West won the King.

West can see the writing on the wall. He knows partner doesn’t have the ♣A or The ♣10 because of his play of the Jack at trick one. Partner wouldn’t play the Jack from J10 and would have played the Ace if he had it. Ergo: There’s no future for the defense in Clubs. Certainly, there’s none in Diamonds or in Spades!

In desperation, West shifted to the ♥3. East won the Ace and now had to make a decision. Should he return a Club, partner’s first suit, or a Heart, partner’s second suit? Did partner start with ♣A10xxx and need a Club back? Or does he have the ♥K and want a Heart?

Remember the tip we discussed earlier to help you when you’re confronted with this stickler?

When partner shifts to a new suit and leads a low spot card, he wants the second suit returned; when he leads a high spot card in the second suit, he wants the first suit returned. Bottom Of Something and Top Of Nothing. B.O.S.T.O.N.

If West had started with ♣A10xxx and needed a Club through Declarer, he’d lead the ♥8 from Q8xx or 108xx. This big spot card makes the lead look like a top-of-nothing card and says, “I have no interest in this suit.” This would announce weakness in the new suit and communicate that you are making this lead in the hopes that partner can get in, because you can’t profitably lead your suit from your side of the table.

This tip solves the problem for East in this hand. Partner’s low Heart asked for a Heart return. East plays back the ♥2 (his original fourth-best). Declarer’s Queen is trapped and the defenders take four Heart tricks. Down one.

If East had returned a Club, Declarer would have now taken eleven tricks!

Deal the cards another way and watch West lead a different Heart spot to tell a different story. The auction and opening lead were exactly the same:




	
	♠ A K Q	



	
	♥ 5 4
	



	
	♦ Q J 10 9 8 6
	



	
	♣ 7 3
	



	♠ 6 4
	
	♠ 10 9 8 7



	♥ J 8 6 3
	
	♥ A 10 7 2



	♦ K 3
	
	♦ 7 4



	♣ A J 6 4 2
	
	♣ 10 8 5



	
	♠ J 5 3 2
	



	
	♥ K Q 9
	



	
	♦ A 5 2
	



	
	♣ K Q 9
	






West leads The ♣4 and East puts up The ♣10. Again, Declarer wins the first Club with the King, crosses to Dummy with a Spade and leads a Diamond. West is in with the King.

What does West know this time? Declarer has false-carded and holds The ♣Q. He also knows Declarer has The ♣9; partner wouldn’t play the 10 from the 109. West can’t lead a Club without giving Declarer a trick.

In desperation, West shifts to the ♥8. The big spot says, “I have no interest in this new suit. Please return my original suit.” So East returns a Club. West takes four tricks and Declarer is down one.

Again, if East errs and returns a Heart, Declarer takes eleven tricks! The tip saves the day in both deals.

On this next hand, East had to switch to a new suit. All the evidence was there that partner’s original suit wasn’t coming in—in time.




	
	♠ 6 5 3	



	
	♥ 9 7
	



	
	♦ A Q
	



	
	♣ K Q J 10 8 2
	



	♠ A Q 8 7
	
	♠ J 10 4



	♥ J 10 8 5 2
	
	♥ Q 6 4



	♦ 9 7
	
	♦ 10 8 6 4 3



	♣ 6 4
	
	♣ A 3



	
	♠ K 9 2
	



	
	♥ A K 3
	



	
	♦ K J 5 2
	



	
	♣ 9 7 5
	









	North
	East
	South
	West



	1♣
	Pass
	2NT
	Pass



	3NT
	All Pass
	
	









Opening lead: ♥J

Playing coded 10s and 9s, West’s lead of the ♥J denies a higher card in the suit, so East knows that Declarer has the ♥A and ♥K. If the defenders were not playing coded 10s and 9s, then East could not be sure that Hearts were a dead end for the defense.

Declarer wins the ♥K and knocks out the ♣A. East realizes there isn’t time to set up the Heart suit. At this moment, East knows that Declarer has nine potential tricks—five Clubs, two Diamonds and two Hearts. So East shifts to the ♠J. The defense takes four quick Spades and sinks the contract by one trick. If East returns a Heart, Declarer takes ten tricks.





	
	♠ 7 2	



	
	♥ A K 2
	



	
	♦ 7 5
	



	
	♣ K Q J 10 8 7
	



	♠ Q J 10 9 8
	
	♠ 6 4 3



	♥ J 10 8
	
	♥ 9 7 5 4



	♦ A J 9 2
	
	♦ K 10 3



	♣ A
	
	♣ 9 5 3



	
	♠ A K 5
	



	
	♥ Q 6 3
	



	
	♦ Q 8 6 4
	



	
	♣ 6 4 2
	









	West
	North
	East
	South



	1♠
	2♣
	Pass
	2NT



	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass
	









Opening lead: ♠Q

West watches partner’s attitude at trick one. East plays the ♠3. If East held ♠K63, she would play the 6, encouraging the continuation of the suit. This is the equal honor signal. BUT East plays the ♠3. With the ♠2 in dummy, the ♠3 is very transparent. South must have ♠A and ♠K.

Just an aside for a moment: South should win the ♠K. Why? Declarer should play the card he is known to hold. East knows that West does not have the ♠K or he would have led it. Ergo, South must have it. Now East is in the dark and does not know if West started life with ♠AQJxx or just ♠QJ10xx or ♠QJ9xx.

Declarer counts his winners and knows he must attack Clubs right away. West “cleverly!!” plays the ♣A and now West must pause to count tricks for the Declarer.


	Spades: East signaled with a low card so South has ♠A and ♠K.

	Hearts: Dummy has two fast tricks in Hearts.

	Clubs: There are five Club tricks in dummy, ready for the taking.



That sure looks like nine tricks for Declarer.

What do you do as a Defender when you can count enough tricks for Declarer to fulfill his contract? Right! It is time to shift to another suit.

West now leads his best other suit: choosing the fourth best ♦2. East wins the ♦K and returns the ♦10. South’s ♦Q is now trapped and East-West take four Diamond tricks plus the ♣A.

If East or West had continued with Spades, South would happily score ten tricks.




	
	♠ 4 3 2	



	
	♥ K Q J 4 2
	



	
	♦ A 10 8
	



	
	♣ 9 7
	



	♠ J 8 6 5
	
	♠ 10 9 7



	♥ A 9 8
	
	♥ 7 6 5



	♦ 4
	
	♦ 9 7 6 5 3



	♣ K 10 8 5 2
	
	♣ A Q



	
	♠ A K Q
	



	
	♥ 10 3
	



	
	♦ K Q J 2
	



	
	♣ J 6 4 3
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1NT
	Pass
	2♦*
	Pass



	2♥
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass









Opening lead: ♣5 (fourth best)
(*Transfer to Hearts)

West leads his fourth-best Club. East plays the ♣A (Third hand high). East cashes The ♣Q and shifts to a Spade. Declarer wins the Spade and knocks out the ♥A. West wins this and drives out South’s high ♣J. Yeah, West’s Clubs are now all high but sadly West has no entry to his treasures. South takes nine or ten tricks.

What went wrong? West failed to notice the Club spots in dummy. The ♣9 and ♣7 bit the dust so that West’s ♣10 and ♣8 were now equally powerful. West had to make a counter-intuitive play at trick two and overtake partner’s ♣Q with his King just in case East had only a doubleton Club. Then West could lead a high ♣10 to dislodge Declarer’s ♣J. Now, when South attacks Hearts to drive out the ♥A, West gets in and cashes his two high Clubs. Net gain for defenders: Four Club tricks plus the ♥A beating this contract that, at the outset, looked like a piece of cake for Declarer.




	
	♠ K Q 10 4 2	



	
	♥ 7 6 3
	



	
	♦ A K
	



	
	♣ 8 3 2
	



	♠ A 9 5
	
	♠ 8 7 6



	♥ Q 9 8 4 2
	
	♥ 10



	♦ Q 6 3
	
	♦ 7 5 4 2



	♣ K 5
	
	♣ A Q 7 6 4



	
	♠ J 3
	



	
	♥ A K J 5
	



	
	♦ J 10 9 8
	



	
	♣ J 10 9
	









	South
	West
	North
	E



	Pass
	Pass
	1♠
	Pass



	2NT*
	All Pass
	
	









Opening lead: ♥4 (fourth-best)

*2NT cannot be Jacoby 2NT as South passed to start with. This bid by a passed hand shows a balanced hand with 11–12 HCP.

West leads his fourth-best Heart, hoping to find partner with something substantial in that suit. East plays the ♥10 and South wins the ♥J.

Here are West’s thoughts after trick one: Partner has to play Third hand high when Dummy has small cards. The 10 seems to be all that East could muster up as South won the ♥J at trick one. Therefore South started with the ♥A, ♥K and ♥J. If East had owned the ♥K or ♥A, it would have been mandatory to play one of those cards.

Declarer now attacks his project suit: Spades. West wins as Dummy has entries in Diamonds so there is little point in ducking the ♠A.

West counts tricks for Declarer:


	Spades: Four. Visible for all to see in Dummy

	Hearts: Three: A deduction made after the opening lead

	Diamonds: Two. Large as life in Dummy




RULE: When you can count enough tricks for Declarer to make game, it is time for Defenders to shift to another suit.



West must now decide to lead a Club. What must we lead when we have a doubleton? Always high-low with a doubleton, in order to unblock the suit. West leads The ♣K. East gets all excited and plays The ♣7, signaling his fervent approval of this shift! West continues and East West score five Club tricks along with the Spade Ace to beat the contract.

Do you see what an easy game this is???





	
	♠ A K	



	
	♥ K Q
	



	
	♦ A K Q 10 8 3
	



	
	♣ Q 10 8
	



	♠ 9 8 3
	
	♠ J 6 5 2



	♥ J 10 9 8 5
	
	♥ A 4 2



	♦ 5 4 2
	
	♦ 9 7



	♣ K 5
	
	♣ A J 9 3



	
	♠ Q 10 7 4
	



	
	♥ 7 6 3
	



	
	♦ J 6
	



	
	♣ 7 6 4 2
	









	North
	East
	South
	West



	2♣
	Pass
	2♦
	Pass



	3♦
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass









Opening lead: ♥ J

East wins the ♥A and can now count nine tricks for Declarer. East must shift to another suit: His best suit is Clubs. He leads The ♣3 and East-West now take four Clubs. It is not mandatory to return partner’s opening lead when you can count nine tricks for Declarer in Notrumps. Shift





	
	♠ 8 5 3	



	
	♥ 7 4 2
	



	
	♦ A Q J 10 8
	



	
	♣ K 3
	



	♠ A Q J 4
	
	♠ 10 9 7 6



	♥ 9 8 6 5 3
	
	♥ J 10



	♦ 7 2
	
	♦ K 6 3



	♣ Q J
	
	♣ 10 9 6 5



	
	♠ K 2
	



	
	♥ A K Q
	



	
	♦ 9 5 4
	



	
	♣ A 8 7 4 2
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1NT
	Pass
	3NT
	All Pass









Opening lead: ♥9









	
	♠ 10 5 4 3 2	



	
	♥ K J
	



	
	♦ A Q 3 2
	



	
	♣ 9 5
	



	♠ J 8 7
	
	♠ A Q 9 6



	♥ 4 3 2
	
	♥ 4 3 2



	♦ J 10 9
	
	♦ 7 6



	♣ Q 10 8 2
	
	♣ A 6 4 3



	
	♠ K
	



	
	♥ A Q 7 6 5
	



	
	♦ K 8 5 4
	



	
	♣ K J 7
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1♥
	Pass
	1♠
	Pass



	2♦
	Pass
	3♦
	Pass



	3NT
	All Pass
	
	









	? Spades

	5 Hearts

	4 Diamonds

	? Clubs






	? Spades

	5 Hearts

	4 Diamonds

	3 Clubs








	
	♠ K 10 6 3	



	
	♥ 5 4 3 2
	



	
	♦ 7
	



	
	♣ Q 9 8 6
	



	♠ J 7
	
	♠ 9 5 4 2



	♥ J 10 9
	
	♥ 8 7 6



	♦ A J 8 5 4
	
	♦ K 9 3



	♣ 7 4 3
	
	♣ A K J



	
	♠ A Q 8
	



	
	♥ A K Q
	



	
	♦ Q 10 6 2
	



	
	♣ 10 5 2
	









	South
	West
	North
	East



	1NT
	All Pass
	
	










Opening lead: ♦5 (fourth-best)










Should You Kill Dummy’s Suit?






	
	♠ 9 6 2	



	
	♥ 8
	



	
	♦ K 4
	



	
	♣ Q J 10 9 7 6 4
	



	♠ Q J 8 5
	
	♠ 10 4 3



	♥ 9 5 4 3
	
	♥ K 10 7 6



	♦ A 8 2
	
	♦ 10 9 6 3



	♣ A K
	
	♣ 5 3



	
	♠ A K 7
	



	
	♥ A Q J 2
	



	
	♦ Q J 7 5
	



	
	♣ 8 2
	









	West
	North
	East
	South



	1♦
	3♣
	Pass
	3NT



	All Pass
	
	
	







Opening lead: ♠5







	
	♠ 5 4 3	



	
	♥ 8
	



	
	♦ A 8
	



	
	♣ Q J 10 6 5 4 3
	



	♠ J 10 9 7 2
	
	♠ 8 6



	♥ Q 5 4
	
	♥ K 9 7 6 3



	♦ K 3 2
	
	♦ 10 9 6 4



	♣ A K
	
	♣ 8 2



	
	♠ A K Q
	



	
	♥ A J 10 2
	



	
	♦ Q J 7 5
	



	
	♣ 9 7
	









	West
	North
	East
	South



	1♠
	3♣
	Pass
	3NT



	All Pass
	
	
	









Opening lead: ♠J
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