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Ask any group of club players where they lose the most points, and you'll hear the same answer: defense. It's not hard to see why. When you're declarer, you can see all twenty-six of your side's cards. When you're defending, you can see only your own thirteen plus the dummy, and you have to coordinate with a partner who can't tell you what he's holding. Half of all deals are played on defense, yet most players spend nearly all their study time on bidding and declarer play. That imbalance is the single biggest opportunity for improvement available to the average club player, and it's the reason this book exists.

The good news is that defense isn't a matter of talent or table feel, whatever the experts at your club might suggest. It's a set of learnable skills: counting, listening to the auction, signaling clearly, and reasoning about the cards you can't see. Any club player willing to work through those skills methodically can become the defender that declarers fear. That's the promise of this book.

Who This Book Is For

This book is written for club players. You know the mechanics of the game, you're comfortable with basic bidding, and you play regularly, whether at a club, online, or around the kitchen table. You don't need tournament experience, and you don't need to have read any other book on defense. What you do need is a willingness to think about your reasoning at the table, because good defense is built on thinking habits, not memorized rules.

If you've read my book on bridge conventions, you'll find this a natural companion. Conventions help you and your partner bid accurately. Defense is where that same partnership discipline pays off in the play. But this book stands entirely on its own, and no knowledge of any particular convention is assumed beyond the basics.

How This Book Is Organized

The book contains twenty chapters arranged in six parts, moving from foundations to advanced technique.

Part One covers the foundations: why defense is difficult, how to count the hand, and how to use the auction as a source of information before you play a single card.

Part Two is devoted to the opening lead, the only card you'll ever play without seeing the dummy, and the decision that shapes the entire defense.

Part Three covers signals and carding: attitude, count, and suit preference, and how to choose and apply a carding system with your partner.

Part Four addresses the classic rules of second hand and third hand play, along with their exceptions, because knowing when a rule doesn't apply is just as important as knowing the rule.

Part Five moves into advanced technique: ruffs, trump promotions, forcing defenses, defending against slams and preempts, and the delicate art of deception.

Part Six brings everything together, showing you how to reconstruct declarer's hidden hand as the play unfolds and how to make sound judgment calls when the standard rules point in different directions.

At the end is a practice section, where you can put together everything you've learned and test your knowledge. 

How Each Chapter Works

Every chapter follows the same five-section structure.

The Principle states the technique or concept plainly and explains why it matters. Recognizing the Situation shows you how to spot the moment at the table when the technique applies, drawing on cues from the auction, the dummy, and the cards already played. The Position illustrates the technique with one or more suit-only diagrams, walking through the specific plays that matter. Common Errors covers the mistakes club players most often make, including the exceptions that trap players who apply rules too rigidly. Finally, Testing Yourself gives you a position to work through on your own before checking your reasoning against the solution.

The suit-only diagrams throughout the book show just the four hands in the relevant suit, rather than complete fifty-two card deals. This is the standard format in serious bridge writing on defense, and for good reason. The lesson in most defensive situations is about a single suit at a time, and a full deal distracts from the point. When a concept depends on more than one suit, you'll see two or three suit diagrams together. When the auction matters, a brief summary appears with the diagram.

How to Use This Book

Read the parts in order if you're building your defensive game from the ground up, since later chapters assume the counting and signaling skills developed earlier. If you're a more experienced player, feel free to dip into individual chapters, though I'd encourage even strong players to revisit Part One, because weak counting habits undermine everything else.

Better still, work through the book with your regular partner. Defense is the most cooperative part of bridge, and many of the techniques here, especially the signaling chapters, only work if both members of the partnership are on the same page. A shared hour with this book will do more for your results than any convention you could add to your card.

Defense rewards patience, and it rewards partnership. Let's get started.
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​Chapter 1: Defense Is the Hardest Part of Bridge
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Defense is the hardest part of bridge for one simple reason: you have the least information and the least control. Declarer sees twenty-six cards and commands both hands. You see your thirteen plus the dummy, and the other thirteen cards on your side belong to a partner you can't talk to. Declarer makes every decision alone. You have to make yours as a team, communicating only through the cards you play.

That's the bad news. The good news is that defense is also the area where club players give away the most tricks, which means it's the area where improvement pays the biggest dividends. Declarer play at the club level is often reasonable, and bidding errors tend to cost only occasionally. Defensive errors happen on half of all deals, and they're usually invisible. Nobody at the table says anything when you return partner's suit and the contract rolls home. The score just quietly reflects it.

There's a second principle underneath the first, and it's the foundation of this entire book: good defense is not guesswork. Almost every defensive problem can be solved, or at least improved, by three habits. Count declarer's tricks. Count your own. Use the auction and the early play to work out what declarer holds. When you do those three things, defense stops feeling like a lottery and starts feeling like detective work. The clues are always there. Most players simply don't look for them.

The purpose of this first chapter is to show you the difference between defending on autopilot and defending with your eyes open, using two positions where the same defender can either let the contract make or beat it, depending entirely on whether he stops to think.

Recognizing the Situation

The most dangerous moment in defense is the moment you win an early trick. It feels like a small victory, and the natural instinct is to do something automatic: return partner's suit, cash an ace, play a "safe" card. Sometimes the automatic play is right. But the moment you win a trick is exactly the moment you should slow down, because you're on lead and the whole defense may hinge on what you do next.

Here's what to look for before you play to the next trick.

First, look at dummy's source of tricks. Is there a long, strong suit that will produce winners once it's established? If so, the clock is ticking. Declarer will set that suit up and run it, and any slow tricks your side hopes to develop will vanish under a stream of discards or simply arrive too late.

Second, count declarer's tricks as best you can. Add up what you can see in dummy, what the auction promised, and what the opening lead has already told you. If your count says declarer has nine tricks in a notrump game once his long suit comes in, then passive defense is hopeless. You need to find five tricks first, and you need to start now.

Third, ask where your five tricks can possibly come from. Partner's suit? Your own honors? A suit nobody has touched yet? If the arithmetic says partner's suit can't produce enough, then returning it is not loyal. It's just wrong.

The Position

Consider a common notrump defense. The contract is 3NT. Partner leads a low spade, and the spade suit looks like this:

Dummy (North): ♠J 8 4 You (East): ♠A 9 6 Declarer (South): ♠K Q 5 Partner (West): ♠10 7 3 2

Dummy plays low, you win with the ace as declarer follows with the five. Partner has led fourth best from a four-card suit. Applying the rule of eleven, eleven minus four equals seven, so seven spades higher than the four are held by dummy, you, and declarer. You can see three in dummy and three in your own hand. That leaves one higher spade with declarer. His five was low, so his one high card is either the king or the queen, and given his king queen doubleton, it doesn't matter which he played first.

Partner's spade suit is now dead. He led from a four-card holding with no honor, dummy has the jack sitting behind him, and declarer's remaining king queen dominate. Returning a spade sets up declarer's tricks, not partner's.

This is the crux. If you don't stop to work out that partner's suit is going nowhere, you'll return a spade automatically and hand declarer nine easy tricks. If you stop and count, you'll see that the setting tricks must come from a completely different suit, and you'll shift.

Now consider the club position at the same table:

Dummy: ♣6 3 You: ♣Q 9 4 2 Declarer: ♣A 8 5 Partner: ♣K J 10 7

At trick two you switch to the queen of clubs. Dummy plays low, partner plays low, and declarer must win his ace or duck. If he ducks, your queen holds and you continue with a low club. Partner's king jack ten combine with your nine to establish two more club tricks against declarer's remaining eight. If declarer wins the ace immediately, you regain the lead later with a different card and cash the established clubs.

Either way, the club shift produces the setting tricks that the spade continuation could never have found. The whole difference between defending 3NT successfully and letting it make came from a single moment of counting at trick one.

Common Errors

The first error is returning partner's suit as a reflex. Returning partner's lead is often right, and later chapters will show you when. But it's a decision, not a rule. When dummy holds a running suit and the arithmetic says partner's suit can't produce enough tricks, loyalty to the opening lead is just a polite way of conceding.

The second error is defending at the pace of the cards instead of the pace of the deal. Club players tend to think hard when a trick is obviously important and play quickly when it isn't. Unfortunately, the most important trick of the defense is usually an early one that looks routine. Make trick two your thinking trick on every deal. Pause, count dummy's tricks, and form a plan before you play.

The third error is counting your side's high cards instead of your side's tricks. Ten points between the defending hands means nothing by itself. What matters is whether those points translate into five tricks before declarer gets nine. Aces and kings that never get cashed, or get cashed too late, score exactly zero.

The fourth error is treating the auction as background noise. When declarer opens 1NT, he tells you his point range, which tells you where the missing honors are, which often tells you whether passive defense is even possible. Every auction is a free gift of information. Chapter 3 is devoted entirely to unwrapping it.

Testing Yourself

The contract is 3NT. Partner leads the two of diamonds. The diamond suit looks like this from your seat:

Dummy: ♦Q 8 4 You: ♦A K 6

Dummy plays low, and you win with the king. Declarer follows with the three. What do you know about partner's diamond holding? What is your plan for the rest of the diamond suit? Work it out before reading on.

Solution. Partner led the two of diamonds. If that's fourth best, partner has a four-card diamond suit including one card higher than the two, which means partner has four small diamonds headed by an honor no higher than the jack. Applying the rule of eleven, eleven minus two equals nine, so nine diamonds higher than the two are with dummy, you, and declarer. You can see three in dummy and three in your own hand. That leaves three higher diamonds with declarer.

The suit is not going to run for the defense. Partner has at most a jack, dummy has the queen sitting behind partner, and declarer has three cards higher than the two, including the jack if partner has nothing better than a ten. You have your two top tricks in the suit and no more.

Cash your ace at trick two so you don't get blocked, then shift. Your diamond ace and king are the only tricks the suit will produce for the defense, and any further diamond leads just help declarer. The lesson is the same as the chapter's main position: partner's suit isn't always the answer, and the fastest way to know is to count.
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Chapter 1 ended with three questions: how many tricks does declarer have, how many do we have, and where can the rest come from? This chapter gives you the tools to answer them. Everything in defensive bridge rests on three kinds of counting, and none of them requires anything harder than the arithmetic you learned in primary school.

The first count is tricks. On every deal, keep a running total of the tricks declarer has and the tricks your side has, and always know the target. Against 3NT you need five tricks. Against four spades you need four. This sounds obvious, but a surprising number of club players defend without ever stating the target to themselves, and a defender who doesn't know how many tricks he needs can't possibly know whether to hurry or wait.

The second count is shape. Every suit has thirteen cards and every hand has thirteen cards. Those two facts are the most powerful weapons in defense. When you can see your own hand and the dummy, you already know half of every suit. Add what the auction told you and what happens as players follow suit or show out, and declarer's exact distribution often becomes an open book by the middle of the hand.

The third count is points. There are forty high card points in the deck. Subtract dummy's points and your own, and you know exactly how many are shared between declarer and your partner. When declarer has shown a defined range, as after a 1NT opening, you can often work out partner's holding almost to the card. This is why notrump auctions are the counting defender's best friend: declarer has voluntarily told you his point count within two points.

Counting is not a talent. It's a habit. The players at your club who always seem to know where every card sits are not psychic. They count, one suit at a time, one inference at a time, on every deal.

Recognizing the Situation

The counting moments arrive in a predictable order on every deal, so build them into your routine.

The first moment is the end of the auction. Before the opening lead is even faced, ask what declarer and dummy have promised. A 1NT opening promises fifteen to seventeen points and a balanced hand. An opening bid followed by a jump to game promises around nineteen. A player who bids two suits promises at least nine cards in them, which leaves at most four cards in the other two suits. Say these inferences to yourself in plain words.

The second moment is when dummy comes down. Add dummy's points to your own. Subtract from forty. Then subtract declarer's promised minimum, and what remains is partner's maximum. This one calculation, which takes about five seconds, answers questions that torment club players every session. Can partner hold the ace of hearts? Can partner have an entry? Is there any layout at all on which we beat this contract?

The third moment is trick one. Partner's opening lead is a message about shape. A fourth best lead tells you partner's suit length within narrow limits, and the rule of eleven tells you how many higher cards declarer holds. File both facts away before playing to the trick.

The fourth moment is continuous. Every time anyone follows suit or shows out, update your count. When declarer follows to two rounds of a suit and the auction said he holds at most two, you now know his exact count there, and because his hand has thirteen cards, certainty in one suit tightens your count of all the others. The single most valuable card in bridge is the one declarer fails to produce. When declarer shows out of a suit, his whole hand often collapses into view.

None of this needs to be done all at once, and you don't need to count every suit on every deal. Count the suit that matters, and count the points when a key card's location will decide your defense.

The Position

The auction has gone one heart, three hearts, four hearts. You are East, defending. Partner leads a spade, and you can see the spade suit:

Dummy: ♠A 6 3 You: ♠K J 8 2

Partner has led fourth best from his spades, and dummy's ace takes trick one. Now count the spade suit. You have four spades, dummy has three, so partner and declarer together have six. Partner led fourth best, meaning he has four spades. Declarer has exactly two.

That single inference reshapes the defense. Declarer will run out of spades quickly, and your king jack sit behind dummy's remaining spades with no worries about a finesse. When spades are played again, your king takes a trick and probably your jack does too.

Now consider the diamond position on the same deal:

Dummy: ♦A Q J 10 4 You: ♦8 3

Dummy is going to establish a long diamond suit for discards once trumps are drawn. Count declarer's shape. He opened one heart and jumped to four, so he has at least six hearts and probably around fifteen high card points. Add dummy's five diamonds to his likely two or three, and the diamond suit is going to run.

Now count the tricks against you. Six trump tricks in declarer's hand, three or four diamond tricks in dummy after the ace is knocked out, plus whatever declarer has in the black suits. The contract is going to make comfortably unless the defense finds four tricks quickly.

This is exactly what counting tells you. You know declarer's shape well enough to see that passive defense is hopeless. You need to cash winners fast or find a ruffing possibility, because dummy's diamonds are going to eat any slow tricks.

Common Errors

The first error is counting only when the hand feels difficult. By the time a hand feels difficult it's usually too late, because the counting needed to be done at trick one or two. Make the dummy count, the point subtraction, and the target statement part of your routine on every deal, including the boring ones. The boring ones are where the habit gets built.

The second error is treating the count as trivia instead of instruction. Some players work out that partner has at most four points and then defend as if he might still produce an ace and a king. The count is only useful if you obey it. If partner can hold at most five points, stop constructing defenses that need him to hold eight.

The third error is forgetting that declarer's bidding sets a floor as well as a ceiling. Players remember that a 1NT opener can't hold eighteen points, but forget that he can't hold twelve either. Both boundaries matter. The ceiling tells you what partner must have. The floor tells you what partner can't have, which is often the more valuable inference because it stops you from chasing tricks that don't exist.

The fourth error is counting points but not shape, or shape but not points. The two counts feed each other. Knowing declarer holds exactly two clubs tells you how fast dummy's club suit will run, and knowing he holds exactly sixteen points tells you which honors are where. The strongest inferences come when both counts point at the same conclusion.

Testing Yourself

The contract is 3NT after a 1NT opening (fifteen to seventeen) and a raise to game. Partner leads the four of hearts. You are East, and the heart suit at your seat looks like this:

Dummy: ♥Q 7 2 You: ♥K J 8 3

Dummy plays the two, you play the jack, and declarer wins the ace. What has the count told you, and what must the defense do now?

Solution. Start with the heart suit itself. Thirteen hearts total. Dummy has three, you have four, so partner and declarer share six. Partner led fourth best, meaning he has four hearts. Declarer has two.

That single fact reshapes the suit. Declarer has already played his ace, so he has one heart left. Partner has three hearts remaining after his lead. Your king jack sit behind dummy's queen with declarer nearly out. When hearts are played again, your king wins for sure and probably the jack too, and partner's remaining hearts may produce another trick as long cards.

Now count points. Declarer has fifteen to seventeen. You have your own hand's high cards visible in front of you. Dummy has whatever you can see. Subtract those from forty and you know what remains for partner.

Say your hand has ten points across all four suits, and dummy has around ten points. That's twenty visible, plus declarer's fifteen to seventeen, leaves three to five points for partner. Partner is nearly broke.

This is the instruction the count gives you. Partner cannot produce aces and kings you need him to have. The defense's tricks must come from your hand and from length. Look at your own suits and ask which of them will produce enough tricks against declarer's fifteen to seventeen and dummy's ten.

Your king
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