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The Finesse

Try to work out how many tricks you might expect to make with these holdings. You are allowed to lead from either hand, so you must presume that the other suits (not shown) provide you with the necessary entries.

 ♠ AQ2
♥ AQJ
                     ♦ K32
     ♣ KQ2

      N
   N                           N                             N
W         E        W        E
           W       E
                  W         E 

       S

                  S                           S
                             S
   ♠ 543
    ♥ 543
                      ♦ 654
                      ♣ 653


You certainly cannot expect to make any length tricks, because at least one opponent has four (or more) cards, so it is a question of trying to score tricks with honour cards that are not direct winners.

How about the spade suit? We are really asking, how can you try to make a trick with the ♠Q? The two layouts below will give you some ideas.

a)                          ♠ AQ2                             b)                 ♠ AQ2

                                   N                                                         N
               ♠ K86   W          E  ♠ J1097
♠ J9876    W             E  ♠ K10

                                   S                                                         S
                             ♠ 543                                                   ♠ 543

With (a) you can make a second spade trick, provided you start by leading a low spade from the South hand. The point is that West must then decide whether or not to play the ♠K before you commit yourself to dummy’s card. If West plays his ♠K you head it with the ♠A and score the ♠Q by force. In the much more likely event of West following with the ♠6 dummy’s ♠Q can take the trick.

At this stage you may well protest. “It is all very well saying that with all four hands on view, but how do I know that West has the ♠K when I can’t see West’s hand?” You can’t know! You assume West has the ♠K. If East has it, tough luck!!

This play of leading from the weaker hand towards the stronger hand and mentally placing a missing high card (or cards) in the intervening hand is called a finesse. It calls for a positive approach. Half the time West will have the ♠K and your ploy will be successful. 

The other half of the time East will have it and you will be unlucky. There is no point in agonising over this. Just be an optimist and do it! That way you win some and lose some. Accept your fate calmly and you will conserve your energy for matters that you can influence.

Of course the layout could be as in diagram (b). Then playing the ♠A followed by the ♠2 will establish the ♠Q as a winner by force. So why take the finesse? You don’t want a lecture in advanced mathematics, but it is a fact that while the finesse will work 50% of the time, a doubleton king will occur much less frequently. More often than not the missing spades will break 4-3, and even if they do break 5-2 it is more likely that the hand with five spades will also have the ♠K.

There is a crucial lesson here, it is possible that you might unsuccessfully take one line of play only to find that another (inferior) line would have worked. This happens to world champions! The best play doesn’t always bring reward, but rest assured, in the long run you will gain far more than you lose by adopting the ‘percentage’ play. The world champion may lose one battle, but will invariably win the war!

One final thought on this combination. Just occasionally it might become clear that West cannot hold the ♠K. Maybe East opened INT (showing 12-14 points) and you have bought the contract in 4♥. By counting your points and dummy’s you realise that you are only missing 14 points. That is the time to play for layout (b).

If you have mastered that, try the other three suits on the previous page.

In hearts you can make three tricks if West has the ♥K. Following the general principle of leading from the weaker hand towards the stronger hand, you start with South’s ♥3, If West plays low, try dummy’s ♥J. If it wins return to the South hand with another suit and try again. West, holding the ♥K, must each time sit there impotently.

In diamonds you can make dummy’s ♦K if West has the ♦A. Start with the ♦4 from South and force West to a premature decision.

Finally, in clubs you can score two tricks if West has the ♣A. Again lead twice from the South hand through West up to dummy’s ♣K Q, using other suits as entries.

The next combinations illustrate the same principle but they are somewhat more difficult.


♠ AQ10
♥ KJ5
                             ♦ K102


     N
      N
        N


W
  E
                       W
   E
                         W
      E

            S                                  S                                    S

       ♠ 432
                           ♥ 432                             ♦ 543

In the spade suit there are two crucial missing cards, the ♠K and ♠J. There are four possible positions for these cards, as shown below:

(c)
        ♠ AQ10
(d)
♠ AQ10



N
      N
♠ KJ9   W         E ♠ 8765
                ♠ 865   W          E ♠ KJ97

                  S
                                         S
            ♠ 432
                                                ♠ 432


(e)
♠ AQ10
(f)
 ♠ AQ10


                  N

                                                    N 

♠ K86   W        E ♠ J975                 ♠ J975   W
         E   ♠ K86


                  S



   S  
            ♠ 432                                                ♠ 432 

Assuming your objective is to make as many tricks as possible, try to be a super optimist and hope for West to hold the ♠K and ♠J as in (c). Lead the ♠2 from South’s hand and cover whichever card West plays. Normally West will contribute the ♠9 and this allows dummy’s ♠10 to take a cheap trick. Return to the South hand and repeat the torture, this time scoring with the ♠Q.

Of course however optimistic you are the cards reserve the right to kick you in the teeth. In layout (d) dummy’s ♠10 will lose to East’s ♠J. Later you might try finessing dummy’s ♠Q only to suffer a similar fate as East produces the ♠K. Such is life!

Diagrams (e) and (f) illustrate the “in between” positions. In (e) the ♠10 will lose to the ♠J but a later finesse of the ♠Q will reward your persistence. In (f) to beat the ♠10 East must relinquish the ♠K leaving you with two winners in dummy. Win some lose some!

So how about the hearts? Again the super optimist will lead from South and try dummy’s ♥J if West plays low. With the aid of a subsequent finesse of the ♥K two tricks are available if West has ♥A and ♥Q. On the other hand none are guaranteed, for example if East has them both.

Finally how about diamonds? Armed with your increasing experience you will no doubt be raring to lead from the South hand intending to finesse dummy’s ♦K. But wait a minute! Why not try dummy’s ♦10? Just occasionally West will have been dealt the ♦Q and ♦J so the ♦10 will force East to waste the ♦A to take the trick. Does that sound unlikely? Well yes it is but the point is that if losing the lead is not a problem this is a chance to nothing!! If the ♦10 loses to the ♦Q or ♦J you can always revert to your original plan and finesse the ♦K later.

	Note that once again the question of how inconvenient it will be to lose the lead rears its head. The point is that while you can consider the play of a suit in isolation, in real life that suit is surrounded by three others, each of which may offer an opportunity  or conceal a hidden danger. You first learn the technique to generate extra tricks. You then acquire the overall vision and judgement necessary to determine when each technique is appropriate




Real and imaginary finesses.

As usual you are being asked to play the suit combinations to generate as many tricks as possible.

♠ A32
                        ♥ A32                          ♦ A32

      N                               N                                 N

W        E                    W         E                     W        E

      S                               S                                  S
♠ QJ10                     ♥ J109                          ♦ Q54

In spades you should enter the South hand by means of another suit and lead the ♠Q. You are hoping that West has the ♠K,  so if West fails to play it you don’t change your mind and play dummy’s ♠A. Will it help West to cover the ♠Q with the ♠K? In this case the answer is “No” because you possess the ♠J and ♠10. West’s ♠K would seemingly take a noble sacrificial role in taking out your ♠Q and ♠A but the cards it promotes all belong to you.

The heart suit will provide two tricks if West has either the ♥Q or ♥K. As South you advance the ♥J and allow it to run to East if West fails to cover. Suppose East takes the trick with the ♥K and you regain the lead on the next trick. You can now finesse similarly against West’s presumed ♥Q.

The diamond suit illustrates the type of situation which learners find hard to recognise. They realize that if West has the ♦K they can prevent this card from taking a trick by leading the ♦Q from South waiting for West’s reaction. Sadly this doesn’t help! Consider layout (g) which is presumably what they hope for.

(g)           ♦ A32                                 (h)               ♦ A32

                     N                                                           N
  ♦ K86   W         E  ♦ J1097                 ♦ J1097   W         E  ♦ K86

                     S                                                           S
               ♦ Q54                                                    ♦ Q54

West foils the plan by covering the ♦Q with the ♦K. Dummy’s ♦A takes the trick but there are no further tricks for declarer because East has the remaining top diamonds. This is the purpose behind the defensive maxim, “cover an honour with an honour”. Leading an honour, hoping to smoke out an opponent’s honour when all you are doing is promoting tricks for them is pointless. In fact the diamond layout you ought to be hoping for is (h)! You can make two diamond tricks if East has the ♦K. Start by cashing dummy’s ♦A and follow up with a small diamond from the North hand forcing East to a premature decision!
Exercise

With each of the following suit combinations:

(i) Assuming you can afford to lose the lead a sufficient number of times and you have ample entries to either hand, how many tricks do you hope to make?

(ii) How does the success of your plan depend on the distribution of the missing cards?

(iii) How do you intend to play the suit?

(a)        ♠ KJ10                    (b)   ♥ AJ10                   (c)   ♦ AJ9

                  N                                    N                                  N
            W       E                          W        E                        W      E
                  S                                    S                                  S
            ♠ 432                              ♥ 432                             ♦ 432

(d)        ♠ AK2                      (e)   ♥ AK2                    (f)    ♦ Q109

                   N                                    N                                  N

             W        E                         W        E                       W        E

                   S                                     S                                 S
             ♠ J103                            ♥ J543                          ♦ 432

a)          2 tricks if West has ♠Q. Finesse ♠10. Later finesse ♠J

b)          2 tricks if West has ♥Q or ♥K. Finesse ♥10. Later finesse ♥J
c)          2 tricks if West has ♦Q and ♦10, or ♦K and ♦10. Finesse ♦9. Later 

         finesse ♦J
d)          3 tricks if West has ♠Q. Run ♠J.

e)          3 tricks unless West has ♥Q and 3 others. Cash ♥AK and lead                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                towards ♥J.

f)           1 trick if West has ♦J. Finesse ♦9. Later finesse ♦10.
1) & 2)   ♠ 86                                  3)     ♠ K1095

              ♥ 862                                       ♥ 632

              ♦ 6432                                      ♦ KQ4

              ♣ AQ92                                    ♣ KQ5

                    N                                             N
              W         E                                 W        E

                    S                                             S
              ♠ A9                                          ♠ AQJ8762 

              ♥ AK3                                       ♥ A54

              ♦ AKQJ                                     ♦ -

              ♣ 6543                                      ♣ A32

i)  Contract 3NT Lead ♠K              Contract 6♠ Lead ♥K

ii) Contract 3NT Lead ♥Q              Can you see the finesse here?

1) You have 8 top tricks and need the club finesse to work for your ninth. Finesse ♣Q.

2) You have been spared a spade lead and this gives you an extra chance. Win the ♥A and lead the ♣3 to dummy’s ♣9. This works spectacularly because West has ♣J 10 7 and East has ♣K 8. If the ♣9 had lost to the ♣K you could try finessing ♣Q later on. 

3) Win the ♥A, draw trumps ending in dummy, and lead the ♦K for a ruffing finesse. Hope East has the ♦A. If East covers ♦K with ♦A ruff and later use ♦Q to discard a heart. If East fails to cover ♦K with ♦A throw a heart away on the ♦K.

4)          ♠ K2                                   5)  ♠ K2

             ♥ A42                                      ♥ AJ2

             ♦ A432                                    ♦ A432

             ♣ Q1032                                 ♣ Q1032

                   N                                             N
             W         E                                 W         E

                   S                                             S

             ♠ A5                                        ♠ A5

             ♥ K53                                      ♥ K53 

             ♦ K765                                    ♦ KJ65

             ♣ KJ98                                    ♣ KJ98

Contract 3 NT Lead ♠Q                    Contract 3NT Lead ♠Q

4) Just drive out ♣A and take 9 top tricks.

5) This is like 4) but you have 2 extra Jacks! You don’t need to take any finesses! Just play the hand like 4). If you take a red suit finesse it will fail and 3NT will go down.

6)     ♠ AKQ                                       7)     ♠ AKQ

        ♥ K103                                              ♥ AJ10

        ♦ 842                                                 ♦ AKQ

        ♣ KQJ2                                             ♣ KQJ10

              N                                                        N
        W         E                                           W          E
              S                                                        S
        ♠ 743                                                 ♠ 543 

        ♥ Q42                                                ♥ Q62

        ♦ AKQ                                                ♦ 543

        ♣ A1043                                            ♣ A932

Contract 6NT. Lead ♠J                        Contract 7NT. Lead ♦J

6) You must hope West has the ♥J. At some early stage lead ♥2 to dummy’s ♥10. Note it is the position of the ♥J which is crucial not the ♥A.

7) Cross to your hand with the ♣A and lead the ♥Q, letting it run if West plays low. You need West to have the ♥K, and playing it this way will leave you in the right hand to finesse again if necessary.

8)     ♠ A43                                        9)     ♠ A4

        ♥ A54                                                ♥ A54

        ♦ A943                                              ♦ AQJ7

        ♣ Q76                                               ♣ 7432

               N                                                      N
        W         E                                           W        E
               S                                                      S

        ♠ K62                                                ♠ 62

        ♥ QJ32                                              ♥ QJ32

        ♦ 762                                                 ♦ K1083

        ♣ AK4                                               ♣ AK5

Contract 3NT. Lead ♠Q                       Contract 3NT. Lead ♠K

8) You need 3 tricks from the heart suit. Win the ♠A, cash the ♥A and lead a low heart towards your hand. If ♥Q wins, return to dummy with ♣Q and lead another heart. East has ♥ K1098.

9) This time you only need two heart tricks, but you dare not lose the lead. Win the ♠A cross to your hand with the ♦K and lead the ♥Q. West has the ♥K so you make the necessary two quick heart tricks whether or not West covers with the ♥K.
Finesse. Produced by Andrew Kambites in conjunction with First for Bridge


