DISCARDING

In hand (q) your ♥K lead is immediately taken by declarer’s ♥A. Declarer cashes the ♠K, crosses to dummy with the ♠A and continues with the ♠Q, discarding a heart. Your heart lead has obviously hit declarer’s weakness, but you are immediately put to a difficult discard decision.

(q)



♠ A Q J 10 7





♥ J 7





♦ K 7 6





♣ 10 3 2

South
West
North
East

♠ 8 6






1♦
P
1♠
P

♥ K Q 10 9 2





2♣
P
3♦
P

♦ Q 4 3





3NT
P
P
P

♣ Q J 6

It is obvious enough that declarer started with 2-2-5-4 shape. As declarer must find discards on the run of the spades you will get clues that might help your discards, however you must find your first discard with little to go on. The theme is a common one at duplicate pairs. Do you hang onto guards in declarer’s suits at the expense of discarding your own winners? This is hard at any form of bridge, but it is doubly difficult if you don’t know whether your objective is to beat the contract or merely to save overtricks.

We will look at several of the many hands that declarer may have.

(r)   
♠ K 4

♥ A 4

♦ J 10 9 8 2

♣ A K 5 4

If declarer has hand (r) you can beat this contract provided you hang onto your club guard and all your hearts. You can afford to discard diamonds. 
(s)
♠ K 4

♥ A 4

♦ A 9 8 5 2

♣ K 8 7 4

If declarer has hand (s) you can beat the contract by hanging onto your diamonds, discarding clubs. 
(t)
♠ K 4

♥ A 4

♦ A 9 8 5 2

♣ A K 8 7

If declarer has (t) then the contract is unbeatable. If you try to beat it by discarding a diamond declarer will take 13 tricks. Alternatively, if you discard a club declarer can cash 12 tricks (5 spades, the ♥A, ♦A K and 4 clubs). You must let go of a heart. The subsequent play will be quite complex but you should hold declarer to 10 tricks.
Yes, here we have set you a problem without a clearcut answer. If you have advanced defensive signaling methods partner might help you. Perhaps the best practical advice we can give is that most players seem too keen to hang on to winners. The consequence is so often that a defender discards a guard, watches declarer cash that suit and seems to be squeezed again. 

DUPLICATE DEFENSIVE TACTICS

Playing teams-of-four scoring your objective in defence is to beat the contract. However at duplicate pairs in defence you have to judge whether your objective is to beat the contract or merely prevent overtricks.  This often can depend on whether you are defending a contract that is likely to be widely reproduced.

  In hand (a) you lead the ♠10 to East’s ♠J and South’s ♠K. Declarer leads a diamond at trick 2. How should you defend? 

(a)


♠ 7 6




♥ A Q J 10 9 3




♦ K Q J




♣ A 6



North/South Game

♠ A 10 9 8 4





South
West
North
East

♥ 7 4 2







1♥
P

♦ A 7 






1NT
P
2NT
P

♣ K J 3





3NT
P
P
P

Declarer has shown up with the ♠K. Presumably declarer also has the ♥K, otherwise it would have appeared to be normal to use the entry to hand to finesse hearts. Declarer will have either the ♠Q or the ♣Q to justify raising 2NT to 3NT, but not both. 

Suppose South has: 

(1)
♠ K 3 2
♥ K 5

♦ 9 6 5 3
♣ Q 7 4 2

Many pairs will play this in 4♥. North will be declarer, and will surely eventually lose two spades, the ♦A and a club. If 4♥ is going one off then it is essential that you beat 3NT, so you must take your ♦A and continue with spades, preferably the ♠A in case East started with ♠Q J doubleton. If East started with ♠Q J x East will surely have the good sense to unblock the ♠Q under the ♠A.

Alternatively declarer might have:

(2)
♠  K Q 3
♥ K 5

♦ 9 6 5 3
♣ 10 7 4 2

Now 4♥ will make, but you cannot prevent an overtrick in 3NT, declarer making at least one spade, six hearts, two diamonds and the ♣A. 

The point is that if declarer has (2) you are booked for a bad score whatever you do so assume declarer has (1). Take your ♦A and continue spades, for a hard earned average.

In hand (b) North seems to have taken a strange view in the bidding. Presumably South has 4-3-3-3 shape, but North’s decision to pass 3NT is remarkable. You cash your  ♦A, East discouraging with the ♦2. What next?

(b)


♠ Q J 10 7




♥ A Q




♦ 4




♣ A K Q J 5 4

East/West Game

♠ 8 5 4





South
West
North
East

♥ J 9 6 2







1♣
P

♦ A K J 3





1♠
P
3♦ *
P

♣ 10 3 





3NT
P
P
P

* 3♦ is a splinter bid, agreeing spades and showing a singleton diamond.

Presumably declarer has the ♦Q, ♥K and at least one spade honour. We need to look at possible hands for declarer.

(1)  ♠ K 9 3 2

♥ K 7 3
♦ Q 10 6
♣ 8 7 6 

If declarer has (1) you can beat 3NT by two tricks if you switch to a spade. However it is unnecessary to beat 3NT because other pairs in the more normal contract of 4♠ will easily take 11 tricks. You can ensure your top score by cashing the ♦K and switching to a spade, holding declarer to ten tricks. 

(2)  ♠ A 9 3 2

♥ K 7 3
♦ Q 10 6
♣ 8 7 6

If declarer has (2) the best you can do is to hold declarer to eleven tricks. Pairs in 4♠ will make twelve tricks with the trump finesse working, so conceding 660 will give you an excellent score. You must cash the ♦K at trick 2.

(3)  ♠ A K 3 2

♥ K 7 3
♦ Q 10 6
♣ 8 7 6 

If declarer has (3) again those pairs in 4♠ will make 12 tricks, so it is correct to cash your ♦K at trick 2.

In each case it is correct to cash the ♦K at trick 2, even though it gives up on the chance of beating the contract. Playing rubber bridge or teams of four scoring when it would be right to switch to a spade at trick 2 in the hope of beating the contract.

In hand (c) you start the defence to 3♦ with the ♠K. Declarer wins win the ♠A, enters dummy with the ♣A and runs the ♦J to your ♦K. What do you do next?

(c)


♠ J 8




♥ K 10 9 7




♦ J 10 9 4




♣ A 9 8


Love all

♠ K Q 10 9





South
West
North
East

♥ A 5 4 3





1♦
P
1♥
P

♦ K 8 7





2NT
P
3♦
P

♣ 6 5






P
P

If South’s 2NT rebid shows 17-18 high card points then your partner can have at most a queen or two jacks. Your opponents have at least 26 points but are playing in a part-score. No doubt North thought 3♦ was forcing and South thought it was a sign off. Even if 3♦ is forcing it is hard to understand why North chose to bid 3♦ rather than 3NT. However signs are ominous for you! The majority of North/South pairs will play in 3NT. West has an obvious lead of the ♠K, and 3NT will clearly be defeated by at least one trick. You will have to perform the Herculean task of defeating 3♦ if you are to escape a bottom. Can you see any chance?

  It is only a very slim chance, but suppose South has:  

♠A 6    ♥ J 6 2    ♦ A Q 6 2
♣ K Q J 10

If you cash the ♠Q and switch to the ♥3 declarer will probably play low from dummy. Your partner’s ♥Q will win the trick, and a heart return to your ♥A will lead to a heart ruff. One down, for a hard earned average. 

In hand (d) once again North/South seem to have had a bidding misunderstanding, ending in a part-score with at least 26 high card points. Your ♦J is led, taken by dummy’s ♦Q. The ♥9 is now run to your ♥K. Do you think this example is similar to the last one?

(d)


♠ Q 9 6 4




♥ Q 9 2




♦ Q 3




♣ K 10 9 7


Game all

♠ A 3 2





South
West
North
East

♥ K 8






1♥
P
1♠
P

♦ J 10 9 8





2NT
P
3♥
P

♣ A 6 4 3





P
P

The difference is that this time you don’t know whether or not their correct contract is 3NT or 4♥, or indeed if the correct contract is likely to make. You may hope that they have a making game contract, in which case it hardly matters what you do. However you must play on the assumption that they are going off, in which case you must beat 3♥ to catch up the rest of the room. Again it is correct to play partner for ♣Q doubleton, so take the ♥K and underlead your ♣A. 

South has:  ♠ K J     ♥ A J 10 7 4    ♦ A K 2    ♣ J 5 2

In the hand (e) you choose to lead the ♠4 against South’s 4♠. Dummy’s ♠8 forces out East’s ♠Q and declarer enters dummy with the ♠7. The ♦J is now run to your ♦Q. What do you do now?

(e)


♠ J 9 8 7




♥ 10 6




♦ J 10 9 8




♣ J 9 7


Love all

♠ 10 4






South
West
North
East

♥ Q 9 8 2





2♣
P
2♦
P

♦ A Q 7





2NT
P
3♣
P

♣ K Q 6 2





3♥
P
3NT
P








4♠
2NT = 21-22  high card points.

Declarer must have all the missing points with the possible exception of a jack. It is easy to count declarer’s tricks as well: at least five trumps (including a heart ruff in dummy) the ♥A K, two diamonds and the ♣A. Is this necessarily a disaster? The answer is ‘yes’ for two reasons:

  Firstly some pairs might not be in game. Not everybody will raise 2NT to 3NT, particularly if the opening 2NT shows 20-22 HCP.

  Secondly if you had led a heart or a club you would almost certainly have defeated 4♠: taking a club, two diamonds and a trump. You had a difficult choice of leads, and although your choice of a trump was reasonable, you were well aware of the dangers of underleading the ten of trumps and other defenders might have seen it differently.

  You really must beat this contract if you are to salvage something from the wreckage. You must play declarer for:.

♠ A K 5 2
♥ A K 7 4      ♦ K 6      ♣ A 4 3

Then a daring switch to the ♣2 will almost certainly lead declarer to misguess and play dummy’s ♣9. East’s ♣10 will then force out the ♣A, setting you up two club tricks while you still have the ♦A. What happens if declarer has the ♣10 and ends up with eleven tricks? Our estimate is that allowing declarer eleven tricks will hardly be worse than conceding ten tricks.

CASHING OUT

In hand (f) you lead the ♦4 against South’s 3NT. Dummy’s ♦10 wins the trick and at trick 2 you are on lead with the ♣A. What next? 

(f)


♠ A K 8




♥ 8




♦ K Q 10 6




♣ K Q J 10 9


Game all

♠ 7 4 3





South
West
North
East

♥ A J 3 2





1NT
P
3NT
P

♦ J 8 7 4 3





P
P

♣ A 

South must hold all the missing high card points for the 1NT opening bid. Count declarer’s tricks: at least three spades, four diamonds and four clubs. You cannot lose by cashing the ♥A at trick 3, indeed it will run away unless you take it if South has four spades. This seemingly simple play illustrates a vital skill in duplicate pairs. The good duplicate defender, aided by counting, knows when to cash out and give up.

In hand (g) you lead the ♠Q against South’s 4♥. Declarer wins dummy’s ♠A and runs the ♥J. East discards a low diamond and you are allowed to take the ♥K. How do you defend?

(g)


♠ A K 7




♥ J 4




♦  K 9 6 4 




♣ A K Q 7

Love all 

♠  Q J 10




South
West
North
East

♥ K 6 5 3




3♥
P
4NT
P

♦ A 5  





5♦
P
5♥
P

♣ J 10 9 8




P
P

4NT is Roman Key Card Blackwood.

5♦ shows either one ace or the trump king.

Consider your options.

Firstly you might try underleading your ♦A, hoping East has the ♦Q and South the ♦J. If South really does have ♦J x then South has been very careless. Surely South would then have obtained a diamond discard on one of dummy’s black suit winners before tackling trumps.

   Secondly you might continue spades. Since declarer has only eleven obvious tricks you might argue that your twelfth will come later, and you don’t want to risk your ♦A being ruffed, setting up the ♦K an the twelfth trick. This argument doesn’t really hold water. Suppose South started with.

♠ 8 5 

♥ A Q 10 9 8 7 2
♦ Q 8
        ♣ 6 3

South wins your spade continuation, ruffs a spade and runs the trumps. With one trump left to be played the position is;




♦ K 




♣ A K Q 7

♦ A

♣ J 10 9 8




♥ 7




♦ Q 2




♣ 6 3

What do you intend to discard on the last trump? You are squeezed, forced to discard either the ♦K or your club guard. Note that declarer’s ♦Q is immaterial: the ♦K in dummy is enough to make the squeeze effective. However the ♦Q in South’s hand explains why declarer was in no hurry to discard a diamond on dummy’s extra club winner. 

The third option is to cash your ♦A, settling for eleven tricks. Since it is clear that you are likely to be squeezed out of your twelfth trick this is the wise choice.

   Note that even if your ♦A is ruffed, declarer could always make twelve tricks on a similar squeeze to that shown above.

In hand (h) West leads the ♥Q, covered by dummy’s ♥K and won by your ♥A. How do you defend, firstly playing teams-of-four and secondly playing duplicate pairs?

(h)
♠ A 10 9

♥ K 9

♦ A K J 9 7 6





♣ 7 4





Game All








♠ 8 7


South
West
North
East



♥ A 7 4 3 2

1♠
P
2♦
P

♦ 8  


3♦
P
3♠
P

♣ 9 8 6 3 2

4♠
P
P
P

It is just possible that this contract might be beatable. South may have:

♠ K Q J 6 4

♥ 8 5

♦ Q 4 3 2
  ♣  K J

In that case a club switch is necessary at trick 2. That would be correct at teams-of-four.

However that is a poor opening bid and it is far more likely that South has the ♣A, perhaps: 

♠ K Q J 6 4

♥ 8 5

♦ Q 4 3 2
  ♣ A J

In that case you need to return a heart to make sure the defence takes its two tricks. Return a heart at duplicate pairs, otherwise declarer will wrap up five spades, six diamonds and the ♣A, giving you a bottom.

DEFENDING AGAINST SACRIFICE CONTRACTS

If you are playing a sacrifice contract you need to keep your eyes firmly on what you need for a good score. When defending against a sacrifice contract you need a similar goal, in this case to beat the score you would have achieved without the sacrifice.

In hand (i) you decide to lead the ♥Q which wins the trick, East playing the ♥2 to show an odd number of hearts. You then cash the ♥J. What do you play next?

(i)


♠ K 9 8 5




♥ 9 7




♦ K Q J 10




♣ Q J 10


East/West Vulnerable

♠ A 






South
West
North
East

♥ Q J 3 2








1♥
♦ 9 7
2





2♠ *
3♠ $
4♠
Dbl


♣ A 6 5 3 2





P
P
P

*  2♠ is a weak jump overcall.

$   3♠ shows a heart raise to at least 3♥.

South has clearly bid 2♠ on negligible values, no doubt influenced by the vulnerability. Many East/West pairs will be left to play unmolested in 4♥, scoring 620 or 650, so three off (500) is likely to give you a poor score. You must aim for 800. Your most realistic chance is to find East with ♣K x, so switch to the ♣3. South has.  

  ♠ Q J 10 9 6 2       ♥ 8 5    ♦ 8 5     ♣ 9 8 7

Hand (j) features opponents sacrificing against your slam contract. Your ♥J lead is ruffed and declarer switches to the ♠Q. You win the ♠A, East discarding a heart. How do you defend?

(j)


♠ 9 7 6 5







♥ 7 4








♦ Q J 4 3 







♣ Q J 2


Game All

♠  A J






South
West
North
East

♥ J 10 8 6 5





4♠
Dbl
6♠
7♥
♦ K 7






P
P
7♠
Dbl

♣ A K 4 3





P
P
P

Can you make 7♥? Possibly, but you cannot be sure as there might be a slow club loser. It hardly matters because there is no prospect of you getting a better score than 2210 (7♥ making). However your aim should be to beat anybody scoring 1430 (6♥ making) or 1460 (6x♥ + 1). Partner surely has the ♦A for the 7♥ bid, which hopefully should allow you to take two tricks in each minor suit and a diamond ruff. Six off doubles is –1700. Switch to the ♦K at trick 3. South has:

   ♠ K Q 10 8 4 3 2      ♥ -     ♦ 9 8      ♣ 10 9 8 6

