Winners and Losers

The most crucial and wide ranging general piece of advice we can give to a declarer is to attempt to plan how you intend to make your contract before you play a single card. There are a number of things you need to focus on: losers, immediate winners (or top tricks), winners that can definitely be developed, and possible extra tricks (eg by a finesse).

  Try the examples below.

(a)
( K Q 4 2
                                        (b)    ( Q 4 2


♥ A 5


♥ K 9 4 2


♦ 8 5 4 3


♦ J 8


♣ 9 5 4


♣ Q 5 3 2


( 5


( A 6 5


♥ K Q J 10 9 8


♥ J 6 3


♦ A K 7


♦ A 10 6 4


♣ A K Q


♣ K 9 4

Contract: 6♥    Lead: ♥2
 Contract 1NT   Lead (2

       A
Q
We try to summarise the question-and-answer thought process that you should go through for (a)

Q  "How many winners have I got?"

A  "12. One spade, 6 hearts, 2 diamonds, 3 clubs."
Q   "How many immediate losers?"
A   "Just  one, the (A"

It can be helpful to identify losers in the stronger hand (or the hand with longer trumps), and pair them up with winners in the weaker hand. In this case you are pairing up South’s ♦7 loser with North’s spare spade winner.  

"This seems a highly satisfactory state of affairs. Can I anticipate any avoidable problems?"
This is the difficult bit because it depends on recognition. If you automatically draw trumps you will find that you have no entry to dummy's established spade, and in the fullness of time you will find yourself with a diamond loser.
So how can you learn to recognise such a problem without an infinite amount of time at your disposal? Asking yourself an endless barrage of questions, eg. "Are there entry problems?", will not only exhaust you but drive everybody else mad! We think the solution is similar to learning a foreign language. You cannot conduct a conversation by looking up every word in a dictionary or constantly reciting irregular verbs. To learn you must practice until it comes intuitively.
In the meantime when dummy goes down, hold your cards in one hand and sit on the other. This prevents you from grabbing a card before you have considered your strategy.
Now we return to example (a). You recognise that you have an entry problem for dummy's spades, and the only entry to dummy is the ♥A. Therefore win the opening lead in your hand, and lead a spade at trick 2. Suppose East takes the (K with the (A and returns a diamond. Take it with the ♦A,  enter dummy with the ♥A, and discard your diamond loser on the established (Q. Then ruff a spade back to your hand and complete the drawing of trumps.

Note that good planning has led you to ignore two guidelines. You haven’t immediately drawn trumps, and you blocked the heart suit by failing to take the ♥A on the first round.
How about (b)? We have been mischievous here. It isn't remotely possible to plan this. Indeed, when you gain the lead a good case could be made for playing on any of the four suits at trick 2. It tends to be easier to plan high-level contracts than part-scores because there are usually fewer imponderables. All you can do with (b) is fiddle around and see what turns up. There is no point in worrying about it!    Now for some more examples.

(c)
( A Q

(d)
( A Q


♥ A 8 4 3


♥ A 8 4 3


♦ K 10 8 2

♦ K 10 8 2


♣ A 8 7


♣ A 8 7


( 8 5


( 8 5


♥ K Q J 10 9

♥ K Q J 10 9


♦ A Q J


♦ Q J 3


♣ K Q 2


♣ K Q 2

Contract: 7♥    Lead: (6

Contract: 6♥   Lead: (6

Playing (c) do you finesse the (Q? Try counting top tricks. You can make 13 tricks as soon as you grasp the lead. There are no entry problems, so you must  rise with the (A.
Now consider (d). It looks so similar, but appearances are deceptive. First analysis suggests you have simply lost one winner, the ♦A, but that does not necessarily mean that you will make just one fewer trick. The timing of the play has been altered. This time you must fatally lose the lead to the ♦A before you can discard your spade loser, so that plan won't work. You must finesse the (Q at trick 1.
With hand (d) you have 12 potential winners (the (A, 5 hearts, 3 diamonds once the ♦A is driven out, and 3 clubs). You also have 2 potential losers (the ♦A and a spade). Whenever the total of winners and losers comes to more than 13 the number of tricks makeable depends on timing. The hand then becomes a race between declarer's winners and the defenders'  ability to exploit declarer's losers. Frequently the opening lead is crucial. Here, with 12 winners and 2 losers, the total is 14 and the defenders have hit the jackpot with the (6 lead, giving them the edge in the race. Your 12 winners are an illusion, forcing you back onto the spade finesse at trick 1. If that fails, you are helpless.
Quiz

1)
( 6 4 3 2

2)
    ( 3 2


♥ A Q



♥ Q 4 2


♦ K J 8



♦ A Q J 8 2


♣ A J 8 7



♣ 10 9 5


♠ K Q J 10 7


♠ A K


♥ J 7



♥ K J 3


♦ A Q 3

  

♦ K 10 4


♣ K Q 2



♣ Q J 8 7 6

i)      Contract: 6♠    Lead: ♥5

 Contract: 3NT  Lead: ♠Q

ii)     Contract: 6♠    Lead: ♦4


iii)    Contract: 6♠    Lead: ♠A followed by ♥5

3)
♠ 3 2

4)
♠ A Q


♥ A Q 7 6


♥ 8 5 4


♦ 9 7 6


♦ K Q J 10 


♣ K Q 8 7


♣ A 7 5 4


♠ K Q J 10 9 8 5 4

♠ 3 2


♥ 2


♥ K Q J 10 9


♦ A 8 5


♦ A 4 3


♣ 3


♣ 9 8 3

i)     Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♦K
   i)
Contract: 4♥    Lead: ♠5

ii)    Contract: 3♠   Lead: ♦K
   ii)
Contract: 5♥    Lead: ♠5

iii)   Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♥4



Answers to Quiz

1)   (i)  You have 12 winners after driving out the ♠A but you don't have time to draw trumps and discard the ♥J on the ♣J. Therefore finesse the ♥Q.
(ii) Take the ♦A and drive out the ♠A. You should decline any subsequent heart finesse.
(ill) Now  you don't need a heart finesse, so rise with dummy's ♥A and take your 12 tricks.

2) You have 7 top tricks and can develop additional tricks from clubs or hearts. Although your clubs are longer, you can only afford to lose the lead once before you are overwhelmed in spades, therefore attack hearts.
3) (i)   You have 10 winners (7 spades once the ♠A is driven out, the ♥A, ♦A and a club) but time is against you. You also have 4 immediate losers to attend to: (2 diamonds, the ♠A and the ♣A). Therefore you must win the ♦A and finesse the ♥Q in an attempt to reduce your losers to 3. If that fails you will go two off!
(ii)  The same arguments apply as in (i), but now 4 losers pose no threat so win the ♦A and  get  on with drawing trumps,.

(iii) This time the heart lead has removed your only entry to dummy's  clubs, so you need the heart finesse.

 4)    (i)  You have 10 winners (the ♠A, 4 hearts once the ♥A is dislodged, 4 diamonds and the ♣A)  but also 4 possible losers (the ♥A, one spade and 2 clubs). If you greedily take the spade finesse and lose to the ♠K a club switch could remove your ♣A before you have knocked out the ♥A, therefore to ensure your contract you must rise with the ♠A and draw trumps.

       (ii) Now you need the spade finesse to bring your total of winners to 11. If it fails, a club switch restricts you to 9 tricks.     
