Suit Combinations   

There are thousands of different suit combinations. You cannot memorise them all. My purpose is twofold:

1)  To give you some general principles

2)  To teach you to think correctly.

The Sayings

Most bridge players know aide-memoires such as: ‘Eight ever, nine never. However there is more than this than meets the eye. To start by putting this into its simplest form:

If you are missing K 2 play for the drop. 

If you are missing K 3 2 play to finesse the Q
If you are missing Q 4 3 2  play for the drop
If you are missing Q 5 4 3 2 play to finesse the Q (having first cashed the A or the K in case the Q is singleton. If you are missing J 6 5 4 3 2 play for the drop.
(a)
♠  K J 6 4


(b)
♥ K J 10 5


♠  A 7 5 3 2



♥ A 4 3 2

Suppose you have bid to a contract of 4♠ and your contract depends on avoiding any spade loser from the trump suit shown below in (a). You start by cashing the ♠A, both defenders following low, and continue with the ♠2. West follows with another low spade. Should you play dummy's ♠J (successful if West has the ♠Q) or dummy's ♠K (necessary If East has the ♠Q)?
Try looking at 'vacant spaces'. Assume you have no clue as to the defenders' distribution in other suits. We now know 3 of West's 13 original cards (including the opening lead), and only 2 of East's. West has 10 'vacant spaces', while East has 11. This suggests that East is marginally more likely to hold the ♠Q, suggesting that you should play dummy's ♠K.
Please be reassured at this stage. You don't need to calculate 'vacant spaces' every time you have to make a decision between taking a finesse and playing for the drop. It is widely known that holding 9 cards in a suit, missing just the queen, it is usually correct to play for the drop. However, the concept of vacant spaces shows it is a marginal decision, and almost any clue that might indicate otherwise should persuade you to take the finesse.
Maybe West opened INT (showing 12-14 points) and you are missing only 16 points. Maybe East opened with a pre-emptive 3♣, announcing great length in clubs and implying corresponding shortage in the other suits. In either of these cases you should finesse the ♠J.
In the absence of clues that might suggest otherwise the Australian expert and writer, Tim Bourke, has formulated a number of excellent aide-memoires.
If the number of cards outstanding in the suit is less than, or equal to, twice the number of higher honours you hold, play for the drop.
If the number of cards outstanding in the suit is greater than twice the number of higher honours you hold, take the finesse.
Try applying this to the heart suit in (b). There are 5 outstanding hearts. You hold 2 higher honours than the missing queen. 5 is greater than twice 2, so finesse. Start by cashing cash the ♥A in case East has the ♥Q singleton. Then finesse North's ♥J.
(c)
♦ A K Q 10


(d)
♦ A K Q 10 3


♦ 3 2




♦ 2

You should finesse dummy's ♦10 in (c) and (d). You have 7 diamonds missing, and you have only 3 higher honours than the ♦J. 7 is greater than twice 3. With (c) you should cash the ♦A first just in case East has the ♦J singleton.
As seen by considering the spade suit in (a), the decision is borderline when the number of cards outstanding exactly equals double the number of higher honours you hold. For example suppose you are West and playing this hand in 4♥ after North opened 3♠.

West



East

♠ 6 3



♠ 7 2

♥ A K J 4 3 2


♥ 8 7 6 

♦ A K 8


♦ Q 6 3

♣ 7 3



♣ A 6 5 4 2

North cashed the ♠K Q and switches to a diamond. Assuming North started with 7 spades, he has 6 vacant spaces while South has 11. Win the ♦A, cash the ♥A in case North has the ♥Q singleton, enter dummy with the ♣A and finesse your ♥J. 
Analogous situations
How would you play the suits below to make maximum tricks? 

(e)
♠ Q 10 6 4


(f)
♥ Q 10 9 5


♠ K 7 5 3 2



♥ K 4 3 2

Take (e) and upgrade the rank of all your significant high cards by one. You now have the spade suit already seen in (a). The two suits are analogous, and they should be tackled in the same way. If you are uncertain how to play a combination try upgrading all your honour cards by one rank and play your suit the same way. This time it is worth leading a low spade from dummy towards your ♠K (just in case East has the ♠A J doubleton). Always prefer to lead up to an honour if a higher honour is missing rather than just play the honour. If the ♠K loses to West's ♠A you will lead the ♠2 towards dummy later. Then if West follows low play for the drop as you had 4 spades the ♠J.

 Equally you should play (f) like (b). Lead low to the ♥K and finesse the ♥10

Specific Combinations

(1)
North

A Q 10 3 2  

For 5 tricks. Plenty of entries


South

K 5

(2)
North

A Q 4 3 2

For 5 tricks. Plenty of entries


South

K 10

(3)
North

4 3 2


(i)   For 1 trick.  Plenty of entries







(ii)  For 1 trick.  North has only 1 entry


South

K 10 9

(4)
North

J 3 2


For 3 tricks. Plenty of entries


South

K Q 5 4

(5)
North

A 4 3 


For 4 tricks. Plenty of entries


South

K J 6 5

(6)
North

K 4 3 


For 3 tricks. Plenty of entries


South

Q 10 6 5

(7)
North

A Q 10 5

For 4 tricks. No outside entries to South 


South

K 4 3
Answers to exercise on suit combinations
1) Play the K followed by the A and Q. With an even number of cards missing play for the drop.

2) Lead the 2 from North and finesse the 10. This takes 5 tricks if East has: J x, J x x or J x x x. Compare this with (1). This time playing for the drop doesn't allow you to pick up J x.
3)
(a) Finesse the 10. Then finesse the 7. This builds one trick unless West has the Q and J.

(b) Finesse the K. This relies on East holding the A.

4)   Lead the 2 from North towards the K Q. If the K wins re-enter North in another suit to lead towards the remaining honour in the South hand. If that also wins give up a trick. This takes 3 tricks if the suit breaks 3-3, or East holds the A singleton or doubleton. This demonstrates that it is better to lead towards an honour than to lead the honour.
5)
Play the A and finesse the J. This takes 4 tricks if East has the Q trebleton.

6)
Lead low from South towards the K. If this wins finesse the 10. This takes 3 tricks if East has: J x x  or A J x. It also succeeds if West has the A singleton or A J doubleton.

7) Cash the A, then return to South with the K. If both players follow play the Q. This takes 4 tricks if the suit is 3-3 or either defender has the J doubleton. It also works if West has: J x x x x as when you take the K on the second trick East shows out allowing you to take the marked finesse.

How do you play 6sx:               (i)    on a diamond lead?            (ii)   on a club lead?

♠  7 6 4 2                    ♠  K J 10 8 3




♥  A 4 2                      ♥  K Q J T 5 3

♦  A 9 6 5                   ♦  -

♣ Q 4                         ♣  A K

It revolves around how we play a spade combination of K J T 8 3  opposite 7 6 4 2  for one loser. The best way doesn’t require you to calculate percentages. You can start by balancing combinations that cancel each other out. Suppose you have to play this combination with plenty of entries to both hands

1) South has A x: North has  Q x

2)  South has Q x: North has  A x

3)  South has A x x: North has  Q

4)  South has  Q x x: North has  A

5)  South has  A:  North has  Q x x

6)  South has Q:  North has  A x x

7)  South has A Q x  North has x

8)  South has A Q x x  North void

1)   needs leading to the K:     2)   needs leading to the J.    1) and 2) balance each other . 

3)  Needs leading to the K:     4)   needs leading to the J.     3) and 4) balance each other.

5) you cannot get right:           6)    you cannot get wrong.      They are irrelevant.

So far everything balances, but the argument is swayed by 7) and 8), both of which require leading to the J, and later repeating the finesse. 

However, a combination appears in the context of a whole hand. 

On a diamond lead the above arguments are relevant  because the diamond lead has given dummy two entries. 

On a club lead there is only one entry to hand, the hxA, and even that is fraught with danger because you might suffer a heart ruff. Trying the same logic:

Perhaps 1) and 2) balance each other, though the danger of a heart ruff suggests it might be wise to remove two rounds of trumps quickly, suggesting leading to the K.

However with 4) you cannot repeat the finesse to pick up South’s Q x x, so there is nothing to balance 3). 

You cannot pick up 7) and 8) whatever you if South rises with the ace when you lead.

Therefore it is correct to lead a spade to dummy’s K. 

Quiz

(1/2)
♠ A Q 7



(3/4)
♠ 6 4 2 


♥ 6 4





♥ A Q 3


♦ Q J 4




♦ A K 8


♣ A K 4 3 2




♣ A Q 3 2

♠ K 8 6




♠ A Q 8 7 5 3


♥ A K 7 5




♥ K 9


♦ A K 2




♦ Q J 2


♣ J 10 3




♣ K 8

1  Contract: 6NT    Lead: ♠J 


3  Contract: 6♠  Lead: ♥J 

2  Contract: 7NT    Lead: ♠J 


4  Contract: 7♠  Lead: ♥J 

(5)
♠ 3 2




(6)
♠ 3 2


♥  A 8 4




♥  A 8 4


♦  A 9 8 2




♦  A 9 8 2


♣  J 4 3 2




♣  J 4 3 2

♠ A K J 6 5 4




♠ A K J 10 6 5 


♥ K 2





♥ K 2


♦ K Q 3




♦ K Q 3


♣ A K





♣ A K

Contract: 6♠   Lead: ♥Q 



Contract: 7♠   Lead: ♥Q

(7)
♠ 10 5 3 2



(8)
♠ 10 5 3 2 


♥ A 7 3




♥ A 7 3


♦ 7 4 3




♦ 7 4 3


♣ 9 8 4




♣ A 8 4

♠ A Q J 4




♠ A Q J 4


♥ K 4 2




♥ K 4 2


♦ A K Q




♦ A K Q 


♣ A K Q




♣ K Q 9 

Contract: 6NT  Lead: ♥Q



Contract: 6NT   Lead: ♥Q

Answers to quiz
(1) Take the ♥A, enter dummy with the ♠A, and lead a club towards your ♣J. When West shows out repeat this play, ensuring 4 club tricks.

(2) Take the ♥A, cash the ♣A in case there is a singleton ♣Q, return to your hand and run the ♣J. You require either the ♣Q to be singleton, or for West to hold the ♣Q doubleton or tripleton.

(3) Win the ♥K and cash the ♠A, If the king doesn't fall enter dummy and lead towards your ♠Q. Cashing the ♠A first is a safety play, in case West has the ♠K singleton.

(4) Win the ♥A and finesse the ♠Q. You require East to hold the ♠K doubleton.

(5) Win the ♥K, cash the ♠A in case West has the ♠Q singleton, enter dummy and take a spade finesse.

(6) Win the ♥A and take an immediate spade finesse. If it wins re-enter dummy and take a second spade finesse. How does this line compare with cashing the ♠A first? It loses when West has a singleton ♠Q, but gains when West has a small
singleton: 4 times more likely.

(7) Win the ♥A and run the ♠10. You make 4 spade tricks if East has the ♠K doubleton or tripleton.

(8) Win the ♥A and lead a low spade to your ♠Q. If that wins re-enter dummy with the ♣A and lead a low spade towards your ♠J.

Note the difference between (7) and (8). With the extra entry to dummy in (8) you can afford to lead a low spade towards your hand rather than run the ♠10. This allows you to pick up the ♠K singleton with East.
