Simple Counting

How does the expert declarer know to drop the singleton king offside when the percentage play seems to be to take a finesse? Why does the club star never misguess the position of a missing queen? There are numerous clues available from the bidding and the cards played, that a trained mind can turn to advantage. The basic skill involves no more than simple counting.
Counting points
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West leads the ♥A K Q against your spade game. Who has the vital ♠Q? Perhaps you have a vague feeling that as you are not missing very many points and West opened a 12-14 point INT it is likely to be West. This is loose thinking! You need a far more rigorous thought process than that!
  West has produced 9 points in hearts, so West has between 3 and 5 more. The only high cards unaccounted for are the ♠Q and ♣A. The ♠Q alone would give West only 11 points, so West has the ♣A. However, the ♠Q would then raise West's points total to 15, so East has this card.
  Perhaps at this stage you feel that such detailed calculation is beyond you, and that to attempt it would slow the game down to the irritation of your opponents and the wrath of the tournament director. Here we can reassure you. Counting is undoubted slow and exhausting when you first attempt it but it soon becomes second nature. It is also helpful to recognise the occasions when counting points tends to particularly profitable, for example when a defender has made a limit bid at some stage of the auction.
   When a player passes and then turns up with a number of high card points, you can often pinpoint missing points with the other partner.
Counting Shape
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Counting a defender's shape can be even more certain than counting points, because each player must have thirteen cards. In the next example West leads the ♠Q, ruffed by East who returns the ♣K. Your ♣A wins the trick, but West shows out.
  No doubt you are somewhat disgruntled that you have missed the optimum contract of 6NT, and that your seemingly certain twelve tricks have been reduced to eleven. That is no excuse for sloppy thinking. You already have sufficient^ information to make your contract a certainty! Just work out how many cards West has in each suit, ie. West's shape. 

  West started with 9 spades, no clubs and seemingly no hearts (a fact that will be confirmed when you draw trumps.) West started with 13 cards and so must have 4 diamonds. You can  cash the K Q and finesse dummy's ♦10, the ♦A providing a discard for your club loser.
  It seems glaringly obvious that when you know a defender's shape in three suits you know the distribution of the fourth, but it is so often missed at the table!
  Counting shape tends to profitable when a defender has announced a long suit, particularly with a pre-emptive bid or two-suited overcall, but you should be aware of the potential for counting shape whenever a player unexpectedly shows out in one suit.
Some harder examples
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West leads the ♥4 to East's ♥K. East continues with the ♥A and ♥10, West following suit with the ♥6 and ♥2. You ruff the ♥10 and play a spade to dummy's ♠K, West showing out. You complete drawing trumps with the aid of a finesse, cash the ♦K A, ruff a diamond in dummy, East following suit with the ♦10 J Q. You return to your hand with the ♠9 and face the moment of truth as you lead ♣10 for a finesse. Which card should you play from dummy?
  East seems to have 3-4-3-3 shape (though East might just be playing a devious game with 3-4-4-2 shape.) Since the question is whether East is more likely to have the ♣Q or ♣A, it will pay you to mentally construct the hand East would hold in each case.
(a)

♠ Q 10 6
♥ A K 10 9
 ♦  Q J 10
♣ Q 4 2

(b)

♠ Q 10 6
♥ A K 10 9
 ♦  Q J 10
♣ A 4 2


Which of these hands are consistent with East's 1♥ opening bid? Surely if East held (a) a 1NT opening would be obvious, indeed after a 1♥ opening bid East would have no suitable rebid after a 2♣ or 2♦  response. East has (b), so try dummy's ♣J.
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In this example West leads the ♣3 to East's ♣A and East returns the ♠2. You have a trump safety play available by playing the ♦ 4 towards dummy, indeed if East has ♦ Q 10 9 2 for the double this play is essential. However counting East's shape tells you a different story!
  Firstly the club suit. If West had led a singleton club West would surely have returned_the suit, so it seems East has four and West three. However, East would have preferred to open a 5-card major to a 4-card minor, therefore East cannot be void in diamonds. Simply play the ♦ A K, and concede two heart tricks.
  Do you see the danger of trying a low diamond from your hand? West rises with the ♦ Q and leads from the doubleton heart, collecting a heart ruff to defeat you.
Making necessary assumptions
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There are two auctions for you to consider this time. In each case West leads the ♥A, East following with the ♥J, and West continues with the ♥7 to East’s ♥10. East then switches to the ♦ 5. You are missing 19 high card points, and you can already place ten of them: West having the ♥A K Q and East the ♥J. East surely needs either the ♦ A or the ♣K for the 2♥ response, and West the other to justify the vulnerable raise to 3♥. What a shame that you are obliged to guess in diamonds before you have been able to find out who has the ♣K! In fact, it is up to you to decide who has the ♣K, bearing in mind your objective is to fulfil your contract rather than score overtricks.
After auction 1, if West has the ♣K your contract cannot fail whatever you do in diamonds. The only danger is if East has the ♣K, so you mentally place East with this card. In that case West has the ♦ A and you must try the  ♦ J. If West wins the ♦ Q and smugly returns a diamond to East's ♦ A you are not worried, as the club finesse will work. Note that there is no point in you worrying about West holding the ♦ A Q and East the ♣K, as in that case your contract will fail whatever you do.

Auction 2 provides a complete contrast. This time you are one level higher, and your only chance of fulfilling your game is to assume West has the ♣K. In that case it seems likely that East will have the ♦ A to justify the raise to 2♥, so you should rise with the ♦ K. If that loses to the ♦ A you are almost certainly going two down, but the important thing is that your play ensures that you make your contract whenever it is possible to succeed. To summarise:
When the only danger to your contract is if one opponent has a particular card, assume that opponent has this card and place the other missing cards accordingly.
Alternatively, when your only chance to fulfil your contract is if one opponent has a particular card, assume that opponent has this card and place the other missing cards accordingly.
You can use the same reasoning processes when considering opponents1 shape. In the following example West leads the ♠3 and your ♠Q is allowed to take trick 1. How should you tackle the trumps?
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This contract looks too easy, indeed the vast majority of the time you will now take twelve tricks (discarding a spade on dummy's fifth diamond.) Is there any danger? Only if East has  ♦J 9 8 5 and you misguess the hearts. In that case you must assume East does hold all four diamonds, and it now becomes apparent that if anybody has ♥Q 8 3 it will be West. Start with the ♥A, confident that even if you have to lose a trump trick to East you will be able to pick up the diamonds without loss.

Try this example. West leads the ♣A and switches to the ♦ K and you are quite relieved when East follows suit. What next?
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You will not make this contract unless trumps break 3-2, so assume that they do. How many spades does that leave West? If West started with five cards in each minor suit and at least two hearts there cannot be room for more than a singleton spade. Your only chance is to assume West has 1-2-5-5 shape, so it must be correct to finesse the ♠9 at trick 2.
  Note that it superficially appears that you can succeed if West has 0-3-5-5 shape, but that is an illusion as West can ruff the ♠9, cash the ♦ Q and lead another diamond for an uppercut in the trump suit.
  It is instructive to see how the two-suited overcall that so often can impede your constructive bidding rebounds on the defenders if they lose the auction.
The next example is rather harder. West's ♣K wins trick 1, and is followed by the ♣4 to East's ♣A. East returns the ♠5. Do you finesse?
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Seen in isolation the finesse gives you the best chance of avoiding a trump loser, however this must be seen in the context of the whole hand. You also have a problem in diamonds, and your contract has no chance unless East has the ♦ A, so mentally give East this card. So far you have given East two aces, so possession of the ♠K is still consistent with East's pass as dealer, however you should consider the heart suit despite the fact that you don't plan to develop heart tricks. Surely if West would have preferred leading the ♥K from ♥K Q J to the ♣K Q without the ♣J. Therefore East has a heart honour, and now you can feel sure that West has the ♠K. Rise with the ♠A in case it is singleton.
If you are missing a solid sequence of high cards and that suit was not led you can assume that the opening leader doesn't possess them all unless the lead he has made is clearly equally attractive.
The time when you succeed in ignoring the table of percentages to drop a singleton king offside will coincide "with your elevation to magician status in the eyes of your contemporaries.
They can be made to talk

So far we have concentrated on recognising and interpreting what is already available to you. However, there is nothing to prevent you actively trying to make the defenders disgorge their secrets. Many simple cases are well known.

(a)
♣ K J 3 2


(b)
 ♦  K 3 2



♣ 5 4




 ♦  A J 10

If you can tell that the success of your contract is going to depend on your playing a low club to the ♣K J and guessing correctly as in (a), you might decide to do so very early in the play, hoping to catch a defender off guard. If you can combine this 'pressure play' with a spot of deception so much the better, for example if you can persuade West that you have a trump loser in your 6♠ contract West will be determined not to let you slip a club past the ♣A towards dummy's ♣K J.
Another well known strategem is illustrated if you must guess ♦ Q in (b). If you really have nothing to guide you, you can always try leading the ♦ J, looking for a hesitation that would reveal the position of the vital ♦ Q or, even better, a cover! If West follows low smoothly you rise with dummy's ♦ K and finesse the ♦ 10.
At this stage I need to talk briefly about the ethics of swindling. It is considered perfectly acceptable for declarer to try to catch a defender off guard and then take advantage of any induced hesitation, however a player is not permitted to hesitate artificially to deceive an opponent.

Thus in (a) South can lead the ♣4 with the intention of putting West under pressure. West is' entitled to hesitate with the ♣A because there is a real decision to make, but with ♣Q x x West is not allowed to dither. If West dithers and plays low South should call for dummy's ♣K, and if it turns out that West had ♣Q x x  the tournament director will adjust the score.

Similarly in (b), West is permitted to hesitate and play low with the ♦ Q, but must not dither with ♦ 8 7 6 4. Without the ♦ Q West hasn't got a real decision to make, and the tournament director will not be convinced by the argument that West was considering whether to Peter to show an even number of diamonds. West's legal obligation is not to risk passing misleading information to declarer by a hesitation. If South leads the ♦ J and West dithers before playing low, South can safely assume that West has the ♦ Q. Incidentally, East is not allowed to use this information! Any player is entitled to draw conclusions from the ditherings of an opponent, but a defender must ignore hesitations from partner.
  Incidentally, there are those who think that the laws are unbalanced in allowing psychological traps for one side, but not allowing the other side to retaliate in kind. It is not our concern to pronounce upon the laws, merely to help you understand them as they are.
You can easily set a trap in a suit that has no relevance to the play. In the next example West leads the ♦ J from ♦ J 10 9, allowing East to cash the ♦ A K Q. East then exits with the ♣J, won by your ♣A. The crucial question is: "Who has the ♠Q?"
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East has already shown up with the ♦ A K Q and ♣J. East will have either the ♠Q or ♥A, but not both to account for the INT opening bid. It cannot do any harm to try leading dummy's ♥K. East doesn't know you have no hearts, and if East plays low you can be fairly sure that West has the ♥A.
We now leave behind the psychological traps and concentrate on technical ways of prising out information. In the next example West leads the ♥K. Can you find out who has the ♦ Q?
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Don't underestimate the value of your club honours here! They won1t take any tricks, but their use is incalculable as you try to discover the position of the missing high cards because the defenders will be unable to conceal who has the ♣A K.

You are missing the ♠J, ♥K Q J, ♦ Q and ♣A K, a total of 16 points. Since the bidding marks East with at least 5 hearts you should be able to discover who has all of these high cards except the ♦ Q, so hopefully this vital missing piece of the jigsaw will fall into place. Win the ♥A, draw trumps (West having all three), and return a heart. West can do no better than continue with the ♥Q J which you ruff. You are almost there! West has 7 major suit points, so West must have two out of the three minor suit honours. Exit will the ♣Q and the defenders will have to reveal all their innermost secrets! If West cashes the ♣A K and perseveres with a third club you can be confident that East has the ♦ Q.
With a little well directed effort you similarly can eke out information about a defender's shape. In our next example West cashes the ♥A K, East following suit with the ♥2 and ♥4, and West then switches to the ♣J. This is covered by dummy's ♣K and East takes the trick with the ♣A. You win the ♣3 return with dummy's ♣Q, West following with the ♣10. What next?
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Suppose you draw trumps with the ♠A K and dummy's ♠J, West having a singleton. What do you know about West's shape?
East's failure to Peter in hearts suggests West has 6, giving West 7 cards in the majors and therefore, 6 minor suit cards. It is worth ruffing your losing club just in case something else comes to light. West discards a heart! If West started with one spade, 6 hearts and 2 clubs West must have 4 diamonds.

Your detective abilities have now turned your contract into a certainty! Cash the ♦ A in case East has the ♦ Q or ♦ 10 singleton, and confidently finesse dummy's ♦ 9. You can then return to your hand with the ♠Q to take the marked finesse against West's ♦ Q.

Avoiding a premature guess
In the next example West leads the ♦ 10 against your heart slam. You take dummy's ♦ A and draw trumps in three rounds. What next?
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Perhaps this example seems out of place in an article on card reading as it seems mainly a matter of technique. You can succeed without restoring to the club finesse if spades break 3-2, but however much you learn about your opponents' hands you have no alternative plays in spades or clubs.
  The point is that you need to play your hand in a way that will enable you to succeed if either black suit behaves. When this hand was played at the table declarer drew trumps and ducked a spade immediately. East won the trick and fired back a club, forcing declarer to choose between the black suit options prematurely. Knowing the percentages declarer rose with the ♣A, but the 4-1 spade break left the contract without hope. It was demoralising to discover subsequently that East had the ♣K!
  Before relinquishing the lead declarer needed to find out whether the spades were breaking. Correct technique would have been to cash dummy's ♠A before ducking the spade. East could take this and switch to a club, but by now declarer would know the a successful finesse was the last chance. When you have a number of possibilities for your contract, beware of defenders forcing you to a premature guess.
