Winning With Wimpy

The last few issues, I’ve discussed how to get to, and then maximize your results from, a 4-3 trump fit. The key was understanding that when you only held 7 trumps, the outstanding cards would only split 3-3 about 36% of the time, but wouldn’t split worse than 4-2 a whopping 84% of the time. Not surprisingly, it turns out that these percentages can be very helpful in finding the best line when playing a hand.  In both suit and No Trump contracts, declarer’s best source of extra tricks will often come from establishing a long suit, either in his own hand, or in dummy. This is frequently underutilized, as lesser experienced players tend to look for quicker (and fewer) tricks by finessing or trumping losers. While these are necessary tactics to winning declarer play, when dummy has a long suit, the primary goal should initially be to inspect whether or not it can be established for winners, and whether or not, once established, an entry exists to get to them.
I’ve composed 4 declarer-play problems, all similar yet all quite different.  Try to use what you’ve learned about basic probability to find the best line in each. 
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Contract: 6 spades. Opening lead (Q
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Contract: 6 spades. Opening lead (Q
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Contract: 6 spades. Opening lead (Q.  East wins the (A and switches to a low heart.
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Contract: 6 spades. Opening lead (Q.  East wins the (A and switches to a low heart.
(A):  You have 11 tricks. The 12th trick must come from dummy’s clubs. If you draw trump and play clubs from the top, you will only succeed 36% of the time. You are lucky to have avoided a heart lead, which would have forced you to play for that. With a diamond lead however, you have the luxury of ducking a club after drawing trump, and coming to 12 tricks a satisfying 84% of the time.
(B):  You have 11 tricks. Even if you try ducking a club, you will be at the mercy of a 3-3 division, which isn’t terribly likely. This time, however, dummy has entries in trumps, so you must postpone drawing trumps until you can attempt to establish dummy’s clubs. If clubs are 5-1 or 6-0, (or trumps 4-0) you have no chance, so you might as well lead to the (AK immediately. If everyone follows (84%), you can guarantee your contract, barring a 4-0 trump split. Simply ruff a club high in your hand, go back to dummy with a high spade and ruff another club high in your hand if necessary. Now cash a high trump from hand before returning to dummy, drawing the last trump in the process. Dummy’s 5th club is your 12th trick. 
(C):  You have 11 tricks. Damn these opponents. Had East continued diamonds, you could have drawn trump, tested clubs, and fallen back on the heart finesse if they failed. The heart switch has forced your decision before you were ready. You have nothing to go by but mathematics. The heart finesse is 50%. Rising with the (A and hoping for clubs to divide is only 36%.  There are psychological factors as well. If East is an expert, there’s a reasonable chance that he knows that one of your options will work. He doesn’t want you to be able to test the clubs. Does he know they will break 3-3, or does he know that the heart finesse back-up will be successful? Play the percentages. The finesse is better.
(D):  You have 11 tricks. This time, there is an entry in dummy, meaning you can hope to establish clubs and get back there after you do it. The heart finesse is still 50%, however you can rise (A, cross to the (AK, and ruff a low club high. If all goes well, you can discard your red suit losers on two winners in clubs. 50% is better than 36%, but 84% is a lot better than 50%.
Keeping a few of these basic percentages in mind will improve your play, your results, and the respect of partner. 
