Bridge at the Lunatic Fringe --  Number   15 – 

In desperation, cash your winners.
The theme today deals with the situation where as declarer you cannot afford to give up the lead—the defense will take too many tricks if you do.  Instead, you must try to take your tricks, perhaps needing favorable breaks in critical suits.  In such a case it is right to cash all your winners in the side suits – suits in which there is no hope of developing an extra trick.
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This deal occurred in a Swiss Team match, and at the Professor’s table, with East-West Vulnerable, the bidding proceeded: 
West (Minna)
North (Prof.)
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South (Warren)
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At favorable vulnerability, Warren had no qualms about opening the hand with a preemptive 3( call, despite a suit of such poor quality.  Nowadays, at this vulnerability, good players will preempt on any excuse.
With an 18-count, and a likely double stopper in spades, Minna made the standard call of 3NT, ending the auction.  

With no spade to lead, the Professor led his fourth best diamond – the 6.  Declarer ducked in dummy, as Warren won with the King and returned the Jack to dummy’s Ace.  The return of the Jack was potentially an important unblock, in case partner had led from a 6-card suit, and declarer had started with Qx.  Since the lead was almost surely from at least a 5-card suit, the return of the Jack could not hurt.

Both Minna and Warren noted the professor’s play of the deuce on the second round of diamonds, confirming that the lead was in fact from a 5-card (or longer) suit, assuming that the original lead of the 6 was an honest fourth best.
Minna now led a round of clubs, won by the professor, who persisted in diamonds, forcing out  declarer’s Queen – her last stopper.

As Minna now took stock of the situation, she could count the two diamond tricks already in the bag, 3 spades with the aid of a sure-fire finesse, and three sure heart tricks—eight in all.  She could not afford to establish a club trick;  The defense would then take two clubs and two more diamond tricks. 
With this in mind, it seemed to Minna that the only chance to make the contract was to hope for a 3-3 heart break, with the 13th heart providing her ninth trick.  So she played out her heart winners, and when the suit failed to break she was one down.

At the end of the round, in the post-mortem with her teammates, Minna insisted that with the diamond lead and continuation, the contract was unmakable.  Her teammates then described what had happened at their table.

The bidding and play to the first several tricks were identical, but at the point where Minna cashed out her hearts, declarer at the other table first played off three spade winners (with the aid of the obvious finesse).

The North hand had no problem discarding baby clubs on the first two spade leads, but was in trouble on the third round.  He surely couldn’t discard his club winner, and if he threw a diamond winner, declarer would be able to establish a club winner for himself.  Therefore, he shed a heart, and now the heart suit came home, making 3NT.  This was not a classic one-loser squeeze, but none-the-less, the pressure was real, and there was no escape.
Although it is not terribly difficult for declarer to work out that the lead of the spades will put pressure on North, it is not necessary to do so.  In a situation like this, it “can’t cost” to take the spade winners before testing the hearts.  Perhaps John Stiefel should have written this article.

