Bridge at the Lunatic Fringe --  Number   17 – 

Beware the Friendly Defense
In today’s hand, we’ll start off posing a defensive problem.  This hand is played at matchpoints, where overtricks are so important.
After bidding of 1 NT  - 3 NT, partner leads the (J, which by your lead agreement denies a higher honor.  This lead agreement is “coded 9’s and 10’s”, whereby the lead of one of those two cards promises either zero or two higher, and the lead of the J indicates none higher.  For example, from K J 10 x x, or from 10 9 x, you lead the 10.  From A 10 9 x, or from 9 x x, you lead the 9.  From J 10 9 x you lead the J.
You hold the East hand.
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Pity partner did not find a spade lead.  In any event, declarer wins the (Q in dummy, and continues with a club to his K, and the club J, forcing your Ace.  In with the (A, consider what you would do next, before reading on.

At first glance, the lead of the (K seems obvious, setting up spade winners in your hand.  But consider:  13 points in dummy;  11 in your hand;  and at least 15 in declarer’s hand for his 1NT opening bid.  That’s 39 points accounted for, leaving one for partner, and he led it!  
You can’t possibly set this contract…  you can count sure tricks for declarer:  one in spades, 3 in hearts, 2 in diamonds and 4 in clubs, a total of 10 tricks.  Surely, if you force out the Ace of Spades, declarer will not jeopardize the contract by taking the diamond finesse, but will cash the (A and K and (luckily for him) drop the (Q, making the rest of the tricks.
So the correct answer to the defensive problem is to continue hearts, allowing declarer to retain his spade stopper, thereby making it “safe” for him to take the diamond finesse, and possibly enabling you to hold declarer to 10 tricks.
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In the actual play of this hand at the local club game, Cecil Horne made the correct defensive play of a heart continuation at the critical juncture.  When the time came to tackle the diamond suit, the Professor thought the matter over.  Cecil was a fine player, despite his propensity to make the expert play at the wrong time.  Yet, the spade shift seemed so obvious when Cecil was in with the (A.  The only reason not to lead spades 
would be to lure the professor into a losing diamond finesse.  Therefore, respecting Cecil’s ability, the Professor played off the A and K of diamonds, dropping the Queen, and tying for top on the board.

The moral of the hand is to be highly suspicious when a good player makes a play that seems to be very helpful to your side.  He is surely up to something, and you may well be able to infer what he is up to, and counteract his efforts.

A similar situation arises when a defender presents you with a finesse you could not take yourself.  For example, consider a holding of A 10 x x in dummy opposite your KQ doubleton holding.  Having cashed the KQ earlier in the hand, LHO gains the lead, and plays a low card to dummy’s remaining A 10, giving you an opportunity to finesse the Jack, a finesse you could not take yourself.  There is a fair inference that this finesse will not work, and that you should make the play you would have to make without this “help”;  namely rise with the Ace, hoping to drop the Jack.
Of course it is all a cat and mouse game, and a clever defender as LHO may lead the suit, expecting you to go up with the Ace, setting up his Jack as a winner for later.

