CARD PLAY (Week Three)
The Hold-up in No-trumps

Imagine you arrive in 3NT and west leads a low spade, east playing the queen.

This is what you can see:

♠ 8 4



♠ 6 led


          (


♠ Q played

♠ A 9 2

What is your first instinct?  To win the trick with the ace?  This will nearly always be wrong.  Why is that? Because east will still have a spade or two left.  If he subsequently gains the lead, he will be able to return the suit and west will make all his potential tricks there.
The spades may lie like this:

♠ 8 4



♠ K J 7 6 3


          (


♠ Q 10 5

♠ A 9 2

If you win the first spade with the ace, east can return a spade when he gains the lead.  West will make four spade tricks – enough to beat the contract along with the trick that east has won.

The same fate will await you if you win the second round of spades.  East will still have a spade left and the defenders will score four spade tricks.  Now suppose you hold up the ace until the third round.  This, much more desirable, position will be left:

♠ -



♠ K J



           (


♠ -

♠ -
It does not matter now if east gains the lead.  He will have no spade to play and west will not make his king and jack of spades.  The defenders will score only two spade tricks instead of four.

The hold-up, as it is called, is one of the most important plays in no-trump contracts.  Let’s see how it works in the context of a complete deal:

♠ 8 4
♥ K 4 2
( Q 10 9 8 4

♣ K 7 6



♠ K J 7 6 3



   


♠ Q 10 5



♥ Q 6 3






♥ J 8 5



( 6 3







( A 5 2



♣ Q 9 2






♣ 10 8 5 4







♠ A 9 2







♥ A 10 9 7







( K J 7







♣ A J 3
West leads the ♠6 against your contract of 3NT.  You have five top tricks and the diamond suit will provide four more, once you have knocked out the ace.  What will happen if you win the first (or second) round of spades?  When you play a diamond, east will win with the ace and return a spade.  That’s one down.  Of course, you wouldn’t DREAM of winning the first or second spade.  Instead you will win the third round of spades.  East will then have no spades left.  When you play a diamond, luck is with you.  It is east, the safe hand, who has the (A.  You can win his return and claim nine tricks.

What if east did have a spade left, despite your hold-up?  Then the spades would be breaking 4-4 and pose no threat.  You would lose just one diamond and three spade tricks.  What if west held the (A alongside his five spades?  Then the contract could not be made, however you played it.

	The purpose of a hold-up in no-trumps is to exhaust one of the defenders of his cards in the suit.


How many rounds do you need to hold up an ace?  It depends how many cards in the suit your right-hand opponent holds.  Suppose you have three cards in the dummy and three cards to the ace in your hand.  When the cards in the suit break 4-3, this will be the position:

♠ 10 7 5



♠ K J 8 6


          (


♠ Q 4 3

♠ A 9 2

You need to hold up twice to exhaust east’s cards.  This will prevent west from scoring his fourth card in the suit, should east gain the lead subsequently.  
When instead the suit breaks 5-2, this will be the position:

♠ 10 7 5



♠ K J 8 6 3


         (


♠ Q 4

♠ A 9 2

Now it will be good enough to hold up only once, winning the second round.

How do you know whether to hold up once or twice?

If you can afford to, hold up twice anyway!  You will then be safe whether the defenders’ suit breaks 4-3 or 5-2.  What does ‘if you can afford to’ mean?  Sometimes there is a risk that the defenders will switch to some other suit, where you have little protection.  In that case it may be risky to hold up for a second time, giving the defenders a chance to switch.

	It is usually right to hold up an ace twice, unless you are worried about a switch to some other suit.


Let’s look at a couple of deals where the defenders do have a dangerous switch.  Sometimes this will prevent you from holding up at all.







♠ 7 4







♥ 10 4







( A J 10 8 4 2







♣ K 7 6



♠ K J 8 6 3






♠ Q 10 5





♥ K 10 8 2






♥ A Q 8 3



( Q 6







( 9 5



♣ 9 2







♣ 10 8 5 4







♠ A 9 2







♥ J 9 7







( K 7 3







♣ A Q J 3

West leads the ♠6 against 3NT, east playing the ♠Q.  What now?

Normally, with this spade holding, you would hold up.  It is unwise to do so here because there is a risk that east may switch to a heart, where you hold no protection.  Another reason not to hold up is that it wouldn’t help you to exhaust east’s spades.  If east gained the lead he could almost certainly cross to the west hand in hearts.  So, grab the first spade and hope that you can bring in the diamond suit.
	Do not hold up an ace when you are bare in another suit and can see some chance of making the contract if you win immediately.


Here is a slightly more difficult deal on the same theme:







♠ 8 5 3







♥ J 4







( A 3







♣ K Q J 10 6 3



♠ K 6 4






♠ Q J 10 7



♥ K 10 8 2






♥ Q 9 5 3



( J 10 7 4






( 9 5 2



♣ 7 5







♣ A 2







♠ A 9 2







♥ A 7 6







( K Q 8 6







♣ 9 8 4

West leads the ♥2 against 3NT.  You try dummy’s ♥J but east produces the ♥Q.  Will you hold up the ♥A or not?

Suppose you hold the ace of hearts and east switches to the ♠Q.  You will go down!  The defenders will score three spades, one heart and the ace of clubs.  If instead you win the first heart and knock out the ♣A, the defenders will score only three hearts and one club.  You will make the contract.

Perhaps you are thinking: “yes, as it happens.  But only because the hearts break 4-4.”  Absolutely right.  But west’s lead of the ♥2 tells you that hearts are breaking 4-4.  The heart two is his fourth-best card, so he cannot have a fifth-best card.
If west held five hearts he would probably have led the ♥3 or ♥5.  In that case you would have been inclined to hold up the heart ace, hoping that the defenders did not find a spade switch.

	Look closely at the spot-card that has been led.  It will often give you a good idea how the defenders’ main suit is breaking.


On the next deal you need to hold up once but it would be dangerous to hold up twice.







♠ 8 5 3







♥ K 4







( 10 4 2







♣ A Q J 6 3



♠ J 6 4







♠ K Q 9 7



♥ 9 7 3






♥ 10 8 6 5 2



( K J 8 6 3






( Q 5



♣ 7 5







♣ K 2







♠ A 10 2







♥ A Q J







( A 9 7







♣ 10 9 8 4
West leads the (6 against 3NT.  Since there are two spot-cards missing that are lower than the six, you immediately suspect that west has five diamonds.  What will happen if you win the first round of diamonds?  When the club finesse loses, east will still have a diamond left.  You will lose one club and four diamonds.  To avoid this fate, you should hold up your (A on the first round.  Let’s say that east returns the (5 at trick 2.  What now?

If you hold up again, west will win the trick and see that it is fruitless for him to continue with diamonds.  (With no entry to his hand, he would never score the two established cards in the suit).  If west switches to spades as he should do, you will go down.  You will lose two diamonds, three spades and the ♣K.
Now let’s see what can happen if you win the second round of diamonds. There are two main possibilities.  When diamonds are 5-2, east will have no diamond to return when he wins with the ♣K.  You will make the contract.  The second possibility is that diamonds break 4-3.  Now east will have a diamond to return.  It doesn’t matter!  You will then lose only three diamonds and one club.  You still make the contract.

	When holding up once will guard against a 5-2 break, consider carefully before holding up a second time.  Perhaps there is a switch that might damage you.


What do we conclude from all this?  There is no simple rule that tells you whether you should hold up an ace, or how many rounds you should hold it up.  You often need to look at the whole hand and consider how the rest of the play will go.  Another situation where you should not hold up is when you can score two tricks in the suit by winning:

♣ J6



♣ K 9 7 4 2



(


♣ Q 8 5

♣ A 10 3
West leads the ♣4 and east plays the ♣Q.  If you duck, east will return the ♣8 and you will score only one club trick.  If instead you win with the ace, you will make a second trick with the jack or the ten.

Finally we will now deal with a hold up of a card of lesser rank than the ace:

♠ 9 7



♠ Q J 8 5 2



(


♠ A 10 4

♠ K 6 3

West leads the ♠5 to east’s ace and the ♠10 is returned.  If you win the second round with the king, east will still have a spade left.  He will be able to reach west’s hand when he gains the lead.  Instead you should hold up the king until the third round, exhausting east of the suit.

Here is the complete deal where you would use such a hold-up play.







♠ 9 7







♥ K 74







( Q J 8 6 2







♣ A 6 2



♠ Q J 8 5 2






♠ A 10 4



♥ Q 10 6 2






♥ J 9 5



( 7 4







( A 9 3



♣ 9 5







♣ J 10 7 3







♠ K 6 3







♥ A 8 3







( K 10 5







♣ K Q 8 4

West leads the ♠5 and east wins with the ace.  When he returns the ♠10 you can tell that the spades are not 4-4.  That’s because east would return the ♠2 from ♠A-10-4-2.  They are either 5-3 or 6-2.  By holding up the spade king until the third round, you can exhaust east’s spades in both cases.  You then play on diamonds, hoping that it is east, the safe hand, who holds the (A.  You are in luck on this occasion and will make your game.  Had you won the second round of spades, you would have wasted your good luck.  East would have had a spade to return when he took the (A.

	When the right-hand opponent wins with the ace on the first round, it can be important to hold up your king when he returns the suit.


The Hold-up in No-trumps
Key Points

The purpose of a hold-up in no-trumps is to exhaust one defender of his cards in the suit.

Before deciding whether to hold up, check whether the defenders have a dangerous switch available to them.

Look closely at the spot-card led, and at the card returned to the second trick.  You can usually tell how the suit is breaking.

Planning a No-trump Contract

So far we have looked mainly at individual techniques.  The time has come to take a grander view and consider how to plan the play of a whole contract.  Since this is somewhat easier in no-trumps, we will cover that first.

These are the steps involved in planning a no-trump contract:


Count your top tricks

Look for a way to increase the total to the desired number

Check how safe this line of play will be


If it is not safe, look for a safer way to create the tricks you need.
An example will make the process clear.  Suppose you have to make a plan for 3NT on this deal:







♠ A Q J







♥ 5 2 







( J 10 5 2







♣ Q 10 7 6



♠ K 9 4 2






♠ 10 8 5 3



♥ Q J 10 8 3






♥ 9 7 6 4



( K 7







( A 8



♣ 4 2







♣ 9 5 3







♠ 7 6







♥ A K







( Q 9 6 4 3







♣ A K J 8
West leads the ♥Q against 3NT.  How many top tricks do you have?  One in spades, two in hearts and four in clubs – a total of seven.  How many extra tricks do you need to make 3NT?  Another two tricks.

The first plan you usually consider is to develop your longest suit – the diamonds, here.  By knocking out the ace and king of diamonds, you can set up three extra diamond tricks, more than enough for the contract.  So far, so good.  Is this plan safe?  Let’s see what will happen if you play a diamond at trick 2.  The defenders will win and clear the heart suit, knocking out your last stopper.  When you play another diamond the defenders will score at least three heart tricks, beating your game.  So, the first plan is not safe at all!  You would certainly go down if you played the contract that way.

	To make 3NT, you must win a race – to make nine tricks before the defenders can make five.


Back to the drawing board.  Which other suit might yield the two extra tricks that you need?  There is no potential whatsoever in hearts or clubs.  In spades, you can score two extra tricks if you finesse twice and find that west holds the king.  Is that line safe?  No, because you will go down if the finesse loses.  However, it does at least give you a 50% chance of success.  The first plan, setting up the diamonds, gave you no chance at all.  So, your final plan will be to take a repeated finesse in spades.  On this occasion you will be lucky and make your game.  What if the spade king had been with east?  In that case there was no way to make the contract.
The best way to play a no-trump contract often depends on how the defenders’ main suit is divided.  
Look at this deal:







♠ 9 6 5







♥ Q J 10 5







( A Q 7







♣ Q J 2



♠ K J 7 2






♠ Q 8 4 3



♥ 9 8 3






♥ A 7 6



( 9 5 3







( 10 8 4



♣ K 6 4






♣ 8 5 3







♠ A 10







♥ K 4 2







( K J 6 2







♣ A 10 9 7

West leads the ♠2 against your contract of 3NT.  What is your plan?
You have six top tricks and need three more to make the game.  Can you see two possible plans for the play?  If so, which of them do you think is the better prospect?

One plan is to take the club finesse, which will give you three extra tricks in clubs if the finesse succeeds.  Is that plan safe?  No, because if the finesse loses the defenders will score one club, the ace of hearts and at least three spades.  This plan does at least give you a 50% chance of success, however.

The second possible plan is to knock out the ♥A, which will also establish the three extra tricks that you need.  Is that plan safe?  It depends on how the spades break.  If they break 4-4, the plan is 100% safe.  The defenders will score three spades and the ace of hearts – that is all.  If instead the spades break 5-3, you will lose four spades and the ♥A, going one down.

	The best plan in 3NT often depends on how the defenders’ main suit breaks.


So, if spades are 4-4 you should play on hearts.  If spades are 5-3 or 6-2 you should take the club finesse.  How can you possibly tell how the spades are breaking?  The answer is that you must look at the card west led to the first trick.  Nearly everyone leads their fourth-best card in a suit.  Here west led the ♠2, so he has only four spades.  Further evidence will come if you make the cost-nothing play of ducking the first round of spades.  East will win with the ♠Q and return the ♠3, his own fourth best card in the suit.  This confirms that spades are 4-4.  You should therefore knock out the ♥A.  When your card-reading turns out to be correct, the defenders claim only four tricks and you take the remainder for your contract.
	When a defender leads a fourth-best 2, he will have only four cards in the suit.


Now let’s see if you can detect when the defenders’ suit is divided 3-3.







♠ 8 6 4







♥ Q J 10 5







( A Q 7







♣ Q J 2



♠ K J 7 3 2






♠ Q 9 5



♥ 8 7 3






♥ A 9 6



( 9 5 3







( 10 8 4



♣ 6 4







♣ K 8 5 3







♠ A 10







♥ K 4 2







( K J 6 2






♣ A 10 9 7

West now leads the ♠3 and east plays the ♠Q, which you allow to win.  Since there is one spade missing that is lower than the card led, the ♠2, you suspect that west may have led from a five-card suit.  On the second trick east returns the ♠9.  You win with the ♠A and west follows with the ♠2.  Once you see west’s ♠2, you know that he started with five spades.  The ♠3 was his fourth-best spade and the ♠2 is his fifth-best spade.

Even if west tries to be clever and plays the ♠7 on the second round (hiding his ♠2), you know from east’s return of the ♠9 that east does not hold four spades.  Why is that?  Because, as we saw on the previous version of the deal, it is normal to return your fourth-best card when you began with four or more cards in the suit.

Once again, by looking at the cards played by both defenders you can be fairly confident how the spade suit is divided.  West has five spades and if you play on hearts you will now go down.  You will lose four spades and the ♥A.  Instead you must cross to dummy with a diamond and take the club finesse.  If it wins, you will make the contract.  If it loses, there was nothing you could do anyway.

Let’s look at one more deal where there are two possible plans.







♠ 9 6







♥ K Q J 5







( A 10 9 7







♣ J 7 2



♠ K Q J 7 3






♠ 8 5 4



♥ 8 7 3






♥ 9 6 2



( 5 3







( K 8 6 4



♣ K 6 5






♣ 8 4 3







♠ A 10 2







♥ A 10 4







( Q J 2







♣ A Q 10 9
West leads the ♠K against 3NT.  What is your plan?
Since you are not afraid of any switch to a different suit, it makes good sense to hold up the ♠A until the third round (throwing a club from dummy).  You can count seven top tricks and therefore need two more to make the game.  One plan is to take the club finesse.  Even if it loses, you will score three club tricks – enough to bring your total to nine.  Is this line of play safe?  No.  A club finesse will be into the danger hand.  If the finesse loses, west will gain the lead and may be able to cash two more spades, which will give the defenders five tricks.

Another possible plan is to finesse in diamonds.  Again you will generate the two extra tricks you need, even if the finesse loses.  Is this line of play safe?  Yes, because a diamond finesse is into the safe hand.  If east wins with the (K he will have no spade to return (unless spades break 4-4, in which case the defenders can score only three spades and the (K).  So, your plan should be to take the diamond finesse.

The deal illustrates one of the most important techniques in no-trump play:

	Whenever possible, you should finesse into the safe hand.


Note that there are two main reasons why a particular defender may be regarded as a danger hand.  The first is that he may have tricks to cash.  The second is that he may be able to lead through a holding such as K-x or K-x-x.  The other defender would be a safe hand in this case, because he would have to lead up to the king rather than through it.

To reinforce this idea, let’s modify that last deal slightly – changing one of dummy’s diamonds into a club.







♠ 9 6







♥ Q J 10 5







( A 10 9







♣ J 7 4 2



♠ K Q J 7 3






♠ 8 5 4



♥ 8 3







♥ 9 7 6 2



( K 5 3






( 8 7 6 4



♣ K 6 5






♣ 8 3







♠ A 10 2







♥ A K 4







( Q J 2







♣ A Q 10 9

Again west leads the ♠K against 3NT and you hold up your ace until the third round.  As before, you have seven top tricks and need two more for the contract.  Since dummy now has only three diamonds, a losing finesse in that suit will not provide you with the two extra tricks that you require.  A club finesse would set up two extra tricks, even if it lost.  Which finesse should you take?
You should still finesse in diamonds, because that finesse is into the safe hand.  If it loses, east can do you no damage and you will be able to fall back on your second chance, the club finesse.  Suppose you mistakenly take a club finesse first, into the danger hand.  If this loses, west will cash his spade winners and you will go down even when a diamond finesse would have won.  By finessing first into the safe hand you were able to combine two different chances.

Planning a No-trump Contract

Key Points

To plan a no-trump contract: count your top tricks and look for a way to increase this total to the required number.  If that line of play is not completely safe, look for the safest line available.

The best line may depend on how the defenders’ main suit breaks.  Look at the spot-card led and the cards played by both defenders on the second round of the suit.

Card Play (week three) Homework

1.
You are in 3NT with this spade holding:
♠ 92







(







♠ A 8 6

West leads the ♠3. How many spades does he have?

2.





♠ A Q J







♥ 9 3







( A K 10 2






♣ J 9 7 2







(






♠ 10 9 3







♥ A K 4







( Q J 6







♣ Q 10 5 3

West leads the ♥2 against 3NT.  What is your plan?

3.





♠ 8 7 2







♥ J 6 5 3







( 10 9 8 4 3







♣ K 7







(






♠ A K







♥ K Q 2







( Q J 7 6







♣ A Q J 2

4.
How does it help you to exhaust one defender in the suit that was led?

5.





♠ A J 8







♥ Q 5 3







( 8 4







♣ A 9 7 6 2







(






♠ K Q 4







♥ A 9 2







( A 9 6







♣ Q J 10 4

West leads the (5 against 3NT and east plays the (Q.  Will you hold up the (A? if so, for how many rounds?
