205.  Vic Mitchell

          Playing in a match point event against two ladies who do not appear overly imposing, I hold:

♠A 9  ♥A 9 8 7 3  ♦A K 7 2  ♣Q 10

My partner and I are playing a strong club, so I open one club.  West, on my left, passes, and partner jumps to two notrump, showing 14+ with a balanced hand.  East passes, and I bid three hearts, which is raised to four hearts—forcing with four trumps in our system.  I try four notrump and partner responds five spades, showing two key cards and the queen of trumps.  If partner has as little as ♠xxxx ♥KQxx ♦xx ♣AKx, there may be a play for seven, so I try five notrump.  Partner bids six hearts, ending the auction.   This has been the bidding:

South      West
  North
    East

1♣            Pass
  2NT        Pass

3♥            Pass
  4♥
    Pass

4NT         Pass
  5♠
    Pass

5NT         Pass
  6♥ 
   All Pass

West leads the four of hearts and the dummy is somewhat disappoint-ing:

♠ K 10 5 4


♥ K Q J 2


♦ 10 9 6


♣ A 7
4♥ led



♠ A 9


♥ A 9 8 7 3


♦ A K 7 2


♣ Q 10

Initial Evaluation:  

        Partner’s minor suit cards don’t mesh well with my hand, but at least I escaped a club lead. I have ten tricks off the top, which I can increase to eleven by ruffing a diamond in dummy or two spades in hand.  A twelfth can come from a three-three diamond break, and there are also throw-in chances.

        The heart opening runs to the ten and ace.  I play the top spades and ruff a third round as East follows with the ♠J.  A heart to the king draws the outstanding trumps, and I ruff the last spade as East discards a club.  One option at this point is to play three rounds of diamonds: if they break, I can throw dummy’s club and ruff a club for my twelfth trick;  if they aren’t 3-3, however, I will be finished because the defender can destroy my threat card by simply playing a fourth round of diamonds.   What about ducking a diamond?  That may put a defender on lead to her disad-vantage while preserving alternative chances.

         I try ace and a small diamond.  West wins the queen, and quickly plays the nine of clubs with a vacant look.  It appears that West may have started with 4=2=2=5 distribution.  If her clubs include the king, she may be legitimately endplayed.  That may also explain the trump opening lead; with the king of clubs, she may have been reluctant to lead a club at the outset, but she may have no choice at this stage.  
          Should I read anything into the nine?  If West were Zia, it would probably promise the king!  Most top players try to be counter-intuitive.  Many players, however, find it difficult to violate ingrained habits: low leads promise values, high leads do not.  I sneak a peak at my left hand opponent.  She is doing her best to look detached and disinterested.  

         A key question is whether I have a choice.  Letting the ♣9 ride represents instant victory if West has the king.  If East has the king, can I make the hand?  Yes, if she also has diamond length.  I can win the ace and cash the rest of dummy’s hearts.  East will be squeezed in the minors on the last heart.  There is one other real possibility—the diamonds may be three-three.  Partner will not be sympathetic if I lose a trick to East’s ♣K when the diamonds are breaking.  

            I rise with the ace, which was my instinct all along.  This is my view of the position after nine tricks:

  
♠ ―


♥ Q J 


♦ 10 


♣ 7

♠ ―


♠ ―

♥ ―


♥ ―

♦ ―


♦ J x  

♣ x x x x 


♣ K J


♠ ―


♥ 8 


♦ A 7 


♣ Q 

I cash dummy’s hearts.  On the first both opponents throw clubs; on the second, East is in trouble.  She eventually throws a diamond, estab-lishing my long diamond.

           The full deal:


♠ K 10 5 4


♥ K Q J 2


♦ 10 9 6


♣ A 7

♠ Q 8 7 3


♠ J 6 2

♥ 5 4


♥ 10 6

♦ Q 3


♦ J 8 5 4

♣ 9 8 6 5 3


♣ K J 4 2


♠ A 9


♥ A 9 8 7 3


♦ A K 7 2


♣ Q 10

Points of Interest: 

        ● Successful declarers learn early to read the “tells.”  They make an overall assessment of the opponents, and then register every clue coming from an opponent, from the size of cards played, to hesitations, ticks, empty looks, demonstrations of confidence or uncertainty.   Vic Mitchell, an early New York great, used to say there wasn’t a player alive he couldn’t read when the chips were down.
         ● The key clue was West’s trump lead.  It would have been helpful for declarer to know West’s tendencies.  Did she often lead trumps?  Did she invariably lead one against a slam?  As it was, the auction screamed for a club lead.   The reason for her failure to lead one may have been that she had the king.
        ● An opposing consideration was her lead of the nine of clubs on the ninth trick.  Many defenders do not have a shred of artifice—if they only low cards, they can be relied upon to led top of nothing.  A bad habit, but one that clings like an old change of clothes.
       ● For declarer, the main chance was always the three-three diamond division.  Ducking the second round of diamonds added two additional options: East might have been forced to win and lead a club; now declarer gets an extra chance without risk; or a squeeze might develop if East had diamond length and the ♣K.

       ● The last factor, of course, involved bragging rights.  Squeezes are the ultimate in bridge play.  But an equivalent stratagem is a strip and throw-in. Either way, this would have been a deal ready made for Vic Mitchell.
