Sunday we sat down for the Grand National Teams Flight B Finals.  After finishing 6-1-1 in the qualifying Swiss Teams – including winning the last four matches – we finished fifth, and because of the weird random seeding rights they used, we were seeded seventh going into the sixteen-team KO stage.  It didn’t matter; we crushed all of our opponents, only trailing once, 28-20 at the end of the first quarter of the semi-finals after which we built up a 67-imp lead by the end of the third quarter.

We were playing a team that had finished first overall in the Swiss Teams qualifying.  They’d had a tough match in the quarterfinals, trailing entering the fourth quarter but absolutely destroying their opponents over the final fourteen boards to win by a large margin.  Other than that, they had won each of their matches in a fair amount of comfort.  So we definitely expected a good battle.

Andy and I sat down against a married couple.  They were pleasant but serious, as you might expect at this stage.

Nothing much happened until board 4:
         ♠ JT97652

         ♥ K432

         ♦ 3

         ♣ 7

♠ KQ              ♠ 84

♥ 98765           ♥ QT

♦ KQJ6            ♦ T85

♣ K9              ♣ QT9642

         ♠ A3

         ♥ AJ

         ♦ A9742

         ♣ AJ53

West, the wife, opened 1H.  Red against red, Andy didn’t want to overcall on his topless suit.  East, the husband, bid a forcing 1NT.

I was stuck for a bid.  Eventually I bid 2D.  West passed, and Andy bid 2S.  East passed, and I could think of no reason to bid any more.  Andy made twelve tricks on the Queen of hearts opening lead.  Our uncharacteristic conservativeness cost us nine imps when the other table found the spade game.

We won two small swings when Andy and I defended adequately to defeat a game and a partial.  On the first board Eric was allowed to play in a club partial, making.  On the second hand, Paul and Eric were also defending, also collecting a plus.  Paul and Eric were beginning to notice that their opponents were extremely aggressive in bidding.  

We gained 10 more imps when Andy played a 3NT nicely with some help from the defense.  Meanwhile Paul and Eric were setting 2H one trick.  We lost 7 imps right back when Andy and I both bid aggressively to a vulnerable 3NT that not only had no play, it had no tricks.  I ended up down four, -400, which didn’t match well with our teammates setting 1NT one trick.
Then Eric makes a natural but unfortunate lead that lets a 3NT game through.  Our opponents, given a choice between leading from Qxxx of diamonds or JTx of clubs, choose a club, and that proves to be the killer.  Andy is down one, vul, and we lose 12 imps.

We get it right back on the next board, when the opponents overbid to 5S, and Andy leads from the KQ of diamonds, then hops up with the Ace of trumps to cash his established diamond before a discard can be taken.  When I show up with the Ace of clubs, that’s down one and 12 imps our way.

At the end of the first quarter we are up 35-30, continuing our string of having small leads or deficits after fourteen boards.  After the usual exhortations we dive right back into the next set.

The very first board of the second quarter shows Andy at his finest:

         ♠ KQT4

         ♥ AKT6

         ♦ 543

         ♣ K4

♠ 853             ♠ 762

♥ J32             ♥ Q54

♦ Q98             ♦ AKT2

♣ QT52            ♣ J95

         ♠ AJ9

         ♥ 987

         ♦ J76

         ♣ A876

Paul and Eric have one of their very few misadventures on this hand, failing to cash their diamond tricks even when given a second opportunity to do so.  So they allow 3NT to make.

Against Andy, also in 3NT, our opponents cash their four diamonds right away.  On the fourth diamond, Andy discards the Nine of spades from the board and the *Ten* of hearts from his hand.  West shifts to a club, which Andy wins in his hand with the King.  He crosses to the Jack and Ace of spades, plays a heart to his hand, and plays two more spades throwing hearts from the dummy.

On the fourth spade, both East and West must make a discard.  Drawn in by Andy’s Ten of hearts discard, they both discard a heart.  Now Andy’s Six of hearts is good enough for the ninth trick; making three.

After the hand the husband begins yelling at his wife about her discarding, a lecture that continues even into the next hand.  Andy and I don’t get involved; if they want to take themselves out of the match psychologically, we’re certainly not going to stop them.

On the next board, Paul and Eric recover magnificently:

         ♠ 9863

         ♥ J64

         ♦ 85

         ♣ QJ87

♠ KQJT52          ♠ 74

♥ QT93            ♥ 2

♦ AQ              ♦ JT742

♣ A               ♣ K6543

         ♠ A

         ♥ AK875

         ♦ K963

         ♣ T92

At our table, East opens 1S, which is passed to me.  I bid 2H.  West bids 2S, passed back to me again.  While it feels wrong to pass, I can’t think of any reason to take another call.  I pass.  Andy leads a heart, and I win the King to cash the Ace of spades, but the lack of a second spade in my hand means declarer has an easy time scoring up ten tricks.

Paul opens 1S.  This is also passed to South, who also bids 2H.  Paul blasts 4S, drawing an inference that Eric is short in hearts and that Paul will likely get a heart lead, helping him to set up a ruff.  And he needs very little to make 4S – three small spades might be enough by themselves.  
It all comes together almost exactly as Paul envisions, the difference being the lack of a third spade in Eric’s hand is made up for by the blockage in the trump suit.  +620 and a vulnerable swing for us.
We lose six imps when Eric and Paul, giddy with actually holding cards for a change, stretch to a thin 3NT that doesn’t fetch.  Then comes board 19:

         ♠ A976542

         ♥ A3

         ♦ 8

         ♣ 965

♠ T3              ♠ KJ8

♥ KJ652           ♥ T94

♦ AQJ764          ♦ KT2

♣ --              ♣ A873

         ♠ Q

         ♥ Q87

         ♦ 953

         ♣ KQJT42

I pass as South and West bids 1H.  Andy bids 3S, and East bids 3NT.  In my mind I finger the King of clubs as I pass.  West bids 4D, Andy passes, and East bids 4NT.  I once again mentally fondle the King of clubs as this time everyone passes.
As soon as 4NT is passed out, the husband sitting East begins yelling at his partner, explaining that 4D was Gerber and that 4NT was a RKC response.  Unfortunately for him, 4D and 4NT sounded natural to everyone else at the table.

On the King of clubs lead, declarer is doomed.  He can duck two clubs, of course, but then Andy gets his two Aces.  In practice declarer took the second club hoping for a miracle.  He didn’t get it; after he cashed his diamonds, Andy and I grabbed the rest of the tricks.  Down three, +300.  When Eric and Paul bid a much more sane 4H, that’s 14 imps for us, the largest swing of the match.

Two hands later we lost six imps when Andy and I bid a failing game while Eric and Paul take the phantom sac.  We get it back when Andy, holding:
         ♠ 842

         ♥ 2

         ♦ A92

         ♣ AJ9832

opens 3C in third seat with both vul.  Everyone passes.  I put down a fine dummy for clubs, and Andy ends up with ten tricks, his +130 earning us 4 imps when the hand is passed out at the other table.

Not much action until the very last board of the set, the husband/wife team at our table failing to bid a fairly obvious 4S game.  That was 6 more imps our way.

At the half we had a nice 70-42 lead.  It’s good to have a two-swing cushion, but there was still plenty of chance for error.  Vivid in all our minds was the time we went to dinner in the Micro-Spingolds with a 77-imp lead, only to lose the entire thing in the third quarter.  So we know we can’t relax.

While Andy, Eric, and Paul make their usual jaunt to Gordon Bierst, I head back to the hotel room to try and rest off an unsettled stomach.  It seems to work, and all of us are feeling good as we head into the third quarter.

The first seven boards are relatively dull affairs, both sides bidding the obvious contracts and no one making any mistakes.  Then comes board 8:

         ♠ Q972

         ♥ AQJ9

         ♦ AT8

         ♣ A9

♠ T83             ♠ KJ654

♥ T43             ♥ K765

♦ K5              ♦ 732

♣ QJ872           ♣ 5

         ♠ A

         ♥ 82

         ♦ QJ964

         ♣ KT643

Andy opens the North hand 1NT.  We have a gadget for the hand I hold as South; I bid 3D, showing game-going values and 5-5 in the minors.  Despite his 17 HCP, Andy knows much of his hand is wasted in the majors, so he simply signs off in 3NT.  With the diamond finesse on and the Ten of hearts falling tripleton, he makes eleven tricks in some comfort.

3NT is not enough for the hyper-aggressive North/South pair playing against Eric and Paul.  Their auction begins the same as ours (1NT – 3D), but from there they bid up to 6D.  This is not a great contract, and the bad club break dooms it despite the King of trumps being doubleton onside.  Eric and Paul score +50, and we win 11 imps.

That’s about it for the third quarter.  The ever-aggressive opponents at Paul and Eric’s table gain 4 imps for finding a paying sac against a game and 3 imps for find a paying sac against a partial.  We win the third quarter 14-9 and are up 84-51.

Thirty-three imps feels pretty comfortable with only fourteen boards to play.  So it is with cautious optimism that we begin play on the final set.

The very first board pretty much puts the match out of reach:

         ♠ J964

         ♥ 62

         ♦ KQJT92

         ♣ 7

♠ QT75            ♠ 832

♥ J95             ♥ A84

♦ 754             ♦ A863

♣ K92             ♣ T85

         ♠ AK

         ♥ KQT73

         ♦ --

         ♣ AQJ643

I look at the South hand, pleased to have a big hand to begin the final quarter.  I open 1C, and Andy bids 1S.  I reverse with 2H, and Andy bids a Lebensohl 2NT.  I reject the 3C rebid to bid 3H, showing a strong 5-6 hand in the rounded suits.  When Andy bids 3NT, I spend a few seconds staring longingly at my lovely long suits before reluctantly passing.

The husband, East, is on lead.  There are ten cards which easily set 3NT, but he chooses one of the three that doesn’t:  a low diamond.  Andy wins the lead in his hand and attacks clubs.  When they break 3-3, he has five clubs, two spades, a heart, and that all-important diamond trick to make his contract.  As we shuffle the cards back in we know +400 is a super result.

At the other table, they open my hand a strong artificial 2C, a clear mistake in my opinion.  They can’t stop until they are in 5H.  While this can be made, Paul and Eric give declarer a losing option by leading a heart to the Ace and a small heart back.  This gives declarer a choice between playing Eric for Axx or AJxx.  He choose the latter and finesses the Ten.  This is an error in my opinion; AJxx onside is less likely than a three-three break.  Paul scoops up his Jack of hearts, and declarer must lose a club; down one.  That’s 12 imps right away, increasing our lead to forty-five imps.

We lose 8 IMPs on board 16 when the North/South pair at Paul and Eric’s table bid to an impregnable 4H on seventeen opposite three.  

And then Board 19, which is very nearly a disaster.  I hold:

         ♠ 9652

         ♥ K6

         ♦ 8

         ♣ AQJ43

I pass in first seat.  Even as I’m placing the pass card on the table, something is bothering me.  I look back at my hand and realize there’s a problem: only twelve cards.  I thumb through them, and to my horror the Ace of diamonds appears behind the Eight.  I’ve just passed a 14-point hand.

Andy opens 1D in third seat.  I bid 1S, and instantly realize I’ve made a second mistake; Andy can pass this.  To my great relief, he rebids 1NT.  I quickly put 3NT on the table before I can make another mistake.  Andy stares at my 3NT bid, which should be impossible by a passed hand.  The sight of the dummy soon explains the problem.  He makes ten tricks on a spade lead into his Kx; +430.

This should not have been a swing, but against Paul and Eric, they get to 3NT declared by my hand.  Against this contract the more dangerous lead of a diamond is made, but even that should not make a difference as there are nine tricks on top.  But perhaps declarer miscounted his tricks, or was simply tired.  Either way, he took a finesse he didn’t need, and Paul and Eric won and cashed their diamond tricks for down one and 11 more imps.

The opponents start taking more and wilder chances.  Twice in the fourth quarter I claimed the last five tricks on defense, setting the opponents four.  Some of their wild chances pay off, and we start getting a little sloppy.  They end the match on a 24-5 run.  But it’s not nearly enough; we win the last set 39-38, and the match 123-89.

I wish the match had been decided by brilliancy after brilliancy, but honestly it was just playing good solid bridge and waiting for the opponents to make a mistake.  When we began scoring the final quarter and we gained 12 imps on the very first board, I knew then that we were National Champions – and man, what a great feeling it was.  =)

-Richard
