Discovery play

Have you noticed that good players nearly always seem to guess correctly when there is a choice of plays?

Of course, they don’t guess at all. They draw accurate inferences from the bidding, the lead and the play to date and when faced with a critical decision in a suit (or suits) they try to gather as much evidence about the opponent’s hands as possible.

Example 1

♠ A 2

♥ A 10 5
♦  9 7 5 2 4

♣ Q 6 4

♠ K J 7 4 3




♠ Q 10 8 5

♥ Q 6 4






♥ 3

♦  Q 6







♦ 10 8 3



♣ A J 10






♣ K 9 8 7 2

♠ 9 6

♥ K J 9 8 7 2
♦  A K J

♣ 5 3

West
North
East
South

1♠
NB
2♠
3♥

NB
4♥
all pass

West leads the 4 of spades.

The fact that west has chosen to lead his fourth best spade suggests that he doesn’t hold the top honours in either spades or clubs. So, if east is to be credited with an honour in each black suit then west must hold both the red suit queens to justify his opening bid.

South should take the ace of spades, lead a heart to the king and play a small club.  West will insert the ten, north plays the queen and east wins the trick with the king. Diagnosis confirmed! The defence take another club and a spade but declarer takes the next trick, draws trumps via the finesse and lays down the ace and king of diamonds.

Example 2

♠ J 9 8 7 6

♥ J
♦  K 10 5 3

♣ K J 4

♠ 10




♠ 4 3

♥ K Q 10 9 5






♥ 4 3 2

♦  Q J 7 4






♦ A 8 6



♣ A J 3






♣ Q 9 7 5 2

♠ A K Q 5 2

♥ A 8 7 6
♦  9 2

♣ 8 6

West
North
East
South

1♥*
NB
2♥
2♠
NB
4♠
all pass

* 5 card major

West leads the king of hearts.

Declarer faces critical decisions in the minor suits. He should take the first trick, draw trumps and lead a diamond to the king. There are scarcely enough points for east to hold both minor suit aces so declarer needs to discover which one east holds. In this case east wins with the ace. Later, when declarer leads a small club from hand he confidently inserts dummy’s king (east cannot hold the ace of clubs as well as the ace of diamonds, but may well hold the queen!)

Example 3

♠ J 5 2

♥ J 9 7 5
♦  A 8

♣ K J 5 2

♠ A K 7 6




♠ Q 10 9 8

♥ K 4







♥ 3 2

♦  J 10 9






♦ 7 5 4 3 2


♣ 10 8 7 3






♣ Q 9

♠ 3 2

♥ A Q 10 8 6
♦  K Q 6

♣ A 6 4

West
North
East
South

NB
NB
NB
1♥
NB
3♥
NB
4♥
All pass

West leads the ace, king and another spade east following with the 10, 8 and queen. South ruffs the third spade, enters dummy with the ace of diamonds and takes the heart finesse which loses. West returns the knave of diamonds.

West passed originally and has shown up with eleven points. He cannot hold the queen of clubs as well so south must play for the drop.

Example 4

♠ A Q 10 4

♥ A 4
♦ 10 6 3

♣ K Q J 2

♠ 6 5 3



♠ K

♥ 9 6 5





♥ Q J 10 7 2

♦  A 8 7 4





♦ Q J 9 2



♣ 10 7 3





♣ A 6 5

♠ J 9 8 7 2

♥ K 8 3
♦  K 5

♣ 9 8 4

West
North
East
South

-
-
1♥
NB 
NB
X
NB 
1♠

NB
2♠
NB
2NT

NB
4♠

West leads the nine of hearts.

There are two critical cards – the king of spades and the ace of diamonds. In view west’s pass he will not hold both.

If west holds the king of spades and east the ace of diamonds you will make the contract however you play. 

If east holds the guarded king of spades and west the ace of diamonds you will go down however you play.

The one distribution where you can make a difference is when east holds the singleton king of spades and west holds the ace of diamonds – if you finesse the spade you will go down but if you play for the drop you will make.

Note that if you are wrong and west holds the king of spades then east will hold the ace of diamonds and you will still make the contract.

