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How a Finesse Works

Dummy (N) We will start with the simplest type of finesse, where the King is your only
|' K52 honour in a suit. With the cards shown here, a finesse of the King is your only
realistic chance of winning a heart trick.
[vos4
You (S) Follow the standard steps shown below; they work for almost all finesses.

Finesse Steps

Our example

. ldentify the card that you
want to turn into a winner -
your finesse card.

Your finesse card is YK — it is a high card, but a defender has
an even higher one: YA. We say that you are finessing YK
against YA.

. Lead a low card from the
opposite hand towards the
finesse card.

Lead ¥4 from your hand towards your YK. Don’t lead the
finesse card itself.

. Hope that the second player
has the missing higher card.

You must hope that West has YA, so she will have to play (or
not play) it before you decide whether to play dummy’s ¥K.

. (a) If the second player plays
low, play your finesse
card.

(b) If the second player plays
the missing card, win with
your finesse card later.

If West plays low, then play YK and cross your fingers:
- if West has YA, your YK will win. The finesse has succeeded.
- If East has YA, your YK will lose and the finesse has failed.

If West plays YA, you can’t beat it. So play dummy’s ¥2 now
and win later with YK. Your finesse has succeeded.

How does this work? ‘Aces were born to kill Kings’, so how does a finesse prevent YA from killing
your ¥K? It all depends on the position of YA and on which hand you lead from.

v K52 If West has YA, then by leading from your hand you can make her
N play (or not play) YA before dummy’s ¥K. If she plays low, YK

Ev Q1083 | wins; if she plays YA, YK will win the next trick. The finesse won’t
work if you lead from dummy (the hand with the finesse card), as
then West will play after dummy and save her YA to kill ¥K.

YAl7 W
v964

¥ K52
N
vQl7 w

If East has YA, on the other hand, then she can play it after
dummy’s YK. So she just waits until you play YK and then kills it
with her YA. It makes no difference if you lead from dummy —
East can still play YA after ¥K.

EvYA1083
v964

So your finesse will work if West has YA, but not if East has it. It has a 50% chance of success.



Seven types of finesse

These are the most common types of finesse. Their names are unimportant: you just need to
recognise how to play them. The standard steps on p. 1 will work for all except the seventh.

1 DIRecT In a direct finesse, you have a sure winner that is higher than both your finesse card
FINESSE  and the missing card. If the finesse works, your finesse card will win an extra trick
without losing one first.
8 vAQ7
Here, your YA is a sure winner and your finesse card is ¥Q. You must
lead from your hand and hope that West has ¥K. If she does, then you v863
can win two tricks with YA and ¥Q whatever she plays.
Here is another example of a direct finesse. YA and ¥K are two sure
winners. Your finesse card, ¥J, is in your hand, so you must lead low vKs2
from dummy and hope that East has ¥Q. If she does, you will win three
. . . YAI7
heart tricks without losing any.
2 INDIRECT In an indirect finesse, you don’t have a sure winner above your finesse card, so you
FINESSE can’t stop a defender from winning the first trick.
This is the example we looked at on page 1. If you finesse YK, you must v K52
be prepared to lose a trick first if West has YA and decides to play it; of
course, you also run the risk of losing three tricks if East has YA. yoe64
3 SeuT In a split finesse you have a finesse card and a sure winner, but they are in opposite
FINESSE  hands. It is a type of indirect finesse, so you may lose a trick before the finesse card wins.
Your finesse card here is ¥Q, so you should lead a low card from dummy |¥Y A63
towards it and hope that East has YK. If so, she might win with it now
but your ¥Q will still win eventually. vQ74
NB: it’s no use leading ¥Q from your hand and hoping that West has YK. A good
defender will play YK on your ¥Q; even though you can kill YK with your YA, this will
only win you one trick and now you will have promoted the defenders’ lower honours.
Here is another split finesse. You have two sure winners in your hand v)8
and you can finesse ¥J by leading low from your hand on the first round
of hearts and hoping that West has ¥Q. Even if she plays it, you can win |v Ak 52
the second round with ¥J and win later with YA and ¥K.
4 RePeATED A repeated finesse is one where you have two or more touching finesse cards in the
FINESSE  same hand, so you can finesse them both against the same missing card.
Your two finesse cards here are ¥Q and ¥J. Lead ¥5, hope that West
has ¥K, and play dummy’s ¥J; if it wins, come back to your hand to lead |Y A Q)
¥8 and finesse ¥Q before playing YA for your third winner. If East has
¥K and your finesse loses, you will still win two heart tricks. y8s
Here is another repeated finesse; this time it is also indirect. You have
3 finesse cards in your own hand - YK, ¥Q and ¥J. You can always v862
promote 2 winners by leading them from your own hand and allowing
one of them to lose to YA. But if you want to win with all three, you vKQJ4
must lead from dummy three times and hope that East has YA.
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5 Two-waAY In a two-way finesse, you have a possible finesse card in each hand and can choose

FINESSE  which way to play the finesse.
Here, you have two sure winners and can win a third by finessing
dummy’s ¥10 (if West has ¥Q) or your own ¥J (if East has ¥Q). Use YA105
clues from the bidding and play to help you to decide which finesse to
try — for instance, if you think East has more hearts than West, then East LY KJ3
is more likely than West to have ¥Q and so you should finesse ¥J.
6 DousLE In a double finesse, you have 2 possible finesse cards and there are 2 missing higher ones.
FINESSE Here, your finesse cards are ¥J and ¥10 and the defenders have both YK |v 762
and ¥Q. The correct play is to lead from dummy and play 10 if East
plays low. West will probably win, but when you regain the lead you YAJ10
should lead again from dummy and play V..
Let’s see how this works. There are 4 possible ways that YK and ¥Q can be positioned:
v762 v762 v762 v762
vKQ4 v9853||vK94 vQ853[|vQ94 vK853||v984 vKQ53
vAJ10 vAJ10 YAJ10 YAJ10

W has both YK and Q. | (W has YK and E has YQ. | |W has ¥Q and E has ¥K. | |E has both YK and ¥Q.
Your ¥10 will lose to ¥Q.| [Your 10 will lose to K. | [This is like the previous | [Whatever E plays, you will
Your ¥J will lose to YK. | |[Your ¥J will win. arrangement. win with YA and ¥J or ¥10.
You will only win 1 trick. | |You will win 2 tricks. You will win 2 tricks. You will win 2 tricks.

7 REVERSE
FINESSE

In 3 cases out of 4, then, you will win with one of your finesse cards. You must lose
one trick, but the double finesse gives you a 75% chance of winning a second trick.

Here is another double finesse position. This time, your two finesse cards [y A 10
(vQ & ¥10) are not touching, nor are the two missing ones (YK & ¥J). YA is
a sure winner, but you would like to win with ¥Q or ¥10 as well if you v643
can. You should lead towards the finesse cards from the opposite hand
(yours) as usual and hope that West has one or both of the missing cards. If West
plays low, then play your lower finesse card first, ¥10. Whether it wins or loses, you
can return to your hand and lead towards your higher finesse card next, ¥Q. This play
has a 75% chance of winning at least one extra trick, and a 25% chance of two.

You have a reverse finesse position when you have a sure winner in one

hand and at least two touching finesse cards in the other hand, while vaQalio
the defenders have one higher card that can beat them. In this

. . YA52
example, dummy has three finesse cards and you are missing YK.

A reverse finesse is the only finesse that does not follow the standard rules. Instead of
leading towards your finesse cards, you should lead a finesse card itself towards your
sure winner. Here, lead ¥Q and hope that East (not West) has K. If she has it and
plays low, then ¥Q will win and you can repeat the procedure with ¥J before playing
¥10 to your YA. If East covers ¥Q or ¥J with YK, you can just win with YA and now
dummy’s remaining heart honours will have been promoted into winners.

Here is another reverse finesse. You can always win two tricks just by
playing YA, ¥Q and ¥J and letting the defender with YK win a trick. But
if you need to win two tricks without losing any, you can lead ¥Q and
hope that West has YK. If she does, you will win two tricks without loss.

YAT4

vQJ3
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Should You Try the Finesse?

A finesse is a gamble that usually has only a 50% chance of success, depending on who has the
missing card. If it fails, you will lose a trick and hand the lead to your opponents, who may be able
to do further damage to you. So you should always ask yourself: Is this finesse a necessary risk? Is

there a better chance? Can you try something else first?

Is it a necessary risk?

West leads ¥J, East plays YK and you win with YA. You count 2 sure heart winners,
1 diamond and 4 clubs, so you need 2 more.

If West has ¢K, you can finesse ¢Q and then promote two spades, making 10 tricks!
But you’d be taking the risk that East will produce ¢K and play another heart,
knocking out your ¥Q. Then when you drive out 4A the defenders will be able to
cash at least three long hearts, defeating your contract.

You don’t need to take this risk; the contract is sure to make if you ignore the
finesse. Just play your spades, driving out #A and promoting the two winners you
need. You don’t need to risk the diamond finesse.

Is there a better chance?

West wins the first two tricks with #K and #Q. East wins the third with #A and
leads ¥3 at Trick 4. Should you finesse ¥Q?

You have lost 3 tricks and must win the rest. Your only remaining loser is ¥Q. If the
finesse succeeds, ¥Q will become a winner, but there’s a 50% chance that it will fail
and you will be defeated. So you should look to see if there is a better option —and
there is. The opponents’ diamonds probably split 3-2, in which case you can discard
¥Q on dummy’s long cards. It’s not certain, but it’s a better than 50% chance.

So refuse the finesse. Play YA, draw trumps and then run dummy’s diamonds,
discarding your ¥Q on the fourth one if they split in the most likely way.

Can you try something else first?

Dummy
& KJ3
v64
¢+ AQ85
S KJ53

Contract: 3NT
Lead: vJ

4 Q87
YAQ
49732
& AQ102

You

& K105
v64l

¢ AKQ85
&953

Contract: 44
Lead: K

4 AQJ84
YAQ
4972
S»J]74

In the previous example, suppose that East leads 43 instead of ¥3 at Trick 4. Now you can
combine your chances if you play in the right order. Draw trumps and run dummy’s diamonds. If
they split 3-2, you can discard ¥Q on the fourth diamond as above. If you are unlucky and they

split 4-1, however, you can still switch to Plan B and try the heart finesse.

In this example, you have 12 sure winners and need one more. You can try to
finesse 410, but it’s better to try another chance first if you can do so without
losing a trick.

i. Play your three top hearts — the defenders’ cards might split 3-3, giving you an
extra trick.

ii. If that doesn’t work, settle for the finesse: lead 49 and finesse #10.

A 3-3 heart split has only a 35% chance of success, but checking it out won’t cost
you a trick and will increase your overall chance of success to 67% - much better
than the 50% chance of the spade finesse on its own. Don’t try the finesse first,
though —if it fails, you’ll lose a trick and then it will be too late to check the hearts.

Polish Up Your Play 2023 Week 5 4

4 AKQ10
vyQ54
+1J6

& K952

Contract: 7NT
Lead: #K

49

¥YAK82
¢+ AKQ4
& A743
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Can you play for the drop?

Here is a common situation in a long suit, especially trumps. You have nine spades and

are missing #Q and three others. You want to win every trick, without losing to Q. 29632
One option is to finesse &J. It will work 50% of the time, whenever East has #Q.
Even if East has all four spades, you can just repeat the finesse with #10. ekl
But there’s another option - play #A and then #K. If the
spades split 2-2, then #Q will drop under your &K. If they split Drop
3-1 with a singleton #Q, it will also be dropped. If they split 4- Lf an OPpPonent has 4 1/”@[/, card i
0, you will know about it after the first round and, if East has short suit, Hou can play sype o
all four cards, you can still take a repeated finesse. The maths wntil i+ dY'OPS under one of J:;/’)“””GVS
is tricky, but you have slightly more chance (57%) of taking all Y AK755 e
the tricks if you play this way — we call it playing for the drop. Y109 val
vJ863
If you have 9 cards in a suit and are missing the Queen, it’s Play v
slightly better to play for the drop than to finesse the Jack. \‘RA‘MM'K to drop vQ.
But with 8 cards, the finesse is better. T — -

Of course, you may find clues in the bidding or play to make you think differently. Perhaps one
defender has 6 hearts and the other has only 1 — so the one with the singleton is more likely to
hold #Q. If it’s East, you should play the finesse (though you might as well cash #A first, just in
case West has the singleton #Q). If you think West has #Q, your only chance is to play for the drop.

Here's another situation where you can play for the drop. You can’t finesse ¢J —
even if East has ¢Q, she can just play it when you lead from dummy and so you can
only win two tricks. But if you play A and ¢K first, then there’s a chance that one
defender has a doubleton ¢Q x, in which case the Queen will drop and your Jack
will win the third round. It’s only a 9% chance, but don’t sneeze at it.

When a finesse is your best option

Sometimes a finesse is your only hope of winning the extra trick that you need.
Here, you have 4 losers —1 #, 2 ¢s and 1 - and wish that you were playing in 3NT
instead of 4¥. There is no prospect of a promotion, a length winner or a ruff, so
you will have to try to finesse #Q, hoping that East has 4K.

This is a split finesse (p 2), so even if it works East can still win with #K. The order
of play is important. Draw trumps first, ending in dummy, and lead #4; East plays
#K and the defenders win two diamonds before leading a club. Win with #K, cash
#Q, and cross to dummy’s #A so that you can play #A, discarding your losing club.

A finesse can also be your best choice even when you have another option for
creating winners, particularly when you are worried about losing an early trick.

Here, West leads ¥5 and East plays ¥J. You win with YK, for fear of immediately
losing a host of heart tricks, and you count 8 sure winners including YK. You can
promote 3 certain spade winners, but would have to lose to #A first and that would
probably be followed by a deluge of hearts. You must try the club finesse instead —
only a 50% chance, but if it succeeds you won’t have to lose a club first, so you can
run off 9 winners before letting the defenders in to play merry with their hearts.

¢+ AK3

+J64

o A754
YAJ3
982
& A84

Contract: 4¥
Lead: ¢K

4 Q6
¥ KQ1054
¢ A53
& K72

& KJ107
v 86

¢ K93
& 9854

Contract: 3NT
Lead: ¥5

Q4
¥ K73
¢+AQJ852
& AQ
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Quiz

1. You want to win at
least one extra trick
by finessing.

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e)
Dummy (N)| ¢ Q73 ¢ 842 ¢ QJ10 ¢ AQ) 842

i. Which is/are your |46} |#A35 ¢ KQ5 ¢ A53 ¢953 ¢ AJI0

finesse card(s)?
ii. Which hand will you
lead from? (N or S)
iii. If successful, how
many tricks can iii.
you win?

2. You are the declarer
in a 44 contract after
the bidding shown.

(a) (b) () (d)

wW N E S|W N E S|W N E S|W N E S

Bidding 1v  1a - 1e - 1 - 1
The defenders win - 44 allpass | - 44 allpass | - 44 allpass | - 44 allpass
three quick ¥ tricks & KQ742 & KQ742 & KQ742 & KQ742
and then lead a ¢. Dummy vJ64 v 964 vy 964 v 964
The cards they play | (North) | ¢ AK ¢ AK ¢ AK ¢ AK
are shown. S KJ3 S KJ3 S KJ3 S KJ3
You win Trick 4 and 4 AJ1053 |4 AJ1053 |4 AJ1053 |4 AJ1053
. ou

they split 2-2.

ysp & A107 & A107 & A107 & A107
Y_OU haV_e atwo-way |Itrick1  |W:¥7 E:¥Q W:¥7 E:v) W:¥K E:¥A W:YA E:v8
finessein clubsand  |7rick 2 |E:vA W:v3 E:¥A W:¥3 E:¥7 W:¥) W:¥7 E:v)
must get it right to Trick 3 E:¥K W:e2 E:¥K W:e2 W:¥Q E:¢2 E:¥K W:e2
make your contract. Trick 4 E:e3 ... E:e3 ... W:e3 ... E:e3 ...

Who is more likely to 2Q?
have #Q? W or E?

3. You are the declarer

in the contract (a) (b) (c) (d)

shown and you have | Contract | 3NT by South | 6NT by South | 44 by South 54 by South
won the first trick as 764 e K6 s 83 s K83
shown. Dummy |v AQ7 v K52 v AQ7 v AQ75
You have the chance (North) | K6 ¢ K864 ¢ A72 ¢ KQ6

of a heart finesse. S KJ1062 & A1043 S 632 & 752
Should you try & AQS & AQS8 4 AKQ104 |« AQ52
anything else first You v 854 v73 v 85 v 6

(after drawing (South) | Q72 ¢ AQJS 4963 ¢ AJ10943
trumpsifthereare & AQ54 & KQJ5 S KQ4 & 108
any)? Trick 1 W:a) N:a4 E:43 S5:40 [W:47 N:#4 E:410 S:0A|W:4Q N:4A E:48 S:43 [W:47 N:4K E:45 S:43

Polish Up Your Play 2023 Week 5 6 Aughton and Ormskirk U3A



Quiz Answers

1. i. ii. iii.
(a) *Q S 2: ¢A and ¢Q
(b) oK, ¢Q N 2: ¢Kand ¢Q
(c) Q,¢J,¢10 N 3: ¢A and 2 of dummy’s honours
(d) Q, ) S 3: ¢A, ¢Qand ¢J
N

(e) J,¢10 2: ¢A and ¢J or ¢10. Even if E has both K and ¢Q, you can’t stop her from
winning with one of them.

2. (a) E East opened the bidding. She has 9 points in hearts. She should have #Q as well, to justify her
bid.
(b) W East did not bid. She has all the top hearts, i.e. 10 points. If she had #Q as well, she should
have opened the bidding.
(c) E East has only 2 hearts and West has 5. So East has more chance than West of holding #Q.

(d) W West has only 2 hearts and East has 5. So West has more chance than East of holding Q.

3. (a) Promote a diamond — don’t take the finesse.
You have 8 sure winners, thanks to the spade lead, so you only need 1 more. Promoting a
diamond will always work. If you try the finesse and it fails, you could lose 1 ¥, 1 ¢ and 3 #s.

(b) Take the finesse: lead a heart towards YK and hope.
You have 11 sure winners and there is no other chance of a twelfth.

(c) Play clubs before you try the finesse. If they split 3-3, discard a heart on dummy’s long club; if they
don’t, then try the heart finesse — lead towards ¥Q.
Don’t try the heart finesse first — if it fails, you’ll lose a trick and still have to lose to #A. But if you
try the clubs first and they don’t split 3-3, you can still make your contract if the finesse works.

(d) You have 2 club losers and a spade loser; you may not be able to avoid losing the clubs so you
want to eliminate the spade loser.
i. Draw trumps first; if they split 2-2 you’ll have one left in dummy to ruff your spade loser.
ii. If the trumps don’t split 2-2, play your top three spades; if they split 3-3, your fourth will have
become a length winner.
iii. If neither of these works, then try the heart finesse — lead towards ¥Q; if it wins, discard your
spade loser on YA.
Don’t try the finesse first — if it fails, you’ll have lost a heart, probably followed by two quick clubs.
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