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HAPTER o

What is a Safety
Play?

You may think it is stating the obvious to say that declarer’s aim is to
make enough tricks to fulfill his contract. Yes, but it’s surprising how
often players put this objective at risk, quite unnecessarily.

A ‘safety play’ is precisely what the name implies. In some cases,
it simply reduces the chances of going down. In other cases, it provides
what is known as a ‘sure tricks line of play’ — that is to say, it
guarantees your contract. If you want to draw a comparison, think of a
safety play in terms of buying insurance. You don’t have to spend the
money, and most of the time, nothing bad happens anyway. But for a
small premium, you can guard against a catastrophe.

When you perform a safety play within a single suit, you aim to
handle your honors in such a way that you can overcome the worst
possible distribution of the opponents’ cards. This may involve the
sacrifice of a trick that would have come your way, had the opponents’
cards been favorably placed. No matter. Maximizing your contract’s
chance of success is the main aim at rubber bridge or IMP scoring.

What would your reaction be if someone asked you the correct way
to play this suit?

YK10653
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You should refuse to answer. It depends on how many tricks you
require. If you need five tricks from the suit, you will start by cashing
one or other honor. Let’s say you decide to play the ace. Should this
drop the queen or jack from the East hand, the odds favor finessing the
ten next (we will see why in Chapter 2).

Suppose instead that you can afford to lose one trick in the suit but
the loss of two tricks will cost you the contract. There is a 100% safety
play available. Do you know it? You must lead a low card from one
hand or other, covering the card that the defender plays or rising with
the honor if he shows out. Playing the suit in this way will often cost
you an overtrick but it will guarantee the contract.

Let’s see a safety play in the context of a full hand:

Neither Vul. AKJT73
Dealer North v75

¢KJT74

S AK7
A1084 N A9?2
VYK w E vJ109
49863 S ¢A1052
*QJ1032 %9654

AAQBS

YAQ86432

¢Q

&8
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

INT pass 6V

all pass

You don’t like the bidding? Maybe not, but this is a book on
cardplay! If West is so inspired as to find a diamond lead, you will have
to hope that East holds a doubleton king of trumps. If instead West
leads the #%Q, you can take the opportunity to discard your diamond
loser. The contract is then safe unless you lose two trump tricks. You
make the safety play of cashing the ace of trumps first, and virtue is
rewarded when West’s king appears. If the king does not drop, you will
re-enter dummy and lead a heart towards the queen. By surrendering a
possible overtrick (if East holds king doubleton of trumps) you increase
your overall chance of making the slam.
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What do you make of this everyday combination?

¢A964

N
w E
S

®KJ52

This holding is regularly misplayed, even by experienced players.
How would you tackle the suit? Once again, you should refuse to
answer until a question of your own has been answered: ‘How many
diamond tricks do I need?’

If you need four tricks, your best chance is to find the defenders’
cards splitting 3-2 with the queen in the East hand. To take advantage
of such a favorable layout (which will occur approximately one third of
the time — 34%), you should begin with a low card to the jack. You
will score four tricks also when East holds a singleton queen. Many
players make the mistake of cashing the ace first. This loses a trick
unnecessarily when East holds a singleton queen. Cashing the ace does
not help if there is a singleton queen with West because East’s 10-8-7-3
is still worth a trick anyway.

Now suppose you need only three tricks from the suit. This combi-
nation comes with a 100% guarantee of three tricks, but only if you
know the safety play involved! If the suit breaks 3-2, any sensible
combinations of plays will produce three tricks. Similarly, if the ten or
queen is singleton, cashing either top honor will enable you to develop
an easy third trick. The problem is to overcome Q-10-x-x with either
defender.

Suppose you don’t know the right play. Let’s see if we can work it
out. How about leading a low card to the jack, the play that nets four
tricks when the cards lie favorably? That’s no good. When West has a
singleton queen, East will score a second trick with his 10-8-7-3.
Perhaps this time it is right to start with the ace? No, if West holds
Q-10-x-x he will score two tricks.

What else can we try? Let’s play the king first. If we continue with
a low card to the ace we will lose two tricks when West holds Q-10-x-x.
How about continuing with a low card to the nine? Yes, that looks
better. We’ll test it against Q-10-x-x in either defender’s hand:

Chapter 1 — What is a Safety Play? e
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¢01083 (w Ej &7

¢KJ52

You cash the king, then lead low and cover West’s eight with
dummy’s nine. In this instance, East discards and you have your three
diamond tricks. If East had won with the ten or the queen, the suit
would have broken 3-2.

Let’s give East the diamond length now:

¢A964

N

¢ 7 WsE +Q1083

*KJ52

Once again, you cash the king and lead low towards dummy. This
time, West shows out, so you rise with the ace and lead a third round
towards your remaining #J5. East has the queen-ten, but he cannot
prevent you from scoring a third diamond trick with your jack.

To finish this introduction, let’s put that suit combination into a full
hand:

Neither Vul. AKQ6
Dealer South VA7

¢A964

% KQ85
A973 ~ AJ1042
vJ1094 w E vQA652
Q1083 S ¢ 7
72 %10943

AABS

vK83

®KJ52

*AJG
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

INT

pass 6NT all pass
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West leads the ¥J and you pause to plan the play. You have nine
top tricks outside the diamond suit. If the contract were an ambitious
7NT you would need four diamond tricks and would lead a low card to
the jack, as we saw before. In 6NT you need only three diamond tricks.
You should therefore seek a safety play in the diamond suit, to
maximize your chance of three tricks (or here, actually guarantee them).
As we have seen, you can manage that easily enough. You win the club
lead, cash the king of diamonds, and lead a low diamond towards
dummy, intending to cover West’s card. West has no answer and you
are soon scoring up your slam. Had you started diamonds by cashing
the ace, the contract would have failed.

You may think that we have spent a little too much time on the
description of this one holding: K-J-x-x opposite A-9-x-x. In your
bridge-playing career you will encounter vast numbers of suit combina-
tions. Perhaps you have a photographic memory and can instantly recall
the sixty pages of small print in the The Official Encyclopedia of Bridge
that list all the correct safety plays. If not, you will have to work them
out at the table. The method is the one that we have described. Test out
in your mind the various possibilities and choose the play that will win
most often.

Key points
1. Some safety plays guarantee a specific number of tricks from a suit.
Others merely maximize your chances of scoring the tricks you need.

2. A safety play may involve losing a trick that does not have to be lost.
You concede the trick as an insurance policy against a bad break.

3. The best way to play a particular suit will often depend on how many
tricks you need from it.

Chapter 1 — What is a Safety Play? e
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HAPTER o

Playing for Safety in
Individual Suits

It would not be productive, in this section of the book, to list countless
suit combinations and merely state how they should be played. Instead,
our objective is to show you how to work out the right play at the table.
We will look only at some of the more interesting holdings, ones that
are frequently misplayed. By the end of the chapter we hope you will
feel confident to tackle any new combination on your own.

Contracts may be divided into three broad categories: virtually
hopeless, normal, apparently invincible. When the contract appears to
be a lost cause, you must seek a layout of the opponents’ cards that will
allow you to prevail. When the contract appears to be cold, ask
yourself: “What can go wrong?’ Perhaps your contract is at risk only
when the trumps break 5-0. Very well, look for a way to guard against
this evil distribution.

On many of the suit combinations that follow, players tend to err
solely because they fail to foresee any potential problem.

e Safety Plays



The opponents hold the jack

Suppose you are playing in six hearts with one obvious side-suit loser
and this trump suit:

VATS

N
w E
S

¥YKQ10942

It’s amazing how many players start drawing trumps by cashing the
ace. Around 95% of the time, they survive this inaccuracy. The suit
breaks 2-2 or 3-1, or East has all four trumps and they can take a marked
finesse against the jack. However, 5% of the time, West will hold all
four trumps. ‘I don’t believe it!” declarer exclaims, as he goes down.

There is no excuse at all for misplaying such a combination. If you
stop to ask yourself ‘What can go wrong?’ you will come up with the
answer that trumps might break 4-0. It costs nothing to play a high
heart from your hand first and, having done so, you will be able to play
the suit for no losers whatever happens.

The opponents hold the jack and ten

Suppose you need to avoid a loser in this suit:

VA75

N
w E
s

vKQ9642

Which honor would you play first? The contract is at risk only if
one of the defenders holds J-10-7-4. If West has this holding, there is
nothing you can do about it. Your loud complaints of bad luck will be
justified. You can, however, pick up the suit when East holds all four
trumps. To do this, you must cash the ace first, leaving your K-Q-9
sitting over East’s two honors. By leading twice towards the South
hand, finessing the nine if East follows low, you can prevent him from
scoring a trick in the suit.

Chapter 2 — Playing for Safety in Individual Suits e
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The only difference between the last two combinations is the
absence or presence of the ten. However, the correct play in the second
example (cash the single honor first) is the opposite of that in the first
layout (cash one of the double honors first). This demonstrates how
difficult it is to memorize the right plays. You must train yourself to
visualize the possible defensive holdings and work out which line of
play will guard against them.

The opponents hold the queen

This combination is often misplayed:

AAKJ1063

N
w E
S

ATD

Time and again, you will see declarers cashing the ace (to pick up
a single queen offside), before returning to the South hand to finesse the
jack. Once in a while the queen will be singleton offside and they will
reap an undeserved reward. Four times as often, however, East will hold
a singleton nine, eight, four or two, and these declarers will go down.
The correct play is to finesse on the first round, thereby picking up four
of East’s possible five singletons.

When you have three or more cards in the shorter holding, it is right
to cash a high honor first:

¢AKJ92

N
w E
N

1074

If you finesse on the first round you will lose an unnecessary trick
to a singleton queen offside. Cash the ace first, to guard against this
holding, and you will still be able to pick up an original queen fourth
holding with West. (If West holds all five missing diamonds you cannot
pick up the suit anyway).

e Safety Plays



This is a familiar holding:

¢AJ102

N
w E
S

¢K763

When the suit breaks 3-2, you can pick up the queen on either side.
You should usually play the king first, rather than the ace, since this also
allows you to score four tricks when West holds queen fourth or queen
fifth. If East has these holdings you cannot score more than three tricks
anyway. (‘King first’ gives you a 43% chance of netting four tricks.
‘Ace first’ reduces this to 30%.)

Sometimes the presence of spot-cards as low as the six and seven
can affect the best play in a suit:

S AK106

N
w E
S

%J532

Here you would play the ace first, then finesse dummy’s ten.
Leading the jack on the first round can never assist you and will cost
you a trick when West holds a singleton queen.

Now let’s give dummy the seven-spot:

SAK107

N
w E
S

%J532

The best play now is to lead the jack! You lose out when West has
a singleton queen, yes, but you gain when East holds a singleton nine or
eight. The first round will go: jack, queen, ace, eight (say). East will
show out on dummy’s king and you can return to the South hand to
finesse the seven.

Chapter 2 — Playing for Safety in Individual Suits e
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The opponents hold the queen and ten

Suppose you need to play this familiar suit for four tricks:

AJG4

N
w E
S

AAK932

You start by cashing the ace, on which both defenders play low
cards. Playing the king next will work fine when the suit breaks 3-2,
even better when the queen comes down doubleton and you make five
tricks in the suit. If either defender shows out on the second round
though, you will fail in your objective to score four tricks. How can we
do better?

The way to ensure only one loser is to cash the ace, then lead low
towards dummy’s jack. If the suit breaks 3-2, your king will collect the
outstanding spades on the third round. What will happen when West
holds four spades?

AJG4
N
AQ1085 |w E|| A7
s
AAK932

No problem there. Your jack will score a trick on the second or
third round, leaving West with just one trick.
What if East has four spades?

AJG4
N
A7 w E| #Q1085
s
AAK932

West shows out on the second round and East captures dummy’s
jack with the queen. You can then enter dummy, in some other suit, and
finesse against East’s ten. Again, you lose only one trick.

14 e« Safety Plays



Here is another old friend:

AAKJS

N
w E
S

AT42

When you need four tricks, you must finesse the jack and pray that
West started with queen third. Should you need only three tricks to
make the contract, a safety play is available. You should start by
cashing the ace and king (annoying East if he started with queen
doubleton). If the queen does not fall, you return to the South hand in
another suit and lead towards the jack. You will score three tricks if
West has the queen, if the suit breaks 3-3, or if East has a singleton or
doubleton queen.

The safety play will cost you an overtrick when West has precisely
queen third, but it will bump your chance of making the contract from
68% to 76%.

The opponents hold the queen and jack

What do you make of this combination:

AA9643

N
w E
S

A K10

You can never score all five tricks but what is the best chance for
four? Any rational play will succeed when the suit breaks 3-3, so you
should look at the 4-2 divisions. The easy winner is to play low to the
ten. This succeeds whenever East holds Q-J-x-x (if he splits, your ten
and nine will be equals against his remaining honor). It also succeeds
when East holds a doubleton honor. The ten will lose to West’s honor
fourth, but the king will drop East’s honor, leaving the dummy’s cards
high.

The next combination will set many groups of bridge players
arguing:

Chapter 2 — Playing for Safety in Individual Suits e
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AA1092

N
w E
S

AK752

Suppose you need a full four tricks from this combination. If West
holds a singleton honor there is nothing you can do, so you start by
cashing the king. Luck is with you and the jack (or queen) appears from
East. What should you do next? Should you play a spade to the ace,
hoping that East started with Q-J doubleton, or finesse the ten, playing
for East’s honor to be singleton?

The better chance, by the huge factor of almost 2:1, is to finesse the
ten. The easiest way to understand why is to realize that these three East
holdings are approximately equal in probability:

AQ) AQ Al

If you always finesse when the queen or jack appears, you will win
two times out three. This remains true, whichever honor any particular
East player would choose to play from Q-J doubleton.

The concept behind this, and in many similar cases, is known as the
‘Principle of Restricted Choice’. It is mathematically provable that it is
more likely that a player was forced to play a particular card than that
he chose to play it from equals. So, when East plays the jack (or queen)
here, it is more likely it was a forced play, from a singleton, than a
chosen card from Q-J doubleton.

Should you meet players who dispute the validity of Restricted
Choice, on no account try to convert them. Their minds are set. You
will be wasting your time! Meanwhile, you can continue to win two
times out of three, whereas they will win only half as often.

Now suppose you need only three tricks, from this holding:

AA9T2

N
w E
S

AK1083

You must attempt to protect against a Q-J-x-x holding on one side
or other. It would be too committal to cash an honor on the first round.

e Safety Plays



You must guess whether to finesse the ten or the nine.

Let’s say you start with a low card towards the ten. If the queen or
jack appears from East, you win with the ace. You are safe for three
tricks and the best chance for four is to run the ten through West next.
(Restricted Choice is at work again. East is roughly twice as likely to
hold a singleton honor as Q-J doubleton).

Most of the time East will play low and the ten will lose to one or
other honor with West. Which honor should you cash on the second
round, do you think? You should cash the king. This will lose when
West started with a singleton queen or jack, but win when East started
with a singleton four, five or six. The odds are 3:2 in your favor.

When the suit in question is a side suit in a trump contract, your
choice of play may be affected by the knowledge that West would
probably have led the suit initially if he held a small singleton. You
should finesse the nine on the first round, playing the king next if the
finesse loses. Playing in this way, you will score three tricks against all
seven of the remaining 4-1 breaks. (You discount as unlikely the three
cases where West has a small singleton.)

The opponents hold the queen, jack and ten

Do you have a headache yet? To relieve it, let’s look at the next
combination in the context of a full deal:

Neither Vul. AB852
Dealer South ¥vJ943

A8

PAK43
A0 AQJ73
vQ010762 . v AK
€653 s ¢QJ1074
% 10852 *97

AAKI964

¥v85

¢ K92

*QJ6
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

14

pass 2% pass 26
pass 44 all pass

Chapter 2 — Playing for Safety in Individual Suits e
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West leads the ¥6 against your spade game. East scores two tricks
in the suit, then switches to the Q. You win with the king, preserving
the ace as a later entry to dummy, and cash the ace of trumps, the ten
showing from West. What next?

The diamond loser can be discarded on dummy’s fourth club, so
everything depends on restricting your trump losers to one. If trumps
break 3-2, any play will suffice. Equally, if West has played a humorous
ten from Q-J-10-7 there is nothing you can do about it. What if East
holds all three remaining trumps?

By playing a low spade to the eight now, you expose the bad trump
split while you can still handle it. West wins the eight of trumps with
the jack and returns a diamond to dummy’s ace. You can then finesse
against West’s queen of trumps, draw his last trump, and cash your clubs
to discard your diamond loser.

The opponents hold the king

When only the king is missing, it is generally right to finesse with ten
cards or fewer between the hands. With eleven, you would normally
play for the drop. However, you have a chance to insult the opponents
in this situation:

AQ9762
N

A K W Ell 485
s

AAJ1043

You lead the queen and East plays one of his small cards. If you
judge that East is a weak enough player to cover when he holds a
doubleton king (covering would be bad defense, of course), you can rise
from with the ace. When West’s king happens to be singleton, you will
emerge triumphant.

The opponents hold the king and queen

How would you handle this common holding:

e Safety Plays



41072

If you need three tricks, you would play low to the jack, succeeding
when West holds K-Q or K-Q-x. More difficult perhaps is to determine
the safest play for two tricks. What do you reckon?

As with many of these combinations, you should play the ace first,
to guard against a singleton honor on either side. Next you must lead
towards the honor in the shorter holding (here the ten). By doing so, and
later leading towards the jack if necessary, you will pick up an initial K-
Q-x-x on either side. Leading towards the jack on the second round
would not be so good, failing to pick up K-Q-x-x with East.

This is a good moment to mention an important type of safety play,
one that is frequently spurned.

¢J107652

How would you play this suit for only two losers? You will see
many players leading the jack on the second round. This wastes a trick
unnecessarily when an opponent wins with a doubleton honor. His
partner will then score two further tricks in the suit. You should lead a
low card on the second round. This is as good as anything when the suit
breaks 3-3. The gain comes when a defender wins with a doubleton
honor and your J-10 can then drive out the remaining honor.

The opponents hold the king and jack

The best play on the next type of combination varies according to the
spot-cards held:

Chapter 2 — Playing for Safety in Individual Suits e
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A010542

N
w E
S

AA3

If you need four tricks from this holding, you must hope that the
defenders’ spades divide 3-3 and that you can guess well. You should
cash the ace, then lead a second spade towards dummy. If East started
with #KJx you have no chance, while if West has this holding you
cannot go wrong. If the honors are split, you will have to guess whether
to play the queen or the ten.

Add the nine to the longer holding and it is no longer an even guess:

A010942

N
w E
S

AA3

Seeking four tricks, you cash the ace and lead towards dummy, only
low spades appearing so far. If you play the ten you will succeed only
when West holds J-x-x. Make the better play of the queen and you will
prevail when West holds K-x-x, and also when East holds J-x. Note that
playing the ten does not help you when East holds a doubleton king.
You will still have to lose a second spade trick to West’s jack.

The same reasoning applies here:

A3

N
w E
S

AAQ10942

Playing low to the queen is the best percentage play, as you will
lose only one trick when West holds the doubleton jack. If you play low
to the ten and force West’s doubleton king, you will still have to lose a
trick to East’s jack fourth.

Returning to the original layout, we will now make the dummy’s
spades even stronger:

e Safety Plays



A010985

N
w E
N

AA3

Most players would not realize that the eight made any difference.
They would cash the ace and lead low to dummy’s queen. However,
there is a slightly better, although rather strange-looking line of play.
Try leading the queen from dummy on the first round of the suit! This
picks up three of the important doubletons: J-x on either side or K-x
with East. The other line picks up only the two J-x cases.

Let’s imagine that you stumble upon this holding for the first time:

AA104

N
w E
S

A06532

You can’t guarantee three tricks against a 5-0 split, but you can
against all other breaks. How would you set about it?

Many people would plan to take two finesses. Perhaps they would
lead the four towards the queen, intending to finesse the ten later if the
queen lost to the king. That line is as good as any when you are trying
to maximize your haul from the suit, but it does not guarantee three
tricks against a 4-1 break; it will lose when West holds a singleton king.
Perhaps it’s better to finesse the ten first? No, that loses to a singleton
jack with East. Only one line works against all the 4-1 breaks, and that
is to take no finesses at all.

You should cash the ace first, guarding against all the layouts where
a defender has a singleton honor. You must then cross to your hand in
another suit and lead low towards dummy’s ten. If West holds #KJ98,
he will only be able to make two tricks because of the positional value
of the ten behind him. If East has this holding, he can capture the ten
with his jack, but you will later lead towards your queen, restricting him
to two tricks.

Chapter 2 — Playing for Safety in Individual Suits e
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The opponents hold the king and ten

How would you play this combination, to maximize your chance of
scoring five tricks?

¢J863

N
w E
S

¢AQ974

You should play a low card to the queen. This will produce five
tricks when East holds a doubleton or singleton king. It will succeed
also when West holds a singleton ten, since you can then return to
dummy in some other suit and finesse against East’s king. Many
players take an unnecessary risk by leading the jack on the first round.
When East has a singleton king, West will score an undeserved trick
with the ten on the third round. The general guideline in these situations
is: don’t lead an honor for a finesse unless you can afford the card to be
covered.

Suppose now that you hold ten cards between the hands:

¢J8632

N
w E
S

*AQ974

What is the best chance of five tricks? Cashing the ace would win
only when the king was singleton in either hand (about 26% of the
time). Finessing against the king offers much better odds. However, it
would be a mistake to lead low to the queen. Why? Because more than
one time in ten (11% of the time to be precise), East will hold ¢K105.
A finesse of the queen will succeed but you will still have to lose a trick
to East’s remaining king-ten.

It is a cost-nothing safety play to lead the jack from dummy to
guard against this possibility. If East covers and West shows out, you
can re-enter dummy in another suit and finesse against East’s ten. You
will make five tricks whenever East holds the king (a 50% chance, of
course).
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The opponents hold the king, jack and ten

We are on familiar territory with this holding:

¢AQ92

N
w E
S

643

Needing three tricks, you should finesse the nine first in the hope
that West holds both jack and ten. If the nine loses to the jack or ten,
you finesse the queen next. You score three tricks when the suit breaks
3-3 and West holds the king or the jack-ten. You succeed also when
West holds K-J-10-x or K-J-10-x-x.

Suppose now that you need only two diamond tricks. Would you
play the same way?

It is still correct to play to the nine first. If this loses to the jack or
ten however, you should cash the ace on the next round. This protects
you against K-J or K-10 doubleton with East.

The next combination is more difficult but it is not impossible to
work out the winning play. You just need to think along the right lines.

09876

N
w E
S

®A43

How can you guarantee three tricks from this suit? You must look
for a 100% play.

At the table, most players would start by cashing the ace of
diamonds, or by playing a low diamond to the queen. Does either of
those plays assure you of three tricks in the suit? No, if you lead low to
the queen and it loses to a singleton king, West’s J-10-5-2 will stop the
suit twice more. Starting with the ace is even worse, since that loses
when West is void or holds a singleton five or two.
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Let’s try something different — ducking the first round
completely! Let’s test this line of play against some unfavorable breaks.

Q9876
N
*2 w E| ¢KJ105
s
®A43

The first round is ducked to East’s ten. On the second round we
lead a low card from dummy, and let it run if East plays the five. Should
this lose to West, the suit will have broken 3-2 and all will be well. If
instead East plays the king or ten, we can win with the ace and drive out
his remaining high card. So, we are safe if East has all the high
diamonds. What if West holds them?

Q9876
N

¢ KJ105 |w E| ¢2
s
®A43

The same line of play will produce three tricks here, too. If West
plays the five on the first round, dummy’s six will win the trick. If
instead he plays the ten (or jack), dummy’s queen will capture the trick
and West will again make only two tricks.

What if the six loses to a singleton honor with East? That is no
problem because when we lead a second round from dummy. East will
show out. We can rise with the ace and lead back towards the queen.

It was hard work, but we were able to uncover a 100% safety play.
The more times you perform such an exercise, the easier it will become.

The opponents hold the ace and king

How would you attempt to conjure two tricks from this holding?
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You start by leading towards one or other honor. If this is a side suit
in a trump contract, West would often have led the suit when holding
both the ace and king. So, begin with a low card from the dummy.

When East holds A-K-x, the play will be an immediate success.
Most of the time the jack will lose to an honor with West. You should
then duck the second round, gaining when East started with a doubleton
honor.

Suppose that you need only one trick from the holding. Can you
spot the 100% safety play? To avoid having an honor captured by a
singleton honor, leaving the other defender with three more tricks in the
suit, you must duck the first round. You can then guarantee a trick by
leading towards either honor.

The opponents hold ace and queen

This is an important holding, familiar in the trump suit:

¢KJI65

N
w E
N

48432

Seeking four tricks from the suit, you lead a low card towards
dummy. West produces the ten or seven. Which card should you play?
If someone whispered in your ear that West had started with a doubleton
honor, it would be a 50-50 guess which card to choose. Without such
inside information, the jack is a clear favorite. The 2-2 situations (A-x
or Q-x with West) cancel out and the jack gains when West holds A-Q-7
or A-Q-10.

Newcomers to the game soon learn that there is little point in
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leading the queen when they hold Q-J-x opposite A-x-x-x. By leading
towards the queen-jack, they can score three tricks when the king is well
placed. The same idea applies here, too:

% J103

Needing two tricks from the suit, you should lead twice towards the
jack-ten.

The opponents hold the ace and jack

Do you remember the discussion on A-J-10-x opposite K-x-x-x — that
you could only pick up queen fourth on one side? This situation is very
similar:

YK1093

N
w E
N

va64

By leading towards the queen on the first round, you will collect
three tricks when West holds the jack, even if he has four cards in the
suit. Leading to the king is nowhere near so successful when East holds
the jack. If the king wins and you lead the ten on the second round
(hoping that East holds J-x-x), you will fail in your objective when East
holds J-x or J-x-x-x.

Take the nine away and it is still right to play first towards the
unaccompanied honor:
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vas52

A first-round finesse of the ten might lose to a singleton jack or to
A-J doubleton. Lead low towards the queen on the first round and you
avoid this fate.

Suppose that the queen loses to West’s ace. What next? Seeking
three tricks from the suit, you would finesse the ten on the second
round. However, when you need only two tricks you should cash the
king instead, picking up a doubleton jack offside. If the jack fails to
show, you return to the South hand and lead towards the ten.

When the ten lies in the shorter holding, however, it is best to
finesse it on the first round:

VK763

N
w E
S

vQa104

By playing low to the ten, then low to the queen, you score three
tricks when East holds A-J, A-J-x, or J-x-x.

The opponents hold ace, queen and jack

When your only card of value is the king, the aim of any safety play will
be to avoid losing it to the enemy ace.

VYK98642

N
w E
S

v753

Needing five tricks, you lead towards the king. Needing only four
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tricks, you duck a round first — to guard against a singleton ace offside.
When this is the trump suit, it is best tactically to lead the first round
from dummy. If East holds something like A-10 doubleton, he may
place you with the queen and rise with the ace to avoid some imagined
end-play. The same applies when you have only eight cards between
the hands.

Give yourself just seven cards, now:

®K875

N
w E
S

4942

Needing two tricks, you duck a round (saving an extra undertrick
when East has a singleton ace), then lead towards the king on the second
round. You hope that the ace is onside and the suit breaks 3-3. If you
required only one trick from the suit, you would duck two rounds before
leading towards the king. This would safeguard against a doubleton ace
with East. (You might as well lead the second round towards the king,
in case West started with A-x-x and is tempted to play the ace on the
second round.)

Key points

1. Some safety plays within a suit aim to avoid the loss of a trick to a
singleton or doubleton honor offside. For example, if you need only
three tricks from A-K-J-4 opposite 7-5-2 you cash the ace and king
first, then lead towards the jack.

2. Other safety plays guard against a bad break. For example to
guarantee four tricks from A-10-6-5-2 opposite K-9-7-3 you should
finesse the ten (or the nine) on the first round.
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A SAJ1092

N
w E

To Answers

S

%6543

There are three reasonable ways to play this combination for
four tricks: (a) cashing the ace first, (b) finessing the jack, then
playing the ace if the finesse loses, and (c) taking two finesses.
Which is the best play? Which is the worst play?

B. AA963

N
w E

S

A K10

How would you play this combination for three tricks?

C. vJ65

N
w E

S

VA10432

The best chance of making four tricks from this combination is
to play low to the ten (succeeding when East has K-Q-x or a
doubleton honor). Let’s say you need only three tricks from the
suit. Is this still the right thing to do? If not, how should you

play?
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QU 11211
o

N
w E

®AQ652

To Answers

Earlier, we discussed the best play for three tricks when holding
A-10-4 opposite Q-6-5-3-2. Cashing the ace, then leading
towards the ten, was the way to maximize your chances. How
would you play for three tricks here?

E. A42

N
w E
S

AAK10953

How would you play this combination for six tricks? Can you
improve your chances if you need only five tricks from the suit?

F. ¢J42

N
w E
S

¢A97653

How would you play this diamond suit if you needed five
tricks? Can you see a way to guarantee your contract when you
need only four tricks from this suit?
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Answers To Questions

A. (a) If you play the ace first, you score four tricks when the suit breaks
2-2 (40%), and also when it breaks 3-1 and an honor falls singleton
(25%). That’s a total of 65%. (b) If you take one finesse, playing the
ace next if the finesse loses, you score four tricks when West holds
K-Q-x-x (5%), when West holds K-Q-x (12.5%), when the suit
breaks 2-2 (40%), and when West has a singleton honor (12.5%).
That’s a total of 70%, better than the first line. (c) If you take two
finesses, you fail to score four tricks only when East holds both
honors (24%). That makes it a 76% line — easily best!

B. You should finesse the ten on the first round. This will succeed
when East holds both the missing honors, or one honor guarded
fewer than three times. Suppose the cards lie like this, for example:

AAIG3

N
AJ754 |, | 4082

s
A K10

The ten loses to the jack but East’s queen falls on the third round and
dummy’s nine produces a third trick. When West holds queen third
or jack third, there is nothing you can do.

C. If you start by leading low to the ten, you will fail in this situation:

vJ65
N
va w E| K987
s
YA10432

Similarly, low to the jack will fail when East holds a singleton honor.
To ensure three tricks against anything except a 5-0 split, cash the ace
and then lead low towards the jack.

D. The two holdings are exactly the same and again you should cash the
ace, then lead towards the ten. This will produce three tricks against
any distribution except a 5-0 break. Similar combinations often
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come in different guises. You can see that once you cash the ace, this
combination is the same as the earlier one.

. The best chance of making six tricks is to lead from dummy,

intending to play the ten. If East plays an honor, win and re-enter
dummy in another suit and again lead towards your hand, intending
to finesse. This produces six tricks when East began with &QJ or
AQJx (13% of the time). You will make five tricks 82% of the time.
When only five tricks are required, you can bump this figure to
almost 88% by cashing a high honor first. This play gains over ‘two
finesses’ when West holds Q-J doubleton and an honor falls. (Since
you cannot then pick up an initial honor fourth with East, you will
continue with the king, in fact scoring all six tricks.) When no honor
falls under the ace, cross to dummy and lead towards your hand
intending to play the ten. You will still succeed when East holds the
Q-J-x-x.

. Needing five tricks from this holding, you should cash the ace, then

lead towards the jack. You will make five tricks when the suit divides
2-2 or East holds a singleton queen or king. By following this line
you will make five tricks 53% of the time, but only three tricks when
the suit breaks 4-0. To guarantee four tricks against any distribution,
you must lead towards the jack on the first round. If East is void,
then the positional value of dummy’s jack ensures that West’s
#KQ108 is worth only two tricks. If West shows out on the first
round, you can lead twice towards your ace-nine, restricting East to
two tricks in the suit.

To Questions
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full Hand Safety
Plays

Counting your tricks is an integral part of sound declarer play. The
safety play of a single suit would have little meaning if you had not
already asked, and answered, the question, ‘How many tricks do I need
from this suit?’ In other words, the play of a suit must be considered in
the context of the full deal.

Declarer can guarantee his contract on our first hand, but many
players would go down simply because they failed to count their tricks.
If you have your counting boots on, cover the defenders’ hands here:

Neither Vul. A109
Dealer South YA952

¢3

S»AKI754
AKJB8632 S AT4
vQJ7 w E Y K104
*— s ¢J9765
%0632 *J108

AAQ>5

¥v863

¢AKQ10842

.T._
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

1e

246 3% pass 3NT
all pass

West leads the ¥Q. How would you play the contract?
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If the diamond suit breaks 3-2 (or the jack is singleton), you will have
seven diamonds, two clubs, one spade and one heart, a total of eleven
tricks. Even if diamonds are 4-1, you can afford to lose a trick in that
suit and still prevail. It is easy to become complacent in such circum-
stances.

Let’s go back and count those tricks again — one spade, one heart
and one club. You cannot afford to cash both club winners while in
dummy, since this will establish too many tricks for the defenders if you
subsequently have to give up a diamond trick. So, with three aces in the
other suits, you need to play diamonds for six tricks. That doesn’t look
too tough, provided you realize it soon enough.

Let’s say you win the ace of hearts at Trick 1. You then play off the
ace of clubs, discarding a major-suit loser, and play a diamond. When
East follows, you are home — provided you put in the ten of diamonds!
If this loses to the jack, the most the defense will be able to take is three
heart tricks. When you regain the lead, you will have one spade and six
diamonds to go with the two tricks already made. On the actual deal
West will discard on the ten of diamonds. You can then concede a
diamond trick to East and claim the contract.

There is no recovery if you play a top diamond on the first round.
You would then need to concede two diamond tricks to set up the suit
and the defenders would beat you to the finish line.

Discovery play

Sometimes you cannot tell at the outset how many tricks are needed
from the key suit. You must perform some detective work first. Back
in Chapter 1, we saw how you could use a safety play to guarantee three
tricks from the club suit in the next deal. Is this deal an appropriate
setting for such a safety play, do you think?
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A10852 AT3

¥v9853 vQ104
¢QJ108 s 9763
%5 +%Q1084

AKQ4
VAKJ
®A52
®A932

How would you play 6NT after West leads the €Q?

To decide how to play the clubs, you must know how many tricks
the other three suits will yield. This is not simply a matter of counting
tricks, because you do not yet know how many heart tricks you have.
You must find out! After winning the diamond lead with the king, you
finesse the ¥J, a ‘discovery play’. Here the finesse will succeed and
you can then count nine tricks outside clubs. With only three more
tricks required from the club suit, you will make the appropriate safety
play — king first, then a small club to the nine. Had the heart finesse
lost, you would have been forced to play the club suit for four tricks.
(Do you remember the right play? Low to the jack, to cater for a
singleton queen with West.)

Comparing two chances

In general, we have been sparing with our use of percentages in this
book. They are not everyone’s cup of tea and we wanted to avoid
critical letters of the type ‘On page 27, I think you will find that your
57.2% figure should be 57.9%. You did not allow for...".

Nevertheless, it is useful to know the basic probabilities associated
with finesses and the various breaks in a suit. They can help you to
calculate the best safety play in a single suit, and also to compare two
different options within a whole hand.

We will look at finesses first:
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AQ6

N
w E
S

852
A simple finesse of a queen is 50%, always assuming that there is
no enemy bidding that might affect the odds.

AQ10

N
w E

S

763

In this example, you play low to the ten, then low to the queen. In
rough figures, there is a 24% chance that both honors will be onside
(giving you three tricks), and a 24% chance that both honors will be
offside (giving you just one trick). The remaining 52% of the time, one
finesse will lose and the other will win — you will score two tricks.

AJ10

N
w E
S

954

By finessing twice here, unlike the previous example, you will
score a second trick 76% of the time, failing only when East holds both
the two missing honors.

Now for the more common breaks in a suit.

CARDS BREAK 0DDS CARDS BREAK  0DDS
4 4-0 10% 6 6-0 1%
3-1 41% 5-1 15%
2-2 49% 4-2 48%
3-3 36%
5 5-0 4%
4-1 28%
3-2 68%

With this ready reckoner at your elbow, what is the safest way to
play this 3NT contract?
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V752
¢A9852
%64
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¥Q led

AQ762
VY AK

¢K76
SAKQ3

You have seven tricks on top and two extra winners might come
from either the spades or the diamonds. Should you duck a diamond,
playing to set up that suit, or finesse the 410, hoping that West holds the
jack?

The diamond play will succeed when the suit breaks 3-2, which is
(see previous page) a 68% chance. Finessing the #10 is only a 50%
chance, so the safer play is to duck a diamond. In fact, playing on
diamonds is easily superior because you can cash the king, planning to
duck the second round. If West shows out on the second diamond, you
can change course — rising with dummy’s ace and playing a spade to
the queen. Now try this 6NT contract:

AAQJ4
vKQJ2
4383
K64

N

A9 led w E
S

AK105
VA5
¢AJ10
®A9832

You have eleven top tricks. Should you attempt a twelfth in
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diamonds, taking two finesses? Or is it better to play on clubs, hoping
for a 3-2 break?

The chance of one or both diamond honors being onside is 76%.
Against that, the chance of a 3-2 club break is 68%. So the diamonds
have it. Or do they? Suppose you start by cashing the ace and king of
clubs, rather than ducking a club. If the suit breaks 3-2, you will simply
give up a club. If the clubs break 4-1, a fair chunk of your chances in
the diamond suit will still be alive. If it is East who holds the club
length, the diamond finesses will be into the safe hand and you will
succeed if the diamond honors are split. Even if it is West who holds
the club length, you will still succeed when East holds both honors. So,
testing the club suit first is in fact safer than playing on diamonds. Your
total prospects are well over 80%.

Combining two chances

The last hand in the previous section leads us neatly to a new topic —
how to combine the chances offered by two different suits, rather than
putting all your money on just one of them. The next hand is not really
difficult but would often be misplayed.

Neither Vul. A1085
Dealer South ¥YK83

865

SAKJB
AKJ9?2 N AQ763
vQJb w E vi074
¢ K102 S ¢J973
%954 *83

AA4

YA952

¢AQ4

Q1072
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

INT

pass 3NT all pass

West leads a fourth-best #2 against your 3NT contract. You allow
East’s queen to win and capture the #3 return with the ace. What next?
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There are eight top tricks and many players would look no further
than the diamond finesse in their quest for a ninth. Half the time they
would draw an undeserved ‘Well played, partner’ from across the table.
Not on this occasion.

The opening lead of the &2, backed up by East’s &3 return, has
announced to the world that spades are 4-4. It is therefore safe to duck
a round of hearts, possibly setting up a winner in that suit. It’s true that
the diamond finesse, on its own, is a better prospect than finding the
hearts 3-3. But, there may be no need to rely on just one of these
chances. If the defenders win the heart and cash their two spade tricks,
ending in the West hand, you will have time to test for a 3-3 heart break
before falling back on the diamond finesse. In other words, you will
be able to combine your chances in hearts and diamonds.

Expert defenders would aim to thwart you on this type of deal, by
playing a diamond through your tenace before you have been able to
test the heart suit. On the present layout you can prevent this by
ensuring that you duck the heart to West rather than East. Lead a small
heart first from hand; if West inserts an honor on the first round of
hearts, you will duck. If he plays low, you will win with dummy’s king
and duck the second round to West.

Does anything else occur to you on the deal? Since you are not
reliant on the entries provided by the club suit, you should cash that suit
first, before ducking a heart. A defender with four hearts might decide
to throw one away.

Sometimes you can combine playing for the drop in one suit with
a finesse in another. You must calculate which suit gives you the better
chance of dropping the missing honor. Look at this deal:

A842
vAJS5
+KJ83
*KJ2
AKQJ103 R A976
v973 wooE v10862
$1094 s +05

%95 +Q01064

AAS
vKQ4
®A762
*A873
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West leads the #K against 3NT. You win the second round and can
count eight top tricks. There is an apparent choice of minor-suit
finesses. However, it would be poor play to take an immediate finesse.
A better idea is to try to drop one of the minor-suit queens before falling
back on a finesse in the other suit. Since you hold eight cards in
diamonds and only seven in clubs, the diamond queen is more likely to
be doubleton than the club queen. You cash the ace and king of
diamonds and are rewarded on this occasion when the queen falls from
East. Had the queen not appeared, you would have taken the club
finesse.

On the next deal West leads the #10 against 6NT. You have a
choice of finesses to take. Which do you think offers the better chance?

AKQ4
YAKG3
1062
%976
A1092 AJ763
v985 N vQi1072
w E
4754 ¢ 93
®KJ83 %1052

AABS
vJ4
¢AKQJS
®AQ4

There are eleven top tricks and a successful club finesse will bring
your total to twelve. Is there any other chance? Yes, a heart towards the
jack would land a twelfth trick if East held the heart queen. Can you
see any reason to favor one finesse rather than the other?

It’s not close, really! After winning the spade lead, you should play
a heart to the jack. If this loses, you can still take the club finesse. You
will succeed if either finesse is right. Suppose you take the club finesse
first and it fails. With one trick already lost, it is no longer possible to
lead towards the heart jack.
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Safety plays to retain entries in a single suit

Sometimes a safety play is required to avoid a potential entry problem.
Suppose you are blessed with this diamond combination:

¢AKQ73

N
w E
S

452

Looking at the suit in isolation, you would cash the top honors. If
the suit divided 3-3, you would score all five tricks. If it broke 4-2, you
would concede a fourth round of the suit and later enjoy the long card.
Suppose this is the full deal, though:

Aa054

v87

¢ AKQ73

%952
AJI6 N AK1083
vQ1053 w E vJ4
496 S ¢J1084
%QJ103 %864

AAT2
VYAK962
452
SAK7

West leads the #Q against 3NT. There would be little purpose in a
hold-up, and a spade switch would be unwelcome, so you win with the
ace. What now? You have eight top tricks. If you play diamonds from
the top, discovering they are not 3-3, you will go down. You can
concede a diamond to East, but the #Q will not provide an entry back
to dummy. If instead you duck a heart, you will find that this suit fails
to break 3-3 too.

A safety play against a 4-2 diamond break is required. You must
duck the first round of diamonds. You can then win the return and enjoy
four diamond tricks (unless the suit breaks 5-1).

The next hand features a similar play in a slightly different guise.
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If you feel up to a test, cover the East-West hands and be declarer.

North-SouthVul. & 752

Dealer South v9614

¢AQJ52

K5
AJ963 N AA104
¥v10853 w E vaQJ
97 S ¢K1083
% J64 %Q1093

AKQS8

YAK72

464

®ABT72
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

INT

pass 3NT all pass

West leads the #3 to his partner’s ace and East returns the #10.
What is your plan?

The defenders could have made life tougher for you, but you must
still be alert to take full advantage. Counting your tricks, you can see
two each in spades, hearts and clubs. Therefore, you need three
diamond tricks to fulfill your contract.

If you play a diamond to the jack, that will be the end of your
chances. Provided East is awake, he will allow the jack of diamonds to
hold. Perhaps you re-enter your hand in hearts and repeat the diamond
finesse. East wins with the king and, with only one outside entry to
dummy (the #K), you will score just two diamond tricks. One down.
See what a difference it makes if, at Trick 3, you play a low diamond
from both your own hand and dummy. Let’s say that East wins and
returns his third spade. Now, you can play a diamond to the jack. It no
longer helps East to duck his king, as you can easily establish the fifth
diamond while the king of clubs remains as an entry. By ducking the
first diamond you give up all hope of scoring five diamond tricks, but
this is a small price to pay for ensuring your contract.

As it happens, East could have beaten the contract by switching to
clubs at Trick 2. When dummy possesses a strong suit, it is often good
tactics for the defenders to attack dummy’s outside entries.
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Repeating a ‘successful’ finesse

Suppose you hold some combination headed by the A-Q-J and take a
successful finesse in the suit. Should you repeat the finesse? It depends
on whether you can afford the second finesse to lose. Always bear in
mind that the defender sitting over the holding may have held up on the
first round. Look at the fate declarer suffered here:

North-South Vul. A83

Dealer South ¥v962

¢5

SAQJ8732
AQJ1076 A942
v1053 . vJ87
€073 S ®KJ842
®105 ® K9

AAKS5

VYAKQ4

¢A1096

%64
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

2NT

pass 3NT all pass

West led the &Q against 3NT, declarer winning with the ace. A
club to dummy’s queen won the next trick, since East could see that
there was no future for the defense if he took the king. Declarer
returned to hand with the ace of hearts and led another club. When the
ten appeared from West, declarer reached with some confidence for
dummy’s jack. Disillusionment was swift. East won with the bare king
and cleared the spade suit. Even though the hearts broke 3-3, only eight
tricks were available.

How could South have avoided this humiliating experience? After
all, West might well have held #K105. Before repeating the club
finesse, declarer should have tested the heart suit. When it divided 3-3,
he would have been able to count nine top tricks: two spades, four
hearts, one diamond and two clubs. By restricting his ambitions to the
nine tricks needed for the contract and rising with the club ace on the
second round, declarer would in fact have ended with all thirteen tricks!
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Safety plays involving a two-way finesse

Suppose you are faced with a suit like this:

¢AK93

N
w E
S

Q1064

You cash the ace and two small cards appear. Either defender could
still hold J-x-x and it is a guess which honor to play next. Some
declarers will look at the spot-cards produced by the defenders on the
first round. If West played the two and East the eight, they may
conclude that West is more likely to hold four diamonds. A good
defender may well play a deceptive eight from J-8-6-5, though, so this
is a not a reliable guide in good company.

It is more likely that a grander view of the whole hand will point
you to the best play in the suit. Sometimes a count, or partial count, of
the other suits will indicate that only one defender has room for four
diamonds. On the following deal, the indication is different.

Neither Vul. AKGB32
Dealer South vQ4

¢ AK93

% KQ6
AJ1097 ~ AS54
¥vJ8753 w E ¥v10962
L S ¢J865
%3873 SA9?2

AAQS8

¥ AK

Q1074

*J1054
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

INT

pass 6NT all pass

West leads the #J, suggesting that he may hold length in the suit.
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You win with the ace and knock out the ace of clubs. You can now count
eleven top tricks and a successful view in diamonds will bring you a
twelfth. Both defenders follow low to the ace of diamonds. Which
diamond honor will you cash next?

You should cash the diamond king next. As it happens, West shows
out and a marked finesse against East’s ] lands the slam. Why was it
right to play East for the diamond length? One guideline was that you
expected West to be longer than East in spades, so East was more likely
to be longer in diamonds. However, this was not the main reason. By
playing diamonds in this way, you were likely to make the contract,
whichever defender held four diamonds! If the diamond length were
with West, he would be squeezed in diamonds and spades when you
cashed your winners in the other two suits.

Key points

1. The best play within a single suit may be affected by a grander view
of the whole hand. For example, you may need to keep a particular
defender off lead.

2. Combining chances in two different suits will usually be better than
relying on just one chance.
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To Answers

V6 led w E

A#0963
VAK95
¢ AKG6
*73

West leads the ¥6 against your contract of 6NT. How will you
play the contract?

vJ led w E

AKJ3
VK64
€872
SKQJ3

Continuing to hold good cards, you reach 6NT again. West
leads the ¥J. How will you play the contract?
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& To Answers

C. AQ1074
YAQ976
®A7
A

N

+Q led w E
S

AAG

V42
K82
%Q107643

West leads the €Q against your 3NT. How do you play the
hand for maximum safety?

D. AAKS3
VK2
¢ K63
*A1086

N

AQ led v

A 10
YAQ108764
®A972

&7

WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH
3a 3NT pass 6V
all pass

West leads the queen of spades. Plan the play.
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Answers

To Questions

A. You have eleven top tricks and possibilities of a twelfth in both

spades and clubs. To combine these two chances, you must play on
spades first. Win the heart lead in dummy and lead a low spade to
the queen. If this loses to West’s king, you will win the return, cash
the club ace (just in case the queen is singleton), then finesse the ¢J.

. There is a possible safety play, to score three tricks in diamonds. By

cashing the ace and king of diamonds, then leading towards the jack,
you can catch queen doubleton with East (and still make three tricks
if West holds the queen, or the suit breaks 3-3). To see whether you
can afford this safety play, you must make a discovery play in
spades, finessing the jack. If the spade finesse wins, go ahead with
the safety play in diamonds. If the spade finesse loses, you will cash
the diamond ace (saving a second undertrick when East holds a
single queen), then take a normal finesse of the ®J. If West holds
queen third, you will score four tricks from the suit.

. Five club tricks will bring your total to nine. You should win the

diamond lead with the ace, then continue with the ace and jack of
clubs. Even if the jack wins and the clubs break 4-1, you will be safe.
You can cross to the M A and clear the club suit, later returning to the
4K to enjoy the remaining clubs.

. Ask yourself: What can go wrong? If East has all four trumps, you

can easily pick them up. West will show out when you play a trump
to the king and you can then finesse the ten. It is barely possible that
West can hold all four trumps after his preempt, so what other risk is
there? West may have an eight-card spade suit! If you play the ace
or king of spades at Trick 1, East will ruff and you will go one down.
To counter this, you should allow the #Q to win. You can then
capture the return, draw trumps, and eventually throw two diamonds
on dummy’s #AK
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HAPTER o

Safety Plays with
[rumps

The presence of a trump suit adds additional elements to the mix. In
this chapter we examine safety plays in the trump suit itself, and those
involving side suits.

Some safety plays aim to ensure you maintain control of the hand.
This is a common situation:

You bid competently to six spades and West leads the YK, won

AB3

v5

¢AQJ106

®AJ952
AJ1062 - A9
vKQJ3 w ok v109764
92 s 8743
*084 S K106

AMAKQ754
VAB2
¢ K5
w73

with the ace. How will you attempt to make the slam?

Chapter 4 — Safety Plays with Trumps ®
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If trumps break 3-2 there will be thirteen top tricks, so turn your
mind to what will happen if the trumps break 4-1. Suppose you play
two top trumps and one of the defenders shows out on the second round.
You will then go down unless the defender with the long trumps has
four diamonds (unlikely) and you can discard three losers in time.

What else can you try? There is no future in ruffing both your
hearts because, after taking the second ruff, you will be stuck in dummy.

Since the contract is six spades rather than seven spades, you can
afford to lose a trump trick. Try ducking a round of trumps at Trick 2.
Barring some freak ruff in a minor, your contract will then be safe. The
trump trick you could afford to lose was conceded at a safe moment —
when dummy still had a trump to protect against a heart continuation.

The same principle applies on this slightly different deal:

Both Vul. A952
Dealer West v3

¢KQ84

*KJ643
AQ873 N Al
YAKQ65 w E vJ972
496 s ¢J10753
*A2 %1098

AAKJ106

v1084

*A2

Q75
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH
1v pass 2V 246
49 44 all pass

West leads the king of hearts and continues with the queen, which
you ruff in dummy. How do you play?

We all hate to lose tricks to singleton honors, so perhaps you cross
to the ace of spades, return to dummy with a high diamond, and play a
second spade, intending to take the trump finesse. It is a rude awaken-
ing when East shows out. Not only will you have a second heart to lose
when West gets in with his queen of trumps, you will also lose control.
From this point, you will do well to make even nine tricks.
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Let’s go back to Trick 3. This time, you cross to the ace of dia-
monds and ruff your remaining heart loser. You then take the trump
finesse. It loses, but this seems to be okay. West plays a fourth round
of hearts and you ruff in hand. You continue to draw trumps, but when
East shows out on the second round, you realize that West has as many
trumps left as you. You have two choices, both of them bad. If you
draw all of West’s trumps, he will be able to cash a heart when he takes
the #A. If instead you play on clubs before drawing West’s trumps, he
will force you with his fifth heart, establishing a second trump trick to
go with his two aces. Either way, you will be one down.

Now try simply taking a spade finesse at Trick 3! What can West
do? If he wins, a third heart will be unproductive as dummy can still
ruff. If he returns a trump, he has given up the tempo to force your long
trump. Finally, if West ducks his queen of spades, you simply ruff your
third heart, play a diamond to the ace, cash the ace-king of trumps, and
play a club. You will have ten easy tricks.

What was the lesson of these hands? When you can afford to lose
a trump trick, do so when the defenders have the least chance to do any
damage.

Safety plays to avoid a ruff

When the defenders lead a short suit against your trump contract, you
will often have to adopt an unusual line of play in the trump suit to avoid
a potential ruff. It’s not too difficult here:

A95

VAKS

*AQ4

*Q0J764
AQ10873 ~ AKJ4?2
¥v97652 w E vJ103
*73 s *K6
&3 *10982

AAG

vQ4

¢J109852

*AKS5

You bid (impressively, of course) to a small slam in diamonds and
West leads the #03. As you can see, if you win in hand and take a trump
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finesse, East will win with the king and promptly give his partner a club
ruff to defeat the slam.

Finessing in trumps presents an unnecessary risk. You can afford
to lose one trump trick, but not two. Playing a trump to the ace and then
a second round of trumps guarantees your contract.

Safety plays to establish a side suit

The danger is less apparent on the next deal and the vast majority of
players would misplay it. If you would like to prove yourself, cover the
East-West cards and take the hot seat in four hearts here:

AK9542

v754

¢Q1075

*6
AQ7 . AJ1083
v10862 . v3
*K4 s *A83
*KQ1095 *J7432

AAG
YAKQJ9
¢J962
®AS8

West leads the K. How do you play?

Suppose you win with the ace of clubs, ruff a club, and start to draw
trumps. East will show out on the second round and it will be too late
to sit back in your chair, wondering what to do about it. Whether or not
you draw all the trumps first, the defenders will play clubs each time
they take a diamond honor. You will lose control.

Instead you should win the ace of clubs and immediately play on
diamonds. Yes, the defenders may now get a diamond ruff, but you will
still make ten tricks. They can do nothing to threaten the contract
because dummy’s trumps protect you against club leads. (If the defend-
ers switch elsewhere, you will eventually take a club ruff yourself
before drawing trumps.)

On the deals so far in this chapter, you maintained control by con-
ceding your potential loser(s) whilst dummy retained a trump. On the
next deal, you must manage your trumps in such a way that you can
overcome a bad break in your side suit. At the same time, you will also
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have to take a safety play in the side suit itself. Okay, we’ve given you
a couple of clues. Cover the defenders’ hands and take the South cards:

East-West Vul. AA95
Dealer North YA983
¢A86
®A73
AT732 N AbG
YKQ1052 w E vJ76
¢Q942 s ¢KJ1073
& 10 *0QJ98
AKQJ1084
v4
¢5
*K6542
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH
INT pass 4%
pass 4¢ pass 6A
all pass

North opens a 15-17 INT and a rare outing for the Gerber conven-
tion (44 showed zero or four aces) carries you to the slam. West leads
the king of hearts. How do you plan the play?

You win the ace of hearts and play the ace and king of trumps, East
discarding a diamond on the second round. If the clubs are divided 3-2,
you can just draw the last trump and claim, but what if they are 4-1?
Can you see a way to survive the poor break in both black suits?

There is no rush to draw the last trump. (By doing so, you would
be relying on a 3-2 club break anyway, so cashing the top clubs first
cannot cost.) If West has four clubs to go with the long trumps you can-
not do anything about it — he will win the third round of clubs and
remove dummy’s last trump, leaving you with a second club loser.
What if he has a singleton club, though?

Your aim is to cash two clubs, concede the third round of the suit,
then ruff the fourth round. Since you cannot afford to have a club honor
ruffed, you must lead the second round of clubs through the defender
with the missing trump. You cash the king of clubs and lead a second
round towards dummy. What can West do? If he ruffs in front of
dummy, then you will later be able to establish the clubs with a ruff. If
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West refuses to ruff, you can win the ace of clubs and concede a club
trick to East. Since East cannot play a trump, you will be able to ruff a
club with dummy’s last trump. You can then return to your hand to draw
West’s last trump.

If East had started with three trumps, the same strategy would have
worked. In that case, you would have cashed the ace of clubs first, then
led the second round of the suit through him.

Safety plays within the trump suit

Suppose this is your trump suit:

AABG3

N
w E
S

AKJT742

You cash the ace and play a second trump, East playing the ten.
Should you finesse or not? The odds slightly favor playing for the drop;
however, by finessing the jack you may safeguard your contract by
keeping East (the danger hand, we will imagine) off lead. Sometimes a
finesse acts as a safety play because the trumps will be breaking 2-2 if
it loses. This is the type of deal we have in mind:

AABG3

YAT752

$642

%95
A9 AQ105
vKQJ3 NE v10984
*KJ95 " ¢ Q10
%10874 &Q0J62

AKJT742
v6
$A873
SAK3

You arrive in four spades and win the heart lead in dummy. If your
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next move is to draw two rounds of trumps with the ace and king, you
will go down. East will gain the lead in diamonds and will draw a third
round of trumps. Unable to ruff a club and a diamond in the dummy,
you will be defeated by the 4-2 diamond break.

Now try cashing the ace of trumps and continuing with a finesse of
the jack. The contract is guaranteed. If the finesse loses, trumps will be
2-2 and you will be able to score the two ruffs you need. If the finesse
wins, as here, you will not lose a trump trick and can afford one more
loser in the minors.

On hands that present a potential finesse in the trump suit, ask your-
self: ‘Can I afford it if the finesse loses?” On the next deal the answer
is ‘Yes’, for an unusual reason.

North-South Vul. A862

Dealer South v732

A7

% KQ863
AQ10743 N AJ9
v — w E VQ85
¢QJ1064 s ¢ K982
%954 SAJ107

AAKS

YAKJ10964

453

&2
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

19

pass INT pass 49
all pass

West leads the €Q against your heart game and you win with
dummy’s ace. If trumps break 2-1 an easy overtrick beckons. After
drawing trumps in two rounds, you will be able to set up a club trick. A
third round of trumps to dummy’s seven will serve as an entry and you
can then discard your spade loser on the good club.

Suppose you give the matter no further thought and play a trump to
the ace. You will go down! West will show out and you will lose a trick
in every suit. You will have no real excuse. Once East followed to the
first round of trumps, the contract could be guaranteed by finessing the
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jack of trumps. If West wins, you will have lost an unnecessary trump
trick but you will still make the contract. With trumps known to be 2-1,
you can use dummy’s ¥7 as an entry to reach your club trick. When the
cards lie as in the diagram, the finesse will gain directly — you will not
lose a trump trick.

The cost of this safety play is that you lose your overtrick whenever
West started with a singleton or doubleton queen of hearts. You will
make ten tricks whenever East holds all three missing trumps though —
something that will happen more than one time in ten. Call us high-
powered salesmen, but this seems like a small premium to pay for such
a worthwhile insurance policy.

There’s no justice!

Over your bridge-playing career, safety plays will bring in IMPs,
matchpoints, pounds, dollars, whatever, by the bushel. Bridge is not
always a fair game, though, and now and again you will end with egg
on your face. That’s what happened on this deal from a British Premier
League match:

AAT3
vJ63
¢ AK3
* K964
A10854 ANJG2

v1042 . vQ9
*6 s ¢J1097542

Q10732 & J

AKQ9
VYAK875
+Q8
®A85

Both North-South pairs bid this hand unopposed, one to a sensible
six hearts contract, the other to the very poor seven hearts. Both Wests
led the €6.

At the table where the grand slam had been bid, declarer essentially
had no option but to hope that the queen of hearts was doubleton. He
won the opening lead, cashed the ace-king of trumps, and claimed thir-
teen tricks when the trumps behaved — seven hearts making.

At the second table, declarer won the diamond lead and laid down
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the ace of trumps. When East followed with the nine, declarer saw that
he could take a safety play against a 4-1 trump break. He continued
with a heart towards the jack. East won with the queen and returned a
diamond, which West ruffed with the ten of hearts — six hearts down
one!

South bid the hand better than his opponents and took an excellent
safety play. His reward on this occasion? He lost 20 IMPs!

Key points

1. When you can afford a trump loser, give up that trick at a time when
the defenders can do the least damage.

2. Finessing in the trump suit may be dangerous when a ruff is threat-
ened. Consider playing the top honors instead.

3. Taking an anti-percentage trump finesse may be an effective safety
play. It may keep the danger hand off lead, for example. It may also
ensure the contract, whether or not the finesse succeeds.
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To Answers
A. AAKQ62
vJ4
¢KJT72
® A5
N
w E
410 led S
A93
v86
¢AQ5
*KJB8642
WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH
1A pass 2¢%
pass 24 pass 3%
pass 4o pass 5
all pass

It should have been obvious to lead a heart on this bidding, but
West places the 410 on the table. How will you play your Sefe
contract for maximum safety?
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& To Answers

AJled
ATS
YAQ652
¢ AK
SAQ82

The defenders persist with spades against 4% and you ruff the
third round. When you cash the king and ace of trumps, West
shows out on the second round. How will you continue?

C. AAB7
vQ29543
¢QJ3
*85

N
w E
S

AQ03
YA10876
¢AK865
*7

A5 led

You reach a solid-looking four hearts and West leads the #5.
How will you play the contract for maximum safety?
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Answers

To Questions

A. If the defenders had cashed two heart tricks, you would have taken

the percentage play in the trump suit — ace, then low to the jack.
After a diamond lead you can improve your prospects by combining
two possibilities. You should cash the king and ace of trumps, win-
ning immediately when the queen is doubleton in either hand. If
trumps are 3-2 but the queen does not fall, you need to throw a heart
on either spades or diamonds. Which should you choose? You
should play on spades. You only need the defender with the last
trump to follow to two rounds in that suit, before you throw a heart
on the third round. If you played on diamonds, you would need the
key defender to follow to three rounds.

. You must make plans for the possible loser on the fourth round of

clubs. If the suit breaks 3-3, all will be well. If East (the defender
with the long trumps) holds four clubs, you will be able to ruff your
last club. Even if East holds only two clubs, you can still make the
contract. Suppose this is the full layout:

AQ82

vK84

9652

K75
AJ1093 AAKG 4
v7 N vJ1093
¢Q0843 wooE ¢J107

*J963 5 *104

ATS
YAQ652
¢ AK
®AQ82

You ruff the third spade and play the king and ace of trumps, expos-
ing the bad break. You then cash the ace and king of clubs and lead
a third round of the suit through East, the defender with the long
trumps. If East ruffs, this will be his last trick; you will win his
return and draw the outstanding trump. If East discards on the third
round of clubs, you will win with the #Q and ruff your last club.
East is welcome to overruff, because you will be condensing two
losers into one. Game made!
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C. There is a possible safety play in the trump suit, to guarantee a max-
imum of one loser: you play low to the ten. If this loses, the defend-
ers’ trumps will break 2-1. Should East show out on the first round
of trumps, you will rise with the ace and lead back towards the
queen. Is there anything else to consider? Yes, suppose you play low
from dummy on the first trick. East may win with the king and
switch to a singleton diamond (or to a diamond from a four-card
holding). The ‘safety play’ in trumps may then be a misnomer. It
could result in a ruff when trumps were 2-1 all along. For maximum
safety, you should rise with dummy’s ace of spades and play a trump
to the ten.

To Questions
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INTERMEDIATE

The Bridge Technique Series is designed to take the reader
through the most important aspects of card-play technique at
bridge. Each book of the series focuses on a different topic, and
wherever possible the tactics and strategy are considered from the
point of view of both declarer and defenders.

SAEETYERLAYS

Safety plays are card-play techniques that are used to maximize
your chances of making a certain number of tricks, often by
giving up a trick that did not necessarily have to be lost. In
essence, these plays are used to ‘take insurance’ against an
extremely unlucky lie of the opponents’ cards. This book explains
how to work out safety plays in a suit in isolation as well in the
context of the whole deal.

DAVID BIRD has authored more than forty previous books, including the
well-known ‘St Titus Abbey’ series and several co-authored with
Terence Reese. He writes two newspaper columns in the UK, and his
work appears regularly in numerous bridge magazines in the UK and
the US.

MARC SMITH’s previous books include Countdown to Winning
Bridge (1999, with Tim Bourke) and 25 Bridge Conventions You
Should Know (1999 American Bridge Teachers Association Book of
the Year, with Barbara Seagram). He is a regular contributor to a
number of bridge magazines.
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