Safety Plays: What can go Wrong 

Sometimes your first sight of dummy leaves you wondering how on earth you can fulfil an over ambitious contract. In such circumstances you must ooze optimism. On other, more happy occasions you are left with a warm glow. Beware! The feelings that you have bid to the correct contract can easily lead to complacency, and then the feelings of disappointment if you fail are all the more hard to bear.
If your contract looks good you must take on the role of the pessimist. What can go wrong? Can I do anything about it? Attention to detail is crucial. Consider these hands.
(a)
♠ A Q



(b)
♠ A K Q 6 


♥ A 5




♥ A 7


♦  A K Q



♦ 9


♣ K Q 7 5 3 2



♣ A K Q J 6 4


♠ K 3 2



♠ J 9 7 3 2


♥ J 10 6 4 3



♥ J 10 2


♦  8 7 3



♦ Q 8


♣ A 4




♣ 8 7 2

  Contract: 6NT  Lead: ♦J


Contract: 6♠  Lead: ♦A K 

6NT is undoubtedly a good contract with (a). Indeed, you might feel a little frustrated at missing out on the grand slam which only requires a 3-2 club break.
One thing is certain. Your partner's bidding inadequacies are irrelevant. You must concentrate on making 6NT. When a contract seems easy you must ask the right questions.
Q.  What can go wrong?
A.  A bad club break.
Q.  Does this matter?
A. Not directly as I can afford a club loser, but I might have difficulty making the ♠K as there are few entries to my hand.
Q.  Can I overcome this?
A. Cashing the ♠A Q, then the ♣A and ♠K won't work if I have a club loser, because they can cash a spade. However suppose I duck a club immediately after cashing the ♠A Q, while I still have control of the spade suit.
In (b) the defenders force you to ruff at trick 2 in dummy, but before committing yourself try to anticipate problems.
Q. This contract is excellent. Can anything go wrong?
A. If trumps are 4-0 I will have trouble returning to my hand to draw the fourth trump.
Q. Can I overcome this?
A. I can't cope if West has ♠l0 8 5 4 but if East has this holding I can ruff the ♦K with the ♠A, cash the ♠K Q and take a marked finesse against the ♠l0.
One of the most common sources of declarer disappointment comes when the enemy trumps prove to be a problem.

(c)
♠ -



(d)
♠ 10 5 4


♥ A 6 3 2



♥ 9 6 2


♦ 9 4 2



♦ A K 3


♣ A K Q J 10 2


♣ J 6 3 2


♠ 8 6 5 2



♠ A K Q J


♥ K Q 5 4



♥ 8 5


♦  A K 8



♦ Q J 10 8 4


♣ 6 5




♣  A K

  Contract: 6♥   Lead: ♠A  


Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♥A K Q  

In (c) a 3-2 trump break will make a heart grand slam easy, but that is no excuse for failing in 6♥. Losing a trump trick at an inopportune moment will result in a worse fate than the loss of just one trick, because your opponents will cash spades. You can make a safety play by cashing the ♥A and immediately ducking a trump, while you still have a trump left in dummy. Keeping trump control is even more important if you are in a 7-card fit, as in (d). If you ruff the ♥Q and trumps break 4-2 one defender will have more trumps than you. Better play is to discard the ♦4 on the ♥Q. Then if the defenders continue hearts you can ruff with dummy's ♠l0.
In the next two hands the problem is simply how to preserve what is rightly yours. In each case you have sufficient tricks, unless an enemy ruff destroys one.

(e)
♠ A 6 4 3


(f)
♠ 9 8 7 6 2 


♥ A K 8



♥ 7 4 


♦ Q 8 3



♦ 8 2


♣ A K 2



♣ 9 4 3 2 


♠ 10




♠ A K Q J 5 3 


♥ Q J 10



♥ 8 6 3


♦  A K J 10 4 2


♦ A J


♣ 6 4 3



♣ A K 

  Contract:  6♦   Lead: ♠K  


Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♥A K Q 

West opened 3♠  vulnerable

With (e) it is probable that West has only 7 spades for the 3♠ opening, but there is no reason to take the risk. Simply duck the ♠K, and ruff the spade continuation. You will subsequently draw trumps and discard a club on the  ♠A.
With (f) it might seem unlikely that a defender will overruff if you ruff in dummy, but again there is no need to take the risk. Why not discard the ♦2, and ruff a diamond in dummy safely after you have drawn trumps?
Safeguarding your ruff in dummy is a common theme.
(g)
♠ K 6



(h)
♠ 6 4 


♥ 7 4




♥ 7 5 4 2


♦  8 6 5 4



♦ 10 2


♣ 8 6 4 3 2



♣  9 8 6 3 2


♠ A Q J 9 8 7



♠ A K 3 2


♥ A K 3 2



♥ A


♦ A K  




♦ A K Q J 9 8 7 3


♣ A




♣ - 

  Contract: 6♠   Lead: ♦Q


Contract: 6♦  Lead: ♠7







East opened 1♠

With (g) your excellent slam could be in serious trouble if East overruffs your first heart ruff in dummy and returns a trump. The safest line for 12 tricks is to cash the ♥A K, ruff the ♥2 with dummy's ♠K, return to your hand with the ♣A and ruff the ♥3 with the ♠6. The defenders may well make a trick with the ♠l0, but that will be their only trick.
With (h) the danger is even more pressing, as there is a significant chance that spades will break 6-1. Win the ♠A and duck a spade completely! Win a trump return with the ♦A and ruff your other spade loser with dummy's ♦l0. You can then return to your hand with a club ruff, draw trumps, and safely cash your ♠K.
Quiz

(1)
♠ 9 6



(2)
♠ 7 5


♥ 8 2




♥ 10 6 5


♦  9 6




♦ A Q 8 3 2


♣ J 10 9 8 7 4 3


♣  6 4 3


♠ A K Q J 10 8


♠ A 6 


♥ 9




♥ A K 4 3


♦ A 3 




♦ K 9 4


♣ A 6 5 2



♣ A 7 5 2  

  Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♥J to  

Contract: 3NT
 Lead: ♣Q

East’s ♥A. East switches to ♣Q

(3)
♠ K 8 5 3


(4)
♠  9 3


♥ A 10 6 4 3



♥  6 5 3


♦  10 5



♦  8 6 3 2


♣  A 3




♣  7 4 3 2


♠ 7 4




♠  A K Q J 10 


♥ 7




♥  4


♦ K Q J 9 8 7 6


♦  A 7 4


♣ K 5 2



♣  A K Q J

 Contract: 3♦   Lead: ♣6 
 

Contract: 4♠  Lead: ♥A K

 East opened 1♣

(5)
♠ 5 3



(6)
♠ 4 2 


♥ 6 5




♥ 4 2


♦ A 8 6 3 2 



♦ Q J 10


♣ A K 5 3



♣ A 9 6 5 4 3  


♠ A K Q 7 6 4 2


♠ A 9 6 


♥ A K 4 3 2



♥ A 7 5 3


♦ 7  




♦ A 3 2


♣ - 




♣ K Q 10  

  Contract: 6♠   Lead: ♣Q


Contract: 3NT  Lead: ♦5

You discard the ♥2 on the ♣A

and lead ♠3 to ♠A, West discarding ♣4.

(7)
♠  7 5 3 2


(8)
♠ 10 


♥  A J 8 5



♥ A K 8 6 5 4


♦  9




♦ A


♣  A K 6 3



♣ A 10 9 3 2


♠ A K




♠  A K Q J 8


♥ 6 4 3



♥  J 2


♦  K Q J 10 3 2


♦  K Q J 9


♣ 9 4




♣  Q J

  Contract: 3NT   Lead: ♠Q 


Contract: 7NT   Lead: ♦2

Answers to Quiz
(1) If you take the ♣A and the suit breaks 1-1 you will make 12 tricks, but that is no guarantee of 10 tricks if your ♣A is ruffed and West switches to a diamond. The way to ensure your contract is to duck the ♣Q. West might ruff the club continuation, but the clubs are now established for you to dispose of your diamond loser.

(2) You are in the right contract, and you will comfortably make 9 tricks provided diamonds break 3-2. Do you have any chance if they are 4-1? Not much, because if West does have ♦J 10 x x you cannot take a second round finesse without jeopardising your chances on a 3-2 break. However you can succeed if East has a singleton diamond honour. Win the ♠A and lead the ♦9 to dummy's ♦A. Now return to your hand with the ♦K and you can finesse West's remaining ♦J x or ♦10 x.

An alternative solution is to cash the ♦K and then lead the ♦9 to dummy's ♦A. The important thing is to realise that the ♦9 might block the suit.

(3)
This is not as easy as it looks. The problem is that West's ♣6 is a singleton. Let us examine some possible solutions.
If you take the ♣A and try to return to your hand with the ♣K West ruffs and 2 rounds of trumps leave you with 5 losers when the spade finesse fails.
Alternatively if you try drawing trumps West ducks the first round, then takes the ♦A and enters East's hand with a spade. East switches to the ♣Q and your ♣K is ruffed away.
The solution is to take the ♣A and duck a club. If the defenders play trumps your ♣K is safe, otherwise you can ruff it with dummy's ♦l0

(4) Since the contract looks easy, ask what can go wrong? The only danger lies in a 5-1 trump break. You can guard against this by discarding a diamond on the ♥K, and another on a third round of hearts if the defenders persist with the suit. You can then cope with a fourth heart by ruffing with dummy's ♠9.

(5) Now that you have a trump loser you will need to ruff a heart in dummy. However you cannot afford to allow East to ruff your ♥K and return a trump. The solution is to cash the ♥A, enter dummy with the ♦A, discard a heart on the ♣K and lead a heart towards your ♥K. Now if East ruffs you follow suit with a low heart.

If the ♥K is allowed to win you trump a low heart in dummy.

(6)
Again this is an easy-looking contract, the only danger being a 4-0 club break.  You must retain a diamond entry to dummy to deal with this eventuality, so take trick 1 with the ♦A. Now the ♣K reveals that West started with ♣J 8 7 2. Continue with the ♣Q and ♣l0. If West declines to cover the ♣l0 with the ♣J lead a diamond to create an entry to dummy.

(7)
Can you see any danger? Only if diamonds are 5-1, but you can't afford to lead a low diamond to the ♦9 because an alert defender with the ♦A will duck, leaving you with insufficient entries to your hand to establish and enjoy diamonds. However you can do slightly better than continue with a high diamond, swallowing the ♦9. Enter dummy with the ♣A and lead the ♦9. Of course you intend to overtake this, unless East plays the ♦A. Maybe East has the ♦A singleton and so has no choice!

(8)
With very few entries to hand you will probably have to overtake the ♠l0, but even that gives you only 12 tricks. It seems that you need the club finesse, but there is one tiny extra chance. Try cashing the ♥A at trick 2. The ♥Q falls singleton! Now you have 13 tricks without a spade break or a club finesse because the ♥J is an entry to your hand.
