DEFENSIVE PLAY AT TRICK 2
Adjusting the ‘rules’

In hand (a) below your partner chooses to lead the (9 to dummy’s (K and your (A. What should you play at trick 2?

(a)

( K Q J 3




South
North

( 10 9 2




1(
1( 

( 7 5 4




2(
4(
( A K 10





( A 6 2

Lead (9


( J 8





( A 6 3 2





( 9 6 3 2

What is your objective on this hand? I would suggest you should be aiming for the (A, two diamonds and a trump, or the (A and three diamonds. The diamond suit certainly isn’t frozen as there are no honours in dummy, and there may be some urgency because declarer may well be able to discard a losing diamond on a black suit winner in dummy. However which diamond should you play? 

  The answer is the (2. The point is that much excellent advice about not underleading aces against a suit contract applied to the opening lead. It doesn’t apply when dummy is exposed and you are applying logic to this huge increase in information. In this hand you need at least two diamond tricks to give you any hope, and the best prospect of two diamond tricks comes from a low diamond now. Declarer had hand (b) and might misguess diamonds.

(b)      ( 5 4

( A Q 7 6 4 3      ( K J     ( Q 7 4

In example (c) partner leads the (8 and you take dummy’s (Q with your (K. What should you do next?
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What are your options?

  You could persevere with spades. Partner lacks the top spades but could have spade length. However if, and when, you get in with the (A you won’t have a third spade to lead so it might be difficult to set up and use partner’s spade tricks.

  A club is an option, indeed it could be spectacularly successful if declarer has (K 10 doubleton. However, be careful. With four spades South would probably have preferred 1( to 1NT. With three hearts South may well have preferred 3( to 3NT, looking for the 5-3 heart fit if North has five spades. Therefore if South has only two clubs then he has six diamonds, so catching South with a doubleton club won’t work if South has the (A.

  A third possibility is a heart switch. Since South is unlikely to have three hearts your partner almost certainly has four. Moreover partner’s lowest heart will be higher than dummy’s highest. If partner has the (K a heart switch will certainly beat 3NT, and you may still succeed if South has:

(  5 2       ( K J    ( 10 9 8 7 6 2
( A 10 7 

Anything could be right but a switch to the (3 certainly requires least from your partner to succeed: namely the (K when he is known to hold four hearts. You may still succeed if declarer has the (K but has to lose another trick before taking nine tricks himself.

Principle: If dummy’s bid suit turns out to be very weak consider switching to it. Partner may be strong in the suit but have been put off the lead by the opposition bidding.
Attacking entries

A much neglected part of defence comes in attacking declarer’s entries, either to his hand or to dummy. This doesn’t lend itself to ‘sayings’. It is a matter of working out what is going on.   
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You will need to make a trick with (K, but a little thought will show you that it is pointless hoping partner has the (A after declarer’s strong bidding. Instead you must hope that declarer has:

( A Q J 10 9 3
( A J 10
( Q 7

( 9 4

In that case you can attack the entry to dummy’s diamonds by switching to a diamond now, and playing another diamond when you come in with the (K. Declarer will then have to resort to the doomed heart finesse.

In hand (e) you lead the (K against declarer’s 3NT. Partner contributes the (Q, showing the top of a solid sequence, and declarer allows your (K to hold. Can you give yourself the best chance of beating this contract?
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You need to aim to make a further two tricks in each red suit. Let us construct as strong a hand as possible for declarer:

( A 5 3

( A 2

( K 3

( A K 6 4 3 2

To defeat him you must cut him off from his hand. Switch to the (K! Presumably he will try to cash clubs by taking dummy’s (Q and overtaking the (J with the (A. He will be grievously disappointed when they break 4-1.

  Does this defence guarantee success? If declarer had a third heart he could duck the (K and take the heart continuation in dummy, but in that case you are unlikely to beat 3NT whatever you do. This hand is interesting because it features a play of trying to attack declarer’s communications rather than build tricks yourself. 

In hand (f) your partner pleases you by leading the (7 to your (Q. You cash the (A at trick 2, partner following with the (9. How should you defend?
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Did you make the ‘obvious’ heart switch? Does it surprise you that declarer has:

( 8
( A K Q J 10       ( A K J 3 2
(10 8?

He wins the (A and cashes the (A. Noting that your partner has no diamonds he crosses to dummy’s (A and finesses diamonds to make his contract. Can you see how to give him a losing option?

You know he started with 5 cards in each red suit and 2 clubs. That leaves room for at most one spade. Could he be void in spades? If partner had seven spades surely he would have pre-empted over 2(, so presumably declarer’s shape is 1-5-5-2. Try switching to a spade at trick 3. Unless he has a deeply suspicious mind declarer will not want to risk a first round diamond finesse, so he may lead a diamond to the (A in his hand. By now he will know you started with four diamonds, but it is too late for him to do anything about it. He has no way back to dummy to take a diamond finesse. When he tries (A K followed by a heart ruff you overruff with the (Q.

 The point of this hand is that you need to remove dummy’s entry before declarer discovers the diamond break. This is another attack on declarer’s communications.

Sometimes it requires considerable insight to realise that dummy might have an entry problem. In hand (g) West leads the (3 to your (A. How should you defend at trick 2?
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Your first knee-jerk reaction may have been to return a heart at trick 2, but you know declarer will then succeed. Having used Blackwood, declarer won’t have bid a slam with two aces missing so South has the (A. How about if he is missing the (Q or (K?  Suppose you give him:

( K J 10 9 8

( A K J 10 6

( 5
(10 8?

He can then win the (A, cash two top spades and the (A and ruff a diamond. Now he draws trumps ending in dummy and discards all his losers on the diamonds. So can you see a way to beat him?

  The answer is to attack the trump entry to dummy’s diamonds. West led the (3, a fourth highest, so you know declarer has a second club. Make declarer ruff a club in dummy at trick 2 and you can now be confident that you will take whatever slow heart tricks are within your grasp. This play isn’t particularly difficult, but somehow when you look at that mighty dummy it is hard to envisage that dummy might have an entry problem!  

Counting

Hand (h) illustrates the theme of planning the defence before playing to trick 2. Your partner leads the (2 against a spade game. You win the (A and have to play to trick 2. How should you defend?
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1NT shows 12-14 high-card points.
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The (2 is obviously a singleton and most defenders would give partner an immediate and euphoric ruff. Let us look at the evidence.

Declarer responded to Stayman 2( with 2(. He has four spades but doesn’t have four hearts. He started with only two diamonds. Therefore he has at least four clubs and probably 4-3-2-4 shape. To beat this contract you need a heart trick as well as the (A, (A and a diamond ruff, but West can have at most 3 points, so you must hope he has the (K. In other words, you must assume declarer has: 

( K Q 6 5
( A 7 2
( 10 5
 
 ( Q J 7 6  

If you give partner an immediate diamond ruff he cannot profitably switch to a heart, and declarer’s hearts will disappear on dummy’s diamonds. You must switch to a heart immediately. You will give partner a diamond ruff when you win the (A.

The themes of this hand are hugely significant. Good defenders count. They count points. (Here you recognised that partner could have at most 3 points.) They count shape. (Here you recognised declarer had 4-3-2-4 shape.) They count tricks. (Here you recognised that you had three defensive tricks: (A, (A and ( ruff and needed a fourth from the heart suit).   Counting does not just happen at trick 2: it carries on, developed and refined throughout the hand as more information comes to light. This hand is just a gentle introduction!

In hand (i) you lead the (A against 4( and a depressingly strong dummy appears. How should you continue?
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Can you envisage any prospect at all of taking four tricks? Your only hope is that partner has the (A, giving you hope of making the (K, (A and a diamond ruff. Even at duplicate pairs, where overtricks are so important, a switch to the (K is clearcut. If declarer has the (A you will present him with two easy diamond tricks, but these are tricks he doesn’t need because any minor suit losers declarer has will disappear on dummy’s clubs.

