Second Hand Play (Part I)
I.   When an honor is led, to cover or not to cover?

Second hand is constantly being harassed by mean old declarers who are forever leading honor cards from dummy or the closed hand, forcing second hand to decide whether or not to cover. Unfortunately, there is no single rule to cover this dilemma, but a little understanding will go a long way.

A. When dummy is on the left
When the dummy is to your left, you will be able to see the hand that is third to play. Basically, the reason for covering an honor with an honor is to promote some secondary card or cards for either you or your partner.  If it is impossible to accomplish this, DO NOT COVER!






North (Dummy)





       C♣ A K T 9




West (you)


       C♣ Q 3 2   







South





     C♣ J   

When South leads the Jack of Clubs from the closed hand, there is no reason for West to cover. Obviously, he can’t promote anything for himself, and dummy’s spots are such that he cannot possibly promote anything for his partner. However, if you change ONE card:

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A K T 8




West (you)



       C♣ Q 3 2   







South





     C♣ J   

In this case, West covers because there is a chance for promotion. Partner might hold 9xxx. If declarer has the Nine, West was not going to take a trick with the Queen in any event. (Note: if the bidding has marked South with at least 4 clubs, there is no point in covering.)

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A K T 8 7




West (you)



       C♣ Q 4 3 2   







South





     C♣ J  

Should West cover? Only if he enjoys losing.  Even though partner may have the Nine, he cannot possibly have enough length to have the Nine promoted to winner status. (He can’t have more than 3 clubs). As we will see repeatedly, when trying to promote secondary cards for partner, his length in the suit will be critical. This is doubly true in the trump suit. In the great majority of contracts, covering a trump honor with an honor will NOT promote a card for your partner.
Sometimes, your own length precludes covering:

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 5 4




West (you)



       C♣ K 7 6 2   







South





     C♣ Q 

Assume South has bid clubs and leads his Queen. West must not cover. He can see that the Ace will fall in 3 rounds and that his King will be a fourth round winner. If he covers, he is likely to get nothing. 

However, if South were marked with no more than two clubs, it could not hurt for West to cover. (Notice again the length factor entering into the decision). It should go without saying that if dummy has Ax, it is even crazier for West to cover when holding the King with length – except when West has a doubleton King and dummy a doubleton Ace. 
North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 5 




West (you)



       C♣ K 7  







South





     C♣ Q

West should cover the Queen to prevent his King from being forced out by a small card on the second round. South may have something like QJTxx, in which case an immediate cover promotes a trick for partner’s 98xx. (Exception: If declarer may have no sure entry back to his hand, West should fiendishly duck to block the suit.) 

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A T 8




West (you)



       C♣ Q 7 4   







South





     C♣ J

Should West cover? Again, the length factor is critical. If South has 5 or 6 clubs (from the bidding), partner has at most a doubleton, and no good can come from covering. If South is not marked with any particular club length, partner may have K9x, K9xx, or even K9xxx – in which case covering will produce an extra trick for partner. Even still, if there is a reasonable chance that South cannot re-enter his hand to repeat the club finesse, then West should definitely play low.  And you thought bridge was a fun game!

In most of the preceding examples, declarer has led an honor, and dummy has had the honor directly beneath the one that was led. If dummy does not have the touching honor, second hand must assume that when declarer leads a Jack, that he has the Ten to back it up. Similarly, when he leads a Queen, that he additionally holds the Jack. 
a.



North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 3 2




West (you)



       C♣ K 5 4   







South





     C♣ Q

b.



North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 3 2




West (you)



       C♣ Q 5 4   







South





     C♣ J

Should West cover? Millions of tricks are lost each year when West covers in these situations. In each case, West should assume that South has at least the honor directly beneath the one he is leading, and should follow the general rule of: Cover the SECOND equal honor that comes out of declarer’s hand, or the LAST equal honor that is being led from the dummy.

North






♠ 7 4 2





♥ Q J 9 2





♦ A 5 3





♣ K 7 6 



West





East


♠ A K Q J




♠ 8 6


♥ T 8 7





♥ K 6 5


♦ J 9 8 7




♦ T 4 2


♣ 3 2





♣ T 9 8 5 4





South






♠ T 9 5 3








♥ A 4 3






♦ K Q 6





♣ A Q J. 

Opening Lead: ♠ A
West cashes the first four tricks, dummy discarding a heart and East pitching 2 clubs. West shifts to a safe club and declarer races off 3 clubs, ending in dummy, as West pitches (hopefully) a diamond. Declarer now leads the Queen of Hearts from the dummy. East sees both the Queen and the Jack, so he follows the rule of covering the LAST equal honor he can see and plays low. If the Jack is led next, East covers, and West’s Ten becomes high. Notice that if East covers the Queen, South wins and finesses dummy’s Nine on the way back to make his contract.  In other words, the main reason for not covering a Queen is that the player with the Queen may have the QJ9, and by covering prematurely, you expose partner to a finesse. 
Going back to our original problems: 




North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 3 2




West (you)



       C♣ K 5 4   







South





     C♣ Q

Now perhaps you can see why West should not cover the Queen. South may well have the QJ9 and East the guarded Ten. However, if West has the KTx or even K9x, he can safely cover, since declarer can not possibly have the one feared holding; namely QJ9 with or without extended length. Finally, 





North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 3 2




West (you)



       C♣ Q 5 4   







South





     C♣ J

Should West cover? Only if he wants to be branded a beginner for the rest of his life! South is presumed to hold the Ten (if he knows how to play bridge), and least half the time he will hold the King as well. Let’s take each case separately:

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 3 2




West (you)



East


       C♣ Q 5 4   



C♣ K 9 6   







South





     C♣ J T 8 7

If West covers the Jack, dummy wins and a club is led toward the closed hand. East can take no more than his King, and South loses exactly one club trick. However, if West plays low to the first trick, East wins the King. Later, if South leads the Ten, West covers and East’s 9 is promoted to a second trick.

Furthermore, South may have started with JT98 and an original cover makes it easy for him to establish the suit; whereas if West ducks, South must find a way back to his hand to repeat the finesse.  In addition, if West judges that South cannot get back to his hand a second time, he will not even bother to cover the Ten, thus making it impossible for West to realize his fourth club. Hand re-entry possibilities have to be considered even when declarer leads the second equal honor. If second hand judges that declarer started with 3 or 4 equal honors, he must refuse to cover even the second lead of the suit. Relax, that last line was for experts only. Your job is simply not to cover the Jack.  Consider how bad you would look here:

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 3 2




West (you)



East


       C♣ Q 5 4   



C♣ 7 6   







South





     C♣ K J T 9 8
South leads the Jack to test your nervous reaction. If you hesitate or cover you are a dead duck. But if you realize that it is almost never right to cover the first honor, and play low smoothly, chances are excellent that South will rise with the Ace and finesse East for the Queen. Even with Qx, it is almost always right to duck in this position.  This is one of the most easily corrected common errors.

Covering Honors in the Trump Suit
Second hand must be extremely careful about covering honors in the trump suit, because in most cases, partner is marked with shortness and promotion is impossible:

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 5 4




West (you)



       C♣ Q 3 2   







South





     C♣ J

South has bid and rebid clubs and leads the Jack. No West in his right mind will cover. Partner could well have the singleton King! Assume for a moment that you duck and the Jack does indeed lose to the King. Later, South re-enters his hand and leads the Ten. Should you cover? 
Again, let common sense dictate your play. Your partner can’t have more than one club remaining, so there can’t be any point in covering. Remember, the only reason for covering any honor from the closed hand is in the hopes of promoting a lesser card for you or your partner. When this is clearly impossible, do not cover! Another way to look at this problem:

North (Dummy)





       C♣ A 5 4




West (you)



East


       C♣ Q 3 2   



C♣ K   







South





     C♣ J T 9 8 7 6

If South were the dummy, (North is declarer), West can see there is no point in EVER covering a club led from the South hand. Even when East wins the first lead with the King, West has no problem whatsoever ducking a second lead from the dummy. 

Now reverse the position and assume North is the dummy. If West can visualize the club holding in declarer’s hand, perhaps from the bidding, he has no trouble at all ducking twice.
North (Dummy)





       C♣ A K 9 7




West (you)



       C♣ Q 3 2   







South





     C♣ J

South leads the Jack. Should West cover? In the trump suit, it is unthinkable. True, South could have Jxxx and be making some fancy play where covering could promote your partner’s Tx. Chances are far greater that South has JTxx, or ever JTxxx and is simply trying to bait you. In a side suit, where declarer’s length is less certain, cover in the hopes of promoting a possible Txx or even T8xx in partner’s hand. Length always factors into the decision.  
Let’s conclude this section of our discussion on second hand play with this common situation:

North






♠ T 7 2





♥ A 8 3 2





♦ A K Q 2





♣ T 9 



West





East


♠ K J 9 3




♠ A 8 5


♥ Q 5





♥ 7 6 4


♦ T 4 3





♦ 9 8 7 6


♣ 5 4 3 2




♣ Q 7 6





South






♠ Q 6 4








♥ K J T 9






♦ J 5





♣ A K J 8 

Opening Lead: S♠ 3
West leads the unbid suit and strikes gold. East wins the Ace, and returns the Eight as the defense collects the first three spade tricks. At trick four, West shifts to a small diamond. Declarer wins the Jack and plays the Jack of Hearts. If West is unprepared for this play, the defense will crumble.  Obviously, it is right for West to play the five. South will likely rise with the Ace and finesse the Ten on the way back (the proper percentage play). Notice how irritating it will be to East when West either covers or hesitates. Prevent dandruff – learn when not to cover. 
It probably should be mentioned as part of this discussion that – as important is it is not to hesitate when deciding whether or not to duck an honor led either from the dummy or from the closed hand, it is far more important not to hesitate when you don’t have the missing honor. Everybody knows that guy who fidgets and fumbles with indecisiveness when playing his singleton, or puts on his performance of not knowing which card to play when he knows full well his holding is of absolutely no consequence to anyone. It is both unethical and illegal to use your tempo, expression, or mannerisms of any kind in an attempt to dissuade declarer from finding the winning play. When declarer leads an honor from the closed hand or dummy, it is unthinkable to hesitate holding nothing but small cards. This is not the time to think about whether your spot card is giving suit preference or count to partner, as declarer may infer that you were debating whether or not to cover the card. Of course, declarer is only allowed to take these inferences at his own peril, and you WILL get away with it. You may even win an extra matchpoint or two. What you lose will be infinitely worse. Better to be considered a poor player than an unethical one. The stench of being branded that type of player will cling to you forever.
Learn to play correctly and in tempo. Try to work out possible defensive decisions early in the hand, so that you are ready for them later. Whether or not you win club game, or national event, you will have earned the respect of your partners and opponents. 






South	West	North	East


 1NT	   P	 3NT	All Pass








South	West	North	East


 1C	 Pass	 1D	Pass


 1H	 Pass	 4H	All Pass








South	West	North	East


 1NT	   P	 3NT	All Pass








