Bridge at the Lunatic Fringe --  Number   14 – 

A Stepping Stone Squeeze pseudo-Crocodile Coup
Today’s hand features Cecil Horne on defense.  Cecil of course is notorious for making the expert play at the wrong time, sometimes allowing impossible contracts to make.  On the following hand, his extreme efforts to avoid an awkward throw-in did not cost anything, but resulted in declarer making a trick from a most unlikely source.
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The bidding featured several marginal calls, all rather aggressive, starting with Cecil’s light 3rd hand opening.  Warren’s overcall was sound, but Minna’s negative double was minimal, and not to everyone’s taste.  North redoubled, showing “cards” (e.g. a fairly good hand), and tolerance for hearts.  Cecil passed, allowing his partner to rescue if needed.  Warren might have passed at this point, and then decide what to do when the opponents pulled the redouble.  But with a fair 6-card suit & a sound overcall, he thought it better to bid 3 Hearts immediately (a bit light), inviting game.  Professor Lobochevski accepted the invitation, carrying on to the 4 Heart game. 

Clearly, the contract could have been defeated with a diamond lead, as the opponents can take 3 diamonds off the top, plus a sure trump trick.  But Minna not surprisingly chose to lead the (8, top of a doubleton in partner’s bid suit.  Cecil played low, and Warren won the first trick with the Jack.  
Now Warren had an opportunity to shed a diamond loser on the third round of spades, as the spades were likely divided 4-3 based on the negative double.  So he cashed the AK of spades, and led a trump to dummy’s King.  Then he took the (Q, shedding a losing diamond from hand.

Next, Warren led a trump from dummy.  Missing the Q and J of trumps, it is often right to take a “safety” play at this point, and insert the 8, 9 or 10 of trumps when 2nd hand plays low.  This saves a trick when 2nd hand holds QJxx.
But on this hand, Warren was concerned about the opening club lead being a singleton.  In that case, there was a danger that West would win, lead a diamond to partner, and make a second trump trick by ruffing a club.  So Roger instead decided to take the straightforward line of going up with the Ace of hearts, relying on a normal 3-2 trump break.  He then led the third round of trumps.
Winning the Queen of trumps, Minna saw that there was no future in clubs.  She should have worked out that partner almost surely would have the A and K of diamonds, to justify even a light 3rd hand opening, but she did not do so, thinking instead that leading the Jack of Spades for declarer to ruff would be a safe exit.  Cecil began to squirm as he discarded a club on this trick.

At this point, many declarers would throw in the towel, conceding two diamond tricks, but Roger played on, expecting that Cecil might be under some pressure on the run of trump winners.  On the next trump lead, Minna discarded her remaining club immediately, giving both her partner and declarer a perfect count of the hand.
Cecil anticipated the trouble ahead, as he had to keep the guarded Queen of clubs in order to prevent declarer from overtaking the club winner in dummy, and making extra club tricks.  Yet if he discarded “normally”, in the 3-card ending he would be down to a diamond winner & two clubs.  Declarer would cash the (K, throw him in with his winning diamond, and make the last trick with the (A in dummy.  This advanced position is known by the descriptive name of a Steppingstone squeeze.  In an attempt to avoid this unhappy fate, Cecil discarded the A and K of diamonds on the next trump leads, resulting in this 4-card ending:
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Warren caught himself just in time from leading his last heart.  If Cecil’s remaining diamond was the Q or J, then Warren must NOT lead that last heart, allowing Cecil to discard that diamond honor as well, leaving Minna with the Q (or J) 9 sitting over his ten.
So in the diagrammed position, Warren led the (K, followed by the (6.  It did not matter now what the defense did;  declarer was bound to make an extra trick in either clubs or diamonds.

In actuality, Minna was still relatively new to the game, and had not counted out the hands perfectly, but she saw Cecil’s discards of the A and K of diamonds, clearly trying to avoid an end-play.  Minna had recently seen of the expert play called the Crocodile coup, where a defender plays an unnecessarily high card to win a trick, swallowing up partner’s honor, taking partner off an end-play.  So she thought she could be a heroine, going up with the (Q, swallowing the J.  Warren then took the thirteenth trick with the (10.  Four hearts making with an overtrick was a cold top on the board.
The main lesson of this hand:  you don’t need to have knowledge of these advanced plays.  When there’s nothing better to do, run your winners.  Sometimes the opponents make a mistake, and sometimes they come under pressure in an unexpected way.
