Defensive Play as Third Hand  

Consider East’s strategy in these ‘third hand’ situations. In each case West leads the ♠3 against 3NT and dummy plays its lowest card.

(a)              ♠ 9 4 2
                                     (b)                 ♠ 9 4 2

♠3 led                      ♠ K J 5               

♠3 led


♠ K Q 5

In (a) East should play the ♠K, not, the ♠J. This is not a finesse position. Playing the ♠J cannot gain. If West has the ♠Q, or no honour or both honours it won't matter. However, playing the ♠J will cost a trick if declarer has the ♠Q and partner spades are headed by the ♠ A 10,
  In (b) East should play the ♠Q, the lower of two touching ' high' cards. Note the contrast with the opening leader who would lead the ♠K rather than the ♠Q from this holding. The ♠Q from third hand denies the ♠J, and makes no statement about the ♠K. Once again you cannot assume that two apparently equal cards may be interchanged at will. An expert partner will gather information from the order of cards played.
(c)                 ♠ Q 6 4
               (d)           ♠ Q 6 4

♠3 led                           ♠ K J 2



♠3 led


♠ A J 2

In (c) common sense dictates that East should play the ♠J if West leads the ♠3 and dummy plays the ♠4. There is no possible circumstance where playing the ♦K is better.
  Less obviously, in (d) East should also play the ♠J, Even if it loses to the ♠K East still has the ♠A sitting menacingly over the ♠Q. Otherwise declarer will score the ♠K and ♠Q separately. You will find it helpful here to make these combinations up from a pack and experiment with holdings that declarer and West might have, consistent with the ♠3 lead. You will see that contributing the ♠J can never cost a trick.
   As a general principle if you have two honours 'surrounding' dummy's honour with only one 'gap' you should consider playing the lower card.

Signalling

(e)                ♠ A 8 6
                                        (f)            ♠ A 10 6

♠3 led                          ♠ K 7 2

                ♠Q led
          
♠ K 7 2

Obviously 'third hand high' doesn't apply here because East is not playing a card with the intention of winning the trick or driving out a higher honour. However that is not a reason to relax and follow with the ♠2. West will not know that East has the ♠K, so East has a duty to impart the good news.
  When a player contributes a card without hope of winning the trick the card played should be used to convey information to partner, a SIGNAL. An unnecessarily high card conveys the message that you like the suit partner has led. Conversely a tiny card denies interest. Therefore in (e) and (f) East should follow suit with the ♠7. If East's spades had been ♠7 5 2 East would have shown lack of enthusiasm with the ♠2,
  Sometimes East doesn't have a card capable of sending a clear message. Change example (e) so that East has ♠K 4 2, and so can only encourage feebly with the ♠4, West must not automatically regard the ♠4 as 'low'. An awake partner will notice that the ♠2 is missing. It would, of course, be bizarre to play the ♠K as a signal to show that you like spades, You normally SIGNAL only with cards that have no trick taking potential. The main purpose of a high card is to win a trick, not make a signal.
  Of course East would have to play the ♠7 from ♠97 and hope that West, examining it in the context of the other cards he can see, will not be misled.
  Note the fallacy in the often quoted theory that 'A seven or higher is a high card and encourages, while a six or lower card discourages.' You can only use the cards you were dealt. Any card should be seen as high or low in the context of the other visible cards,
Suppose now that West, you partner, leads the ♥A against 4♠, you see ♥ Q J 8 in dummy and you hold the ♥9 7, Partner would not have led an unsupported ace, so the heart, layout may look like this.


   ♥ Q J 8

                       ♥ A K 6 4 3



  ♥ 9 7


       ♥ 10 5 2 

Unblocking
In the example below West leads the ♠K against declarer's 3NT. How do you, as East, plan to defeat this contract?

♠ 8 4 3





South
North


♥ A J 6





1NT
3NT


♦ K Q 8


♣ K 7 4 2

♠K led


♠ A 6


░▒░▒

♥ 9 5 4


░▒░▒
     ♦ 10 6 3 2



     ♣ 10 9 6 5

West's ♠K promises the ♠Q. He should lead fourth highest, if the ♠K and ♠Q were his only spade honours, so he will either hold the ♠J or the ♠10. You can certainly feel pleased that you have the ♠A to help him, but do you see the danger of automatically following suit with the ♠6? Suppose the spade layout is as shown below.
         
♠ 8 4 3

    ♠ K Q 10 5 2

     ♠ A 6


♠ J 9 7

Your ♠A will take trick 2 and you will have no spade to return at trick 3. Declarer may then be able to take nine tricks in the other three suits without losing the lead.  Of course it would have been easier as the cards lie if West had started with the ♠5, but that is no excuse for blocking the suit. You can save the day by overtaking the ♠K with your ♠A and returning the ♠6, allowing the good guys to take the first five tricks.
Of course things could have been worse. Exchange the South and North hands and unblocking your ♠A would succeed merely in establishing a trick for dummy's ♠J, Seeing the ♠J in dummy you would have to follow with the ♠6, hoping that West has a subsequent entry for his spades. Such is life!
In the deal below West leads ♠3  against South’s 3NT.  How should you defend?

E/W Game
Dealer
 North



West
North
East
South


North





-
1♥
1♠
1NT



♠
10 6 5 4



Pass
2NT
Pass
3NT



♥
K Q J 10



All Pass



♦
A Q 2



♣
A Q






East



♠
A Q J 9 2

░▒░▒

♥
A 6 5

░▒░▒

♦
9 4

♣
8 7 6
Declarer has:

♠ K 8 7 
 ♥ 7 4 2  
♦ K 7 5  
♣  K 5 3 2

Playing  ♠A doesn’t allow you to establish spades without giving declarer two spade tricks. Playing ♠9 allows declarer to win trick 1 with ♠K, but you can cash four spade tricks when you win ♠A.

In the last deal West leads ♥8. Dummy plays ♥Q. How should you defend?

Love All
Dealer North



West
North
East
South



North





-
1♦
1♥
2NT


♠
K 7




Pass
3NT
All Pass



♥
Q 10 9



♦
K J 10 9 7



♣
A Q J





East





♠
Q 10 5



░▒░▒

♥
K 7 6 4 3 2



░▒░▒

♦
A Q





♣
5 2

What do you make of ♥8 lead? One thing is absolutely certain: West does not have ♥J.  He is only leading the suit because you bid it. Perhaps partner has led a singleton in your suit. In that case declarer has ♥ A J 5 and he has three heart stoppers whatever you do. However if he has led from doubleton ♥ 8 5 then declarer has:

♠  A 6 2 
 ♥ A J  
♦ 8 6 5 3 2  
♣ K 8 3

In that case provided you withhold your ♥K declarer has only two heart stoppers. If you then continue with hearts whenever you gain the lead with a diamond you can establish your hearts before declarer can make any diamond tricks. 

Rather than automatically play 'Third Hand High' you should attempt to analyse partner's lead. 

Quiz

(1)  You are East after South’s 1NT opening bid has been raised to 3NT. West (your partner) leads the ♣3 and dummy plays the ♣4 from:

♠ K J 7

♥ A 5 2

♦ A J 3 2

♣ 10 7 4

What card do you play from these club holdings?

(a) ♣ K Q 2
(b)  ♣ A J 5

(c)  ♣ K J 5

(d) ♣ J 9 2  

(2)  You are East after South’s 1NT opening bid has been raised to 3NT. West (your partner) leads the ♣3 and dummy plays the ♣4 from:

♠ K J 7

♥ A 5 2

♦ Q J 3 2

♣ Q 7 4

What card do you play from these club holdings?

(a)  ♣ A K 2
(b)  ♣ A K J

(c)  ♣ A J 5

(d) ♣ K 10 2

(3)  You are East after South’s 1NT opening bid has been raised to 3NT. West (your partner) leads the ♣8 and dummy plays the ♣A from:

♠ K J 7

♥ Q 5 2

♦ Q J 3 2

♣ A 7 4

What card do you play from these club holdings?

(a)   ♣ 10 6 3
(b) ♣ K Q 7 2
(c)  ♣ K Q 3 2

(d)  ♣ K Q J 3 2

(4)  West leads the ♥Q against 3NT. You are East.      (i) Plan the defence:

(a)  If North follows with the ♥A.            (b)  If North follows with the ♥5


♠ A Q 6





South
North


♥ A 9 5





1NT
3NT


♦ K 9 5


♣ J 10 9 4

♥Q led




♠ 8 4 3 2



░▒░▒



♥ K 2


░▒░▒



♦ 10 6 2






♣ 8 6 3 2

(ii)  Now consider the same example if instead North’s hearts were ♥A 10 5

5)  You are West after South's INT opening bid has been passed out. You lead the ♣4 from a holding of ♣K 8 7 4 3. Dummy plays the ♣5 from ♣6 5 doubleton.


(i)  If East's ♣Q wins the trick can you say who has:
     (a) ♣J?         
(b) ♣A?
(ii)  If East's ♣J loses to South's ♣A can you say who has:
     (a) ♣10?        
(b) ♣Q?
(iii) If East's ♣10 loses to South's ♣J can you say who has:

     (a) ♣9?                 (b) ♣Q?              (c) ♣A?
(iv)  If East's ♣10 loses to South's ♣Q can you say who has:

     (a) ♣J?                   (b) ♣A?
Answers to Quiz

1)        (a)   The ♣Q, Third hand high, but lower of touching honours.
         (b)    The  ♣A,    Third hand high.  Playing the ♣J is not taking a finesse.

      (c)   The ♣K.    As with (b).
         (d)     The ♣9,     Keep the ♣J for dummy's ♣10.

2)  (a)    The  ♣K.    Third hand high, but lower of touching honours.
     (b) The ♣J. Common sense.
     (c) The ♣J. The ♣A and ♣J surround dummy's ♣Q, with a gap of only one card.
     (d) The ♣10. Similar to (c).
3)   (a)   The ♣3, You have no reason to encourage West to continue clubs.
         (b)     The ♣7, to encourage a club continuation,
         (c)    The ♣3, You don't have a higher club that you can afford.

     (d)   The ♣K, A spectacular signal for a club continuation.
4)    (i)   (a) and (b) West has led from a heart suit headed by ♥Q J  10. Your ♥K blocks the   suit, so jettison it now. Return the  ♥2 at the first chance.

     (ii)  (a) and (b) West's hearts now are headed by ♥Q J 9, and unblocking the ♥K will   hand dummy a second heart trick, Play the ♥2 and hope.
5) (i)     (a)  South has the ♣J. East's ♣Q denies the ♣J

           (b)  South has the ♣A. If East had it East would have played it to trick 1 (third high high).

   (ii)    (a)  South has the ♣10. East's ♣J denies the ♣10,
                    (b)     East has the ♣Q, If South had it South would not have needed to waste his ♣A   on trick 1,
   (iii)    (a)   South has the ♣9. East's ♣10 denies the ♣9.
             (b)  South has the ♣Q, If East had it East would have played it (third hand high) rather than the ♣10.
                       (c)      South has the ♣A, for the same reason as (b).
   iv)     (a) You don’t know who has the ♣J, East would have played the ♣10 from ♣10 2 or ♣J 10 2.

           (b) South has the ♣A. as in (iii)(c).
