Suit preference signals

There are three main types of signals. In the last two articles we have looked at Attitude and Count signals. The third type is Suit Preference (or McKenney) Signals. These don't replace attitude or count signals: they complement them. In diagram (i) your partner leads the ♦3. You can see how the defence can take the first four tricks. Can you convey the good news to partner?

Diagram (i)
North



♠ K J 4 3



♥ Q 6

♦ K Q J 6 5  



♣ K 5





East





♠  6 5





♥ A 10 5





♦ A 10 4 2





♣ J 6 4 2

North
South

1NT

2♣
2♠
4♠
End

The ♦3 can only be a singleton. You can win the ♦A, give West a ruff, regain the lead with your ♥A and give a second ruff, provided you can tell partner that your entry is in hearts. Declarer has hand A:

Hand A

♠ A Q 7 2
♥  K 9 3
♦ 9 8 7
♣ A 8 3

The way of informing partner that your entry is in hearts is to take your ♦A and return the ♦10 at trick 2. Since you know he is about to ruff, this cannot be an attitude or count signal. There are two side suits: hearts and clubs. The ♦10 is an unnecessarily high diamond showing an entry in the higher ranking of the two side suits, in this case hearts. If you had the ♣A instead of the ♥A you would return the ♦2 for West to ruff. 

Suit preference signals can also be useful against no-trump contracts. In diagram (ii) your partner leads the ♠Q against 3NT. You cash spades in an unusual order: ♠A followed by ♠K. (Remember it is normal to play the lower of touching honours in third hand.) West will interpret this as showing a doubleton spade. On the ♠K  West plays the ♠2. What should you lead next?

Diagram (ii)


North


♠ 9 6


♥ K 2


♦ K J


♣ A K Q J 7 4 3




East




♠ A K




♥ 9 8 6 3




♦ 9 5 4 3 2




♣ 8 5 

North
South

1♣
1NT

3NT
End

The ♠2 is clearly not an original fourth highest. Declarer's 1NT response should deny four spades: certainly it denies five spades. Since the second card played can have no natural meaning you should treat it as a suit preference signal.  Declarer has hand B:

Hand B

♠ 8 7 4
♥ A Q 7
♦ Q 8 7
♣ 10 9 6 2

You need to find your partner's red ace quickly, otherwise declarer will reel off at least nine tricks. The ♠2 should imply the ♦A (the lower ranking red suit). If he had the ♥A  he would have played the highest spade he could afford.

Whatever your agreed methods, there are situations where it is obvious to play suit preference.

Diagram iii)
North



♠ K J 9 3



♥ 4



♦ K 10 5 3



♣ K 10 4 2





East





♠ Q 10 8





♥ A Q 7 6 2





♦ 9 8 2





♣ A Q

West
North
East
South



1♥
1♠
4♥
4♠
End

In diagram iii) West does very well to lead his ♥K, obviously wanting to look at dummy before deciding upon a continuation. It is clearly a waste of time for East to show attitude or count in hearts because dummy can ruff the next heart. You have a trump trick and can see the contract being beaten provided you can persuade your partner to switch to a club. 

Defending against a suit contract, if partner leads an honour card in a suit in which dummy has a singleton, or declarer is marked with a singleton then your card should show suit preference.

In this hand East can pass almost any message he likes:

Following with the ♥Q would unmistakeably ask for a diamond switch.

Following with the ♥2 would indicate a club switch.

Following with the ♥6 would indicate no strong preference because it should be obvious to West that East could afford either a higher card than the ♥6 or a lower card.

An immediate club switch is necessary  because declarer holds hand C:

Hand C

♠ A 7 6 5 4 2

♥ 10 5

♦ A Q J
♣ J 5

A suggested signalling system

Well, I had better come clean: I am a fan of Count signals with Suit Preference (or McKenney) signals when the card cannot mean anything else. Often most of the information I need about attitude is available by simple logic. In the layout below I decide to lead the ♥5 against 4♠. Declarer wins the ♥A in dummy. Do I need an attitude signal to tell me partner has the ♥Q? If declarer had it he would almost certainly have played low from dummy at trick 1. What I might need to know is how many hearts I can cash if I regain the lead. For East to play ♥8 to show an even number is more helpful. 



♥ A 3 2

♥ K J 6 5


♥ Q 9 8 4



♥ 10 7

I rigorously count shape when defending: if you don’t count then you negate part of the advantages of count signals. However there is one excellent modification I would recommend. There has long been a debate about whether to lead ace or king against a suit contract if you hold both the ace and the king. Suppose you are on lead with the hands A or B after auction 1. In each case you choose to lead a high heart. Before you see dummy, what sort of signal do you think you would you like from your partner, count or attitude?

Hand A

Hand B

♠ 7 4


♠ 7 4


♥ A K 6 4 3

♥ A 9 6 4 3

♦ Q 4 2

♦ 7 4 2

♣ 10 7 6

♣ 10 7 6

North

South

1♠
3♠

6♠
End



With the hand A I suggest you want a count signal. You know the problem: you lead the top heart, the ♥Q appears in dummy and partner inevitably discourages. Do you try to cash the ♥K, risking declarer ruffing it and allowing him a discard on dummy's ♥Q, or do you switch suit and risk declarer having a second heart and it being discarded? Yes I know declarer shouldn't bid like that with two losing hearts but we have all seen it happen. If partner can show you whether he has an odd or even number of hearts you might have a chance of getting it right without guesswork. 

With hand B an attitude signal would be more helpful. Does partner have the king?

For this reason I suggest you play that the lead of a side suit ace (or queen) asks partner to show his attitude, whereas the lead of a side suit king asks partner to give count. The lead of the king no longer denies the ace: it might be from ♥K-Q, or it might be from ♥A-K if you want a count signal. Of course if you have a holding of ♥A-K you must decide what sort of signal you want before making the lead. With the hand A you would lead ♥K.

If you think about it, there are interesting ramifications. Surely you would never want an attitude signal if on lead against a slam with A-K of a side suit. Therefore, when defending against a slam the lead of a side-suit ace (asking for attitude) denies the king. Partner will encourage with the king, but not with the queen. I would suggest that the same should be true against five-level contracts. Against contracts at or below the four level it should be assumed that the lead of an ace shows the king (although we all know that sometimes partner might have to lead an unsupported ace) so partner will encourage with the queen.

The lead of a king also needs looking at. It asks for count, but against no-trumps it should retain its historical role of requesting partner to unblock any honour he has. This takes priority over giving count. Therefore suppose you lead from the West holding below after South’s 1NT has been raised to 3NT. You choose to lead the ♥K from ♥A-K-J-3-2  but you have no outside entry. Dummy turns up with 13 points and this is what you see in hearts.



♥ 7 6

♥ A K J 3 2

 ??

How should you continue if partner follows suit with:

.i)  ♥9?      ii)  ♥8?    Iii)  ♥5?    iv)  ♥Q?

Assume declarer followed with ♥4.

i)   Partner’s ♥9 suggests an even number, but it denies the ♥Q. You will have to Judge what to do next. If he started with ♥ 10-9-8-5 you must continue with the ♥K. If he started with a doubleton you might want to switch. This decision needs to be taken in the context of the whole hand.

ii)   Partner’s ♥8 denies the ♥Q. It might be from ♥ 10-9-8, or it might be a doubleton. Note that he cannot have ♥ 10-9-8-5  because he would have played his ♥9, second highest. Whatever he has you know that declarer has the protected ♥Q so it looks right to switch suit and wait for partner to lead a heart through declarer’s ♥Q.

iii)  Partner’s ♥5 is the lowest visible heart. He has denied the ♥Q and  almost certainly has three hearts. You must switch suit and wait for partner to lead a heart through declarer’s ♥Q.

iv)  Partner has unblocked ♥Q because you told him to do so. You have no idea how many hearts he started with. If declarer started with ♥ 10-9-8-4 you will wish you had started with a fourth highest heart, however there is nothing you can do about that now. Continue with your ♥A and see what happens. This type of holding may be particularly hard to cope with.



♥ 7 6

♥ A K J 3 2

♥ Q 10 8 5



♥ 9 4

In my view, having unblocked his ♥Q partner should start signalling original count. So his second card should be ♥10, showing he started with an even number of hearts. Now West will have to be careful. He must hope that East started with four hearts, not two, and underlead his ♥J at trick 3 to avoid blocking the suit.

Now suppose the distribution is like this.



♥ 7 6

♥ A K J 3 2


♥ Q 10 5



♥ 9 8 4

East follows to trick 2 with the ♥5, an odd card showing he started with an odd number of hearts (though he might have had ♥Q-5 doubleton). West can do no better than continue with the ♥J.

If partner can be relied upon to play his second highest from four small to show an even number you can also be in a position to see through any subterfuge by declarer. Against a contract of 4♠ you lead the ♥K from the holding below and this is what you see.


♥ Q 10 9

♥ A K 6 4 3


♥ 8 played



♥ J played

Don't believe declarer's ♥J. If East had ♥ 8-7-5-2 he would have signalled with the ♥7 at trick 1. You should confidently expect to be able to cash your ♥A at trick 2 and give partner a ruff.

Of course this doesn't solve all problems. If your partner had followed suit with the ♥7 at trick 1 and declarer had played the ♥J you would not know whether partner had two hearts or four hearts. You would have to process other clues you might have available, for example you might decide you have no chance if declarer has a singleton heart so you would assume that the ♥J is a false card from three.

