Don’t pass the buck  
During this series of articles you will learn about my concerns that players misuse signals. Sometimes signaling is not the answer: you have to take charge. You have already seen this type of example in my previous series on opening leads.

Layout (i)




♠  7 6 5 

♠ K Q 10 3 2



♠ A 9 4





♠ J 8 

In layout (i) West leads the ♠K against 3NT. Should East signal encouragement with the ♠9? If he does then West will assume declarer has: ♠ A-J-9-8 and switch suit. East realizes that West has led from ♠ K-Q-J or ♠ K-Q-10 so he can safely overtake the ♠K with his ♠A and return the ♠9. Don’t signal to partner to do what you can do yourself!

In layout (ii) partner leads the ♠K against South’s 4♥. Can you ensure the defence is guided in the right direction?

Layout (ii)

North


♠ 9 4 2

♥ Q 7 3

♦ A Q

♣  K Q 10 6 5





East




♠ A 8 6 3



♥ 9 6 2




♦ J 7 4 3 2




♣ A

North
 
South

-

1♥
2♣

2♥
4♥

End

You know you have a singleton club, but partner doesn’t know this. Do you think that a low spade might somehow persuade partner to switch to a club? Forget it! It is your responsibility to take charge. Overtake the ♠K with your ♠A, cash your ♣A and return the ♠3 to West’s ♠Q. After this illuminating defence he will give you a club ruff. 

In layout (iiia) you lead the ♦9 against 4♠. Your partner takes the ♦10 with the ♦J and cashes the ♦A K. What do you discard? How can you signal that you want a club rather than another spade for a trump promotion?

Layout iiia)
North


♠ 9 6 3 2




♥ A K Q J

♦ Q 10 8






♣ K Q




West

♠ 7 4








♥ 10 9 8 7 6



♦ 9 3

♣ A 4 3 2

North

South

1♥

1♠
3♠

4♠
End

Before answering, try considering the same problem from East's viewpoint. In layout (iiib) your partner leads the ♦9.  You cash the ♦J followed by the ♦A and ♦K, partner following with the ♦3 and discarding the ♥6. How do you plan to beat 4♠?

Layout iiib)


North


♠ 9 6 3 2




♥ A K Q J

♦ Q 10 8






♣ K Q



East






♠ Q 5








♥  5 4




♦ A K J 2




♣ 10 8 7 6 5
North

South

1♥

1♠
3♠

4♠
End

Do you now see East's dilemma? There are two possible routes to defeat this contract. Of course West may have the ♣A, but alternatively, if West has a higher trump than dummy's ♠9 he can profitably ruff a fourth diamond. Indeed, if he has a trump holding such as ♠J-4, this defence is essential. With the ♥3 and ♥2 unaccounted for West's ♥6 discard is not really decisive.

If East trusts his partner, East's action is clearcut! He should reason that if West had wanted to cash the ♣A he would not have sent an ambiguous signal when he had available the foolproof defence of ruffing the third diamond and cashing his ace! The fact that he has chosen to leave East on lead suggests that he has another defence in mind. namely the trump promotion.

Therefore in diagram (iiia) West must ruff the ♦K and cash his ♣A.

In layout (iv). West leads the ♦J which wins the trick. West's ♦10 is then covered by dummy's ♦K and you win the ♦A. You take trick 3 with your ♦Q, West discarding the ♣5.  How should you continue?

Layout (iv)
North

♠ Q 4 3



♥ K J 5 3




♦ K 8 4 3




♣ A Q 



East

♠ K J

♥ Q 7 6 4



♦ A Q 9 2


♣  4 3 2

North

South


3♠


End

If South has the ♥A then you have very little chance of beating 3♠ because the ♣A-Q and ♥A-K will dispose of his remaining side suit cards. If West has the ♥A, that card plus your trump trick should spell defeat for declarer. At the table East continued with the ♦9. Declarer ruffed with the ♠10 and led his singleton heart. West, not knowing that East had a trump trick, played low, hoping that declarer had a guess, and never made his ♥A. East should anticipate this and switch to the ♥4 at trick 4, forcing West to take his ♥A.

In layout (v)  West leads the ♣2 to your ♣A, South following with the ♣5. What do you do next?

Layout (v)


North

♠ K 3








♥ J 8








♦ A J 9 4







♣ K Q J 10 9



East









♠ Q J 9 8 7 2




♥ A 6 4 3




♦ -




♣ A 8 7

West
North
East
South

-
-
-
1♦
Pass
2♣
2♠
3♣
4♠
5♦
End

South supported North's clubs so the ♣2 lead is obviously a singleton, despite South's attempt to muddy the waters with the ♣5. The defensive prospects look very promising. A club ruff, followed by the ♥A and a second club ruff seems to leave declarer at least two off but there is danger!

Declarer's ♣5 at trick one was a false card, and if he is sufficiently imaginative to conceal the ♣3 and ♣4 you have no club low enough to give an unambiguous suit preference signal for a heart return. In fact the dangers are even greater. After your 2♠ overcall West will take a lot of persuading not to switch to a spade. This will be fatal.  South's two losing hearts can now be discarded on the ♠K and dummy's long club. South has:

♠ A
♥ K 2
  ♦ K Q 10 8 6 2
♣ 6 5 4 3

The safest way to ensure one off is to cash your ♥A before giving West his club ruff. 
Earlier I gave my preferred signalling system: count except for attitude on the lead of an ace or a queen.  So how rigid should that system be?

I must start by giving an official warning: deceiving partner can seriously damage your success. The bridge world is full of players who believe that they can invent things as they go along, and that partner is: ‘sure to understand’. Generally discipline is the key to success, however I do need to examine when it might be right to improvise. 

My general philosophy is to agree a primary method of signalling, but once you have satisfied the requirements of your agreed methods feel free to improvise. Equally, be prepared to depart from it if the case seems clearcut. I will look at two examples:
If you have fulfilled your obligation to show count then you can certainly improvise on the next round. The next example indicates improvising to show suit preference. This hand occurred in a teams-of-four match.


♠ Q J 10 9 8



♥ A 4 3



♦ J 3



♣ K 6 3

♠ A 7 6 4


♠ K 5

♥ -



♥ 5 2

♦ A K 10 7


♦ Q 8 6 4 2

♣ 10 9 8 7 5


♣ Q J 4 2



♠ 3 2



♥ K Q J 10 9 8 7 6



♦ 9 5



♣ A

N/S vul

North

South

Pass

4♥
End

At both tables West started with the ♦K, asking for count and East dutifully followed with the ♦2, showing an odd number of diamonds. Both West players continued with the ♦A at trick 2.

At the first table a sleepy East followed ‘up-the-line’ with his ♦4. Even if he had thought of trying to show his ♠K, it would hardly have seemed attractive bearing in mind the spade suit in dummy. It is hardly surprising that West switched to a club, allowing declarer to draw trumps and discard a spade on dummy’s ♣K.

At the other table East put a bit of thought into the hand. A vulnerable South could be expected to have all eight missing hearts to pre-empt with 4♥ against non-vulnerable opponents, and perhaps an ace as well. If declarer had the ♠A there was surely no way to defeat 4♥ with the club finesse right for declarer. So the best chance was to hope that West had the ♠A and South had two small spades. On the second round of diamonds he spectacularly followed with the ♦Q, a clear suit preference signal showing values in spades. cashed the ♠A followed by a low spade.

The following hand saw quite a few defenders fail to take their top tricks. It demonstrates a sophisticated mix of logic and signalling adaptability. This time the defender needed to abandon his agreed method even before using it.



♠ K 9 6 5



West
North
East
South



♥ K Q J 3





1♦
1♠


♦ Q 10 6



Pass
2♦
Pass
4♠


♣ 10 3




End

♠ Q J 8


♠ 7

♥ 10 7 4 2


♥ 9 8 6

♦ J 7 2



♦ A K 9 8 3

♣ 9 5 2


♣ A J 7 6



♠ A 10 4 3 2



♥ A 5



♦ 5 4



♣ K Q 8 4

North’s 2♦ was a game try in spades. West led the ♦2 to dummy’s ♦10 and East won the ♦K. 

One East was afraid of cashing the ♦A in case West had led from a 4-card diamond suit and declarer could ruff and discard a loser on dummy’s ♦Q. East switched to the ♣A, receiving a ♣2 count signal, and guessed to continue with another club, allowing declarer to discard his diamond loser on dummy’s heart suit.     

East’s fault was looking at the diamond suit in isolation from the requirement to beat 4♠. Suppose West does have four diamonds and declarer has a singleton diamond. That leaves East with just two defensive tricks, the ♦K and the ♣A, which means that East will have to provide another two tricks. How likely is it that West has 4-card diamond support plus two outside tricks, yet passed over 1♠? If declarer has a singleton diamond then 4♠ is cold, so East dismisses that.

So it is clearly right for East to cash the ♦A but what then? Might he be afraid of declarer discarding a singleton heart on dummy’s established ♦Q? Or perhaps declarer might have ♥A and be able discard losing clubs on dummy’s red  winners. 

A good defence at another table involved East cashing the ♣A at trick 2. They were playing count signals, but this East was confident he would receive an ATTITUDE signal from his partner. Playing the ♣A cannot give anything away: the fact that East has the ♣J means declarer cannot have a guess in the suit. Even if the defenders are playing count signals, it should be obvious to West that an attitude signal is required here. With a menacing looking heart suit in dummy, the defenders need to identify their winners and cash their top tricks. This time the ♣2 was discouraging, so East took his ♦A and switched to a heart, just in case West has the ♥A. West’s trump trick defeated the contract.
