Attitude Signals

Your choice of signaling is a personal choice. I first look at ATTITUDE signals. 

Your priority as third hand is to try to win a trick, but what if you have no role to play in trick taking? Maybe your partner has led a card higher than any of yours, or declarer is winning the trick in dummy. Consider East’s play in the layouts in diagrams (i) and (ii). In each case declarer calls for dummy’s ♠A. The contract is 3NT.

Diagram (i)




Diagram (ii)


♠ A 7 6

                 ♠ A 7 6

                     


♠3 led
♠ K 8 2
♠Q led                          ♠ K 8 2

'Third hand high' clearly doesn't apply here because East is not trying to win the trick. However East cannot afford to relax. West will not know that East has the ♠K, so East has a duty to help him.

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 indicates that you like partner’s suit. Conversely a small card denies interest. Therefore in (i) and (ii) East follows suit with the ♠8. If East's spades had been ♠8-5-2 East would have shown lack of interest with the ♠2,

East may not necessarily have a card capable of sending a clear message. Change diagrams (i) and (ii) so that East has ♠K-4-2. He can only encourage feebly with the ♠4, An awake West should notice that the ♠2 is missing. Of course it would be counter-productive to play the ♠K as a signal to show that you like spades, You can signal only with cards that are clearly redundant for trick taking purposes. The main purpose of a high card is to win a trick, not make a signal.

Equally East can only discourage by playing the ♠8 from ♠9-8 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 7 or higher is a high card and encourages, while a 6 or lower card discourages.' You can only use the cards you have. Any card should be seen as high or low in the context of other visible cards.

Suppose now that West, your partner, leads the ♥A against 4♠, you see ♥ Q-J-7 in dummy and you hold ♥9-3, Partner would not normally have led an unsupported ace, so the hearts may be as shown in diagram (iii).

Diagram (iii)




♥ Q J 7

♥ A K 6 5 2



♥ 9 3




♥ 10 8 4

You want to encourage West to play two more rounds of hearts because on the third round you can ruff away dummy’s ♥Q. Playing high-low with a doubleton is called a Peter. In practice Petering with a doubleton against a suit contract is an attitude signal (I like your lead, please continue) and a count signal (I have an even number).

Generally it is correct to Peter with a doubleton against a suit contract, but signals are only to be made with cards that have no trick taking purpose. For example, your partner leads side-suit ace against 4♠. It is rarely right to play the queen from doubleton queen.

The last example shows attitude signals at work. You lead your ♦A against 4♠. How should you continue if partner plays:

i)  ♦Q?          ii)   ♦J?       iii)  ♦10?       iv) ♦2?    



North



North

South



♠ Q 9 6 4




1♠



♥ 7 2



2♣

2♠



♦ 9 5



4♠
`
End



♣ A K Q J 10

West

♠  7 5 2

♥ A Q 8 3

♦ A K 4 3

♣  9 6

It is almost conceivable that partner has a trump trick, and given time declarer will undoubtedly draw trumps and discard losers on dummy’s solid clubs, therefore you need to take your tricks quickly. You need partner to hold the ♥K  (allowing you to cash four red suit tricks) or the ♦Q (so you can underlead your ♦K and receive a heart back through declarer’s ♥K).  Your partner’s signal on the ♦A should tell you.

i)   The ♦Q should promise the ♦J. You can safely underlead your ♦K at trick 2 to give partner the lead. Looking at dummy a heart switch should be obvious to him.

ii)  The ♦J suggests a diamond holding headed by the ♦J. It certainly denies the ♦Q as it is clearly right to play the highest card from a sequence. You can only cash the ♦K and ♥A and lead another heart, hoping partner has the ♥K.

iii)  The ♦10 looks encouraging. Partner won’t have the ♦J (otherwise he would have played it), but seems likely to have the ♦Q. Your best chance is to continue with a low diamond at trick 2.  

iv)  The ♦2 is discouraging. Cash the ♦K and try the ♥A followed by the ♥2 as your only chance.

Count Signals

Some partnerships prefer to use a signalling system based not on showing your partner whether you like or dislike his suit, but on showing him whether you have an odd or even number of cards in the suit, called Count Signals. In a later article I consider the advantages and disadvantages of each method of signalling, however give a little thought to your purpose of signalling when declarer is playing a suit. It is reasonable to assume that if declarer is playing a suit, you won't particularly like it. Whatever the merits or demerits of playing attitude signals when your side is playing a suit, playing count signals is clearly preferable on declarer's suit. With four small cards in the suit it is usual to play the second highest first, if only because you often cannot afford to part with your highest card.  With ♣10-7-5-2  start with the ♣7. 

Count signals are an integral part of counting declarer’s shape, a theme I covered in Bridge Plus in a series of articles a couple of years ago. However the following relatively mundane example demonstrates the need to know whether declarer started with an even or odd number of cards in a suit. 



North



North
South



♠ 9 7 2




2NT



♥ 8 6



3NT
End



♦ K Q J 3 2



♣ 8 5 4

West

♠ J 10 9 8

♥ A J 9 3

♦ A 7 5

♣ 3 2

Your ♠J lead loses to declarer’s ♠Q. Declarer switches to his ♦10, which you allow to hold. He continues with the ♦8.

If partner played the ♦9 on the ♦10 he either has an even number (clearly a doubleton) or the ♦9 was a singleton. If the ♦9 was a singleton it won’t matter what you do. If the ♦9 was the highest card from a doubleton then you must allow declarer to win this trick as well to cut him off from dummy.

If partner played the ♦4 on the ♦10 he either has an odd number (clearly three) or the ♦4 was a singleton. If the ♦4 was a singleton it won’t matter what you do, but if he started with three then declarer started with a doubleton and you can afford to take your ♦A now, holding declarer to one diamond trick. 

I hope you were watching which card partner played!

Incidentally, you might wonder whether declarer can muddle the defenders’ signals by which card he plays. I will return to this theme later.

However, frequently you need count when your side is playing the contract. In the hand below declarer has shown a long, solid minor with no ace or king outside so you know your partner has ♣A-K. 4♣ asked South to pass if his suit was clubs and 4♦ showed solid diamonds. You lead the ♠A. You need to cash your black suit tricks accurately, otherwise declarer will make seven trump tricks and three hearts. You are playing count signals. How do you defend if:

i)  Your partner follows to your ♠A with the ♠2 and declarer plays the ♠10?

ii)  Your partner follows to your ♠A with the ♠7 and declarer plays the ♠10?

iii)  Your partner follows to your ♠A with the ♠8 and declarer plays the ♠10?



North


North
South



♠ J 6 3



 3NT



♥ A K Q 10

4♣
 4♦



♦ 10 7 5

End



♣ J 5 4

West



3NT shows a long solid minor suit

♠ A K Q

♥ J 8 6 3

♦ 9 3

♣ Q 9 8 2






(i)  Partner’s ♠2 shows an odd number of spades, almost certainly five because declarer would be unlikely to open 3NT with four spades as well as seven diamonds. You should cash a second spade and switch to the ♣2. Partner will know to cash ♣A-K because the ♣2 is a fourth highest, and also because the fact that you cashed exactly two spades after his count signal suggests there were exactly two spades to cash. Declarer has:

♠ 10 4

♥ 9 4

♣ A K Q J 8 4 2
♣ 10 6 

(ii)  Partner’s ♠7 shows an even number. Could he have six? Not if your signalling is disciplined. You cannot see either the ♠8 or the ♠9. If partner had started with ♠ 9-8-7-5-4-2 he would have followed with the ♠8, his second highest. Therefore he has four and declarer has three so you must cash ♠A K Q before switching to a club. Declarer has:

♠ 10 8 4

♥ 9 4

♣ A K Q J 8 4 2
♣ 3.

iii)   Partner’s  ♠8 shows an even number, but this time you don’t know  whether he has four or six. You don’t need to make any unilateral decision. Switch to your ♣2. Partner should be able to read this as a fourth highest so hopefully he will know how many clubs can be cashed. He will now cash ♣A-K and lead a club to your ♣Q. Declarer has:
  ♠ 10

♥ 9 4

♣ A K Q J 8 4 2
♣ 10 6 
Whatever your system, declarer’s 3NT opening has told the whole world what honour cards he does or doesn’t hold. Attitude is clearly useless, but it must be obvious that West needs East to show count so both players should assume count signals apply.

Suit preference signals

The third type of signals 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 this news to partner?

Diagram (i)
North




North
South



♠ K J 4 3




1NT



♥ Q 6




2♣
2♠

♦ K Q J 6 5  



4♠
End



♣ K 5





East





♠  6 5





♥ A 10 5





♦ A 10 4 2





♣ J 6 4 2

The ♦3 must be a singleton. You can win the ♦A, give West a ruff, regain the lead with your ♥A and give a second ruff, if 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. This shows a doubleton spade. On the ♠K  West plays the ♠2. What should you lead next?

Diagram (ii)


North



North
South


♠ 9 6



1♣
1NT


♥ K 2



3NT
End


♦ K J


♣ A K Q J 7 4 3




East




♠ A K




♥ 9 8 6 3




♦ 9 5 4 3 2




♣ 8 5 

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




West
North
East
South



♠ K J 9 3





1♥
1♠



♥ 4




4♥
4♠
End



♦ K 10 5 3



♣ K 10 4 2





East





♠ Q 10 8





♥ A Q 7 6 2





♦ 9 8 2





♣ A Q

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.
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


North

South

♠ 7 4


♠ 7 4





1♠

♥ A K 6 4 3

♥ A 9 6 4 3


3♠

6♠

♦ Q 4 2

♦ 7 4 2


End

♣ 10 7 6

♣ 10 7 6

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.

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





North
 
South

♠ 9 4 2





-

1♥

♥ Q 7 3





2♣

2♥



♦ A Q





4♥

End

♣  K Q 10 6 5





East




♠ A 8 6 3



♥ 9 6 2




♦ J 7 4 3 2




♣ A

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


North

South



♥ A K Q J


1♥

1♠

♦ Q 10 8


3♠

4♠





♣ K Q



End

West

♠ 7 4








♥ 10 9 8 7 6



♦ 9 3

♣ A 4 3 2

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





North

South

♠ 9 6 3 2




1♥

1♠

♥ A K Q J




3♠

4♠

♦ Q 10 8




End



♣ K Q



East






♠ Q 5








♥  5 4




♦ A K J 2




♣ 10 8 7 6 5

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





North

South

   ♠ Q 4 3







3♠

♥ K J 5 3





End


♦ K 8 4 3




♣ A Q 




East

♠ K J

♥ Q 7 6 4



♦ A Q 9 2


♣  4 3 2

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)




West
North
East
South


North




-
-
-
1♦

♠ K 3




Pass
2♣
2♠
3♣





♥ J 8




4♠
5♦
End





♦ A J 9 4







♣ K Q J 10 9



East









♠ Q J 9 8 7 2




♥ A 6 4 3




♦ -




♣ A 8 7

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



N/S vul



♥ A 4 3



North

South



♦ J 3




Pass

4♥



♣ K 6 3



End

♠ 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

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.

Using your intermediates wisely   

Far too often I see inexperienced defenders waste a high card in signalling. Declarer leads the ♦ 2 through West's ♦ J-5 towards dummy's ♦ A-10-3-2.  West jumps in with the ♦ J. East turns out to have ♦  Q-7-6 and the full layout is shown in diagram i)

Diagram i)



♦  A 10 3 2

♦  J 5



♦   Q 7 6



♦  K 9 8 4

Declarer takes West’s ♦ K with dummy’s ♦ A and successfully finesses the ♦ 9 on the way back, losing no diamond tricks.  West has succeeded in unfreezing the diamond suit for the benefit of declarer. West usually has two excuses: each as bad as the other. 

1)  'I played my jack to force dummy's ace'. In real life dummy was going to play the ace anyway.

2)  'I played my jack to show you I had a doubleton.' Since it cost a trick that was a pretty expensive message. There really is nothing to think about if declarer plays a low card through your ♦ Q-x or ♦ J-x.  Don't waste mental energy. Play  'Second hand low' and you won't go far wrong. I rarely signal with ♦ 10-x in declarer's suit either . There are combinations where it can cost, for example the layout in diagram ii).

Diagram ii)




♠ A 8 7 3

♠  10 4


♠ Q J 6 5



♠ K 9 2


South leads the ♠2. If West plays the ♠4 then South cannot make more than two spade tricks, but if West wastes his ♠10 to make a futile and damaging signal then declarer wins dummy's ♠A and can generate a third trick by leading a second spade from dummy, intending to insert his ♠9 if East plays low.

If you are dealt good intermediate cards do you show suitable appreciation? I was East with the heart combination in diagram iii)

Diagram iii)



♥ 10 8 7

♥ 9 5 



♥ K Q 6 3

♥ A J 4 2 

North (dummy) led the ♥10. I covered with the ♥K, declarer won the ♥A and West dropped … the ♥9, which gave declarer three easy heart tricks. West said he needed to give me count. I pointed out that South had opened 1NT, and responded to Stayman 2♣ with 2♥, so it hardly took a genius to work out that declarer had four hearts.

Don’t become obsessed with signalling. The main purpose of a high card is to take a trick, not make a signal. Do you think the ♥9 is a high card? It has certainly become significant when the trick started: 10-K-A. If you have any doubt, then don’t signal.

The role of signalling

In the layout in diagram iv) you lead the ♠A-K-Q. East signals his doubleton with the ♠7-3 and his first discard suggests he has the ♣K. What now? 

Diagram iv)




West
North
East
South



North



1♦ 
Dbl
2♦ 
4♥




♠ 10 9 8 6


End



♥ A Q 4 2



♦  3




♣ A Q 6 5 



West

♠ A K Q 2

♥ 6

♦  K Q 10 3 2

♣ 8 4 3

Partner may have signalled to show you that he has the ♣K but if you switch to a club now declarer will make his contract. Declarer has hand A.

Hand A:
♠ J 5 4

♥ K J 10 7 5 3
♦  A 4 

♣ J 10

He will rise with dummy's ♣A, draw trumps and discard his losing club on dummy's ♠10. You must persevere with a fourth spade to get rid of dummy's ♠10. East will ruff and South will overruff, but East's ♣K cannot now run away.

A signal is not a demand that partner does something: it is a way of communicating information to partner. Partner will then use his common sense.

There is another flaw in the commonly held view of signalling. Frequently I don't particularly want to say anything much to partner. Maybe I have a couple of queens. If I knew what partner had I might know what I want him to do, but as yet I don't know. I have nothing in particular to say to partner. It is essential that your signalling system is flexible enough to allow a 'nothing to say' message.  Some defenders are really proud of the complexity of their system. I hear descriptions like:

A high even card shows that I want the higher ranking side suit.

A low even card shows I like the suit led.

A high odd card shows I don't like the suit led.

A low odd card shows that I want the lower ranking side suit.

There are three huge faults with this approach:

1)  The term: 'I want' suggests it is a demand.

2)  The implication that every card conveys a message even if there is nothing to say.

3)  The signaller must have a nervous breakdown when he does have a clear message but he hasn't been dealt the right card to show it! 'Help: I haven't got a low even-numbered club'.

By now I hope you realise that my approach towards signalling is relaxed and practical. A complicated signalling system won't turn a poor defender into a good one. Equally, 'Reverse Attitude' signals (low card to encourage) or 'Reverse Count' signals (low-high to show an even number) make at best a very marginal difference.

Honesty in Signalling

Should you always signal honestly? I don't like misleading partner, but neither do I like helping declarer. I don't signal count or attitude if there is a chance that declarer is trying to find a jack or queen.

Diagram i)





Diagram ii)



♠ A K 10 4





♥ A J 4 3 2


♠ J 6 3 2


♠ 7 5


♥ 7 5


♥ Q 6




♠ Q 9 8




♥ K 10 9 8

In the layout in diagram i) declarer starts the spade suit with dummy's ♠A, returns to hand with his ♠Q and leads a third spade. His decision is easy if West and East are known to be 100% honest count signallers and each plays high-low on the first two rounds. 

In the layout in diagram ii) declarer starts with the ♥K and then leads the ♥10. Both players should automatically and smoothly follow in order 'low high'. 

I don't believe there is any merit in false carding as a sort of macho habit. If you always play a false count card declarer soon gets to expect it. You then lose out in diagram iii).

Diagram iii)







♠ A K 10 4





♠  6 3 2


♠ J 7 5





♠ Q 9 8





In the layout in diagram iii) the serial false carders always play high-low with both the East and West cards.  Declarer rarely misguesses.

If you choose to false card you must do it genuinely randomly. One area where I do recommend that you false card randomly is if you have doubleton ♣Q-J. If you can be unpredictable then you will give declarer problems as he tries to work out who has the other honour. Declarer has a trump suit of ♠K-10-9-8-6-4  in hand opposite  ♠A-5-3 in dummy. He cashes the ace, East follows with the ♠2 and West produces an honour, say the queen, Declarer now calls for dummy’s ♠3 and East contributes the ♠7. Declarer has a guess: does he finesse the ♠10 to cater for the layout in diagram iv) or does he rise with his ♠K to cater for diagram v)?  

Diagram iv)






Diagram v)



♠ A 5 3





♠ A 5 3

♠ Q



♠ J 7 2


♠ Q J




♠ 7 2



♠ K 10 9 8 6 4




♠ K 10 9 8 6 4

Playing good quality bridge East will follow with the ♠2 followed by the ♠7 in either case, and if West has ♠Q-J doubleton he will follow to the first round randomly. Declarer will follow the ‘Principle of Restricted Choice’ by finessing. Neither side can improve on that, and any attempt by a defender to be clever will actually help declarer. Suppose West is known as a player who always plays the ♠Q from ♠Q-J. Declarer has no guess if he plays the ♠J. Suppose East is known as a player who always signals, or always plays a false card for count. Equally, declarer now knows the true count and has no guess.    

In diagram vi) your partner starts by leading the ♣ K-A. How should you signal?

Diagram vi)
North



West  North  East
South



♠ K 7 4


-
-
-
1♥



♥ K 6 5


2♣
2♦ 
Pass
2♥



♦  K J 10 7 6


Pass
3♥
Pass
4♥



♣ J 7



End





East




♠ A Q 6 5 2





♥ 7 4 3 2




♦  9 5




♣ 10 2



.

The defenders had four top tricks: two clubs and two spades, but they found it very hard to take them. Declarer had hand A:

Hand A:
♠ 8 3

♥ A Q J 10 8

♦  A Q 3
♣ 9 6 5

Most East players automatically signalled the doubleton with the ♣10 followed by the ♣2. Can you blame West for continuing with a third club, hoping to promote a trump trick for East?  

East can see how to beat this contract. He wants a spade switch. He should discourage a third club by playing the ♣2 followed by the ♣10. It will then be obvious for West to switch to a spade, particularly because after showing an odd number of clubs the ♣10 looks like an unnecessarily high card of the remaining two clubs. Telling partner the truth with a signal is wrong if you are giving him a losing option. 

Note that two things made East particularly culpable. Firstly his trump holding marked West with at most a singleton so declarer could almost certainly afford to ruff a third club with dummy’s ♥K. Secondly declarer had to have the ♦ A (and probably the ♦ Q) to justify raising 3♥ to 4♥ so any spades in declarer’s hand would disappear on dummy’s diamonds.

There is no virtue in giving a true signal to partner if it causes him to misdefend!

Common sense Discarding 

Let me start with an obvious statement. Discarding correctly can be difficult: very, very difficult. Even the top players occasionally make a discard that turns out to be fatal to the defensive prospects. At club level declarer is in 7NT with twelve top tricks.  He starts playing his cards quickly. So do the defenders. Clues that might help them discard correctly are coming all the time but somehow the task of analysing them seems too intimidating. 

My first piece of advice is this. You set the pace. Don't be hurried. Try to work out what is going on. You won't necessarily get everything right but I am sure your discarding will improve.

I will start by giving some general advice.

1)  It is dangerous to discard from a holding with an isolated honour. To discard from ♠ J-3-2 might find partner with ♠ Q-6. To discard from ♠10-3-2  might find partner with ♠ Q-J. Discarding from ♠A-3-2  and  ♠K-3-2  is often safer than  discarding from  ♠Q-3-2  or ♠ J-3-2

2)   It is dangerous to discard from a 4-card holding if dummy has four or declarer might have four. It may never have occurred to you that a holding like ♠ 6-4-3-2 might be a vital fourth round stopper but look at the layout in diagram  i).

Diagram  i)  



♠ A K Q 5






♠ J 10 7


♠ 6 4 3 2







♠ 9 8



The fact that East's highest spade beats dummy's lowest spade is the source of the danger. Of course I have deliberately invented an extreme example, however be aware that holdings like ♥10-7-3-2 are very likely to be a stopper when combined with partner’s holding.

3)  It is dangerous to discard from rubbish if declarer might have a guess in the suit. Maybe he is missing the queen, or the jack. Look at the layout in diagram ii).  Declarer plays off the ♥K and ♥Q. The defenders both follow in the order low-high. Declarer now has to guess whether to finesse dummy's ♥10 or play for the drop. If East has discarded a heart then he will show out when declarer cashes the second heart honour in his hand and declarer will have a marked finesse.  

Diagram ii)

♥ A 10 3 2

♥ J 9 7 5


♥ 6 4



♥ K Q 8

By now you will feel that you haven't got a hope. Just about the only thing that seems to provide you with a safe discard is the fifth card from a 5-card suit. Even that only saves you for one round.

At this stage I need to be more reassuring. A lot of discarding is simply common sense and if you think logically you can get it right without any agreed system. In diagram iii) you lead the ♣J against 7♠. Declarer wins the ♣K in his hand and starts to draw trumps. Immediately you need to find a discard.

Diagram iii)

North



North

South



♠ A Q 9 8




1♠

♥ K 6



4NT

5♦

♦ A K 6 4


5NT

6♥

♣ A Q 2


7♠

End

West

♠ 5 

♥ J 9 3 2

♦ J 9 3 2

♣ J 10 9 8

1♠ shows 5 spades.

4NT and 5NT are Blackwood bids.

South has shown an ace and two kings.

This hand is about counting declarer's tricks. He has five spade tricks, the ♥A-K, the ♦A-K and ♣A-K-Q. That makes twelve. Why is he playing the hand out rather than claiming thirteen tricks?

If declarer had six spades, the sixth one would be his thirteenth trick.

If declarer had three hearts, with or without the queen, he would have a thirteenth trick by ruffing a heart in dummy. 

If declarer had four clubs he would have a thirteenth trick by ruffing a club in dummy.

If declarer had the ♦Q then it would be his thirteenth trick. By now we can write down declarer's hand.

♠  K J 10 7 6

♥  A Q

♦ 10 8 7
♣  K 4 3

It really doesn't matter what you discard as long as you hang on to at least three diamonds. This really isn't difficult if you count tricks and interpret declarer's line of play. It would be far harder if he was in 7NT because you could not draw inferences about the failure to take a ruff in dummy. 

In diagram i) your partner leads a trump against 4♠. You take the ♠A and return your ♠6. Declarer wins this and ducks a heart. West wins with the ♥9 and perseveres with a third trump. At this stage you can comfortably discard your fifth club. Declarer wins trick 3 and ducks another heart which your partner takes with the ♥10. Partner continues with the ♥K and you must find a discard. What is your plan?

Diagram i)
North




North

South



♠ 8 4 2





1♠



♥ 5 3




2♠

3♥



♦ A 4 3 2



4♠

End



♣ K 4 3 2









East


3♥ shows four hearts

 



♠ A 6 





♥ 7 4





♦ Q J 10 9





♣ Q J 10 9 5


This is really easy.  Declarer has hand A

Hand A

♠  K Q J 10 9 
♥ A 8 6 2
♦  K 6

♣ A 8

You are sitting after dummy's two 4-card suits and you have a chunky 4-card holding in each one. All you need to do is to discard whichever suit declarer discards from dummy.

Suppose you make the wrong discard, for example dummy discards a diamond and you discard a club. Declarer then makes his tenth trick by cashing the ♣A, crossing to dummy with the ♣K and ruffing your last club away. A little club has been established in dummy and declarer can use it to discard his remaining losing heart.

Principle: When discarding after dummy, try to keep the same length as dummy.

You might ask what would have happened if you had been sitting in front of dummy. In that case you are discarding before dummy and are helpless. If any discard is fatal you are being squeezed. 

In diagram ii) your partner delights you by leading the ♦J against 3NT. Declarer withholds dummy's ♦A for two rounds and then takes the ♦A, West and South starting with three diamonds. Declarer then leads a low heart from dummy. You correctly play low and declarer's ♥K wins. Declarer now cashes the ♠A and ♠Q. East plays the ♠6 and ♠8 and I hope you played the ♠5 and ♠7. This is good defence: both defencers have an even number of spades, a suit in which declarer has a critical guess, but both have followed up the line rather than showing count. Now a third spade is taken in dummy with the ♠K and you have to make a discard.

Diagram ii)


North





North

South


♠ K 10 4 3  






1NT


♥ Q 10 2




2♣

2♦

♦ A 7 6




3NT

End

♣ A Q 2




East




♠ 7 5  




♥ A J 9




♦ K Q 8 5




♣ 10 9 8 7

You need to count declarer's shape. His 2♦ response to Stayman denied a 4-card major and he started with only three diamonds. Therefore he must have at least four clubs. Counting points: he has shown the ♠A Q and ♥K. He must hold the ♣K for his 1NT opening bid. However if he had the ♣J he could claim nine tricks, so you can write down his hand. 

♠ A Q 2
♥ K 7 5
♦ 4 3 2
♣ K 6 5 3

To give yourself any chance you must discard your diamond winner. It might be painful but it is often necessary to discard a winner in order to hang on to a guard. Declarer can still make his contract by playing four rounds of clubs (discarding a spade from dummy), This throws you in with the ♣10 to lead from your ♥A, but in real life declarers do not always do the right thing. At least make it hard for him.

Principle: It is frequently right to discard defensively. Defenders cherish their winners. It is really painful for East to discard his diamond winner after feeling such a thrill when partner led the suit, but he must keep his defensive club holding to give the defence any chance of success.

A suggested discarding system

McKenney (or suit preference) discards have the advantage over straight attitude because you don't have to throw a high card in your best suit to encourage. A fairly high card in another suit can sometimes more easily be afforded. Your first discard might be a McKenney signal. Note the word 'might'. If it isn't a McKenney signal then it means nothing. Subsequent discards show original count. 

Suppose declarer is running a long spade suit.

1)  Your partner discards the ♥9 followed by the ♣4 and ♣6. The ♥9 is showing values in diamonds (the higher ranking side suit) and he started with an odd number of clubs (low-high on tricks 2 and 3)

2)  Your partner discards the ♣2  followed by the ♣6 and ♣4. He is showing values in diamonds (the lower ranking suit) and started with an even number of clubs (high-low on tricks 2 and 3).

3)  Your partner discards the ♣4  followed by the ♣2 and ♣6. He is showing no suit preference. The ♣4 might look small but when he follows it with the ♣2 it is clear that he has deliberately gone out of his way not to play his lowest club on the 'suit preference' trick.  So is the ♣4 a high club? If he had wanted to play a high club he would have started with the ♣6. His ♣4 simply says nothing. However he started with an odd number of clubs: low-high on tricks 2 & 3.

Now I am going to suggest that, give or take the situations when you believe a true signal might help declarer more than your partner, you keep to your agreed system. I see lots of players who agree a system of signals and discards with partner and then 'improvise'. They invent a bit of system and justify it by saying: 'I tell partner what he needs to know'. There is a problem with that approach. Partner doesn't see it in the same way and confusion takes over. To perform at their best the vast majority of bridge players need predictability. Try out the system on diagram i).

Diagram i)

North



West
North
East
South

♠ K J 3 





1♥




♥ A 4 3 2


2♣
3♥
End




♦ K J 6




♣ 6 5 4

West

♠ 9 7 6 

♥ 10 8

♦ 9 2

♣ A K Q J 3 2 

You cash ♣A-K-Q, partner following suit with ♣8 and then discarding the ♦10 and ♠2. What should you do next?

The ♦10 discard is a signal asking for a spade switch. That is necessary because declarer has:

♠ 10 4

♥  K Q 9 7 6 5
♦ A Q

♣ 10 9 7

Any other continuation by you at trick 4 allows declarer to draw trumps and discard a spade loser on dummy’s third diamond.

If partner had urgently wanted a diamond switch he would have had to discard the lowest spade he could afford at trick 2. 

You lead the ♦6 against 6NT. Declarer plays low from dummy and your partner wins the ♦K. He then returns the ♣Q. Declarer wins the ♣A and plays off three rounds of diamonds, the ♦Q followed by the ♦A and ♦J. East started with ♦K-4 doubleton and has discarded the ♣2 and ♥2 on the diamonds. You played for time by discarding your singleton club on the fourth diamond. Declarer threw the ♣4 on his fourth diamond. Now South now plays the ♣K and you must find a more painful discard.

Diagram i)

North



South

North




♠ A 9 5


2NT

6NT 




♥ 9 6 5




♦ A J 10 7




♣ K 6 5



West

♠  J 10 8 7

♥  J 10 8 7

♦  8 6 5 2

♣  9 

You had better get this right. Counting points it is obvious that declarer has all the missing high cards. Therefore he has eleven obvious tricks: the ♠ A-K-Q, ♥ A-K-Q, three diamonds and the ♣A-K. Unless he has a 4-card major he has no chance because your partner will take a club trick. However you must assume declarer does have a 4-card major and you must hang on to your guard. Which 4-card major does he hold? He has not played a major so your partner has not had a chance to make a count signal in the majors. However watch partner's discards.  Declarer has hand A:

Hand A:

♠  K Q 3 2
♥ A K Q
♦  Q 9 3
♣  A 4 3

Keeping to the agreed system East has discarded the lowest club and the lowest heart. The first discard (the ♣2) has no practical significance because his honour cards are known.

However his next discard is the ♥2. He started with an odd number of hearts, presumably three, so declarer has only three hearts and you can safely discard your fourth heart on the ♣K.

