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)



North



♠ 10 9 8 6



♥ A Q 4 2



♦  3




♣ A Q 6 5 



West

♠ A K Q 2

♥ 6

♦  K Q 10 3 2

♣ 8 4 3

West
North
East
South

1♦ 
Dbl
2♦ 
4♥


End

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)





♠ A K 10 4





♠ J 6 3 2


♠ 7 5






♠ Q 9 8





Diagram ii)

♥ A J 4 3 2

♥ 7 5



♥ Q 6

♥ 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)



♠ A 5 3

♠ Q




♠ J 7 2



♠ K 10 9 8 6 4

Diagram v)



♠ A 5 3

♠ Q J




♠ 7 2



♠ 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



♠ K 7 4



♥ K 6 5



♦  K J 10 7 6



♣ J 7





East




♠ A Q 6 5 2





♥ 7 4 3 2




♦  9 5



♣ 10 2



.

West  North  East
South

-
-
-
1♥


2♣
2♦ 
Pass
2♥
Pass
3♥
Pass
4♥
End

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!

