Defending against the Weak Three-Bid

You need to adopt a philosophical and positive attitude when the opponents pre-empt. Any action is fraught with danger and you cannot crime yourself or, worse still, partner when a chosen action backfires and costs plenty. The risks are known: if you bid, you might be doubled and a substantial penalty might ensue if your hand does not mesh with partner's or if trumps break badly (as they are wont to do). However, there is no safety in passing when you have a decent hand, else you could miss a game or even a slam.


Suppose at game all RHO opens 3♠ and you are looking at:
♠ 9 4    
♥ K J 9 8 6 5   
 A K   
♣ K Q 3
Do you bid 4♥, or do you pass?

4♥ (doubled) will certainly be costly if partner has this hand:

♠ K 10 7 3    

♥ 2    


♦ J 9 7 5   
♣ 8 5 4 2

To make matters even worse, 3♠ would probably have failed.

However, you cannot live your life expecting lightning to strike you at every turn. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. If you pass and the layout is as shown below West will raise 3♠  to 4♠, which will make, while 5♥ is laydown for North-South. This is broadly in line with expectations from the LTT: 20 total trumps and 21 total tricks.




♠ 5




♥ A Q 10 3




♦ Q J 9 8 4




♣ 8 5 3

♠ Q J 6



♠ A K 10 8 7 3 2

♥ 2



♥ 7 4

♦ 10 7 6 5 3


♦ 2

♣ A J 10 6


♣ 9 7 2




♠ 9 4




♥ K J 9 8 6 5




♦ A K




♣ K Q 3

You should bid 4♥ and if you wish to feel stress and anxiety in the process, go right ahead. Worry if you will, but still bid 4♥. Your partnership must have sufficient maturity to recognise that South has a tough problem over 3♠, and whatever the outcome, recriminations are counter-productive. 
Take the pre-emptive opener to hold 8 HCP and the remaining strength to be divided evenly between the two unknown hands.

After East opens 3♠ .South reasons: ‘I have 16 points, If East has 8, and the remaining 16 points are distributed evenly between West and North, partner will have 8 points. 1 have two spades. If East has seven, then West and North may have two each. I have six hearts. If East has a singleton, maybe West and North have three each."

Put all that together and North-South are assumed to hold about 24 points with nine hearts, while East-West have 16 points and nine spades. With 18 total tricks it is correct for North-South to bid 4♥ rather than allow East-West to steal the contract in 3♠.

You assume partner has some values and take them into account. It is reasonable to play partner for two useful cards and bid accordingly. On the hand above. South has five losers. If North has the two tricks expected, the loser count drops to three and ten tricks are likely.

It follows that partner must not look rosily at ten useful points and argue that a slam try is justified since you expect to make ten tricks opposite garbage. You are not expecting garbage. You have already taken partner for two tricks and so partner needs significantly more than that before becoming slam-conscious.

After an opponent's pre-empt, generally be satisfied to play in a sensible contract. You rarely have enough room to investigate a slam without climbing too high. Borderline slams are best avoided since the pre-empt has warned you that suits are unlikely to break well.

Suppose, at game all your partner, South, overcalls East's 3♥ with 3♠. West passes. What should you bid as North with these hands?

a)
♠ Q 8 4
♥  K 8 4
♦  Q J


♣ Q 7 4 3 2   

b)
♠ Q 8 4
♥ 8 

♦ A 10 9 5 4

♣  J 4 3 2

c)
♠ Q 8 4
♥ A 8 4
♦ K J 4 3

♣  6 4 2 

d)
♠ Q 8 4
♥ K Q 10
♦ K 9 4 3

♣  6 4 2

As partner has assumed you have about two tricks, you should bid to game only if you exceed partner's expectations. With (a) you should pass. Your points are not particularly suitable for a spade contract. The ♠Q  counts as one trick and a diamond ruff or high card may be another. The ♥K is unlikely to contribute a trick.

Hand (b) is worth 4♠. Your ODR is far higher than with (a). The ♠Q and ♥A are your two expected tricks and you can count one more for the heart singleton. Also West did not raise to 4♥ even though West is sure to have some points. Therefore West will not have strong heart support and so South has some length in hearts, which in turn suggests that South does not have a minimum 3♠ overcall.

Hands (c) and (d) have the minimum trick capacity to justify bidding game. However, the texture of the hands is different. With (c) you raise to 4♠ and there is no strong case for any other choice.

Hand (d) looks similar, but you should appreciate that 4♠ will play less well than with hand (c). If partner has a singleton heart your ♥K Q 10 may be wasted. If West has a singleton, the defence will start with a heart to East's ace and a heart ruff. You might consider passing with (d), but a good shot, despite the risk in clubs, is 3NT.

How should you play double of a pre-empt? How often will you have a hand strong in their suit and how often short in their suit? The latter is more frequent and doubling for takeout is more efficient than other methods. In the direct seat, double with slightly more than you might have for a double of a one-level opening. A six-loser hand is a good guide. In the pass-out seat you can double with one trick fewer, ie. a seven-loser hand would be a sound minimum. The more cards you have in the pre-empt suit the more strength you need. These hands qualify as a minimum double of a 3♦ opening on your right:

e)
♠ A 9 8 4 3

♥ K 7 6 3

♦ -

♣ A 8 5 2

f)
♠ A J 8 4

♥ K Q 6 3

♦ 7

♣ A 8 5 2

g)
♠ K Q 8 4

♥ A K 4

♦ 7 5

♣ A 8 5 2

Shortage in their suit allows you to double on quite modest values

West
North
East
South

3♦
Dbl
No
?

How is South to judge how high to bid? Be prepared to bid game with three or more likely winners. Partner is playing you for two tricks so you need more than that. If partner has a six loser minimum double you need three tricks (for 4♥ or 4♠) to reduce the losers to three and so have a prospect of ten tricks.

h)
♠ K J 8 4

♥ Q 10 5

♦ Q 8

♣ J 8 4 3

i)
♠ K J 8 4

♥ Q 10 7 5

♦ 8 2

♣ K 4 3

j)
♠ K J 8 4

♥ Q 10 7 5

♦ 8 2

♣ A K 4

k)
♠ K 9 3 2

♥ 9 4 3

♦ K 9 4
♣ 8 6 2

l)
♠ K 9 3 2

♥ 9 4 3

♦ A 9 4
♣ A J 3

m)
♠ 9 4 3

♥ A 9 4

♦ 9 5 4 3
♣ A K 8

With (h) bid 3♠. You can count two tricks (♠K and ♥Q) and no more.

With (i) you have enough for game, but in which major? To ask partner to choose a major bid 4♦, their suit. Similar to the takeout double itself, bidding your opponent’s suit expresses doubt as to the best contract. If you knew the right spot, you would bid it.

With (j) there is slam potential, but it is not easy to investigate without committing yourself to the five level, which may not be safe with bad breaks possible. Psychologically it is very demoralising to go down in a freely bid 5♥ or 5♠. With (j) it is sufficient to bid 4♦ and pass North’s major suit rebid.

With (k) 3♠ is ample. It is false logic to say that as you have a diamond stopper you might as well try 3NT on the grounds that it is the same level as 3♠. Playing 3NT with a combined 20 points and no fit is never much fun, and you might well be doubled.

With (l) 3NT and 4♠ are both sensible. How can you know which is better? No one can tell for sure, but if 4♠ is making, then 3NT is unlikely to be hopeless, whereas if 3NT is superior, playing 4♠ on a 4-3 fit (with a possible 5-1 trump break) might be not only hopeless but also doubled. ♦A-x-x is a very useful holding for 3NT. You can hold up with the ♦A and the pre-emptor may have no outside entry.

Hand (m) poses a different problem. There is no obvious fit, yet you have good values. To find the solution consider your ODR, which is not high, and try to estimate total tricks. It is quite likely that your opponents have eight diamonds, while your best fit is probably seven cards. With only 15 (or perhaps 16) total tricks, pass is the best option.
Of course you would not dream of passing a takeout double of 1♦ with this hand but the higher the level the more often you pass a takeout double if you have a flat hand. This has implications for the doubler. Suppose RHO opens 3♦. What would you bid with this:

♠ A Q J 8 5 4 3
♥ K Q 5
♦ -

♣ A J 2

You would double a 1♦ opening bid, with the intention of bidding spades strongly on the next round. There is only a tiny risk that partner will pass for penalties. You cannot afford to double 3♦ because the danger of partner passing is much greater. Best is to bid 4♠. Admittedly you might miss a good slam, but no action after a pre-empt is risk free. Locating the right game takes priority.
West
North
East
South                                                                                                              3dx
Dbl
No
?
What should North do with these cards

♠ A J 3      ♥ A Q J 8     ♦ 9
♣ A K J 10 4
Seek the best game and let the slams take care of themselves' is sound strategy after a pre-empt. You want to be in game, but which game is best? Bid 4♦, meaning 'pick a game, any game'. It is more fruitful to use their suit here to express doubt as to the right contract than as a control bid suggesting slam in spades.

West
North
East
South                                                                                                              3dx
?
What should North do with these hands?

(n)  ♠ A K J 9 3     ♥ A Q 10 6 5     ♦ 7
♣ A 9

(o)    ♠ K 9 4 3 2       ♥ A Q 10 65      ♦ 7 
 ♣ A 9

The cue-bid of 4♦ is nowadays played as a Michaels Cue-Bid, showing both majors, rather than as a game-forcing takeout with a rock-crusher . You have no problem bidding 4♦ with a hand as strong as (n) but you have a tougher decision with (o). With (o) you could bid 3♥. 3♠ or 4♦. or you could double. In terms of values the hand is worth no more than a 3-level overcall, but which suit should West bid? To bid 3♥ or 3♠ could land in a misfit with a strong fit, and game, available in the other major.

The advantage of bidding 4♦ with (o) is that at least you will arrive in the correct denomination even if you play at the wrong level. That means that you will be in the correct game if there is one. Experts are prepared to stretch a level if the result is the correct strain. Hence the 4♦ cue-bid here can be an intermediate or a strong major two-suiter.

Double will probably also find the right major suit game, if there is one. If partner bids 3♥ or 3♠, you can raise, and if partner bids 3NT or 4♣. you can bid 4♦ to express doubt as to contract. The danger in doubling is that partner may choose 5♣, while an immediate 4♦ places the focus solely on the majors.

West         North        East
South                                                          3♥
     3NT

There are two hand types for 3NT here, firstly the balanced hands with a heart stopper in the range of 16-25 points. Note that there are many more balanced hands of 16 points than of 25 points, so partner with a balanced 9 points should not raise to 4NT ‘just in case you had 24-25, partner'. Secondly, there are hands which have a running minor suit and a guard in the opponents’ suit.
At equal or favourable vulnerability it would be reasonable to bid 3NT after their 3♥ opening with these hands:
(p)  ♠ 9 5    
♥ A 7

♦ K 8

♣ A K Q 7 5 3 2

(q)  ♠ A 5    
♥ K

♦ Q 4 3
♣ A K Q 7 5 3 2

Bidding 3NT with (q) is a calculated gamble but it will work far more often than you might expect. If a heart is led after RHO opened, there is every chance that with something like ♥A-Q-J-x-x-x-x and no outside entry, RHO will play the ♥J at trick 1.
If LHO opened 3♥ and you bid 3NT in fourth seat, this gambit is even more likely to work if opener's suit is A-Q-J-x-x-x-x or similar. LHO will hardly lead out the ♥A and on a lower heart lead, you scamper home with nine tricks if the clubs behave. Of course, if you play with fire you may sometimes be burned. LHO's suit may not be an ace-high suit and a low heart may be led to the ace on your right. If disaster does strike, hopefully you and partner can maintain at least a façade of cheerfulness.
Defending against four level opening bids

A double of a four level opening bid was used traditionally merely with a strong hand. Shortage in their suit was possible but a strong balanced hand was equally likely. This makes judgement difficult.
Modern style to play doubles of four-level pre-empts for takeout The doubler should have a good hand with shortage in the suit opened and .support for the unbid suits. The doubler's partner should imagine the doubler to hold a strong 4-4-4-1, with the singleton in the suit opened, and act accordingly.

West

North

East
South                                                   .           .  4♥

Dbl
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?

What should South do with these hands?
r)
    ♠ 9 5 4 2

♥ 8 5 4

♦ 9 5 4 3 2
♣ 3
s)
    ♠ K 8

♥ 7

♦ Q J 7 5 2
♣ Q 9 8 6 3
With (r), pass is best. Of course, 4♥ doubled might make but if so, the likely penalty in 4♠ or 5♦ doubled will be horrendous. Passing will not automatically lead to a minus score. Partner might have enough in hand to defeat 4♥ or you might aid the cause with some club ruffs.

With (s), bid 4NT. You are likely to have a fit in both minors but you may as well play in the better combined suit. 4NT is a form of the Unusual No-Trump. It shows that East has at least two playable spots, in this case clearly the minors because the 4NT bid has bypassed 4♠.

You can also bid 4NT at once to show a pronounced two-suiter. Each of these would be suitable at favourable or equal vulnerability after RHO opens 4♥
t)
♠ 6

♥ 8

♦ K Q 10 8 6
♣ Q J 10 7 4 3

u)
♠ 6

♥ 8

♦ A K Q 10 8
♣ A Q J 9 7 2

v)
♠ -

♥ A 6 4
♦ K 10 6 5 2

♣ A J 7 4 3

With (t) you bid 4NT in the hope of finding a cheap save, or perhaps tempting LHO into bidding 5♥. With (u) you expect to make game in whichever minor partner chooses. The important feature is the very high ODR in each case.

It may surprise you that 4NT is sensible with the modest values in hand (v). It is much safer than it might appear because of your heart holding. Partner figures to be short in hearts and therefore is likely to have length in at least one of the minors. It pays to take that chance.  

A double of 4♠ was traditionally made on a strong balanced hand. Again this style has changed among many experts who prefer to use the double purely on takeout shape, shortage in their suit, support for the other suits. Again, frequency is a relevant consideration. After a 4♠ opening, are you likely to have length in spades or shortage? You do not give up on penalties as partner may elect to pass the double.
