Cue Bids that are not looking for slam

These areas that can give rise to misunderstandings unless there is proper discussion between partners. I am not necessarily saying that my views are not open to question. I am simply trying to identify possible areas of confusion and suggest a sensible solution.

When does support for partner irrevocably set the suit?
Firstly, what if your partnership agrees a minor suit by both partners bidding it, but then one partner belatedly bids his partner’s major? If the hand belongs at game level there may be a considerable advantage in playing in 4-of-a-major  rather than 5-of-a-minor. 
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In diagram A/auction 1 the first two bids are obvious. West understandably shows enormous enthusiasm with 4( (which should be forcing because opener is good enough to jump after East was strong enough to change suit at the two level). Equally, East is understandably far from enthusiastic. West’s bidding shows at least 9 cards in the black suits (no no-trump rebid) so East is thankful he can sign off in 4(. Even 4( is far from certain to succeed on a diamond lead. 

  We need a simple way of recognising 4( as an attempt to play in 4( rather than a cue-bid.  If you have agreed a minor suit, a bid of partner’s major is natural. 

Auction 2 is entirely different. If you have found one 8-card major suit fit you hardly need another one so 4(  (returning to partner’s suit at the four level) should be a cue-bid.
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Looking at diagram B/auction 3 we can see that if the agreed major suit may be just a 7-card fit then returning to partner’s major should be natural rather than a cue-bid.
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By far the best rebid for West is a raise to 2(. The alternative rebid of 2( would consume so much space that East would be bound to think West has 6 hearts. However East/West need to be able to get back to the 5-3 heart fit. 3( is usually played as forcing here, as are all sequences where you support your partner and he then returns to your suit at the 3-level.  Such hands need space to determine the best denomination, which from East’s point of view might be spades, hearts or no-trumps.

In auctions 4 and 5 West is repeating his own major suit after a minor suit has been agreed.  We could argue the theoretical implications for hours. The important thing is that you and your partner agree and avoid misunderstandings. I suggest that you make a blanket rule that 4( is a cue-bid, so that if West wants to stress really good spades he must keep bidding them rather than introduce a new suit or support East’s minor suit.
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Finding an 8-card major fit usually sets the trump suit. Finding an 8-card minor fit doesn’t necessarily end the search for the best denomination. Often 3NT is the best game.
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In diagram B/auction 6 West is confident that game is the objective after hearing the raise to 3(, but which game? 3( shows heart stoppers rather than length in hearts or a heart cue-bid. Similarly East’s 3( shows stoppers in spades, indeed it cannot sensibly show spade length because East did not respond to 1( with 1(. West is now reassured that the spades are covered, and indeed the fact that East has spade values would not help West make 5(. West sensibly opts for the no-trump game.   

If you have agreed a minor suit, any bid below 3NT should be taken as a no-trump probe rather than a cue-bid

Cue-bidding if your partner has doubled their opening suit bid

Auction 7

South
West
North
East

1(
Dbl
P
2(
P
2(
P
3(
All Pass

In auction 7 East’s 2( asks West to bid his cheapest 4-card suit and is forcing to suit agreement, so obviously it needs 10+ HCP. West’s 2( is forcing but East’s 3( can be passed. Forcing to suit agreement means forcing until both partners have bid the same suit. The layout may be as in diagram C. West has a minimum takeout double so he passes 3(.    
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Jump cue-bids
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In auction 8 the jump cue-bid of 3( shows a solid minor suit and requests that East bids 3NT with a heart stopper. In diagram B East doesn’t have a heart stopper. His 4( bid is called ‘pass or correct’. Here West’s suit is diamonds so he ‘corrects’ to 4(.
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Incidentally there is an Irish version in which 3( says: ‘I have got a heart stopper’ Have you got a long solid minor?’ On reflection, I don’t recommend that you play it!
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In auction 9 East’s single jump cue-bid opposite an overcall is best played as a splinter: game forcing, good spade support, singleton heart and slam ambitions if West is maximum for 1(. West’s 4(, deliberately taking away bidding space, says: ‘Drop Dead’.

Cue-bids later in the auction

There are a wide variety of auctions in which a cue-bid comes at a comparatively late stage of the auction. With no suit agreed the 2( bid in auction 10 is just an all purpose one-round force. East hasn’t got a good bid. Note that it is not a command for West to bid no-trumps with a spade stopper, though in practice East will usually be pleased if West does bid no-trumps. Auction 10 would be sensible if the layout was as in diagram C. With a bare minimum opening West bids just 2NT. 
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In auction 11 the opponents have bid two suits, giving South the choice of two cue-bids. You can either play stopper-showing bids (cue-bidding the suit in which you have a stopper) or stopper-asking bids (cue-bidding the suit in which you don’t have a stopper). That is something to agree with your partner.
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Can a bid of their suit be natural?
We saw in an earlier article that you should rarely want to play in a suit once they have bid it. Occasionally you have a good hand and very powerful holding in their suit. You must then pass on the first round. If your partner passes also and you bid the suit on the second round then your partner should take it as natural.
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The East hand in auction 12 could be: 
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It would be interesting to discuss what 2( by East on the first round would mean:  it is hardly needed for take-out. However if you have not discussed it with your partner it is best not to bid it! 
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*  1( could be a 3-card suit

The West hand in auction 13 could be:
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