Third Hand Signals vs. Suit
When partner leads a spot card (low), the responsibilities of partner are relatively simple. Third hand plays high (or as high as necessary) in an attempt to promote a winner in either his own hand or partner’s hand. When an honor is led however, the responsibilities of the third hand change. Since honor cards are led from touching sequences, (Ace from Ace-King, King from King-Queen, etc), the leader needs to know whether or not it will be safe to continue the suit.  For that reason, third hand will encourage a continuation when holding a doubleton (looking for a ruff), or when holding the honor equal to the honor implied by his partner’s lead.  Defenders using standard carding signals will use a high-low signal to encourage a continuation. Since I’m advocating upside down carding, I will be suggesting you do the opposite (low-high). No matter which system you use, the proper play is easily determined. 
I. Low - High signal to show a doubleton:

------------------------------------------------------------------------
A:



North




KEY: East drops the Deuce 




♠ Q 8 6



under the ace to start a 









Low-Hi signal. West continues


West



East


with the King and gives


♠ A K 9 5 3


♠ T 2


East a spade ruff.




South




♠ J 7 4

-------------------------------------------------------------------------
KEY: East can’t afford to drop the
B:



North




Jack (if he was using standard




♠ A T 9



carding) or the Ten in dummy would 


West



East


be promoted. East must play the 4. 
                     ♠ K Q 7 6 5


♠ J 4


Playing UDCA, the 4 is automatic.




South




The J would promise a singleton no




♠ 8 3 2




matter which carding method is used.
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------

C:



North




KEY: East drops the 4 to 




♠ K Q T 2



give his partner the count


West



East


in the suit. West can not be
                     ♠ A J 8 7 6 3


♠ 9 4


certain if the 4 is singleton or 




South




doubleton, but the 9 would





♠ 5




promise a singleton
            -------------------------------------------------------------------------
II. Dropping the Queen under the Ace to show the Jack:
Whenever an honor is dropped (or discarded) underneath a higher honor, it promises either the honor directly under the honor that had been dropped, (thus consequently denying the honor directly above it), or a singleton. Period. This is not the same situation as when third hand plays high to a spot card lead. In those situations, third hand plays lowest touching card in a sequence. One of the most common is when opening leader leads an Ace (or King) from Ace-King, and third hand drops the Queen. This play tells the opening leader that it is 100% safe to underlead his other high honor to get to your hand. You either have the Jack, or the Queen was a singleton. Either way, you can win the continuation. This play is valuable because frequently opening leader will need the lead of another suit to come through declarer, and thus needs to know if his partner has an entry somewhere. Much of the time, when opener underleads his high honor to reach his partner, he will be looking for a shift to a different suit. Third chair needs to be alert to this. If opening leader did not want a shift, he would likely continue the suit himself. (Sometimes he wants to continue the suit, and underleads to avoid blocking the suit).
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♠ A 2






♥ A Q T 9






♦ A Q J T 7






♣ 5 3



West





East

                     
♠ K J T 8 4




♠ 9 7 6



♥ 3 2





♥ 5 4



♦ 6 4





♦ K 9 8 3



♣ A K 7 4




♣ Q J 6 2






South






♠ Q 5 3










♥ K J 8 7 6








♦ 5 2










♣ T 9 8





West leads the Ace of Clubs and East drops the QUEEN. This signal promises either a singleton or possession of the Jack. West now underleads his King of Clubs to get to partner’s known JACK.  East switches to a spade (a red suit switch would be pointless unless there was some reason to believe that partner is void in one them), and upon regaining the lead eventually with the King of Diamonds, returns yet another spade to defeat the contract. Note that West does NOT underlead his club holding without a reason to put partner on lead. East will usually need to work out the proper shift.
III. The Equal Honor Signal:
One of the foundations of solid defense is being able to give accurate signals to partner’s honor leads. When partner leads an honor, he needs to know whether or not it is safe to continue the suit. When you hold the honor equal to the honor implied by partner’s lead, you encourage the continuation. This tells partner that either you hold the equal honor, or (if the lead was from Ace-King), that you intend to ruff the third round of the suit. Note that the equal honor to the lead of the Ace is the Queen, the equal honor to the lead of the King is the Jack or Ace, and so on. (This is why most experts have adopted playing the Ace from Ace-King. If the lead of the King could be from either Ace-King or King-Queen, third hand would not know whether or not to encourage a continuation holding Jxx).
A:




North





♠ J 7 3



West





East

                     ♠ A K 9 4




♠ Q 6 2






South






♠ T 8 5

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

B:




North






♠ J 7 5 4



West





East

                     ♠ A K 2





♠ Q T 8 3






South






♠ 9 6

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

C:




North






♠ A 3 2



West





East

                     ♠ K Q 9 8




♠ J 7 4






South






♠ T 6 5
D:




North





♠ A 5 4


West





East

                     ♠ K 2





♠ Q T 9 8 3





South






♠ J 7 6
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

E:




North






♠ A 9 2



West





East

                     ♠ Q J T 6 3




♠ 8 5






South






♠ K 7 4
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
F:




North






♠ Q 6 3



West





East

                     ♠ J T 9 2





♠ K 7 4






South






♠ A 8 5

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
G:




North






♠ Q 6 3



West





East

                     ♠ J T 9 2





♠ 7 4






South






♠ A K 8 5
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

H:




North






♠ 8 6 4 2



West





East

                     ♠ K Q T 3




♠ 9 5






South






♠ A J 7

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Key Lesson points:

The Equal Honor to the lead of an Ace is the Queen.

The Equal Honor to the lead of the King is the Ace or Jack.

The Equal Honor to the lead of the Queen is the (Ace), King, or Ten

When dummy has length in the suit led, the Low-High is generally reserved for a doubleton to avoid

  setting up dummy’s long suit.

When signaling encouragement, ALWAYS play the lowest spot.

When signaling no interest, play the highest spot card you can afford. 

When the Jack is led and the Queen is in dummy, the Ace and King are considered Equal Honors.

When it is unclear whether a Low-High signal is shortness or an Equal Honor, the Equal Honor signal takes precedence.
A:  East plays the DEUCE to show the equal honor. West continues with the King assuming East has a doubleton, and East wins the 3rd trick with the Queen.
B: East signals with 3 (his lowest card). West continues with the King and the 3rd spade.

C: Dummy plays the Ace and East drops the FOUR, showing either the Jack or a doubleton. If dummy ducks the 1st trick, East drops the FOUR to promise the Jack or a singleton. (Equal honor signal takes precedence over count). If East did not have the Jack, he would drop the FOUR if the first trick was won by the Ace, but the SEVEN if dummy ducks. 

D: East drops the THREE to show the Queen. The bidding should tell West that the three is not a doubleton. If declarer ducks, West can work out that East must be signaling with the Queen, because declarer would have won the trick in dummy if he had that card. If dummy wins the trick, West won’t know that East isn’t signaling the Jack – but West must have some reason for such a speculative lead (such as a spade overcall from East), so the signal rates to show the Queen. 

E: If dummy takes the trick, East plays the EIGHT to deny the Equal Honor. If dummy ducks the trick, 
East knows it will be won by South and can safely play the FIVE to show the doubleton. 
F: East plays the FOUR to show the Ace or King. 
G: East plays the SEVEN to deny the Equal Honor and warn West against a continuation later. 

H:  East plays the NINE to deny the Equal Honor and warn West against a continuation if South makes 
a sneaky duck.
IV:   The Suit Preference Signal:
A:





North





♠ Q 7 5






♥ K T 7






♦ A K Q T 2






♣ 4 2
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                     ♠ A K J 6 2




♠ T 4



♥ 5 3 2





♥ 6 4



♦ -----





♦ J 9 7 5 3



♣ Q J T 8 7




♣ 9 6 5 3






South






♠ 9 8 3










♥ A Q J 9 8







♦ 8 6 4








♣ A K

West leads the ♠A and East drops the FOUR, an obvious singleton or doubleton since the ♠Q is in the dummy. West continues with the ♠K and the ♠JACK (suit preference signal). East, who would almost certainly have returned a club hoping for the setting trick, returns a diamond and the ruff beats the contract. 

B:





North





♠ K Q J






♥ K Q 7 6






♦ Q J T 3






♣ 7 6



West





East
                     
♠ 2





♠ A T 9 6 3


♥ 8 4 2





♥ 5 



♦ K 7 6 4 2




♦ A 9 8 



♣ J T 9 3




♣ Q 5 4 2





South






♠ 8 7 5 4










♥ A J T 9 3








♦ 5 










♣ A K 8
East reads his partner’s lead as a singleton, but must be careful about his return. In this case, he returns the ♠ 10 for West to ruff, requesting a diamond (the higher ranking of the two side suits). After ruffing, West must trust East and underlead his ♦ K to East’s Ace. The spade return allows West to ruff once more for a one trick set.  
Suit preference signals are mainly used when giving partner a ruff to tell him which suit to return. They are RARELY used in the general course of play. 95/100 times, a low card requests a continuation and a high card requests a shift, but it DOES NOT TELL THE OPENING LEADER TO WHICH SUIT TO SHIFT!!
C:





North





♠ J 7 6





♥ K Q 8





♦ 7 6 5





♣ 8 7 3 2


West





East

                     
♠ Q





♠ 5 4


♥ A 9 7 6 5 3




♥ J T 2 



♦ K J 3





♦ A T 9 2 



♣ Q T 5




♣ J 9 6 4





South






♠ A K T 9 8 3 2










♥ 4








♦ Q 8 4








♣ A K
On this hand, it is apparent as soon as the ♥A is led that it is logically impossible to East to want a heart continuation. Therefore, when it is impossible for the partner of the opening leader to want a continuation in the suit led, and the bidding has made it clear that he has 3 or more cards in the suit, the size of the card he plays may be construed as a suit preference signal.
If East is on his toes, he will play the ♥J (unusually high) asking for a diamond shift. West leads a low diamond at trick 2, East wins and returns a diamond and the contract is defeated one trick. Note that if West’s Diamond King were the Club Ace, he would lead the ♦Jack suggesting no honor in that suit. Now East knows to shift to a Club instead of returning a Diamond to set the contract. 
D:





North





♠ A K Q






♥ 3






♦ A Q J 4 2






♣ K Q 6 2



West





East

                    
 ♠ 7





♠ J 9 5


♥ A K J 8 7




♥ T 6 5 2 



♦ T 9 7





♦ 8 6 5 



♣ J 8 7 4




♣ T 9 3






South






♠ T 8 6 4 3 2












♥ Q 9 4








♦ K 3













♣ A 5

West leads the ♥A and East desperately needs a continuation to promote his Spade Jack to the setting trick. East drops the ♥2. East is NOT requesting a Club shift! For a low spot card not to be a come-on signal, there must be absolutely no chance for a trump promotion!!. 
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