The Law of Total Tricks (Part V)
Now that we’ve been studying the LAW for a few weeks, we can learn the most important adjuncts of utilizing it to maximum efficiency. We know that when the opponents have an 8 card fit, that it is highly likely that we will have one as well. We know that when there are 16 trumps we won’t let the opponents play the hand on the two level. We also know that when there are 18 trumps, that we will always outbid the opponents if possible on the three level. This leads us to the following critical observation:


In practice, this turns out to be a reasonably simple rule to follow. When we have 8 trumps, we will always bid to the 2 level (8 tricks) voluntarily. With 9 trumps, we will voluntarily bid to the 3 level, (9 tricks) and so on. Over the past 4 months, I have been touting the advantages of several conventions and treatments. Now you can see why some of these treatments were so important – because they pinpointed exactly how many trumps we held. These conventions include, but are not limited to: Bergen Raises, Preemptive Jump Raises, Inverted Minors, Responding to Jacoby Transfers, Support Doubles, Unusual 2 No Trump, Michaels Cue Bids, Sandwich No Trump, and Two-Way Drury.  Some of these conventions we’ve studied already, some we will study more in depth in the future. All of them paint an accurate picture of the number of trumps we hold. 
Every bit as important as knowing where we want to play the hand is the concept that we will not allow the opponents to play the hand where they want to play it.  That leads us to the 2nd most important rule of the LAW:


If they have an eight card fit and are at the two level, they are in good shape. The LAW tells them that. We want to try very hard to never sell out on the two level – if we believe them to have 8 trumps. The odds heavily favor us getting into the auction. Even if we have to go to the 3 level, we’ll only get hurt badly if they can double and collect a penalty worth more than their part score. Not letting the opponents play in eight card fits at the 2 level is so crucial that we have “methods” for preventing it. Let’s look at some of them:
1.  OBAR BIDS
2.  Scrambling 2NT
   3.  “Super” Unusual 2NT
   4.  Aggressive Minor Suit Raises
OBAR BIDS

Invented by Marty Bergen, the name is an acronym for Opponents Bid And Raise – Balance In Direct Seat.

What this means is that we consider the direct seat to be almost the same as the balancing seat.

Partner

RHO

You

LHO 

  Pass


  1H

Pass

  2H

  Pass


 Pass

 ???

We’re quite familiar with this situation. We know our side has some strength, and we also know that we should have some protection from the LAW. Unfortunately, the balancing seat doesn’t always have the right distribution to reopen. You may have heart length with shortness elsewhere, and can’t risk reopening with a double.  One remedy is to play the OBAR BIDS system. When the opponents bid and raise the same suit, we balance in the direct chair when we have the right distribution. We hold:
♠ QT98
♥ 9
♦ JT84
♣ A973
and the auction proceeds:
LHO

Partner

RHO

You


 1H

  Pass
 

  2H

 ???

Ordinarily, we wouldn’t dream of bidding here. We have a bad hand, and partner couldn’t act over 1H. However, the LAW tells us that we should have a degree of safety if we can find our fit. Even if there are only 16 trumps on this hand, the LAW suggests that we should be down no more than 2 even if they can make a game. At all but unfavorable vulnerability, (where we will be slightly less aggressive), they will be unlikely to profit by doubling. In essence, we are balancing in the direct seat. It’s very important for partner to recognize what we are doing. We are not looking for game. The opponents rate to have nearly half of the deck or more, so we are merely looking to either compete and force them 1 level higher than they would prefer, or play the hand for either a larger plus (or smaller minus) than we might expect if we were defending.  A similar situation:
♠ KQT84
  ♥ 876
♦ K965
♣ 6

Once again, against all but the most unfavorable vulnerabilities, we will venture a 2S call in the direct seat when our RHO raises opener’s suit. If the suit were clubs, we would prefer to double. Against either other strain, we pre-balance with a 2S call.  Partner needs to recognize that we will be acting with far fewer points than he may be accustomed. Our goal is to push the opponents into a contract where we have a chance to beat them. We are not looking for game. Note that we do not bid or balance with these hands when the opponents have done anything other than directly raise their partner. Only in those situations can we expect protection from the LAW. What if we have a better hand? How do you get to game? Those are good questions, but your system needs to address the situations that are going to come up the most frequently. Against two bidding opponents, (one who opened), your usual game prospects will be slim – therefore we give up on trying to get to all but the most distributional games, and focus on competing safely for the majority of part score battles.
It’s prudent to avoid bidding a suit in the direct seat if you have a weak hand and a bad suit. You wouldn’t want to bid 2S directly over 1H – Pass – 2H with:

♠ Jxxxx
♥ Axx

♦Ax
 
♣ xxx
Partner will not be happy with you when he leads the King of Spades from Kx against 3H! Furthermore, it’s easier for the opponents to judge to double profitably when they are looking at good cards in your suit.  Even if we can’t overcall in the direct seat, we still will try hard to “pre-balance” when we have the right shape:
♠ A643
♥ 6

♦ K984
♣ QJ62

After 1H – Pass – 2H, if we pass this around to partner, he won’t feel much like balancing holding:




♠ K75

♥ J983
♦ QJ75
♣ K5        

however the full deal may be:

♠ T 9 2





♥ A 5 4





♦ 3 2





♣ A T 9 8 7


♠ K 7 5




♠ A 6 4 3


♥ J 9 8 3 




♥ 6


♦ Q J 7 5




♦ K 9 8 4


♣ K 5





♣ Q J 6 2





♠ Q J 8








♥ K Q T 7 2






♦ A T 6





♣ 4 3

If partner judges to pass 2H, you are not going to get a very good result. N-S can make 2H and E-W will do quite well to either play in 3D or push N-S into 3H, down 1. This is a very typical layout. Yes, on occasion, something bad happens to us when we “balance” in the direct seat. Sometimes we go for a number, or give away the location of some “key” cards, but bridge is a game of percentages. We want to be right on the majority of the hands. At all forms of scoring, good pairs have shown a huge profit over the long haul by getting into this kind of auction. They don’t get discouraged by the one time in ten that it turns out to be wrong. 
Scrambling 2NT
As you might suspect, pairs that aggressively balance and use conventions such as OBAR BIDS need ways to avoid playing in ridiculous contracts. Since we’re just competing, it becomes very important for us to “scramble” into our best fit - (hopefully at least 8 cards). When they’ve bid and raised a suit, and we double (either in the direct or balancing seat), there is a simple rule: We can’t play in 2NT!  For one thing, we’d rarely want to play in 2NT, since they have an 8 card fit suit that they are going to lead. It won’t be easy to take 8 tricks when they have at least half of the deck and are starting out by leading their best suit. Thus, after a takeout double, we define 2NT as scrambling, meaning – “Partner, I’m not sure what to bid!” Most often, we make this call when we have no standout suit to bid. Often, we’ll have 4-4 in two suits, and not want to pick one. We might even have 4 small cards in their suit and 3 in every other one.  Consider the following auction:

LHO

Partner

RHO

You


 
 1S

  Pass
 

  2S

Pass



Pass

  Dbl


 Pass

???

You knew when LHO passed 2S what was coming. There was no way partner was going to let them play there. Now you have to decide what to do with these hands:
A:
♠ 7542
♥ K84
♦ A93

♣ Q87

B:
♠ J63

♥ Q7

♦ KT65
♣ K852

C:
♠ Q72

♥ Q94
♦ QJ8

♣ A973

D:
♠ 983

♥ K64
♦ QT864
♣ K4

E:
♠ J83

♥ Q8

♦ J864
♣ KQJ6
With hand (A): You have no attractive option, but you certainly can’t pass 2Sx. You don’t want to guess which 3 card suit to bid. Most players would bid 3H in this situation on the assumption that partner is most likely to have 4 cards in that suit. Bid 2NT. This asks partner to choose a suit. It’s like making a responsive double to his takeout double. Maybe he even has a 5 card suit.  (B): Bid 2NT. Why risk picking partner’s 3 card minor. He’ll bid his cheapest 4 card suit, and we’ll avoid playing in a 4-3 fit. (C): Bid 2NT. No reason to bid 3C. If he has 4 clubs, partner will bid them. If he has only 3 clubs, he will bid a red suit. Maybe he’s 2-3-5-3 or 1-4-5-3. Why insist on clubs when you’ll get there anyway whenever it’s right? (D) Bid 3D.  Finally a hand where we have a preference. (E):  Bid 3C. While 3D may be the right contract, you desperately want a club lead if they bid 3S. On this hand, it’s worth the risk to bid the suit that is much stronger. Also, if they are playing a forcing game with spades, you can take the tap with the small cards in dummy.
Another advantage of scrambling 2NT is that it makes life easier for the takeout doubler.  Suppose you have doubled directly over 1S – Pass – 2S with:  ♠ 6
♥ QJT6
♦ KQJ94
♣ A72. You aren’t playing scrambling 2NT and partner bids 3C. Should you pass, or pull to 3D, asking partner to choose a red suit? If you pass, you’ll be quite unhappy when partner has any shape with 3 or 4 clubs and at least 3 diamonds. You’d be in a six or seven card club fit when you had an 8+ card fit available in diamonds! But what if you correct to 3D and your partner has 5 or even (gasp) 6 clubs? Playing scrambling 2NT, you have an easy pass over 3C. You know partner really has clubs, and rarely fewer than 5 of them. If he had only 4, he’d usually bid 2NT unless his shape was something like 4-3-2-4. It’s also possible to play scrambling 2NT in other auctions where the opponents have not bid and raised, but that requires considerable partnership discussion. 
“Super” Unusual 2NT
Most pairs play the Unusual 2NT to show the two lowest unbid suits. It’s normally used as a jump to 2NT over an opponent’s opening bid. It’s also possible to play the Unusual 2NT after they’ve bid and raised – however it shows any two suits, not necessarily the 2 lowest.  Consider an auction that has gone 1S – P – 2S, and you hold:
♠ 3
♥ AT974

♦ 84

♣ AT983
You’d hate to guess which suit to balance or “pre-balance” with. If you make a takeout double, you can rest assured that your good-for-nothing partner will bid 3D. Players who have the “S.U. 2NT” in their arsenal can bid 2NT saying “Partner, I have two suits – bid accordingly.” If partner has a 4-1-5-3 shape, he’ll bid 3C, knowing that if you have both red suits, that then you’ll correct to 3D. If clubs is one of your suits, you’ll pass. Yes, it’s true that if you have club and diamonds that you’ll be in your 8 card fit instead of your 10 card fit, but the object of getting into these auctions is simply to find any fit – not always the ultimate one.  Playing 2NT shows any two suits, and responding cautiously, you will be able to sneak into many auctions safely – confident that you will have a strong chance to land in a playable trump suit. 












Whenever possible, try not to let the opponents play at the level equal to their number of trumps. 





You should always bid to the level equal to the total number of combined trumps held by both you and your partner.





When your auction unearths a double-fit, you need to be aware that the opponents must therefore have a double-fit as well in the other two suits, even if they don’t realize it. When deciding on how many trumps (tricks) are on a deal, double fits and “pure” suits should cause you to raise your estimate of the Total Tricks Count. Therefore, if you are unsure whether to bid on or to defend, you’ll be more inclined to bid on. 








