Winning With Wimpy

An incident came up at the most recent regional in Lake Geneva that I would like to share.  I was playing with an expert partner in a Flighted Open Pairs event. My partner passed and my RHO opened 3(. 

I held: ( KT63 ( AK75 ( 742 ( 98   and passed. 

LHO bid 3NT, which ended the auction. My partner tabled the (Q and this is the dummy that came down:

( AJ98542

( 6

( J3

( 753

As regular readers know, I play (and strongly endorse) UDCA, so I encouraged a continuation with the (5, (my lowest).  Declarer contributed the (9. Partner continued with the (J and now I had a problem. It would appear that declarer is short in hearts, thus I should unblock the (K and (A before returning the (7. Had I been playing with an average partner, (against an average declarer) that is exactly what I would have done.  Tragically, this was not an average partner and my opponent was anything but average. Against all natural instincts, I played the (7.

Declarer played the (4 and pitched a club and a diamond on the (AK.  I now realized that we had blocked the heart suit and hoped that maybe I might still score the (K. I returned a club and within seconds, declarer quickly spread his hand for 9 tricks. The whole hand:
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On the surface, it would appear that my play was shortsighted and careless. You won’t get much argument from my partner. In truth, however, it was my partner who played too quickly and he knew it.  He saw declarer’s (9 and rightly wondered who held the (4.  He strongly suspected declarer held the (A and was trying to dissuade him from continuing his suit. Holding a strong solid sequence, partner made the completely natural continuation of the top card, convinced that declarer’s deception would be exposed and/or I would know what to do.

There’s a problem with that. When holding a 3 card or longer honor sequence, you should always lead the TOP card. This promises the honor underneath (king promises queen, queen promises jack, etc) and almost always either the 3rd card in the sequence or perhaps the card just below it. Therefore, from KQxx or QJxx or JTxx you should lead LOW. From KQJx(x), KQTx(x), QJTx(x), QJ9x(x), JT9x(x), or JT8x(x) you should lead the top card. When partner holds the card EQUAL to the honor led: (The Ace or Jack is equal to the King, the Ace, King, or Ten is equal to the queen, and so on), he signals encouragement using whatever method the partnership agrees.

Therefore, when partner led the (Q, my (5 (assuming it was low) promised the Ace, King, or Ten. If I held a doubleton honor, I would have unblocked it immediately. Assuming declarer ducks, partner’s continuation must convey a specific message. If he is leading from a short suit, (he is unblocking for you), he leads the highest card. If he is leading from length, he leads a lower EQUAL honor. Thus, from QJT, when the queen holds the trick, you should continue with the JACK when you expect partner holds the length, but with the TEN when you want partner to unblock for you.

My partner was very aware of this. Credit National Champion LHO Nick Demirev with knowing what signals his opponents were using and smoothly playing the nine to hopefully create some confusion. The card was a minor distraction at best, but it caused just enough turbulence to momentarily distract my partner from the proper technical play. Never imagining that I might hold AKxx on this auction, partner didn’t envision the problem from my side.

From my perspective declarer might easily hold (x, (T98xx, (AKQ, ( AKQJ.  He has at least 9 tricks, but would like nothing better than to have me overtake partner’s honor and hand him an overtrick. I was well aware that Nick was quite capable of such deception. As I went into a trance, my partner quickly realized what was happening and hoped I’d bail him out. Alas, the patient died, as I eventually decided to trust partner rather than the opponent. 

There was little consolation in the post-mortem that EW missed a laydown 6( contract. Preempts can make life hard for partner as well as the opponents. Still, there were several great lessons to be learned from our disaster. 

· Lead HIGH from an honor sequence, but continue with a lower equal honor when you want partner to unblock
· Leading from an honor sequence, leading the highest outstanding honor tells your partner NOT to unblock.
· Know your opponents carding methods, and falsecard as declarer when possible. Had Nick played the (4, my (5 would have been crystal clear, and my partner would have automatically continued with the (8.
· Never give up. Even when things look bleakest, the defenders don’t always know what you know.
