TIPS FOR TOPS

* Opening Leads
* Negative Doubles

| have talked a lot about bidding re-
cently, especially overcalls and take-
out doubles, and | will have more to
say about those. Larry Cohen - who
knows more about this game than |
do - has an ongoing series on Bid-
ding Basics in the Bridge Bulletin,
which | highly recommend. The most
recent topic was bidding over your
opponents’ overcalls; earlier col-
umns, available online, cover every-
thing from opening bids and re-
sponses under all possible condi-
tions.

| would like to spend more time talk-
ing about defence. It’s an important
subject; you are on defence twice as
often as you are declarer.

The opening lead can be one of the
most challenging - and important -
plays of each hand. The choice of
lead depends, to some extent,
whether you are leading against NT
or a suit contract, but there are many
aspects in common.

The best opening lead is one which
helps your side develop the tricks
you need. The flip-side of that is:
don’t help the declarer develop HER
tricks. If your partner has bid, leading
her suit should be your first consider-
ation. If that’s your choice, lead the
same card as you would if she hadn’t
bid; top of a sequence, low from an
honour, or top of a doubleton. Don’t
lead a high card just because your
partner bid the suit; that’s a notion
that was in fashion years ago, but has
long since been discredited. Your
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choice of card should give your part-
ner information about the rest of your
holding in the suit.

If your partner hasn’t bid, look for a
suit which hasn’t been bid. Some-
times your choice of suits will be in-
fluenced by the cards you hold in 2
different choices. It’s not good to lead
an A unless you also have the K - you
are likely to be helping declarer set
up the suit. Better to lead a suit
where you have an honour; better still
if you have 2 touching honours. You
will knock out declarer’s A and estab-
lish a trick or 2 for your side. If you
truly need to lead a suit where you
have an A, lead the A, but try very
hard to find another suit to lead.

Bd: 2 A A7632
Vul: N/S ©J Optimum
DIr: East ¢ Q86 EW 3N: -400
& T876
A J54 N A QT98
vK642 \ o g VA873
¢ A54 4 KT2
& AQ2 S & K4
7 A K SOVAN
14HCP12 ¥ QT95 ": S
7 ¢ Jo73 E11333
% J953 W11333

Board 2 provides an interesting illus-
tration of this; the only tables where
W made her 4H contract is where N
led the SA, compacting their side’s 2
S tricks into 1. Unlucky, of course,
but leading either minor suit was
safer. “Do no harm.”

Holding AQxx in a suit marks it as es-
pecially dangerous; you NEVER want
to lead that suit unless you can SEE
the K on your left. If the K is on your
right, you will take 2 tricks if declarer
has to play the suit TO you, and only
one if you play the A yourself. This
was the situation on board 10 this
week. Leading against 4S, most Ws
resisted the initial temptation, but af-
ter taking 2 D tricks, they lost pa-
tience and cashed their CA - thus
handing declarer her contract, which
she otherwise had no chance of mak-

ing.

Bd: 10 A KJ7632
Vul: All v7 Optimum
DIr: East ¢ J9 NS 5Sx: -500
& T975
a- N A Q4
¥ 9652 w 10 E Y KQs4
¢ KT764 ¢ AQ32
& AQ82 S & J43
5 A AT985 *OVAN
9 HCP14 ¥ AJT3 ::::2:
12 ¢85 E254- -
% K6 w2 44

This board is worth a comment on
bidding as well. E opened the bidding
1D and S overcalled 1S. Without the
overcall, W was going to, | hope, bid
her Hs; now she can’t, because to
bid at the 2 level she needs a 5-card
suit. What can she do? Double. It’s
the perfect hand for the negative
double, which promises at least 4
cards in the unbid Major suit. Your
plan: if the bidding comes back to
you and E hasn’t shown interest in



Hs, you can now bid your Ds, but this
way you don’t give up on the possi-
ble Major suit fit. Unfortunately for
E/W, N will probably (should) raise his
partner to 4S. When it comes back to
W, the matchpoints this week go to
those who are brave enough to look
at their 5 Ds and S void and bid 5D.
They either play a makeable game, or
they push N/S one level higher, where
they can then double for a juicy
penalty.

to show exactly 4Ss; a 1S bid in this
position now shows a 5-card suit. A
useful distinction.

| don’t recommend that new players
try to learn a lot of fancy conventions,
but Negative Doubles are very high
on my list of recommendations if you
don’t use them yet and are ready for
a useful new gadget. They come up
regularly and can smooth over some
otherwise tricky bidding situations.

Bd: 5 A 98
Vul: N/S ¥ AT63 Optimum
Dir: North ¢ J7 EW 3Sx: +100
& AJ853
A AJT2 N A KQ53
4 K986 4 Q52
* Q7 S & T6
10 A T64 SO VAN
13HCP10 ¥ 85 ;‘g:
7 ¢ AT43 E.-112.
& K942 W- 112

Bd: 14 A A9
Vul: None ¥ A6 Optimum
Dir;: East ¢ KJ762 NS 3N,NS 5D: +4
& A764
A QT75 N A KJ86
v T874 W 14 g Y Q95
¢ 84 4 AT3
& T92 S & K85
16 A 432 FOVAN
2 HCP13 ¥ KJ32 A
9 ¢ Q95 85213
% QJ3 We = = - -

The negative double also came into
play on boards 4 and 5. On 5, W
opened the bidding 1D and some Ns
overcalled 2C. E had both Majors,
but can’t bid either of them at the 2-
level because she has only 4 of each.
In this situation, a negative double
only promises 1 Major - the 2nd is
bonus - but with only 1, W will clearly
choose Ss.

Bd: 4 A 9754
Vul: All v J6 Optimum
DIr: West ¢ QT643 EW 3N: -600
& T2
A QT82 N A K
4 A875 ¢ K92
& 964 S & AKJ73
3 A AJ63 &4 VAN
8 HCP18 %K8542 N- - - - -
*J So
1 E42323
% Q85 Wa42313

On board 4, it worked a little differ-
ently. E opened the bidding 1D and S
overcalled 1H. W has Ss, and there’s
nothing to stop her from bidding 1S,
but, with negative doubles you have
a better option. Once your partner-
ship has adopted negative doubles,
you use a double over a 1H overcall

Board 14 only 2 pairs got to the NT
game N/S. E opened the bidding 1C;
S and W passed. Now, N is in the
balancing seat; a 1NT bid here shows
only 11-14 points, and S would have
to pass. But N is too strong for that;
she should double first, and when S
bids an inevitable Major, N can now
bid NT, showing a hand that was too
strong to bid 1N at her previous turn.

Only 1 N made 3NT; let’s look at the
play. The lead was the proper S6 -
4th highest. N should count tricks
and make a plan. We can see 1S, 2H,
4D and 1C. We will have to lose the
lead to the DA before we can take
those tricks, and then E/W will cash
their Ss. How many can they cash?
Only 3. You know that E doesn’t have
5 - she would have opened the bid-
ding 1S instead of 1C. And she prob-
ably has 4, or she wouldn’t choose
them to lead; that leaves only 4 for W.
What else do you know? E opened
and W passed, so almost all of the
missing high cards will be in the E
hand. To make 9 tricks, you need to
find either the CK in the W hand or
the HQ in the E; given the bidding,
you should play for the HQ in the E.
Then it’s a matter of timing. Take your
SA on the 1st or 2nd round, play on

Ds to knock out the A. When you get
the lead again, cash your Ds, then
play Hs, with the high card from the
short side first. (A, 6 to the J, K), and
the CA makes 9!



