TIPS FOR TOPS

» Restricted Choice
» Suit Preference Signals
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Board 9 provided a little excite-
ment this week. North opened
the bidding 1H; South had 19
HCP and heart support, and
several pairs pushed to the
heart slam. Nobody made their
slam - should they? Looking at
the two hands, there is only
one suit that needs any plan-
ning, and that’s the hearts.
(Yes, you have a potential
spade loser, but you have 2
good diamonds in dummy
where you can pitch it - after
trumps are drawn.) Even the
hearts look fine; if they split 3-2
as they “should”, you will lose
one trick and make your slam.
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But, you need to be prepared
for the possibility that they are
not 3-2, which will happen
about one third of the time. If
one opponent holds all five
outstanding cards, there’s
probably nothing you can do,
but if they are 4-1, and the sin-
gleton is one of the honours,
you can.

Suppose you play your HA and
see the Q fall; now you have to
decide whether to next play to
the K and hope the J also falls,
or to play for the Q to be sin-
gleton, and play to the 10. The
correct answer to this is based
on what’s called the “Principle
of Restricted Choice”, which
says once you see an oppo-
nent play one of two equal
cards, the other equal card is
twice as likely to be in the
other opponent’s hand. On this
hand, the Q and the J are
“equal” as far as their value to
the defenders. So, in this case,
you play to the 10, because
once West has shown up with
the Q, the J is twice as likely to

be with East as it is to be with
West.

The name of the principle
comes from this: if West had
both the Q and the J, it
wouldn’t matter which he
played; he would be equally
likely to play the Q as the J.
But, if he started with only one,
he had no choice. The fact that
he played one increases the
probability that he didn’t also
have the other; ie, his choice
was “restricted”.

This “Principle of Restricted
Choice” comes up often, but
there is a more compelling rea-
son you should play the sec-
ond heart to the 10. You can
afford to lose one trick; if West
has the J after all you will still
make your slam. But, if you
play to the K and West shows
out, you are going down. And,
when you are playing in a slam,
playing safe is what counts.
Overtricks are rarely important;
bidding and making a slam al-
most always gives you a good
result, because there will al-



most always be some pairs
who don’t bid it.

In this description. | assumed
the A was played first. In fact, if
declarer started with the K,
they can still survive if they
play for all the rest of the suit
to be with East. You will have
more complicated transporta-
tion, but you should play for
this scenario, because, again,
you will still survive if you are
wrong, but not if you don't try.
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Last week | wrote of the “sec-
ond hand low” rule of defence;
this week board 15 demon-
strates the same principle.
West played in spades; making
his plan, he would have found
one loser in hearts, and possi-
bly no others, if spades coop-
erate. A natural way to play the
spades, holding nine, is low to
the A, and then back toward
the KJ. This leaves the possi-
bility of finessing against the Q
on the way back, although
odds favour playing for the
drop. (“Eight ever, nine never.”)
If he does that he finds himself
with two spade losers, and
makes four - as long as North
plays low on the first trick. But,
if North doesn’t play low, think-
ing they want to “force the A”,

they cost themselves a trick,
and declarer makes five.

A well-executed defence is one
of bridge’s most satisfying
treats, and the key to a good
defence is communication. You
can’t talk to your partner during
the play, but every card you
play can send a message.
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Take board 8. It’s not surprising
that most NS pairs got them-
selves into a hopeless 4S con-
tract. Holding all four Aces, the
defence was bound to prevail,
but there is a big difference be-
tween down one and the best
possible down three. How to
accomplish this?

The opening lead is not clear,
but it’s not good to lead Aces -
and even worse to lead away
from an Ace, so East might
choose a trump or a heart lead.
Either way, West takes the
trick, but West has other ideas
about the defence; West wants
to get a ruff with his trumps, so
he returns his singleton club.
East takes the A and plays an-
other club for West to ruff.
Which club does he return?
This is where communication
comes in. East should return
his smallest club; the message
to West is “If you want to get

me onto the lead again, play
the lowest ranking “other” suit
- the diamonds. West ruffs the
club, returns a diamond, and
when East leads another club,
West scores another trick.
Grand total: four Aces and two
ruffs for down three. This is
called a “suit preference sig-
nal”; if East had held the HA in-
stead, a high club return would
be a signal to return the higher
ranking suit - the Hearts.

There are other signals avail-
able to defenders, which | will
try to address in future issues,
but “Suit Preference” is what
you use when you want to tell
your partner where you have
an entry to your hand.



