TIPS FOR TOPS

BY JANE JENNINGS

* Mel's Rule of 8
* More interference over NT
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partner’s suit - the Hearts. Instead, he attacked the
Spade suit, leading the 6. His partner won his A, and
returned the suit to East’s K, making dummy’s Q a
stopper.

Where did they slip? Would you have done better?
(Think about it before you continue reading.) Before
West automatically played third hand high, he should
have used the rule of 11. Subtract 6 - the face value of
the card - from 11 to get 5; that’s how many Spades
there are in the North, South and West hands that are
higher than the 6. And West can see all of them. If |
don’t have a Spade higher than the 6, West shouldn’t
waste his A. He can’t help but overtake his partner’s 6,
but, with careful play, they could have taken the first
five tricks in Spades - plus their two minor Aces.

This week I’'ve chosen Board 9, because it echoes the
topic we looked at last week. North had a 1NT opening
bid, and some Easts overcalled. But let’s look first at
how the auction should go without interference. | see
a lot of players, with the South hand, wanting to use
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for play in NT; your suit is chunky, and you have a po-
tential outside entry in the Spades. Without interfer-
ence, South should go straight to 3NT.

| sometimes see players do the transfer and then bid
3NT, but that doesn’t gain you anything, and gives your
opponents opportunities to exchange information that
can help them and hurt you. With a different hand,
West might, for example, sneak in a bid, or double your
2S transfer bid as a lead-director. When you know
what the final contract should be, just bid it. As Eddie
Kantar says “The one who knows goes.”

Now; back to the interference. In most cases, East bid
a natural 2H. South still has a very good hand, but
doesn't want to bid 3NT without a Heart stopper. In
this situation, 3D describes this hand; enough points
for game, with a good Diamond suit. And North, with a
Heart stopper, can bid 3NT. What North cannot do is
pass - the 3-level bid was forcing.

In one instance, East’s call was a conventional double,
which promised an undisclosed long suit. Here, South



has options. Most partnerships play “systems on” over
a double when the double is not for penalty, so 2D is
not an option - that would be a transfer to Hearts. You
might redouble; without any specific agreement, that
will probably tell your partner you have some points.
But you can also pass and wait, knowing that West is
going to have to do something, and you will have an-
other chance. After East next rebids 2H, you can move
ahead with your 3D bid, as above.

In fact, the top NS score on this hand would have been
earned by doubling 2H - for penalty, of course - for
500. Which brings up a final point: is the East hand
good enough to overcall 1NT, vulnerable? There is a
guideline that’s recommended for this situation, even
non-vulnerable. If you are considering overcalling a
strong 1NT opener, Mel’s Rule of 8 says: If the number
of cards in your two longest suits minus the number of
losers in your hand equals 2 or more, AND you have
at least 6 HCP - go for it. Here your losers include two
spades, the HQ, two diamonds, and three clubs, for
eight, and your two longest suits are 6+3=9. The differ-
ence is only 1; which suggests that this hand, despite
the nice suit, is not recommended for an overcall - it’s
too flat.

The play in 3NT is straightforward, if a bit nerve-wrack-
ing. With the obvious Heart lead, you have eight top
tricks - one Heart, six Diamonds, and the CA. You can’t
afford to lose the lead, or the defenders will run their
Hearts, so you have to hope that the CK is onside, and
play from dummy to your Q. As it happens, both the
CK and the CJ are onside, so you could make four if
you’re greedy, but playing to the C10 would be tempt-
ing fate.

Board 12 is similar, but with one big difference. Here,
West has the 1NT opener, and there are two passes
before South has to make a decision. With 15 HCP and
a good suit, a 2C call may seem obvious, but it bears
thinking about. The major flaw here is your position rel-
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are to the right of your side’s high cards. In fact, you
would probably be better off with a slightly weaker
hand; which would increase the probability that part-
ner would have some good cards for you to lead to-
wards.

Those who played 1NT in the West made their contract
- but they could have been set. North will lead a Major,
and either can work, with careful play. The prescribed
lead from the Spade suit is the Q; the top of a broken
sequence. (“Broken” because it is missing the 3rd
card in the sequence - the 10 - but includes the next
lower 9). And here you see why that card works better
than the 4th best 4 - it avoids giving declarer a cheap
trick.

If North chooses the HJ, it will knock out one of de-
clarer’s winners, but when South gains the lead, she
must return the HQ to unblock the suit. This should be
almost automatic; you know your partner has very few
points, but the J promised the 10, so that’s going to be
an entry to her hand - the only entry.

The other critical point for defence comes when West
tries to set up her Diamond suit. South will always get
her A and Q, and if West has four Diamonds, nothing
can prevent her from taking two Diamond tricks. But if
West has only three in her hand, South must hold-up
once, so the last Diamond is stranded in dummy. Like-
wise, South must use her high Club honours to prevent
declarer from reaching dummy. If South, at some
point, finds herself on lead with no more Hearts, she
must lead a Spade to avoid helping declarer.

| have one more observation on this hand. Although
the computer says that 2C can be set, there were
many challenges for both declarer and defence, and
one declarer made his contract. The key to his suc-
cess: when West led the two top Hearts, South
dropped the Q - the same unblock outlined above.
This gave him a later entry to dummy, to reach estab-
lished tricks, and to play the Diamonds towards his
AQ. Well done, Bob. 4



