Ask Jerry

Well-known teacher and player Jerry Helms answers your
bridge questions. Send your questions to jeryhelms@aol.com.

Dear Jerry: Last week I encountered
this problem. I was on lead as West
with #K—J-9-8-2 after this auction:
WEST NORTH  EAST  SOUTH
INT
Pass  3NT All Pass

I led the #8. I had some misgivings
but said to myself, “That’s my fourth
best.” If I led the 92, partner would
think 1 had only a four-card suit.
Unfortunately, partner interpreted
the 98 as “top of nothing” and won
the ®4 but did not return the suit
when this was the diamond layout:

NortH (DUMMY)

$65
WEST (ME) EAasT
$KJ982 $443
SourH (DECLARER)
$0107

We could have taken the first five
tricks to defeat the contract, but
when partner switched, declarer
made 3NT and we got a bottom
board. It was not a good day.

I've pawed through Watson's PLay oF
THE HAND, Goren's BRIDGE COMPLETE
and Root’s How 10 DEFEND 4 BRIDGE
Hanp, looking for a kind word or
enlightenment. But I seem to be the
only person who gets an 8 as the
Sfourth highest card!

—Philip J. Leah
Dear Philip: Unlucky! Sometimes
both partners do what appears to be
the right thing but the net result is
a disaster. You led the technically
correct card. Your partner, obviously
a thinker, didn’t automatically return
your suit. If your lead was “top of
nothing,” it may have been right to
switch—more on that in a moment.

Could you have led a different
card? Sure. You could lead the 2.
At least partner wouldn’t interpret
that as top of nothing and would be

more likely to return the suit. Still,
that could lead to other problems.
Thinking you have only a four-card
suit, partner might misdefend in
some other way...and now you might
clearly be the one responsible.

I’'m curious why partner assumed
you were leading top of nothing. If
you do that a lot, then it could be a
reasonable assumption. In general,
however, partner should assume
you’ve lead fourth best unless there
is clear evidence to the contrary.

Against an auction like INT-3NT,
it would be unusual not to lead
fourth highest, especially when the
lead is a minor suit. Responder hasn’t
used Stayman or a transfer, so dummy
is more likely to have length and
strength in the minors. You would
be more likely to lead top of nothing
from a major, hoping to find length
and strength in partner’s hand when
you have a weak hand with no entry.

Let’s consider how things might
look from partner’s perspective:

® 763
YA84
65
*AQJT3
N ®J1084
.ae L& ¥ Q95
LEAD: #8 ‘ﬁ_43
#1062
L 7/

After winning the first trick with
the ®A, partner has to decide what
to do. The guideline is to return
partner s suit unless there is clearly
something better to do. If partner is
assuming the 48 is top of nothing,
then it is clearly pointless to continue
diamonds since declarer must hold the
#K—Q-J-10. It would be reasonable
to switch to the #J, hoping the layout
of that suit looks like:

BETTER [ﬁ |BRIDGE

NorTtH (Dummy)

2763
WEST EAsT
A#AQ52 #]1084
SouTH (DECLARER)
#K9

The defenders get four spade tricks
to go with the #A. On the surface, this
seems logical, but it means the full
deal looks something like this:

®763
CONTRACT: YAS84
QAQJ73
QAQ52 ®J1084
¥J762 VQ95
82 - ¢ A43
% 9054 % 1062
& K9
YKIO3
0KQJ1097
% K8

I'suppose that’s possible, but look at
the diamond suit declarer must hold!
Also, why would partner have chosen
to lead top of a doubleton instead of
fourth best with a hand like this?

It’s little clues like this that might
lead partner to conclude that the full
deal is more likely to be:

® 763
CONTRACT: YA84
®KQJ73
QQ52 AJ1084
vJ62 YQ95
$KJ9S2 ¢ A43
% 04 % 1062
& AK9
YKI073
Q107
% A8S5S

Realizing this, partner would have
returned a diamond and you would
have had a nice day! —JH O3
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