Winning with Wimpy
One of the questions I most frequently get asked is “How do I know whether to give count or attitude to partner’s lead?”  I have the definitive answer to that question, and it’s so easy you’ll never have to ask again. The simple answer is: “Whichever is right!”  This probably sounds dismissive to most people, but it’s actually exactly how the experts do it.
To accurately defend a hand, both defenders must be able to think as a single unit. Each must know what the other is doing, and must give the information that partner desires.  If partner needs attitude, give him attitude. If he needs count, give him count. The fact that partner’s needs will change from hand to hand must be recognized and addressed by both defenders. 
Most of the time, when partner leads an honor, he is looking for attitude.  He needs to know whether or not he can safely continue his suit, or whether doing so will cost a trick. 

Suppose you make the opening lead of the (K (from AK) and this dummy is tabled:

( A865 

( QJ8 

( QT7 

( Q98

Partner plays the (3 (naturally, you’ve switched to UDCA as I suggested last column). What signal is he trying to give you?  Well that depends almost entirely on what contract you are defending.

If you are defending 3NT, partner is telling you NOT to switch. Clearly a heart continuation will set up a trick for declarer, but partner is letting you know that switching to a different suit will likely be even worse. (This is known as a false preference). 
If you are defending 4(, partner is telling you NOT to switch. Most likely he has a doubleton heart and plans to ruff the 3rd round of the suit.  If partner has raised hearts in the auction, he’s telling you he has an EVEN number of hearts, so that you can decide whether or not the (A will cash.  If the auction made it clear how many hearts partner held already, partner is warning you that he has little or no tolerance for a shift to another suit – unless the auction has also marked declarer with at most a singleton, in which case partner may be suggesting he prefers a club shift to a diamond.  
If you are defending 5( partner should be giving you the count in the heart suit. On the 5-level and higher, it’s usually right to give the count in the suit so that opener can work out whether or not the Ace will cash.

If you are defending 6( partner is possibly giving you the count in the heart suit, but more likely he’s suggesting that he’d prefer a switch to a club than a diamond. Why isn’t partner giving you count here? Unless you are defending against very poor players, (in which case the (3 is definitely count) they haven’t bid a slam off two cashing tricks in the same suit. Therefore, leading another high heart is out of the question. 
The key to great defense is knowing what information partner needs and supplying it. Partner will almost never ask for a switch into dummy’s long suit. So if he discards a card in that suit, it rates to be a count card.  This is almost certainly the case when dummy has a long suit with no outside entry. Whether you are playing odd-even, Laventhal, upside-down, or even standard discards, partner’s first discard in an entryless dummy’s long suit will not be attitude. If declarer has any losers in this suit, they aren’t going anywhere, and there’s rarely a rush to cash them. You would only lead this suit if a lead in all other suits would cost a trick.
The good news is that a significant percentage of the time, the correct count signal and the correct attitude signal are identical.  When partner leads the (A (from AK) against a suit contract and 3 small hearts appear in the dummy, opener can’t be certain whether or not partner’s low heart (UDCA again) is promising the (Q or a doubleton. All he really needs to know is that partner desires a heart continuation and that it won’t cost a trick.

With all of the chest-thumping I’ve been doing about UDCA, I’d like to be able to tell you that upside-down count is better than standard.  It’s not. It’s also not any worse. It’s just opposite – and will take a while to feel normal. Upside-down attitude is better than standard, and I’ve already explained how count and attitude are often inescapably linked. Therefore Upside-down count becomes a necessary evil worth adding to your defensive arsenal.

For advanced players only, if your brain hasn’t already exploded, let me preview a topic for a future column: Use UDCA only for the first trick that a specific suit is played. On the second and subsequent rounds of that suit, switch to standard current count.  The benefits are small, but significant. More on this later.
For more tips on improving your bidding and defense go to www.wimpy.biz/bridge  
















