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The rules of tarneeb

There are four players, in partnerships of two. A standard fifty two-card pack is used, ranking in the usual way from ace (high) down to two (low). The game is played anticlockwise. The first dealer is chosen at random and after each hand the turn to deal passes to the right. The cards are shuffled and cut, and are all dealt out, one at a time, so that everyone has thirteen cards.

Bidding begins with the dealer and continues anticlockwise. A bid consists of a number of tricks and a suit or ‘no trumps’. A bid of more tricks outranks any bid of fewer tricks. When comparing bids for the same number of tricks, the five denominations rank in the same order as at bridge: no trumps is highest, then spades, hearts, diamonds, clubs (lowest).

At your turn you can either pass or bid higher than the previous bidder – either by bidding more tricks or the same number of tricks in a higher denomination. The bidding continues until all four players pass in succession. When a bid is followed by four passes the last (and highest) bidder becomes the declarer and the trump suit is determined by the declarer’s final bid.

Each partnership’s objective is to take at least the number of tricks that they bid and to hinder the other team from doing so. The declarer starts and players must follow suit if they can; a player who has no cards of the suit led can play any card. A trick is won by the highest trump and if the trick contains no trumps, the highest card of the suit that led wins. The winner of a trick leads the next.

When all thirteen tricks have been played, the scores of the two sides are calculated by adding the number of tricks each player won. The game ends when a team equals or exceeds thirty-one points – the team with the highest total score is the winner.






Prologue

The first time I came to Cairo I was seventeen and clueless. It was my school summer holidays and I had managed to wangle myself a placement working as an au pair for a rich Cairene family in a prosperous suburban neighbourhood of Giza.

It was a formative but alien experience. The family were kind and hospitable but since none of them spoke English, and my Arabic was so rudimentary as to be useless, communication during the two weeks was restricted to a few amicable grunts and hoots, as well as sign language.

The family’s lavish penthouse apartment was meticulously upholstered in gold and bright white imitation Louis XIV furniture. The father was some kind of industrialist. I never did find out quite what he did, but whatever it was, he was always away on business. I met him on the first day and then never again.

Most of my days I spent in the company of his glamorous and heavily bejewelled wife, who seemed to have nothing better to do than lounge around with me, gossip on the phone and do her eyebrows. Her husband had forbidden her from leaving the house without his permission, so I must have seemed like an exotic distraction from the excruciating boredom of her humdrum daily life. She was an excellent cook and despite our communication difficulties taught me how to stuff dates, bake pitta bread and fry falafel. I still remember with fondness her sweet Om Ali, made with cinnamon, milk and nuts, brushed over with melted butter. Om Ali, which means Ali’s mum, is the queen of Egyptian desserts.

The couple had four children. There was a pair of tearaway twins aged about eight, to whom I was supposed to be teaching English. They were hyperactive and more or less uncontrollable, and I doubt much of what I taught them went in. I struggled simply to stop them drawing on the furniture. Then there was a grungy teenage boy slightly younger than me, who spent his days asleep and his nights loitering with his friends in the car park outside; and finally the eldest child was a beautiful daughter, a year older than me, who always kept a discreet distance. Looking back on it, I realise now she was thrilled to have a boy her age to flirt with in the house that summer, especially a foreign one with whom normal rules did not apply. Her brother, though younger and smaller than both of us, kept a vigilant eye open to make sure we did not get up to any monkey business.

Everyone in the family was very hot-blooded and there seemed to be a row at least once a day, usually between the fifteen-year-old boy and his elder sister. He often found her conduct or dress unacceptable, which would plunge him into a violent temper. If he judged that she had stayed out too late or had been speaking to a man on the telephone, there would be an angry reckoning. He would push her around, call her names and on several occasions slap her face in front of other members of the family. While I sat silent, awkward and English in the living room, understanding little of what was going on, the row would escalate into screams and door slamming until everyone in the family was involved.

I found it novel that a teenager should care so much about his older sister. I did not understand why it mattered to him so much how she behaved or what she wore. It seemed peculiar that he should regard her manners as his personal responsibility. What seemed strangest was that their mother, who often bore witness to their fights, never objected or did anything to stop her son beating his sister, although he was still quite a young man and she easily could have intervened.

Over the weeks I stayed with the family I came to realise that although the boy’s behaviour seemed aggressive and overprotective to me, to everyone else it was perfectly normal or even quite affectionate. The mother did not discipline her son because she viewed the way he treated his sister as a sign that he loved her. Besides, it was plain even to me that she often provoked him, letting him catch her on the phone to someone she should not be talking to, or telling him things to his face that she knew perfectly well would upset him. Often I would see her planning ahead for trouble, conspiring with her mother in the kitchen about what she was going to tell her brother when he came home.

Family relationships in the Middle East, I was learning, are different to those in the West. In Arab families a girl cannot up and leave home when she is still a teenager; women are not autonomous individuals who can run their own lives independently of the rest of their family. When the father is absent, a boy must be responsible for his sister. She can be flirtatious and feminine, but it’s his duty to play the stern loving protector, because if she erred the blemish would stain the whole family. Honour is too fragile for a daughter to be left to handle alone.

Just because the brother and sister fought, it was not a sign that they did not love each other. In fact they loved each other with a deep and binding love. When they were at peace she could see no division between what was hers and what was his. While she strived to guess his needs and desires in advance, he took great pride in her beauty and comportment. They were bound to each another, like a ship to its mast, for his honour depended on her behaviour and her freedom depended on his mood. While he controlled her physically, her conduct governed his reputation. Loving her meant controlling her; loving him meant submitting to him.


Even after she married and left the home, nothing was going to break the bond between them. One day soon her parents would choose a husband for her, a man she might not even love, perhaps someone who already had other wives and children. But she would always keep her natal name because a husband can be thrown off at any time like a change of clothes. Returning to the bosom of her family, it would be once again her brother’s responsibility to look after her. Husbands come and go, but a brother is always a brother, from childhood into the afterlife.






One

The next time I set foot in Cairo was on business ten years later. It was early spring and I was staying for a few weeks in an apartment in Zamalek, an upmarket residential district on a three-and-a-half-kilometre-long island in the middle of the Nile. I was keen to find out as much as I could about the city. I was not looking to fall in love.

Zamalek was uninhabited until the nineteenth century, when the Ottoman governor, known as the Khedive, built a great palace on the island and landscaped the other half into a royal garden. In the twentieth century, during Cairo’s land development boom, the royal gardens were partitioned and sold off for development into Parisian-style suburban houses, complete with the latest amenities, like piped water and gas. The block where I was staying, called the Maraspini Building, was one of a pair designed by a Belgian architect in the 1930s. It was a resplendent throwback to a sepia-tinged era when the sun was setting on the British Empire and Cairo swung like one long party for the cast of Casablanca.

During the Second World War, the building was home to the wealthiest aristocratic Cairene families. Charles de Gaulle and his government in exile plotted the liberation of France there, although there is some disagreement among the modern tenants as to exactly which apartment the French plotting took place in. Next door was a newly built neo-Islamic villa that housed a prince and a Turkish sultana and British soldiers dubbed the two buildings ‘Elephant and Castle’.

After the war the Maraspini Building passed briefly into the hands of a Chinese nationalist, who sold it to an Italian businessman from whom it was confiscated in the 1960s by President Nasser’s Revolutionary Council on their sequestration binge, together with the sultana’s palace next door. The captains and kings of Egypt’s defunct industries relocated to Paris, Rome or Beirut, leaving proud fin de siècle townhouses across Zamalek empty for party apparatchiks to squabble over. The government sold the Maraspini Building to a Swiss insurance company; the palace next door eventually became a ceramics museum. The prince and sultana’s possessions were auctioned off by the new regime in a job lot at dime-a-dozen prices.

By the time I came to Elephant and Castle, the truculent French generals had all left and the only traces of the halcyon days of the Second World War were a footnote in the history books and a commemorative blue metal plaque screwed to the first-floor balcony. Twenty-first-century Elephant and Castle had become a luxury block, housing the cream of Cairo’s liberal intelligentsia. My next-door neighbour was a movie star; downstairs was a distinguished science professor from Cairo’s most prestigious English language university; across the corridor from me lived a representative of the UN; a former member of the Egyptian parliament lived somewhere in the flats upstairs.

I was house-sitting for a banker friend who had leased an apartment from the Swiss insurance company. Since she was always travelling, it was my solemn responsibility to water the plants, keep an eye on the doorman and watch out for any leaks, fires and thefts. Spring was just beginning to bloom as I found myself in this most agreeable position, settling into a beautiful apartment from the belle époque in the heart of Cairo’s low-rise answer to Manhattan. The weather was getting warmer and each day seemed to bring a thousand new beautiful things.

Cairo is the largest Arab city and the biggest city in Africa. It is one of just a handful of world supercapitals and dominates Egypt. The razzle-dazzle of colonial parties may have faded, but seventeen million people living side by side generate such an abundance of news, it remains a dream location for a writer and journalist. I had come to Cairo to finish a book but was waylaid by the opportunities the city afforded. In the wake of 9/11 Western newspapers had developed such an appetite for stories from the Middle East, I discovered that there was a much more lucrative living to be had working as a freelancer there than I could have doing the same thing in London.

Only the richest and most prestigious newspapers and magazines have enough money to maintain a permanent correspondent in town. Most English-language newspapers and magazines can afford only one Middle East correspondent, who is typically sent to Jerusalem. Every once in a while the unfortunate soul might be given a break to go on a tour of Iraq, but that still left the whole of North Africa and the Arabian peninsula to freelancers like me. Unlike the cut-throat world of London journalism I had left behind, I found stories in Cairo ripened slowly like fat Nile dates until the time arrived for me to trot along from Elephant and Castle and pick them.

And if it was a slow week or I became distracted doing other things, then there was no real cause for concern. While London bleeds money out of you at every step, in Cairo it felt as if you could live on lotuses but get by on pennies. The Egyptian economy tanked badly after 9/11 and only gradually picked itself up. In 2001 the Egyptian pound was devalued twice in six months, devastating tens of millions of Egyptians. But what proved a disaster for nationals has made life extraordinarily cheap for visiting foreigners.


Life in Zamalek ticked along at a leisurely pace. Each morning I walked to my local café to smoke a shisha over the paper and enjoy a cup of powerful Egyptian coffee. Mornings were the most peaceful time on the island. On my way I would pass the same familiar sights: clusters of trumpet-shaped jacarandas spilling over garden walls, carpeting the ground in a mass of colour; acacias seeping gum dropping brightly coloured seed pods on policemen snoozing outside embassies; doormen clad in long nightshirt-like gowns known as galabiyahs, sipping tea and smoking water pipes, sitting outside dilapidated architectural jewels.

The short walk to the coffee shop took me past the school for refugees in All Saints church, and the leafy streets rang with the shrieks of children playing. Often I would stop and watch the crowds of Sudanese milling around outside the church gates. They were easily distinguishable from the Egyptians, with their long-limbed frames and deep black skin. Fleeing conflicts in Darfur or southern Sudan, they came to Cairo in their thousands, and All Saints church had become a kind of Sudanese community centre, as well as a post-natal clinic, family planning centre, employment office and a point from which many other refugee services of one kind or another had been made available.

Just next to the church lies the Gezira Club, Cairo’s most prestigious members-only sporting establishment. Dating back to the colonial era, it was modelled after the Hurlingham Club in Fulham and occupies almost half the island of Zamalek. Carved in the 1880s by the Anglo-Egyptian elite out of the Khedival botanical gardens, it was designed so that off-duty cavalry officers had somewhere to play polo. Golf was introduced a few years later but for decades Egyptians were only allowed to be caddies. After the 1952 revolution in a symbolic act of revenge the course was destroyed and the club reshaped. Nowadays you are more likely to run into a pop star than a dragoon guard, and honking four-by-fours have long since replaced the cavalry horses, but exorbitant annual membership fees ensure the Gezira Club retains its air of colonial exclusivity. Lifetime members today are drawn from the Egyptian ruling elite and early each morning the tough-nut interior minister would have two dozen of his security detail cordon off the Gezira racetrack for his aerobics and jogging routine.

My local coffee shop was on Twenty-Sixth of July Street, a busy thoroughfare that bisects Zamalek, leading at either end to the two mighty branches of the Nile. Twenty-Sixth of July is the anniversary of two momentous events in the history of modern Egypt: the 1952 abdication of King Farouk and four years later the nationalisation of the Suez Canal. When it was too early to talk I would quietly install myself in a corner of the café, in between the other red-eyed men. There I would quietly read a book to the dulcet slurps and gurgles of men drinking coffee and smoking shishas over copies of the morning’s papers. Curling plumes of sweetly scented smoke would drift out into the street and mingle with the sound of the Koran playing on the radio and the sound of the morning rush hour. Nobody else, I noticed, ever read any book besides the Koran, but sometimes I would see men just sitting silent and motionless, prayer beads limp in hands, simply meditating for half an hour or more.

The coffee shop provided an opportunity for a moment of private introspection, a chance to reflect on the day ahead. Sleepily I would watch the fat black houseflies, as inured to the thick clouds of smoke as the waiters, swarm over the stained wooden chairs looking for traces of last night’s mint tea. My thoughts would be interrupted only by the intermittent twittering and bleeping of mobile phones and the occasional pang of what Germans call Künstlerschuld: the guilt an artist feels at leading such a trivial existence when all around him others struggle with the daily grind.

All kinds of people dropped by: local businessmen, Arab tourists or the doorman from down the street still wearing his pyjamas. It was a place for men to take time out from their day to chat or meditate a little before they had to go back to the office or their wives. It afforded that most basic of pleasures and the one thing I was missing in Elephant and Castle: the pleasure of human company.

You are almost never alone in Cairo; privacy is a luxury few can afford for any length of time. I had made a handful of friends since coming to town, mostly Western expatriates from the community of some 80,000 foreigners who live in Cairo full time.

With its continental European architecture and year-round river breeze, Zamalek is the favoured expatriate hub and all manner of foreigners can be found pottering around the Western restaurants and bars a stone’s throw from Twenty-Sixth of July Street. A cosmopolitan assortment of bureaucrats, diplomats and aid workers rub shoulders with an unending flow of grubby international backpackers. The Egyptians with whom they mingle, in Zamalek’s clubs and bars, are drawn largely from the tiny privileged upper class.

For the tourists in Cairo, the halcyon days of pharaohs and polo clubs have never stopped, at least in the oriental comic strip inside their heads. Leaving behind their suburban lives for a few weeks, they step off the plane in costume. Some come as dashing archaeologists intent on unearthing the secrets of the desert; others as belly dancers or secret agents ready to weather a sandstorm. The Egyptians are pretty phlegmatic about all this by now. They are accustomed to the unending hither and thither and nonsense of foreigners. Everyone accepts that they will always be there, are essentially harmless and bring healthy amounts of cash from which they can normally be parted in a fairly straightforward manner.

Most of the foreigners who live in Zamalek do not speak Arabic, but have come to town to work for one of a myriad of non-governmental humanitarian organisations, which draw volunteers from across the world. Typically they are students on a break from a social science or law degree at a Western university. Young professionals far from home feel adventurous and free. Going out is cheap, the weather is good and there are some beautiful Nile-side bars which are perfect for sundowners. For foreigners Cairo is a party town, where everything is available for a price.

Many of the international organisations operating in Cairo are given over to handling refugees, because migration is one African sector that never stops booming. Millions of people flood into Cairo from across Africa, tide upon tide of humanity arriving by bus, by boat or on foot, down the Nile Valley or across the desert. With them they bring dark stories of torture and war. For unknown thousands Cairo is nothing more than a big outdoor waiting room, the biggest metropolitan refugee terminal in the world.
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