
AMIRA MOWAIRA
Lost and Found

I
dropped 

it.
Or, to put it more accurately perhaps, it dropped off of me. I must 
have lost it somewhere, sometime, walking down the seemingly 
endless corridors of the Ministry of Education. When I discovered 
its disappearence my first thought was, I must report it to Lost 
Property. But the Ministry didn't have one, property having long 
gone out of fashion since the day Khrushchev hugged Nasser for 
better or for worse to the tune of the cascading water from the 
High Dam.

But where did you disappear to,
My love, m y shield,
My cynicismt

I had bought my stock of cynicism, I'm now ashamed to 
admit, on the black market in 1967 when cracking jokes 
suddenly became a national hobby. It seemed then a necessary 
acquisition and it proved indispensable until it decided to go its 
way, slipping off me, secretly, noiselessly.

It's ten years now that Fve been working for the Ministry of 
Education, signing papers, reports, and certificates, which I delay 
for as long as I possibly can. In the aftemoon I give private lessons 
(Arabie, English, philosophy, what have you) to secondary school 
students whose parents exhibit symptoms of severe neurosis 
when exams are on the way. Edumania is the name I coined to 
describe this hitherto unknown mental disorder, a disease very 
common in Cairo and Alexandria whose some ten million 
inhabitants seem to be desperately intent on pushing their 
reluctant offspring into the diplomatie corps. I was thus destined
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to enter the educational system through the back door and to 
become the unrecognized force capable of working educational 
miracles while supplementing my income. As an undergraduate I 
dreamt of becoming a university professor, of standing in front of 
some thousand bewildered students and with my philosophical 
wand making life and death and everything else lucid and clear. 
But my handwriting must have offended the aethetic sense of the 
examiners, for instead of the much needed "excellent" I got a 
mere "pass" which qualified me only for the back benches of the 
educational establishment.

When I knew I'd lost it I started asking around and found out 
that it could be bought with one's ration card at the coopérative. 
One was entitled to half a kilo every month with the usual 
intake of cooking oil, rice, sugar and soap. It was, however, in 
short supply and there were widespread rumours of increasing 
demand poorer people needing it for their babies who, they 
strongly believed, would not survive without mixing it with their 
baby food and would certainly catch their death of open-door flu.

So I went. But could not find it.
And satisfaction  
tiickled  
on m y face

Naturally I was alarmed. So I went to my mother and told 
her the whole story. She was not very sympathetic. She did not 
understand what the fuss was about. She did not understand why 
young people kept complaining about this and that instead of 
going on and trying to do something. Her two brothers 
demonstrated against the British and the king, and did not stay at 
home whining. She herself had raised three children ail by herself 
after my father had died.

Today, for the first time in years, I feel I have at last become 
what my mother wanted me to be. I feel at one not only with the 
desk I sit at, but also with the fly that buzzes round me ail day 
long as though it were paid by the govemment to keep us 
company, and above ail with Soad, the secretary with whom I 
share the office and for whom my unmarried status is perhaps my 
most attractive trait. Suddenly I'm aware of the beauty hiding 
behind her fatness and her freckles.

The door opens. The Undersecretary's head appears and 
behind it, in fact towering above it, an unfamiliar head, of the
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type that glares at you from the TV sereen advertising everything 
under the sun, from stéréos to shaving ereams. "Mr. Ayad, this is 
Mr. Rokowski." The Undersecretary points to the man with the 
triumph of somebody who has just produced irréfutable proof of 
God's existence. "He has just arrived from the States," flashing a 
quick, benign smile at the man, "from the University of 
Alabama, to be more précisé, and he will give us the great honour 
of working as a consultant for the Ministry. Please show him 
round the place and give him ail the assistance he needs and the 
information he requires." And in Arabie, "Keep the man happy, 
will you? I've got a meeting with the Minister." Out.

Mr. Rokowski, with clothes studiedly casual, gives me a 
Jimmy Carter smile especially packaged for export. "Please call 
me Bill. But before we go on to business I would like to explain 
why I am here and what I am hoping to achieve." He speaks in 
Spécial English, or maybe in E.M.R. -  English for the Mentally 
Retarded -  a variety of English which he must have had to master 
before being sent to exotic lands. "I am here as part of a team of 
experts on éducation to help the Ministry in conceptualizing a 
framework within which the educational task in Egypt may be 
facilitated and improved."

Hello, America.
"What we are hoping to achieve is to construct a 

conceptually unified system of éducation that would take into 
account the needs of students: educational, moral, aesthetic, etc., 
and would respond to the changes that have taken place over the 
past few years."

Villages with no fresh water but with bottles of Coca-Cola.
"We will be concentrating a good deal of our attention on 

rural areas since these have traditionally been deprived, I believe, 
of their rightful share of interest. And the answer we came up 
with is this: MUSIC. Our preliminary investigation into the 
matter showed that a good deal of the failure of the educational 
system in Egyptian rural areas, and to a lesser extent in urban 
areas, is a direct result of the unbelievable neglect of such a field 
of human achievement as music. Music is not only capable of 
enhancing the quality of life but it is also capable of improving 
the sense of harmony and mathematical précision which are 
absolutely essential for the development of the new Egyptian 
village."
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A vision of peasant pupils running barefoot near a stagnant 
canal to the tune of Beethoven thrills my heart.

"Of course, we are conscious of the fact that Western music 
may be culturally alien to pupils, and we are far from trying to 
impose it on them. What we will teach them is Egyptian music. 
We will start off by giving them a good grounding in classical 
Egyptian music and then will go on to Romantic Egyptian music 
and from there to modem music, folklore, pop, etc. Pupils can 
then have the option of studying comparative music, which will 
give them a chance to see their own cultural héritage in relation 
to other cultures."

Who was it that said that music was the opiate of the 
masses? Can't remember.

"And we have a number of grants to send people to the States 
to study the topic further and receive some training in this field 
of éducation. And this is where you come in..."

It suddenly hits me.
"I've found it," I find myself almost shouting at him.
"What's that, Mr. Ayad?" he looks at me, nonplussed, 

"What's that?"

Amira Nowaira is a profesor o f English literature at the 
Univeisity o f Alexandria. This story, from  Egyptian Taies and 
Short Stories o f the 1970s and 1980s, ed. William M. Hutchins, 
1987, is reprinted with the permission o f The American 
University in Cairo Press, who retain the copyright (c).
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