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Ever since I read the letter that I had taken from my box when I
arrived home from work, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about
it. I poured myself another cup of tea, then picked up the sheet of
stationery with a motif of colourful flowers at the top and read
through it again.

   The writing, despite being scratchy, was easy
enough to decipher, but the meaning was more than a little cryptic.
The letter’s author claimed to have known my grandmother, Minnie
Ramona, and said she had a message from her that she wanted to pass
on to me.

   Minnie had been one of the leading lights of the
Sydney stage way back in the 1920s and 30s. As well as being an
acclaimed actress she had her own song and dance variety act.
Apparently she tacked ‘Ramona’ onto her name to lend it some
pizzazz for showbiz purposes. The name she’d been christened with
was plain old Minnie Smith. Ironically, my mother had married a man
with the overblown surname of Kemp-St. Helen, so I was saddled with
Candice Kemp-St. Helen. It goes without saying that I copped a
bucketful at school over it. As soon as I was old enough I cut off
the St. Helen legally by deed poll, much to my father’s chagrin,
because he thought it was classy.

   According to the tales my mother had told me—which
were chiefly tales that had been told to her—Minnie was acclaimed
for her great talent and inimitable style. The reviews and news
articles I’d since read seemed to back this up. She could have her
audiences rolling with laughter one minute, then change gears and
sing a song with such raw emotion it seemed to break every heart in
the place.

   When at age 35 she was struck and killed by an out
of control car, it was apparently more than the city could cope
with. According to newspaper reports, her death had shattered
Sydney people even more than the abdication earlier in the year of
King Edward VIII, the British monarch whose dominions included
Australia. His decision to abandon the throne in order to marry the
American divorcee, Mrs. Wallis Simpson, seemed to them a lesser
tragedy than the loss of their beloved theatrical queen.

   Tens of thousands of people had packed Hyde Park
when her funeral service was held across the road in St Mary’s
Cathedral. Rivers of tears were shed by her grief stricken fans,
both women and men.

   I looked at the letter again which was signed with
the name Daisy B. Delaney. If my mother had still been alive I
could have discussed the matter with her, but as it was, it was
something I would have to deal with myself. The scratchy writing
stared up at me from the page. Was it just the ramblings of an old
woman whose memory was in turmoil, or was Minnie reaching out from
the past to her only living relative, her confused granddaughter? I
knew I would have to make some kind of response to the old woman,
if not out of curiosity, then certainly out of courtesy. I couldn’t
just ignore her. Minnie, I felt sure, would never have forgiven me
for that.

   Daisy gave her address as Darlinghurst, the suburb
on Sydney city’s eastern doorstep. My apartment is just across town
in Glebe on the city’s western doorstep, so I couldn’t use distance
as an excuse for not going if she asked me to drop over. When I
dialled the number listed at the top of the letter I was awash with
a mix of feelings. What was this message from Minnie going to be?
And what was I going to learn about Minnie herself? I had always
regretted not having known the woman who looked up at me from the
colourful covers of theatre programs and magazine photographs. She
seemed like one of those larger than life characters oozing with
vitality and talent. A talent, I hasten to add, which had not seen
fit to pass itself on to myself or my mother. It was always a
source of amazement to me that I had a grandmother such as
this.

   When the telephone receiver was picked up at the
other end, the voice that came over the wire seemed to match the
scratchy writing on the page. It sounded old and frail but
sharpened with interest when I identified myself as Minnie’s
granddaughter.

   Daisy let out a sigh of relief. “Finally,” she
said, “I found you. It took some doing, and when I sent that letter
off to you I still wasn’t sure that you were the right person.”

   I uttered some reassuring words, then asked her
what it was all about. She obviously wasn’t prepared to give
anything away over the phone. I guessed that she wanted to see me
in person and size me up before handing on the mysterious
‘message’. I asked when would be a good time to call over.

   “Come tomorrow,” she exclaimed, then added, “You
don’t work Saturday’s, do you?”

   I confirmed that I didn’t and agreed to arrive
around midday. When I hung up the phone I was tempted to dial the
number of my best friend, Lana Barclay. Daisy’s missive had been
such a bolt out of the blue that I was still somewhat shaken by it.
Both my interest and apprehension had grown since I had spoken to
the old woman. Talking things over with Lana seemed just the tonic;
yet, I decided against it. Perhaps the best course of action, I
thought, would be to see what came out of tomorrow’s meeting before
wasting Lana’s time.

 

* * * * *

 

February is Sydney’s hottest month so I wasn’t expecting any
relief from the heat or relentless humidity when Saturday dawned.
Too hot, I decided, to drive around looking for a parking spot in
Darlinghurst seeing my car didn’t have air con. Catching a bus into
the city, then hopping on another one over to Daisy’s seemed to be
a better option.

   I walked down to the corner of my street and turned
into Glebe Point Road where I waited for the 431 bus, fanning
myself all the while. It arrived in less than three minutes, and
its air-conditioned interior brought some welcome relief from the
oppressive conditions outside. Glebe is a typical inner city
suburb. Its streets are lined with 19th century terrace houses,
some magnificently restored and others in a sorry state of
disrepair. Many of the old homes have been turned into boarding
houses or broken up into apartments which are occupied by students
from Sydney University, just a stone’s throw away.

   I gazed out of the window and watched the shoppers
going languidly in and out of the stores lining the street. The
sidewalk tables of the many cafes were unoccupied. Not unusual for
this time of day in mid-Feb. The evening may bring a little relief,
but for now the patrons would all be opting for the cooler indoor
areas. Some stalwarts were heading into one of the second-hand
bookshops, which I knew from experience, would be like a furnace
inside. Still, once they started browsing the shelves they would
probably be so mesmerized they would forget their discomfort.
Finding an out-of-print book that you’ve spent ages looking for or
discovering other intriguing titles brings such a sense of euphoria
it cancels out everything else.

   As the bus neared the Parramatta Road intersection
the driver veered into the left lane ready to turn when the lights
changed. Across the other side of the intersection, over to the
right, Victoria Park was looking quite parched. The grass was
dotted with brown patches, and the trees looked as though they
would have welcomed a good downpour.

   I spotted some people standing on the small wooden
bridge that spans the narrowest point of the park’s scenic pond.
They were throwing something into the water, and by the way the
ducks were hovering around I guessed it was breadcrumbs. The bridge
path leads into Sydney University’s grounds, and some of the
delights that come into view when following it are the gothic style
buildings. Their charm and elegance mirror the stately edifices of
England’s Oxford and Cambridge.

   For many Sydneysiders, including myself, what makes
a walk through the grounds even more entrancing is the Jacaranda
tree that stands majestically in the corner of the quadrangle. Its
far-reaching branches shroud the area with a veil of lavender-blue,
which, when backlit by the sun, is infused with a subtle glow of
silvery gold. Blades of the moss-green grass lying below pop up
through a carpet of lavender petals. When that tree is in full
bloom I can stand there half the day just staring at the magical
scene that blossoms forth.

   The traffic lights changed and the bus turned into
the perennially busy Parramatta Road. We stopped and started
continually, picking up and letting off passengers as we did so.
Finally we got to the city’s fringe and turned into George Street.
Ten minutes later I was alighting at the Town Hall stop. I made my
way to Elizabeth Street, then hopped on a bus that would take me
over to Darlinghurst. It was only a short distance, and on a cooler
day I would have walked, but only a fool, I decided, would do so
today.

   Daisy’s street was just off Oxford Street which is
a main thoroughfare, so I found my way there without too much
trouble. I hesitated, though, when I got to the polished oak door
of her quaint terrace house. The butterflies were starting to churn
in my stomach. Perhaps I should just turn and go, I thought. But it
was too late. Daisy must have been watching out for me. The door
opened, and a woman of eighty-plus years of age with short wavy
grey hair, and an inch or two over five feet, stood looking at me.
I smiled as I greeted her. “I’m Candice Kemp,” I announced.

   I could see the faded blue eyes assessing me, and I
began wondering if I measured up. A moment or two later she stood
aside and ushered me in. I followed her into a reasonably sized
lounge room whose walls were adorned with theatrical posters from a
bygone era. And yes, there was one of Minnie Ramona. She seemed so
alive I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d spoken a
greeting.

   Daisy was nodding. “You’re her blood alright,” she
said. “Same oval face; same high cheekbones; same luminous brown
eyes. Her hair, though, was a bit darker than yours. It was coal
black.”

   Even though I had noticed some resemblance myself
from the newspapers and theatre programs I had at home, Daisy’s
affirmation gave me a shot of pleasure. But I didn’t let myself get
too carried away. I might have some similar features to Minnie but
as attractive as her I was definitely not.

   Daisy extended a thin hand to me. “As you will have
guessed by now, I’m Daisy Delaney. Sit yourself down, and I’ll
bring some sandwiches.”

   I seated myself in an armchair covered with a
floral fabric in soft earthy colours. The room wasn’t
air-conditioned but the thick brick walls and a ceiling fan brought
some welcome relief from the outside heat. My eyes went to the
poster of Minnie again, and my heart began to pound in my chest. I
had come along thinking that Daisy was probably a little gaga and
not expecting anything much to come out of the meeting. Having met
her, though, I had swiftly changed my tune. It was obvious from the
first that she had all her wits about her. Whether it was something
I wanted to hear or not, she had been trusted with information from
Minnie that she felt it her duty to pass on.

   She returned with the sandwiches and a pitcher of
chilled pineapple juice. I wasn’t in the least bit hungry but I
sensed that Daisy wouldn’t get down to business until all the
sandwiches had disappeared. I munched away as best I could. My
parched throat welcomed the juice.

   Daisy picked at a couple of sandwiches herself. She
made some small talk about the weather until satisfied I’d had my
fill, then eyed me thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re wondering what
this is all about,” she said at last.

   I nodded my agreement. “Were you in show business,
too?” I asked. “Is that how you knew my grandmother?”

   Daisy shook her head and gave a little laugh. “Oh
glory, no,” she said. “Can’t sing, can’t dance, and can’t act!”

   My face must have shown my puzzlement because she
went on quickly, “Minnie used to come into my mother’s shop. It was
in Rowe Street, the bohemian heart of Sydney, which Minnie loved
because she was such a bohemian-at-heart herself. Mum made hats and
scarves. Lots of theatre people came to her because of her
remarkable skill.”

   Now I did start to wonder if Daisy was a little off
the rails after all. I work in the city and often dash up Rowe
Street from my office to have lunch in the giant food hall of the
MLC Centre that it leads into. It’s as narrow as a lane, not more
than about twenty metres long, and there aren’t any shops there,
save one tiny cafe.

   “Rowe Street?” I inquired, with a sceptical note in
my voice. “The only Rowe Street I know of in the city is behind the
Commonwealth Bank building which fronts onto Martin Place. It runs
into the MLC Centre. You can’t mean that one. There’s nothing
there.”

   A look of fury passed over Daisy’s face. “The
building of that MLC Centre,” she exclaimed, “caused the
destruction of Rowe Street. They demolished the shops and cut off
nine tenths of the street in the early 1970s to make way for the
wretched thing. Replaced the most picturesque street in Sydney with
a concrete jungle.”

   Having been born in 1977, it had never crossed my
mind that the MLC hadn’t always been there. It consists of a huge
office tower with an arcade of shops and a food hall where you can
get just about any culinary dish that your appetite craves or a
quick snack to take back to work with you. Feeling more than a
little ignorant I asked her to tell me about how it looked back
then.

   She tilted her head to the side, fixed her eyes on
a spot on the wall, and I could almost see her mind rolling back
through the years.

   “Rowe Street was a narrow strip that ran between
Pitt Street and Castlereagh. And on the Castlereagh corner stood
the Australia Hotel with its glorious facade of sandstone and
brick. It was one of the most majestic hotels this city has ever
seen. Built towards the end of the 19th century, the opening was
performed by none other than Sarah Bernhardt herself, the era’s
most acclaimed actress.

   “The entrance was comprised of polished granite,
the foyer sported columns of Italian marble and a marble staircase
in an array of colours arched up to the first floor. That’s where
the Emerald Room was located. It was a huge dining area with a high
decorated ceiling, Italian chandeliers, and a fountain in white
marble.”

   I tried to visualize this grand, opulently
appointed hotel where the MLC now stood. It wasn’t easy because the
giant MLC casts such a vast shadow. But as Daisy continued I
started to get a sense of its grandeur.

   “The Theatre Royal and the little Playbox were
nearby, and their patrons would call in after the shows for supper
in the hotel’s Winter Garden, and what treats they were served.”
She smiled as she remembered, then added, “There was even a wing
which provided accommodation for the guests’ servants, and some
high-spirited fun was had in those quarters I can tell you!”

   “And Rowe Street itself?” I asked.

   “Ah,” she sighed, “like I said before, it was
Sydney’s bohemian heart. The city was pretty staid back then so
Rowe Street’s string of boutique shops, cafes, and art and interior
design galleries were a magnet for artists, writers, musicians,
theatre folk, and all kinds of free-thinkers. Even the shingles
hanging outside the shops and cafes were draw cards. They had a
flair all of their own not seen before or since. That little strip
was like a rainbow amidst the conventional grey streets and the
buildings lining them. It was always bursting with colour and
bustling with life.

   “Many of the striking wares on display were
handmade here. Others were imported from the U.S., Europe, and the
Orient. Countless hours were spent by window shoppers mesmerized by
all the unique merchandise on offer. The street was at the cutting
edge of fashion and artistic expression. Everything on sale
there—the clothes, the jewellery, the art and craft works—had an
exotic aura about them.

   “Anyone looking for innovative decorative
furnishings and fabrics found Rowe a real Mecca. The interior
designers working from there were way ahead of their time. And
adding a taste of the forbidden fruit were the banned books.”

   She laughed as she added, “From time to time there
would be a police raid but somehow the booksellers always got a
tip-off in advance. The offending items would be stashed safely
away from the long arm of the law.”

   Her voice suddenly grew heavy as she lamented,
“That little urban oasis, rich with artistry and intellectual life,
nourished our hearts, our minds, and even our souls. After its
demise we were left with a gnawing hunger that nothing since has
been able to satisfy.”

   It seemed almost incredible to me that such a place
once existed just metres away from where I work. I was starting to
feel more than a little cheated. There was nothing bohemian about
the MLC or its surrounds. Like most things these days it simply
catered to the masses. I was anxious to learn more, and I was
warming to Daisy with every passing minute. I inquired, “Your
mother sold hats?”

   Daisy nodded. “When someone was wearing one of her
creations people always stopped to take a second look. I don’t mean
to boast but when it came to hats she was a creative genius. And
her scarves were just as good. The colours and designs that she
wove together were never bettered.”

   “And my grandmother was a regular visitor to your
shop?”

   Daisy glanced up at the poster of Minnie. “She came
in all the time. Sometimes to buy and sometimes just to chat. Her
and mother were good friends. They enjoyed each other’s company.
Many a time Minnie sent along free tickets to her shows, and Mum
and I would go along together.”

   “They say she was a great all-round artist,” I
said.

   “Indeed she was,” Daisy assured me with twinkling
eyes. “She had one of those unique voices you never forget, and she
was so brilliant on her feet she could have partnered Fred Astaire
or Gene Kelly and been on equal terms.”

   I could feel myself swelling with pride at Daisy’s
words.

   She continued, “And she had the rare quality of
being able to connect with her audience in the way only true
legends can. I never saw a performance where she didn’t have every
last person in the palm of her hand. I swear to God they would have
laid down their lives for her if the need ever arose.”

   And this was the Minnie whose message had come down
through the years to her granddaughter, I thought. But just what
was that message? I decided to prompt Daisy for the answer
but before I had time she went on.

   “Minnie had a small terrier dog named Chin Chin
that did all kinds of fancy tricks. On Saturdays the pair would
stand on the Australia Hotel corner and put on a show for the kids.
I can still see Chin Chin doing her somersaults and jumping high
through the hoops. Her little tail would wag ninety to the dozen
every time the crowd cheered. It almost made you dizzy just looking
at it. And the laughter of those kids reverberated through all the
surrounding streets.”

   I found myself smiling at the scene Daisy had
described but then I felt a twinge of sorrow as the loss of Minnie
from my life hit further home. I had never laid eyes on her nor she
on me. Like many people do for a variety of reasons, I started to
wish that I could turn back time. But that, of course, was a
useless thing to wish for. It could never happen. I just had to
accept that everything I would learn of Minnie I would learn second
hand. I pushed down my disappointment, stared hard at Daisy, and
asked, “Daisy, what was Minnie’s message?”

   She stared back appraisingly.

   My heartbeat quickened as I waited for her
answer.

   She took a deep breath then said, “Her message to
me was ‘Tell Panda I solved the problem.’”

   My earlier doubts about Daisy’s state of mind
returned. Panda was the name Minnie had saddled my mother with but
the message I’d just been given made no sense to me at all. “I
don’t understand,” I stammered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   Daisy mopped her forehead with a white
handkerchief. “It’s getting hotter by the minute,” she said and
went over and turned the dial of the ceiling fan to the maximum
speed.

   I was feeling uncomfortably hot myself now. I kept
staring at Daisy while I reached for the pitcher of juice.

   “That’ll be too warm to drink,” she said, “I’ll go
and get you some chilled.”

   When she returned I pressed her again. “Daisy, what
did that message mean?”

   She sat down in her chair and said slowly, “I
wasn’t sure myself at the time. It made no sense to me either. And
Panda was such a wee thing it wouldn’t have meant anything to her.
I meant to tell my mother about it to see if she could make head or
tail of it but I was so traumatized at watching Minnie die that it
went right out of my head.”

   “What?” I gasped in disbelief. “You mean you
saw Minnie die?”

   Now Daisy used the handkerchief to dab away the
tears that had formed in the corners of her eyes. I could see the
pain flooding them even after the passing of so many years.

   She nodded ruefully. “It was early afternoon, and
Minnie was visiting our shop. My mother asked me to deliver a
package to one of her clients up near Central Railway. I caught the
bus up but on the way back I walked. I went for a detour down
Castlereagh Street past the Tivoli theatre because the posters out
the front had pictures of Minnie on them. She was performing in a
top-rated variety show and I always loved seeing images of her in
her stage costumes.

   “Anyway, I continued on my way along Castlereagh
back towards Rowe Street. When I got down as far as Park Street, I
stood at the intersection waiting for the lights to change. One of
the pedestrians tried to beat the traffic, and a car swerved to
miss him. The driver lost control and mounted the footpath on the
other side of the intersection and hit someone.

   “I knew in the instant of impact that it was
Minnie. She was wearing a new hat that she’d just collected from my
mother. I was horror-stricken but somehow I managed to run to her.
People were gathered all around but I pushed my way through. I took
hold of her hand and told her that it was me, Daisy, and that she
was going to be alright. But she must have known how badly hurt she
was. She stared at me with tortured eyes and squeezed my hand as
best she could. Blood was dripping from the corner of her mouth,
and she was coughing real bad. It took a mighty effort for her to
speak but Minnie being Minnie she managed it. That’s when she said
it. That’s when she told me to, ‘Tell Panda I solved the problem.’
I could barely see through my tears. ‘I will, Miss Minnie,’ I said,
‘but what does it mean?’ She tried to move her lips but the life
was ebbing out of her. She just gave my hand another squeeze,
barely perceptible this time, and then it was over.

   “People everywhere were crying in disbelief. Some
were praying out loud. They had all recognised Minnie. The scene
was chaotic. The ambulance arrived but it was evident to everyone
that nothing could be done for the poor darling, save remove her
from the public street and afford her the dignity the dead
deserve.”

   The tears in my own eyes were welling. The horror
and futility of her death suddenly hit home in a way they never had
before. And my heart went out to Daisy, who as a teenager, had
witnessed the shocking event first hand. Daisy plucked a fresh
handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed again at her eyes. Telling
this story was costing her emotionally, that I could see only too
well. And it was tiring her, too. “Daisy,” I said, “I’m going into
the kitchen to make us both a cup of tea. You just take it easy for
a spell.”

   The fan had done its job, and the temperature was
quite bearable now. But even on hot days a cup of tea is always
welcome. And nothing seemed more appropriate at the given moment
than a good old cuppa. My hands shook as I spooned the tea into the
pot. I kept picturing Minnie walking down the street with her new
hat, then moments later having her life swept away. My breath
caught in my throat.

   The sadness I felt was almost unbearable. I only
just avoided scalding myself as I poured the boiling water into the
small china pot. I would have to pull myself together, I decided. I
needed to be strong for Daisy. It would only cause her more
distress if she knew how deeply I’d been affected by her story. She
seemed quite depleted when I walked back into the lounge room. I
filled our cups and we drank in silence. Finally I said, “Daisy,
you don’t need to tell me anymore today. It’s too upsetting for
you. I’ll come back again tomorrow, or if that doesn’t suit, we’ll
fix another time.”

   A thin smile appeared on her lips. She nodded her
head slowly and said she needed to rest now. She asked me to come
around noon tomorrow.

   I washed and dried the cups, returned to the lounge
room where I gave Daisy’s arm a squeeze, then let myself out into
the searing afternoon heat. As soon as I got home I headed for the
shower. The cool water and fresh clothes made me start to feel a
little more human. I poured myself a drink and sat down to ponder
the day’s events.

   ‘Tell Panda I solved the problem.’ What the devil,
I wondered, did that strange message uttered by my dying
grandmother mean? Perhaps I would learn the answer to that tomorrow
on my return to Daisy’s house. I couldn’t stop thinking about
Minnie and the manner in which she died. If only that fool of a man
hadn’t crossed the road against the lights. If only Minnie hadn’t
been walking along the street at that point in time. If only the
car that hit her had been a few metres further back along the road.
If…if…if…

   It was no good thinking like that, I knew, but it
was hard to stop myself. I had always lamented Minnie’s early death
but after hearing what Daisy had to say about her, it felt as
though a deep chasm had opened up inside me. Being in Daisy’s
lounge room with the life-like poster of Minnie looking down at me,
the stories of her visits to Rowe Street, and Daisy’s great
affection for her, had all affected me in a way that I hadn’t been
prepared for. I had almost felt her presence there with us as the
old lady reminisced.

   I made myself a salad for dinner, then whiled away
the evening by watching some so-called comedy shows on TV. They
failed to raise a laugh in me but then again that was probably
because I was so preoccupied. I don’t think anything could have
made me laugh in the state I was in. I was gripped by too many
mixed emotions. Finally I headed off to bed, wondering what the
following day would bring.

   My sleep was fitful, and when morning broke I felt
anything but refreshed. After breakfast I decided to go for a walk
to get the circulation going. My apartment block is on the edge of
Blackwattle Bay, a pretty good location overall. I can see the
lights of the city from there. It’s proved to be a big plus on New
Year’s Eve because even though the Harbour Bridge is out of sight,
the fireworks that are launched both from it and its surrounds
light up the sky and reflect in the water for kilometres
around.

   Last year though I spent NYE across the bay at a
friend’s place in East Balmain. From there we had an uninterrupted
view of the Bridge. When its intricate network of steel lit up in
an explosion of light and colour and sparkling rods of fire spurted
skywards from the top of its great arch, I was completely
bedazzled. Even the noise and pungent odour that all those tons of
explosives generated added to the overall atmosphere. All I can say
is the TV coverage is a pale imitation of the real thing.

   The morning was hot and still. It wasn’t quite as
humid, though, as yesterday so I ended up walking for a little
longer than I had intended. When I got back to my apartment I put
the radio on and listened for a while. Then I set out again for
Daisy’s house.

   She was looking more relaxed this time, and as soon
as she had plied me with refreshments, she was ready to start
talking. “I need to put things into context,” she told me.

   That sounded good to me because I still couldn’t
make sense of the strange message she had given me yesterday.

   She went on, “I used to hear Minnie talk sometimes
to my mother about her financial situation. She was hit hard by the
stock market crash of 1929. She had some lean times during the
Depression that followed but all in all managed to get pretty
regular work. She travelled to Europe where she was contracted for
a number of shows. She went to America, too, for a time. When she
returned to Australia she was in high demand and earned good money
considering the harsh economic environment. But after the crash of
’29 she didn’t trust banks and was reluctant to deposit with them.
From what I could gather, she kept all her cash in her home. But it
worried her, though. She was afraid someone might break in and rob
the place.”

   Daisy’s thoughts were off in the past again, I
could see that by the distant look in her soft blue eyes. I was
anxious to hear what this revelation was leading up to, but Daisy
seemed to veer off on another tangent.

   “One day,” she continued, “she phoned up to say she
would be calling into the shop later that afternoon. Said she would
be bringing someone with her who wanted a hat made. But as my
mother told it, Minnie said, ‘I wanted to warn you first so you
won’t get too much of a shock when we arrive. The woman I’m
bringing with me is one of the most beautiful creatures God ever
put breath into.’”

   She began to smile, and I guessed it was at the
flash of memory.

   “Well my mother was in a state of nervous
excitement when she put down the phone, and so was I when she told
me. We tried to guess who it was that Minnie would bring but we
weren’t even close.”

   I was about to steer Daisy back on track regarding
Minnie’s message but I was so intrigued to hear who the mysterious
beauty was I refrained from doing so. I thought back to the old
movies I had seen of that long ago era and the beautiful women who
had appeared in them. Was it Garbo? Had she been in town at the
time? Or Dietrich or Lombard or Dolores Del Rio? “Who was it
Daisy?” I asked impatiently. “Who did she bring?”

   Daisy’s eyes met mine. “She brought who she said
she’d bring,” she answered mischievously. “One of the most
beautiful women God ever put breath into.”

   “Daisy!” I exclaimed in exasperation. “Who was
she?” 

   She smiled broadly and said, “Her name was Nina Mae
McKinney. She was a multi-talented young African American who was
brought out here from the States to be the principal star of the
Tivoli’s biggest show of the year, Hello Harlem. It was
set in New York’s famous Cotton Club and was scheduled to run for
three months here in Sydney, then travel to the other Tivoli
circuit states. Nina gave us tickets, and we went along to see her
in it one night. When it came to jazz singers there were few better
than her. Apparently Minnie had met up with her on a recent trip to
the U.S., and the pair became fast friends.”

   “An African-American” I said in surprise. My
surprise sprang from the fact that it would have been quite
extraordinary in the 1930s for any person of colour to be given the
principal role of a major stage production.

   Daisy nodded. “I think that’s why she fell in love
with our little Rowe Street. No one was out of place there. It had
something for everyone, and it embraced everyone equally. And being
a lady with an eye for artistry and elegance she loved browsing in
the shops. Her and Minnie frequented the cafes, too, where time and
time again they’d be urged to sing by the other patrons. The magic
which that pair conjured up when they performed together pulsated
through the whole street.” Daisy sighed. “They were special times.
Real special.”

   She got up saying she would be back in a minute.
When she returned she held a framed photo of two women. One was
Minnie, and the other—well, Minnie and Daisy’s description of Nina
Mae McKinney wasn’t overrated one iota. Just seeing her picture
left me awestruck so I could imagine how Daisy and her mother felt
when Minnie brought her into their shop that first time.

   I could hear the smile in Daisy’s voice as she
remarked, “Minnie said Nina’s face should be displayed on
billboards all around the country and on postage stamps so that her
beauty could be enjoyed by everyone everywhere.”

   I was starting to wish I’d lived in that era
myself. Those halcyon days of live theatre when Sydney was awash
with world standard shows and exotic stars. And when a narrow
street, nestled behind a grand hotel, was the lifeblood of the
city’s bohemians and bohemians-at-heart.

   “Anyway,” said Daisy, “that first afternoon that
Nina came I was in and out getting refreshments for them and making
deliveries so I never heard all that they were talking about and my
mother never told me. Well, a while ago I was skimming through
Mum’s diaries—she was a great diary keeper—and one of the entries
leapt out at me. It was made on that very day.”

   Daisy got up again and handed me a diary which was
open at a certain page, and pointed to an entry. Daisy’s mother had
captured in great detail all the excitement of Nina’s visit. The
writing looked hurried, as though it was written in a rush so that
every moment could be preserved on paper before any interruptions
occurred. But it was what was written towards the end that caught
my attention the most. The entry read:

Minnie was in great spirits. She told me that she had solved
the problem of how to look after her money. Said Nina had
inadvertently given her the idea. She added that she
wouldn’t tell another living soul because
sometimes people let things slip without meaning to. Said she
wasn’t even going to let on to Harry because as
soon as he has a few beers under his belt he blabs to the world
about everything. Her finances are a constant source of worry to
her. She’s afraid of trusting her money to
anyone. The crash did that to her. She’s
terrified of losing everything again. I told her that I hoped she
knew what she was doing, but she just gave me an impish grin and
said again that the problem was solved.

   I stared at Daisy, and she nodded emphatically.

   “That’s what she meant when she told me to tell
Panda she’d solved the problem. She must have been a bit delirious,
though, because as I said before, Panda was just a wee thing at the
time. It wouldn’t have meant anything to her. But something in poor
Minnie’s brain was telling her to get the message about the money
across somehow. The accident happened just a few months after she
first brought Nina to the shop.”

   She looked at me inquiringly. “Do you know anything
about the state of her finances when she died?” she asked.

   I shook my head. “I just remember my mother telling
me that when she was old enough to understand her father told her
he’d been astonished at how depleted Minnie’s funds were when she
died. He couldn’t fathom what had happened to all her money.”

   I considered for a moment, then added, “She must
have done something with it, stashed it somewhere maybe, and was
trying to let Panda know. She didn’t want to die without passing on
the secret.”

   “If only she could have been more specific,” Daisy
lamented. “But as things stand neither of us is any the wiser.”

   “Well,” I said, “if she stashed it in some secret
place in her home then it’s gone forever. The old house burnt down
twenty-odd years ago.”

   “Burnt down?” Daisy looked distressed.

   “I’m afraid so. Everything went. The furniture,
mementos, everything. All that was saved was a writing desk and a
couple of boxes of memorabilia that were stored in the garage.
Apparently the blaze was caused by an electrical fault. Thankfully
my grandfather wasn’t hurt but he was pretty cut up at losing all
of Minnie’s belongings.”

   The room was becoming oppressively hot so Daisy
turned up the speed of the ceiling fan again.

   “I never met your grandfather,” she said. “Minnie
never brought him into the shop. Maybe Rowe Street just wasn’t his
style.”

   “Maybe,” I admitted. “I know he always enjoyed
going to the local for a few beers with the boys. I don’t think I
would have ever thought of him as a bohemian type.”

   “I often wondered what he was like,” Daisy said. “I
saw pictures of him in the papers with Minnie but I never got to
see him in the flesh.” She sighed before adding, “Dear dear. To
think Minnie’s money may have been lost despite her efforts to keep
it safe.”

   “But if she was afraid of keeping money in the
house in case someone broke in and robbed the place, she might have
kept it elsewhere,” I suggested.

   “Unless she hit upon somewhere especially safe to
hide it then that might have made a difference,” Daisy mused.
“Maybe she buried it in the backyard.”

   After the fire the land was cleared of the rubble
and sold. I wouldn’t be able to go digging up the yard now, and I
told Daisy so. “And another thing,” I added. “Back in the thirties
the currency was pounds, shillings, and pence, remember. Decimal
currency was introduced in the sixties. So even if the cash was
found it wouldn’t be worth anything today.”

   Daisy’s face darkened as she considered this, then
it brightened again. “I just said money as a matter of course but
maybe I should have said valuables. She had some fine pieces of
jewellery that my mother used to admire. Perhaps she invested her
money in precious stones instead of putting it in the bank.”

   This was plausible, I guessed. But even so I
doubted that I would ever see them. Most likely they were lost in
the fire. Daisy and I talked for a little longer, then I took my
leave. I promised her that I would give some thought to the things
we had discussed and assured her I would be in touch again
soon.

   I boarded the bus in Oxford Street and travelled
back to the city. Instead of wanting to think of all I’d been told
over the past two days at that moment I didn’t want to think about
anything. I decided to walk for a while to try to clear my head and
soon found myself in Hunter Street, on the corner of Pitt, where I
got a glimpse of the steel arch of the Bridge.

   I ambled on down Hunter in a lather of sweat to the
handkerchief sized Richard Johnson Square where I sat down for a
spell. The city was well and truly baking now in the furnace of
late summer heat. Nothing seemed to stir except the lips of those
praying for a breath of breeze. A one-legged seagull looked
plaintively about for a drop of water near the sandstone monument
erected to commemorate the place of Australia’s first Christian
service which was conducted by Johnson in 1788. I guessed it must
have been on a pit stop between Hyde Park and the Harbour.

   A kind young backpacker took pity on it and poured
a measure from the bottle of mineral water she was carrying into a
small crevice in the ground. The gull drank greedily, and I could
almost feel its relief as the refreshing liquid slid down its
parched throat.

   On the whole, Sydney’s streets are quite narrow and
seem to trap the heat. I got up and began walking in the direction
of Martin Place in the hope that the wide pedestrian plaza might be
a fraction cooler. Although I think what really drew me there was
Daisy’s story about how things used to be. My eyes swept over the
towering MLC Centre. I tried to imagine in its place the grandeur
of the Australia Hotel with its marble interiors and lavish
furnishings. I pictured theatre-goers supping in the Winter Garden
and renowned international stars signing the check-in register.

   My gaze then roamed to the adjacent Commonwealth
Bank building which had been more fortunate than the little laneway
that ran behind it. I walked over to it, then turned down the
corner and surveyed the remnants of Rowe Street at its rear. There
was one building on the opposite corner which was now a bar.
Judging by its age and touch of elegance, I guessed it had been
there in Rowe’s heyday. Around the side, but still part of the same
structure, was a tiny cafe reminiscent of those described by Daisy.
They were all that remained of the edifices which had once lined
the little avenue.

   I was suddenly gripped by a sense of loss. Is that
what progress is all about? I wondered angrily. Ripping out a
city’s heart so huge money-making monoliths can be erected?
Exterminating that which is rich with culture and replacing it with
bland structures where the masses dart about like mice in a mill?
The thoughts depressed me and the heat was sapping my energy so I
hopped on a bus and went on home.

   Sitting in my air-conditioned lounge room with a
cool drink in my hand and feeling a bit more settled, I moved my
mind again to Daisy’s revelations. It was time, I decided, to call
Lana and ask her to come over so I could discuss with her the
events of the past two days.

   Lana is my age. Our birthdays are only six days
apart. We even look a bit alike. Our dark hair is cut in layers,
and our brown eyes are of a similar shade. I’m a few centimetres
taller than her and maybe a kilogram heavier. And we had both been
married to philandering men who we have since separated from.

 

Lana listened wide-eyed to my tale, interrupting every so often
to ask a question or make a comment. When I told her all I knew she
sat assimilating the information.

   Presently she said, “Sounds to me like Minnie was a
pretty cluey character. If she’d been worried about losing her
hard-earned, I doubt that she would have left it as cash. It would
have depreciated in value unless it was invested or deposited in an
interest bearing account. And from what you say she didn’t trust
banks.”

   I pondered this, then said, “According to Daisy,
she didn’t trust depositing her money with banks but she
could have kept it in a safety deposit box. If the bank went bust
the money would still be there in the vault.”

   “But like I said,” interjected Lana, “the cash
would have depreciated in value; you know, with inflation and all.
However, if she had invested in something like precious stones as
Daisy suggested, then they would increase in value over time. She
could have put them in a safety deposit box.”

   A hundred thoughts were running through my head. I
didn’t know what to think. “Even if you’re right,” I told Lana,
“there’s no way of finding out which bank the box would be in.”

   Lana leapt out of her chair. Her cheeks were
flushed with excitement. She grabbed my arm, pulling me up from my
own chair. “Get those boxes of memorabilia that you’ve got tucked
away,” she urged. “There could be letters in them. Minnie might
have left a clue somewhere.”

   It seemed fantastic to me but I guess I too got
caught up with Lana’s enthusiasm. Ever since the two boxes had come
into my possession I’d been meaning to go through them to see what
was in them but life had been pretty hectic and I hadn’t had a
chance. “Come on then,” I said to Lana. “They’re in the garage.
You’ll have to help me bring them up.”

   We hauled them up, laid them on the floor, and sat
down beside them. I pulled out a handful of letters from the first
box, and we poured over them. There were letters to Minnie from
friends and acquaintances and others that she had written to Harry,
her husband, from interstate and overseas locations. One had a
postscript suggesting that he should be a bit circumspect and not
always accept things at face value. I smiled. It must have been a
weakness of Pop’s that bothered Minnie.

   We scanned each one in turn but they didn’t seem in
the least bit promising. I came across three held together by an
elastic band which were addressed to Panda. They read the way
letters from a parent to a young child invariably do. Minnie told
Panda that she missed her and hoped she was being good. They were
all in a similar vein and didn’t seem to be harbouring any ‘clues’
to the whereabouts of the elusive safety deposit box or buried
treasure of any description.

   Lana was starting to look a little glum. I,
however, hadn’t allowed myself to raise my hopes too high. Minnie
might have ‘solved the problem’ of what to do with her money, but
us finding the answer ourselves seemed to be too much of a long
shot.

   There were three unused postcards in a brown paper
bag which Minnie hadn’t got around to writing on, together with
some envelopes and loose stamps. Two of the cards depicted a very
different Waikiki from today, and another featured a happy luau
scene. Their vivid colours contrasted markedly with the drab
stamps. I put them back, and we began searching the second box.
There were numerous theatre programs, some featuring Minnie Ramona,
and I marvelled again at this grandmother of mine. One of the
programs, I was amazed to find, was for Nina Mae McKinney’s play
Hello Harlem. There was a stunning picture of Nina in the
top right corner and an inscription by her to Minnie. I showed it
to Lana.

   “My God, she really was something,” she said, as
she cast her eyes on the exquisite face.

   Some of the programs were annotated in Minnie’s
hand but the annotations referred chiefly to the plays or the
performers. It was the same with the pieces of sheet music on which
Minnie had jotted down some performance notes. No secrets, it
seemed, were to be gleaned here.

   We both got up and stretched. Lana went back to her
chair, and I went into the kitchen and poured us some fresh juice.
It seemed like a lost cause to me but Lana suddenly shrieked, “The
desk! Minnie’s desk!”

   I looked at her blankly as I handed her the drink.
“What about it?” I asked.

   Her cheeks were flushed again, this time even
brighter than before. “I bet it’s in there!” she exclaimed. “The
key to the safety deposit box!”

   “But Lana,” I protested, “I’ve been using that desk
for years and so had my mother before me. Even if there had been a
key once, it certainly isn’t there now.”

   Lana ignored me. She strode over to the desk that
was set against the far wall and started pulling out the drawers.
“I bet there’s a secret compartment,” she said, as her hands probed
the interior.

   My excitement was mounting now, and I watched as
she continued her minute examination. She tapped and pushed and
pulled but no hidden cavity appeared.

   “It has to be here,” she said emphatically. “It’s
got to be here somewhere.”

   It was almost an hour later when she finally gave
up.

   “Let’s face it,” I said. “We’re just grasping at
straws. It’s over seventy years since Minnie died. If there ever
was a key then it was either destroyed in the fire or if it
survived it’s been lost in the mists of time. It’s unrealistic to
expect that an old desk or a couple of boxes of memorabilia will
lead us to a cache of precious stones. And anyway there were
probably no precious stones to begin with. We were being a bit too
fanciful, I think.”

   Lana was more than a little despondent. “Yeah,” she
agreed. “You could be right. Perhaps Minnie just spent the money on
having herself a good time. Maybe that’s what she meant when she
said she solved the problem.”

   I got up and stretched again. “I don’t know about
that last point,” I said. “If she spent all the money on herself,
then why with her dying breath did she ask Daisy to give Panda that
message? I think she had probably done something with the money
that would ensure her financial security and was desperate for the
information to be passed on to Panda.”

   Lana hit her fist against her hand. “It’s so
infuriating,” she said. She gave me a sharp look. “You don’t
suppose we could go to the address where Minnie used to live and on
some pretext start digging up the garden, do you?”

   I began to laugh. “No, Lana, I don’t. I for one
don’t want to end up in a prison cell, or worse still
straight-jacketed in a psychiatric ward of some hospital.”

   She laughed now, too, and her eyes filled with
humour. “I guess I was getting a bit carried away,” she admitted.
“But there’s something about the allure of buried treasure. I guess
it’s akin to good old gold fever. If only Minnie had left a map
with an X marking the spot.”

   “Well, there’s no map and more likely than not no
buried treasure,” I said with a sigh.

   “On that note,” Lana announced, “I think I’ll call
it a day. But don’t forget to let me know if you stumble on
anything.”

 

* * * * *

 

Monday came around with no relief from the heat or oppressive
humidity. At lunchtime I made a silent protest against Rowe
Street’s destruction by refusing to buy anything from the MLC food
hall. Instead I decided to seek out some of the cafes and sandwich
shops scattered around the area which are housed in quaint little
premises that I hope are heritage listed by now. I have no idea how
long my protest will last, but at least it makes me feel as though
I’m doing something. At the same time, though, I have to face the
fact that the shopkeepers in the food hall aren’t responsible for
the obliteration of the little laneway that was Sydney’s heartbeat.
Like me, many of them wouldn’t have even been born when it all
happened. Still, for now, I just don’t want to venture into that
jungle of steel and concrete.

   I had phoned Daisy earlier to tell her about
sifting through Minnie’s  memorabilia with Lana and Lana’s
examination of the desk. I could tell that although not
realistically expecting my investigations to bear fruit, she was
disappointed just the same.

   It seemed to me a pointless exercise continuing
with the search. Too much had happened in the intervening years
since Minnie had uttered those dying words to Daisy. Yet it wasn’t
that easy to just drop it altogether. The image of Minnie
instructing the young teenager to pass her message on to Panda was
vivid in my mind. You often hear it said that the past is dead and
gone but that isn’t so. It has the power to reach into the present
and command uncompromising attention.

   But where do I go from here? I wondered.
What do I do next? I was pondering these questions when I
returned to the office after lunch. No revelations were suddenly
forthcoming. It seemed like I had run into a great stone wall. I
was just beginning to get my mind back on my work when Lana
called.

   “I’m home today because I sprained my ankle,” she
told me. “I tripped over my own feet.”

   I commiserated with her and said I would call in to
see her tonight and bring some dinner along. She was grateful for
that but suggested I also bring along the box with Minnie’s letters
in it. She was concerned that we had skimmed over them too quickly
when we looked at them before. This time, she said, we should pay
more attention to detail.

   I agreed, even though I thought it a futile thing
to do. But it would give her something to occupy her mind and
perhaps make her forget about the pain in her foot for a while.

   As soon as I got home I had a shower to cool down,
then hopped in my car with the box which I placed on the front
passenger seat. Lana lives in Annandale, and it’s less than a ten
minute drive from Glebe if the traffic isn’t too heavy. I drove
along Parramatta Road and found a parking spot a short distance
from a pizza place then went in and ordered a ham and pineapple for
Lana and a vegetarian for myself. Even with the air-con going it
was incredibly hot in there with the baking ovens. I went to wait
outside while my order was being filled.

   The humidity had dropped a tad, which I was
thankful for. I sauntered along to a travel agency and gazed at the
posters of island paradises on display in the window. They looked
more than a little inviting with their palm trees and blue
lagoons.

   The wail of a police siren off in the distance
distracted me for a moment but then I fixed my attention back on
the posters. There was a special offer going on Mauritius. Seven
days for the price of five. As I gazed with longing at the tranquil
scene, something suddenly stirred in the back of my mind. It was
the unused postcards I’d found in the box of Minnie’s memorabilia.
The three had been from Hawaii yet only two of the stamps were
Hawaiian.

   The wailing of the siren was growing louder, and it
broke my concentration. I tried to ignore it and gather my thoughts
again. The third stamp had been from Mauritius. Why was that? I
wondered. There had been no postcard from Mauritius, and you
couldn’t use a Mauritian stamp on a card you were posting from
Hawaii.

   Thoughts were starting to clamber into my mind.
Daisy claimed that Minnie said Nina Mae McKinney’s face should be
displayed on billboards and postage stamps. And Daisy’s
mother had recorded the fact that Nina had inadvertently given
Minnie the idea of what to do with her money to keep it secure.
Minnie had urged Harry in one of her letters not to always take
things at face value.

   What if those stamps in the old brown paper bag
with the cards and envelopes were worth much more than their
face value? What if they were rarities that Minnie had
invested in? Rarities that would continue to increase in value over
time?

   My heart began beating rapidly and I was almost
oblivious to the wailing siren and sudden screeching of tyres. But
that changed when I heard an almighty crash behind me. I spun
around and saw a white car bouncing off a pole. Police were already
jumping out of the pursuit car and pulling their guns. My eyes
filled with horror as I saw what was happening. The car that had
bounced off the pole skidded right into mine causing it to explode
in flames before my eyes. The offending driver was pulled out of
his burning vehicle, but my car, with the box of memorabilia on the
front seat, continued to incinerate.

   The sight of it spurred me into action. I ran back
to the pizza place. The patrons were all on the footpath staring at
the blazing cars. I screamed to the man in the white apron who had
taken my order. “Get your fire extinguisher!”

   He had to have one, it was a legal requirement. It
took a moment for my words to sink in but as soon as they did he
darted off and returned with a red extinguisher which he handed to
me. I ran towards the car and aimed the hose at the flames.
Proprietors of other businesses along the strip followed suit and
soon almost a dozen of them were battling the flames alongside me.
The back half of the car had taken the full impact of the crash
causing the petrol tank to explode, and that was where the spray of
foam was trained.

   When the fire trucks arrived a few minutes later
all that remained was the mopping up. The smell of smoke and
burning metal almost caused me to choke. The police were herding
people away but I somehow managed to scream that it was my car that
had been burnt. With some reluctance they let me stay.

   From what I could see through the layer of foam,
the back seat was all but destroyed. The front seat, however, had
fared better. It was sprayed with fragments of glass from the
shattered windows, and the steering wheel was buckled, but that
seemed to be the extent of the damage. My eyes raced to the box,
which was singed with black streaks but otherwise appeared
unharmed. I was worried, though, that it might combust because the
car was still emitting a fierce amount of heat.

   I dashed over to one of the fire-fighters and
pleaded with him to get it out. The desperate look on my face may
have convinced him of its importance to me but its removal
obviously wasn’t a high priority.

   “It’ll be taken care of,” he assured me. “We have
to mop up some more and allow things to cool down a little
first.”

   I was in a state of high anxiety, but in spite of
it, I tried to be rational. To the fire-fighters the box was just a
box. It wasn’t a trapped human who needed to be rescued from the
wreck. They would get it out in good time. And I had to admit that
my imagination may have run away with me about the stamps. Perhaps
they were worthless after all. Even so, I didn’t want to lose the
collection of memorabilia. That was where the real treasure lay. It
was part and parcel of my remarkable grandmother, the incomparable
Miss Minnie Ramona.

 

* * * * *

 

Nothing could keep Lana from coming with me on my visit to a
leading philatelist several days later. She had hobbled along on
crutches and was now seated in one of the chairs he’d provided. I
was too nervous to sit myself so I stood hopping from one foot to
the other while he examined the three unremarkable looking stamps I
had handed him.

   He put an eyepiece in his eye the way I’ve seen
jewellers do, and scrutinized the tiny objects from every angle. He
stopped, pulled the eyepiece out, and stared at me with a face
which the colour had drained from. Without speaking he put the
stamps under a lamp with an oval of magnified glass at the top and
looked through it.

   Lana and I exchanged glances. Tension was getting
the better of me, and I could see the same thing was happening to
her. If only the stamp man would say something, but it seemed that
he had been struck dumb. I decided to take the initiative and ask
him what he thought but he suddenly looked up from his glass and
asked me how the stamps had come into my possession.

   I told him about Minnie and her boxes of
memorabilia. I didn’t, of course, fill in all the details. There
wasn’t any need for him to know about Minnie’s mistrust of banks or
her dying words.

   He stared again for some moments then said he
wanted to consult with a colleague. He disappeared out the back,
and when he reappeared he had a somewhat younger looking man with
him who was tall and thin with scraggly black hair. He looked at
Lana and I with interest, then began his own examination of the
postage stamps.

   The palms of my hands were sweating, and I wiped
them on the sides of my jeans. My stomach, too, was tying itself up
in knots. One of Lana’s crutches clattered to the floor, and the
two men and I almost shot through the ceiling.

   Lana voiced her apologies. The men excused
themselves and retreated out the back once again. I got the
impression they wanted to confer in private.

   “I can’t stand it any longer,” Lana cried after
several tense minutes. “For God’s sake, go and ask them what the
verdict is.”

   I don’t know if they heard Lana’s outburst but they
came back again at that moment. Each was as white-faced as the
other.

   The older man touched his tie then cleared his
throat. “These stamps,” he said, “if proven to be genuine, as my
colleague and I have no doubts at all that they will be, will fetch
a very considerable sum. If you’ll permit it, I’ll arrange for
independent tests to be carried out and certificates of
authenticity issued.”

   I lowered myself down on the chair next to Lana and
waited until I could trust my voice to speak without shaking. “Yes
of course,” I said, then asked somewhat self-consciously, “What
sort of a sum are we looking at?”

   His bushy eyebrows furrowed together.

   I held my breath. Fifty thousand? I wondered.
Seventy five?

   He looked at the stamps again then up at me. “I’d
say somewhere over and above the two million dollar mark.”

   I was glad I was sitting down because I suddenly
went weak all over.

   Lana gasped and grabbed my arm. “Upwards of two
million dollars!” she exclaimed.

   There was disbelief in her voice. And I began to
wonder myself if the little man was mistaken.

   Beads of sweat had broken out on his upper lip.
“These specimens are extremely rare,” he said, with quiet
certainty. “Hawaii’s first stamps were issued in 1851. They’ve
since become known as the ‘Hawaiian Missionaries’ because they were
used on the correspondence the American missionaries sent home to
the mainland. Very few survive today because of the poor quality of
the paper they were printed on. They were made available in three
denominations; 2 cent, 5 cent and 13 cent. These ones here, the 2
cent ones, are the rarest and most valuable. And what makes them
even more of a rarity is their pristine condition.”

   He took out a handkerchief, mopped his moist upper
lip, then did the same to his perspiring forehead. He drew in his
breath and began speaking again. “Mauritius issued its first
postage stamps in 1847. Printed on them were the words ‘Post
Office’. Subsequent issues had ‘Post Paid’ instead. It’s not clear
whether the first issue with ‘Post Office’ was a printing error or
whether it was intended. But it really makes no difference. They’re
among the world’s rarest. Only a very small number are known to
exist.”

   Lana turned to look at me. “I don’t know about
you,” she said, “but I could do with a stiff drink.”

 

* * * * *

 

The morning brought a little relief from the heat in the form of
a refreshing sea breeze. My mind was still agog with all that had
happened. I stared out at Blackwattle Bay and sat watching various
pleasure craft hovering over the blue water for a while. It was
past ten-thirty when I looked at the clock. Time to call Daisy, I
thought.

   “Daisy,” I said, when she picked up the phone,
“I’ve got something to tell you. Can I come straight over?”

   “What is it, Candice?” she asked a little
breathlessly. “Have you found something out?”

   “Yes, Daisy,” I told her. “But I don’t want to
discuss it over the phone.”

   I called for a taxi, and as soon as we pulled up
outside Daisy’s house she opened the front door.

   She ushered me into the lounge room but wouldn’t
let me begin my story until she’d brought me a cool drink.

   At last I began to tell her of the extraordinary
events that had unfolded since I last saw her. “My guess,” I said,
“is that Minnie bought the stamps on one of her overseas trips as
an investment, then put them in the bag with the postcards as a
blind. No one who saw them would think twice about them, let alone
tip to the fact that the stamps were issued in the mid 19th century
and the postcards in the 1930s. Like me, they would have just
assumed that the stamps had been meant to go on the cards.

   “It’s lucky you have such a good memory,” I went
on, “because if you hadn’t remembered Minnie saying that she
thought Nina should be featured on billboards and postage
stamps I never would have twigged to it. The line in your
mother’s diary about Minnie saying that Nina had inadvertently
given her an idea of what to do with her money would have meant
nothing without that link. And, of course,” I added, “without you
being there to hear Minnie utter her dying words, her treasure
would have been lost forever.”

   I went to her and gave her cheek a kiss. I could
see she was close to tears. It was all a little overwhelming for
her. She had sought out Minnie’s granddaughter and passed on her
dying message. And her efforts had paid a remarkable dividend that
will keep alive Minnie’s memory.

   “Daisy,” I said, “when the money comes through some
of it’s going to you. You’re the hero in all this.”

   “No, no.” She looked at me with stern eyes. “I have
everything I need. I didn’t track you down so that I could share in
any booty.”

   “But Daisy,” I protested.

   She put up a hand. “I mean it,” she said. “My
reward is in knowing that I didn’t let Minnie down.”

   I kissed her again.

   “What do you think you’ll do with the windfall?”
she asked. “Take yourself off on an overseas holiday? Buy yourself
a bigger apartment?”

   I smiled and shook my head. “My friend Lana, who I
told you suggested searching the boxes of memorabilia, has been
struggling a bit with her mortgage so I’m going to help her out
with that. But as far as I’m concerned, its Minnie’s money. I
wouldn’t feel right spending it on myself. I couldn’t think of
anything more crass or self-indulgent.”

   Daisy looked at me with interest. “What will you do
with it then? Give it to charity?”

   I shook my head. “I’ll give some to charity, but I
don’t want Minnie to be forgotten. She was a great entertainer, and
it’s only fitting that she be recognised and remembered. That’s why
I’m setting up The Minnie Ramona Performing Arts
Scholarship.” 

   Daisy clasped my hand in both of hers. They were
trembling. “You’ve done her proud,” she told me. Tears were glazing
her eyes but she smiled through them.

   “No, Daisy,” I said, as I looked at the frail old
woman in front of me, who, at great emotional cost, had tracked me
down and passed on Minnie’s message. “You never let her down. Her
memory will live on because of you.
You’re the one who’s done her proud. Now
dry those eyes, because like it or not I’m taking you out somewhere
swank for lunch.”

 

After we’d devoured our main meals and all sorts of other
delicious delicacies I ordered a bottle of the Sheraton On The
Park’s best champagne. We raised our glasses, and Daisy, her eyes
dancing, made the toast.

   “To two of the greatest performers ever to grace
the Sydney stage…Nina Mae McKinney and Minnie Ramona.”

   We exchanged affectionate glances and sipped our
champers with a sense of accomplishment and contentment. It might
have taken seventy plus years, but the teenager from Rowe Street
had remained true to her word and passed on Minnie’s mysterious
message. Because of her efforts, Minnie will be remembered and
unique opportunities will be opened up for the country’s aspiring
entertainers.

   I replenished our glasses, and this time I made the
toast. “This one’s to you, Daisy,” I told the remarkable old woman
sitting opposite. “You’re the Tops with a capital T! Minnie
couldn’t have left her message in better hands.”

 

 

 

The End
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