
Wallpecker Blues


Good morning good morning radioland. Rosalind Richer on your community radio station, WVOC on 91.3 FM broadcasting to Brisbane, Queensland, and the world thanks to the wonders of the Internet. Thanks to Jennie for the news on this, the 9th of November twenty twenty three. It is breakfast time here in Queensland, cocoa time in Berlin and teatime in New York. The sun is rising and it promises to be a very warm one today. Later, I will be chatting to my guest, Loretta Lane, about her seventh year in her popular café in Paddington and more generally about the thriving café culture in the city and suburbs. I shall also be reviewing the marvellous book by Anna Funder entitled Stasiland, which provides a link to a special anniversary for yours truly. Before that, as regular listeners know only too well, eight o’clock is our Boléro moment, now in its eighth year. Today’s rendition comes from vinyl. Herbert von Karajan conducts the Berliner Philharmoniker, originally released on Deutsche Grammophon in 1966. During playback, the phone lines will open for requests or comments on the show or anything else you want to share. Keep ‘em clean folks. 
 
Rosalind (just a stage name to keep her one step removed from the occasional crazies who just wanted a free platform for their craziness) flicked a second switch and the needle which had already started to track across the black grooves began its cycle of repetition. A colour palette in C Major with undertones of minor keys below the rhythmic snare drum. Rosalind glanced at the console for incoming calls which were already scrolling onto the screen. Some she would pick out to mention and in doing so she would make their day by providing a brief morning lifeline. That’s all that was needed sometimes. Just someone to acknowledge their existence to forestall another long and potentially lonely day. Rosalind’s morning programme was not designed to provoke controversy. She did not want to argue politics or the state of the nation while people were taking tea and toast. Occasionally someone would just want to rant about traffic or roadworks outside The Suncorp Stadium on the day of an important football match. It was understandable as it not only snarled up the visitors to the game but impeded those commuting to and from the city from The Valley, Bardon, and Paddington. Through the glass which demarcated the small studio space and the outer room, Rosalind mimed drinking a cup of coffee to her young volunteer helper Micky. He batted back the request with a smile and a thumbs up behind the soundproof glass. Meanwhile, she scrolled through the calls which were starting to come through. A decent mixture and not all from Queensland, the sunshine coast or even the East coast down as far as Sydney. The beauty of the Internet had revolutionised radio listening. She read off the names one by one. Jane from Athens, the Greek one, not the one in Georgia, U S of A. Rosalind (when she was Amanda) had known two Jane’s in her life, both important to her for a time. Only one of them was relevant to the anniversary she had hinted at during her eight am station link. Ah, there was George from Paddington again, a perennial on her list of calls. A new name in Jamie from the Gold Coast and more surprisingly Mary from Toowoomba and John from Townsville. She recognised the names, but they hadn’t been in touch for a few months. Many of her listeners admitted to being in their advanced years and an absence of contact sometimes carried more meaning than ‘just busy.’ The local station sponsors who would get another call-out at 0815 would be pleased at the way the station was improving its reach now that they had progressed to Internet sales. She allowed the calls to scroll for another minute before deciding to click on a name, simultaneously stifling the impulse to say ‘engage.’ The older Picard was so sexy. 
“Hello and good evening, Jane in Athens. What’s on your mind?”
“Good morning. Am I on air?”
The reply was delivered in a slightly angry monotone, matching the beat of Ravel’s composition. It was the type of question that the crazies would use to ensure they would have their moment of triumph or infamy. Rosalind stiffened. It was a skill she had developed over several years, being able to spot the potential crazies from the inflection of their voice. This one was borderline. Her hand hovered over the ‘kill’ button, her safety switch against the real weirdos.
“No Jane, I don’t automatically put callers on the air. Have you a request or a dedication to make?”
“Yes, I do Rosalind. I request that you burn in hell. Dedicate it to all of the people you betrayed.”
Rosalind hit the kill switch and rocked back in her chair. This version of Bolero would play on for another twelve minutes. Mercifully. The intern arrived with coffee. She waved him in, her finger to her lips.
“Did you just hear that?” Mickey was an ever-willing pair of hands with dreams of becoming Rex Bob Löwenstein, but he lacked curiosity. He shook his head. Damn. 
“Mickey, tape this next conversation and keep it. Don’t listen in. Okay?” He nodded, bemused. Rosalind clicked again to re-engage with Jane.
“Jane from Athens. You have one minutes. Understood?”
“Understood, Rosalind or should I call you Amanda or perhaps Katya?
“That’s crazy, but it’s your call.”
This was crazy. Jane knew her real name. 
“In denial Katya? I’ve read my file. It wasn’t too hard to deduce who the Stasi agent Katya named in my file was. The pillow talk was too precise for any other conclusion.”
“I don’t understand any of this Jane. Why this? Why now?”
“I can’t stay silent any longer, that’s why now. Berlin, August 1989. Poetry for Peace?”
The tumblers suddenly clicked into place. OMG. Jane from Berlin?
“You’re Jane who loved Shelley? Shit. I should burn in hell for saying I thought Shelley’s poetry sucked. Jeez. I still do Jane. This is incredible. After all this time.”
“No, burn in hell for being a Stasi informant, a Juliet, who betrayed me. Others too obviously, but I’m not here to fight their battles.” 
“Stasi? Me? You have to be kidding. The other bit okay. We were fun, you, and me together plus Alison on the side but I just fancied the pants off you, literally, nothing else.” 
“Rosalind, it’s in my file. All 150 pages of it. I had to wait impatiently through three terrified years for it to come through. I was apprehensive to read it but excited too. Why would anyone keep a file on me? I wasn’t an important person on the Embassy staff. I got a five-page letter too. They even warned me that this might not be the last information to emerge on me and I should re-apply in two years’ time. That two years is up today. I found you on the Internet.”
“Jane, I didn’t know you had a Stasi file. I’ve never given any thought to the possibility that I might have one. All I did was work for US media in Berlin during the late 1970s and 1980s. An informant. Never.”
“I don’t believe you.” Jane had realised by now she would not be getting on air as she hoped. She should have lied with some marshmallow story then sprung the trap. All this planning, wasted. She would never have made a good agent.
“Sorry Jane, you’ve got the wrong gal. Check your sources and call me back. I can’t put you on air.”
Incredibly, a new name scrolled onscreen. Alison, Berlin. Wow, some coincidence.
“Jane, hold on, I’ll be back to you.”
Rosalind pressed engage on line 2, bringing up Alison.
“Hello Alison, what’s on your mind?”
“Hello Rosalind, there I was making my morning coffee here in Adelaide, listening to the wonderful music when I heard you mention a special anniversary, Anna Funder’s book and you played Bolero. That rung all kinds of bells and I thought, go on, say hello to my friend Amanda again.”
“Alison, from Berlin? I don’t believe this.” Of Course she did, as the special anniversary involved both Jane and Alison, the East German lover shared by both women. Only Jane was not privy to that secret. Or was she?
“Oh, I know, it has been years. I do enjoy your programme on the days when I can catch it. I’m in Adelaide you know. That’s not a very flattering photo of you on the station website I must say.”
“Not that. I mean I have Jane Carver on another line. Jane from Berlin.”

“I remember Jane. All three of us. The three amigos, the wallpeckers, chipping bits off that so-called monument to communist paranoia. I still have a piece, in my garage. I would have it framed in the house, but my wife would not understand.”
“The wallpeckers,” Rosalind murmured, then remembered Jane hanging on patiently. “I’d forgotten. Look, I only have a few minutes left on Bolero. I’ll put another long track on and come back to you both.”
Rosalind cued up another track lasting twenty minutes then returned to put all three on conference. The special anniversary moment had suddenly become very complicated. As angry as Jane was, Alison was her usual composed self. Rosalind clicked the buttons to put all three on conference call. The regular listeners might think Rosalind had taken a loo break or even was feeling a bit unwell with the lack of on-air conversation, but it could not be helped. 
“Jane, are you still there?”
“Yes. Still angry in case you were wondering.”
“Alison, are you still there?”
“Yes, I am. Jane, you are here too. How marvellous.” 
“Not really, Rosalind interjected. Jane has accused me of being a Stasi agent and of betraying her. Can you believe that?”
“Of course, I can. Perfectly reasonable assumption. Stasi agents were everywhere in Berlin before the Wall came down. Your brother, your sister, your husband. Your work colleagues.”
“What? I knew little of that. She called me Katya.”
“Well, that is just daft. Untrue as well. Are we on-air?”
“No. We are all connected now.”

“Good. I have to say Amanda that many people have underestimated the personal impact of revealing the past that was recorded in Stasi files. I have seen my own file. It held few surprises for me except for some of the people who are also mentioned. The IM network was extensive.”
“IM network? Like Mission Impossible?”
“Not completely. They were Informal informants. People who informed on friends and family but were not official Stasi agents. They were rewarded, mainly in kind, for their information. Then of course there were the official Stasi agents who supported the ideology of spying and relished their jobs. Many were very very good at it. You would be amazed at the number of important and influential people in the West who were also Stasi operatives.” 
“You seem to know a great deal about this Alison,” Jane interjected, feeling like a spare limb in this chat.
“Of course, I know a lot about it. I was born in the Federal Republic of Germany. I thought you knew that. My Scottish mother gave me my name Alison after my grandmother. I was in the very heart of it. I was too young to watch the building of the Wall or the tunnels but as a teenager I was very idealistic about the GDR and Communism.” 
The three-way silence seemed to stretch forever, broken by Jane.
“Are you saying that you were Stasi?”
“Eventually, yes. My first official task was to spy upon my parents which of course was very easy. Although I thought them to be boring as parents they turned out to be very interesting as subjects. My father maintained a political correspondence with two prominent men in London, both MP’s he had met in the course of the war. That gave me material to report and I soon found favour. From there rising through the ranks was remarkably smooth. It gave me a good life. Stasi agents enjoyed a good lifestyle aside from satisfying any of their ideological objectives.”

“You are saying you spied on us?” Jane was incredulous and on the brink of blowing up. 
“Oh yes. I understand your error when the files opened up to scrutiny. Stupid idea that. As we danced on the wall, I could feel the wind changing. It wasn’t easy laying the breadcrumb trail from Katya to Amanda whilst under Stasi supervision. But I was very good.”
Rosalind’s turn to interrupt.
“What could I tell you?”
“More than you think but you were most useful as my way to Jane, and one other, who worked at the US Embassy. She had lots to tell. We were a fruitful threesome Rosalind. I got information from both of you.”
Jane’s rage was now impossible for her to contain. 
“Threesome? Both of us. All of us?”
“It was a good arrangement, Amanda. Jane brought good reward. The files are closed again now, but if you ever do get access again, try to find your own file. It will be enlightening let’s say. Especially the bits about you and the lady Senator.”
Rosalind has a sudden picture of the lady Senator in her mind. That had been a very brief but intense dalliance, brought to a premature end by the Senator’s return to the USA. 
“Really Alison? How would I know it? All these names and codenames are confusing.” 
Smiling unseen, Alison replied, 
“That’s a bit rich coming from you Amanda – Rosalind. But I will help you. Look for your codename.”
Pause. 
“It is Bolero. Amanda, you really need to change the record.”
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