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Chapter 1. La Romantica 

I saw Raimund Schulte long before he saw me. I was having a paranoia attack and 

keeping a sharp eye on the door, because Werner didn’t want us to go to the ice-cream 

parlour and I’d stopped taking the pills and I was scared Werner would make a huge deal 

out of a Monteverdi Sundae at the next plenum, and I’d hardly have kept myself under 

control without the pills. But Werner didn’t come in and neither did Klaus-Dieter, who 

would have been so scared I’d tell on him to Werner that he’d have told on me to Werner, 

that poor bugger. Instead, in came Raimund Schulte and looked around like he owned the 

place. That was how I recognized him straight off, even though he had a completely bald 

head instead of the combed-back cokehead hair he’d been so proud of until the end of the 

eighties. Back then I’d lost track of him, let’s say, and now it was the mid-nineties and I 

was sitting in the La Romantica ice-cream parlour in Hamburg-Altona with a Monteverdi 

Sundae minus the advocaat and maraschino cherry and my paranoia was so focused on 

either Werner or Klaus-Dieter that I didn’t even think of ducking down behind my sundae 

when I saw Raimund Schulte, as I would have done automatically with Werner or Klaus-

Dieter; in fact I did the opposite and goggled at him blatantly, and then he saw me and 

came over. 

‘Charlie? Is that you?’ 

I hadn’t heard the name Charlie for years and I wasn’t prepared to run into Raimund 

Schulte in any other way either, and I’d have liked to say no but I couldn’t get my words 

out quick enough. 

‘Charlie... Charlie...’ 

‘Schmidt.’ 

’Schmidt, right, Charlie Schmidt, I’m no good with surnames, but you know that, 

Charlie!’ 

He looked around the place again, drumming his fingers on the tabletop where I was 

perched on my stool with the Monteverdi Sundae and the long spoon and the cigarette I’d 

forgotten I was smoking for a while now. 

‘What are you doing in Hamburg? I thought they took you to Bielefeld back then,’ he 

said in the end. 

‘Who told you that?’ 
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‘That’s what people were saying. Because you’re from there. Or your parents live there 

or whatever!’ 

‘My mother lives in Hamburg.’ 

‘Oh right. Makes sense. Do they come to the table here and bring you something?’  

‘Yeah but you have to order at the counter.’ 

‘Oh right.’  

He went away and that gave me a bit of time to think and I certainly needed it, because I 

wasn’t prepared and preparation was all-important, Werner was right about that, that was 

one of Werner’s survival tips, ‘Being prepared is all-important!’ that even came before 

his ‘Only go where you’re in control!’ and ‘Once does count, only never doesn’t count!’ 

and all the other Altona narcotics-recovery-house slogans he had down pat. But Werner 

wasn’t there and I’d never heard him come out with any choice wisdoms about what to 

do when an old buddy from another city and another life rediscovers you, except maybe 

‘If in doubt, run away!’ – that always worked, but it was too late to run away now. 

‘Blimey, what a dive,’ said Raimund when he came back with a beer. ‘I only came in 

because I’ve got nearly an hour until my train to Berlin. What kind of area is this 

anyway?’ 

‘This is Altona.’ 

‘Yeah I know that, the station’s called Hamburg-Altona, isn’t it, but what kind of area is 

it??!!’  

‘Dunno, I just live here.’ 

‘Yeah, with your mum, that’s pretty cool! I couldn’t do that!’ 

‘No, not with my mum! I don’t live with my mum!’ 

‘Oh right, well, doesn’t matter anyway.’ He gave a contented look around and sucked at 

his beer bottle. 

‘So what are you doing here?’ I asked after a while. 

‘I was in the studio, at Big Boom, that’s where we do all our mastering now, it’s round 

the corner from here.’ 

‘Who’s we?’ 

‘Kratzbombe, our label. Or UntzUntz, we’ve got a couple of labels, actually, UntzUntz is 

the label of course and Kratzbombe’s just the sub-label, but this was for Kratzbombe, I 
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do all that, and Ferdi does most of the UntzUntz stuff.’  

I must have looked a little blank. 

‘How long have you been gone now, then?’ he said. 

‘Since the end of eighty-nine.’ 

‘Oh, man,’ Raimund Schulte said in a pitying tone. ‘Right, it’s been years now, no 

wonder, then you missed everything!’ 

‘Of course I missed everything,’ I blurted out before I could think properly. I wasn’t such 

a fast thinker in those days, I didn’t have it under control yet, the anger, the rage, the 

whole emotional fairground. ‘What do you think?! That was the whole idea, I didn’t 

come here for the fantastic nightlife, this is Hamburg-Altona, man, you come here to…’ I 

couldn’t find the words – why did you come here? To survive? That sounded too 

dramatic. To live? As if there were no narcotics recovery houses anywhere else, as if a 

narcotics recovery house right near to Altona Station wasn’t actually a pretty dumb idea. 

‘...To miss everything,’ I finished off my joyless sentence. 

‘Yeah, alright, alright,’ said Raimund. ‘I’m getting another beer, d’you want one?’ 

‘Coffee. Filter coffee, large, black.’ I didn’t feel like talking any more. And I didn’t feel 

like my sundae any more. I didn’t want to leave either though. Why did it have to be 

Raimund who tracked me down here! Couldn’t it have been Frankie or someone else 

nice, Heidi or Isabella or even Erwin Kächele for God’s sake or whatever all their names 

were, but at least someone from the warm side, because there’d been two sides to my 

past, a warm one and a cold one, that was how I saw it in those days, like there were 

warm and cold drugs, Klaus-Dieter, that old polytox, had explained it to me once, speed 

cold, heroin warm or something like that, ‘The warm ones are more dangerous,’ he’d said 

as well, but when I’d asked him whether alcohol was one of the warm drugs or cold drugs 

he’d said ‘Both,’ that old bullshit merchant. 

Raimund came back and brought me a coffee. It was the wrong kind of coffee, diluted 

brew from the espresso machine, a ridiculous waste of coffee, as you could tell at first 

glance by all the pointless foam floating on the top. Raimund was right, the La 

Romantica ice-cream parlour was a dive, the perfect example of the lack of talent in 

Altona’s gastronomy industry, which always reminded you in some odd way of school 

plays. 



5 

‘You’re probably not allowed beer, are you?’ said Raimund, raising his glass at me. He 

gulped and gulped it down while I politely lifted up my coffee cup and put it straight 

back down again. It had started to rain outside and through the door, which the last 

person to leave had left open, came the wiping sound of car tyres on wet roads. 

‘Must be tough,’ he said, and I suddenly remembered why I’d always liked him so much: 

Raimund Schulte never beat around the bush, everything was one-to-one with him, no 

ulterior motives, no insinuations, no subtext, no metaphors, no consideration of other 

people’s feelings. It was cold, but it was great too. 

‘It’s not so bad,’ I said. ‘It’s OK as long as you can smoke.’  

‘I’ve given up smoking,’ he said, ‘but no beer, that’s tough. Are you allowed joints? I 

thought your thing was because of coke or speed or all that?’  

‘Hard to say,’ I said. ‘I’m not allowed anything.’  

‘But you get pills, right?’ Raimund wouldn’t let it go. ‘What kind of stuff do you get?’  

‘Depends what your problem is,’ I said. 

‘What did you get?’ 

‘They weren’t all that great,’ I said. ‘I stopped taking them.’  

‘Why weren’t they great?’  

I’d said too much already. I didn’t feel like telling Raimund Schulte how fat the pills had 

made me and how grey they’d made everything and how the things had made me 

impotent and how I hadn’t been capable of getting angry or happy about anything. 

Everything was still grey now but that was more to do with Hamburg-Altona, and there 

wasn’t much to be happy about but that was to do with Werner and the house and my job, 

and it was still better in some way and at least I could get angry about it again. 

‘They’re not the kind of pills you’d get off on, Raimund.’ 

‘Yeah, you’re probably right, otherwise you’d get offered them now and then. And 

you’re not allowed to take anything any more? No beer, no hash, no nothing?’  

‘Just coffee and cigarettes.’ 

‘And is it difficult?’ 

‘Yes, sometimes.’ 

‘I knew it!’ Raimund helped himself to one of my cigarettes. ‘I’ll just help myself to one 

of these.’ 
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‘Sure. I thought you’d given it up,’ I said, and gave him a light. 

‘Just the occasional one,’ he said after inhaling. ‘Just every now and then.’ 

So we sat and smoked for a while and didn’t say anything, and it was a really simple 

thing, sitting, smoking, not saying anything, it was almost like over breakfast with 

Henning, except there was a dark side to it with Henning because you never knew 

whether he might fall down dead just to make you feel guilty, Henning was unpredictable 

like that, but not Raimund, everything was easy going with Raimund, I remembered that 

now, easy going, that used to be his favourite answer to everything, easy going, but he 

hadn’t said it up to that point so maybe he had something new – five years is a long time. 

‘And apart from that, Raimund? How’s things?’ 

‘Oh man!’ Raimund sucked greedily on his cigarette. ‘Everything’s tippy toppy, man, I 

love it!’ 

‘Tippy toppy?’ 

‘I love it, man, Charlie, I’m telling you, you wouldn’t believe it, UntzUntz, remember me 

telling you about it?’  

‘What d’you mean, telling me? That was the name of your and Ferdi’s club, what was 

there to tell?’  

‘Yeah, and the label too, me and Ferdi do that too!’ 

‘Yeah, but you did back then as well.’ 

‘He’s still part of it all, good old Ferdi, he’s fifty or so now, you wouldn’t believe how 

it’s taken off over the years, I think it didn’t start until after your days.’ 

‘Sounds like it.’ I knew the most important stuff. I mean, OK, I was in Altona and I 

shared a house with people like Klaus-Dieter and Astrid, because it was a mixed 

narcotics recovery house, ‘So you don’t get out of the habit, you know, social skills and 

gender,’ as Werner always said, and a narcotics recovery house by definition wasn’t 

exactly the best place to catch up on the latest news on developments in the clubscape, 

but ‘Once a junkie, always a junkie,’ as Werner said, and that applied just as much to 

German Dance, and just like a junkie always knew where to get a fix even if he didn’t 

take anything any more, I also knew what UntzUntz stood for as a label in those days and 

what kind of spheres Raimund and Ferdi had started moving in. 

‘You wouldn’t believe it, this arsehole came down from heaven and shat money all over 
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us, I love it, Charlie, I’d never have thought it, I mean, we used to be idealists, right? We 

were idealists, weren’t we?’  

‘Well I wasn’t,’ I said, and I had to laugh. I was starting to enjoy the conversation.  

‘You’re doing pretty well though, right?’ said Raimund. ‘Looks like it suits you, no beer 

and all that!’  

‘I’ve got even fatter,’ I said. ‘I keep on smoking all the time so I lose weight.’ 

‘I’ve given it up,’ said Raimund, and as if to prove it he put out his cigarette after taking 

one long last draw on it. ‘I only smoke the occasional one now. But I’m still not getting 

fatter!’ 

‘That’s good to know,’ I said. ‘It’s encouraging, in case I ever want to give up.’  

‘You can say that again.’ Raimund took another cheerful look around. ‘How do they keep 

this place running? Not just from selling ice creams, I bet, it’s not like business is 

booming in that department!’ 

‘No idea, Raimund.’ 

‘And you don’t take anything any more? Nothing at all? Totally teetotal and all that?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Have you got a phone number?’ 

‘Yeah of course. But it’s a shared house, you have to ask them to get me.’ 

I gave him the number. I had a feeling a phone call from Raimund Schulte would make 

matters complicated. Raimund Schulte and the UntzUntz Club and Berlin and Clean Cut 

1 and the Elbe Meadows Children’s Home and Hamburg-Altona didn’t go together too 

well. But I still gave him the number. 

He had to leave after that. ‘I’m a totally neurotic traveller,’ he said. ‘That’s what Ferdi 

says, that I’m a neurotic traveller, so it must be true.’  

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘if Ferdi says so...’ 

‘Cheers, Charlie, great to see you again. I’ve always wondered what became of you.’ 

‘Ah well, nothing much,’ I said.  

‘You still doing the art stuff?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘I’ll be off then!’ 

And then he was gone. I paid his tab. He’d forgotten that. The first time I bought a beer in five years! 


