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"With her wrap-around dress, on which 

exotic birds screamed in bright colours, her 

face that seemed to be carved like out of 

ebony, her thick black hair, in which the sun-

light sparkled, and her supple feet whose 

smoothness formed a striking contrast to the 

cracked asphalt, Paula looked so alien to me 

that I stared at her as if she were a halluci -

nation."  

 

from: How I got to know Paula (Conversa-

tions with Paula, Introduction) 

  

https://literaturplanetonline.com/2021/03/10/wie-ich-paula-kennengelernt-habe-how-i-got-to-know-paula/
https://literaturplanetonline.com/2016/02/28/neuerscheinung-gespraeche-mit-paula/
https://literaturplanetonline.com/2016/02/28/neuerscheinung-gespraeche-mit-paula/
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Economic Growth and Justice  
 

When Paula comes to visit me, she always 

wonders about the many building sites in 

the city. "At some point you should be 

finished with work!" she once said to me. 

"Otherwise it's like living in a temporary ar-

rangement forever." 

"You said something true there!" I laughed. 

"Our cities really are an eternal temporary 
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solution – a mirror image, so to speak, of the 

modern world and its constantly self-over-

hauling dynamics. Apart from that, the con-

struction industry is of course a major driver 

of the business cycle." 

I bit my tongue. Why on earth did I have to 

end up with that silly epilogue? Now I 

probably had another exhausting question 

and answer game ahead of me! 

To shorten the whole thing, I didn't even 

wait for Paula to translate her questioning 

look into words, but immediately added an 

explanation: "The term 'business cycle' re-

fers to the development dynamics of our 

economy. For example, if we speak of a 'sta-

ble business cycle', it means that the econo-

my is growing." 

Paula was still looking at me as if I were 

talking to her in a dialect of Inner Mongolia. 

"What economy are you talking about 

now?" she asked. "About agriculture? About 

the textile economy? Or maybe ...?" 
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"When we talk about 'the' economy, we al-

ways mean the totality of economic activi-

ties," I interrupted her. "The result is also 

called the gross national product". 

"So this is a mechanism for creating justice?" 

Paula interpreted my words. "In order not to 

disadvantage certain branches of the econo-

my, which perhaps only through unfortu-

nate circumstances have achieved lower 

turnovers than others, you calculate the 

average profit of all sectors of the economy 

and then distribute the profits equally 

among all members of the community. 

Right?" 

I sighed. Sometimes the logic of our thinking 

was so exotic to Paula that it was almost im-

possible to make her understand it, even in 

seemingly simple contexts. 

"No, this has nothing to do with redistribu-

tion," I corrected her. "Of course, a stable 

economy usually leads to an increase in the 

level of prosperity. But that doesn't mean 

that some individuals don't suffer disad-
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vantages in the process, such as going bank-

rupt or losing their jobs. After all, companies 

can generate more profit if there are less 

competitors, or save costs if they get by with 

fewer employees. If they increase produc-

tivity and profits, this indicates a robust 

economic development, but it does not 

necessarily mean that the single company or 

worker will benefit from it." 

Paula shook her head uncomprehendingly. 

"How can a general development be positive 

if it is negative for the individual?" 
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Chance Encounter with Timmy 
 

Fortunately, she seemed to be thinking out 

loud rather than continuing her cascade of 

questions. So I preferred not to respond to 

the remark. Instead, I tried to draw Paula's 

attention to other things. 

It was a balmy summer evening and the last 

day of Paula's stay with me. I really didn't 

want to let it be clouded by any sophistical 

discussions! Rather, I felt like sitting down 

with her in one of the street cafés and en-

joying the sea of sounds from street music, 

snatches of conversation and the laughter 

flowing through the air. Unfortunately, an 

ill-fated coincidence threw a spanner in the 

works. 

Just before we reached the central square, 

where the cafés and restaurants had 

grouped their tables as if around an imagi-

nary stage, we passed a homeless man who 

had squatted down in front of a department 

store with a crumpled hat in front of him. I 
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had already paid my homeless alms for the 

day, but Paula looked at the man with such 

pity that I felt compelled to spare a few 

more coins. 

As I dropped the money into the hat, my 

eyes met those of the man on the ground. 

For a few seconds, each read the other's 

face, looking for any clue that might explain 

the sudden feeling of familiarity.  

"Timmy?" I finally asked incredulously. 

The man on the pavement nodded. And now 

I actually managed to identify the man I had 

once been friends with from behind his thick 

beard and dishevelled hair. His real name 

was Albert, but everyone only called him by 

his middle name, Timothy or just Timmy. 
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How long had it been since I had last seen 

him? Four years? Or rather five? Or even 

longer?  
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Timmy's Story 
 

Timmy had always led a rather secluded life. 

When his maternal grandparents died, his 

parents had no use for the old house. And 

since no one else in the family wanted to 

move in and the price on the market was 

ridiculously low, they had signed it over to 

Timmy. 

Behind the house was an overgrown garden 

with old fruit trees and dead elms, which 

Timmy simply left to their own devices, to 

the delight of the woodpeckers. In summer, 

I often sat there with him and listened to 
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the crickets while drinking a glass of red 

wine. 

As far as I could remember, Timmy had also 

been in permanent employment at that 

time. So at first I didn't understand what 

could have thrown him off track like that. 

However, I also recalled that his behaviour 

had already taken on more and more pecu-

liar forms in the past. 

Hadn't it all started with a broken vacuum 

cleaner? The numerous staircases and nooks 

and corners in Timmy's old masonry came to 

my mind again. All this posed untold prob-

lems for a modern vacuum cleaner. 

When Timmy had to buy his third new vacu-

um cleaner within two years, he remem-

bered the mechanical carpet sweeper his 

grandmother had used in the past. He found 

it still intact in the attic, the device worked 

perfectly, and the cleaning result was also 

satisfactory from his point of view. 
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"For me it's okay," he countered my scepti-

cal look when he told me about it. "After all, 

I'm not a maniac for cleaning!" 

From then on, Timmy gradually replaced 

every electrical appliance with the mechani-

cal version: the blender with a whisk, the 

shaver with a hand razor, and the hairdryer 

with hot air provided by the sun in summer 

and by his old tiled stove in winter.  
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How Timmy Became a Dropout 
 

One day, Timmy told me with childish pride 

that he had now also done away with his 

electric kettle. Instead, he would now boil 

his water on his grandparents' kitchen stove, 

which he could use for heating at the same 

time. 

If I had thereupon engaged him in a discus-

sion about the environmentally harmful 

consequences of the increased use of wood 

and the problem of fine dust, my words 

might even have fallen on fertile ground. But 

I was increasingly annoyed by the almost 

missionary zeal with which he threw all 

technical achievements overboard. That's 

why my answer unfortunately turned out to 

be a bit more fundamental. 

"If it were up to you," I replied, annoyed, 

"we'd probably all still be living on trees. 

Without technical progress, there would be 

neither civilisation nor culture. And the 

business cycle would also be stifled without 
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it. The economy needs innovation in order 

to grow. And economic growth ensures the 

survival of our society. Without growth 

there would be no jobs, without jobs there 

would be no consumption, without con-

sumption there would be no production ... 

You see, technical progress is a core element 

of modern society. Without it, our entire 

economic system would collapse". 

At these words, Timmy fell into a gloomy 

silence. I immediately sensed that I had 

taken the wrong tone. However, all at-

tempts to be more conciliatory and to 

broach more harmless topics failed. 

Timmy remained monosyllabic throughout 

my entire visit. He didn't even offer me a 

cup of the tea he had prepared especially for 

me. So, now disgruntled myself, I left shortly 

afterwards. Since then, he has not contacted 

me again, and I have seen no reason to visit 

him again either. 
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Timmy's Everyday Life 
 

As I said, it was my last evening with Paula. 

So I intended to limit the conversation with 

Timmy to a few polite phrases and then just 

move on. 

Unfortunately, Paula beat me to it: "You 

know each other?" she asked, looking at me 

and Timmy in turn. 

At our nods, she said cheerfully: "What a 

coincidence! So why don't we go for a drink 

together?"  

With that, my romantic plans were thrown 

out the window. For better or for worse, I 
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had to put up with Timmy accompanying us 

to one of the street cafés. 

"By the way," I asked him after we had cho-

sen a nice spot, "are you still living in the old 

shed?" 

I had just asked the question to break the 

ice. Only afterwards did I realise that I had 

probably touched a raw nerve. Why should 

Timmy set up camp in the pedestrian zone 

when he had a house of his own? 

But Timmy replied with the greatest matter-

of-factness: "I have reserved a room for my-

self in it for the winter.  The rest is used by a 

Homeless Initiative." 

"I see – and now there's a problem with the 

rent?" I concluded, because Timmy wouldn't 

have to go begging if he got his rent paid 

regularly. 

But Timmy just laughed dryly. "What rent?" 

There was a certain defiant arrogance in his 

words. 

"You mean you let them live in the house for 

free?" I wondered. 
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Timmy nodded proudly. 

"And what do you live on then?" I carelessly 

probed further. "I mean, you can hardly 

make a living from the few coins you collect 

here. Besides, it's kind of ... kind of ..." 

"Undignified?" Timmy continued my 

thought. "Is that what you wanted to say?" 

Paula gave me a punishing look. It was clear 

that she did not agree with my way of ques-

tioning Timmy. In fact, I can't rule out the 

possibility that a certain aggression was in-

volved in it. After all, Timmy was about to 

spoil my last evening with Paula. 

Timmy looked at me piercingly: "Do you 

think it is more dignified to live alone in a 

whole house while others have to live on 

the street? Apart from that, I also feel much 

more free since I no longer own the house. 

In the summer, I live in the forest, in an 

abandoned woodworker's hut. The air is 

much better there! Moreover, there are all 

kinds of organic products in the forest for 
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free: berries, mushrooms, herbs ... You just 

have to know your way around!" 

Paula smiled benevolently at Timmy. Now I 

felt even more challenged to contradict him. 

"And what about electricity and running wa-

ter?" I asked. 

"Why do I need running water when I have a 

lake around the corner?" Timmy asked back 

triumphantly. 

"Well," I teased, "but there doesn't seem to 

be any soap at your lake. To be honest, it 

does smell a bit animalistic around you." 

He laughed contemptuously. "It's all just a 

matter of getting used to it! Humans do 

have an animalistic smell – that's their na-

ture. And frankly, I prefer my natural smell 

to the chemical odour" – he wrinkled his 

nose – "that wafts at you here from every-

where." 
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The Waste Generating Machine 
 

The waitress approached our table and 

brought us what we had ordered. While 

Paula immediately started to enjoy her ice 

chocolate, Timmy and I left our cappuccinos 

untouched in front of us. 

"So let's be honest," I picked up the conver-

sation again after a while. "Why did you 

really throw away your old life? After all, 

you had a cosy house, a steady job ... That's 

not the kind of life you give up without a 

second thought!" 
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Timmy looked at me challengingly: "Actu-

ally, you should know very well what tipped 

the scales." 

He savoured my puzzlement for a moment, 

then added: "You said yourself at the time 

that I was undermining economic growth 

with my refusal to consume. So I drew the 

consequences and dropped out completely. 

Now I simply have nothing to do with the 

whole business anymore. Both worlds are 

neatly separated from each other." 

I looked at him stunned: "Do you really be-

lieve that?" 

"Yes, of course," he insisted defiantly. "Why 

not?" Secretly, he probably felt that if he 

really wanted to drop out, he would have 

had to emigrate to the moon or, best of all, 

to another galaxy. 

So he only briefly managed to swallow his 

anger at the mirror I held up to him. Then it 

literally burst out of him: "All this talk about 

growth is in fact nothing but a big pack of 

lies! Growth – that sounds so organic, it 
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makes you think of nature, of trees and 

plants and little flowers. Yet economic 

growth ultimately leads to the opposite. It 

means that more and more new things are 

produced, which are forced on us by all 

means, although in reality no one needs 

them. And when everyone has stocked up 

on the unnecessary things, new unnecessary 

things are invented that are claimed to be 

much more effective than the old ones and 

that we would absolutely need to acquire if 

we wanted to keep up with the times. 

Today, people are also led to believe that 

the new goods are much more ecological 

than the old ones, that by throwing away 

the old and buying the new, they are pro-

tecting the environment. That's what they 

call 'reconciliation of economy and ecology'. 

But this would only be possible if we first 

changed the way of doing business and the 

way of life on which this business is based. 

In reality, this whole growth economy is 
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nothing more than a gigantic waste 

generating machine! 

But don't you dare say openly that the king 

is naked! Then you're an enemy of progress, 

a freak out of touch with reality – and if all 

the accusations haven't silenced you yet, 

you'll end up being defamed as an antisocial 

person because you allegedly threaten jobs 

with your refusal to consume." 
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A Big Pack of Lies 
 

Timmy had talked himself into such a rage 

that he no longer paid attention to his sur-

roundings. He had become quite loud and 

had half risen from his chair as if he were 

addressing a larger auditorium with his 

speech. 

So it was no wonder that the other guests in 

the street café looked at us in an in-

creasingly unabashed manner. In fact, it was 

not an everyday spectacle that we were of-

fering them: a South Sea beauty with a 

helpless devotee, listening to the confused 

speeches of a would-be guru. As an unin-

volved spectator - which I would have in-

deed preferred to be – I probably wouldn't 

have missed this performance either.  

Unfortunately, nothing could stop Timmy. 

There was simply no breathing space in his 

torrent of words. So I was not able to bring 

him to his senses with any kind of easy-go-

ing remark. 
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"I'll tell you what it is, this constant claim 

that growth is necessary for our survival!" 

he continued. "It's nothing but blackmail – 

pure, brutal blackmail! And such blackmail is 

virtually a characteristic of this whole eco-

nomic system. First something is produced 

and then pushed onto the market with a 

propaganda effort that would make any dic-

tator green with envy. Always according to 

the principle: speed beats thoroughness. 

Consequently, by the time the first critical 

examinations are made of the ground-

breaking new development, it has long since 

grown into an entire branch of industry. 

Those who then caution that the new dar-

ling of the growth industry could have 

harmful side effects or that it causes more 

harm than good, that it does not deliver 

what it promises, are simply shrugged off: 

'Sorry, too many jobs are already dependent 

on it – unfortunately there's no turning 

back'. 
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If this would at least promote what is sup-

posedly the goal of this whole system – the 

free development of the individual –, well, 

then perhaps the disadvantages could be 

ignored. In fact, however, this economic sys-

tem alienates the individual from itself in a 

fundamental way by forcing everyone to 

concentrate on the material world, on the 

outward appearance of things." 
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The Lost Darkness of God 
 

Timmy sank into his chair and took a sip of 

his cappuccino. I was already beginning to 

hope that his monologue was over, but un-

fortunately I was wrong. No sooner had he 

put down his cup than the words poured out 

of his mouth again. 

"Do you remember how we once spent a 

whole night reading Rilke together?" he 

asked, now sounding a little more concilia-

tory. "His Book of Hours with the monk who, 

in the seclusion of his monastery, revolves 

around 'God, the ancient tower'? 

Do you still remember? 'God darkens behind 

his worlds ...' That means nothing else than: 

If I want to get to the bottom of what has 

been created, if I want to get a feeling for 

the reality behind the appearances, for what 

gives them their fullness of life, I have to 

immerse myself in the darkness from time 
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to time, to listen quietly within myself, to 

realise the void, the truth that lies behind 

the things ... 

Instead, we inundate our cities with light 

and noise, and when we run out of energy 

for this, we start producing new things that 

possibly generate new energy, but at the 

same time consume energy, so that para-

doxically we have to generate energy for the 

production of the new energy, instead of 

saving it somewhere else. 

All in all, we surround ourselves with even 

more things, we cram the whole space with 

matter, we get caught in our self-spun 

growth net and only perceive the world as if 

through bars. 

Of course, darkness, silence and emptiness 

are nothing desirable in themselves. Taken 

on their own, they are just as non-existent 

as free time, which only comes about 

through the existence of alienated, dis-

possessed time. Where there is no light, 

there is no darkness, but only eternal night. 
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And in a world without any sounds, there is 

no silence, but merely soundlessness. 

But if I live in a world of appearances, I have 

to step back from things from time to time 

to remain aware that what we see are only 

images – possible, but not necessary ways of 

imagining reality, dependent on the struc-

ture of our senses and our brain. 

Instead, we do the opposite: we cling to ap-

pearances, we worship things like fetishes 

that are supposed to protect us from what 

we fear most. Yet the very things we banish 

from our daily lives could bring us closer to 

the truth of being: the darkness, the empti-

ness and the silence. I'm just waiting for 

someone to find an electric ass-wiper to fi-

nally drive the silence away from one of our 

last places of refuge ..." 
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Paula and Timmy 
 

After Timmy had finally finished his grumble 

aria, he seemed to me like a sleepwalker 

who suddenly wakes up from his dream 

world. Disconcerted, he looked into the 

many eyes that were directed at him and 

which now, caught in their curiosity, turned 

away from him in shame. 

As is always the case when someone reveals 

his soul to others more than the relationship 

can bear, an awkward silence ensued. I was 

completely dazed by the long furious 

speech, which continued to reverberate in 

me for a while. 
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The fact that Timmy had referred, of all 

people, to Rilke in his praise of darkness and 

the simple life, almost made me laugh even 

after his speech. After all, Rilke, that poet 

prince and friend of the nobility, who let 

himself be pampered by his high-born 

friends in their castles, would have been the 

last person to renounce the comforts of this 

world and live as a wood gnome instead! 

For a while I remained silent in my seat, 

paralysed by the atmosphere of discord that 

had spread between us. Paula did not say 

anything either, but her silence was of a 

different kind. It was rather a silence of 

deep agreement than a silence of dissen-

sion. At least that's what it seemed to me 

from the encouraging glances she gave 

Timmy. 

When I had paid and we had risen from our 

seats, I said goodbye to Timmy with a half-

hearted handshake. To my surprise, Paula, 

by contrast, approached Timmy and gave 
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him a long, heartfelt hug. It even seemed to 

me as if she was whispering something in his 

ear. Now my mood had finally reached zero! 

 

 
 
Farewell Pain 
 

The following day, Paula left. After accom-

panying her to the airport, I couldn't bring 

myself to return to the empty flat right 

away. I always feel somehow abandoned 

when Paula is gone again. 

This time, however, there was something 

more that worried me. After Timmy's ver-

bose all-round attack, I suddenly felt some-

how insecure about the most banal every-
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day activities. Switching on the light, turning 

on the television, biting into a toasted bread 

roll – all these things suddenly seemed 

strange to me. My normal daily routine had 

lost the self-evidence that makes it such in 

the first place. 

So I strolled aimlessly through the streets for 

a while. In doing so, I also passed the spot 

where I had met Timmy the night before. 

But he had not yet returned to his place. 

Probably, I thought to myself, he was still 

ashamed of his ridiculous performance and 

had therefore decided to stay out of sight 

for a while. 

 

Asylum in Paradise 
 

When Paula visited me the next time and 

the conversation turned to Timmy, my 

South Sea sphinx smiled enigmatically. 

Of course I immediately asked her what she 

was hiding from me. At first Paula enjoyed 

my curiosity and kept me in the dark for a 
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while. Then she confessed with a coquettish 

twinkle in her eyes, alluding to one of our 

many discussions: "We've granted Timmy 

asylum." 

"Did I get your right?" I exclaimed. "Timmy is 

living with you now?" 

Paula just nodded, amused at my outburst. 

The idea that this deadbeat now enjoyed 

permanent residency in my place of longing, 

while I was only allowed to sniff it every few 

months, was like a slap in the face for me. I 

needed some time to recover from it. 

Meanwhile, I see the whole thing a bit more 

relaxed. Of course, the jealousy still gnaws 

at me. However, I have long been aware 

that I have to share Paula with others. 

Wanting to have her all to myself would be 

like wanting to own the air that I breathe. 
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