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Charles Lewinsky, A Different Story

I’ve told the story a few times before. It’s been playing on my mind
for seventy years, since I first beard it as a little boy from my
grandmother.

‘We lived in Leipzig back then,’ she said, and when she said ‘back
then’ she meant “in the first years of the Third Reich’. She told me
about a man who drove up one day in two cars — ‘he was in the first,
and bis secretary was in the second’ — and introduced himself as a
relative. He said he was an important man in Hollywood, and had
just dropped by to warn them. ‘Get out of Germany,” he said, ‘things
are going to be very bad for Jews here.” And then he got back into
his two cars and drove off.

This man’s name was Melnitz, and as the internet confirms, he
really existed. I’ve even found a photograph of him.

Ever since I started writing books, I have wanted to turn this man
into a novel. I failed in my initial attempts, and after he — or at least,
his name — crept into an entirely different story, I gave up trying.
For good, or so I thought.

But Mr. Melnitz wouldn’t leave me alone, and so — seven decades
after hearing about him for the first time — I have invented bis life.
This book has nothing to do with Uncle Melnitz from the novel of
the same name.

This is a different story.

Copyright © 2025 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich, Switzerland
page 2 of 23



Charles Lewinsky, A Different Story

You’re Dr Cowan?

Not even a receptionist to check people in? A real first-class joint
you have here.

Don’t get your hopes up. I’'m not a client for your voodoo. I just
need a prescription, that’s all. Just fill it out and I’ll be on my way.
Easy money.

My doctor insists on it.
Dr. Goldsteen. He says you know each other.

In the past he’s always prescribed me what I need. Now all of a
sudden he doesn’t want to. Sends me to you. You’re probably old
pals. Sending patients to one another.

I said to him, what do I want with a psychiatrist? But he...
Can’t we skip the bureaucracy? I just need...
Melnitz. Curtis Melnitz.

I see the name means nothing to you. Sic transit Gloria Swanson.

May 2nd, 1879.

No need for compliments. I do look eighty, of course I do. 1879
was a bad vintage. Any wine connoisseur will tell you that. Goes
sour pretty quick and stays that way for life.
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No, I didn’t have a party. At my age, a round-number birthday is
no reason to sing lullabies. What should I have done, ordered
myself a prune cake? That’s a mean trick life plays on you: it gets
shittier every year, but it’s harder to shit. And that’s cause for
celebration, eh?

Can I get my prescription now?

I sleep badly. Mostly not at all. Toss and turn in bed. For hours. I
want to sleep, but I’'m afraid to. Because of the dreams. My dreams
are painful. Ive seen plenty of better films.

I didn’t come here to lie on your couch. I just need the prescription.
This new medication. It’s the only thing that helps. Here, I brought
the empty box. You just need to copy the name off it. One pill a
day, Dr. Goldsteen says.

Okay, sometimes I take two.
Or more.
But that doesn’t mean I’'m addicted. I'm just old.

And what if I am? I¢’s hardly going to be a long-term problem.
Eventually I’ll get to make my exit. Fade to black, roll credits.

Am I a movie guy? Was Hitler a Nazi? Long time ago now, though.
Anyway, why do you need to ask so many questions before you
give me...?
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I get it. So you can say you’ve taken a thorough look at my case.
Otherwise, you’ll have the medical board after you, or whatever
your governing body is called. But if it makes you happy...

The whole nine yards, eh, lying down and everything? Must we?
Alright then.

Your couch isn’t all that comfortable. Not for someone with back
pain. But if it’s really necessary.

Now, before you start your spiel: you should really rethink how
your consulting room is furnished. All these books make you look
more like a literature professor. The viewer should know at once
where a scene is set. It doesn’t take much. A diploma or two on the
wall. A photograph of Sigmund Freud. Any set designer will get
you one.

So. What do you want to know? That I hated my mother? Or
secretly loved her? That I see every corn cob as a phallic symbol?
That’s what it always comes down to with you people. My last visit
to a doctor? Impossible to know. Maybe today will be the last, if I
have a heart attack on the stairs afterward. You can’t be that
successful, or your practice would be somewhere with an elevator.
And a uniformed elevator boy. First floor neuroses; second floor
psychoses.

My last visit to Goldsteen? A week ago. Don’t know what’s made
him so stubborn all of a sudden. ‘I need an expert second opinion.’
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Well, that’s why I’m lying here now, and you want to know...
What do you want to know?

No idea. Maybe because I have too vivid an imagination. My
dreams... I’d give anything to be rid of them.

Since... since...

I didn’t come here to prattle away to you. I just want my
prescription.

Give me one good reason why ...

O, isn’t that a delightful comparison. Charming, really. But my
memory is not a boil. And even if it was — I’'m not about to let any
old quack start poking at it.

Well, you say that. But what if things could be worse? Can you give
me any guarantee... At least with my medication I know...

Sometimes four. When it gets really bad.
Okay, I’ m an addict. What are you going to do about it?

Talking therapy. Such a lovely term. I rummage around in my past,
and you bill me for it. That’s a secure income with people my age.
Afterward you can always say, ‘I would have cured him, but
unfortunately he died before we got there.” What’s it going to
change if I tell you stories? Explain that to me!
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I’m sorry, but if I start laughing... It’s nothing against you. It was
the phrase you just used. ‘Everything must go.” It reminded me of
something. An ancient story.

If you like. The lengths a person will go to for a few pills.

Where I grew up, in Leipzig, there was a little stationery store.
Tiny, but as a boy it seemed they sold everything you could wish
for. Wonderful things. Cutout sheets with soldiers. Paper-cut
silhouettes. A magic ink for writing invisible messages. Everything.
The owner’s name was Suchanke. A little man with a wife a head
taller than he was. Two heads. We were all frightened of her. She
ordered her husband around like a Prussian sergeant. There was a
rumor among us boys that every evening he had to take his pants
down, and then she’d...

Don’t get the wrong idea here, this has no deep psychological
meaning. I’'m just trying to explain what suddenly made me laugh.
It wasn’t a symptom, it was...

Although... Memories are symptoms, too.

Like I said: “‘Everything must go.” It’s what the sign said, the one
that appeared one day in Suchanke’s window. His wife had gone
away, and he... was selling off all his stock and giving up the store.
Fifty percent off everything. We boys raided our piggybanks.

I don’t recall what I bought. Is it all that important? It won’t have
been as valuable as it seemed to me then. That’s not the point here.
A few days later, Frau Suchanke returned from her trip. Stood
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outside the door of the store and couldn’t get in. Her husband had
changed the locks before he disappeared. ‘Everything must go.”

Oh, go ahead and laugh. Having a poker face doesn’t make you a
better therapist. There’s a second point to the story about the
Suchankes. With no husband to torment, the wife turned to drink.
Went marching about the place drunk, rattling at strangers” doors.
With us boys always following behind, of course.

Leipzig, yes. When I’'m tired, you can still hear it in my voice. I've
been in America more than fifty years, and still haven’t managed to
shake the accent. You know how it is. You weren’t born in
Poughkeepsie, either. Unless it was Poughkeepsie on the Danube.
Or do you put on a Viennese accent so people will think you
personally polished Freud’s shoes?

It wasn’t a wealthy neighborhood. The apartments were too small
and the children too many. But I was happy there. For a few years.
You don’t miss what you don’t know. The cinema wreaked havoc
in that regard. Because it showed people the world could be
different. If it was different.

21 Idastrafle, fourth floor, on the left. Most of the streets in our
neighborhood had women’s names. Ida. Hedwig. Marianne. It was
a proletarian place, the buildings thrown up when the city was
expanded. Poor-people luxury. A shared bathroom halfway up
every staircase. My father was a railroad man. Not a proper one,
but he was still proud of it. And angry every year when he didn’t
get to march with the other railroad men on Sedan Day. Because his
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job didn’t come with a uniform. He’d have spoiled the look of the
thing in his civilian suit. He would have sold his soul for that green
uniform coat and cap. The Royal Saxon State Railroad, for him it
was... It was like a village parson saying: ‘I work for the Vatican.’

Something unimportant in an office. He left the house every
morning carrying his briefcase. When I was a little boy, he told me
the steering wheel for the locomotive was in there. And was
disappointed when I believed him.

My mother? Oh, well, she was just my mother. No different from
the other mothers. Not in the best of health, though she’d never
admit it, just as my father wouldn’t admit his own insignificance. It
wasn’t the fashion to suffer in those days. Greta Garbo as the Lady
of the Camelias had to die before that happened.

Siblings? Well, that’s why my mother suffered. I did have a younger
brother, but he died at birth.

What are you writing down? There’s nothing to note about that. It
wasn’t a trauma, I mean, I never knew him. I don’t even know what
name they would have given him, if he’d ever been circumcised...

Of course Jewish. Aren’t we all? Your name was Kohn, once upon

a time.

Right on target, huh? Kohn to Cowan - it’s pretty obvious. You
should put more effort into a name. A good stage name can make a
career.
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What?
Okay, you win. I wasn’t always called Melnitz, either.

Chmelnitzki. But by the time you’ve spelled that out, they’ve given
the job to someone else. Kurt Chmelnitzki.

Where were we?

I wouldn’t put it like that. Just because I didn’t have any siblings,
doesn’t mean I was an only child. There was no “sitting alone at the
window, gazing longingly into the distance’. No cello on the
soundtrack. It wasn’t like that. Not in the first years of my life. Our
building had four floors. And so many children, I never missed
having a brother or sister. There was always someone to play with.

I didn’t have a best friend. No one special at all, really. We were just
a gang. There’s only one who stands out. Or rather his son. Who of
course I didn’t know, but...

Jaroslav. We called him Jari. Lived in the next building down.
Number 19. He had two brothers, one older and one younger, who
both had these Czech names as well. And later, when he had a son,
he too... Though the son called himself Wolf-Dieter. Germanic.
And he then got into some senior position with the Nazis. One of
these camp sadists. Beat people to death in precise accordance with
the regulations. After the war they wanted to put him on trial, but

Copyright © 2025 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich, Switzerland
page 10 of 23



Charles Lewinsky, A Different Story

he took poison. Hidden in a hollow tooth, the papers said. That
would make a terrible death in a movie. You wouldn’t see anything.

Jari, right. He was a nice boy. Impossible to imagine he’d have a son
like that, who... You always think the criminals are very far away.
And then it turns out you knew his father. We swapped
sandwiches, Jari and me. My first taste of ham. It was forbidden,
and exciting for that reason. When I took the first bite, I expected
to be struck by lightning. But I wasn’t. Can you become an atheist
at five years old?

Jari was a very good boy. When his mother called him in, he’d run
off at once. They were all obedient in his family. Maybe that’s why
his son turned out the way he did. Now how did I get to talking
about Jari?

You have to think of it like a big scout camp. Our parents were at
work, and there were no kindergartens or anything. We had to
make up our own games. I learned a lot that was useful for my
career. A mob of kids and a Hollywood studio are not so different.
In principle. Some come up with the ideas, and others decide what
parts of them are realized. In both cases, it isn’t enough to have a
good idea, you’ve got to be able to sell it, too. I was never a great
decider, even as a child. But I had a whole lot of ideas. One time we
discovered America. Played the discovery of America. Fetched the
big tin washtubs out of the scullery and sailed across the ocean in
them. With a singlet on a broomstick as a flag. All my idea. I still
didn’t get to be Columbus, although I was allowed to make the
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crossing in the same tub as him. I never was a Sam Goldwyn, even
then.

Want to hear a story about Sam Goldwyn? When Louis B. Mayer
died, the Mayer of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer...

Does it really matter? Well, I don’t care what I tell you. I’'m just
chatting away here so afterward you can say you analyzed me
thoroughly. And then write me a...

My parents? There’s nothing to describe.

You know these suburban housing developments where all the
houses look the same? And when the kids get home, they have to
check the trash can in the drive to see if they recognize anything?
So they don’t go in the wrong door? My father was like that. One
among many. You could tell what he was at first glance: a little
clerk who would have liked to be a government official. They were
probably all like that in his office. If a colleague of his had come
home to us one evening in his place, I wouldn’t have noticed.
Molded on a conveyor belt. Mass-produced. They cut everything
original off him along with his foreskin.

I don’t know what you mean. That was an objective description. Of
course I liked my father.

Loved? That’s a big word. I’'m not Valentino.

He didn’t beat me or anything. No more than was usual for the
time. He did his duty. And I only wept so his world would be in
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order again. Son late for dinner? Slap. Tears. Son arrives punctually
next time. Procedure complete. He was a man who had his rules for
everything. Until...

How much longer must we go on with this circus before I get my...

Because I don’t want to. I don’t want to, do you understand that?
You’re trying to trick me into something. Trying to make me your
patient. I expect you need the money.

No. Over and out.

What do you mean, “Then we’ll finish a little early today’? I have no

intention of coming here a second...

O, finally.

Prescribe me a large box.

What am I supposed to do with a matchbox? Keep it as a memento?
What’s in here?

Three pills? What do you expect...

Thursday? I haven’t the least intention of coming back on
Thursday. You can stick the pills...

No, give them here!

This is blackmail.
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Don’t give me that triumphant look. I only came here because... to
show you how badly I’'m doing.

Three pills for three days. You know what that is? It’s torture.
Look how my hands are trembling. Touch my shirt collar. Cold

sweat.

Withdrawal symptoms? When a man’s dying of thirst and crying
out for water — do you put on your therapist face and say,
“Withdrawal symptoms?” Or do you give him something to drink?

You know what I did last night? I went out to this bar at two in the
morning. Where only the drunkards hang around. All these whiny
loser types.

Not to drink. I’ve tried that, it just makes the dreams worse. I went
there because once, in the john, I saw this note beside the mirror.
With a phone number on it. ‘All types of medication provided
discreetly.” But the note wasn’t there anymore.

Drug dealers are criminals, of course they are. Almost as bad as
psychiatrists who won’t give you a...

You’re right. There’s no point attacking you. You have the power.
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I don’t care what you call it. ‘I’'m doing this for your own good,’
says the man before he clubs the other guy over the head. But as
long as I get my pills when we’re done...

Want me to lie back down? Or do you want me in a headstand this
time? So the memories slide into my braincells more easily?

Your couch hasn’t gotten any more comfortable.

Before we start, let’s be clear: I don’t believe in what you’re doing
here. Why should I? I don’t believe little green men live on Mars,
either. Don’t go lighting any incense at the altar of Saint Freud.
That guy was in the wrong profession. He’d have made a pretty
decent screenwriter. Oedipus, played by Marlon Brando — that
Oscar would have been a safe bet.

Yes, I'm familiar with him. I once had the idea of making a film of
his life. But no one was interested at the time, and now Universal
has gone and... I won’t say stolen. It was in the air. But still.

It’s just that they aren’t getting anywhere with the project.
Montgomery Clift is down to play Freud, but they still don’t have a
usable screenplay. You know who they commissioned to write the
first version? Jean-Paul Sartre. No, it’s true.

The French philosopher, that’s him. The existentialist. Only a
madman would come up with an idea like that. Or a studio boss.
No real difference. And Sartre, of course, didn’t deliver anything
they could use. The man isn’t a professional.
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What was I...

Oh, why wasn’t I convinced by Freud? He tells fairy stories. And
his stories do what a well-constructed movie does: he gives people
the sense they’ve understood something. Life can be explained, and
itisn’t all just a matter of chance. But it is. A man walks out of the
house and a brick falls on his head. Boom, he’s dead. If he’d spent
three seconds blowing his nose before leaving, that brick wouldn’t
have hit him. Chance. One minute longer shaving, and maybe he’d
have been run down by a car.

Or there’s me, lying here on this couch, in this slightly dusty
consulting room... Dr. Goldsteen could easily have sent me to
someone else. How do you two know each other, by the way? Did
you go to kindergarten together, or...

Tennis club. You see. If you played golf instead of tennis, he’d
never have met you, and I would have ended up with a different
psychiatrist. A less complicated one, maybe, who might just have
said, ‘A prescription? No problem. I'll write one out straight away
for the next few months.” But as it happens, you play tennis.

And that’s the only reason...

The brick on the head, I realize now, is what starts everything in
Ben Hur. Chance disguised as fate. The brick hits the governor, and
so Ben Hur is arrested, and so he ends up in the galleys, and so he
gets shipwrecked, and so he’s able to save a rich man’s life, and so
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he gets adopted... And so on and so on. In novels, everything is
connected. That’s why people love reading them.

But... it’s only in books that anyone has a destiny. Or in movies. In
reality, people have episodes, at best. Stumbling from one chance
event to another, not wanting to admit it to themselves. That’s why
they’re prepared to pay good money for someone to tie all the
things they’ve experienced into a neat bouquet. A filmmaker, or a
psychiatrist.

The difference isn’t that great. Though you headshrinkers make life
easy for yourselves. A screenplay gets filed into shape twenty times
over before it goes into production. You just let your clients
blabber on until they’ve convinced themselves they’ve made some
kind of discovery. Until they think: this mess I’'m in only happened
to me because I’'m like this or that, and if I can change, it will never
happen again. Utter nonsense. Life is a game of dice, and just
because we scratch off the six doesn’t mean it’ll come up less often.

Scratch off the six... First you get arthritis, and then attacks of
philosophy. Now listen, I’'m going to prove that chance business to
you. Well, you wanted me to tell you about myself.

The only all-round enjoyable episode in my life was thanks to the
fact that a young man — whom I never met, incidentally — got his
fiancée, whom I know nothing about either, pregnant before the
wedding. These things happen. But this was 1931, and at that time, it
still would have been an embarrassment to get up in front of the
registrar with too big a belly. So the wedding was brought forward.
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And the new date happened to be one of the coldest days in
January. Another ten degrees on the thermometer and everything
would have been different. Not a bad title for a film, that: It could
have been different.

Like I said: 1931. I was living in Berlin then, and no one there had
any work.

The Great Depression. Which of course is also why the Nazis... As
if the whole of world history isn’t just a matter of chance as well.
Anyway, things were bad, and so my business was booming. When
people have troubles, they’ll gladly pay the last of their money to
forget them for two hours. The cinemas were full, and my coffers
with them. Why, the amount I made sending The Blue Angel to
America alone... From the very start I could smell that movie was
going to be a hit. Though at the time, I was only thinking about
Jannings and his Oscar, not about Marlene at all. You need a little
luck now and then. I convinced the people at UFA they should
make an English version alongside the original, and that’s why I
was able to...

But that’s another story.

Not far from my office was a little tailor’s studio. A Frenchman,
Monsieur so-and-so. I have no idea what brought him to Germany.
It will have been chance, again. No matter. I'd got him to make me
a number of suits. You can’t imagine how grateful he was for the
business. Most people couldn’t even afford clothes off the peg.
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In my business, you have to look the part. Except when you’ve
made it right to the top. Then you can walk around looking like a
hobo, and people will say, ‘He’s just an artistic type.’

One day I realized a seam had come undone in the inside pocket of
my jacket. A brand-new jacket. The tailor had botched it. Maybe he
had a headache that day. Or one drink too many. Something.
Chance. In any case, there was a hole on the inside of my jacket,
and I decided to call in on Monsieur so-and-so on my way home so
he could put it right. But his studio, which was usually always
open, was closed. ‘Due to a family occasion.” His son was getting
married that day — because the bride suddenly couldn’t wait.

The next day, the tailor was back, apologized profusely and
repaired the seam on the spot. But while his son was getting
married, a fountain pen had slipped out of my pocket. It wasn’t
especially valuable - MGM ordered them by the dozen — but I’'d
been given it by Sam Goldwyn, and in Hollywood that was
something like a medal. So T went to the lost-and-found office,
though I didn’t hold out any great hope.

Just so you have the right picture in your mind: January, driving
snow, ice-cold wind. By contrast, the lost-and-found office was
completely overheated by this huge cast-iron stove, they must have
burned a whole forest in there. Or mountains of files. It smelled like
only administrative offices do; I think they must have their own
spray for the official stench. Behind the counter was one of these
little clerks who have to throw their weight around because they’re
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so unimportant. Not unlike my father. A mustache with a man
attached. A young woman was already waiting in front of the
counter, and there you are: chance was in play once more. If I'd
arrived ten minutes earlier or ten minutes later — I would never have
met her. Would never even have known there was anyone to meet.

She should have been first in line, but she said she’d be happy to let
me go ahead of her. It wasn’t until later that she told me why.

So I asked about my fountain pen, and the mustache snorted at me,
what on earth was I thinking, bothering a municipal office with
something so trivial. Any sensible person must see that no one
would make the effort to hand such cheap items in to the lost-and-
found. I should stop wasting his time and buy a new one; from the
look of me, such a purchase wasn’t going to lead to financial ruin.
He didn’t even go to the trouble of looking in his drawer. I tried to
explain why this particular pen held a special significance, but he’d
never heard of Sam Goldwyn, and he thought Hollywood was a
town in the Uckermark.

The young woman had overheard all this and stepped in. She had a
solution to my problem, she said: I should just buy another pen and
tell people it was from Sam Goldwyn. No one would be any the
wiser, ‘and eventually,’ she said, ‘you’ll come to believe it yourself.’
I liked this so much that I invited her out for coffee.

And because she was pretty.
That’s how it started.
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She accepted my invitation, and I waited for her in the lost-and-
found. You know what she had lost? A cuckoo clock! Which really
isn’t an item you accidentally leave somewhere. The mustache was
certain no such clock had been handed in, but she asked him to
check again. And again, and again. He didn’t snarl at her as he had
at me; the smile she gave him was too friendly. She described her
clock in great detail, the little carved house and the iron weight
shaped like a pine cone. She even mimicked the cuckoo’s call. But
no cuckoo clock was found.

Eventually she had to give up, and we left together and went to a
patisserie. There she said, without any hint of shyness: ‘It was nice
of you to invite me for coffee. Coffee and cake would be even
nicer.” I ordered Black Forest giteau. It used to be my favorite, but
Dr. Goldsteen has strictly forbidden me...

If it was up to him, I’d be eating nothing but oatmeal.

Carla. She was a shorthand typist at a clothing firm, or rather, had
been a shorthand typist. She had lost her job in the general crisis
and hadn’t found another. Finding employment at that time was
like winning the lottery. Especially for a woman. ‘I can’t very well
go out on the street,” she said, ‘with a sign saying “Will take any
position”. I can just imagine what positions men would offer me.’

She was pretty, she was young, and she was wonderfully cynical.
An irresistible combination. I asked how she had managed to lose a
cuckoo clock, and she laughed at me. ‘T never owned a cuckoo
clock,’ she said. ‘For one thing, I think they’re ugly, and for
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another — if I had one, I'd pawn it.” You know why she’d gone to
the lost-and-found? Because it was well heated. That was the only
reason. The room she rented was ice cold, and the gas stove had to
be fed coins that she didn’t possess. That’s why she had let me go
first. So she could warm herself for a few minutes longer. “You’ve
just got to get by somehow,” she said. Without complaining for a
second.

She hadn’t even finished her cake before I offered her a job. I was
planning to move into a smarter office, one with a reception. She
would cut a fine figure in that room, I thought. A very fine figure.
And I would have the opportunity to... let’s say, get to know her
better. Don’t misunderstand me, I never fell in love with Carla, not
even later, when we were a couple. That was the wonderful thing
about her, she never demanded any feelings from you. To her, I was
simply a well-heated bath boiler, and she liked to warm herself on
me. There was nothing more on her side, and I never asked any
more of her, either. A very pleasant episode.

And the fact that it all turned out like this was chance, chance and
chance again. If Monsieur so-and-so hadn’t botched his seam,
because he was thinking about his son’s wedding, or if his son had
used a condom, or if my pen had been in a different jacket, or if the
sun had shone on that January day, or... a thousand other ifs.
Without any connection. And that is why I do not believe that
anything in this life has a deeper meaning. Not a single thing. And
that is why it’s also pointless to seek that meaning through this
talking therapy.
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Charles Lewinsky, A Different Story

So why am I... Well, if I got up and left now, I'd only have to find
someone else to prescribe my pills. At least here I know that after
forty-five minutes, I’ll get what I need.
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