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Editor’s Note

T

his is just a preview issue. The real, full-length Other
Investigations will launch November 4, 2006 in
Boston and will be available in its entirety at
http://www.stationaery.com/oi.
A more regular, online version will appear at
http://otherinvestigations.blogspot.com.
We are looking for submissions, always! Email other.investigations@gmail.com with questions, comments, and suggestions.
No cursing, please!

Resurrecting Infinity

I

ilya Zaychik

can pray at the altar of the written word, but I am not so
devout. A closer examination reveals sinister motives:
human alchemy. Simply put, eternal life. I drag my mundane mortal life into the lab, and, through the manipulation
of formulas, liquids and body parts, attempt to emerge invincible. ‘There is only one remedy for your restive soul, only
one,’ Borges tells me, his sagacious voice tinged with melancholy. ‘You must be read.’ Literature is immortality, and I
want to be internalized and eternalized. It’s a vampire’s
bloodlust, sickeningly selfish.
This is why I am at my best in front of an email
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screen. I attribute it to a concrete assurance that a person is
receiving, reading, and digesting my words, in some cases
avidly. Unpolished, unedited, unpublishable stuff, raw like an
infectious sore, but I have the fewest regrets about it. Those
windy tales with no plot or characters, rhyme or reason,
those thoughts frantically clutched, those tales I send and
receive are more stirring than some literature considered
great. Clicking ‘send,’ I can feel the serum taking effect. It is
now in the collective memory, and thus, it—and I—can never
die. In order to raise the chances that I will enter this collective memory, however, it is wise to consult past successes. For
this, I read, and those readings have raised countless dead:
obscure professors, desperate zinesters, hidden journalists,
faces that have emerged from tranquil monotony.
Reading, the very process of discovering how my
predecessors achieved their transformation, ensures the success of their immortality. To immortalize yourself and resur-

rect someone thought long-dead are two acts inextricably
bound together. But the powers come with a catch: they can’t
be applied reflexively. Everything I read turns eternal, except
for anything that I write. For that, I need someone else, naturally faced with the same constraints.
But here I must confess a grave transgression which
threatens the balance of the entire system: I often think
about myself as I will be read, or remembered, and I boil up
with rage at myself for such a vain preoccupation. I am seeking styles to emulate, models to copy, and brains to consume
for my survival. Frothing at the mouth, I devour books faster
than a speeding locomotive. But the truth is that I often
hardly remember what I read about. Plot, characters, setting—just breaths of air, or constant sacrifices to appease an
insatiable hunger, that is, each one only important insofar as
it keeps me alive long enough to get to the next one. A monster tearing through fields of victims doesn’t remember any
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one person’s eye color. I think about how I am reading, not
what I am reading. I am obsessed by the idea, or the fact that
I am reading, and am not nearly attentive to enough to the
content. I can only summon that which I can recall. Yet if all
I can recall is an image of me reading a book whose words I
can’t make out, then I have squandered my gift, and, furthermore, imperiled the solidity of my own specter in the future,
should any other readers behave this selfishly.
It is impossible to live forever without writing something. I don’t mean novels or stories or plays. Anything written down is writing, the most basic definition. The act allows
more people to transcend their life expectancy. We must
record everything as though it will be the only evidence
remaining of our existence: emails, office memos, shopping
lists, post-it notes, faxes, blogs, text messages, any medium,
as we go electronic, digital and virtual. Those are all archaeo1 0 logical artifacts, historical documents, and perhaps even liter-

ature. When, dozens of decades from now, a new crop finds
themselves yearning for that fountain of youth, they will discover our attempts, failures only until the moment when they
pick some letter of ours out of the rubble. Similarly, we have
to treat the treasures we uncover between the sheets with the
utmost care and attention, or we cannot expect to be more
than mere shapeless minions when our names are called by
some future readers.
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How to think

W

Daniel Immerwahr

hen I was invited me to submit to Other
Investigations and told that the theme was “A Life
in Print,” I thought, “Hey, this is a topic I actually know something about.” No subject, in fact, fascinates me
more than how people take the printed word into their lives. I
keep a record of all the references I’ve found to the reading
and writing practices of the greats. Nabokov, I can tell you,
worked at a lectern, so he could write in “the vertical position
of vertebrate thought.” Nietzsche read voraciously in times of
recreation, but when he worked, he claimed, “I would guard
1 2 against letting anyone speak or even think in my vicinity.”

References to indigestion appear in a number of the excerpts
I have copied. Nietzsche—a real whore for these sorts of
metaphors—as well as Henry St. John Bolingbroke and
George Fitzhugh warn against consuming more information
than one can digest. Boswell tells us that Samuel Johnson read
religiously (he prescribed five hours a day for a young man of
strong constitution) but “hardly ever read any poem to an end”
and never read anything—even his own compositions—more
than once. You get the drift.
What delights me about all of these short glimpses behind
the curtain of literary production is that they reveal writing
and reading for what they are: not mystical moments where
thoughts descend down from on high but rather palpably
physical interactions between the physical world and a brain
that is housed in a strange and inconstant body. Thinking is
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work, not magic. And like any other kind of chore, external conditions may be more or less conducive to it.
The advice they give varies. Some recommend careful
courses of reading (Borges: “I think it is wiser for a young
writer to delay invention and boldness for a time and to try
merely to write like some good writer he admires”) while others scorn reading altogether as an imperfect substitute for
writing (Walter Benjamin says that there are two ways to get
a book into your library—you can write it or you can buy it.
The first, he says, is preferable, but the latter will do in a
pinch). Some write only in the early morning, others only
when drunk (Kerouac—although this may just be a subset of
his doing everything else drunk), and still others only when
deeply inspired. If there is any pattern, I have yet to find it.
If I can’t offer the distilled wisdom of the Western canon,

I can at least offer my own advice—the result of years of careful and occasionally fruitful experimentation. The most important thing—or at least the most important thing that is not
immediately obvious—is to walk. The faculties of locomotion,
I now believe, are intimately tied to those of intellection. It is
very hard to take a gentle, shambling stroll through somewhere pleasant and green without chancing upon a thought or
two.1 Neurons fire and synapses close as the legs move, partic1 Laurence Sterne particularly recommends the fish pond as a locale for such a stroll

in Tristram Shandy. . “There is something, Sir, in fish-ponds—but what it is, I leave
to system builders and fish pond diggers betwixt ’em to find out—but there is some-

thing, under the first disorderly transport of the humours, so unaccountably becalming in an orderly and a sober walk towards one of them, that I have often wondered

that neither Pythagoras, nor Plato, nor Solon, nor Licurgus, nor Mahomet, nor any one

of your noted lawgivers, ever gave order about them.”
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ularly if there is not too much noise.2 The pace of the
walk is important. The rhythmic lockstep seems to banish
ideas as effectively as the lazy walk encourages them, which
anyone who has ever attended a political demonstration can
tell you. I now have a rigid practice of drinking ample
amounts of water as I work, for the simple reason that the
more I drink, the more I’ll have to go to the bathroom, which
means a short meander down the hall and a few moments
when I cannot type or read but can only let my thoughts collect, which they inevitably—inexplicably—do.

2 On the noise factor, the dead literary greats are united. Schopenhauer believed

Daniel Immerwahr is a graduate student at UC
Berkeley, and the author and editor of Investigations, a
zine that directly inspired this one. He has also cowritten a new zine, Lunching Out. His work will
appear in the forthcoming Other Investigations. Daniel
can be reached at dsi5@columbia.edu.

that all geniuses were eventually driven mad, not by their own brilliance but by the
effect of the clamor of modernity on a sensitive cognitive apparatus. If Nicholson

Baker hadn’t already written a paean to the modern earplug, I probably would have

1 6 written one myself for this ‘zine.
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Sin Embargo: An Attempt at Self(Re)Interpretation (Excerpt)

I

Celia Lisset Alvarez

For Ramón Saul Sánchez
n my dream, I merged this experience with another
attempt at teaching politics to one of my students, something that happened on the same day. She was planning on
breeding her dog, and I was trying to convince her not to. I felt
that same hopelessness, that same itching inarticulacy. I could
do my best, I could get her stats on how many dogs are put
down in Miami-Dade county, information on the benefits of
spaying and neutering. If, however, in the end it all sounded
1 8 like it was coming from some radical vegan weirdo, none of it

would register as truth. I had about as much chance of convincing her not to breed her dog as Sánchez had of changing
the dry-foot/wet-foot policy.
And so I find myself in Cuba, sitting at an old student
desk inexplicably in the back of a lingerie shop. Fretful at the
waste of time, I take out my journal, and try to write. As in
real life, nothing meaningful comes out of the pen, even
though I feel as if, surely, this experience of visiting Cuba has
to elicit some sort of good writing. I decide to attempt automatic writing, a practice I find hokey but am willing to try out
of desperation. I just can’t do it, however. I can’t stop myself
from writing planned-out, empty sentences. Finally, I just start
drawing squiggles, and it’s then that I notice all the carvings
on the wooden surface of the desk. All sorts of phrases have
been scratched into the wood, and all of them betray an urgent
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rustration. One of them is especially clear: politicar es politiquéo. I am excited about this find: here is proof, proof of
the pain of Cubans. I take out my digital camera and start
taking pictures of the desk.
From the back of the store, a tall, thin woman in a neat
bob, an American woman, approaches me. “Excuse me,” she
says, “but I can’t help but notice that you are a tourist. Would
you like to join us in protesting the embargo?” I am infuriated
by the request, and immediately jump up and start screaming
at her. How dare you, I say, “how dare you presume to know
what is good for the Cuban people? The embargo may be slowly starving them to death, but it’s all they have! Can’t you see
that? It’s the only hope they have!” In my vehemence, I start
waving a brown paper bag at her. She begins to shrink from
me, as if afraid that I might hit her. I realize what she’s think-

ing, that I’m some crazy, uneducated Cuban, so I try to tell her:
“I’m not some uneducated idiot, you know, I’m a professor!”
This stops her from running away, and I start to tell her about
the dry-foot/wet-foot policy, and what a travesty it is. As she
begins to listen, her face starts to turn into that of my student,
the one who in real life asked me what I thought of Sánchez’s
hunger strike. Then I wake up.
It was a strange sensation of fulfillment. I don’t know
whether I succeeded in convincing that woman not to protest
the embargo or not, but, at the moment when her face turns
into that of my student, I know that she is listening.
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Black Million Dollar Man

Celia Lisset Alvarez is a writer, poet, and teacher living in
Miami, Florida. Her first collection of poetry,
Shapeshifting, was declared the winner of the Winter 2005
Spire Chapbook Contest and will be published by Spire
Press in 2006. A second collection, The Stones, will also be
available soon from Finishing Line Press.
Her complete essay will appear in the forthcoming
OtherInvestigations, either online or in print.

22

O

Uzodinma Okehi

ne of the big things I always told my pals growing up
in the suburbs was about how I was going to tame the
city, make it my own. Not only that, man, I was going
to date models, starlets, heiresses . . . The city was a jungle
palette, and those girls would just be there swinging like available fruit. But more than models, it was because a guy like me
was born for cities, made to move, born to burst into flame at
a moment’s notice, to devour everything: ideas, girls, money,
scenery, concepts, name it, the food on your plate, the air in
your lungs and mine, not only that, I’d douse the light from the
sky, I’d suck it all in like smoke and after that, I’d tear up big
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hunks of asphalt with my teeth . . . I’d make pendulums
swing when I got there, not just the starlets . . . I’d bathe
in fountains, cure banality, fake miracles and when all was
said and done, I’d be able to come up with something better
than to just revisit the wrongs I felt had been done to me.
Jump cut from that to years later . . . From the suburbs to
Iowa City, to Hong Kong, to Singapore and back, then to New
York, where after three years the only model I’d managed to
meet was Teena, whose opinion of me varied, I’m sure, from
instance to instance, but probably never elevated much higher
than, say, pretty low, since I was of little substance, I guess,
and since, like me, she was always on the make, always trying,
searching for something better and still scrambling just to
survive . . . And as little as I had left to hope for then, there was
still no better choice but to dive right into it. Dive down into

nights like deep felt, strange hush, gliding through sheets of
fog, and always bitter, freezing cold on those nights, pounding
the sidewalks with my pal Valdez, same old twinkling lights,
and that inkling, as if the city had already failed me. Maybe I’d
planned to be a millionaire, but by then I hardly remembered
all I said I’d do. Or like that night on Orchard Street, right off
Houston, I can still hear my footfalls in the snow, in place, pacing, from side to side. She never smoked, she’d said, but there
was Teena, there with me, underneath the awning outside of
the Dharma bar, asking for a light. I’d been telling her that I
was a complete failure. I was admitting that, but by now I’d
come up with the knack to say it as if there was in fact no better way to live. We were huddled together against the side of
the building, so close that I could see the steam coming off the
apples of her cheeks. An absolute failure—that’s the way one had
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o think about it—up until this single, shining moment! So
many things I’d dreamed of had proved to be just too big,
too far out of reach, just like those snowflakes, drifting in,
turning to teardrops against her forehead, across the bulb of
her lips, like that, more than a million miles away! And yet I
couldn’t throw myself off a cliff, that’s what I told her. That
was my little song, but it was still the truth. There was still
nothing else for me to do other than keep dreaming, keep
hurtling forward with even bolder, even more unlikely doomsday plans. I was already an adult, there was hardly a chance,
and yet every day, in between naps, like a man barely alive, I
was still trying to remake myself into something bigger, cooler, better.
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Uzodinma Okehi is a writer and artist living in New
York City. He has self-published a book called Sleep
Tickles/Come Thru, which is available at various independent bookstores in New York. Look for his next
work in Winter 2006, as well as the upcoming
OtherInvestigations. He can be contacted at okehi@hotmail.com.
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