Far From Here
Liam Kofi Bright

To the most exulted, most beneficent Khan, far above all others in wisdom and power,
matched by none in his glory, approached by none in majesty, and my dear friend Kublai,

| write you this, my last communique, to tell of the most wondrous city of your holy
empire. | first heard talk of it in the bazaars of Moselle. There they spoke of an adventurer
who, while wandering your realm in contemplation, had entered the city which contains
the greatest treasure of all. Thinking to enrich your coffers and add to your already
inestimable glory by locating and presenting this treasure to you, | asked how | might
follow the footsteps of this adventurer, “Julecaré” as they called him. At this the
merchants simply laughed, they told me he was far from here, that no one had ever heard
from Julecaré again and | should put the matter out of my head.

Not to be deterred by the sneers of fools, | journey’d to Alexandria seeking the help of
scholars. Yet to my despair | had found nothing useful after a month of searching streets
and stalls and the dusty corridors of ancient libraries. Most looked at me in bemusement
when | asked after Julecaré’s city; some laughed and repeated the merchant’s line - it is
far from here - before sending me on my way. In tears, having travelled so far from you
and seeing no possibility of aid from my fellow man, | was listlessly dragging myself
through the miserable backstreet of a desolate district when | heard a beggar mumbling
“Julecaré, Julecaré...” while laying amidst the refuse.

| picked the poor fellow up, took them to a tavern, and attempted to restore their
strength. Oh that you could have seen this wretch: unwashed, barely able to raise a voice
beyond a whisper, eyes moistened by tears so constant as to have worn tracks in their
face. When eventually the beggar was rendered coherent here is what | was told

— their home was in this city of Alexandria, and for this they were cursed. Whenever they
went roaming, whatever they saw of the wild world, they thought always of this place with
fondness, and felt its ancient wisdom giving them guidance and strength. All of which had
kept them from the greatest treasure of all. For, under similar circumstances to my own
they heard tell of Julecaré and sought out his city, which | now learned was called
Eutopolis. Indeed, upon saying the name “Eutopolis” my interlocutor straightened
themselves up and a passion entered their voice to match the fire now in their eyes. With
conviction they told me that Eutopolis is far from here, far from everywhere. Eutopolis is
distant. Not distant from some place or person, but in and of itself distant. Eutopolis is far
away. And if, like Julecaré, you can travel to far away, the greatest treasure imaginable
shall be yours. After decades of searching my poor beggar friend had been on its
threshold, when the realisation had struck them that in their heart they were ever near to
Alexandria, ever in its embrace, each carrying the other within themselves. And thus were
they never distant, ensnared by the streets and alleyways of their childhood; despising
this place for how dearly they loved it so. —

How much of this raving | should believe | was not yet decided upon when my new friend
simply got up and left. | was left to contemplate their words. How could a place be far
away in and of itself?
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| will admit that my first thoughts were those of a cynic. Could this not be some religious
piety, or perhaps a superstition? Talk of a distant place of great treasures could, after all,
be simply a crude way of talking of the Heavenly City which all Christians hope to enter.
Even the philosophers in their great library have a tendency to wax poetic about a realm
of forms wherein Truth and Goodness and Beauty reside. Perhaps Julecaré and his
Eutopolis was simply some local wiseman who had sought to convey these pious truths
in @ manner even the humblest of your subjects may understand.

But as | turned this proposition around in my mind | realised | could not quite accept it.
What | had been told, again and again, was that Eutopolis is far from here. But the
kingdom of God is close at hand, or more properly is all around us and within us and
without us too. These places are not at some great distance from us, they are not at any
distance at all. One reaches the forms and the God who presides over them not by any
physical travel.

In a thoughtless moment | briefly entertained the hope that | simply needed to fall back
upon my old skill set, and | set out to the docks hoping to commission a ship to whatever
point on the map was furthest from anything of note. But it did not take me long to realise
this was quite absurd - wherever | was that was where “here” would be located, much like
whoever speaks it is always |, or whenever | check the time it shall always be now. No,
Eutopolis’ treasure would not be so easily plundered. How could | reach far from here?

| commissioned a ferry to take me down the Nile, having no destination in mind but
hoping that the sensation of travelling far from anywhere | had yet known would spark
inspiration. After a few days of journey | became literal. If | wished to reach far from here,
perhaps | should consider what it is like to reach anything at all? | set on my cabin’s table
two apples, one at a greater distance from my seat than the other. | considered what it
was to reach further for one fruit?, making the motion with my hand repeatedly as if the
exercise of my body would imprint in my soul the appropriate form.

Initially | pondered if perhaps the essence lies in greater expenditure of effort. Perhaps to
be far from everywhere is to have expended all one’s effort, to have completely realised
every potential motion one had within oneself. But this | eventually dismissed. | recalled
the first time | had been mustered; like a fool | had insisted on serving on the front with
the halberdiers, the folly of youth being belief in its own invincibility. When the moment of
true danger was upon us | had seen the condottieri’s personal guard bearing down on us.
It had taken every ounce of my willpower not to break and run in terror. Energy may well
be expended just to stay where one is.

So instead | looked not to my arms but the space between. | considered that if one
placed copies of the apple in a line from me to its present position it would take three
such to reach the nearer and five to reach the farther. Did one being farther than the other
consist essentially in this? Of course not, for if the first apple was larger than the second
the same result may well be seen even were they equidistant, or the former the further. It
is because their size is held fixed and equal that | may conclude that the one is more
distant than the other. To be far from everywhere, | concluded, was to be in a place that
no trail of apples could ever reach no matter how many nor how large.

Days turned to nights turned to days once more as | scribbled in my notebook, mentally
adopting this scheme and that to lay a trail of infinite apples. Of course none would work
and even if they could the expense would be quite unreasonable - | feared perhaps not
even Julecaré’s treasure could ensure the return on investment. | took to simply gazing
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out the cabin window, lost in dreams of impossible orchids. It was during one such
reverie that | glanced upon a man taking a morning swim in the Nile adjacent to our ship. |
would soon thank God for this man and hold him near as dear to me as yourself, for in
this peasant’s simple morning ablutions were my salvation.

By the motive force within him this little man was quite keeping up with my vessel. At
regular intervals his arm would reappear from its brief sojourn neath the waters, arching
over his head and producing an elegant spray of mist spreading out over his well muscled
back. | was entranced, eager to catch every detail - he reminded me of nothing so much
as you, lost amidst an energetic dance, sweat reflecting the candlelight to create an
angelic aura. So focussed was | upon this man that soon there came a moment where it
was as if he entirely filled my visual field. And in that moment it was if he stood absolutely
still. He was suspended, perfect serenity made manifest; an ideal form floating in a
cosmos otherwise entirely given to the chaotic fires of unceasing change.

Of course such perfection could have no duration at all, a point in time that | would never
pass through again. But its effect on me was profound. For | soon realised that he had not
been absolutely still at all, but quite the opposite. He was relatively still, he and | had
achieved a perfect synchrony relative to the shore and by that moment of sublime
connection the world had been stopped. And in this truth waited a question impatient to
be asked. If there was a perspective from which | and the swimming peasant may be
infinitely motionless relative to one another, why could there not be a perspective from
which our distance was infinitely far apart?

| imagined a fluctuating aether centred on my person, shrinking and distorting space
proportionally with all my movements. From without all would seem just as it is for those
who inhabit Euclid’s familiar space. But from my still perspective all would be maximally
lonely, this vantage point ever at infinite distance. At rest I’d gaze upon the apple;
between myself and its place on the desk would be an infinite chasm. | need only move
my hand and all space would contort itself around my motion, drawing the apple near
while receding all from the intermediate points | pass through. And once | rested with the
apple on my person | would find it and | were again infinitely far from all else.

As | envisioned this solitude | felt closer to Eutopolis than | had ever been! In my euphoria
| quite nearly lost all sense, visions of your joy as | presented to you the treasure
interrupting my sober ruminations. Fortunately, however, memory of Alexandria’s poor
beleaguered beggar kept me level headed. They too had reached something like this
point, after all, but weighed down by patriotism had been unable to go further. Clearly it is
not enough simply to realise this perspective is available. My innermost heart must come
to inhabit such a world, operate from such a perspective. Yet for all these hesitations - oh
how close | now was! It was as if | could find Eutopolis, now, tonight, simply by surveying
the world from infinite remove and noticing how | felt.

But for this to happen | first needed to comprehend the necessary perspective, and for
that | had to frame it for myself. My funds grew scarce as | scribbled the formulae of my
new geometry. Most of the crew abandoned me at the last river-port. Indeed | thought |
was entirely alone, but when | went above deck seeking moonlight by which to write this
letter | saw my ferryman at the helm, all dressed in his sombre robes and silently bearing
me down the river. Good, | thought: this is all | need, and the loneliness of this ship can
only help in adopting the necessary perspective. For though provisions had long run dry
the distant perspective had been stated, and now remained only to fully internalise it.
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Upon the deck | lay in silent meditation, and blended among the night sky’s stars | saw
visions. First | saw my native friends and family, former lovers and rivals, old
acquaintances and sailing mates, those who | barely knew but wished | knew better and
those | knew intimately and wished never to remember. They all faded away. Slowly each
appeared before me, first close, then pulled by some invisible force into the haze of an
unreachable horizon. Each looked at me dispassionately as they passed my face - the life
of a traveller is already a lonely one, their infinite physical distance made no great
difference to whatever emotional bond has survived our constant separation. They go
their way and | mine.

Then | saw the cities of your empire. The ever deferred Tamara, the wheels of Sophronia,
the heavenly order of Thekla. The multitudes therein holding each other near, those
merchants of Moselle exchanging their jokes as they packed up their stalls, the dead of
Adelma silently welcoming me. They were now as if in another cosmos. | realised that |
had loved each in their own way, that to be so far from them pained me. Regardless they
grew smaller and smaller, my heart grew lighter and lighter, and Eutopolis drew nearer.

But still in all my travels | had always had an anchor which now must be cast away.
Venice, my beloved city. | saw its spires grow small and disappear to a point in the grey
haze. | heard the church bells of San Polo, calling me to mass and marking the rhythm of
the sacred calendar. They grew quieter and quieter - first thundering, then a whisper, now
lost in the cool night’s breeze. The gentle lap of the tides against a gondola’s sides were
as far from me as could possibly be, as was the smile of the shop girl | could have
married. She had appeared to me before, fading into the mist. | acknowledged her then
with benevolent indifference. But now | saw not so much her but the play of the light upon
her brow, the moment it was contained within, the sun streaming through that mid July
morning and glancing off her veil as she carefully picked the most succulent orange, fresh
from the docks and just for me. All this to me was Venice, and it was now far from here.
The starry heavens enveloped one more city, and | was further along Julecaré’s path.

Having realised | was infinitely cut off from the people and places | had loved | thought
perhaps Eutopolis would find me there and then, and was somewhat alarmed to find
myself still without its gates. | could feel that | was on its threshold, yet still | had not
passed over. What could be barring me by its nearness?

My beloved it was you. | have always known the exact path | would walk back to you —
the miles, the footsteps, the heartbeats, it would take for me to return to your side and tell
you the tale of such wonders as | had last seen. My journey back to our conversations,
our moments of silent togetherness in your tent, the dances and gestures and looks we
would share - this was the last tether, the last finite distance | must render infinite.

So | write you this letter, and let you go, and with that enter the city. | shall raise the letter
to the winds - in an instant they shall carry this parchment as far from here as is possible,
and | trust they shall deliver it safely to you. All the grains of sand in your empire laid end
to end could not reach from me to you; but | trust salvation shall one day bridge even that
gap, and we shall be together in that City which has no location.

Until then, even as | write these words Eutopolis is opening its gates to me, Julecaré bids
me enter. The entire world has receded far from me, but | have found the treasure within.

With compassionate love,
Marco



