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Foreword

Beautiful Distance has a simple and unrelenting premise. The narrator’s wife is in her early forties and has a terminal cancer diagnosis. He visits her at the hospital as her health declines, and is with her through her death. The novel’s narrative is ruthlessly stripped bare. There is no fantasy of recovery or misdiagnosis; there are no dramatic revelations or confessions as death approaches. Yet the emotional arc of Nao-Cola Yamazaki’s novel is beautifully, startlingly, explosively expansive.

Impeccably translated by Charlotte Goff, the novel’s central quandary is how to live alongside death, and care emerges as one possible, vital response. The narrator’s days are organized around the act of care, much of which is intensely bureaucratic. There is consideration of insurance, of leave from work, of DNR forms, and there is the financial strain of medical and long-term care. But even as the novel documents the reality of health care, it focuses not only on systemic critique. At one point, the narrator’s supervisor tells him that he can, perhaps, “pave the way for finding that kind of balance” (33) between work and care, to which the narrator thinks, “I didn’t have it in me to ‘pave the way’” (34).

Instead, Yamazaki posits care as a path toward something more existential, even philosophical. The narrator wants to care for his wife as she dies, in part because it allows him to do something that is difficult and elusive, which is to be present. The narrator is not prone to expressions of emotion, yet in the recitation of his care, a portrait of passionate love emerges: “I want to mop her brow, wash her face, and give her a sponge bath. I want to massage her hands and give her a foot rub” (12).

This devotion to the body, intimate and unsexualized, is one expression of his love. He also wants, perhaps above all, to protect his wife’s dignity. For him, the cancer diagnosis “didn’t rob my wife of her individuality. The label might be the same as the one given to others with this condition, but that didn’t mean she’d become interchangeable with them” (25). When the doctor tells him that his wife “probably has around a month now,” it feels to him “like this doctor was suddenly narrating a story that had previously belonged to my wife” (84).

If the narrator and his wife reject this narrative and this timeline, it’s not because of a refusal to confront death, but rather out of a determination to fully exist in the time that remains. As his wife quietly declares, “I want to be a part of this world, even when I’m not well” (79). The mystery of what it means to be present changes again, in the face of death: “My wife will never wash her face again. She has suddenly become a sort of exalted being. Standing and facing her now feels like standing and facing a god” (117).

Is it transcendence, the state that the narrator eventually achieves? Not in the conventional sense. He remains wracked by loss and regret. Although he accepts the fact of his wife’s death, his understanding of what love after death looks like alters. That love does not fade, nor does their relationship. It remains vitally mutable: “She’s getting further and further away, I think. Our relationship keeps changing even after her death” (134). In this delicate, near-miraculous novel, there is no path away from grief, but there is a kind of company in loss, and a continuation of love.

Katie Kitamura




Movement’s a funny thing. When you concentrate on how something moves, its existence slides out of focus. Its contours blur and things start to feel like they are moving more than existing. Cats, trains … any boundaries melt into their surroundings and what’s left is their motion.

I’m sitting in a café on a bridge overlooking the station, sipping green juice from a clear glass through a black straw and biting off chunks of mustard-covered hot dog. I watch the people below spill out from the ticket gates and, as I focus on their comings and goings, their physical appearances grow indistinct, hazy. What stands out instead is the heat that emanates as they go from place to place.

The movement picks up; perhaps an express train has arrived. People draw lines as they make their way from ticket gates to various meeting points, offices, homes.

A calico cat jumps onto a wall.

A small white butterfly flutters through the air.

Cherry blossom petals fall, softly, to the ground.

All these draw line after line, and I watch absentmindedly as their traces tangle, weaving in and around one another. I could have stayed for hours, tracing the lines of these comings and goings. But when I check the clock, its hands too have moved. I get a sense of time, its very substance. The bus will show up at its allotted time, so I finish my juice, stuff the last of the hot dog into my mouth, and take my tray back to the collection point before leaving the café.

There’s a spring in my step and as I descend the stairs, my tie bounces a little. It’s a strange sight, no doubt, to anyone watching: a man in his forties practically skipping along. But something – maybe the warm April sunshine – makes me want to move my feet more than I have in a while. Recently I’ve stopped caring so much what other people think of me. So what if a middle-aged man is skipping? I head for my bus, throwing in whatever footwork I fancy.

I board a bus bound for Shinden Hospital, from Stand 3 of the bus terminal.

Bus terminal.

Terminal …

There’s that word again. I roll it around on my tongue. It makes me smile a little, to think that we give the same name to a place like this and the final stages of an illness. I guess there’s a certain logic to it, but it still feels incongruous.

I look out the window as we set off. We drive down a wide avenue lined with cherry blossoms and pass first the entrance to a shrine and then a school. Just before we reach the last stop, I look out to the canola fields on my left. They really are stunning. I first started to notice some patches of yellow a couple of weeks ago. Each day, as I’ve passed by, the proportion of yellow has grown – from a light sprinkling, like the shredded omelet that decorates bowls of chirashi sushi, to the bed of pure color it is today.

Come to think of it, the first time I met my wife she was wearing a canola-patterned dress, tailored and slim-fitting. At the time, her father was my line manager, although we don’t work together anymore.

I’d always felt a bit out of place at work. The sales division of this life insurance company was a better fit for more macho types, with its high-octane, laddish culture. Not so much for someone like me – who chose to join a Folklore and Fairy tales study group in high school over any sports teams, and then majored in French literature at college.

The reason I started looking for jobs in places like banks, security firms, and insurance companies after college is that I was interested in the way that money moves around. I felt that the flow of money was like the flow of conversation, linking one person to another. Money might be made up of numbers but that doesn’t mean it is irrelevant to humanities graduates; it is simply another kind of language. The kinds of financial institutions I approached back then were attuned to this. Their goal was to judge the best conditions for moving money from one place to the next: when, why, how far. Product development is best left to science grads, perhaps, and asset management to economics majors, but humanities graduates are surely the most likely to understand the relationships between people and how society is structured. Most of my cohort of sales trainees turned out to be humanities grads.

In time, I learned that communication skills aren’t all it takes to be a good salesperson. You also need a thick skin. I watched as my peers, who had started out with quiet, faltering voices, transformed into confident, smiling salespeople while I struggled to keep up and was left behind. The sales figures were read out to us each day, and I held a steady position in last place.

Five years in, I started to think seriously about quitting. I wasn’t yet thirty and would have still been able to start fresh in another field. I flipped through the pages of job listings and tried to imagine a different future for myself. But then a new manager joined. He had the thickset build and tanned face you would expect of a former rugby player, but to my surprise, he didn’t swagger around with the machismo of the other managers – the ones who spouted things like: ‘There’s no I in Team’ or ‘Competition is the best motivation.’ Nor was he like the ones who slapped us on the back and tried to spur us into action. He respected our personal space and addressed us politely using our surnames and the honorific “san,” which the other managers tended to skip. He never pressured anyone into overdoing it on company nights out, and if someone was struggling with their work, he would take the time to find out what was really going on.

‘Competition isn’t for everyone, I suppose.… Let’s try thinking about it in a different way. Forget about everyone else. Is there something that feels good to you in your work?’

This was the question he asked me toward the end of one lunch break, as he bought me a can of coffee from the vending machine.

I hesitated. ‘The other day I was helping a client who’d been injured in an accident, and they thanked me for the work I’d done. Is it okay to feel good about that?’

He thought for a while. ‘I know what you mean, that it feels strange being thanked when something bad has happened. I suppose some jobs let you see the good parts of life, while others bring you up against the hard bits.’

I finished my coffee, listening to his level-headed advice. When it was time for me to head out to meet clients, I continued to mull over his words on the train.

I had always believed that work was something you did for someone else. That keeping this other person happy was the price you paid for living. But maybe I’d been wrong. Things like happiness and unhappiness can only be judged by the person feeling them, not by anyone on the outside. I realized how naive I’d been, imagining I could guess people’s true feelings from their words of thanks, trying to elicit gratitude from them, deluded into thinking I was doing some kind of social good. I’d found the company’s competitive ethos inane from the get-go. There were plenty of employees who might not have ‘added financial value,’ so to speak, but still helped to make it what it was. But I’d been just as foolish, stuck in pursuit of other people’s approval. Perhaps it was time to stop worrying about everyone else and focus on finding my own version of fulfillment.

Gradually I began to feel like I could keep working there. Somehow I ended up qualifying for a financial planner’s license, and through this I discovered the satisfaction that working toward a goal could bring. I decided to qualify as a licensed social insurance consultant after that, not minding that it would have little impact on my standing within the firm.

One Sunday, I headed into town, spent some time studying in a café, and then stopped by a gyudon restaurant for lunch, ordering a bowl of their beef-topped rice with a side of potato salad. I paid my bill, and as the automatic doors opened and I stepped outside, I bumped into my manager and his family.

It’s always awkward running into colleagues outside the office, especially on a day off. If they’re far enough away, I’ll usually try to draw back and do my best to avoid being seen. But when the doors opened that day, they were right there in front of me: my manager, his wife, and a young woman I guessed was their daughter. I couldn’t get away.

‘Well, this is a coincidence.’ My manager smiled. He was wearing a tired white polo shirt and chinos – the very image of ‘Dad off duty.’

I became flustered, feeling like I’d seen something I shouldn’t have, and cast around frantically for something to say.

‘… Hello! Out shopping?’

He smiled again, looking toward his wife. ‘Yeah, we thought we’d have a family day out, take a look around town.’

‘We’re going to the department store after this, for a bit of clothes shopping,’ his wife added. ‘It’s usually just my daughter and me, but this one’s joining us for a change.’ She looked pleased. She was wearing an elegant gray jacket and moss-green skirt.

Their daughter bobbed her head in greeting. ‘Hello, it’s nice to meet you.’

I could see her long legs just below the hem of her canola- patterned dress.

‘Thank you – ah – I mean, it’s nice to meet you too.’ Still flustered, I lowered my head in a deep bow.

That’s as far as we got, that time.

Things moved forward after that.

Maybe my posture had been good, standing outside the gyudon restaurant that day. Or perhaps I simply had the kind of face she liked. But for some reason, my manager’s daughter seemed to take a shine to me. The family invited me over for dinner a month or so after I’d bumped into them. The daughter and I exchanged contact details, and dates followed naturally from there. The following year, we were married.

We were born just six months apart, so we have proceeded to count the years of our lives together, side by side. We were never blessed with children, but we’ve spent, I think, a happy fifteen years together.

I’m still working for that life insurance company – what I thought would be five years has now become twenty. I’ve picked up various qualifications and found, in my own way, a certain enjoyment in my work. I sold corporate insurance products before being transferred to the sales team’s training division, where I work now, overseeing the development of new recruits.

There wasn’t as much chance to talk to my old manager after I transferred to training, and because he’s retired he has been removed from the front lines completely. I’ll sometimes see him if I join my wife on a trip to her hometown for the Obon or New Year’s holidays, although we often visit our hometowns separately – perhaps because we don’t have children. Even when I do see him, we never talk about work. We have the kind of relationship where we just chat about anything and everything. I see his wife more regularly, as she often stops by our place. She and I have never really got beyond small talk, though, and keep a middling kind of distance between us. My wife has Tuesdays off and usually spends them with her mother.

When we first got married, my wife had an office job in a large food company. Two years later, she left it to open her own shop.



The bus pulls in at the hospital.

I walk past reception, go up to the third floor, and take a badge from the nurses’ station. They’re round, with a blue border and a number in the middle. The badges are piled in a clear plastic case, and you can choose whichever one you want. I always go for number seven. If someone else has already taken it, I have to pick another, but otherwise I go for lucky seven. It’s not that I’m superstitious; I just want to show my wife something optimistic. Not that she’s superstitious, either, but I’m sure she needs positivity in her life.… I fill out the sign-in sheet – today’s date and time, patient name, visitor name, badge number.

Pinning the badge to the lapel of my jacket, I head to the sink in the corner of the nurses’ station. I turn on the tap and wash my hands with soap, right up to my elbows, before using the hand sanitizer too. Neither of us had any serious injuries or illnesses before this, so I’m not used
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