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The Distance Between Us

One week in October 2040. Three families. Three countries. The same world.

The Distance Between Us — a novella of 2040

A human–AI collaboration. Conceived, directed, and edited by Hans van Beek; drafted with Claude (Anthropic’s AI).

This edition also includes The World of 2040: Fifty Developments That Reshaped Daily Life, a nonfiction companion.

First edition — written July 2026.

© 2026 Hans van Beek. No part of this work may be reproduced, quoted, or used without proper reference to this work, its author, and its origin.

Published by Verimy BV.




Monday


Namadidi, Malawi



Grace Banda woke before the phone did, as she always had, in the blue hour when the doves in the blue gums started arguing and the air still held the night’s coolness like water in cupped hands. She lay a moment listening to Blessings breathe on his mat, a little fast, a little thick, and made a note of it in the place where mothers keep such notes. Then she rose, tied her chitenje, and went out to see what the sky intended.

The phone caught up with her at the door. It was an old thing, its screen webbed with a crack that had been there for two years, and it lived by night on the shelf where the solar box trickled power into it. It spoke to her in Chichewa, in the voice she had chosen, a woman’s voice, older than her own, like an aunt who had seen many seasons.

“Grace, good morning. Rain is coming Friday. Not small rain. The kind that flattens.”

“How sure?” Grace asked, walking the path between the houses toward her field.

“Very sure for Friday. The groundnuts can wait. The maize on the lower plot cannot — if you were thinking of early planting there, wait until after. And the armyworm that troubled Chinseu village has not crossed the river. I am watching it.”

Grace grunted. Three seasons ago she would have planted the lower plot this week, because her mother had planted in this week, and her mother’s mother, back when the rains kept the old calendar. The old calendar was dead. Even Agnes next door admitted that much, though Agnes still refused to let the phone tell her what to do about it. I will not be farmed by a telephone, Agnes liked to say, and the women at the borehole laughed, and some of them planted like Agnes anyway, out of loyalty to something they couldn’t name.

The field was a half-acre of red earth that had fed Bandas for four generations without ever once making them rich. Grace walked its edge and let the aunt-voice run through the morning’s business: groundnut prices firming in Zomba town, up four hundred kwacha since Thursday, hold if you can; the savings circle meeting moved to Sunday; the clinic reminding her that Blessings was due for his growth check. She half-listened, the way you listen to a talkative relative who is usually right.

Back at the house, Chikondi was already in her uniform, plaits done, tablet in its yellow rubber case under her arm like a book of hours. Thirteen years old and taller every month, with her father’s long bones and a mind that Grace had stopped being able to see the edges of some years ago.

“Mama, Saturday,” Chikondi said, instead of good morning.

“I know what Saturday is.”

“Mr. Phiri says the interview panel will have three people. Real people.” She said it the way one might say three leopards. “And the Tikondane people send their own proctor besides.”

“And you will speak to them the way you speak to me,” Grace said, “and they will see what I see.” She put the porridge in front of her daughter and did not say the rest of it: that she had lain awake two nights running doing arithmetic on a boarding scholarship’s hidden costs, transport and bedding and shoes, and that underneath the arithmetic lay a different sum she refused to work out at all, which was the cost of the house without Chikondi in it.

Blessings shuffled to the table, and Grace put her hand on his forehead. Warm. Maybe only the warmth of sleep. She held her palm there a moment longer, taking a reading of her own, older than any sensor, and decided: watch and wait.

“Eat,” she told her children, and went to wake her husband, who had twelve kilometres to pedal before seven.

Yamikani Banda rode a bicycle in a world of things that moved themselves and had opinions about it. The bicycle taxi trade had thinned in Zomba town — the motorbike boys with their battery swaps and their route apps took the long fares now — but there was a stubborn bottom layer of the market that would always belong to a strong pair of legs and a padded rack: schoolchildren, market women with baskets, old men going to funerals who wanted to arrive at the speed of respect. Afternoons, he worked at Njobvu’s solar kiosk on the tarmac road, where half the district came to swap lamp batteries and let the phones drink, and where Yamikani had discovered in himself a late-blooming talent as an explainer. The kiosk’s diagnostic model spoke perfectly good Chichewa, but people didn’t want the box to tell them why their panel had died; they wanted Yamikani to listen to the box and then tell them himself, man to man, with the appropriate facial expressions and a proverb or two. Njobvu paid him extra for it. Trust work, Njobvu called it. Half the shop’s business was machines, and the other half was being a face the machines could speak through without frightening anyone’s grandmother.

“Storm Friday,” Grace told him, while he ate.

“The phone told you or the sky told you?”

“The phone. The sky will agree by Thursday.”

He laughed, kissed his children’s heads, complained ritually about his knees, and pushed the bicycle out into the sun. From the doorway Grace watched him go, sitting tall as a chief down the red road, past the borehole queue and the church and the poles with their panels tilted like sunflowers, ringing his bell at the schoolchildren who ran alongside — a man cycling twelve kilometres to spend the day translating between his neighbours and the future.


Columbus, Ohio



The control room at Meridian Logistics' Columbus hub had no windows, which Marcus Reyes considered a personal insult, because the whole point of trucking had been the windows.

He badged in at 5:55 a.m., coffee in hand, and settled into Bay 4, where twelve ribbons of highway unspooled across his displays — twelve trucks, his trucks, somewhere out there in the pre-dawn dark between Indianapolis and Youngstown, driving themselves. On the road he could see through truck 7’s forward cameras, rain was starting, and the wipers came on without being asked, and something in Marcus still, after six years in this chair, reached for a lever that wasn’t there.

“Morning, Marcus,” said the desk. “Quiet night. Seven’s got weather through Zanesville, I’ve slowed the convoy four percent. One thing for human eyes: a wheel-bearing signature on Eleven, faint, first flagged forty minutes ago.”

“Show me.”

He watched the sensor trace, listened to the audio the way an old mechanic listens to an engine — though the truth, which he knew and mostly didn’t say aloud, was that the system had heard the bearing sing its little warning song three thousand miles before any human ear would have. His job was to agree with it. He agreed with it. Eleven would drop out at the Cambridge depot and a service unit would meet it there.

“Approved. Route the load onto Nine.”

“Done. And Marcus — there’s an all-hands notice. Network optimization review, Wednesday. Your group’s included.”

Marcus took a slow sip of coffee. Around the room, in the other bays, other shepherds — that was the official title, fleet shepherd, some consultant’s poetry — sat watching their own ribbons of highway. Fewer bays lit than last year. Last year, fewer than the year before. When Marcus started here in ’34, a shepherd ran eight trucks and the room hummed like a diner at lunchtime. Now he ran twelve, and Bay 7 had been dark since March, and everybody knew what an optimization review was. You didn’t need artificial intelligence for that math.

He thought about his father, the way he did whenever the room got quiet. Walt Reyes had driven forty-one years, two million miles, Marcus riding shotgun in the summers with his feet on the dash, the CB crackling, his dad’s forearm resting on the wheel like it had grown there. A man who can drive can always eat, Walt used to say.

Truck 7 came through Zanesville into clearing weather. On the screen, the rain stopped, the road shone, and the sun came up over Ohio for nobody at all.


Zwolle, Netherlands



Femke de Wit’s first patient of the day was, as usual, a summary.

She stood at the kitchen counter at 7:20 with her coffee while the practice briefing ran quietly in her ear: forty-one contacts overnight, thirty-eight resolved — the rashes, the anxious 3 a.m. chest-tightness that was reflux, the child with the ear infection whose amoxicillin had been at the pharmacy lockers by six. Three were flagged for her: a pregnancy that needed human hands, a bereaved man the system judged to be drinking again, and Mr. Van der Berg, sixty-one, a dairy farmer from Wijhe, whom the triage model wanted her to see in person about what it called, with its usual terrible calm, a constellation of findings.

“Booked him for eleven,” her assistant said. “I’ve kept it long. You’ll want long.”

Across the kitchen, Jeroen was eating his boterham and frowning pleasantly at the middle distance, which meant he was reading. Monday was one of his four days. At the insurance firm he supervised a portfolio of claims agents — not people, though his own grandfather had done nearly the same job as a person — and his mornings began with what he called the confession queue: every judgment call his agents had made overnight that crossed a threshold requiring a human name attached to it. He read fast, approved, approved, queried one, approved. Somewhere in the Achterhoek a farm outbuilding had burned down and been assessed, verified by satellite and sealed drone footage, and paid, all before its owner had finished breakfast. The owner had sent a thumbs-up and a voice note saying net echt hoor, dank je — feels unreal, thanks — and Jeroen had the strange thought, not for the first time, that he was a kind of priest now. The machines did the works. He supplied the blessing.

“Sanne!” Femke called up the stairs. “Kwart voor acht!”

Sanne came down with her bag and her hockey stick and the particular self-possession of a fifteen-year-old with a full agenda. Tuesday after school was her mentoring hour — she’d been matched with her mentee for over a year now, a girl in Malawi, and Femke had watched her daughter arrange increasing amounts of her life around it.

“Chikondi has her scholarship interview Saturday,” Sanne announced, taking an apple. “Tomorrow we’re doing practice questions. I need the good headphones, Papa, the ones that don’t make me sound like a robot.”

“You may borrow the sacred headphones,” said Jeroen.

“What’s the scholarship?” Femke asked.

“Secondary boarding school in Lilongwe. STEM track. Forty places and like two thousand girls apply.” Sanne said it with a fierceness that made her briefly look ten years older. “She’s going to get one.”

She was out the door in the usual small storm. Femke watched her cycle off down the street under the yellowing lindens, past the neighbour’s delivery locker, through the ordinary Monday of a small rich country — and stood a moment at the window with her coffee, thinking about a farmer in Wijhe who did not yet know what she knew, and about how, in fourteen years of practice, medicine had handed nearly everything over to the quiet clever systems except the one thing it had asked her to keep. Eleven o’clock. She would keep it.


EPUB/media/cover.jpg
The Distance

Between Us
A nevella

One week in October 2040. Three families.
e countries. The same world.

R, S

LIS ATINE SV GINERIE LSl





