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            with love and gratitude
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            Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?

            —Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”
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            Prologue

         
         It was difficult to imagine a time before them, a world in which they hadn’t come.

         
         But when they first appeared, in March, nobody had any idea what to do with them, these strange little boxes that came with
            the spring.
         

         
         Every other box, at every stage in people’s lives, had a clear meaning, a set course of action. The shoebox holding a shiny
            new pair to be worn on the first day of school. The holiday present crowned with a looped red ribbon, skillfully curled on
            a scissor’s edge. The tiny box with the long-dreamt-of diamond inside, and the large cardboard packages, sealed with tape
            and labeled by hand, loaded into the back of the moving truck. Even that final box, resting under the earth, whose lid, once
            shut, would never be opened.
         

         
         Every other box felt familiar, understandable, expected even. Every other box had a purpose and a place, fitting comfortably
            within the course of a typical life.
         

         
         But these boxes were different.
         

         
         They came at the start of the month, on an otherwise ordinary day, under an otherwise ordinary moon, too early to blame the
            March equinox.
         

         
         And when the boxes came, they came for everyone, all at once.

         
         Small wooden chests—at least, they looked wooden—that emerged overnight, millions and millions of them, in every town and every state and every country.
         

         
         The boxes appeared on finely mowed lawns in the suburbs, nestled between hedges and the first blooms of the hyacinth. They
            sat atop well-trampled doormats in the cities, where decades of tenants had passed through the threshold. They sank into the
            warm sands outside tents in the desert and waited near lonely lakeside cabins, gathering dew in the breeze off the water.
            In San Francisco and São Paulo, in Johannesburg and Jaipur, in the Andes and the Amazon, there wasn’t anywhere, or anyone,
            that the boxes couldn’t find.
         

         
         There was something both comforting and unsettling about the fact that every adult on earth suddenly seemed to be sharing
            the same surreal experience, the ubiquity of the boxes both a terror and a relief.
         

         
         Because, in many ways, it was the same experience. In nearly every manner, these boxes were identical. All were dark brown in color, with reddish tints,
            cool and smooth to the touch. And inscribed on every box was a simple, yet cryptic message, written in the native tongue of
            its recipient: The measure of your life lies within.
         

         
         Within each box was a single string, initially hidden by a silvery white piece of delicate fabric, so even those who lifted
            the lid would think twice before looking at what lay underneath. As if the box itself were warning you, trying to protect
            you from your own childish impulse to immediately tear away the wrapping. As if the box were asking you to pause, to truly
            contemplate your next move. Because that one could never be undone.
         

         
         Indeed, the boxes varied on only two accounts.

         
         Each small chest bore the name of its individual recipient, and each string inside measured a different length.

         
         But when the boxes first arrived that March, amid the fear and the confusion, nobody quite understood what the measure truly
            meant.
         

         
         At least, not yet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Spring

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Nina

         
         When the box inscribed with Nina’s name appeared outside her door, Nina was still asleep in bed, her eyelids twitching slightly
            as her dormant mind wrestled with a difficult dream. (She was back in high school, the teacher demanding to see an essay that
            Nina had never been assigned.) It was a familiar nightmare for someone prone to stress, but it was nothing compared to the
            one awaiting her in the waking world.
         

         
         Nina woke up first that morning, as she usually did, and slid off the mattress, leaving Maura undisturbed in her slumber.
            She slipped into the kitchen, still wearing her plaid pajama set, and switched on the burner under the plump orange teakettle
            that Maura had found at a flea market last summer.
         

         
         The apartment was always deliciously quiet at that early hour, the silence only interrupted by the occasional hiss of a droplet
            escaping from the lid of the teapot and landing with a sizzle among the low flames of the stovetop. Later, Nina wondered why
            she hadn’t heard any commotion that morning. There were no screams or sirens or televisions blaring, nothing to alert her
            to the chaos already unfolding outside her home. If Nina hadn’t turned on her phone, then perhaps she could have stayed in
            the stillness for just a while longer, savoring the time before.
         

         
         But instead she sat on the couch and looked at her phone, the way she started every morning, expecting to read a handful of emails and scroll through various newsletters until Maura’s alarm went off and they debated eggs or oatmeal. It was part of Nina’s job as an editor to keep herself informed, but the sheer number of apps and outlets had grown with every year in the role, and it sometimes overwhelmed Nina to think that she could spend an entire lifetime reading and never keep up. 

         
         That morning, she didn’t even have a chance to start. As soon as she unlocked the home screen, Nina knew something was wrong.
            She had three missed calls from friends, and the texts had been piling up for hours, mostly from her fellow editors in their
            group message.
         

         
         
            WTF IS HAPPENING?!

            Did everyone get one???

            They’re EVERYWHERE. Like the whole world. Holy FUCK.

            Is the inscription for real?

            Do NOT open until we know more.

            But inside is just a string, right???

         

         Nina felt her chest constrict, her head tingling with dizziness, as she tried to piece together the full story. She clicked
            over to Twitter, then to Facebook, and it was all the same, filled with question marks and all-caps panic. But this time,
            there were photos. Hundreds of users posting pictures of small brown boxes outside their doors. And not just in New York,
            where she lived. Everywhere.
         

         
         Nina could make out the inscription in a few of the photos. The measure of your life lies within. What the hell did that mean?
         

         
         Her heart was beating alarmingly fast, keeping pace with the questions in her head. Most of the people online, faced with
            the same obscure message on the box, had quickly rallied around a single, terrifying conclusion: Whatever was waiting inside
            that box claimed to know just how long your life would last. The time you’d been allotted, by whatever powers may be.
         

         
         Nina was about to scream and wake up Maura, when she realized that they must have received them, too.
         

         
         She dropped her phone on the couch, fingers trembling, and stood up. She walked to the front door of the apartment, a little woozy on her feet, then took a deep breath and peered through the peephole, but she couldn’t see down to the floor. So she slowly unhooked the double lock and timidly opened the door, as if a stranger were waiting on the other side, asking to be let in. 

         
         The boxes were there.

         
         Sitting on the doormat with the Bob Dylan quote that Maura insisted upon bringing with her when she moved into Nina’s place.
            “Be groovy or leave, man.” Nina probably would have preferred something simpler, a neutral lattice mat, but that quote always
            made Maura smile, and after weeks of trudging home to it, Nina had grown to love it, too.
         

         
         Covering most of the cursive blue lettering on the mat sat a pair of wooden-looking chests. One for each of them, apparently.

         
         Nina looked down the hall and saw an identical box waiting for their neighbor in 3B, an elderly widower who only came out
            once a day to toss his trash. She wondered if she should alert him. But what would she possibly say?
         

         
         Nina was still staring at the boxes at her feet, too nervous to touch them, yet too shocked to leave, when the whistle of
            the kettle roused her from her trance and reminded her that Maura still didn’t know.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ben

         
         Ben, too, was asleep when the boxes arrived, only he wasn’t at home.

         
         He wriggled in his narrow economy seat, eyes squeezed shut against the glow of his neighbor’s laptop, while millions of boxes
            swept across the country like a fog, thirty-six thousand feet beneath him.
         

         
         Ben’s three-day architectural conference in San Francisco had concluded in the early evening, and he had boarded the red-eye
            to New York before any sign of the boxes had reached the Bay. His plane departed just before midnight in the West and landed
            just after sunrise in the East, none of the passengers, nor the crew, aware of what had transpired during those dark hours
            in between.
         

         
         But when the seat belt sign clicked off, and the cell phones of every traveler turned on all at once, they were instantly
            made aware.
         

         
          

         Inside the airport, crowds formed around the base of the giant televisions, each network offering a different spin.

         
         mystery boxes appear all over globe.

         
         where did they come from?

         
         boxes purport to predict the future.

         
         what does your string really mean?

         
         All upcoming flights were delayed.

         
         A father standing near Ben was trying to calm his three children while arguing on the phone. “We just got here!” he said.
            “What should we do? Come back?”
         

         
         A businesswoman staring at her iPad had taken to informing fellow passengers of the latest news online. “Apparently they only came for adults,” she announced aloud, to nobody in particular. “No kids have gotten them so far.” 

         
         But most people were screaming the same question into their phones: “Did I get one, too?”
         

         
         Ben was still squinting at the neon screens above, his eyes dry and sore from an uneasy sleep. Flying, to Ben, always felt
            like sidestepping time, the hours on an airplane existing outside the normal continuum of life below. But never before had
            he so clearly exited one world and returned to another.
         

         
         As he started walking quickly toward the AirTrain to reach the subway, Ben dialed his girlfriend, Claire, but she didn’t pick
            up. Then he called his parents at home.
         

         
         “We’re okay, we’re fine,” his mother assured him. “Don’t worry about us, just get back safely.”

         
         “But . . . you did get them?” Ben asked.
         

         
         “Yes,” his mother whispered, as if someone might be listening. “Your father put them in the hall closet for now.” She paused.
            “We haven’t opened them yet.”
         

         
          

         The subway into the city was distinctly empty, especially for the morning rush hour. Ben was one of only five in the car,
            his carry-on luggage tucked between his legs. Wasn’t anyone going in to work that day?
         

         
         It must be a safety precaution, he realized. Whenever something cataclysmic might be striking the city, nervous New Yorkers
            avoided the underground. Few places seemed worse to potentially be trapped in than a small, airless train car below the earth.
         

         
         The other commuters were quiet, on edge, sitting far apart from each other and consumed by their phones.

         
         “They’re just little boxes,” said a man slumped in a corner. He looked, to Ben, like he was high on something. “People don’t
            need to be freaking out!”
         

         
         The person nearest to the man shifted away.

         
         Then the man started singing deliriously, conducting an invisible orchestra with his hands.

         
         
            “Little boxes, little boxes, little boxes made of ticky tacky . . .”

         

         It was only then, listening to the man’s raspy voice, the eerie tune, that Ben truly started to worry.

         
         Suddenly distressed, he rushed off at the next stop, Grand Central Station, and raced up the steps, grateful to be back on
            street level among the comfort of the crowds. The terminal was much more populated than the subway, with dozens of people
            boarding trains to the suburbs. Where were they all going? Ben wondered. Did they really believe that the answer to these
            mysterious boxes resided outside the city?
         

         
         Perhaps they were simply running toward family.

         
         Ben paused by an entrance to a vacant track, trying to orient his thoughts. About a quarter of the people around him were
            carrying brown boxes under their arms, and he realized that even more might be hiding in backpacks and purses. Ben felt surprisingly
            relieved that he hadn’t been home when it arrived, snoring obliviously in bed, separated from the invading box by only a shamefully
            thin wall. It felt like a lesser violation, somehow, when he was gone.
         

         
         On a typical day at the station there would be plenty of tourists milling about, listening to audio guides, staring upward
            at the famous celestial ceiling. But today nobody stopped, and no one looked up.
         

         
         Ben’s mother had pointed them out to him once when he was a child, the faded gold constellations above, explaining each zodiac
            in turn. Was she also the one who had told him that the stars were painted backward on purpose? That it was meant to be seen
            from the perspective of the divine, rather than humanity. Ben always figured it was just an excuse concocted afterward, a
            pretty story covering someone’s mistake.
         

         
         “The measure of your life lies within,” a man was enunciating into his headset, visibly frustrated. “Nobody knows what it
            means! How the hell should I?”
         

         
         The measure of your life lies within. Ben had picked up enough information by now, from the strangers at the airport and his phone on the subway, to recognize that was the inscription on the boxes. The mystery was only a few hours old, but some people were already interpreting the message to mean that the string inside your box foretold the ultimate length of your life. 

         
         But how could that possibly be true? Ben thought. That would mean the world had flipped around, like the ceiling above him, the humans now seeing from
            God’s perspective.
         

         
         Ben leaned against the cool wall behind him, faintly light-headed. That’s when he remembered the bout of turbulence in the
            middle of his flight that had jostled him awake, the plane shuddering up and down, nearly spilling his seatmate’s drink. Like
            something had briefly rocked the atmosphere.
         

         
         Ben would realize, later, that the boxes hadn’t appeared all at once, that they came during the night, whenever night happened
            to fall in a particular place. But there, standing in Grand Central, when the details of the prior evening still remained
            hazy, Ben couldn’t help but wonder if that shift in the air marked the moment the boxes had arrived down below.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Nina

         
         Nina did not want to open the box.

         
         She read the news every day, as she always had. She pored through Twitter for updates. She told herself it was work as usual.
            But she wasn’t just looking for stories.
         

         
         She was looking for answers.

         
         Online, competing theories seeking to explain the strings’ inexplicable origins ranged from a messenger of God to a clandestine
            government agency to an alien invasion. Some of the most avowed skeptics found themselves turning to the spiritual or the
            supernatural to justify the sudden arrival of these tiny boxes, just six inches wide and three inches deep, on every doorstep
            around the world. Even those currently houseless, erecting their dwellings in the streets, even the nomads and the hitchhikers,
            all had awoken, that morning, to chests of their own, waiting wherever they had laid their heads the night before.
         

         
         But very few people, at first, would admit to believing that the strings could actually represent the length of one’s life. It was too frightening to imagine any external entity with such unnatural omniscience,
            and even those who professed faith in an all-knowing God had difficulty understanding why His behavior, after thousands of
            years, would suddenly alter so radically.
         

         
         But the boxes kept coming.

         
         After the first wave covered every living adult twenty-two years and older, each new sunrise brought a box and a string for anyone who turned twenty-two that day, marking a new entrance into adulthood. 

         
         And then, near the end of March, stories started to spread. News circulated whenever the prediction of a string came true,
            particularly when people with shorter strings died unexpectedly. Talk shows featured the grieving families of perfectly healthy
            twenty-somethings with short strings who had passed away in freak accidents, and radio programs ran interviews with hospital
            patients who had abandoned all hope, before receiving their long strings and suddenly finding themselves candidates for new
            trials and treatments.
         

         
         And yet no one could find concrete evidence to trust that these strings were anything more than strands of ordinary thread.

         
          

         Despite the nagging rumors, the mounting testimonials, Nina still refused to look at her string. She thought that she and
            Maura should keep their boxes closed until they knew more about them. She didn’t even want them in the apartment.
         

         
         But Maura was more adventurous and impetuous than Nina.

         
         “Come on,” Maura groaned. “Are you worried they’re gonna catch fire? Or blow up?”

         
         “I know you’re making fun of me, but nobody really knows what the hell could happen,” Nina said. “What if this is like those anthrax mailings on a massive scale?”
         

         
         “I haven’t heard of anyone getting sick from opening them,” Maura said.

         
         “Maybe we could just leave them out on the fire escape for now?”

         
         “Then somebody might steal them!” Maura warned. “At the very least, they’ll be covered in pigeon crap.”

         
         So they settled on storing them under the bed and waiting for more information.

         
         But it was the waiting part that riled Maura.

         
         “What if it’s real?” Maura asked Nina. “The whole ‘measure of your life’ thing?”

         
         “It just can’t be,” Nina insisted. “There’s no scientific way for some piece of string to know the future.”
         

         
         Maura looked at Nina solemnly. “Aren’t there just some things in this world that can’t be explained by facts or science?”

         
         Nina didn’t know what to say to that.

         
         “And what if this box can really tell you how long you’ll live? My god, Nina, isn’t the curiosity killing you?”
         

         
         “Of course it is,” Nina conceded, “but being curious about something doesn’t mean we should rush into it blindly. Either it’s
            not real, and it’s not worth freaking ourselves out over nothing, or it is real, and we need to be absolutely certain what we want to do. There could be a lot of pain waiting inside that box, too.”
         

         
          

         When Nina convened with her fellow editors and a few reporters at the conference room table to discuss the upcoming magazine
            issue, the chief political correspondent said what everyone was thinking. “I guess we have to scrap everything and start over
            now.”
         

         
         The issue had initially been planned as a series of interviews with the new presidential candidates, after most had announced
            their campaigns that winter. But the events of March had far eclipsed any interest in a presidential race that suddenly seemed
            eons away.
         

         
         “I mean, it’s gotta be these strings, right?” the correspondent asked. “That’s all anyone’s talking about, so it has to be
            our lead story. The election’s still a year and a half away. Who knows what the world will even look like by then?”
         

         
         “I agree, but if we don’t have any actual facts, then we risk just adding to the noise,” said Nina.

         
         “Or fearmongering,” said another.

         
         “Everyone’s already afraid,” one of the writers interjected. “Some people have tried checking their security cameras on the night the boxes appeared,
            but nobody’s been able to get a good look at what happened. It seems kinda shadowy, and then once the footage clears, the
            box is just there. It’s fucking crazy.”
         

         
         “And the boxes still haven’t appeared for anyone under twenty-two, right? That’s the youngest age I’ve heard.”

         
         “Yeah, me too. Seems a little unfair that the kids aren’t exempt from dying, just from knowing about it in advance.”

         
         “Well, we still don’t know for sure that they predict when you’ll die.”
         

         
         “At least we’re just as in the dark as everybody else.” The correspondent raised his hands in defeat. “The easiest article
            would probably be to ask a bunch of people what they’re doing about it, whether they’re building bunkers for the apocalypse
            or just ignoring everything.”
         

         
         “I saw a story about couples who’ve split up based on different beliefs about the strings.”

         
         “We’re a newsmagazine, not a gossip rag. And I think most people have enough of their own drama right now, they don’t need
            to read about everyone else’s,” said Nina. “They want answers.”
         

         
         “Well, we can’t come up with answers if there aren’t any.” Deborah Caine, the editor-in-chief, spoke in the same calm tone
            as always. “But the people deserve to know what their leaders are doing about this, and that’s something we can actually tell them.”
         

         
          

         Predictably, government offices at every level and in every nation had been dealing with an onslaught of frantic phone calls
            since the very first boxes arrived.
         

         
         A cadre of financial leaders from the Federal Reserve and the IMF, as well as the world’s most powerful banks and multinational
            corporations, had immediately assembled, just days after the arrival, to shore up the global economy, hoping that a familiar
            combination of methods—lowered interest rates, tax rebates, discount loans to banks—might fend off any instability stemming
            from a very unfamiliar threat.
         

         
         At the same time, the politicians, faced with a growing number of questions, turned to the scientists for answers. And, since
            the boxes had appeared all over the world, the scientists turned to each other.
         

         
         At hospitals and universities on every continent, samples of the strings were chemically analyzed, while the material of the
            boxes themselves, so like mahogany in appearance, was simultaneously tested. But neither substance proved a match for any
            known matter in the laboratories’ databases. And though the strings resembled common fibers, they were bafflingly resilient,
            unable to be cut by even the sharpest of tools.
         

         
         Frustrated by the lack of conclusions, the labs called for volunteer subjects with strings of varying lengths to be brought in for comparative medical testing, and that was when the scientists began to worry. In some cases, they could find no discernible difference between the health of the
            “short-stringers” and the “long-stringers,” as they soon came to be called. But, in others, the tests on many of those with
            short strings revealed dire results: undiscovered tumors, unforeseen heart conditions, untreated illnesses. While similar
            medical issues also turned up in the subjects with long strings, the distinction was alarmingly clear: Those with long strings
            had curable ailments, while those with short strings did not.
         

         
         One at a time, like dominoes, each lab in each country confirmed it.

         
         The long-stringers would live longer, and the short-stringers would die soon.

         
         While the politicians were urging constituents to remain calm and maintain normalcy, the international research community
            was the first to confront the new reality. And no matter how many NDAs were signed, something this monumental could not be
            contained. After a month, the truth began to leak through the cracks in the laboratory walls, creating small puddles of knowledge
            that eventually grew into pools.
         

         
         After a month, people started to believe.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ben

         
         “So, you seriously believe that these strings are some sort of lifeline? That they tell us how long we’re going to live?”
            the woman asked, her eyebrows arched. “You don’t think that sounds certifiably insane?”
         

         
         Ben was sitting in a corner of a coffee shop, studying the blueprints of his firm’s latest venture, a flashy new science center
            at a university upstate. Back in February, Ben couldn’t stop thinking about this project, imagining all the future students
            who would someday study and work in the classrooms and labs that he helped design. Perhaps they would even make some world-changing
            discovery in the very building that he had first sketched out on a page at the back of his Moleskine.
         

         
         But then, in March, the world did change. And now it was hard for Ben to even keep his focus on the plans in front of him.
            When he overheard the woman’s questions at the next table over, he couldn’t help but listen.
         

         
         The woman was clearly an adamant denier, as at first many were.

         
         But their ranks were dwindling week after week.

         
         “I don’t know,” her companion said, less sure of himself. “I mean, the fact that they could just appear, out of nowhere, all
            over the world, has gotta be some sort of . . . magic.” He shook his head, perhaps not quite believing that this conversation
            was even occurring.
         

         
         “There just has to be another explanation. Something realistic,” the woman said.
         

         
         “Well, I guess some people are still talking about groups of vigilante hackers who’ve pulled some pretty big stunts before,” the man offered weakly. “But I don’t see how a group of nerds could ever be large enough to pull this off.” 

         
         Indeed, one of the most popular of the early rumors posited that an international network of hell-raising geniuses had come
            together to execute a prank of mind-blowing proportions. Of course, Ben saw the appeal: If it were all just a hoax, no one
            would be forced to accept the existence of God, or ghosts, or wizardry, or any of the other, more challenging theories currently
            swirling about. And, most importantly, nobody would have to confront the fate supposedly dictated by a piece of string in
            a peculiar box.
         

         
         But this was too far-reaching for a man-made prank, Ben thought. And there was no one who seemed to profit from the boxes’
            arrival, no clear intention other than catapulting the world’s inhabitants into a state of fear and confusion.
         

         
         “So you’re comfortable concluding that it’s magic?” the woman asked.
         

         
         It was strange for Ben to hear the strings referred to as “magic.” To him, magic was the handful of card and coin tricks that
            his grandfather taught him during family vacations at the beach in Cape May. Magic was sleight of hand, it was, “Pick a card,
            any card.” It may have looked amazing, but there was always an explanation behind it.
         

         
         These strings weren’t magic.

         
         “Then maybe it’s God.” The man shrugged. “Or multiple gods. The ancient Greeks believed in the Fates, right?”

         
         “They also executed nonbelievers,” the woman said.

         
         “That doesn’t mean they were wrong! Weren’t they the ones who figured out algebra? And democracy?”

         
         The woman rolled her eyes.

         
         “Okay, well, then how else do you explain all those stories about the short-stringers who died?” the man asked. “That fire
            in Brooklyn? All three of those guys had short strings.”
         

         
         “When your sample size is the entire world, you’re bound to find anecdotes that support any theory,” the woman said.
         

         
         Ben wondered if this was a first date. If it was, it didn’t seem to be going very well.

         
         Like a reflex, Ben recalled the last first date he had gone on—with Claire, nearly two years earlier, at a café not unlike this one. How nervous he had been. But those first-date jitters, in the time before, suddenly seemed so trivial, worrying that you might knock over a coffee cup, or get spinach stuck in your teeth. Now you wondered how quickly the subject of the strings would come up, if your theories would align, when you might broach the sensitive question you were all too curious not to ask. 

         
         “Did you look at yours?”

         
         The man lowered his voice when he asked it.

         
         “Well, yeah, but that doesn’t mean I believe it.” The woman leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms defensively.

         
         The man hesitated. “Can I ask what it was?”

         
         Too forward for a first date, Ben thought. Perhaps a fourth or fifth, then.

         
         “It was pretty long, I think. But again, it means nothing.”

         
         “I haven’t looked at mine yet. My brother’s still deciding if he wants to, and I’d rather we look together,” the man said.
            “He’s the only family I’ve got, so I don’t know what I’d do if our strings were different lengths.”
         

         
         His vulnerability seemed to shift something in the woman, and her expression softened. She reached out and touched his arm
            tenderly. “They aren’t real,” she said. “Give it a little more time, and you’ll see.”
         

         
         Ben tried to concentrate on the floor plans in front of him, but instead he thought only of his own opened box, and the short
            string inside that had been lying in wait.
         

         
         Maybe this woman was right, Ben thought, and his short string didn’t mean a short life. He prayed that she was right.

         
         But his gut said she was wrong.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Nina

         
         In April, Deborah Caine was the first in Nina’s office to receive official confirmation. She called a small group of editors
            into a conference room and told them what her source at the Department of Health and Human Services had just divulged to her.
         

         
         “They’re real,” she said slowly. “We don’t know how, and we don’t know why, but it would appear that the length of your string
            does, in fact, correlate with the expected length of your life.”
         

         
         Everyone in the room sat silently paralyzed, until one of the men stood and began to pace across the floor. “That’s fucking
            impossible,” he said, turning away from Deborah so he couldn’t see her response.
         

         
         Nina’s mind and body both went numb, but she could somehow hear herself speaking, and her voice sounded surprisingly relaxed.
            “And they’re sure about this?” she asked.
         

         
         “Several international task forces have all come to the same conclusion,” Deborah said. “I know this is . . . calling it a
            ‘bombshell’ sounds almost too normal. I know this information may be life-changing, for many of us. The president is expected
            to make an announcement tomorrow, and I believe the UN Security Council is also planning something, but I wanted to let you
            all know as soon as I heard.”
         

         
         Gradually, Nina’s emotions seemed to return. She began to scratch at her left thumbnail, chipping off the pale pink polish,
            and she could feel that she was about to cry. She hoped that she could run to the bathroom before it started.
         

         
         The man behind Nina stopped pacing and looked directly at their boss. “What do we do now?”

         
         “About this month’s issue?” Deborah asked.

         
         “About everything.”

         
          

         After Deborah dismissed the group from the room, Nina locked herself in a bathroom stall and began to sob, leaning against
            the tiled wall to keep herself steady. There were simply too many feelings to process at once.
         

         
         She could still see it vividly. The moment, just one week earlier, when she and Maura had finally opened their boxes together.

         
         Despite Nina’s insistence on keeping them closed, in the end Maura couldn’t help herself. She had come to Nina one evening
            with remarkable sangfroid. “I want to open my box,” she said calmly.
         

         
         Nina knew that Maura was determined. They could both be stubborn like that. But this wasn’t something simple, like picking out a couch, and there was no such thing as a compromise.
            They either looked or they didn’t. There was nothing in between.
         

         
         Nina was afraid to open her box, but she was also aware of something even more frightening, and that was the prospect of opening one’s box all alone. Nina was the eldest child, the big sister with a tendency
            toward overprotection. And now that same feeling, the urge to shelter and care for everyone around her, encompassed Maura,
            too. Nina couldn’t let Maura look by herself.
         

         
         “We’ll do it together,” Nina said.

         
         “No, that’s not what I’m asking.” Maura shook her head. “You don’t need to do that for me.”

         
         “I know,” Nina said. “But I can’t fight the fact that the world seems to be hurtling toward the point where everybody looks.
            And I’d much rather look with you by my side.”
         

         
         So the two women sat cross-legged on the rug in their living room and gingerly opened the lids of their boxes, peeling back
            the paper-thin piece of shimmering cloth inside.
         

         
         At the time, they weren’t able to interpret the exact meaning of the lengths of their strings, but they placed them between their fingertips and held them out next to each other. One thing was instantly, sickeningly clear: Maura’s string was barely half the length of Nina’s. 

         
         They had only just celebrated two years together, only recently begun to share a home. Though they hadn’t explicitly spoken
            about marriage, Nina had seen Maura steal a peek in her dresser drawers right before their anniversary dinner. They both knew
            well enough that Nina hated surprises and thrived on planning, so perhaps they each assumed, subconsciously, that Nina would
            be the one to propose.
         

         
         As with most people in love, Nina felt like she had known Maura for much longer than two years, but their life together was
            really just beginning.
         

         
         And now Nina knew for certain. The life of the woman she loved would be a life cut short.

         
          

         Standing in a cramped office bathroom stall, Nina couldn’t even savor the joy and relief of her own long string, of knowing
            that a full life stretched before her. She couldn’t celebrate the truth of her string without mourning the truth of Maura’s.
         

         
         Nina’s chest started to heave, her lungs hyperventilating. Maura’s string had looked short, but what did that really mean? How much time did they actually have left? The initial question plaguing the world had
            at last been answered: The strings were real. But so many questions remained.
         

         
         When Nina heard another woman enter the stall next to her, she tried to cover her mouth and quiet her sobbing. She knew that
            no one would blame her for succumbing to her emotions, but she felt embarrassed by her public display, as if the world were
            still normal and not radically altered.
         

         
         Nina would have to tell Maura that night, so the truth came from someone who loved her, and not some talking head on the news.

         
         She would have to take back everything she had said to Maura on the night that they had looked. All the claims that she had
            made—that she had genuinely believed—about the strings being fake.
         

         
         “It can’t possibly mean anything,” Nina had said, trying to hold her voice steady. “It’s just a piece of string.”

         
         “That’s not what everyone else thinks,” Maura whispered.

         
         “And what does everyone else know? We don’t live in some crazy world where magical boxes predict the future,” Nina said. “We
            live in the real world. And these strings aren’t real.”
         

         
         But nothing Nina had said could dispel the invisible tension that loomed between them ever since that moment, exerting pressure
            on them both, each night when they went to bed and each morning when they woke. They hadn’t had sex since the middle of March,
            and nearly all of their daily interactions were tinged with a quiet anxiety.
         

         
         As if they had both known, all along, that something terrible was coming.

         
          

         Once the other woman exited the bathroom, Nina stepped out from the stall and ran a paper towel under the tap. She wiped her
            face and the back of her neck with the damp compress, trying to regain the strength in her limbs and hopefully stop breathing
            so heavily, or else she might pass out.
         

         
         After she told Maura the truth, Nina would have to tell her family, too.

         
         She would have to call her parents, still living in the Boston suburbs where Nina and her sister had been born, close enough
            to spend any holidays together, far enough to indulge their daughters’ preference for independence. And she would surely need
            to tell Amie.
         

         
         Nina’s younger sister had resolutely decided not to open her box, and every time they spoke of it, she remained adamant about the choice. But now that the strings were conclusively
            real, would Amie change her mind?
         

         
         Nina threw away the paper towel and looked at herself in the mirror, the glass streaked with water stains. Nina rarely wore
            makeup, but her face appeared even more naked than usual. It looked pink and raw and vulnerable, stripped down to its core.
         

         
         Whenever she stared in a mirror, Nina couldn’t help but notice the slight pinching of the skin near her eyes and the two subtle creases in her forehead. (“Maybe if you weren’t so serious all the time, you’d be wrinkle-free like me,” Maura had teased, playfully stroking her hand against the smooth, dark skin of her cheekbones.) Nina was only thirty, just one year older than Maura, but she was clearly starting to age. And she knew, now, that her long string meant she would one day look in the mirror and see a very old woman gazing back. Until today, Nina had simply assumed that Maura would still be standing next to her. 

         
         But the strings had destroyed that illusion in one horrifying instant, and Nina’s future suddenly felt just like her reflection
            in the mirror now. Sad, defenseless, and alone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ben

         
         Ben found himself crossing the Times Square subway station for the first time since the strings had arrived.

         
         Transferring from the 1 train to the Q, he passed through a dank passageway where the ceiling leaked even when it wasn’t raining
            and the walkway was perpetually lined with mustard-colored trash bins collecting the droplets. When he emerged, he was standing
            in the large underground intersection where the passengers from nearly ten different train lines emptied out simultaneously.
         

         
         The busiest of all New York’s subway stops, the Times Square station had always been chaotic, the perpetual foot traffic fostering
            the ultimate soapbox for evangelicals, doomsayers, and anyone else with an opinion to shout. But now the usual chaos felt
            even more frenzied.
         

         
         Two women in ankle-length skirts implored passersby: “Trust in God! He will save you!” Megaphones amplified their high-pitched
            voices to a booming volume that their petite frames could never accomplish. “He has a plan for you! Do not fear your string!”
         

         
         The women of faith were competing with at least four other preachers that evening, but thanks to the bullhorns, they were
            winning. As Ben politely dodged their pamphlets and approached the entrance to his track, he could distinguish the words of
            one of their competitors: a middle-aged man in a stained button-down shirt with a less hopeful message to deliver. “The apocalypse
            is nigh! The strings are just the beginning! The end is coming!”
         

         
         Ben tried to maintain eye contact with the floor until he had walked far enough away from the man, but he looked up at the overhead screen to see when the next train would arrive, and unluckily met the speaker’s gaze as he posed a question to the crowd. 

         
         “Are you prepared to face the end?”

         
         He meant, of course, the end of the world, the end of days. But his words struck Ben with an uncomfortable force. Ben was
            here in this station, after all, because he was heading to the first session of his new support group on the very topic of
            preparing to face the end.
         

         
         “Living with Your Short String” was what the group’s flyer had said. A title that appeared more ironic than promising, Ben
            thought wryly, since the very fact of possessing a short string meant that there wasn’t much living left to do.
         

         
          

         A variety of support groups for short-stringers and their families were swiftly formed in the wake of the boxes’ arrival,
            and Ben found one that met every Sunday night from eight to nine p.m. in a classroom at the Connelly Academy, a private school on the Upper East Side.
         

         
         He arrived early on his first night, while the hallways were still eerily quiet.

         
         Raised by two high school teachers, Ben felt a strong nostalgia toward schools, and it only took a quick glance at a colorful
            bulletin board—this one happened to be space-themed, with each of the students’ photos glued inside a yellow star—to bring
            him back to the days when he was little, accompanying his parents to the school where they both taught, gawking at the teenage
            students who towered above him like giants.
         

         
         It was always odd for Ben to watch his parents command a classroom, to see that there were all these other children who also had to listen to them, to learn from them, and he sometimes felt jealous or defensive, not wanting to share his mom and dad
            with these strangers. But the highlight of his visits came when he would sit in the back of a classroom, scribbling messy
            drawings of tiny, oddly proportioned houses on the sketch pad he carried with him everywhere, and a few of the older girls
            would fawn over him.
         

         
         “Who lives inside that little house?” the girls cooed at him. “An elf, or a fairy?”

         
         Ben was tempted, in his juvenile bravado, to explain that he was far too old to still believe in elves or fairies, but he enjoyed their attention too much to risk losing it. 

         
         The memories from his own classrooms were less comforting. Walking past the walls of lockers on his way to the support group that night, Ben wondered
            if any had been left open with a sliver of tape covering the lock, the preferred method of students who didn’t care to memorize
            their combinations. Ben had taped his locker door only once, in ninth grade, after he saw a group of football players doing
            it and asked them for a piece of their tape in what he now understood was his pathetic attempt at infiltrating their fraternity
            of the broad-shouldered. It took less than an hour for Ben’s cell phone and jacket to be pilfered from his unlocked locker.
         

         
         He reached the threshold of Room 204, where the plastic chairs had been pulled out from their desks and rearranged in a circle,
            but only one man was inside.
         

         
         Embarrassed by his early arrival, Ben stepped back into the hallway.

         
         “Too late! I’ve already seen you.”

         
         Ben reemerged and forced a grin that could rival the cheeriness of the voice he just heard.

         
         “Hey, there, I’m Sean, the group facilitator,” the man said. “You must be one of the newbies tonight.”

         
         Shaking Sean’s hand, Ben tried to appraise the man who would ostensibly be guiding him on his path toward peace and acceptance.
            He was somewhere in his late thirties, with a thick beard, and wearing loose-fitting jeans. He was seated in a wheelchair
            but still projected an impressive height.
         

         
         “Nice to meet you, I’m Ben. And yeah, it’s my first time,” he said. “Does that mean there are other new people coming, too?”

         
         “Yup, you and a young woman both signed up this week.”

         
         “Sounds great,” Ben said, his damp hands seeking shelter in his pockets. He could feel his natural shyness threatening to
            take over, and he hoped that he hadn’t made a mistake by joining this group.
         

         
         Damon, a friend from college and one of the few people whom Ben had told about his short string, had convinced him to try the support group. (Though Damon was a lucky long-stringer himself, his father was a recovered addict who relied upon AA meetings, and Damon was a true believer in the virtues of group therapy.) 

         
         Ben wished he could have brought Damon along with him, at least for the first session. Ben had never been good at opening
            up to new people, and after the recent disaster with his now-ex-girlfriend, Claire, Ben feared his sense of trust had been
            permanently severed.
         

         
         “So, if you don’t mind me asking, do you also have . . .” Ben couldn’t quite finish the question.

         
         “Well, no,” Sean said. “My string is a bit longer than the folks in this group, but I’m licensed as a clinical social worker,
            and helping people through difficult circumstances is what I’ve always wanted to do.”
         

         
         Ben nodded quietly, as an approaching brunette rescued him from any ensuing small talk.

         
         “Hi, Sean,” she said, placing her tote on the nearest chair.

         
         “Ben, meet Lea. Lea, meet Ben.” Sean swiveled between the two.

         
         “Welcome to the party.” Lea smiled sweetly.

         
         The remainder of the group filed in quickly. The oldest was a physician in his early forties. (At least Ben assumed he was
            a doctor, since a few of the others greeted him as “Doc,” though he introduced himself simply as Hank.) The rest appeared
            closer to Ben’s own age, scattered throughout their twenties and thirties.
         

         
         Chelsea, a strawberry blonde who looked like she had just left the tanning salon, entered the room while reading something
            on her phone, trailed by a series of men: the burly, bearded Carl, his face slightly obscured by a Mets cap; the lanky Nihal,
            in a Princeton sweatshirt; and the dapper Terrell, whose gleaming black oxfords made Ben glance shamefully at his weathered
            canvas sneakers.
         

         
         The final arrival was Ben’s fellow newcomer, a woman named Maura, who sat down next to Ben and offered a half smile and a
            half nod that Ben received as a silent summation of the entire group’s unspoken sentiments: It sucks to be us.
         

         
         But at least there is an us.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Maura

         
         Maura hadn’t wanted to join the support group. Joining felt like admitting defeat, and Maura was no defeatist. She only agreed
            in order to placate her girlfriend.
         

         
         Nina hadn’t even wanted to look at their strings when they first arrived, which wasn’t very surprising. Nina was always the
            cautious one.
         

         
         But when they finally opened their boxes at Maura’s urging, she instantly wished they hadn’t.

         
         Nina had tried her best to allay Maura’s fears, to convince her that the strings weren’t real. But Maura had been fighting
            a queasiness, a lack of appetite, and a general sense of dread ever since the day they’d looked.
         

         
         And then, about a week later, Nina returned home from her office and told Maura to sit down, that she had something she needed
            to tell her.
         

         
         “Deborah got a call today,” Nina said slowly. “From someone at the Health Department.” Her eyes had already turned glassy,
            and she was struggling to find the next words.
         

         
         But Maura understood.

         
         “Just say it, Nina. Just fucking say it!”

         
         Nina swallowed. “They’re real.”

         
         Maura jumped off the couch and sprinted to the bathroom, crumpling onto the cold tiles. When she vomited into the toilet,
            Maura could feel Nina holding back her dark curls, and she knew Nina was holding back tears.
         

         
         “It’s going to be okay,” Nina kept saying, gently rubbing her hand up and down Maura’s back. “We’ll get through this.”

         
         But for the first time in their two years together, Maura couldn’t find comfort in Nina’s words.

         
         They sat in front of the television the following night, their hands clutched together, as the president made a speech urging
            citizens to stay calm, and the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services made a speech outlining the researchers’
            findings, and the director of the World Health Organization and the UN secretary general both made speeches calling for global
            solidarity and compassion during this moment of uncharted crisis.
         

         
         The Pope even emerged on his balcony in Vatican City to address the millions of frightened souls who were no doubt waiting
            for his guidance.
         

         
         “I would like to remind everyone of the words we repeat at each Mass: ‘The mystery of faith.’ We know that faith, true faith, calls upon us to accept that some mysteries will always lie beyond our comprehension while here on earth,” the Pope
            declared, his words translated for all. “Our knowledge of our Creator will always be imperfect. As we read in Romans 11:33,
            ‘Oh the depth of the riches of the wisdom and of the knowledge of God! How incomprehensible are his judgments, and how unsearchable
            his ways!’ Today, we are faced with the incomprehensible, the inscrutable. We are asked to believe that these boxes contain
            knowledge that has, until now, been reserved for God alone. But this is not the first time that we have been called upon to
            believe in what was once unbelievable. Even the Apostles did not believe, at first, that Jesus Christ had risen from the grave,
            but we know it to be true. And just as I have no doubt in the resurrection, I have no doubt that these boxes are a gift from
            God to His children, for there is no one else more powerful, more knowing, and more giving than the Lord our God.”
         

         
         But Maura did not see her box as a gift.

         
          

         Every day, as hundreds of thousands of people celebrated their twenty-second birthdays by awakening to a new wave of boxes,
            the situation grew increasingly urgent. They couldn’t just keep guessing at what their strings foretold.
         

         
         A team of analysts collaborating between the U.S. and Japan was the first to offer a solution: a government-sponsored website that would enable at-home users to interpret the length of their strings. 

         
         The researchers had amassed the measurements of thousands of different strings, down to mere fragments of millimeters. They
            had concluded, based on the earliest data, that the length of one’s string did not, in fact, equate with the time left to live, as some had initially posited. The measure of the string held instead the full measure of one’s life. From the beginning
            until the end.
         

         
         Presuming the longest possible string accounted for the rare life span of approximately 110 years, the researchers had gradually
            worked their way backward to establish an estimated guide to string length and its corresponding life span. They couldn’t
            offer an exact date; the science wasn’t quite that precise. But users could visit the website, enter the length of their string,
            and—after clicking past three more screens designed to make absolutely certain that they wished to proceed, and agreed not
            to sue over any bad news—they would finally see the result, printed all too clearly in black Times New Roman. The time in
            which their life would end, narrowed to a window of barely two years.
         

         
         What was, at first, a vague awareness that Maura’s string was not nearly as long as Nina’s soon crystallized into something
            crushingly concrete.
         

         
         Maura’s string ended in her late thirties.

         
         She had fewer than ten years remaining.

         
          

         Through the early days of April, Nina wanted to talk with Maura about what was happening, and she often did talk with Maura,
            but she worried that she couldn’t offer the same type of support that a fellow short-stringer could.
         

         
         “You know that I will always be here for you,” Nina said, “but maybe there are others who can be there for you in a different way? My sister said that
            her school has even started to host some string support groups.”
         

         
         “I appreciate that you’re trying to help,” Maura replied, “but I’m not sure I want to be surrounded by a bunch of people weeping
            about their unfinished business.”
         

         
         “Well, apparently they have different types of sessions based on how, um, how much time is remaining on your string. So there are groups for people who have less than a year left, and groups for people with maybe twenty years left, and then a group for those in between, like . . .” Nina looked unsure if she should continue. 

         
         “Like me,” Maura finished for her.

         
         “Obviously you should only do what you feel comfortable doing, and I’ll support you no matter what.”

         
         Maura looked at Nina, whose slight frame appeared even more fragile in the dim light of their third-floor walk-up, and she
            agreed to try the support group, if only to wipe away the watery mixture of guilt and grief that had pooled in Nina’s eyes
            as she spoke.
         

         
          

         Less than a week later, Maura found herself walking toward the school that would house her group therapy session.

         
         The streets had become a familiar scene; at least one business per block was boarded up by now. Often the owners placed signs
            on the locked doors and metal gates of their shuttered stores and restaurants with scribbled sentiments like “Gone to live
            my life,” “Spending more time with family,” or “Off to make some memories.” Maura passed by a piece of paper taped onto a
            former jewelry store: “Closed. Looking for closure.”
         

         
         More disturbing than the signs, though, was another encounter—rarer, but not entirely uncommon—of stumbling upon a stranger’s
            discarded box peering devilishly above the rim of a garbage bin or from within a curbside pile of broken furniture.
         

         
         In the days and weeks following the revelations of the strings, those reeling from the truth had found different methods of
            handling the unwelcome chests that had intruded upon their lives. Some, choosing willful ignorance in the hope of attaining
            its promised bliss, threw away their boxes to avoid temptation. The melodramatic hurled them into rivers and lakes or locked
            them away in a remote crevice of their house. The more cavalier just tossed them in the trash.
         

         
         Still others attempted to obliterate the boxes in fits of rage, but these powerful chests, like the black box of an airplane,
            simply could not be destroyed, no matter how many times they were burned or smashed or violently trampled upon.
         

         
         Pedestrians who came across an opened box that had been left on the side of the road, or perhaps flung out of a nearby window, tended to avert their eyes and quicken their steps, as if passing by a panhandler whose gaze they wished to avoid. 

         
         Luckily, Maura didn’t see any abandoned boxes that evening as she approached the entrance to the school. The quiet, brownstone-lined
            streets of the Upper East Side were either too genteel or too uptight for such a public display of emotion, she thought.
         

         
         Fitting for its locale, the building looked old and fancy, the architectural equivalent of an elderly philanthropist dressed
            up for a benefit. It had one of those elaborate prewar exteriors that realtors love to point out, adorned with tiny gargoyles
            shaped like gryphons.
         

         
         As she walked up the wide interior staircase, past marble plaques quoting Plato and Einstein, Maura’s fingers crept up to
            her face, touching the small turquoise nose ring she had worn since college that would surely violate the dress code of a
            place like this. Nina’s younger sister, Amie, had taught at this school for several years now, but Maura had never stepped
            foot inside before tonight.
         

         
         She heard murmurs when she reached the second-floor landing and followed them to Room 204. Thankfully, she was the last to
            arrive.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Amie

         
         Apparently she had never finished Atonement.
         

         
         Amie’s arm was stretched painfully under her bed, fingers splayed, feeling for a pen that had seemingly rolled into oblivion,
            when her thumb brushed unexpectedly against the spine of a book. She pulled out the paperback, covered in a light layer of
            dust, and saw that her bookmark—gold-plated and monogrammed, a gift from an ex-boyfriend that had long stopped reminding her
            of their brief intertwinement—still rested in the furrow between pages, two-thirds of the way through.
         

         
         Amie had been reading the novel back in March, and she couldn’t believe she had forgotten about it, she had been so engrossed
            in the story. But she had nodded off that night, the night the boxes arrived, with the book sleeping next to her in bed, and
            in the commotion of the following morning the novel must have slipped off the duvet and into the past, a sudden relic of the
            days before.
         

         
         Before.

         
         Amie held the book in her hands, remembering that morning. She had slept in late, as usual—a habit that her sister, Nina,
            never understood—unwilling to extricate herself from that night’s reverie, no doubt inspired by her reading. In the dream,
            she was a student at Cambridge in the 1930s, courted by a young man who spoke like Hugh Grant, and Amie remembered feeling
            faintly disappointed to have woken up alone in bed.
         

         
         By the time Amie rolled off her mattress that morning, Nina had already left two panicked voice mails. (She was only a year older than Amie but had long deemed herself the voice of authority.) 

         
         “Call me as soon as you get this!” Nina shouted into the phone. “Don’t go outside yet, don’t do anything. Just call me first!
            Please!”
         

         
         Nina hadn’t believed in the boxes’ inscription and wanted to wait until she had met with her news team at work. But the truth
            was Amie wouldn’t have looked anyway. These boxes had shown up everywhere, clearly powerful beyond belief. The world had somehow tripped and tumbled through the looking glass, and Amie had read enough
            novels to recognize that this was the part of the story where nobody knew what the hell was going on, where the characters
            made rash decisions whose consequences would only be revealed chapters later.
         

         
         Fortunately, the strings had arrived in the middle of spring break, so nobody at the Connelly Academy had to make the last-minute
            decision to cancel classes. (Very few schools had actually canceled that day, though Amie heard that most classrooms were
            only half-full, with both students and teachers failing to turn up.)
         

         
         “Your students will, of course, have questions,” the principal had addressed the staff the following Monday. “And I’m sure
            that you all have formed your own opinions by now. But we cannot go telling our students anything we don’t know for certain.”
         

         
         The teacher next to Amie had leaned in and whispered, “So . . . basically that means we can’t say anything at all?”

         
         More than a month had passed since then, the gravity settled over the world. But the situation at school felt largely unchanged,
            the administration still trying to shelter its students as much as possible. Access to YouTube had even been blocked on school
            property, after a teacher realized that half of the pupils in the cafeteria were watching videos of a teenage boy attempting
            various means of destroying his parents’ strings. The teachers later watched some of the clips in their lounge, and Amie looked
            on anxiously as the boy tried cutting the strings with pruning shears, dipping them in a fizzy homemade acid concoction, pulling
            strenuously on one end while his bulldog chomped down on the other.
         

         
         “Look, I certainly don’t want the kids getting inspired by these stunts, or watching them in my class,” Amie recalled her colleague saying. “But we can’t just act like it’s not happening. I can’t keep teaching them history and pretending like we’re not living through it right now.”
         

         
         In a way, Amie thought, wasn’t that incredible?

         
         She was well aware of the pain the strings had wrought—Nina’s girlfriend, Maura, had a short string. But Amie still hadn’t
            opened her own box, so she could see the world through unsullied eyes, and though she would never admit this in front of anyone,
            there was something almost . . . thrilling . . . about the strings’ arrival. Frightening and confusing, of course, but
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