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            CHAPTER ONE

            Dava Shastri, Dead at Seventy

         

         
            Dava Shastri, renowned philanthropist, dead at 70

         

         
            Dec. 26, 2044, 8:24 a.m.

         

         
            NEW YORK—Dava Shastri, founder of the Dava Shastri Foundation, has died at age 70.

            Shastri’s lawyer, Allen J. Ellingsworth, confirmed she died Friday from an undisclosed illness.

            The philanthropist created the influential music platform Medici Artists before founding the women empowerment–oriented Dava Shastri Foundation in 2007.

            Shastri’s husband, Arvid Persson, passed away at age 46 in 2020. She is survived by four children and four grandchildren.

         

         
            This story will be updated as more information becomes available.

         

         
             

         

         Dava did not expect to howl with laughter after reading her obituary. But she had been lying awake in bed since dawn, alternating between giddiness and anxiety as she speculated how the story would break. So to see her death announced with a breaking news bulletin—the kind usually reserved for politicians and pop stars—overwhelmed her with delight.

         She wanted the view from her master suite to reflect her victory: a smiling sun over the water, or the rare sight of a humpback whale breaking the waves in a magnificent splash. But the outside world remained a white shell, with Beatrix Island blanketed in ice as if enclosed in a snow globe. Even so, her joy could not be contained, and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter. The sudden movement worsened her ever-present headache, and to distract from the pain, she returned to the article and focused on the word “influential.” Dava enlarged the obituary until “influential” was the only word left on the screen, and marveled at how smoothly she had been able to turn her plan into reality. “Easy peasy,” as her late husband, Arvid, would say.

         The harder part would be explaining this to her family. She needed to tell them what was going on but wanted to savor her accomplishment a little longer. Their interweaving voices rose up from the first floor, mostly lamenting the weather. The whole East Coast is a shitshow. God, I need coffee. Next Christmas we’re going to Hawaii. Dava could pick out her children’s voices most clearly, having spent a lifetime listening to Arvie, Sita, Kali, and Rev tease and argue with each other.

         Dava didn’t mind their noise. The chatter reminded her of a time before she was an empty nester, and provided a welcome contrast to her bedroom’s stillness. Designed to be an “oasis of no-tech tranquility,” the room was several shades of lavender, from the silk damask wallpaper to the limestone fireplace. The one exception was the king-size bed, one of only two hundred that existed in the entire world, a stupidly expensive cream puff of cashmere, silk, and cotton with real gold and silver threads stitched into the headboard. Dava felt tiny and adrift whenever she slept in it, since the bed rippled across half the room like an infinity pool. She had wanted her bedroom to feel like a refuge, but within its walls she instead felt like a queen whose subjects were planning to overthrow her.

         The soft knock on the base of her skull persisted, so Dava put on her noise-canceling headphones. Though she enjoyed the Shastri-Persson clatter, she feared aggravating her headache. Wearing them reminded Dava of a vastly different climate, hot, sticky Arizona, lying on her twin mattress with her head happily stuck between headphones, the rest of the world silenced by music.

         In an instant, her family’s cacophony dispersed into whiteout silence. Yet as much as she needed to guard against a migraine, the lack of noise instilled in her a low, humming anxiety threatening to explode into a panic attack. She hoped the sight of the obituary would help her calm down. But the tablet had disappeared somewhere in the layers of her plush bedding, so Dava snatched her BlackBerry off the nightstand instead. She pulled the covers over her head until every inch of daylight was obscured, then rolled the device’s trackball up and down with her thumb, which for her was akin to putting a damp towel on a feverish forehead. The ancient smartphone, with a crack in the left-hand corner and the letters on the keyboard faded from overuse, dated back to her Medici Artists years. Now, it only served one purpose: as a time machine.

         A few months earlier, Dava had paid an exorbitant amount to have the device restored so she could access all of her and Arvid’s text messages. She had always thought of her life in cinematic terms, and the BlackBerry period, spanning a near decade at the start of the twenty-first century, was the sunny montage with a feel-good pop song that came right before the inevitable complication in the second act.

         As her distress lessened with every thumb roll of the trackball, Dava gave herself permission to read her old text messages. Her brand as a philanthropist was built on progressivism, which she often summed up in interviews as “look forward and live forward.” Yet in her personal life, she was embarrassed by her bouts of sentimentality and likened them to hoarding: a shameful habit she strove to keep hidden from the rest of the world, especially her children.

         As she had done with increasing frequency in the past month since her terminal diagnosis, Dava closed her eyes and scrolled through her texts, and then looked to see which part of her life she had landed on.

         When will you be home? This was a common text to receive from her husband and no doubt the one he sent the most often during their marriage. So Dava scrolled again, as if she were playing her second-favorite childhood game show, Wheel of Fortune, hoping to land on a fabulous prize. Her second time out, she landed on the following message: I swear I saw Bono in line at Zabar’s. This is totally him, right? She couldn’t load the attached photo, but from what she could remember, he had photographed a man with flaming red hair, wraparound shades, and a leather jacket. Dava snorted when she saw her reply: No way. If Bono is a redhead, then I’m Julia Roberts. Arvid was always thinking he had spotted stars in their Upper West Side neighborhood, surreptitiously snapping their photos and sending them to Dava for confirmation. He had stopped his hunt when they started actually meeting celebrities as part of her work, first with Medici Artists and later with her foundation, and Dava had been a little sad her success deprived Arvid of his hobby and made encountering them a little less magical.

         But it had never lost its magic for her. Because she had been able to work her way up from nothing into a rarefied circle, in which she was not gawking at the elite, but one of them. And the fruits of all that effort would mean her life, and her death, would have a genuine impact on the world.

         She needed to see the obituary again. Dava stripped the bed of its covers, then took off her headphones so she would have all five senses to help her locate her tablet, which had ended up at the foot of the mattress. She climbed back into bed, switched on the device, and gazed at the word “influential” with fascination until the screen went dim. Is that how my life will end, she wondered, fading brightness and then a sudden cut to black? But she didn’t want to think about endings yet, the totality of it all. There were still words to read, words of praise about all she had achieved. The darkness on the other side of living could wait a little longer.

         She had almost fallen asleep when she was startled by her bedroom door sharply swinging open. Arvie stood in her doorway.

         “What the fuck, Mom? Why is the news saying you’re dead?”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            A Strongly Marked Personality

            
               I hold that a strongly marked personality can influence descendants for generations.

               —Beatrix Potter

            

            
               Tuesday, December 23

(Three days earlier)

            

         

         Sandi saw Beatrix Island rise out of the mists like some sort of fairyland, the kind discovered by sweet, red-cheeked children in old-timey novels. When her fiancé, Rev, had invited her to spend Christmas with his family, he had joked the Shastri-Persson compound looked like a ski chalet dropped into the middle of the ocean. He wasn’t wrong. As their motor yacht moved through the choppy currents, she was able to discern more details piece by piece: it was two stories, made of some kind of timber almost golden in hue, and it featured a grand, sloping roof and a balcony that extended the entire length of the second floor. The island itself seemed to be the size of several football fields, the perimeter dotted with wintry pines wrapped in Christmas lights as if they were candles on a birthday cake. She let out an awestruck laugh, her cheeks flushing when Rev’s arms encircled her waist.

         “It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?” he said into her ear, his stubbled chin on her shoulder. “Sometimes I forget.”

         “How could you ever?” Sandi breathed, and wondered how her stomach still fluttered with excitement nearly one year into their relationship. “It’s…tremendous.” Even as she nestled deeper into Rev’s embrace and took scandalized pleasure that his tight hug revealed his excitement for her, she could feel Kali’s eyes on them.

         As if she heard Sandi’s thoughts, Rev’s sister joined the pair at the ship’s bow, her patchouli-ish scent irritating Sandi’s nose. After standing beside them silently for a few moments, Kali said, “Home sweet home.”

         In response, Rev let out a guffaw signaling this was an inside joke between the two youngest Shastri-Persson siblings. Sandi dug herself closer into Rev as she listened to the two of them reminisce about Christmases past, none of which had taken place at their current destination. After several minutes of their banter, she had the distinct feeling she was intruding upon them, even though Kali was the one who had entered into their cozy moment.

         “I’ll be right back,” Sandi murmured as she disentangled herself from his grasp. Neither seemed to notice she had slipped away, only moving closer to each other and speaking in a conspiratorial tone that likely meant the two were gossiping about their older brother and sister. Sandi walked to the back of the cabin and sat down at the table in a huff, watching them together. Rev beamed at his older sister and teasingly pulled at her waist-length braid, intricately colored to resemble a peacock feather. In the presence of Kali, he was even more ferociously handsome than usual, a sun that became hotter and brighter, which she scarcely thought possible. She counted to 403 before allowing herself to rejoin them.

         “They were going to war over a brownie!” Rev said, doubling over in laughter.

         “I know!” Kali giggled. “But it was one of Anita’s chocolate-mint brownies, so I kind of get it.” Sandi was relieved she at least knew Anita had been their childhood nanny.

         “Did Amma resolve it by having them write an essay about who deserved it more?”

         “No, that was when Arvie and Sita both wanted her extra ticket to a Beyoncé concert. I can’t remember what happened with the brownie, but it was our last Christmas with Dad, so…”

         The siblings dissolved into silence as the yacht continued to slice through the gray waters of Gardiners Bay, speeding to the island like a magnet unable to resist the pull of metal. After the cramped, bumpy train ride from New York City to East Hampton (“I wish she would have let us take the helicopter!” Kali had groaned), Sandi was pleasantly surprised by the smoothness of the boat journey. She had been worried about seasickness prior to boarding, even after the yacht’s captain, a stout man with friendly eyebrows, reassured her “not a single passenger has ever tossed his cookies on my boat, and none ever will.” Sandi wished the captain’s garrulousness would draw Kali into conversation so she and Rev could have more time together, but even he was quiet now, the only noise coming from the motor powering the gleaming white ship eastward through the bay.

         Out of the corner of her eye, Sandi noticed Kali open her mouth as if she was about to speak.

         “So are we the first ones to arrive, or the last?” Sandi cut in brightly, hoping to bring Kali and Rev back into the present with her.

         “We are the last,” Kali said, turning to face the island, which was now close enough that a Christmas tree could be seen sparkling in a massive window on the first floor.

         “The gang’s all here,” Rev said with a snort, and the two were off laughing again, down their rabbit hole of private amusement. Sandi could not wait to get off the boat.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After she had accepted Rev’s invitation to spend Christmas at Beatrix Island, hugging him so swiftly she nearly nicked him with the knife she had been using to butter her toast, he forwarded her a message that had been sent by his mother to her four children.

         “Amma’s very particular, especially when it comes to family time on the island,” he told her. “Just so you know what to expect.”

         In the three weeks leading up to the holiday, Sandi reread it so often she nearly had it memorized, in particular, Dava’s admonition about technology:

         
            As this is the first time in several years we’ll all be together for Christmas, I don’t want anyone to be distracted and off in separate corners. So you should know if you don’t leave your devices and gadgets at home, you must check them into a lockbox upon your arrival. You will, of course, have access to communication with the outside world, but at my discretion.

            This is family time. If you fear getting bored, bring some books, playing cards, and whatever else you need to amuse you that doesn’t require an outlet, solar power, or a charging station. I trust you can also find enjoyment in each other’s company.

         

         As they disembarked from the yacht and walked along the dock to the house, Sandi began to sweat underneath her heavy coat. She had been so cowed she had left her devices at home and instead packed two books—a memoir by a former First Lady turned human rights crusader, and a novel by a prize-winning female Indian author—purchased specifically for the trip. But as Sandi gazed up at the stately timber-framed mansion, she wished she could have brought a camera of some kind. How else would she prove she had been there?

         They entered the house through a side entrance, which opened into a mudroom, where a long row of mahogany lockboxes indeed waited for them, as well as an enormous closet where they were meant to leave their coats and boots. Rev and Kali exchanged an eye roll as they deposited several devices into the wooden squares that had their names written on them. To her delight, Sandi saw she had her own lockbox under her fiancé’s. But she had nothing to place inside, and her face turned red from embarrassment.

         “Wow, you listened!” Kali said as she unzipped her parka, revealing an emerald-green tunic with gold embellishments along the V-neck collar. Sandi sensed an undercurrent of mockery in her tone but was relieved when Kali added, “Amma will be impressed.”

         After the trio shed their outer garments, boots, and what Rev had jokingly called their “hi-tech doodads,” Sandi followed them through the kitchen to the foyer and had to stifle a gasp. Before her was a massive, ornately carved staircase, a waterfall of deep oak hardwood that flowed stiffly from the second floor. She had never seen such a stairway before, which took up nearly the entire length of the foyer, the architectural version of a statement necklace drawing all attention to itself, and rightly so.

         “Amma?” Kali called out.

         At the top of the stairs stood a petite woman with sleek black hair that just touched her shoulders, save for the white streak framing her face. Dressed in a cashmere turtleneck and impeccably tailored trousers, Rev’s mother was even more elegant and intimidating in person than what Sandi had seen of her in photos. She reminded Sandi of a Disney villainess, the kind of character who makes the heroine seem dull in comparison. Sandi could not quite look at Dava as she made her way downstairs. Instead, she tilted her face toward the foyer’s magnificently arched ceiling, where a chandelier resembling silver fireworks watched her from up high.

         “You’re here,” Dava said warmly, her gaze focused solely on her children. “Welcome.” Then, noticing Kali’s top, she added, “Someone’s raided my closet again.”

         “Yes, but isn’t it festive?” Kali did a small twirl before engulfing her mother in a hug.

         “My kurta looks lovely on you.” At first, Dava seemed to endure her daughter’s embrace, her expression strained before relaxing into a tentative smile. When she then turned toward Rev, she softened even more. “Hi, R—”

         He picked her up off the floor, and Sandi laughed to see Rev give his mother the same “hug and lift” treatment he gave her when they had not seen each other in a few days. Only by seeing Dava and Kali in relation to her fiancé did she realize how tiny all the Shastri-Persson women were. He was only six feet tall but, compared to his mother and sister, seemed like a near giant.

         “Oh, Rev, stop,” Dava gasped as she was returned to the floor. She put her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes for a brief second, then laughed and swatted her son’s arm. As the three reunited, Sandi snuck a quick glimpse of herself in a nearby mirror and was dismayed to see her brown ponytail mussed from the wind, and her pink sweater covered in lint.

         “Amma, this is Sandi,” Rev said with a grin. After a beat, he added, “My fiancée.”

         “Mrs. Shastri. Mrs. Shastri-Persson. So nice to meet you,” Sandi stuttered, nearly slipping in her socked feet as she went to shake Dava’s hand.

         “Welcome, Sandi. How are you? You must be exhausted from all that travel.” She clasped Sandi’s icy hand in her warm ones and pressed it briefly before letting go. “And you can call me Dava.”

         Before Sandi could respond—to say, Thank you for having me; I was so touched when Rev said you wanted me to join you for the holidays—Dava began to engage in a brisk back-and-forth with her children, asking them if they had eaten breakfast (“Yes, Amma”) and if they had checked their devices into the lockboxes already (“Of course, Amma”), before informing them which rooms they would be staying in (Kali swore under her breath when told she had the “cozy room,” while Rev did a quick fist pump upon hearing he had one of the downstairs guest rooms).

         The rat-a-tat nature of their conversation was interrupted by others emerging into the foyer, a blur of color and voices that bounced across the high ceilings.

         “I thought you were getting here ahead of us,” Rev said in the direction of the group, their morass of luggage squeaking noisily on the hardwood.

         “We were supposed to, but then Sita—”

         “Let’s not start, Arvie. I’m exhausted. Hi, Amma,” said Sita, giving her mother a wary hug. Dava’s oldest daughter seemed to be a near-perfect replica of her mother, except an inch taller. “We didn’t have anyone waiting at the dock to help us with our things.”

         “No household help this time.” Dava gave her a wan smile.

         “Ha, so we’re roughing it,” said Rev, putting an arm around Sandi. “Guys, this is—”

         “Wait, what about Mario? I thought you gave him my list of dietary restrictions for the twins,” Sita said, while her boys yelled out, “Hi, Gamma!” as they ran past, her husband, Colin, waving hello as he chased after them.

         “No chef either,” Dava replied. “But I brought some meals Mario whipped up for us. He promised to incorporate your requests.”

         Sita let out a loud sigh and muttered, “Fine.”

         “Surely we can cook for ourselves? I’m pretty sure one of you married a chef.”

         “Vincent’s on vacation, Mom. He doesn’t want to cook for us,” Arvie, Dava’s eldest, groaned on his husband’s behalf.

         “Yes he does,” Vincent said, bending down to kiss his mother-in-law’s cheek. Both men were pale and balding, and the only way Sandi could distinguish between them was Arvie wore glasses and Vincent had the height and beard of a Viking.

         “Vincent, do you know anything about preparing gluten-free, protein-enriched meals?”

         “Sita, give him a moment,” Arvie said. “We just got here five seconds ago.”

         Sandi saw Rev and Kali lock eyes and repress laughter while their mother shook her head with a bemused smile.

         “Where did your girls go?” Dava said, trying to look past Arvie and Vincent as if peering between two giant redwoods.

         “They have a lot of things to check into their lockboxes,” Vincent said with a laugh. “They’re having a hard time letting go.”

         “Boys, come back here, we need to take our bags upstairs,” Sita called out as she walked into the interior of the house.

         “Why do you assume you have the upstairs guest room?” Kali asked.

         “We always do, Kal,” her sister said, brushing past her.

         “We always do, Kal,” Arvie mimicked under his breath as both he and Vincent followed Sita into the house, with Dava following after them.

         “Here we go,” Rev and Kali said in unison, and the younger Shastri-Perssons laughed as they headed out of the foyer with the rest of their family. Sandi watched them leave, waiting for someone to remember she existed. Just when she was about to give in to self-pity, wondering how she could have believed she would be welcomed with open arms, Rev poked his head out from behind the stairway and called out, “Coming?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sandi would only have two real conversations with Dava during the length of their stay. The first one occurred as Dava showed her around the house with Rev tagging along. Sandi had hoped to quickly bond with her future mother-in-law, but Dava had the officiousness of a museum docent, pleasant yet distant.

         She walked them around the first floor, with the downstairs guest rooms next to the great room on one side of the staircase, and the kitchen, dining room, and cozy room on the other side. As they toured the home, Dava explained that the inspiration for the house was a nineteenth-century chalet she had once stayed at in Switzerland.

         “Amma loved it so much she brought it here,” Rev said once they returned to the foyer, as if he was explaining something slightly embarrassing.

         “Not brought—duplicated. The exact same layout, in fact, with a few modifications. You’ll see a photograph of the original hanging in your room.” She raised an eyebrow at her son, and he ducked his head meekly, though he could not hide his grin. “And so when I decided to build a family home, my own Kykuit, if you will, I knew that chalet is where I wanted us to have memories together, spend holidays, celebrate birthdays.”

         “Couldn’t we have had a Kykuit in Hawaii instead?” Rev teased. “I swear we’d all come more often.”

         “It’s an amazing home,” Sandi gushed, leaning forward so she could see past her fiancé and make eye contact with his mother. “I am just so honored to be here with you all.” Then her hands began to tremor as if she were standing on a fault line. As she furtively hid them in the back pocket of her jeans, she berated herself for succumbing to a “blush attack,” a phrase coined by her smug college boyfriend to describe how she became red-faced and jittery when meeting one of her favorite authors.

         But Sandi had never met someone as famous as Dava Shastri before. Before Rev, she knew of her future mother-in-law as the woman who appeared on cable news shows speaking about feminism or charity initiatives, occasionally going viral when she steamrollered the windbag pundits who attempted to interrupt her. After meeting Rev, Sandi learned that Dava was so much more than those appearances, and felt ashamed that she had been ignorant of how much she had accomplished—starting a business that disrupted the music industry, then selling it for tens of millions—by the time she was Sandi’s age.

         She needed to ask Dava something, anything. Sandi was about to inquire what a Kykuit was but decided against it, thinking she only wanted to ask something that would earn Dava’s respect. She bit her lip and then rushed forward with a question she hoped would present her as a thoughtful, literary person.

         “Where does the name Beatrix Island come from? Did you name it—”

         “I loved the Beatrix Potter books. My mother read Peter Rabbit to me when I was a child.” Dava sighed, as if this was a question she had answered many times before. “Very sentimental of me, I know.”

         Sandi kept beaming, even as she inwardly deflated. She had a feeling that the estate had been named after the beloved children’s author. If only she had been given an opportunity to say so. She decided to take one last chance at impressing Dava.

         “And Rev told me this island was built with the same technology as—”

         Dava stopped and pressed two fingers to her right temple, and all at once her energy seemed to flag. “You know, why don’t you take a moment to unpack? You’ve had a long trip. And I should go check on how the others are doing.” Without waiting for their response, she went upstairs.

         “See you later,” Sandi called up to her. “Take care. Lovely to meet you.” And those were the last words she would say to Dava until after Christmas.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sandi had two goals in mind for her stay at Beatrix Island: develop a relationship with Dava and enjoy the perks of vacationing at the private residence of one of the world’s wealthiest women. Neither seemed close to coming true.

         Prior to moving in with Rev, she had lived in seven different apartments in Queens, none bigger than a one-bedroom, including the basement unit she and her mother had lived in for most of her childhood. So she was initially awed by Beatrix Island, especially the dramatic ocean views greeting her from every window. But the thrill soon wore off because Sandi couldn’t help viewing the house through the eyes of her profession as a real estate agent.

         Dava’s “modifications” seemed arbitrary and downright odd. A subterranean-level den had been added to the property but not extra bedrooms, which meant Arvie’s and Sita’s kids had to sleep in their parents’ rooms. And while Dava’s house shared the same layout and architecture as the original, she had tripled its square footage. So despite featuring all the hallmarks of a Swiss chalet—vaulted timber ceilings, stone walls, wood beams—her manor was vast yet hollow, akin to a museum costumed as a vacation home. A home that didn’t see a lot of visitors, or even a housekeeper, judging by the faint seaweed odor and furnishings coated with dust.

         The main reason Sandi had been excited to visit Beatrix Island was because it had been built by the same eco-architecture company that famously saved Grenacia—an island nation in the South Pacific consumed by rising sea levels—by constructing new archipelagos for its displaced citizens. Like the new Grenacia, Beatrix was a floating estate built to withstand storm surges and extreme flooding. Every item and fixture inside, and tree and stone outside, had been chosen by Dava, the entire estate custom-made to her exact specifications. Sandi had arrived expecting a wonderland of technological marvels only billionaires could afford. The lack of them was a real letdown, and something Dava’s eldest could not help pointing out. Over and over again.

         “This place could power a small African nation, but it’s not equipped to play a movie that came out in the past five years,” said Arvie as his daughters, Priya and Klara, grumbled in front of a television that took up nearly the entire length and width of the wall of the great room, the two sighing dramatically as they scrolled through brightly colored squares that flashed and then evaporated from the screen.

         “Omigod, I forgot you have to open the door to check whether it’s cooked through. You’d find better appliances at a backwoods diner,” Arvie groaned to Vincent as his husband stuck a fork in the pot roast he was preparing for dinner.

         “I must have asked the shower to turn on five times before I remembered where I was,” he laughed, looking to his siblings to nod in recognition about the difficulties of having to press a button to activate the shower.

         All of these complaints took place on the Shastri-Perssons’ first day on the island, the latter occurring as the adults had dinner in the dining room. It featured tree branches gathered in twine serving as the lighting fixture, and an oval dining table designed to look like the cross section of a tree trunk, with its rings echoing outward in gold-flecked concentric circles. The room was trying its best to pretend it was located in a wintry cabin in the mountains rather than the edge of the Atlantic.

         She had only been half listening to Arvie’s anecdote, which he told as if it were part of a sweaty stand-up routine, heightening the comic absurdity in a bid for laughs. Instead, Sandi’s attention was on Dava. She watched her as if sneaking glimpses of an Oscar-winning actress on the subway, someone so familiar yet alien at the same time. In anticipation of their meeting, Sandi had read as many profiles and watched as many interviews as she could, so she would be ready with her own anecdotes to impress her. And yet the words were just sitting there, dull and useless on her tongue, while Arvie went on and on about the dumb shower.

         “It’s intrusive,” Dava said, and the sound of her voice seemed to freeze time. Cutlery clanged to plates, even sneezes seemed to stop midexhalation. “I never understood voice-activation technology. To me, it was the beginning of the end. People just gave up, and it was okay to be lazy, and okay to have your privacy devalued and stolen. It disturbs me. I see it enough out there. I don’t want it here.” She gave her eldest a pointed look. “And you know that, Arvind.”

         Arvie shrugged, his face hardening into embarrassment as Dava excused herself to use the powder room. After she left, he shredded his pot roast into dozens of pink-brown slivers with a meticulous zeal.

         “She can spend, like, fifty million to build an island, but I’m an asshole for mentioning how old-fashioned it is here.” Arvie paused dissecting his roast and glared at Rev. “I know I’m not alone. I’ve heard you complain about the lack of a screening room. And sauna. And a pool.”

         Rev seemed stricken. “I said that during our first visit,” he replied, his eyes on the mess of meat his brother was creating. “I don’t care anymore. If it makes Amma happy, that’s all that matters.”

         Sandi looked from older brother to younger brother and couldn’t help but wonder how they were siblings. Her Rev was a Michelangelo statue come to life. Arvie was the famous painting of the man in an unyielding scream. Perhaps Arvie could be attractive if he did not always seem on the precipice of rage, but he could not come close to her fiancé’s unearthly beauty, the kind that often led strangers to mistake him for a movie star.

         “So did you see on the news—” Vincent began.

         “The earth is rotting,” Arvie interrupted, tossing pieces of pot roast into his mouth as if they were peanuts. “Humans have been terrible tenants, and our landlord is getting ready to evict us.” His lips twitched into an odd smile, as if he was proud of his metaphor. “And what does Mom do? Build herself a floating bunker. Who cares if the world is burning or drowning or whatever as long as she and her rich friends have a way to take cover?”

         “I can’t get a handle on what you’re mad about.” Rev kept his tone even, though Sandi could see him clenching his fists in his lap. “Is it that this house isn’t fancy enough for you, or that Amma has the means to build this place?”

         “Why can’t it be both?” he snickered. “If she was going to waste money on a floating mansion, do it right, or it’s just a waste of cash.”

         Sita and Colin traded exasperated glances, their plates of organic greens and wild rice mostly untouched. Sandi liked how close they were sitting, their chairs practically glued together. She scooted her seat a few inches to the left until she felt her leg brush up against Rev’s.

         “Beatrix Island isn’t for her. It’s for us,” Sita said calmly, crossing her arms. “Not just us, but our children, our children’s children. How is that a bad thing?”

         “Dontcha think it’s ironic Mom is obsessed with her name being passed on to the next generation without considering the planet might not survive past them?”

         Sita’s cheeks turned bright pink. “Don’t you think it’s ironic that Amma is paying an allowance to a grown man who only works at her nonprofit, like, three days a month?” Her brother’s lips twisted into a sneer, and she gave him a smug smile. “Oh, sorry—I meant ‘salary,’” she added, making quotation marks with her fingers.

         “Can we not?” Kali waved her arms in the air as if trying to land a plane.

         Arvie rapped his knife against his plate several times, making a tinny noise that hurt Sandi’s ears. “I know you think you’re doing holy work at Mom’s foundation, but billionaires are not some benevolent gods sharing their wealth with the pathetic downtrodden. They take advantage of loopholes and tax havens—”

         “Not this again!” Rev groaned.

         The room erupted into a tangle of conversations: Arvie spoke loudest, raining statistics to make his case as the other three rebutted with examples of their mother’s various good works, while Colin and Vincent murmured to each other as they stayed out of the fray. Sandi, having studied Dava’s charitable endeavors as if they were her college major, largely agreed with Rev and his sisters. Yet watching them debate philanthropy’s role in society as if reciting lines in a well-rehearsed play unsettled her. They weren’t being hypocritical, exactly, not in the way that Arvie could decry billionaire philanthropists as unethical while accepting his mother’ money. But their sentiments rang hollow. What did they actually know about making a living on minimum wage, or choosing between buying groceries and paying the electric bill?

         The Shastri-Persson children acted as if their wealth didn’t exist, even as their every sentence and gesture shone with it. Their clothes were so expensive they didn’t have labels, as Rev had once confessed to her that their wardrobes were designed for them personally, even items as simple as T-shirts and jeans. All of their foreheads were smooth, never dinged with the creases of those who worried about student debt or living paycheck to paycheck, as if they walked around the world in Bubble Wrap, fully able to see class and income disparities but completely untouched by them.

         Kali’s anxious voice startled Sandi out of her thoughts.

         “Stop it. Right now.” Kali stood up from the table and cocked her head. “She’s coming back.” On the word “back,” Dava reentered the room and sat down, her hand resting briefly on her forehead, as if she were shielding her eyes from the bright sun. After a few moments of uneasy quiet, Kali broke the silence by pointing out how heavily the snow was falling and, with a chuckle of forced merriment, noted how it meant they would definitely have a white Christmas.

         “I didn’t realize Winter Storm Imogen would be hitting us so soon,” Dava remarked, mostly to herself, as she gazed outside, where snowdrifts were piling up in huge clusters, partially obscuring the dining room’s windows. “I thought it wasn’t coming until tomorrow.”

         “Will we be okay out here?” Sandi whispered to Rev. She was thinking of a seismic squall that had devastated several coastal communities in Long Island two Christmases ago.

         “Amma, are we prepared for it?” Sita asked loudly, nodding her head at Sandi to acknowledge she had heard her concerns.

         That question prompted Dava to give a mini-lecture only Sandi seemed to find fascinating. Using terms such as “triple-glazed panels,” “drilled-down concrete,” and “rainwater-harvesting tanks,” Dava explained how she had worked closely with engineers and architects to ensure the island and the house itself were specifically mettle tested for the North Atlantic’s extreme weather conditions. She also noted that with three backup generators, she wasn’t concerned about a power outage. “The worst that could happen is we might be snowed in until New Year’s, if you kids can handle it,” Dava added with a quiet chuckle.

         “Oh, really? Isn’t Imogen only a Category One?” Kali said between mouthfuls of pizza. She had opted to eat the remaining slices of Mario’s vegan pizza the kids had wolfed down earlier that evening.

         “What?” Dava squeaked. Her kids looked at her with surprise. “I thought we were getting over six feet of snow.”

         “We are,” said Colin, wiping a smudge of salad dressing from his silver beard. “I bet you’re thinking of the storm hitting the Midwest, Kal.”

         “Oh, that’s right,” Kali said. She fixed her mother with a quizzical look. “What does it matter, Amma?”

         “No reason,” Dava replied, letting out a deep breath. “No reason.” She quickly changed the subject and asked Colin about his parents’ renovation of their home in San Paolo. But her bearing was unsteady, as if she had just spun around in circles and was now trying to regain her equilibrium. Her hand fluttered constantly to her forehead as she conversed with her son-in-law, until she forcefully yanked it down to her lap. Sita and Kali looked at each other, then their mother, and then back at each other, so many words seeming to be communicated without actually speaking. Watching them made Sandi wish she had a sister, rather than an ex-stepbrother who only seemed to appear in her life to ask her for a loan.

         Sita’s son Theo ran into the room and squeezed into the space between his parents’ chairs. “I’m boooored,” he said. “Can we go play on your— I mean watch TV?”

         “Uh, okay. Just do so in our room.” Sita shifted nervously in her seat, and he gave a whoop as he ran out of the room. “Enzo, told you she’d say yes!” the adults heard him call out, followed by two sets of footsteps pounding up the stairs.

         “There’s no TV in your room,” Dava said abruptly, pointing her fork at Sita. “How will they watch?”

         Sita opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. With her mother’s penetrating gaze still on her, she brushed her bangs out of her eyes and screwed up her mouth in a pout.

         “Amma, I brought just one thing, okay? Linh and I are working on a big project for the GlobalWorks initiative, and I need to be able to touch base with her twenty-four-seven.”

         Dava narrowed her eyes, and her daughter shrank down in her seat. Colin placed a supportive hand on his wife’s shoulder. If Sandi had any regrets about leaving her devices at home, she was thankful she had followed the rules. She reached under the table for Rev’s hand, and feeling his large palm warm against hers made her sigh with relief.

         “I told you I’d have a laptop available to you if you needed to work,” Dava said.

         “But if there’s a work emergency at two a.m., I can’t knock on your door to get it from you, can I?”

         “Oh boy,” Kali whispered under her breath.

         “You know the rules, Sita. I made myself very clear.” Dava tapped her red fingernails impatiently on the table.

         “It’s ridiculous, Mom,” Arvie said. “And you know I’d rather eat dirt than agree with Sita on something, but c’mon.”

         “I don’t ask a lot of you, do I?” his mother said, her voice low, the rumble of anger unmistakable. She turned back to Sita. “Please go put it in the lockbox. Now.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “What’s a Kykuit?” Sandi asked Rev later that night in bed, the darkness only pierced by a single candle glinting on the windowsill.

         “Just some rich house owned by some rich family,” Rev murmured against her neck.

         “Do you mean like a vacation home, or a family compound? And which family?”

         “The Rockefellers,” he said, yawning. “What does it matter?”

         “I’m just curious—that’s all.” She took his arm and wrapped it around her waist like a seat belt. “Do you think your mother likes me?”

         “Of course she does.”

         “Really?”

         “You’re very easy to like.” Rev kissed her bare shoulder.

         “But how do you know?” She tried her best to sound even-keeled, hoping she didn’t seem too needy. “You know, I think if I sat down with her—”

         “She actually does ask a lot of us.”

         Sandi turned around to face him. “What, sweetie?”

         “It’s funny she says she doesn’t. Because she does. All the time. It’s weird how she can’t see that.” She waited for Rev to elaborate, but he did not. And in the days to follow, Sandi would remember her fiancé’s words, the exasperation and resentment he let slip out when he said them, and understand what he meant.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            Philanthropist and Rumored Inspiration

         

         
            Dava Shastri, Philanthropist and Rumored Inspiration for Oscar-Winning Song,

Dies at 70

         

         
            By Rachel Tsai, The New York Times

Dec. 26, 2044, 9:25 a.m.

         

         
            Dava Shastri, founder and president of the Dava Shastri Foundation, an organization dedicated to supporting artists and women’s empowerment, died Friday at her estate on Beatrix Island in East Hampton, Long Island. She was 70.

            Her death was confirmed by her lawyer, Allen J. Ellingsworth.

            Ms. Shastri was a self-described “committed New Yorker” whose spirited personality served as a bridge between two different worlds she traversed with ease: the independent music scene and the high-bred world of New York philanthropy.

            According to Forbes, her net worth was $3.8 billion, ranking her in the top 20 of the publication’s list of the world’s richest self-made women.

            Ms. Shastri was 26 when she created Medici Artists in 2000, a company that challenged the traditional record business by connecting musicians with patrons who funded their work. She sold Medici Artists to Sony for $45 million in 2006, a controversial move that divided the music industry.

            Soon after acquiring the company, Sony shut down Medici and voided the patronage deals, which was viewed as a move to protect the industry from nontraditional avenues for artists to disseminate their music. The sale was viewed as a betrayal of the artists Ms. Shastri’s organization had once championed.

            Ms. Shastri rebutted those complaints during a Q&A at the Davos Women’s Business Forum in 2011. “I poured my life and sweat into building Medici Artists so it could be a force of good in the world. I had hoped Sony would continue my vision, not dismantle it. But I can’t look back with any regrets.”

            Not long after selling Medici Artists, she established the Dava Shastri Foundation to align with the ethos of her first company, in the form of grants awarded annually to musicians, which were termed “Medici grants” in a nod to her first company. Currently, five $10,000 grants are allotted to applicants from all walks of life; seven $25,000 grants are earmarked for people from diverse and disadvantaged backgrounds.

            Ms. Shastri’s business savvy also led her to become an early investor in MobileSong, an MP3 player that was perceived as a quirky upstart and chief rival to Apple’s iPod. When Apple purchased MobileSong for $3 billion in 2009, she netted $540 million, and her net worth increased twelvefold overnight.

            A turning point in her philanthropic career occurred ten months later, when she donated $5 million to Independent Woman, a nonprofit founded by Vash Myers that assisted low-income women and victims of domestic violence in finding jobs and housing. A lawsuit filed by Ms. Myers’s ex-husband had left the organization on the brink of bankruptcy.

            “I just didn’t want it to close,” Ms. Shastri explained in an interview with the Times in 2010 about why she had made the donation, which she described as “impulsive.” “Someone had sent me an article about IW’s plight, and it seemed barbaric such an amazing organization could be brought down by a man’s arrogance. Then I remembered I could actually do something about it. And that feeling was so satisfying.”

            Taking this action led Ms. Shastri to expand the foundation’s mission to focus on international giving to organizations supporting women’s empowerment, and she brought on Ms. Myers as vice president of development. By the time Ms. Myers was promoted to chief operating officer nearly two decades later, her previous position had been taken over by Ms. Shastri’s daughter Sita, 38.

            “I always thought charity should be a family business,” Ms. Shastri said in a speech after being named Philanthropist of the Year by New York Cares in 2032. “My ultimate goal is that the name Shastri become synonymous with giving and generosity.”

            Dava Anoushka Shastri was born on March 8, 1974, in Calliston, Ariz., to Rajesh Shastri, a mechanical engineer, and Aditi Shastri, a homemaker.

            She attended New York University, and after her graduation in 1996, she spent two years volunteering for the Peace Corps in Ruiz, Argentina, where she met her husband, Arvid Persson.

            They married in a civil ceremony at Manhattan City Hall in 2002.

            As Ms. Shastri pursued entrepreneurship and philanthropy, Mr. Persson established a career in private school education, first as an English teacher and later as a vice principal. He passed away from stomach cancer in 2020 at age 46.

            Two years after his death, Ms. Shastri created the nonprofit Helping Perssons in honor of her husband. Their son Arvind, 40, oversees the organization, which awards one $2,000 grant per week to an eclectic array of applicants.

            In addition to Arvind and Sita, Ms. Shastri is survived by daughter Kali, 35, a visual artist, and son Revanta, 30, a former model (both of whom also serve on the Helping Perssons board), as well as four grandchildren.

            Ms. Shastri expressed a desire that her surname would always be linked to charitable giving, but it is her first name that lingers in the popular consciousness. Tom Buck’s Oscar-winning song, “Dava,” sparked rumors he and Ms. Shastri, who met at a 2012 MusiCares benefit, had been romantically involved. Both she and Mr. Buck, who died in 2035, had always denied the rumors.

            “If I knew the song would be so popular, I would have named it ‘Mary’ or ‘Lisa’ instead,” laughed Mr. Buck in a 2019 interview with Rolling Stone, the same year he won the Oscar for best original song. “It was a throwaway love song I gave to my pal (The Skylight director) Jinna Azure when she asked me for something to use in her movie. The tune needed a name, and I thought hers was pretty unique.”

            Despite their denials, “Dava” retains a hint of scandal. Several internet sleuths have posted detailed theories arguing that the song, which spent 6 weeks at No. 2 on the Billboard charts, was indeed about Ms. Shastri.

            When asked about her namesake song, Ms. Shastri was always known to turn the conversation back to her namesake foundation instead.

            “The song—as beautiful as it is—has nothing to do with me,” she said in an interview with Feminist First last year. “But my foundation, the people I’ve helped, I hope that will be my legacy.”

         

         
            Correction: Dec. 26, 2044

            Because of an editing error, an earlier version of this obituary misstated where Ms. Shastri and Mr. Buck had first met. It was at a MusiCares benefit, not a Grammy Awards party.

         

         
             

         

         “Why do they think you’re dead?”

         Despite all her careful planning, Dava never anticipated her family learning of her news without telling them herself. So Arvie’s arrival left her dumbstruck, and she had not yet answered his question when Sita appeared in the doorway, her soapy hair soaking the shoulders of her pink robe.

         “Amma, are you okay? Colin said—”

         “She’s still breathing.” Arvie paced back and forth with the cold, manic energy of a tornado. “She won’t tell me what’s going on. Maybe she’ll tell you.” He cocked his head. “Unless you’re in on this too. Is this some weird publicity stunt?”

         “What? No!”

         The words “publicity stunt” returned Dava to her body. “Kids, I’m fine. Go downstairs. I’ll be right there.”

         “She’s okay, right?” Kali raced in with a mug dangling from her fingers and a coffee stain blooming on her shirt. “I knew it. Someone’s playing a prank.”

         Rev followed, wearing nothing but boxer briefs, his chest heavy with sweat. “Oh, thank God.”

         His siblings did a double take. Then all four began speaking at once, and to escape their cacophony, Dava looked past them toward a portrait hanging over the fireplace. She felt unstuck in time as her gaze traveled from the painting of her children—toothy smiles, kid-size suits and velvet dresses—to the adults grousing at the foot of her bed.

         “What happened to your clothes, dude?” Kali said.

         “Sandi and I…and then I heard Arvie yelling…” He trailed off when Kali burst out laughing. “Seriously, Kal? You’re laughing at me?”

         “Not at you.” She gently touched his arm. “The situation. They’re saying Amma’s dead, you’re here in your underwear, and Sita still has shampoo in her hair. It’s all so bizarre, you know?”

         “No.” He jerked away from her. “I don’t.”

         Kali stumbled back a step. “Oh my God, relax.”

         “Can you two stop?” Sita said, nodding toward Dava. “You’re upsetting her.”

         “Always her watchdog,” Arvie snorted. “Always on the clock.”

         Dava ground her palm against her throbbing forehead and longed to put on her noise-canceling headphones. Instead, she looked to the painting again, a gift from Arvid on her forty-first birthday. The older three encircled their baby brother with an almost defiant pride, their little hands on each other’s shoulders. “Our gang of four,” her husband had referred to them fondly.

         “When are you ever on the clock?” Sita turned to face Arvie as if she were challenging him to a duel.

         “We can’t all be work robots like you.”

         “Better than being a loser and a mooch. Helping Perssons deserves better.”

         “Enough,” Dava said in her boardroom voice, the one she used to indicate her decision was final. “Go to the great room. I’ll be there shortly.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The estate’s great room more than lived up to its name. The size of a basketball court, its vastness was only heightened by the vaulted ceiling, exposed beams, and two floor-to-ceiling windows. One faced east to capture uninterrupted ocean views, and the other looked west toward the dock and boathouse and, farther afield, the bay and the mainland several miles away. Both views were also meant to show off the swath of woods populating the ten-acre island, made up of Swiss stone pines and firs bioengineered to thrive in the synthetic soil. But at the moment, none of the greenery could be seen from the great room, with the island weighed down by several feet of snow.

         On one end, three velvet sofas encircled an enormous stone fireplace, and on the other, an L-shaped gray sectional, slightly faded from being directly in the sun’s path, faced the television. A vintage pool table was situated in between them as an attempt at dividing the space into two cozy nooks. But the room was so comically oversize the Shastri-Persson clan had taken to calling it the gigantic room.

         All twelve of them were gathered there now for the first time since Christmas morning. As she sat in the rocking chair in front of the fireplace, Dava felt her family’s eyes on her as they waited for her to speak. But she was staring across the room at the enormous flat-screen. She had no idea the ancient device included a “live TV” connection, which Arvie discovered earlier that morning, desperate for an update on Winter Storm Imogen. And even though she was irritated at not being able to control how her family learned of her “death,” Dava still longed to know how it was being reported by the twenty-four-hour TV news networks. But of course she couldn’t ask them. At least not yet.

         Pockets of hushed conversation erupted in the wake of her continued silence. Rev spoke softly into Sandi’s ear, his hand resting on her knee. Arvie whispered to Vincent in Swedish, while Colin and Sita murmured comfortingly to their boys, their heads bowed like scolded puppies. Theo and Enzo looked small for their age, although in truth Dava couldn’t remember if they were nine or ten. In contrast, Arvie’s girls seemed too grown-up. They shone with lip gloss and surly attitudes, reminding Dava of herself during her own teen years.

         Only Kali remained quiet, her arms and legs tightly crossed as she sat by herself on the sofa closest to the window. Her younger daughter no doubt still smarted over not getting permission to invite her partners to this family holiday, especially since Rev was allowed to bring Sandi. She hoped to make peace with Kali on this issue eventually, after she finished the speech she had rehearsed at least once a day since her visit to Dr. Barrett’s office.

         Then Dava was hit by a dizzy spell. She cradled her head in her hands.

         “What’s wrong?” Sita said, jumping up.

         “Give me one moment.” Dava slowly raised her head. “Okay, I’m fine.”

         “Colin, can you get her some water?”

         “I said I’m fine, Sita.”

         “Well, the news says otherwise,” Arvie muttered.

         “I know I have a lot of explaining to do.” Now that the moment she had scrupulously planned for had arrived, her emotions choked her words. Dava steeled herself with the idea that always brought her back to focus during times of crisis: she had to think of the bigger picture.

         “So,” she began, disliking how tremulous her voice sounded. “I have cancer. It’s terminal.”

         Dava paused to let everyone adjust to the terrible information she had just dropped on them, echoes of a conversation she had with her children concerning their father decades earlier.

         “I’ve been having headaches over the past few months. And dizzy spells, vertigo, some issues with blurriness. I just thought it had to do with getting older, or working too hard. But then just before Thanksgiving, I realized something was seriously wrong.” Dava avoided Sita’s horrified expression as she tightened her grip on the rocking chair, the diamonds on her wedding band digging into her skin. As her only child who saw her with any regularity, Sita had been urging her for almost a year to slow down at work. And Sita had been telling her this despite having no idea about her mother’s episodes.

         Nobody in Dava’s life knew. She kept these incidents hidden from everyone, also choosing not to mention them during her annual physical in September. At first, she could stave off the headaches with aspirin. But then the dizzy spells started, and the headaches became more unrelenting and impervious to pain medication. Dava knew something was amiss but kept making excuses to herself, petrified about what a doctor’s visit would reveal to her. Whenever she considered calling her physician, she remembered Arvid’s doctor saying “cancer.” Specifically, she could vividly recall the doctor’s mouth, his mustache glistening with sweat and a piece of lettuce stuck between his yellowed teeth. Dava would get nauseous each time the memory arrived like a malevolent ghost, haunting her until the dizzy spell faded or migraine retreated.

         And then on the day before Thanksgiving, a headache overwhelmed Dava so intensely that she stumbled to her knees after crossing the threshold of her Upper East Side apartment building. After shooing away the doorman’s fumbling assistance, she ordered him to summon her driver so he could take her to a medical clinic twenty blocks north.

         Dava paid a seven-figure sum annually so she could have immediate and private access to the best doctors in the city. As she explained her symptoms to her primary care physician, she told herself that having enough money to afford gold-plated medical care would somehow equal a clean bill of health. Yet after her initial consultation with her doctor, she was subject to a whirlwind of tests that resulted in her worst fears. Her spate of worsening migraines and dizzy spells was linked to adenocarcinoma in her left lung: stage 4 lung cancer. And the cancer had spread far and deep, resulting in two metastatic brain tumors, a lesion on her liver, and another on her adrenal gland.

         “But I’ve only been having headaches for a few months,” Dava pleaded with her oncologist, Dr. Barrett, upon receiving the news. “And I’ve never smoked in my life,” she added as she stared at the scan of her brain, which showed a silver dollar–size lesion on her occipital lobe and a smaller one near her brain stem. After her doctor gently explained that even nonsmokers could develop lung cancer, Dava asked if it would have made a difference if she had sought treatment as soon as she started experiencing headaches.

         “The X-ray shows that your primary tumor is already quite advanced,” Dr. Barrett said sadly, shaking her head.

         Dava’s heart dropped to her feet. “Of course it has to be an overachiever,” she murmured.

         “You needn’t be hard on yourself, Dava. Lung cancer is often diagnosed in later stages because it can go undetected for years. One-third of patients with adenocarcinoma present symptoms as a result of distant metastasis—in your case, the brain. Usually patients don’t even realize they have the primary kind of cancer until they present with symptoms where it metastasized to.” The doctor paused, then put on a reassuring smile. “But we have made promising advances in treating your condition, with the potential to achieve remission.”

         “Remission doesn’t always last,” Dava spat out more sharply than she intended, remembering her husband’s painfully brief remission period before his cancer returned. She tapped her fingers against her chest. “Just be straight with me. Can this be cured?”

         As Dr. Barrett detailed the treatment options, Dava understood her ending was clear: the cancer was terminal. The treatments could extend her life from a few months to possibly another year. But the medical regimens would eventually lead to a diminished quality of life even as they extended it, making her susceptible to memory loss, seizures, and diminished vision with the possibility of blindness.

         “So the answer to my question is no,” Dava said, sighing deeply. “Okay. If I pursue any of these treatments, how long will I be able to continue on in my day-to-day?” She brought her fist down hard on her thigh. “How long can I remain active at the foundation?”

         Dr. Barrett opened her palms skyward, as if waiting for a blessing. “It’s hard for me to say,” she responded carefully, her forehead creasing in sympathy. “But your day-to-day will not be the same as it is now. It will be a new normal.”

         “I see.” Dava’s fist unfurled like a dying flower. “I’m not interested in a new normal,” she said quietly, reaching for her purse to call her driver.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Due to how advanced my cancer is, I’ve opted against treatment,” she told her family after sharing the dire extent of her prognosis. “According to my doctor, this means I only have several weeks left to live,” Dava continued, as she pushed aside the memory of Dr. Barrett’s green eyes widening as she urged her to reconsider her decision. “So you can—” And then she stopped talking, because Rev began weeping, and the twins responded by erupting into tears too.

         “Oh dear,” she stammered. “Maybe the grandchildren should step out for a moment.”

         The room was quiet except for the crying, which had now been caught on by Sita and Kali. The teens looked stunned, but their faces also gleamed with curiosity. Sandi’s mouth hung open in a thick, pink O. Arvie seemed to be shaking as Vincent swallowed him up in a bear hug. Dava found the silence to be excruciating, to know she was the cause of their shock and pain. That was until Klara spoke up.

         “I want to stay,” she said, chewing her gum thoughtfully. “Because there’s more you’re going to tell us, right? Like why the news says you already died?”

         “Klara!” Vincent scolded. By this time, Arvie had disentangled himself from his husband’s embrace and sat stiffly beside him, his expression inscrutable.

         “Well, it’s true.”

         “Can someone get Rev a tissue?” Dava said to no one in particular.

         “I’m okay, Amma,” Rev mumbled, his sobs subsiding. Sandi tentatively patted his leg, and when Dava glanced in her direction, she shrank down in her seat.

         “If everyone needs a moment before I continue—”

         “No. Just finish it,” Arvie barked, looking her squarely in the eye.

         “Okay,” she said, returning his gaze until he looked away. “The day I learned about my terminal diagnosis…well, I had a thought.” Dava twisted her wedding ring on her finger as she spoke. “Your father’s cancer was devastating, but we had six years together to prepare ourselves for the…worst eventuality. And I decided to look at my condition as a gift, in which I could say goodbye to the world—and all of you—on my own terms.”

         Behind her, the roaring fire started to oppress her with its warmth. She tried to ignore the heat, and the stirrings of a new migraine, and press on.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “As you now know, I only have a limited amount of time left,” she said, resisting the impulse to press her hand against the back of her head. “And since all of us would be gathered here for Christmas this year, I arranged to have”—Dava caught sight of Theo’s wobbly chin and was again walloped by regret to be saying this so plainly in front of her grandchildren—“to have a doctor help me take my life.” She sat up higher in her chair, waving her hand in front of her face in a futile effort to cool down. “Again, I want to go out on my terms.”

         Dava never meant to announce it this way, so clumsy and rushed, and she couldn’t bear to look at their faces as they absorbed her news. So she stared instead at the Christmas tree, its twinkling lights and cheery ornaments seeming cruel as a backdrop to her family’s pain. Just twenty-four hours earlier, they had been gathered around the tree drinking champagne and exchanging lavish gifts. As she had experienced her final Christmas with them, Dava also recalled her last one as a regular person. It had been a simple affair with Arvid and baby Arvie: a plastic tree the size of a desk lamp, three stockings hung over the television, and several toys for their little boy to unwrap. But later that night, Dava had burst into tears, lamenting to Arvid that they had given their son an “ordinary, almost Dickensian” Christmas, which had made her husband laugh, until he realized she wasn’t joking.

         When she became a millionaire by selling Medici Artists nearly a year later, she vowed to herself that there would be no more ordinary Christmases for the Shastri-Perssons. Four decades later, as she glimpsed their stricken faces, Dava understood she had fulfilled that vow all too well.

         Despite their distress, she pushed forward and explained how she had arranged for one of the doctors in New York State licensed to perform assisted suicide to come to the island. The doctor and her wife had been secretly ensconced in the guesthouse for the past four days—“So that’s why Mom wouldn’t let us stay there,” Arvie murmured to Vincent—ready to administer the medication on Dava’s word.

         “And the news report?” Sita asked.

         “Ah, well, yes,” Dava answered, her nerves fluttering. “I told my lawyer my appointment with the doctor was scheduled for this morning. And so he dutifully made the announcement before I could let him know I wanted to wait another day—”

         “This is such a major breach of ethics!” Arvie thundered. “No doctor or lawyer in good conscience would announce you’re dead before you’re actually dead!”

         “Well, what does it matter? I will be soon enough,” Dava said, wincing at the loudness of her son’s voice. “And I get to see what the world thinks of me before I go. Isn’t that kind of…nice?”

         “You planned it,” Kali said. Dava saw her younger daughter staring at her with fascination.

         “Kali, dear,” she started.

         “That’s why we weren’t allowed to bring our devices,” Kali continued. “I think you wanted to be able to control the situation. No one can contact us, and we can’t contact them. And now with this storm, we’re basically cut off from the world, so no one will know you’re still alive.”

         Dava watched everyone absorb these words, the sting of their eyes on her, trying to comprehend all they had learned so far.

         “Holy shit, Gamma,” Klara said, sounding impressed.
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