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Like every Christmas story, this is about new life emerging from the dead of winter. But I didn’t know that at the time. I was just a college kid, coming home for Christmas. It was the winter of 1977. My hometown of Placerville is up in the foothills of the High Sierra. As the crow flies, it’s not that far from UC Berkeley. Yet for me, it was another world away….
—Thomas Kinkade
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Prologue

ASINGLE shaft of light sliced through the darkness. Within it, dust danced, drifting in aimless patterns. It glittered off a gold band hanging from a paint-splattered easel.
The motes swirled aside as a hand moved into the light, pausing at its edge. Wrinkled and thickly veined, with a scattering of age spots across it, the hand poised in midair. A gentle tremor rippled along it. The hand stiffened as if denying the shaking. Slowly it inched farther into the light.
In its grip was a paintbrush. Bright red paint caught the light and became a flame. The unsteady hand moved the brush toward a canvas set at the boundary between darkness and light.
The canvas was the half-finished portrait of a woman. A young woman with luminous blue eyes and dark hair that reflected the light upon her. The beautiful face was unforgettable, an image that lingered long after the eyes looked away. Upon its partially painted lips was a half smile. Not a Mona Lisa smile, but the expression of a young woman caught at the very moment when she turned to see the man she loved coming toward her. It contained a blossoming of joy that began in the eyes and flowed to the lips.
The brush trembled before moving with purpose toward those lips. The red paint touched the outline of lips with a gentle, wistful caress.
Then the quivering hand slipped. The brush slashed from the lips across the face, leaving a bloodred laceration. From that wound, paint dripped down the face. The painter tried to halt it, succeeding only in smearing the red. Jerking out of the light, the trembling hand vanished.
A groan. A groan of agony and of renewed unending loss.
“Oh God…No…”


One

LIGHT filled the space that was scented with paint and half-eaten meals. The corners of the off-white room were stacked with supplies and completed projects. Tacked to a bulletin board and the wall surrounding it were ideas for the future, some of them yellowed, others freshly clipped. A yellowed copy of the University of California Berkeley newspaper was covered with cleaned brushes. Tubes of paint were scattered next to them.
In the center of the art studio, a young man appraised his work. It was a sketch of a young woman. The face was only a hint of what it could become. The right shoulder was almost completed, along with that side of the neck. Like the face, the left shoulder was only a few smooth lines. Her pose, outlined in those deft strokes, was strikingly sensual. Yet the drawing was as dark as if she were being consumed by shadow. Any hint of joy had been banished, leaving only a tortured, desperate image.
Continuing to evaluate his work that was awash with light from the tall windows, Thomas Kinkade added a few strokes with the darkest charcoal in the box. The piece of charcoal was almost gone, because he used it most often. He stepped back and considered the portrait from another angle, stabbing his fingers through his brown hair that brushed his collar. The sound of an Eagles song playing on the radio burst into his mind. Until he moved away from his work, he hadn’t heard the music. He’d been completely focused on the life study of the young woman. Everything else—music, voices from the hallway, the odors of paint—vanished when he sought deep within himself for the vision that was uniquely his. At twenty-one, he was immersing himself in his studies at the university and taking every possible opportunity to challenge himself in the effort to find his truest vision as an artist. He’d chosen Berkeley because of its reputation for being on the cutting edge of art, and now in his third year, he was more determined than ever to soak up everything taught there.
Leaning forward, he lightly stroked the charcoal across the sketched woman’s naked shoulders. Their curves were sultry as they emerged from the shadow.
Just like the real woman posing for him.
“Hope, can you push that drape down an inch or two?” he asked.
“If I push it down any farther, there’s a good chance it’ll be too far.” Hope Eastbrook gave him a grin that accented her full lower lip and the high cheekbones in her finely sculpted face. Swathed in the cool sunlight of December and draped in a piece of rich blue satin that was the exact shade of her eyes, she acted as at ease as if she did this every day. Actually, she had done this every day for the past two weeks as Thom tried to pull together this project for his portfolio review. The review wouldn’t be until the end of next semester, but all the art students knew the importance of doing their very best work. Few passed on even one of the six required projects the first time.
Thom smiled past the easel. He was fortunate to have Hope posing for him. Even sitting on a stool placed on a paint-spattered drop cloth, she looked every inch the fashionable daughter of a wealthy Marin County family. Had the Renaissance painters felt this same sense of gratitude when the lovely women of upper-class families sat for them?
“Sit still. I’ll do it.” Thom edged around the easel, where his sketch pad was clipped. Lowering the fabric below her shoulder, he said, “I want that shoulder.”
She lowered the fabric another inch. “You want more?”
He curved his hand along her shoulder with the same motion he’d used to sweep the charcoal across the page. “Don’t tempt me now. I’m trying to draw, and I need to stay focused. I want to get this finished before I leave for Christmas break.”
“If you don’t, we’ll have to continue to meet like this next semester.” She gave him a glance through lowered lashes. “I like being an inspiration for your work.”
With another smile, he started toward the easel. He turned quickly. Two strides brought him back to her. Leaning in, he kissed her warm mouth. She curved one arm around his shoulder and drew herself up into his embrace. The kiss deepened as she returned it. He tasted the warm flavor of the coffee she’d been drinking.
The faint beep of a motorcycle horn intruded, and he slowly drew away. She tipped his lips back to hers. Again he raised his mouth from hers, this time more reluctantly.
“Pat’s waiting down there,” he murmured.
“Your brother can wait.” She walked her fingers up his arm. “He gets to be with you this whole holiday.”
The horn beeped again.
Going to the window, he opened it and waved to his brother, who was standing by a vintage black-and-silver BMW motorcycle. It was almost invisible beneath the bags and boxes lashed onto it and stacked in the sidecar. “Give me a few more minutes, Pat,” he called.
Thom returned to his easel and began sketching again. The work became darker and darker beneath the layers of charcoal, but he felt he was getting close. Close to what he wanted to reveal through his art, close to the truth that his professors had assured him lurked in every artist’s soul. “Hope, I’m sorry I’ve got to rush off like this today. I’ll make it up to you when I drive up to your house Christmas night. Nothing will stop me from coming to Marin. I promise.” He didn’t meet her eyes as a pulse of guilt ran through him. His mother looked forward to having all of them home for Christmas. He hoped she’d understand that, even though being together for Christmas was so essential for the Kinkade family, Hope was important, too. And his sister, Katey, wouldn’t be home for Christmas this year. If Mom was okay with her spending the holiday season in Ireland, she was sure to understand why Thom wanted to visit Hope’s family for a few days. Even so, he couldn’t get rid of the guilt trip plaguing him.
“That’s ten whole days from now.” She gave him a big pout and, putting the back of her hand to her forehead, said, “I might just die.”
He grinned. “Stick to your pose and don’t overact.” He continued adding another line here and there, never quite satisfied. His lips fell into a frown as he tried to concentrate. Something was wrong with the sketch. Why couldn’t he figure out what? He’d been sketching since he was a kid, so why couldn’t he get this study of Hope right?
“My parents will love you,” she said, knowing that he would tell her not to talk when he worked on her mouth and cheeks.
The lines of the sketch were right. That was the angle of Hope’s face, her long neck, her silky hair. It was all just as it should be, so why wasn’t it right?
“And,” Hope continued, “you’ll love our vineyard—”
With a groan, Thom suddenly slashed a line across the sketch’s face. And another. And another. He looked up to discover Hope staring at him.
“Thomas…” She regarded him with a mixture of shock and sympathy. “Why did you do that?”
He shrugged. “It wasn’t good. I thought I’d gotten it this time, but I didn’t. Not deep enough. Didn’t have…what is it you always say?”
“An underbelly.” Standing, she held the satin close to her as she walked over to look at the ruined sketch.
He held his breath, waiting for her reaction. Maybe he was too close to his work to see it objectively. Maybe she’d think it was all right. His lips straightened. He didn’t want just all right. He wanted to create art that spoke to people. Art that stripped away the layers of pretense and revealed a connection to the most basic human emotions.
She sighed, and he felt something plummet into his gut. Putting her fingers gently on his arm, she said, “Thomas, you’re getting closer to the truth with every new project. The truth is dark, and it’s hard to capture.”
He stared at the sketch, seeing past the lines he had scrawled across it. What was she seeing that was closer than his other work had been? What truth was she seeing in it? What truth was he seeing in it? What truth had he been trying to put in it? He no longer was sure.
“I guess…”
“But it’ll be worth it when you do capture the truth. That’s how painters get into a major gallery.”
Thom ripped the paper off the easel and wadded it up. Charcoal stained the paper on both sides as he crushed it between his hands. Walking to the window, he glanced at a trio of canvases leaning against the wall. Each was an image of dark, tortured human forms. He should have crushed them as he had the sketch paper. None of them spoke to the truth he knew had to be at the heart of his art. Why was it eluding him?
God, you gave me this gift. Why can’t You show me the way to use it? He’d asked that question a lot in the past few weeks, but hadn’t gotten an answer.
“You are getting closer,” Hope offered from the center of the room. She’d become his biggest cheerleader at Berkeley, even though she really didn’t understand why he was disappointed in his work. “You’re so talented, Thomas. All your professors say that. You’ll get it.”
“Will I?” He shook his head. “Maybe I should ask Santa to put it under the tree.” He threw the ball of paper across the room, bouncing it off the radio. “Merry Christmas to me.”
 
PAT was waiting downstairs. Not patiently. As Thom came down the steps carrying his three canvases lashed together in a makeshift portfolio, his younger brother grumbled, “’Bout time.” He pointed to the dusty-colored marble floor, but the familiar mischievous twinkle brightened his eyes. “By now, there should be a path cut into it from where I’ve been walking back and forth and back and forth and back and forth and—”
“I get it. I told you that I’d be a few more minutes.”
“An hour ago.”
“An hour?”
His younger brother chuckled. “Don’t look so shocked. I know how time can fly when you’re in your art studio and having fun.”
“I wouldn’t have called it fun.” Thom leaned the canvases against the simple oak bench set just inside the building’s double doors.
“Still struggling?”
He nodded.
Beneath a mop of brown hair even shaggier than Thom’s, Pat’s smile vanished. The two brothers had become closer since Thom left for college. Pat had followed two years later. Even though they seldom saw each other on campus, they knew the other was nearby.
Pat began, “If you need more time…”
“I don’t think time is the issue. I think I need to get away from here and clear my head and do some thinking.”
“I know the feeling.”
“How was that last final?”
Pat groaned. “I don’t want to think about physics again for the rest of my life.” Slapping his hands against his jeans, he said, “I’m ready for some Christmas break and some of Mom’s home cooking. How about you?”
“You know, Pat, college is turning out to be really good for you.”
“Huh?”
“You’ve finally had a good idea. Only took nineteen years.”
Thom laughed as his brother cuffed him on the shoulder. Together they walked out of the building. The door was almost closed when Thom rushed back in, grabbed his canvases, and then hurried after his younger brother.
He did need a break.
 
THE vintage motorcycle and its overloaded sidecar with Pat and their bags roared up the open road beneath the December sky. It raced like a youth, but with the release of the new models, it was now almost forty years old. That didn’t matter to Thom and his brother. Between them, they kept the old black-and-silver BMW in good working order just for days like this, days when they both understood why they couldn’t trade the old bike in for something more practical.
As they drove east along Route 50, the wind was at their backs. Thom shouted to make himself heard over the rumble of the engine. “I told Hope I’d come to her parents’ place on Christmas night.”
Pat, leaning back in the sidecar, shook his head. “Did you mention that to Mom?”
“I’ll tell her when we get home. She shouldn’t be upset. After all, I’ll be home for Christmas morning. That’s more than Katey will be.” He glanced from the road to the mountains rising, high and white, jagged teeth along the earth’s jawline, above the green line of the pines. He’d hoped he could leave his uneasiness behind him in Berkeley, but it was following him home.
“Yeah,” Pat said, interrupting his thoughts, “Mom will be glad to have you and me there for Christmas morning. Hey, did you hear that Butch Conran down at the Hangtown Saloon got himself a dog? A bulldog.”
“Good choice. You know what they say about an owner resembling his dog.”
“Named her Little Butch.”
“Her?”
“Before he knew she was a she.” Pat laughed. “Little Butch! She’s got to weigh close to sixty pounds. Every time I see her, she looks like the before picture for a doggy weight-loss program.”
Thom laughed. His brother had a way of painting clear pictures with words. Pat wanted to be a writer, and in Thom’s opinion, his brother was sure to succeed. As they joked about the ad campaign for “Pound-off Puppies,” the miles fell away behind them. Thom was glad to leave behind the big city with all its impersonal ways. It wasn’t like that in Placerville, where everyone knew everyone else’s business…and usually had an opinion on it.
The road rose, and the motorcycle’s roar took on a different pitch. The mountains hulked on the horizon, now looking more like giant shoulders than teeth. It was a sight Thom never grew tired of, because it was never the same. Depending on the time of day or the time of year, the snow clinging to the highest peaks could be any color from eye-searing white to the delicate pink of a baby bonnet. It was as if the light were alive and had an infinite wardrobe to dress the mountains in. But lower down, the green pine forests never changed. Lush and strong, they marched up to the tree line in a great parade of green and brown.
A few snowflakes whirled around them. A halfhearted storm, it faded away as Thom turned the bike off the highway and onto the road leading into Placerville. The wheels bounced in a couple of potholes as the trees closed in around them. When he was a kid, he’d thought the trees were trying to keep Placerville a secret from the cars rushing past.
“Ouch!” shouted Pat as the sidecar hit a bump. “Watch where you’re driving!”
Thom was about to reply, but his attention was caught by a motion on the road’s edge. A little girl, her dark braids flapping behind her, ran toward them. Her coat was bright red to match the knit hat tied beneath her chin. As the motorcycle came closer, she stared at them with wide eyes before ducking beneath the lush branches of trees. She’d looked like the youngest Chang girl.
He glanced in the direction she’d come from and smiled when he glimpsed the familiar white church bus through the trees hugging the road. Straining his ears, he heard a faint sound rise over the engine.
Pulling onto a dirt road leading deep into the forest, Thom slowed to a bumpy stop and turned off the motorcycle.
“Why are we stopping here?” asked Pat. “We’re almost home.”
“Shh! Listen.”
“To what?”
“Shh! Listen!”
The faint sound of children singing sifted through the trees. It was more enthusiastic than on key as the children sang,
“O little town of Bethlehem
How still we see thee lie.
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep
The silent stars go by…”

“Now, who would bring kids to the forest to practice a Christmas carol?” asked Thom beneath the joyous singing. “Give you three guesses.”
“I don’t need three.” Pat grinned at him. He chuckled when Thom pointed to a church bus, an old school bus saved from the junkyard, parked to the side of the road ahead of them. In clear black letters on the side where the white paint was chipping, it was marked placerville community chapel.
Getting off the bike and removing his helmet, Thom waited for his brother to climb out of the sidecar and zip up his coat. He set his helmet next to Pat’s in the sidecar as a shiver coursed down his spine. A chill breeze filtered through the branches. They walked into the woods, following the singing. The trail was well used, but tufts of dead grass spotted the center like dropped bread crumbs. The voices got louder as they neared a clearing just ahead.
“Yet in the dark streets shineth
The everlasting light.
The hopes and fears of all the years
Are met in Thee tonight.”

They paused beneath the trees and watched as their mother conducted a choir of kids bundled into coats and hats and mittens. MaryAnne Kinkade moved her hands in tempo to the music. Beneath a brightly knit stocking cap, her brown hair bounced as she nodded in the same rhythm as her hands to keep the kids singing together. Her dark brown knee-length coat flapped along, every inch of her caught up in the joy of making music with the children. The oldest might have been twelve, and the youngest was no more than five.
Thom could not see his mother’s face, but there was no need. He knew what expression she wore: Joy. She’d had a tough life raising him and Pat alone, but she always managed to find happiness in the simplest things. Knitting or singing or helping someone in need or urging one of her kids to reach for a dream.
She lowered her hands, and silence settled on the clearing. It was a deep, vast quiet that swelled to surround them as if the trees and the earth were listening, too, waiting for the next sound.
“Good,” she said. “We sing a lot of songs at Christmas about sounds. ‘Silent Night,’ ‘Joy to the World,’ ‘Angels We Have Heard on High.’ It’s important that you don’t just sing the words. You need to feel them, while you remember that on one still night two thousand years ago, a choir of angels brought joyous tidings to the world.” Squatting so she was at eye level with the youngest kids, she asked, “Can you hear the wind in the trees? Can you hear your own breathing? Close your eyes and listen.”
Thom obeyed, just as the choir did. The wind sifted through the pine needles, a gentle whisper. In the distance, a bird called once, then another time before becoming silent. Not even traffic noise invaded the peace. He glanced at his brother. Pat’s eyes were shut, and he was clearly listening, too.
“On that special night,” MaryAnne said in a hushed voice, breaking the silence, “Baby Jesus heard those things. You can bring them into our church pageant, but you’ve got to hear and feel it first. Like the song of angels on high, they’re the sound of love.”
The kids nodded, then broke out in grins as applause filled the clearing.
MaryAnne whirled and gasped to see their unexpected audience. Her smile broadened as Thom and Pat kept clapping.
Running to them, she wrapped one arm around each of them. Thom laughed with happiness. He was home.


Two

AS Thom steered the motorcycle down the hill toward the center of town, Pat held on tight around him. Mom was riding in the sidecar, surrounded by bags, but her face was aglow with happiness. He felt the same. Whoever had first said “There’s no place like home” had gotten it right.
Traffic was light on Main Street. Familiar buildings lined the thoroughfare, most of them two stories high and a few with false fronts harking back to the days of the Gold Rush. The majority were brick, a legacy from the days when fire after fire ravaged the city. Only a couple of the shops still had awnings out. The others had been rolled up and tied with canvas that drooped down on the heads of unwary passersby. Snow must be coming, or the owners just wanted to show off the holiday displays in the windows and the twinkling lights up under the eaves.
“Everything looks ready for Christmas,” Thom called to his mother.
“Almost. That arrived just this morning.” She smiled and pointed to an immense fir tree in the village plaza in front of the white courthouse. The dark green tree, taller than any building on Main Street, was waiting to be decorated for Christmas. Every year, come rain or snow or sleet or moonlight, the Placerville Christmas tree was lit on Christmas Eve. And every year, come rain or snow or sleet or moonlight, the Kinkades were there to watch before going to the pageant at church.
Thom laughed as they drove under a banner stretched over Main Street. In big red letters, the sign announced: placerville—the christmas tree capital of the world. tree-lighting pageant broadcast live on krga!
“Ernie’s idea?” he called to his mother, who had one hand on her head to keep her bright blue knit cap from flying off.
“Who else?”
Thom nodded with a smile. Shortly after moving to Placerville, Ernie Trevor had appointed himself the town’s promoter in chief. He prided himself on being able to sell anyone anything, and it looked as if his newest project had become Placerville itself. Thom wished him good luck.
Waving to a neighbor, he glanced in the other direction as something new caught his attention. Someone had started painting a mural on the brick side of the drugstore just down the street from the courthouse plaza. So far, it wasn’t anything more than an outline of the roofs of downtown Placerville. The style, other than the lettering of the city’s name, was very amateur, and he wondered who’d been roped in by Ernie Trevor to do the job.
He heard Pat say something to their mother, but couldn’t catch the words over the engine’s rumble as they passed the unfinished mural and the Bell Tower. The metal framework of the tower, which looked like a combination of the Eiffel Tower and an oil rig, rose even higher than the Christmas tree. At its top were the old bell, once used to call out the volunteer fire department, and the siren that was sounded now before the fire trucks raced out.
Just past the cemetery at the edge of town, Thom turned down a narrow road. Like the one in the forest, this one was dirt and rutted. He zigzagged the bike between the puddles, but a couple of times, he couldn’t avoid them.
“Look out!” he called each time.
His brother and mother just cheered every time he missed another one and booed when water splashed around them.
A cottage sat at the end of the road. Once it had been charming, but now it looked as tired as Thom felt. It wasn’t large. None of the houses on the street were. It was set back beside a driveway that separated it from the house next door. Across the front framed by the narrow porch was the house’s sole glory: a large window that reached almost up to the shingled roof of the porch. Next to them was a low gable that could have belonged to a storybook house. Two windows were set in the space below, but they were simple windows, unlike the large one. As they rode around to the back of the house, they passed the blocky brick chimney. No smoke rose from it. Another porch was tacked onto the back of the house, a small one just big enough for some boxes and a mat by the door to the kitchen. The whole house needed paint.
Thom wore a wry grin as he remembered his friends asking why a guy who studied to be a painter lived in a house that needed to be painted. Not bothering to remind them that he wasn’t a housepainter, he just took the ribbing.
As he slowed at the back of the house, a strange sound came over the engine’s. He ignored it as he looked around with a smile. Nothing had changed. Even the birdhouse that hung outside the upstairs bedroom he had shared with Pat was the same. This was just what he needed. The dark thoughts of failure and disappointment that haunted him in Berkeley had faded along with the miles behind him. He was home, back to his roots, and with those who didn’t know about his self-doubts. Maybe his bad mood hadn’t been anything more than the stress of the end of the semester and the preparation for the portfolio review. With projects due and finals and trying to find time to see Hope outside the studio, he’d hardly slept for the past two weeks. Home once more, he could relax and regain the perspective that he’d lost.
He drew up beside a baby-blue Ford truck plastered with bumper stickers. Funny ones with plays on words were Pat’s contribution. The ones for saving the planet had been put there by his sister, Katey, while his selection had to do with supporting the arts. Only one was the work of his mother, and it was the Christian fish symbol.
As he stopped the motorcycle, he realized what the strange noise was. A scruffy German shepherd was howling in the air. Thom swung off the motorcycle, about to call a greeting to Mr. Rosa, their neighbor. He didn’t get a chance. Thom was jumped by the German shepherd, who, with another howl, raced forward and hurled him to the ground.
Sloppy kisses were slobbered all over his face. Hearing laughter—Pat’s and his mother’s—he grabbed the dog’s collar and pulled it away from him.
“Hi to you, too, Jupiter,” he said, giving the big dog a hug. “Did you ever think of using breath mints?”
He looked past the dog to see Mr. Rosa cowering by the truck holding a pair of jumper cables. When he saw that the dog wasn’t going to eat Thom, Mr. Rosa pushed himself away from the truck a half step and shouted, “Jupiter! Get off him!”
The dog snarled. Not at Thom, but at his owner.
Mr. Rosa inched forward another half step. “Be careful, Thom. That dog is vicious. Nix, hund!”
Jupiter ignored him, as he did every order that Mr. Rosa gave him.
“He’s German,” Mr. Rosa explained.
He cringed against the truck when the dog growled at him again.
Satisfied that he’d put his owner in his proper place, Jupiter, his tail wagging once more, lapped Thom’s face again. Thom gave him a shove aside, but the dog got in one more lick.
“Jupiter,” Mom ordered, “stop kissing Thom and let him come inside. You’ll see him later.”
The dog quickly obeyed, running up to her and wagging his tail. He didn’t jump on her, but just looked at her adoringly.
Sitting up, Thom smiled as Jupiter rushed back to him. He reached out to pat the dog on the head and was rewarded with more doggy breath in his face before the German shepherd ran to greet Pat with a happy bark and a tail that was going into overdrive.
It was the oddest thing—Jupiter loved everyone but Mr. Rosa. Maybe the dog suspected that his owner was more than a little afraid of him. Thom couldn’t think of another reason, because Mr. Rosa was a good neighbor and a good father to his three kids. All those virtues didn’t matter to Jupiter, who was determined to be the top dog in their house.
When the dog began drooling on Thom again, Thom’s mother called, “Jupiter, I told you. Stop kissing Thom. He’s going to be here for a few weeks, and you’ll wear out his face at the rate you’re going.”
The dog sat on his haunches as his tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth. Shaking her head, she petted him as Thom got to his feet and removed his helmet. She motioned for Jupiter to return home, and the dog loped away after giving one baleful look at his owner.
“Hi, Mr. Rosa,” Thom said, glad he’d landed in the grass and not in some mud puddle. His helmet had protected his head, but his face was sticky with dog spit. Tossing his helmet next to Pat’s in the sidecar, he began to lift the bags out of it.
“I’ll get this thing running for you yet, MaryAnne,” Mr. Rosa said, leaning one elbow on the truck as if he’d never shown any fear with his dog.
“The battery’s just dead,” she replied. “Glad it’s dead and not me!” Her right hand fidgeted toward her pocket, then she pulled it back and glanced at the roof. “I need to check the gutter on the other side of the house. I’ll be back in a minute.”
Thom chuckled under his breath as he exchanged a grin with his brother. Their mother never admitted to smoking, and she never did so in public—most certainly not around any kids. But she’d just taken her habit underground, always finding an excuse to go off by herself for the few minutes it took to smoke one cigarette. Then she’d come back, pretending that she didn’t smell of smoke. Thom and his brother and sister had known for years that she smoked, but none of them ever mentioned it. The secret had become
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