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With a Tony award-winning performance, Leighanne Webster pretended to listen to her sister's prattle during the ride from England's Manchester airport. She smiled and occasionally murmured noncommittal sounds when Kelli glanced at her from the driver's seat. Leighanne peeked at her watch and silently calculated the number of hours she had been awake. Too many.

Kelli's voice broke in. “What do you think, sis?”

Leighanne searched her memory. What had they been talking about? “Whatever you want is fine with me.”

“You're sure you don't mind going to the castle before dropping off your bags at the flat?”

Kelli hadn't noticed her lack of attention. What a relief! No need to hurt her sister's feelings, especially since she had unwittingly thrown her a lifeline with the invitation to come to England. “I don't mind. I'm anxious to see the place.” She tossed Kelli a wry grin. “I haven't been in a castle since leaving Britain. We don't have any in New York City, you know.”

“You used to. During the 1920s, a couple of the Vanderbilt mansions came close, from what I understand. Too bad they were demolished.”

“Only you would think of that. You should have been a history teacher.”

Kelli shook her head. “I'm happier being a docent. The people who come to the museum actually want to be there, unlike a classroom full of kids waiting for the bell to ring. Nottingham Castle is beautiful, but wait till you see Newstead Abbey and Wollaton Hall. They're magnificent.”

Leighanne nodded and looked out the side window. The past melded with the present: a tudor-style bungalow stood shoulder to shoulder with a glass and brick sky scraper, a stone cottage huddled next to a terraced brownstone. Shops with clever names like The Worm That Turned and Windblowers dotted the storefronts.  

The angry gray clouds that followed them from the airport finally opened and poured out their contents. Kelli turned on the wipers, and they fought to clear the deluge from the windshield. Leighanne pulled her coat closed and tucked her scarf around her neck. “Must be summer in England; it's raining.”

“Cute, sis. I suppose it was sunny and warm in New York when you left.”

“And humid. A balmy eighty-six degrees.”

Shuddering, Kelli said, “Ugh. I'll take cold and rainy over hot and humid any day.”

“That's why you're still in England, and I'm not.”

A smile split Kelli's face. “No, you left because you wanted to become a Broadway star. And you've done it. Tell me again why you're willing to leave all that behind to help little-old-me produce the annual play for the Robin Hood Pageant.”

Despite the chill in the car, sweat sprang out on Leighanne's forehead. She pasted on a smile and said, “Uh, a break. I just needed a break between productions. Your request came at the perfect time.” The lie slid out easily.

Kelli took her hand off the steering wheel to reach over and give Leighanne's hand a quick pat. “I'm glad. It's been too long since the Webster sisters have spent time together.”

Leighanne released her pent up breath. “Can we play tourist for a bit? I'll bet Nottingham has some great sightseeing. I never got here when we lived in London. I need to visit Sherwood Forest; wouldn't you say? Get a look at Major Oak and other places associated with the legend. Better to help you.”

“There will be plenty of time for that, and there's lots to look at: Green's Windmill, Market Square, the Arts Centre, sculptures and statues. You're going to love it.”

Leighanne settled back against the seat. Maybe this trip wasn't a bad idea after all. No one knew where she was. She didn't have the stress of auditioning. No deadlines. The tightness in her chest eased. Yes, this trip was just what the doctor ordered.

Kelli navigated the car through the narrow streets. The rain had slowed to a steady drizzle. A sandstone-colored wall appeared to their left, and she followed it to an open iron gate where she turned into the parking lot. The vehicle bumped and shimmied over the cobblestones then glided onto the asphalt lane past pristine formal gardens filled with a rainbow of blossoms. Amid the trees on the promontory perched a multi-turreted, colored castle. 

After Kelli pulled to a stop in front of the entrance, the women stepped out of the car and hurried through the mist into the castle. Their heels clattered on the floor, the sound echoing throughout the stone and brick entryway. A thirty-foot ceiling hovered above their heads, and the walls held a collection of oil paintings and needlepoint banners. Dampness filled the air. 

Kelli and Leighanne slid out of their wet coats and hung them with several others on a freestanding rack. A faded brown rug caught the water as it dripped to the floor. Leighanne stopped in front of a small mirror and gave her frizzy hair a critical frown. Why couldn't she have her sister's silky blonde hair inherited from their father? No, she had to have her mother's mass of unkempt, brillo-pad hair. She pushed the loose strands back from her face, but they sprang back into position. Rolling her eyes, she turned to follow her sister who was disappearing through a door at the end of the massive foyer.

Leighanne trotted after her sister then froze when the throng of cast members on the temporary wooden platform turned as one to stare at her. She forced herself to breathe as she raised a hand in greeting.

The group applauded, and heat suffused her face. So much for anonymity. When the clapping ceased, Kelli said, “As you can see, we're excited you're here to help us out. You can meet everyone as we go along. I've made them promise they'll treat you like one of the crowd.” She looked at her watch. “The director should be here shortly.”

Forcing herself forward, Leighanne nodded. “Nice to see you all. We're going to have a lot of fun together. Is there an extra copy of the script? I—”

Heavy footsteps sounded behind her. She pivoted and nearly stumbled as a chill swept over her. Walking toward her with a broad grin on his face was Jamison Blake, her ex-fiancé. 

“Hello, Leighanne. Good to see you again.”
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Jamison watched as emotions played over Leighanne's face, the first of which was shock. Apparently, Kelli had failed to mention his part in the production to her sister. He'd like to be a fly on the wall during that conversation when it happened. He had been surprised when Kelli told him Leighanne had agreed to help out. Now, he knew why. She had no idea he'd be involved.

His gaze flicked over her. She was beautiful, albeit a bit fatigued from the long travel day. Leave it to Kelli to bring her here straight from the airport. Leighanne was either too gracious or too tired to say no. A tangle of dark curls framed her wan face, and gray smudges lay under her red-rimmed eyes. Although rumpled, her teal pant suit and matching shoes looked expensive. Stunning, no matter how long the trip.

He tossed a glance at Kelli. “Sorry, I'm late. We had a last minute tour which took longer than expected.”

“No problem. We’ve only been here a few moments.”

Leighanne was mute, but her glare was unmistakable. She was not happy to see him. He started to move past her, and she came alive. Her hands closed into tight fists. She spoke through thin lips, “Late? What do you mean late? What are you doing here? Surely, you're not part of this.”

He held his hands up in surrender. “I'm afraid so. I'm the director.”

Her eyes widened. “The director? You can't be. Kelli would have told me.” She whirled toward her sister who gave a sheepish shrug.

Leighanne hissed, “Are you kidding me? He's the director, and you didn't think to tell me?” Realization dawned. “Wait a minute. You didn't tell me on purpose. You knew I wouldn't come.” She whirled back to Jamison. “Well, I can leave just as easily as I arrived.”

She stalked past him and out the door leaving a wake of familiar floral scent. He closed his eyes for a moment against the memories that washed over him. The cast began to whisper. Squaring his shoulders, he approached the stage and beckoned to Kelli. She followed him off-stage where they could speak in private. 

He leaned close, so she could hear him. “Did you really think she'd stay once she found out I was here? She's never forgiven me.”

“You need to give her time.”

“Give her time? It's been five years.”

Kelli grimaced. “She does have a long memory. I'm sure she still holds grudges for things I did to her in the crib.”

He gave her a crooked grin. “Surely, she's not that bad.”

“You tell me. You saw her reaction.”

“I know, but I had to break the engagement. It was for her own good. She never would have accepted that first play on Broadway, and she would have resented me. It's better this way. She's the accomplished actress she should be.”

“Happiness isn't about success, Jamison. Besides, Leighanne may be a star, but she isn't happy. She hasn't told me what's going on, and she's making a valiant effort to appear like she has it all together, but something's wrong. And this play is just the thing to take her mind off whatever it is.”

“If you say so. Maybe you should find another director.”

Kelli reared back. “Absolutely not! You've been preparing this for months. Besides it's too late. Who would we get to take your place?”

He pointed at her. “You. And Leighanne can handle the producing on her own.”

Shaking her head, she patted his arm. “You're not getting out of this, no matter how hard you try. Besides, I need you to be my prayer partner. That's what Leighanne really needs. She's hurting, and God is the only one who can heal her. Are you with me?”

Jamison hesitated. Kelli was right. God was the answer for Leighanne, even though she didn't know it or probably want it. He turned away and sent a prayer skyward. Is this your plan for me, Lord? To be part of Leighanne's life again? I don't know if I can be just friends, even if she'll accept me. I still love her, Father. I realized that the moment I saw her. 

I love her too, my son. She needs me. Help her return to me.

Peace flooded him. He would stay. It might be the hardest thing he would ever do. That was an understatement, but he would be obedient. Turning back to Kelli, he held out his hand. “Partners, it is.”

Kelli beamed at him, and they shook hands.

“Kelli!”

Prop master Tom Haddonfield trotted toward them, concern etched on his face. He cradled a quiver of arrows in his arms. He pulled several arrows from inside and held them out. The shafts had been snapped in half and the fletchings torn off. “Most of the arrows are missing, and the remaining ones are like this.”

Kelli put her hand to her throat. “How is that possible? There are over five hundred arrows.”

Tom shook his head. “I don't know, but every single one is broken.”

“What are we going to do? The lead-time on them is weeks. We could order more, but they would never arrive in time.”

Jamison plucked one from Tom's grasp and studied it. “We could work extra hours and make them ourselves.”

Kelli and Tom looked skeptical, and Jamison said, “What choice do we have? We can't exactly do the fight scene without weapons.”

Kelli took the arrow from him. “We could cut that scene out of the play.”

Jamison scowled. “No, that's the climax of the production. Whoever did this wants us to fail, and I won't let that happen. Even if I have to work twenty-four hours a day from now until the first performance.”

Tom dumped the broken shafts back into the quiver. “You won't have to do that. I'm sure the cast members would help.”

Jamison shook his head. “We have to keep this among ourselves as best we can. It might be one of them who did this.”

Kelli's brow furrowed. “You think so? Why?”

“I don't know, but until we find out differently, I think we should act like nothing has happened.”

“How will we get the arrows made in time?”

Jamison gestured to Tom. “Leave that to us.” He gave Kelli a one-armed hug. “And add it to the prayer list. Now, how about you tell the cast to get into their places for the beginning of the second act. I'll be there in a minute.”

“Okay.” She gave the two of them a long look before approaching the stage.

Jamison turned back to Tom. “Now, about these arrows.”

Tom put a finger to his lips for a second. “Before we talk about that, there's something else. I didn't want to say anything to Kelli. She'd shut the play down for sure.”

Jamison raised an eyebrow and waited while Tom dug a scrap of paper from the back pocket of his pants. He unfolded it and held it out. In large font it said:

CAST LEIGHANNE WEBSTER AS MARIAN OR IT WILL BE WORSE NEXT TIME.
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Leighanne descended the stairs, her slippered feet whispering against the wooden treads. She crossed the living room and entered the dining room where Kelli and her husband Maurice sat with their twins, Charlotte and Edmund. 

The children scrambled from their chairs and grabbed her in a group hug. Leighanne met her sister's eyes above the kids' heads and offered her a tentative smile, an olive branch after the afternoon tantrum. The siblings’ chatter made talking unnecessary. Kelli’s smile was remote, and Leighanne gave an inward sigh. She had once again damaged their tenuous relationship. Maybe she should leave. They were a better long-distance family.

She tousled the children's hair and nudged them toward their seats before sliding into one of the empty places on the other side of the table. Maurice reached for her plate and began to fill it from the various platters of food. He looked over the glasses perched on his nose at the youngsters and said, “Give your aunt a chance to get settled. You'll have plenty of time to badger her during her visit.” His piercing eyes nailed her to the chair. “You will be staying, won't you?”

Shooting a glance at her sister's downcast face, she spoke in a low voice, “That remains to be seen.” 

Maurice raised an eyebrow and frowned, spearing his carrots in a stiff motion. He would take her sister's side; of that there was no doubt. “We'll discuss this after the meal, when the children have been dismissed.”

Leighanne nodded, caught between anger and remorse. She lifted a forkful of fluffy mashed potatoes, their herbal aroma wafting toward her. Cooking: another one of Kelli's gifts. She, on the other hand, knew how to order take-out. The potatoes melted in her mouth, and she moaned. “Kelli, these are delicious. It's amazing what you can do with a simple root vegetable.”

Her sister spoke through tight lips, “Thank you. I know they're one of your favorites and would imagine you don't get a chance to eat at home very often.”

Charlotte barged into the conversation waving her spoon as she talked. “Aunt Leighanne, Mummy says we can take some time off from school to visit the sights with you. Isn't that great? I can't wait to show you everything. You'll have to see Nottingham Castle, but we have better ones than that. And we have to go to Sherwood Forest. You can't do a play about Robin Hood without seeing that, don't you think? And the caves, too! We have to go to the caves.”

Maurice laid his hand on Charlotte's arm. “That doesn't mean you can skip out on your studies. You'll have to work extra hard in the evenings.”

Charlotte shrugged. “That's okay. I've already been working ahead. I told Miss Siegel about it weeks ago, and she agreed to help me. What about you, Edmund?”

He finished chugging his milk, set down the glass with a thunk, then wiped the white liquid mustache from his upper lip
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