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Our house wasn’t considered anything out of the ordinary, not in the least. It was just the average white farmhouse with a porch on the front, wrapping around to the back of the house that gave a nice view of our rickety old barn that was filled with cows, chickens, and pigs.  In the summer evenings, you could sit on that porch and see for miles down the road that was only used by us or the man who came to buy hay that we cut from our fields, and sometimes I sat on our back porch and wondered what it might’ve been like for Jacob’s ancestors to live here for the hundreds of years they’d had this old house before us. This had been Jacob’s home for as long as he could remember situated five miles on the outside of the small town of Warrenton in the great state of Virginia. Jacob’s daddy was a farmer and his grandaddy was a farmer; it only seemed right for Jacob to take on the role they left behind. The years of dirt and mud tracked through and the chipping paint, worn-out floorboards, and mended furniture might’ve made our home seem less important than the fancy homes somewhere like Richmond, but in our eyes–mine and Jacob’s–it was everything. Yes, we were poor and the pale green paint in the living room wasn’t the bright color it once was, the floorboards were not the vibrancy they’d once been, and the furniture had received much use over the years; but it was ours and it was filled with love. A lot can be said about houses, and you can tell a lot about a family just by their house, or so I’d always thought. 

Most of the houses in town were old like ours, but how they weren’t like ours was that they weren’t filled with secrets, secrets I never even knew existed. Most of the houses woke up at the first sign of light in the morning and stayed up until the last sign of day at night just to be sure all the chores were finished for the day. Many of the people would sit on their back porches, listening to the sound of the trains on the tracks in the distance, just wishing maybe they could jump on that train and be out of this town. That’s what I was doing that night as I draped my legs over the side of the porch and looked out at the stars on the horizon. Not because I was unhappy with my life, but because I wanted to experience something new and different. A wish I would soon come to regret.

Jacob’s family had a history in this area. I wasn’t exactly sure how far back they went, but in the research I’d been doing, I could trace them back to the Civil War time, which was about the time this old house was built. There were some old things in the attic I had been meaning to go through and we hoped it would give us some insight into Jacob’s family and their history to this area and this house, maybe even their connection to the Civil War. Still, I hadn’t had the opportunity to get up there yet. Money had been tight and I was working part-time for a local doctor as a receptionist to try and make a little extra cash. The plan since we got married was for us to start a family and for me to be a full-time mother, but we hadn’t been able to have a baby. Not yet, at least. It weighed heavy on my heart and mind and was taking a toll on my spirit. If there was anything I wanted most in life, it was a baby. 

I met Jacob five years ago when I had just come to Warrenton, and that was when I felt my life truly began.

“Hey, Sarah,” Jacob said, stepping out onto the old rickety porch that evening I glanced back at him over my shoulder. My eyes traced his outline and burned to memory every inch of his freckled face and blue eyes as he approached me because for whatever unknown reason, I feared this could be my last night with him for the foreseeable future. There was no justifiable reason for me to feel this way, it was just something in my gut telling me so. Perhaps it was a wish, just a desire for something else–a sense of longing for something I couldn’t explain–and as ashamed as I felt about that, it might’ve been true. As he walked toward me, the subconscious of my mind moved my gaze downward from his bright blue eyes and sandy hair to the chest hair peeking out from his shirt and continued downward to what we had both hoped would give us children these past few years of our marriage but hadn’t. 

“Sarah,” he said and handed me a glass of iced tea.

I took a sip from the glass but said nothing as he sat on the edge of the old porch next to me.

“Sarah,” he said, placing his hand over mine as I leaned against it, resting the weight of my body on my hands. “Come to bed.”

He stood and held out his hand for me and we walked into the house together. Taking the tea from my hand, he lifted me into his arms and kissed me.

“What are you doing?” I asked with a giggle when he began unlacing my night dress.

“Distracting your mind.”

Glancing around myself as he lay me on the sofa, I said, “Here? Right here?”

He nodded and stripped out of his clothes.

I wasn’t sure what it was about the view through the back door, the creaking of the couch, and the way he loved me with such ferocity, but this time felt different than all the others. We’d been married nearly four years, and the sex in all that time seemed too frequent to count, but this time... this time was different. Perhaps my heart wasn’t in it as it had been all the times before. Perhaps it was my yearning and desire for a baby. But something that time just felt different and I lay there and let him finish, putting a fake smile on my face each time our eyes met. 

“Sarah...” he said with almost a groan before collapsing on top of me with a kiss. “I love you.”

As he lay there, sweaty and breathless with his head against my breasts, I hesitated before I whispered, “I love you,” and kissed the top of his sweaty blond head. Did I love Jacob? Yes. But sometimes our love felt forced. 

We fell asleep on the rug in front of the fireplace, and though I was happy in the life I lived with him, I longed for something I couldn’t explain, and there were times I imagined he was someone I didn’t even know. Nevertheless, he was familiar and it was my life. Wasn’t it? My life seemed to begin when I met Jacob four years prior. I needed help and he was there for me. He had always been there for me and as unhappy as I was now, I couldn’t be a traitor to those days. 

“Jacob,” I said the next morning when I didn’t feel his warm body next to mine. I held the blanket against me and looked around the room. He was nowhere in sight. 

“Jacob,” I said once more. When I still heard nothing, I wrapped that old quilt his grandmother made around my naked body and walked down the hall to the kitchen. “Jake?”

“In here,” he said as he stacked pancakes onto a plate in front of me and sat on a bar stool to eat. “I have work to do today.”

“Oh. I thought you said you would have the whole weekend off.”

“It’s almost harvest, Sarah,” he said with a mouthful of food.

As much as I wanted a family with Jacob, it seemed almost impossible with his chosen career. Being married to a farmer had its benefits but also its downfalls, and though his career was as admirable as they came, the hours, never having time off, and feeling like he was married to the farm, weren’t exactly conducive to family life and having children. But that didn’t matter anyhow because we couldn’t have children. We tried and we failed. 

“Don’t be angry,” he said. “I know you’ve been meaning to go through all that old stuff in the attic. This will be the perfect time to get that done. Won’t it?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

What I didn’t tell him was that I’d been hoping for a day at the lake, but clearly, it wasn’t going to happen. He jumped off his stool and walked to the stairs, looking back at me as he said, “Hey, I’ll be in the back field if you need something. I love you. Have a nice day.” And just like that, he was gone to the fields for the 6th day this week. I  finished my pancakes and went upstairs to work in the attic.

Going through the attic wasn’t something I wanted to do or even put on my own list of things to do, but Jake’s family had lived in this house literally for as long as it had been built, which was since the 1800s or something like that. In that time, they had accumulated so much stuff that going through it all was inevitable. I sighed and got to work, separating our things from the stuff that had been there for years. I made piles of donations for the thrift store, trash piles, and a keep pile.  

“There’s so much,” I said and wiped the sweat from my forehead. The Virginia August heat felt so much worse in that attic. I located the only window up there and went over, pried it open, and let some air in. But in doing that, I knocked a case off an old dresser, spilling all the contents onto the floor. 

“Darn it!” I yelled when the old suitcase full of black and white photos burst open and all over the dusty wood floors. I scrambled to pick up the mess but caught my finger on a splinter, cutting my finger, and I accidentally got blood on the dress and a photograph as I was cleaning them up.

“Oops,” I said. “Hope that’s not a bad omen.”

Curiosity got the better of me as I was shoving everything into a pile, and I knelt to look through the decades of photos–some possibly even a century or older.

“Wow,” I said as I shuffled through them and looked at the faces of each and every person, some of whom had lived more recently in the 1950s, 80s, and sooner. But some were dated all the way back to the Civil War and I paused and concentrated on those for several minutes. Relaxing back on my behind now, I got comfortable as I looked through each and every photo. However, I paused on one in particular and turned it over to look at the date.

“1863,” I said. Disbelieving, I rubbed my eyes and shook my head. There was no way I saw what I saw. 

“It’s not possible,” I said as I stared at the photo of a woman with long black hair, pale skin, plump lips, and if I hadn’t seen the date on the back, I’d say I was staring at a photo of me.

“But how?” I whispered. Quickly, I shuffled through the pile again, looking for more. But it was the only one of her. “It must be a trick. Jake knew I was coming up here. He’s messing with me.”

I tucked the photograph into my back pocket to ask him about it later and then continued my clean-up efforts. I opened an old trunk and saw some dresses and other items of clothing. As I opened the trunk and pulled out a dress, the dust was like a smoke cloud popping up in front of me, and I coughed and waved the dust away as I shook out the first dress. 

“It’s so old,” I said, laying the antique dress out in front of me. “It has to be 100 years old,” I said and held it out in front of me as I stood to look in the old mirror across the room. As I stared at my reflection in the mirror, holding the dress against me, I imagined what it might’ve been like to live so long ago. Then I saw the photograph again. As I held the dress against my body, I saw her. I was looking at myself, but I saw the woman in the photograph almost as though I was staring at a ghost in the mirror and not myself. It freaked me out, and I froze. “What is happening?” I said before I dropped the dress onto the floor and ran out of the attic and into my bedroom to call my best friend.

My cell was still charging on my nightstand and I grabbed it up, dialing Jen. 

“Sarah?” she said. 

“Jen, are you at work?” I asked, plopping onto my bed.

“Nope. It’s my day off. Why? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I mean... I don’t know,” I said and pulled the photo from my back pocket staring hard at the woman once more.

“Do you need me to come over?”

“Maybe.”

“That means yes. Gimmie a few minutes and I’ll be there.”

She hung up and I flopped backward onto my bed, staring at the photo of the woman again, trying to figure out if it was real or not. 

“Doppelgangers are a thing, right?” I said and picked up my phone, opening the search bar to satisfy my mind’s curiosity.

“Doppelgangers...” I repeated as I typed it into Google. What I saw was astonishing. I scrolled through hundreds of photos of living, real people who looked eerily similar to other people. But was this what was happening? This woman was most likely in Jacob’s family’s past. I had a hard time believing it was a coincidence. Why was there a picture of her in our attic? I wanted answers. 

***
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When Jen showed up, I was still scrolling through information about Doppelgangers. Our relationship had always been relaxed and more like sisters than friends. She let herself in and walked right up to my bedroom. 

“Hey,” I said but continued scrolling through my phone.

She plopped down beside me. “Hey. So, what’s up?”

I handed her the photo of the woman. She reflected on it a moment before she said, “What is this?”

“Look at the back.”

Her eyes popped open when she saw the date. “She’s like your identical twin, Sarah!”

“I know! Now do you see why I was so freaked out?!”

“Yeah! Where did you get this?”

I sat up and put my phone on the table next to me. “In the attic, I’ve been going through old things of Jacob’s family.”

“Ooh! Sounds like fun! Let’s go see what else there is!”

Jen shot up from my bed and darted out of the room and into the hall. I hurried after her, grabbed the photo off the bed, and tucked it into my pocket once again. When I got up the stairs and into the attic, she was standing in front of the mirror with the dress. 

“This looks like the one the woman is wearing in the photo,” Jen said.

“I know. Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

Jen shrugged. “I don’t know. You should try it on.”

“No. It doesn’t feel right to me.”

“What? Why not?”

“It belonged to that woman and she’s dead. I feel like I’m robbing her grave.”

Jen looked at me like I was making no sense and she said, “Sarah, that’s ridiculous. Try on the dress.”

Sighing, I took the dress and said, “I’ll think about it.”

“Okay. Well, in the meantime, let’s look through some more stuff.”

I grabbed a box full of old newspapers and began scanning articles about the Civil War, which was clearly an interest to whoever stashed these things. 

“Look at this,” Jen said, holding out a newspaper showing highlights of a doctor named Dr. Morton in the South. “I wonder about his significance with Jacob’s family.”

I shrugged. “All of this stuff just seems like junk. I might throw it all away.”

As I said that, a gust of wind came through the window, and it caught the dress off the floor and pushed it across the room to us.

“Well, I’d take that as a sign to try on the dress, girl,” Jen said.

“Fine. Just let me clean this up first.”

I took the dress in my hands and stood, walking down the attic stairs to my room. I closed and locked the door behind me and stripped down to only my bra and underwear. Standing in front of the mirror that hung on the back of my bedroom door, I slipped the burgundy dress with a white lace collar over my head and buttoned it up the front. The dress was very dusty so I brushed it off several times before tying my hair up on top of my head to give it the look women of the 1800s might’ve had and not my long black curls. 

“Okay, Jen!” I hollered and opened the door.

But to my great surprise, Jen wasn’t there. “Where am I?”

I slammed the bedroom door shut and went to the mirror. A gasp escaped my lips as my reflection stared back at me. Gone were my long black curls, replaced by a neat bun of auburn hair. The woman in the mirror wasn't me, but she was. Her eyes, the same shade of startled green, held a flicker of recognition before morphing into a look of pure terror. The room itself seemed different, the worn wallpaper replaced by a richer floral pattern. A heavy oak desk sat in the corner, cluttered with medical instruments and flickering gas lamps. My heart pounded a frantic rhythm against my ribs. Had the dress... transported me through time? I heard someone coming down the hall and I peered my head out before I quickly slammed my bedroom door shut once again, collapsing my back against the door, and locked it closed. Breathing heavily, I panicked internally.  
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“What is happening?” I said multiple times when I glanced around my room and realized it was no longer my room. It was my house. But these were not my things. Panic started to really set in when I began searching all over the room for my cell phone but found it nowhere. 

“Oh no. What am I going to do?!” 

Pacing the floor back and forth for a few moments, I came up with a plan.

“How does someone even comprehend being transported to...”  I peered my head around the door and then quickly tucked myself back inside when I saw what appeared to be a servant walk by. “To an entirely different time?!”

The woman who had just walked by my room was no servant of my day. Her hair was wrapped in a cloth on the top of her head and her pale blue dress was covered by a long white apron with ruffles along the outer edges.

I knew I needed to get myself out of that room to find a way home, so I peeked my head around the door once again to be sure no one was there, and then I darted out and down the hall and to the stairs.

“Miss Ellie,” someone said to me as I reached the front door. So as not to be conspicuous, I stopped and said, “Yes?”

“Mr. Roman said to tell you that he be in the barn, Ma’am.”

“Thank you,” I said and hurried out the front door. 

“Roman? Who is Roman?” I whispered as I walked down the lane that was now only covered with dirt. Assuming she meant the large red barn at the top of the hill, I picked up the hem of that old dress and hoofed it up the hill behind the house to investigate who this Roman guy was. When I got halfway up the hill, I heard someone yell, “Ellie! Ellison! Wait!”

I figured whoever it was was calling for me since the woman in the house called me Ellie, so I stopped and waited for the man to catch his breath and catch up to me.

“Ellie,” he said, huffing and puffing beside me. There was something familiar in his face, but I couldn’t decipher what the familiarity was through his dark eyes and chocolate-colored mane. As he stood there in front of me breathing heavily, my eyes wandered from his dark eyes to where he had his shirt unbuttoned several buttons down and the chest hair peeked out of his shirt. Though there wasn’t much for my eyes to see, it was obvious this man was in excellent condition.

“Ellie,” he said. 

The man stopped short, his eyes narrowing. “You're not Ellie,” he stated, not as a question, but as a fact. A shiver danced down my spine. “No, I'm not,” I stammered. 

He studied me for a long moment, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his features.  “Who are you?” he asked. “You look just like a woman I know.”

“My name is Sarah Whitaker.”

“Why are you here?” he asked with a glance back at me.

“Um, this is gonna sound weird, but I’m not actually sure.”

“Oh. That’s fair I suppose. Can I help you get to where you need to be?”

I shrugged. “I don’t even know where I am.”

“You’re in Warrenton. This is Wadsworth's farm.”

“Oh,” I said, recognizing the name Wadsworth from Jacob’s family lineage. Panic rose inside me and I turned to walk back down the hill toward the treeline, and he hollered, “Sarah!” He ran to catch up with me and said my name again. “Sarah, you won’t want to go walking off into the woods alone these days.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“Well, soldiers of course. Everywhere’s a battlefield in these parts.”

“Soldiers, huh?” I repeated, stalling for time. “Are you one of them?” He chuckled a dry sound that did little to ease my anxiety. “No, ma'am. But I know these woods like the back of my hand. It wouldn't be safe for a woman alone, especially during these times.” He gestured vaguely towards the horizon. “Deserters and scavengers are worse than the battlefield itself.”

My mind raced. Could I trust him? He didn't seem hostile, but his motives were unclear. 

“I can help you get set up at the local hotel if you need.”

“That’s kind of you, but I don’t have any money.”

“Oh. Well, um, I have a place in town you are welcome to use at no charge,” he said.

“That is kind of you, but I barely know you.”

“Darlin’ I’m the least of your worries around here.”

We walked down the hill together and I wondered again about his motives and considered perhaps his behavior had something to do with the woman in the picture–the one I looked like.

“Why did you call me Ellison?” I asked.

“That’s who I thought you were. You look just like her. Are you sure you’re not related?”

I turned to face him and said, “Wait, are you not married to her?”

He laughed. His laugh seemed forced, a hollow sound that echoed in the stillness. “Married? No, ma'am. Not me. Wouldn't be any good for the likes of Miss Ellison.” 

I studied him for a moment and he seemed relaxed as he spoke, but his eyes, those sad dark eyes, held a flicker of something that contradicted his words. A flicker of... longing? Anger? Resentment perhaps? It sent a fresh wave of unease crashing over me. There was something else about Roman that sent a chill of unease through my body, but I couldn’t quite figure out what it was about him. There was something in his face that was familiar to me, but there was no way I knew him. Did he remind me of Jacob? No. That wasn’t it either. 

“Thank you for your kindness, but I’m sure I’ll be just fine,” I said and hurried my walking as I felt weirded out by the familiarity on his face. 

“Sarah!” he hollered and hurried to catch me.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said and glanced around myself. “I need to get home.”

“Alright. Where’s home?”

Tears pricked my eyes and I said, “It’s complicated.”

“How so?”

My eyes spilled over and I said, “This is going to sound crazy, but stay with me here.”

“Alright.”

“Sarah, what’s going on?”

“This is going to freak you out, but stay with me.”

Now he was the one to take a few steps back as he furrowed his brow and said “Alright.”

“What year is it?”

“1861.”

I nodded. “What if I told you I’ve been transported here from another time?”

Roman stared at me for a few seconds before he burst into hysterical laughter. “Good one.”

My face remained serious and he said, “Alright, prove it.”

Thinking hard about what to say to prove I know the future, I said, “The North wins the war. President Lincoln gets shot in the head in Ford Theater and dies. In 1865, slavery will be abolished in America.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I can’t prove to you things that happen in the future, nor can I prove to you things that have happened in the past because anyone can know about them. You’re just gonna have to take me at my word,” I said.

“Alright. Then why are you here, how did you get here, and why do you look exactly like Ellison Mae?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. But what I do know is this is my house in the year 2023.”

“You live in this house in the future?”

“Yes. I was somehow transported here from the future.”

“This... this is unbelievable,” he said, blinking his eyes quickly.

Sighing, I said, “I know. I found this old dress in my attic. I put it on and somehow ended up here. I don’t know how it happened, but I need to get home.”

He exhaled a low breath of exasperation and said, “Woah, alright. I need a minute.” With his hand on his forehead, he paced small circles where we stood for a few moments before he finally said, “Perhaps if you take the dress off?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s worth a try. Head up to the house and take off that old dress. I’ll be up shortly and if it works, you won’t be there. But if it doesn’t, I’ll help you figure this out.”

“Alright,” I said and turned to walk the hill. “Hey, thanks.”

“Sure thing,” he said and resumed fixing the wheel on the plow. “I figure there’s a reason you found me first, right?”

I glanced back at him with a smile and said, “Yeah. Maybe.”

When I got to the house, I searched for the older woman who had told me about Roman and I found her building a fire in the stove in the kitchen.

“I need to get ready for the day,” I said.

She turned around; her face was confused as she said, “Can you not find Nora?”

Thinking Nora was the maid who was wandering the hall outside the bedrooms earlier I said, “I didn’t notice her.”

“Probably doin’ the wash. I’ll send her to ya in a minute.”

I watched the round woman brush her wiry silver hair from her face before she wiped the sweat with a towel and left the kitchen through the back door. “Nora!” she hollered. My body stayed captivated by the kitchen for a few moments as I took in all the differences in my house–the walls that I knew as beige were painted a sage green, and the cabinets that surrounded the kitchen were no longer there but the walls stood empty and bare with only a wood stove, a cabinet for dishes, and two shelves for food. 

“Did ya need something else, Ma’am?”

Snapped out of my daze as the old, silver-haired servant walked back inside, I said, “No. Thank you.”

The change in the kitchen had me wondering about what else in the house was different, so I began to explore. The dining room was off the kitchen and pretty much felt the same–different furniture, different paint–but a dining room a dining room. Then I wandered into the front sitting room, which next to the kitchen felt the most changed. Jacob had added a fireplace mantle to the fireplace that had been destroyed over years of wear and tear, but the fireplace that stood in front of me right now was gorgeous. The large brick fireplace held its own mantle and the hearth that surrounded it was breathtaking. My wood floors were worn and kind of ugly, but looking beneath my feet I saw beautiful wood floors with minimal damage and wear, and above my head was a magnificent candle chandelier, and though my situation at the current time left my mind in chaos, my heart couldn’t help but feel captivated by the beauty my house once was. 

“Miss?” a young servant in a pale blue dress with a white apron said.

“Yes?”

“I have your bath water ready for you.”

I nodded and she followed me up the stairs to the bathroom, handing me a robe as she said, “I will lay out your dress for this evening. Did you want the navy one or the red one?”

“Which one does Mr. Roman prefer?”

“I’m not sure he prefers any, Miss.”

“You choose.”

Nora began to exit the bathroom and I said, “Wait.”

“Miss?”

“I’m going to ask you something a little strange, but just humor me, alright?”

“Alright.”

“What is my name?”

“Miss Ellison Wadsworth.”

“Who is my family?”

“Miss? Did ya bump your head or something?”

Holding my hand to my forehead, I replied, “Maybe.”

“Well, you get yourself cleaned up and relax for a few minutes while I get your dress ready.”

Once Nora was out of the bathroom, I unbuttoned the front of the dress and slipped my arms out of each sleeve with a small prayer of hope that taking the dress off would send me back. No such luck. There I stood with the dress at my feet still in 1861. I wondered if putting it back might help and I slipped it back on and closed my eyes, hoping to open my eyes to see my own life once more. If it wasn’t the dress, how did I end up here and how would I get home? Could I get home?

“Damn you,” I finally said, before tossing the dress in the corner as I stepped into the old metal tub and searched for the soap. The water was at least a decent temperature because sitting on that metal tub was not the best bathing experience I’d ever had. 

After soaking for several minutes and rubbing the bar of soap up and down my body, I reached for the towel and dried off before wrapping the robe around myself. The one nice thing about being in a time that was not my own was that I was experiencing things as though it was a vacation and although the tub was not a five-star resort, wrapping my body up in that silky robe felt like luxury.

As I walked down the hall to my room, Roman passed me, giving me a toothy grin.

“What?” I said.

He looked away and turned the knob to another room. “Nothin’,” he replied. 

Just as he was entering the room, I said, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” he said, and I thought maybe his eyes glanced down at my body in that thin, silky robe, but I couldn’t be certain. I especially believed so once he looked away awkwardly and placed his hand behind his head with a sigh.

“It’s gonna sound weird, but just answer it, okay?” I said.

“Alright, sure thing.”

“How do you know me? I mean, not me but Ellison.”

“What?”

I stepped closer and glanced around before I repeated myself. “How do you know me?”

“I’ve known her forever. I’ve been working on this farm since forever.”

“So... you work for her father?”

“Naw, not exactly. When I need the work, I come by here and he pays me to work the land for him. It’s not consistent work, but it’s better than nothing.”

Nora walked into the bedroom and was surprised to see him with me.

“Nora, could you give us a moment?” I said. 

“Certainly,” she said and closed the door. 

Once the door was closed, I locked it. He glanced over at me with those piercing eyes and I wondered how it was even possible Ellison wasn’t involved with this man.

No, Sarah! You are a married woman! You can’t think things like this about another man! Wow... he is a man. Were all men in this time so... mmm! No! Sarah! What is wrong with you? My thoughts about this man who was not my husband went crazy.

“Roman,” I said, trying to distract my mind from his beauty. “What’s your last name?”

“Whitaker.”

“What?”

He turned to look at me and repeated himself. “My last name is Whitaker.”

“But that’s my last name.”

“I know.”

“How do we have the same last name?” I said.

“I don’t know. I mean, technically, isn’t it your husband’s last name?” he said.

“Yes. It’s Jacob’s last name.”

Roman shook his head with a sigh, rubbing his hands over his face. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I’m just not sure how to help you, and you couldn’t have come to a worse time.”

“Why’s that?”

“The war. People are dying. Cities are being destroyed. Life as we know it will never be the same.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m from the future. I’m just trying to understand how we could be connected.”

“Oh. Right. Our names.”

“Any ideas?” I asked. 

His brow furrowed in concern. “We could look through the old family records of Ellison’s father. Maybe there’s something there that explains this.”

I nodded, grateful for his willingness to help. “That’s a great idea, Roman. Thank you.” A genuine smile spread across my face.
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Roman and I left the house and rounded the corner onto Main Street, the midday sun casting long shadows from the dusty storefronts. A lone dog barked from behind a hitching post, the only sound breaking the sleepy afternoon silence that awaited the sound of cannons in the distance of the Virginia hills. We walked the main street into town silently for several minutes, which made me uncomfortable and I began kicking the dirt on the road with my shoe.

“Roman,” I said.

“Yes?”

“How did you know I’m not Ellison?”

“You’re married, right?”

“Yes. My husband’s name is Jacob. We’ve been married four years.”

“So you spend a lot of time together,” Roman said.

“Yep. Well, not as much as I’d like because Jacob is a farmer and he works a lot.”

“Well, think of it as you and your husband as Ellie and me, except we aren’t married. We. We just spend a lot of time together.”

“You knew Ellison well, didn't you?” I asked, surprised by the pang of jealousy in my voice.

“Yes. I’ve known her since I was a young man. He hired me on when I was 19.”

“How old are you now?” I asked.

“Twenty-six.”

“And were you... I mean, were you romantic with her?”

“Naw, Ellison Mae didn’t look at me like that. Not me when she could have her pick of the whole town.”

“She could? How come?”

“She was rich and beautiful,” he said, glancing down at me, causing me to blush because I knew I looked just like her. 

“But you said I look like her.”

“Oh, you do. Believe me when I say that. But I could tell you aren’t her in the way you walk, the way you said my name, your eyes...”

“My eyes?” I said and glanced up at him.

“Yeah. You have beautiful eyes,” he said but looked away, rubbed his hand over his face, and quickly retracted. “I’m sorry. I know you are married. That was improper and I shouldn’t have said that to you. Please forgive me.”

A blush crept up my cheeks, and I looked down at my shoes again, surprised by how flustered I felt. I giggled and said, “Roman, it’s okay. Things aren’t as formal and proper where I’m from.”

“See? That’s exactly what I mean. Ellison never would’ve been so kind to me as you are”

“Oh? How was she then?” I asked.

“Ellison Mae wasn’t a sweet girl, Sarah. She bossed me around and told me what to do, but Ellison and I still had a special bond, not like a romantic one–I mean, sometimes I wanted that from her–but I knew it would never be. Ellie Mae was too good for me, so I resigned myself to being more like a brother to her, but I still thought she was a beauty,” he said, glancing down at me with a smile. 

“Oh,” I said and my eyes glanced up at Roman again as we approached the middle of town, and a pang of guilt stabbed at my chest alongside the jealousy I felt for Ellison. Why was I jealous of Ellison? Why should I feel anything at all for Roman? I hardly knew him. Jacob deserved better than a wife who blushed at compliments from another man. But something inside me felt satisfaction in Roman’s presence and felt happiness at the sight of him. His voice was music to my heart and brought a gentle stillness to the chaotic rhythm it was beating.  “You deserve someone who will give you everything, Roman,” I blurted out, surprising myself. 

The heat in my cheeks rivaled the southern sun. My outburst hung heavy in the air, a confession I hadn't meant to make. Roman's dark eyes held a mix of surprise and something deeper, something that made my heart skip a beat. He stopped walking and turned to face me, his dark eyes searching mine.

“Sarah,” he began, his voice low and husky. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. A loud BOOM echoed through the Virginia hills, closer this time. The sound of the cannons sent shivers down my spine and stole the words from my lips. Instinctively, I reached out, gripping Roman’s arm as my heart pounded in my chest. Roman reached out, his hand hovering over my hand gripping his arm for a fleeting moment before retracting.

He opened the door to his house and said, “C’mon. We should get inside,” his voice strained.  “The storm's coming, and not just the one on the horizon.”

Tears welled up in my eyes, blurring my vision. “I’m sorry. I don't know what I’m doing,” I choked out, overwhelmed by the weight of my emotions.

Roman's gaze softened, and he gently placed his hand over where my hand gripped his coat, sending a wave of relief through me. “It's alright.”

There was a strange and familiar feeling–the relief I felt through his touch–it felt like a forbidden promise, a spark against the backdrop of my guilt and fear. I barely knew this man, but the calmness he brought to my anxiety was like nothing I’d ever experienced from a man–not even Jacob–but it also felt familiar, though I didn’t know why. We stood there for a moment–the only sound was our ragged breaths and the approaching thunder.

“Roman,” I said as we stood and watched the glow in the fields in the distance and he held my hand on his arm. 

“Yes?” 

“I’m afraid.”

“Don’t be afraid.” His eyes glanced down at me as if to tell me he too was afraid, but his words said something different. And he and I stood there in solemn silence, communicating something to each other that hadn’t ever been said. All of a sudden, a frantic voice shattered the silence between Roman and me. 

“Roman! There you are!” 

A young woman with fiery red hair raced towards us, her face etched with worry. “The news is spreading like wildfire. The war is upon us, and Roman...” Her voice trailed off, and she looked from me to Roman with a knowing glint in her eyes. “Your brother has volunteered for the front lines.”

“Sam?!” Roman said.

The woman nodded. “Sam.”

Roman looked at me with panic and then back at the woman and he said, “Thank you for the information.”

Then he grabbed my hand and took off running through town, dragging me behind him as I kept up with his running as best I could.

My breathing labored as I watched Roman sprint through the dusty streets, his grip tightening on my hand as he pulled me behind him. The temporary relief I felt from my anxieties about my trip through time had been reignited by the urgency in Roman's movements. Where were we going? What was he thinking? I wanted to ask but I just kept running.

We reached the outskirts of town, his pace finally slowing as we saw a modest white house nestled between the woods and the edge of the town. We stepped onto the wood porch and Roman flung open the door without knocking, and a wave of frantic energy washed over me.

“Sam! Are you here?” Roman called out, his voice tight with worry.

A figure emerged from the back room, his features mirroring Roman's except for a dusting of freckles across his nose. He was stockier than Roman and a bit shorter, but it was obvious the two men were brothers. “Roman? What's going on?”

Relief flooded Roman's face, momentarily erasing the panic in his eyes. “Thank God you're alright,” he said, enclosing his arms around his brother for a momentary hug.

“Of course I’m alright. Why wouldn’t I be?” Sam asked, grabbing Roman’s shoulders in his hands.

As I watched the discourse happen between the two brothers, I noticed that they were most likely close in age and probably cared a lot for one another. There was something in me that felt envious of that relationship, and it only furthered my curiosity of that time, which seemed so different from my day. 

“We heard...” Roman trailed off, his gaze flicking to me before settling back on his brother.

“Heard what?” Sam asked, his eyes widening slightly as he noticed me for the first time. 

“I heard that you’re going to fight on the front lines.”

“I am,” Sam said.

“Why?” Roman asked.

Sam walked away and into the small kitchen, returning a moment later with a bottle of amber liquor. “Who is this?” Sam asked, his eyes moving from my head to my toes and back again as he drank from his liquor bottle. The liquor, a harsh whiskey judging by its color, seemed more like a weapon than a comfort in his calloused hand.

“This is Sarah,” Roman said. 

An older man with a weathered face and a stern expression stood in the doorway of the kitchen, his gaze sweeping between the three of us. A heavy silence descended, broken only by the creak of the floorboards under the older man's weight. His gaze, sharp as a hawk's, swept over the room, lingering on me for a moment longer than I was comfortable with. Was it a flicker of recognition in his steely eyes, or simply suspicion at the sight of a woman he’d never before seen in Sam’s house and with Roman? Did he possibly know Ellison and my face reminded him of hers? I wasn’t sure, but his steely voice made me uneasy enough to move out of his view as he said. “Roman, we need to talk about your enlistment.”

Roman hesitated, his gaze darting between me and the man. The man, who had a gaze that could crack stone, surveyed the room, his eyes lingering on me for a beat longer than necessary. Was it because I was a woman, out of place in this rustic setting, or was there something more he sensed?

My heart pounded with fearful anticipation as I waited for Roman’s reply, a frantic drumbeat against the backdrop of my escalating fear. Though I’d only just met Roman, I was relying on him for everything at the moment and the thought of Roman–the only connection I had in this strange time–being swallowed by the horrors of war was far more terrifying than the uncertainty of my own future, trapped as I was in the past.
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Roman stood rigid and stiff, his eyes fixed on the older man, not having given his reply to him, but their eyes were speaking what their mouths were not. The man, whose narrow eyes stared Roman down without faltering to pressure him for an answer, repeated himself.

“We need to talk about your enlistment, Roman.”

“My what?” Roman said.

My heart nearly stopped when I realized Roman was going to have to enlist in fighting this war, and instinctively–though I’d only known this man a few hours–I reached my hand out to my right and intertwined my fingers in his, pulling his hand to my side. As I did that, I noticed his eyes looking my way for a brief moment–taking notice of my panic–before he replied, “I don’t plan to enlist.”

“You must. It is your duty to fight for Virginia.”

“I will not.”

A heavy silence settled over the room, broken only by the rasp of his breath. His narrowed eyes bored into Roman, searching for any flicker of defiance. “You must,” he repeated, his voice low and gravelly.

Roman reacted instantly, his grip tightening around mine in silent reassurance. His knuckles were white, betraying the turmoil churning beneath his stoic facade. Then, to my utter surprise, he released a defeated sigh. “I will not,” he stated, his voice firm at first, then wavering slightly. 

The older man’s posture stiffened. “It is your duty.” His voice echoed in the small house.

Still gripping my hand, Roman hesitated, his gaze darting between the older man’s and me.  “Where do I report?” Roman asked, his voice surprisingly steady.

A gasp escaped my lips before I could clamp my hand over my mouth. Roman reacted instantly, his fingers tightening around mine in a reassuring squeeze. Why would he agree to go? Now, not only was his life on the line but mine as well. Trapped in this strange past, entangled in a war I barely understood, I felt a surge of determination rise within me. I wouldn't be a passive observer. Somehow, I had to find a way to help Roman, to change the course of this dangerous path he'd chosen, or to make a way for myself in this war and make a difference too for Roman and for me.

“North camp tonight at dusk. Sam will be reporting as well,” he said. Then he looked at me and said, “We could use some nurses if you have any experience or even if you don’t. You’re a pair of hands and that’s what we need the most.”

I couldn't believe my ears. Was this really happening? I just wanted to go home. I wanted Jacob’s protection. Instinctively, I closed my eyes to choke back my tears. No longer did I want to be here trapped in this time.

Shock rendered me speechless as the man walked out. Roman slumped down into the chair next to him, resting his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands, most likely digesting the realness of what was to come. I wanted to help ease his worry, but I barely knew him, and I was grappling with my own fears about the whole situation. So, I did the best I could, and I grabbed the bottle of whiskey Sam had been drinking, knelt in front of Roman, and said, “It’s gonna be okay,” my voice shaking despite my resolute words.

Roman looked into my eyes, took the whiskey from my hand, and took a swig from the bottle, sloshing the liquid around in his mouth a moment before he swallowed it down–the harsh liquor creating a fiery path in his throat that paved the way to numb his fear for what was to come.  As he lowered the bottle, our eyes met with a spark of something akin to defiance flickering within them. A ghost of a smile played on his lips as he reached out a hand, his thumb brushing against my cheek in a gesture both tender and unexpected. The simple touch sent a jolt through me, a spark of connection amidst the gathering darkness. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“No. I know,” I said with a worried breath of air. “But why did you agree?”

“He was right. It’s my duty. I know you don’t understand, and you may not even understand the entirety of the war, but this is my life and it’s where I’m from. It’s my duty to serve.”

The fear I felt flooded my body when I realized he was actually going to go, and he must’ve sensed my fear because he sighed deeply. My gaze focused on the light shining in through the kitchen window, reflecting on the dust in the air, and it painted a picture in my mind of the haze that settled in the hills and valleys from the gunfire and cannon smoke–a grim picture of what was to come. 

I wasn’t sure if he was frustrated with me, the situation, or just overwhelmed, but 

He looked up at me and said, “Come with me.”

“What?”

“He was right. You could be a nurse and help the soldiers... help me...and I could keep you close.”

“And how am I gonna figure out how to get home?”

Roman’s dark eyes searched mine for something I hadn’t said. When he didn’t find what he wanted in my eyes, he said, “You want to leave then?”

“Well, yeah,” I said with a shrug. “I have to go home eventually. Right?”

“Of course,” he replied, blinking quickly as he looked away, but there was something in his voice that contradicted his words. “But in the meantime, uh, this is a way I could keep an eye on you.”
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