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            "It's the kind of place that passersby barely notice and would never stop.  It's also the kind of place that's cherished if you live there."
Many such places exist, waiting to be found.
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Prologue
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“I woke up with car keys in my hand.”  Charlotte let her statement hang and watched her best friend’s eyes narrow.  Ivy’s jaw quirked sideways as she bit her bottom lip.  Charlotte waited patiently and anticipated what her first question might be.  Sitting by the windows in their favorite diner, she had plenty of time to let Ivy think.  She took a bite of scrambled eggs and gazed outside.  Across the street, an older man in a Chicago Cubs jacket held the door to Cozy Cups open for his companion.  Shamrock and leprechaun decals still decorated the storefront even though St. Patrick’s Day had passed.  Every Saturday, Charlotte and Ivy met on the nearby corner and chose either the tiny coffee shop or the diner depending on how hungry they were.  On this brisk morning in late March, Ivy had demanded pancakes.

“Your car keys?”  Of all the possible questions, that one was unexpected.

Charlotte shot Ivy an incredulous look.  “Whose else would they be?  It’s not like I have a roommate.  They were my spares, the ring I keep in the top drawer of my nightstand.”

“Well at least you didn’t sleepwalk to get them.  It’s still disturbing though.  I assume you were having the dream again?”

“Yes. It’s the fifth time in two months.”

Ivy smiled like she had already known the answer.  Her blue eyes darted briefly to the large tote bag beside her on the bench seat.  Before Charlotte could ask about its contents, Ivy pressed ahead.

“Was there anything new in the dream?  Take me through it again, just as you saw it last night.”

Charlotte paused and closed her eyes.  Last night’s version of the dream revealed a few new surprises.  Rather than jump ahead, she resolved to start from the beginning and get every detail right.

“I’m walking in a dark house.  Although I can’t think of a house I’ve been in that’s like it, I never have to flip a light switch on to find my way.  Even in the dark, it feels familiar somehow.  I start in the living room near a curved wall in the corner.  I can feel the hardwood floor beneath my feet.  The only sound is my own breathing.  I cross the room to a staircase and go up.  The stairs are narrow and double back at a landing halfway up to reach the second floor.  From there I see the only light in the house, coming from a room facing the backyard.  When I investigate, there’s a large three-wick candle burning in a tarnished brass holder.  It smells fresh in the room, kind of like camping in the woods when I was a kid.  The candle is sitting on a small desk centered in the middle pane of a bay window.  I walk to the desk.”  She opened her eyes and looked across the table.

Ivy nodded.  “That’s all the same so far.  What else is on the desk?”

Charlotte inhaled deeply to quell her excitement.  She would get to the new details and the item on the desk that had been absent before.  Hashing through the recurring elements first seemed best.  She tucked her ash brown hair behind both ears and held her left palm just above the table.

“The journal is here on the left side of the desk.  I’m afraid to pick it up.”  She pursed her lips in thought.  “Maybe ‘afraid’ is the wrong word.  I’ve told you before how important the journal feels.  I’m usually mesmerized by it but I never open it or even touch it.”  She paused as her mind struggled with how to express the feeling in the dream.  “The journal is almost sacred.  Something to be respected.”  Charlotte nodded to herself before adding, “But ironically that’s not where my attention goes this time.”  Ivy raised an eyebrow and motioned for her to continue.

“As always, there’s a framed picture of an elderly woman next to the candle.  Last night I picked it up for a closer look.  She’s at the same desk and window in the picture that I’m standing in front of in the room.”  Charlotte took a deep breath.  “She’s wearing a simple floral shirtdress.”  She shrugged.  “It might be yellow but it’s hard to tell if that’s just the candlelight.”

“You’ve never mentioned what she’s wearing before.”

“Because this time was different.  Instead of sitting in the chair looking out the bay window, she’s standing up and looking right at me.  I can see her face clearly.  I’d recognize her if I saw her.  She’s holding a finger to her mouth like she’s shushing me, telling me to be quiet.  Her other hand is reaching towards me with keys dangling in her grasp.”

Ivy took a beat to process the change.  Her eyes narrowed again as she drew her conclusion.  “A bit on-the-nose as messages from your subconscious go, don’t you think?”

Charlotte cocked her head and met Ivy’s eyes.  “And that message is... what exactly?”

“Isn’t it obvious?  Get up!  Take action.  She’s giving you keys and you woke up with keys in hand for crying out loud.  The only question is where to go.”

Ivy reached for her tote and pulled out a small gift bag.  She passed it over the table and shook it gently, urging Charlotte to take it.  “I promise it’s nothing to be afraid of but it’s certainly important.  I searched for one as close as I could get to your description.”

When Charlotte opened the bag, her brown eyes widened.  Inside was a journal with a two-toned, pink and tan cover just like the one she had told Ivy about a month ago.  She gaped at her friend and gasped, “How could you possibly have found this?”

“The internet has everything if you look hard enough.  There are lots of stationery shops in the world.”

Charlotte took the journal out gingerly, like she was handling fine porcelain.  She flipped it over in her hands and then back again.  The faux leather cover was soft and supple with craftsmanship so detailed it wouldn’t surprise her if it was handmade.  Fine stitching adorned the edges and lay at the seam where the pink and tan patches met.  A tan elastic strap attached to the back formed a loop that secured the top cover when the journal was closed.  A thin pink ribbon affixed at the spine peeked out from the bottom of the cream pages as a placeholder.  She held it up to Ivy and insisted, “But it’s perfect.  It’s exactly the same.”

Ivy shook her head.  “You only think so because it’s close enough.  Or maybe it’s the journal from your dream because you want it to be.  In any case you’re going to need it.”

Charlotte leaned back and tried to gather her thoughts.  The woman offering her keys had been a big difference in her dream last night.  Another change fit Ivy’s line of thinking as well.  Ivy had drawn her conclusion about going somewhere without knowing about the extra item on the desk.  Charlotte thought she might be right but struggled with the details.  Could she really do this?  How long would she need to be gone?  Maybe she could convince her boss to let her work remotely if the trip extended for too long.  Her practical side rebelled against the wild idea forming in her mind.  She would literally be chasing her dream.

She locked eyes across the table.  “There was a map on the desk last night.”

Ivy bounced halfway out of her seat and clapped her hands together over her breakfast.  Her right hand rebounded and knocked over a nearly empty glass of orange juice.  Righting it quickly, she lunged for the napkin dispenser at the edge of the table and grabbed a wad big enough to mop up the spill.  Charlotte reached out to help but Ivy batted her hands away.  “Don’t get distracted now!  Tell me about the map!”

Charlotte shrugged helplessly.  “It was a single sheet of paper, creased down the center.  It wasn’t a street map exactly.  It reminds me a little of the black-and-white maps we get at campgrounds, with paths and symbols on it.  There was a word on the left side but I couldn’t read it by just the light coming from the candle.”

Ivy stared at her friend, gritting her teeth.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”  She tossed the napkins aside and placed both hands slowly and deliberately on the table.  Her eyes never left Charlotte’s as she regained her composure.  When she finally spoke, her voice was quiet but resolute.  “I’m going to ask one question.  It’s multiple choice.  Answer quickly.  Got it?”

Charlotte shook her head but then relented.  “Okay, shoot.”

“North, south, east or west?”

“Uh...”

“Don’t think.  Pick one.”

“North?”

Ivy beamed in triumph.  “Then north it is!  That makes perfect sense.  You made references to camping twice just now when describing your dream, both in the scent of fresh air and the style of the map.  Wisconsin is where your mind would be drawn.”

Charlotte balked.  “But I don’t know where to go.  Or if I should even go at all.  How would I possibly find the house?  I’ve never even seen it from the outside.”

“First, don’t be ridiculous.  This isn’t about the house.  Second, stop being practical.  Don’t get me wrong, that’s served me well as your best friend over the years but sometimes it’s a flaw.  Sometimes you just have to take a chance and jump.”  Ivy spread her hands wide and leaned forward in challenge.  “I invite you to consider the alternative.  What happens if you don’t go?  Think about that.  You woke up with car keys in your hand.  If you don’t take this trip as Awake Charlotte, you might end up sleep-driving it instead.  I’m not even joking.  That’s a thing.  It could happen.”

Charlotte took several slow, deep breaths through her nose as if she needed extra oxygen to come to a decision.  She glanced to her shoulders, back and forth, like she was listening to a chorus of advisors perched on either side and whispering in her ears.  Finally, she shrugged and looked to Ivy for a push.

“But, if it’s not about the house, why am I going?”

“Isn’t it obvious?  I’ve listened to you vent about your marketing career feeling stalled for a while now and you haven’t put an ounce of energy or focus towards changing it.  I think your subconscious is telling you to get away and figure it out.”

Charlotte’s eyes wandered back to the window as she considered Ivy’s advice.  She banked unused vacation time almost every year and could press her boss to let her take two weeks off.  Martin would grumble about the time away but he would relent if she worked ahead and met some upcoming deadlines early.  However, the idea of taking a roadtrip without a preset destination seemed daunting.  She started wondering about the expenses of an unplanned vacation and Ivy read her mind.

“You must have saved up a good stash of money living like you do, so that’s not an issue.”  Ivy’s mouth twisted and she met Charlotte’s eyes.  “Just go.  Wherever your whims take you, just go and work on ‘you.’  I’d come along but I’m swamped at work.  Besides, this is your personal journey.  I think it’s something you should do alone.”

Although Charlotte sat up straighter and set her jaw, she couldn’t quite bring herself to accept the task.  Ivy gave another verbal shove.  “You’ll regret it if you don’t go.  You know I’m right.  Take two weeks, load your jeep and hit the road towards Wisconsin.  Write about your adventure in this journal.  Figure out where the road of life is taking you as you go.”

Ivy crossed her arms and stared at her friend, waiting.  There was a final trump card to play.  Charlotte never backed out after giving her word.  “Promise me you’ll go and make it soon.  Remember, without taking action you’re Sleepwalking Charlotte.”

At last, Charlotte gave a firm nod.  There isn’t really another option, she thought.  Nothing about her dream scared her except the consequences of ignoring it.
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Charlotte pondered the growing pile in the center of her small living room and doubted its contents would all fit inside her jeep.  She needed to pare things down.  Surely she could lay out some basic parameters that would reduce the mountain before her.  Whatever remained in the pile would be loaded in the morning and her adventure would start.  She needed to focus.

This isn’t a typical vacation, she thought.  And it’s April.  She eliminated the swimwear, half the pairs of yoga pants and the shorts she had included for working out.  She never exercised when she traveled to conferences and given everything on her mind it was unlikely to happen on this trip either.  She had no idea what she’d need but decided to keep things simple.  She kept a few pairs of comfortable jeans and slacks along with no-iron tops that could be dressed up or down.  Several favorite t-shirts made the cut.  They wouldn’t take up much room and she could sleep in them as well.

She separated a large nylon bag from the pile, the tent she bought last summer for a spelunking trip with Ivy.  She had enough money to stay in reasonably priced hotels and camping in Wisconsin in late April would be cold anyway.  The sleeping bag and the folding chair next to it soon followed.  She didn’t need to sit shivering in a tent to think about her life, did she?  That’s not even why I’m really going, she thought.

A pair of binoculars caught Charlotte’s eye next and gave her pause.  This wasn’t a sightseeing trip but she was definitely looking for something.  Something very specific, she admitted.  She hoped to find the house from her dream and the woman in the picture.  Ivy kept reminding her that the trip wasn’t actually about the house.  Her friend insisted the dream was metaphorical, a construct of Charlotte’s mind urging her to get away and find herself.  Charlotte had to concede that after turning thirty last fall she felt like she wasn’t moving forward anymore.  She had a lot to figure out about her future.  Maybe Ivy was right.  In her dreams though, Charlotte could feel the house.  It had presence.  Weight.  Although she couldn’t explain why, it almost called to her.  As crazy as it sounded, she needed to find it.

She had only seen the house from the inside in a dream shrouded in darkness.  Charlotte moved away from her pile and sank into her couch against the wall.  She hugged a throw pillow close to her chest.  Her eyes wandered as her mind tried to make sense of her trip.  To her left, the waning afternoon sun shone with no warmth through the sliding glass door that led to a small balcony.  One of two plastic chairs had blown over in a March storm but since the balcony only saw summer use it remained on its side.  To her right, the living room opened to a small kitchen.  A counter divided that space from her foyer and front door.  She spotted her quilted jacket hanging on its hook and her hiking boots next to a storage bench.  She rose, crossed to the bench and extracted a baseball cap to fling towards her living room pile.

She picked up her cell phone from the kitchen counter and texted Ivy: 


How can I find the house when I’ve only seen the inside?



She thought Ivy might still be busy at her office even on Friday.  While she waited for a reply, Charlotte grabbed a soda from the refrigerator and settled onto a barstool at the counter.

Her eyes mimicked her mind’s search for answers but her plan was as blank as the white walls of her one-bedroom apartment.   Less than a week after promising Ivy she’d take this trip, she approached her boss for two weeks off.  Martin had made it sound like she asked for an eternity.  Now just a few weeks later, the task ahead seemed impossible even without the deadline.  She believed the house existed, at least she thought she did.  If she couldn’t find it in two weeks, then what?  Odds were she wouldn’t.  Would she have the courage to call Martin and ask for another week or even to work remotely for a while?  Charlotte’s shoulders dropped.

She glanced at her laptop sitting on the pile.  She could produce her content from the road but her boss would never agree to a long-term remote work setup.  The company vehemently resisted employees who pressed for remote status.  Even if the company changed, Martin never would.  His heavy-handed management style demanded his employees stay under his nose.

Charlotte’s practicality and pride kept her in her job.  She created clear and engaging communications and the company recognized her good work.  When she planned a company event, it was sure to go well.  For all of Martin’s faults, he gave her good performance reviews and fair pay raises.  However, he never talked about her career progression and Charlotte knew that was in character.  She doubted he would ever offer a promotion and, if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t sure she wanted one.  Accepting a promotion was a promise to stay and the thought didn’t excite her.  She thought she should know what she wanted before committing to anything.  She wasn’t unhappy but she did the same things every day, every month, every year.

She knew she should consider her career trajectory more than she did but, on the other hand, there were advantages to having less responsibility.  If she were in a management position now, could she get away with this vacation without having to check in daily?  Her current role had entirely predictable demands.  In the few weeks since deciding to go on her trip, she had put in extra time at work.  Martin had all the files necessary to meet the marketing calendar deadlines through mid-May.  She was free and clear for two weeks and felt an urgency to make every moment count.

Charlotte reached for her new journal and the silver pen she had bought to keep with it.  She hadn’t written a single entry yet but could start now by musing about her career.  Dating the page seemed like a good way to begin: April 26th.  Her pen hovered over the next line as if repelled by the empty space.  She willed herself to write even one sentence but found the subject unworthy of the first entry.  The journal Ivy had found was beautiful.  It was important.  It had presence and weight, like the mystery house, and only important thoughts should go into it.

She began sketching the floor plan of the house from her dreams.  She had told Ivy she knew her way even in the dark.  Her pen started with the most distinctive feature she could remember, an arc at the bottom left corner of the first floor.  The curved corner sat on an exterior wall and the outside of the house would have this same detail.  In her mind’s eye, she could see the dim outline of a single window frame on either side.  Putting herself back into her dream, the bottom floor of the house felt strangely like home.  Two armchairs sat by the front window where her own living room couch would be.  From there, the front door and foyer were to her right and the kitchen was opposite the front door.  In the mystery house, a staircase divided the kitchen from the foyer but otherwise the layout was familiar.

Curved corner aside, the general shape of the bottom floor felt simple and square.  There were no long hallways to navigate.  She wasn’t sure what lay beyond the living room at the back corner of the house but a dining room was her guess.  What else could it be on the bottom floor next to the kitchen in a small house?  Before she moved on to the second floor, she drew slim rectangles for the windows she could see in her dream, the two in the living room and another in the foyer.

Considering the staircase, she remembered a tiny window halfway up at the landing that divided the flights.  She didn’t know how to draw a feature between the floors and made a note at the edge of the page.  She supposed the top floor was roughly the same size as the first floor.  Why wouldn’t it be?  Did the curved wall in the living room extend all the way up?  She drew a simple square for the second floor for now.  In her dream, she always turned towards the light coming from the back room.  She tried to recall the instant she paused at the top of the stairs.  That spot couldn’t even be called a hallway, just an upper landing with four doors and barely enough space for a small piece of furniture.  She nodded in understanding.  A room for each corner of the house then.

Her pen divided the upper quadrants unevenly and made the back room the largest.  The candlelight in her dream emanated from the room above the dining room.  The desk at the three-paned bay window faced the backyard.  She focused on the window and noted what she didn’t see.  The view wasn’t blocked by another house.  She wondered if the house backed up to a field or maybe a park and she added that musing to her growing notes.

It occurred to her that the room over the kitchen could be a bathroom sharing a water wall.  There had to be one somewhere.  The assumption led to another revelation.  There must be a basement, she thought excitedly.  There was no utility room in her layout so far and no place it could be other than below.  The stairs down to the basement would most likely run under the upper half of the stairs going to the second floor.  Admittedly another guess, it was a logical one.  Charlotte jotted a note about the likely basement at the edge of the page.

Her phone vibrated with a new text message:


Go to Wisconsin first.  Trust your instincts from there.  Drive safe!



Ivy punctuated her message with a smiley emoji but Charlotte noted what was missing.  It came as no surprise that Ivy ignored her question about finding the house.  Her friend didn’t believe it existed.  She kept referring to Charlotte’s roadtrip as a journey of self-discovery and encouraged Charlotte to write in the journal to work through what she wanted next out of life.  “Use it to get out of your rut,” she had said.

Still, Charlotte found Ivy’s advice useful.  Trust your instincts, she repeated to herself.  Looking at her sketches, Charlotte felt the house existed more than ever.  She had also discovered the journal’s true purpose.  Taking time to think, she had surmised enough about the house to know what to look for even if she didn’t yet know where to look: a small, two-story house with a curved front corner and with a three-paned bay window on the upper floor in back, overlooking an open area.  It was a start.  She closed the journal and carried it to her pile.

Her bedroom shared a wall with her living room.  She moved to it, noting with a smile that it would be the dining room in the mystery house.  Rummaging through her closet, she pulled out a large duffle bag, a small backpack, a rolling carry-on and a smaller tote.  She tossed the tote into the bathroom on her way back to her pile, intending to fill it with toiletries in the morning.  Back in the living room, she packed her nicer clothes into the carry-on and the rest into the duffle.  The backpack would be her day bag for whatever she thought she needed as her trip unfolded.

As she looked over her luggage, the journal peeking out of the front pocket of her backpack, she now had all the excitement of going on a treasure hunt.  She would look for clues and write about them each day.  She would explore the memories of her dreams and search for signs that pointed her in the right direction.  She would piece together the mystery of the house with the curved wall and find the woman in the picture on the desk.  Despite her newfound enthusiasm, a sliver of doubt crept into her thoughts.  She may have whittled down her packing pile but the idea of finding a needle in a giant haystack came to mind.
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The I-90 West expressway had turned due north not long ago as Charlotte’s jeep approached the Wisconsin border.  She could have taken I-94 instead and followed Lake Michigan’s coast out of Chicago but a coin flip with her morning coffee had made her first decision of the day.  The possibility that she already started in the wrong direction nagged at her but she refused to listen.  She had two weeks off and adventure ahead of her.  She turned the radio louder and sang along to drown out her doubts.

Her parents had taken her camping in Wisconsin almost every year while she was growing up.  Had she opted for the I-94 route, she might have ended up in Door County and on very familiar ground.  Her mind wandered blissfully through memories of rented cabins, state park hikes and boat rides.  She loved camping and had successfully cultivated some of that same love in Ivy.  They camped a few weekends each summer but usually stayed within a couple hours of Chicago.  Last year’s trip to Kentucky had been an outlier and pure joy.  They had pitched their tent in a campground near Carter Caves State Resort Park and spent a full week exploring all the area had to offer.  They had gotten muddy, wet, drunk, silly and stuffed.  Charlotte smiled as she pictured Ivy caked in dirt and laughing hysterically after crawling through their first cave together.

She wondered if there would be another trip like it anytime soon.  As much as Ivy pestered her to use her vacation time, she noticed how often Ivy failed to take her own advice.  While Ivy kept her weekends sacred, especially since meeting her latest boyfriend, she habitually worked late during the week.  She was a rising star in the legal department at her company.  Promoted for the second time not long after the Kentucky trip, she continued to put in brutal hours to prove her worth.  Charlotte mused that she envied Ivy’s ambition more than her success.  Ivy was driven and passionate about her career while Charlotte simply didn’t mind her job.  There was a big difference.

A blue sign suspended over the expressway caught Charlotte’s attention: 


Wisconsin Welcome Center – Rest Area – ¼ Mile



She must have crossed the border and missed it.  Her morning coffee sent a signal just then that now was the perfect time for a pit stop.  Charlotte moved into the right lane and dropped out of cruise control.  She took the rest area’s exit ramp and veered left at the fork that divided car and truck parking.  The grass was a mottled patchwork of vibrant greens and stubborn yellows on either side of the drive.  Short evergreens and trees with spring growth dotted the lawn as she crept forward to park close to the main building.  Her blue jeep joined a dozen other cars at mid-morning but no one lingered outside in the chilly air.

Had it really been over a decade since she last spent a week in Wisconsin?  Her parents retired to Florida not long after Charlotte graduated college, wanting to be closer to cruise ship ports and in a warmer climate.  Charlotte loved the different seasons and found her starting position in marketing locally before she had even graduated.  She had job-hopped only once to settle into her current company.  The Chicago suburbs were home.

She slipped into her jacket and headed up the sidewalk.  Her steps quickened as a brisk wind whipped the flags atop the poles in front of the one-story building made of timber and stone.  Warm air welcomed her as she entered.  A raised roof ran the length of the structure to make the interior feel spacious.  Wooden benches divided the tiled floor down the center like dashed lines on a highway.  She spotted the women’s restroom and made a beeline for it.

Exiting the bathroom, Charlotte took her time to explore the lobby with more care.  A sign for the Welcome Center hung above a wide entrance to an alcove resembling a small store.  Two staff members stood behind its long counter, each talking to a different visitor.  A large statue of the University of Wisconsin-Madison mascot stood near the right-side wall.  “Bucky Badger” struck an imposing pose captured mid-stride in red suspenders and pants over a red-and-white checked shirt.  Under his feet, white block lettering declared “GEMÜTLICHKEIT” on a red circular base.  She thought to ask the staff what it meant when they were free.

The lobby itself displayed maps and advertisements for a wide array of attractions.  High on the walls, scenes of happy people hiking, golfing, kayaking and posing amid the state’s natural beauty beckoned Charlotte to embrace adventure.  She walked the perimeter seeking inspiration from the posters.  One urged her to “Go Wild” in Whitewater.  She was assured that “Good Times Start in Tomah.”  Another display included an emblem resembling a road sign and suggested she should “Explore US-51.”  Upon closer inspection, US-51 started in Beloit just a couple miles west of the rest area and ran north through the center of the state.  A collage of small postcards invited her to visit towns along the route.  Pictures of old cars were scattered around the highway emblem like a scrapbook.  It was good marketing, she thought, with a vibe like “Get Your Kicks on Route 66.”

Charlotte stepped to a collection of large maps displayed on the far wall.  On the main road map in the center, she traced US-51 through the state to see where it ended.  She would find herself near the western edge of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula if she took the route all the way north.  The idea of sticking to one road while wandering through the entire length of the state was appealing.

A series of smaller maps encircled the main road map.  One showed all the counties of Wisconsin along with their county seats.  Another divided the state into various regions and displayed folded tourist guides for each.  She assumed she could find copies of those in the Welcome Center and glanced back.  The staff was still busy with a lingering patron.

At the bottom corner of the wall, an old black-and-white map caught Charlotte’s eye.  It was unremarkable at first, a topographical map with only a few words on it.  Oddly, its lack of color in a room screaming for her attention made it special and she moved closer.  Titled simply “Landforms of Wisconsin,” she noted immediately that those weren’t the biggest words on the poster.  In the western central area of the state, amongst a choppy chaos of ridges and valleys, a single word in heavy strokes demanded her focus and caused her to still:


Driftless



She stared at it and realization struck her.  She couldn’t describe her current condition more perfectly.  Whether about the trip or her career or her life, she felt she had no direction or sense of where to go.  There was power and irony in the word glaring at her emblazoned on a map of all things.  The austere map offered no explanation for its accusation.  An urgent compulsion rose in her.  She had to know why the word was there and what it meant.

Charlotte turned on her heel and marched towards the Welcome Center just as the last visitor exited the alcove.  As she entered, a middle-aged man in wire-rimmed glasses smiled broadly.  “Welcome to Beloit and to Wisconsin.  I’m Stan.  Can I help you with your visit?”

“I hope so,” Charlotte said while returning the smile.  “I was curious about one of the maps on the far wall, the black-and-white one that says ‘Driftless’ on it.”

“Hmm,” he started, scratching his chin.  “It must be new.  I don’t think I know that map.”  He rallied and added, “But I do know what the Driftless Area is.”  He nodded as much to himself as to Charlotte.  “When a glacier melts and deposits sediment, it’s called ‘drift.’  You see, the southwestern and central western parts of Wisconsin didn’t have glaciers during the last ice age and so no drift was deposited.  Therefore, it’s Driftless.”

“And it’s a beautiful part of Wisconsin,” the woman next to Stan said, sidling over to join in.  “Are you looking for a scenic drive or more of a destination spot?”

Charlotte had a destination in mind but how could she explain to these people that she was looking for a very specific house that may or may not be in the state, much less exist at all?  She wanted to be honest yet not sound like a lunatic.  “I’m not sure...” she said simply, stalling for time to think.

“You could head to the Wisconsin Dells,” Stan suggested.  “It’s on the east edge of the Driftless Area and there’s lots to do there.  If you have the time, a couple days in the Dells before heading farther west would give you a nice combination of pretty drives and unique attractions to visit.”

Stan’s colleague pivoted to the magazines and flyers displayed on the shelves behind the counter.  She gathered several before fanning them out in front of Charlotte.  “There are coupons in this one and descriptions of spots to visit in the Dells.  And this pamphlet covers southwestern Wisconsin in general.  The ‘Explore La Crosse’ guide for this year features a lot of new dining options and gives directions for some good scenic drive routes right in the heart of the Driftless Area.  Do you need a map of the state?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Charlotte said.  “I have GPS in my jeep.”  She paused.  “Do you also have the flyer in the US-51 display?  It looked interesting.”

“Sure do,” Stan said as he pulled one from under the counter.  “Not a bad option either with plenty of towns to explore along your way.  Less touristy than the Dells but less scenic, in my opinion, until you get farther north.  It really just depends on how much time you have and how often you want to stop and explore.”

Charlotte stacked the collection of guides.  “You’ve given me a lot to consider.  Thanks again.”  As she turned to go, Bucky Badger reminded her of a question and she looked back to the counter.  Pointing at the bottom of the statue, she said, “I meant to ask you, what does that mean?”

Stan nodded and grinned.  “Everyone asks that.  It’s German.  ‘Gemütlichkeit’ is that feeling you get like you’re home when you’re actually far away.  Wisconsin welcomes you to feel at home and amongst friends.  Warm and cozy.  We’re your happy place!”

“You sound like the commercials,” his companion said, playfully rolling her eyes before addressing Charlotte.  “That ad campaign was bigger a few years ago.”

Charlotte thanked them one last time and took her new reading materials to a wooden bench in the lobby just outside the welcome center’s alcove.  The “Gemütlichkeit” campaign sounded a bit hard for people to connect with if everyone had to ask what it meant.  She’d be surprised if she heard the word even once in any of the towns she might visit on her trip.  The sentiment was nice enough though and she hoped it was true.  She certainly had fond memories of her trips to Wisconsin with her parents.  She flipped through the pages of the different guides before reminding herself again that she wasn’t on vacation.  She was on a quest.  A quest with no direction.

“Do you know the map she mentioned?”  Charlotte heard Stan ask his colleague the question and she resisted the urge to look up.

“A black-and-white map with the word ‘Driftless’ on it?  No, I don’t.”

Stan left the alcove and walked to the far wall of the lobby.  Charlotte watched his head shift as his attention orbited the main road map in the center.  When he reached the lower right, his hand came up to rub his chin just as he’d done earlier.  He leaned closer to the black-and-white map and ran his other hand around the edges.  Finally, he walked back to the welcome center, crinkling his eyes at Charlotte and giving a pleasant nod as he passed.

“It’s strange,” Charlotte heard him say to his colleague.  “It’s not mounted like the other maps.  We’ll have to ask Roger about it when he comes in later.  Maybe he saw the state come put it up.”

Charlotte turned to stare at the far wall.  The black-and-white map certainly looked out of place, like a classical painting hung in a museum’s modern art wing.  How it got there seemed a mystery and she briefly considered waiting around for Roger to show up.  Of course, there was no guarantee he would know when it was put up either and Charlotte had no idea when his shift started.  Her mind returned to the enigma on the wall.

Wasn’t she thinking just last night that she needed to watch for signs to find the house?  A black-and-white map on a wall of color, one that the welcome center staff had never seen before, certainly felt like a sign meant only for her.  She couldn’t get “Driftless” out of her mind.  The map in her dream had been black-and-white and had an unknown word on it.  Was it “Driftless?”  How could that be?  Even if it was pure coincidence, Ivy had texted that she should trust her instincts.  Her brown eyes dropped to the brochures in her hands.  The La Crosse visitor’s guide was over seventy pages long.  She could pick a hotel in the lodging section as her goal and stop sooner if something changed her mind on the way.

Driftless.  The word echoed in her thoughts.  To wander without purpose.  Her thumb lazily flipped the pages of the massive visitor’s guide and she wondered where she would end up by evening.
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