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For my dad, who showed me the world.

And for my husband, Rob, who gave me the world.



ONE


I can’t wait one more second to see the Floating City in real life.

Rushing past my mom, I push open the glass door of the train station.

The pavement and roof make a frame outside the terminal, surrounding a beautiful panoramic shot of Venice. It’s like I’ve stepped right into a painting.

People are everywhere. They’re sitting and standing and pulling suitcases. They’re taking photos and selfies and talking on cell phones. They’re speaking in a million different languages.

I run down the steps and don’t stop until I reach the Grand Canal. Mom finally catches up.

We stand still, not saying a thing. I have no words for what’s in front of me.

I’m here.

I’m really here.

There’s a stone building with a big green dome taking over the scenery and a big bridge to my left that crosses over the canal. I wonder what’s on the other side, behind all the buildings.

Boats of different sizes go by one after another, leaving small waves behind them.

I’ve spent six incredible days touring Italy with my mom before she starts her new job. And now for the rest of August, we’ll be living across the lagoon from Venice while she works.

“We don’t have a whole lot of time, Skyler,” says Mom. “I do need to get to the office at some point today.”

Mom wanted to stay at our new apartment on the mainland and then swing by the office, but not me. No way. I convinced her to take the quick train ride into Venice for some sightseeing first. I’ve been waiting my whole life to experience this place.

“Can’t you start work tomorrow?” I ask. I don’t mean it, of course. Six days is already way more than Mom has ever taken off work.

She takes out her phone. “I’m sorry, Skyler, but they’re expecting me at the office in a bit. We can come into Venice every day for the next four weeks if we want.”

I’m not surprised she’s dangling this amazing city in front of me only to get started working. I guess I shouldn’t expect things to be different right off the bat.

Mom taps her phone screen a few times. “And if this trial period with the company goes well, we can come into Venice every day for the next year.”

She’s right, of course. “Okay, but that bridge is totally calling my name right now,” I say. “Plus, Dad’s stuck back home while we’re here having this grand adventure. I have to send him some pics. So, we can explore a little, right?”

Mom looks at her phone again, but when I give her my puppy dog eyes, she slips it back in her purse.

The first step on the bridge is magical, like I’m entering a new world. Not quite the wardrobe to Narnia or the train to Hogwarts, but close. Seriously close.

I’ve dreamed of going to Venice since I was a little girl. And here I am, standing in the middle of a bridge, looking out over the Grand Canal. Officially in Venice.

“That’s a pretty big smile on your face,” says Mom. “What do you think?”

I smile even bigger . . . if that’s possible. “I love it already,” I say. “Like, one million percent love it.”

Mom and I stand here, taking it all in.

I’d have to say that my favorite thing so far had been watching the sunset from Piazzale Michelangelo in Florence. You can see the whole city from up there.

But this place instantly takes over the number one spot.

“So, what are the chances we’ll actually stay for the year?” It’s the same question I’ve asked every day since we got here. The more I see of Italy, the more I don’t want to leave it.

“Same as yesterday, honey,” says Mom. “We’ll know more once I start working.”

It won’t be all fun and gelato, though, since she insists I be productive and “learn a little something” while we’re here.

I’m distracted from the conversation when a beautiful gondola appears from under the bridge.

“For the record,” I say, “I really think it would be in our best interest to stay.”

Mom laughs. When her phone goes off with a text notification and she doesn’t grab for it, I wonder if she’s actually stopping to enjoy the moment.

“Also for the record,” she says, “I think it would be in our best interest to find a café that sells pastries.”

And I thought this day couldn’t possibly get any better.

I grab Mom’s hand and pull her across the bridge.



TWO


After having dessert for lunch (yup, that’s a thing), Mom and I took the train back to the mainland. Now we’re walking down the street to her new office. We pass green-and-white-striped awnings over cafés, and I attempt to read some of the signs along the way, without much luck. There are so many people out on the street—walking, riding bikes, or eating what must be something delicious. Everything is delicious here. People are dressed nice too—I’m tempted to ask the woman in front of me where she got her cute wedge shoes and adorable striped dress.

I stop at a little shop and turn the postcard rack until I find one I know my dad will love. “Can we get a couple to send home?” I ask.

“Sure,” says Mom. “Have you ever sent a postcard before?”

I shake my head.

“Well then, this is the perfect time to start.” Mom pays for the postcards and explains how to put the person’s name and address on the right side and leave room for the international stamp.

When we get to the office, I consider asking if I can stay outside. There’s so much to take in, and I haven’t had my fill for the day. The office building looks more like a painting than a place where people work: mustard-colored on the outside with fancy white wooden window frames. In big script, the company name, DiBattisto, is prominently displayed. That’s why we’re here, for Mom’s job, so I smile and step toward the door.

When we walk inside, it’s all kinds of modern. Employees and cubicles are everywhere, and apparently some people get their own offices.

We meet Franco, aka someone super important (I can tell by the way everyone looks nervous when we walk by), and he takes us to where Mom will be set up for the summer. Turns out Mom is getting her own office too.

I probably should learn what she does at some point, but for now it’s easy to say “she works in marketing.” I’m pretty sure that means she helps companies figure out how to sell whatever it is they make by convincing people they really, really need it. She says it’s all about the words you choose.

“Your mother tells me you’d like to take part in our informal internship program,” says Franco.

I give Mom a look. It’s more like I don’t have a choice. It’s a company benefit that employees’ kids get to do a summer mentorship. Which means Mom doesn’t have to find someone to keep an eye on me during the day. And I know not to be ungrateful. “Yes,” I say. “I’d love to.”

“Is there anything in particular you like to do? Do you have a favorite subject in school?” asks Franco.

Hmm. Does lunch count? I think to myself.

There are big photos of Italian food all over the walls with the DiBattisto logo plastered on top. Pasta. Sauce. Desserts. Maybe there’s a taste-testing internship?

I must be quiet too long because Mom jumps in. “Skyler has tried out a lot of things,” she says, “but hasn’t quite found what she loves just yet.”

Good answer, Mom. She really is good at choosing the right words.

It’s all true. In my entire thirteen years I haven’t found what I’m good at. I’ve seriously done everything from gymnastics to acting classes, even taking a couple bagpipe lessons and doing a pottery camp one summer. And school, well, I do my best. Sort of. But here I am, standing in the middle of a fancy office building in Italy with all kinds of opportunities in front of me, and I can’t even answer a simple question about what I like to do.

“I love trying new things,” I say. Mom gives me a smile, and I wonder if maybe some of that marketing know-how has rubbed off on me.

“Great,” says Franco. He gives us a tour of the building, and I can tell Mom is excited to be here from the skip in her step and her nonstop grin. It’s not all that different from where she works at home—people have their kids’ drawings tacked up at their workstations and everyone is busy doing something. But I’m also reminded we are definitely far from home. The conversations all around us are in rapid-fire Italian, and someone must have just ordered lunch because the smell of fresh pasta and sauce drifts through the air.

When we get back to where we started, Franco stops. “I think we can place you with the accounting department,” he says to me. “What do you think?”

Oh boy. What I think is that he could have offered me pool slime cleanup and I’d be better at that. But I keep quiet in case that actually is an option.

Mom gives me a little nudge with her elbow.

“Yeah, well, I, um . . .” I am rarely at a loss for words, but it’s suddenly hitting me like a ninety-mile-per-hour fastball (I kept score for the baseball team one season too) that I literally have no solid interests other than finding new interests.

I’m distracted by someone heading toward me with a stack of boxes in front of his face, and he is definitely not watching where he’s going. As he walks by, my shoulder hits one of the file boxes, which causes a chain reaction ending in everything toppling over.

BOOM.

The next thing I know, I’m on the floor, along with a mess of papers.

Well, now I’m not at a loss for words. “You know, you might want to try not stacking things so high that you can’t see in front of you.”

Franco reaches out his hand to help me up and makes sure I’m okay as the boy starts putting everything he dropped back together.

He finally stands up and speaks.

“Sorry ’bout that, mate,” he says with a strong Australian accent, pushing his loose blond hair out of his face. He looks about my age.

I don’t say a word, but he must be used to the surprised reaction.

“No Australian jokes, okay? I don’t actually say ‘put another shrimp on the barbie.’ ”

Mom and I can’t help but laugh.

“Logan is one of our interns,” says Franco. “His parents work in our design division, and they’re here for the year.”

“Are you joining the social media internship too?” he asks me.

“Oh, is that an option?” I ask Franco. Social media I can do.

Franco checks something on his phone. “Looks like there’s one spot left,” he says. “Of course, there would be quite a bit of writing involved, and you’d be exploring Venice for your posts. Does that sound like a good fit?”

Exploring Venice? Yes, please. I mean, I wouldn’t say I’m good at writing, but I kind of like when we do creative writing in class. How cool would it be to write about this place?

“It does sound like a good fit,” I say.

Well, it’s not like I wouldn’t have chosen it before the cute Australian boy said he was doing it.

Mom pushes her lips together and gives me a sideways glance. She might not approve of my decision-making process, but she doesn’t say a word.

“Let’s get you set up,” says Franco, clapping his hands and making a surprisingly loud thunderish sound.

“See you later, Mom.” I give her a wave that says Maybe this won’t be so bad as Franco leads me and Logan down the hall to the next phase of my summer.



THREE



Dear Dad,

I have to admit, we have a pretty nice setup here.

Mom’s company rented her an apartment with comfy furniture, a full kitchen, and a view of the river. I even get my own room!

And it’s a short bus ride to Venice!

Miss you.

xoxo Skyler



I finish writing my first-ever postcard. I’ll talk to Dad on the phone later, so he’ll know everything I wrote long before he actually gets the postcard, but when I imagine him going to the mailbox and finding something from me, it makes me smile. I miss him a lot already.

I spend the next twenty-nine minutes and fourteen seconds trying to work on my assignment for the internship. It’s possible I’m watching the clock more than working on the assignment.

“How’s it going, honey?” asks Mom, poking her head through the doorway.

I’m lying on my stomach with a blank journal in front of me and a pen in my hair. “Not so good,” I answer. “Did you know they’re going to pick two of us to do an internship during the school year? I mean, it only applies to me if we stay, but still.”

“Well, that sounds like a great opportunity,” says Mom. “If we do stay in Italy, that would be amazing to put on your future résumé.”

I lay my head on my hands and stare at the wall. “Yeah, I guess, but you haven’t heard the best part.”

Mom sits down next to me on the bed. “What’s that?”

I set the journal aside and sit up, pulling the pen out from behind my ear so I have something to fiddle with. “They also own Travel Adventures magazine. Did you know that?”

“I did,” says Mom. “But what does that have to do with an internship in their food division?”

“Franco said the Travel Adventures blog draws in readers who are interested in Italy, and then they can advertise their food products on the page. So we’ll be providing the content for a new feature for younger readers. I guess it’s sort of a test. If we do well, we’d also have a shot at being a teen reporter for the magazine,” I say. “Mom, they’d send us all over Europe on assignments. Can you even imagine?”

Mom smiles. “That’s wonderful, Skyler. Although I’d miss you if you were traveling all over Europe without me. I’m assuming it’s supervised?”

Although I’d miss you.

I let the words sit there for a minute and almost don’t catch the rest of what she said.

“Yeah, of course,” I say. “I think . . .” I hesitate to finish the sentence because I’m not sure I want to see her reaction. “I think parents can go if they want.”

What I’m hoping she’ll say is, Well, I wouldn’t miss a chance to spend time with you! What I’m actually expecting is, You know I have to work, Skyler. I get something in the middle.

“That would be a lot of fun,” she says. “But of course it would depend.”

She doesn’t need to elaborate; I know what it depends on.

If we end up staying in Italy, Dad will come over and I’ll have him to keep me company, but Mom? Probably not so much. If I want to have some adventures while we’re here, I’m the one who needs to make them happen.

“Oh, I’m not done,” I say, leaning forward and looking right at her, trying to show her how much I want this. “It’s possible we’d even be covering celebrity events!”

Mom laughs. “I don’t understand what the problem is, then.”

I let out an enormous sigh, and I know I’m being a little overdramatic. “We’re supposed to come up with a list of blog post ideas, and I can’t decide what to put on it.”

“Why don’t you start by telling me about your assignment? Maybe I can help,” says Mom.

“Our job is to write about Italy from an outsider’s perspective,” I explain. “We have to come up with ideas for about three posts per week.”

“Can they be about anything?” asks Mom.

“Sort of. Marissa is in charge of the interns, and she gave us three themes we’re supposed to cover.” I point to my handwritten notes.

Only in Venice

Try Something New

The Heart of Venice

“And whatever we decide on, the company will get us where we need to go to write about it,” I say. “Which is just about the coolest thing I could ever imagine, except that I can’t think of anything.”

Mom gently takes the pen from my hand and flips to a blank page in the journal. “Well, Marissa’s instructions give you a lot of creative freedom while still providing some guidelines. Have you done any research? There are only a million things in Venice you could do, Skyler.”

I nod and grab my laptop from the desk. “That’s the problem. There are too many things to choose from.”

Mom writes IDEAS at the top of the page in capital letters. She looks up, across the room, at nothing. “A list,” she says to herself.

I wait. She’s clearly in thinking mode.

“Who do we know who is excellent at making lists? Hmm.” It’s not an actual question as much as one she obviously already knows the answer to. But I’m not following.

I wait again.

“Oh, come on, Skyler. Who is absolutely the best list-maker you’ve ever known?” she asks. “You can’t possibly have forgotten her already.”

A smile grows across my face, and I perk up. “Ella. If there were a contest for the best list-maker in the entire world, Ella would win,” I say, picturing her with a golden trophy. “Or she’d at least come in a close second.”

“You two patched things up before you left, right?” asks Mom.

Mom hasn’t asked much about it, and I guess I’ve been letting it all sink in, not totally sure what Ella and I are anymore. We’ve been friends since kindergarten, but this summer we had the biggest fight we’d ever, ever had before. We managed to make up and we both agreed that it’s totally okay to do different things, even though I’m still getting used to the idea. Then we went on our separate adventures. We haven’t talked since I left for Italy. Which, to be honest, wasn’t all that long ago.

“I don’t know, Mom. It’s still kind of weird between us,” I say.

Mom sets the journal down in front of me and taps my phone. “Remember, you’ve got that app on there that lets you do international calls, texts, and video chats. Just in case you want to use it.”

The problem is that the person on the other end has to have the app too, and Ella and I didn’t work out any kind of communication plan. But I don’t mention that to Mom. I just smile and let her leave the room thinking she did a good thing.

I stare at my computer screen, then the journal, then the phone. If anyone can help me make this list, it’s definitely Ella.

Computer screen.

Journal.

Phone.

Deep breath.

I grab my phone and send Ella an e-mail with the information she’d need to contact me. Then I stare at the journal again, because there’s still a good chance I’ll have to figure this out on my own.



FOUR


Mom and I walk to the office the next morning, after rushing through my morning routine. Turns out you can’t blame jet lag forever.

“We’re only twelve minutes late,” I whisper to Mom as we walk up to her office building. I’ve already gotten the speech from her about being punctual and professional, so I’m not surprised by the look I get in return.

Marissa is tall and skinny, with dark hair flowing over her shoulders. Her long, colorful earrings catch my attention. She must be about my mom’s age.

She tells us a little more about herself while we wait for the other intern who’s supposed to be joining us. “I’m originally from Italy, but I lived in the US for most of my life,” she says. “I came back here ten years ago with my parents and simply could not bring myself to leave.”

That explains why her accent isn’t like the others. There’s a hint of both countries when she speaks.

I’m about to ask Marissa a question when a girl with shoulder-length, shiny, dark brown hair, with the most gorgeous curls I’ve ever seen, comes running down the street yelling, “Sono qui!”

I turn to Marissa for a translation. “She’s saying she’s here.”

Oh. Well, obviously.

“Ciao,” says Marissa. She says some more in Italian, and all I catch is our names. Then she motions toward the three of us. “Zara, meet Logan, Skyler, and Skyler’s mother, Mrs. Grace.” I continue to be amazed that so many people here speak two languages and switch back and forth so easily.

Zara gives a small smile, if you can call it that. Maybe it’s more of a smirk.

“We should get a move on,” says Marissa. “Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of them. It’s time for our first adventure!” She puts one hand on my back and one on Zara’s, guiding us toward the bus stop.

It only takes ten minutes to get to Venice, and once we’re off the bus, Marissa explains the agenda for the day. “Since you have until tomorrow to do your research and choose your blog post topics, I thought we should just explore and let you experience Venice.” She waves an arm through the air.

I guess I’d always pictured Venice as all water and boats, but that’s only part of it. Even though I was here yesterday with my mom, I’m speechless (again, that’s new for me) as we walk through wide streets, narrow streets, and along waterways. There are people everywhere, but no cars, which makes it both noisy and quiet in a totally new way.

Everything is seriously incredible. The ground, the buildings, the little cafés along the way. It’s not like anything I’ve seen before in real life. Like, ever. I love all the red and green awnings, the faded colors of the walls, and the barber-shop-striped posts in the water.

It even smells different. Not bad different (well, maybe a little), but if I close my eyes, it’s like a seaside town with a little breeze blowing by here and there. Which, by the way, is super helpful because it’s pretty hot and really, really crowded.

When Marissa and Zara get a bit ahead of us, Logan leans over and whispers, “What do you think of the new girl?”

I smile, mostly because I can’t seem to help it around him. “I don’t know if she counts as the ‘new’ girl when we’ve only been here since yesterday.”

He laughs. “Yeah, but still. I like to think you and I have been holding down the fort. Besides, I’ve been here for two days.”

I get back to his original question, although I’m not sure if we’re already past it. “She hasn’t said a word to me. I don’t even know if she speaks English.”

“You’ve hardly said a word either,” he reminds me. “But I get it. This place is breathtaking.”

Only with a charming accent can a kid get away with using the word “breathtaking” and not sound all adult.

“It really is,” I say.

Logan’s gaze settles on a couple walking in our direction. “My mum likes to play this game where you guess what a stranger’s story is.” He nods his head toward the couple. “Take this guy. What do you think he does for a crust?”

I turn to Logan, trying to process his words. When his face stays all serious, I have to laugh. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t understand a thing you just said.”

Logan smiles. “Ah, no worries. There I go speaking Australian English to an American. We’ve taken the language and put our own twist on it.”

“I see that. Tell me more?” I ask, now super curious.

“Well, for example, you’d say the front of the car has a hood and the back is the trunk.” His perfectly accented words draw me in. “We’d call them a bonnet and a boot.”

“A booot.” I try to mimic the sound.

“Not bad,” says Logan.

I’m pretty sure I could stand here and give him words to say all day long and still be entertained.

“We’re going to stop here so you can take some notes,” says Marissa, ending my Aussie lesson.

I hadn’t even noticed we’d walked onto another bridge. They’re everywhere here. No wonder it’s called the City of Bridges.

I take out my notebook and study what’s around me. The small stone bridge we’re standing on and the decorative metal railings. The thin canal below us, now full of gondolas and tourists probably paying way too much for a ride. The balconies, full of greens and flowerpots. I jot it all down and get out my phone to take pictures.

Marissa walks over and stands next to me. “People who come here for the first time do one of two things,” she says. “They either take so many pictures that they don’t take it all in and enjoy it, or they’re so busy taking it all in that they forget to take pictures.”

I laugh, clearly being in the second category until this point.

“It’s incredible,” I say. “All of it.”

Marissa pats my journal. “Then you’ll have plenty to write about.”

As soon as she walks away, I check my international call app for any sign of contact from Ella. Nothing.

But at least I can get the list started.

Blog post #1: Don’t forget to forget your camera for a moment.

It’s been twenty-four hours, and there’s still no reply from Ella. When I think how we used to answer each other instantly, it makes me a little sad. Looks like I’m on my own for making this list.

I open the desk drawer in my bedroom and pull out the guidebook Marissa gave each of us earlier so I can look through the major tourist attractions. There’s an art festival called Venice Biennale that’s going on until November. Sounds interesting enough. I add it to the list under the “Only in Venice” theme. The Grand Canal. Well, yeah. Doge’s Palace. Anything with the word “palace” in it has to be on the list. People love that stuff.
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