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			To Mum and Dad, for the type of love that makes a kid think they can do anything.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Monday

			It’s not easy for a prime minister to go on holiday, but then my dad has always been good at avoiding work.

			I stood at the doorway to my parents’ bedroom, watching Dad chucking stuff into a suitcase at lightning speed. T-shirts, thongs, goggles, snorkel, his boomerang pillow; he even had his favourite ukulele under his arm. The dawn light was peeking around the curtains and I rubbed my eyes to make sure I was awake.

			‘I’ll only be gone for a week and a half. I should be back for the Annual Party Meeting next Wednesday,’ he said, slapping me on the back. He reached into the cupboard and retrieved his massive sunhat that never sat properly on his head.

			‘Dad,’ I could feel panic start to move up my chest, ‘you’ve only been prime minister for two months.’

			‘Sixty-four days actually, Harper.’ He stopped packing for a second and released a long slow sigh. ‘I need to get away for a bit to go … um … to an important conference. Very important.’

			A conference? There wasn’t a single suit or tie in his bag. It looked like he was packing for Hawaii. A zillion questions swirled in my mind: Was Dad running away? Was it because of the news story about the shark? Who was going to run the country while he was gone?

			I had to choose the right question to make Dad stop packing, but I felt like I was frozen to the spot and he was moving in fast motion. I pressed Marcella, my soft monkey, to my chest.

			I mean, I knew things had been bad lately. Every day there was a new headline. The first day was: Accidental hero becomes accidental prime minister. Then recently: What rescue? PM’s shark story in doubt. Last week, the headline was: Worst prime minister ever? I heard Billie, one of the chefs in the kitchen, say it was nice of the newspaper to use the question mark.

			I sat down on the bed and said nothing. The prickly blanket instantly reminded me that this wasn’t my parents’ old bed. Nothing in Kirribilli House felt like home. In our old house, my little sister, Lottie, and I shared a room; there was only one bathroom and our tiny backyard just fitted the squeaky trampoline that Mum found on the side of the road. Here, it was like living in an old, haunted museum, with endless echoing rooms. I got lost trying to find my way to the toilet.

			Who knew our lives would change forever the day Dad rescued two kids (and a labradoodle) from a shark? Suddenly, he was no longer local member for the electorate of Bates; he was a national hero. The footage of him paddling to shore with the kids and their dog on his boogie board led the news on every station in the country. And, in a twist of fate, Prime Minister Walsh was forced to resign from the job the following day when someone discovered he had registered pets as voters in the last election.

			Dad barely had time to catch his breath before the scrambling government promoted him to the position of prime minister. Never mind he was supposed to be at work (not the beach) on the day of the rescue. Never mind that no-one could see the shark in the footage. Never mind that everyone was now doubting it was a rescue at all. Never mind that Dad had absolutely no idea how to be prime minister!

			Lottie was the only one excited about the change and she’d spent hours watching our new school’s debating team on YouTube. Mum didn’t take the news very well, because she had to leave her job as a teacher and dye her purple hair ‘natural cappuccino brown’. I didn’t have to press my ear to the door to hear Mum and Dad arguing on the night of the swearing-in ceremony. But Mum tried to put on a brave face and started quoting some guy called Bono, who said that ‘fame is a currency’ and ‘you need to use it wisely’. She joined a literacy charity and now travelled to schools all over the country to talk about reading and books.

			I had no idea who Bono was and I had no plan to use fame wisely. I didn’t even want to be famous. Flying under the radar was what I did best. Even my teacher called me the wrong name for most of last year: ‘Harriet’ – a perfectly nice name, just not mine. Harriet was another girl in my grade, who was roughly my height and had brown hair like me but was otherwise completely different. The first few times it happened, I whispered that my name was actually Harper. But it continued. So, I gave up and started answering to Harriet instead.

			Now, I’d just turned eleven and everyone seemed to know my name. Two federal police officers, Adeena and Frank, followed Lottie and me to school each day, there were photographers at our netball games, and we had a nanny called Cerise, who told me to stop checking the letterbox in my Bugs Bunny onesie. I love checking the letterbox.

			Dad was bouncing on his suitcase, trying to squash the contents down. Two pairs of rolled-up socks and a tube of sunscreen spilled out from the side. I could see why Dad might doubt himself. I mean, Dad could make a giant guacamole in under two minutes and was awesome at defeating zombies in Minecraft, but could he run the country?

			The suitcase squeaked under Dad’s weight. I stroked Marcella’s fur to try to calm down.

			Why was I stressing out? Mum would be back from her trip to Western Australia soon. Lottie was snoring in the next bedroom. And of course there was Cerise, who informed us on her first day that she was the Women’s Weekly Runner-up Nanny of the Year. I still hadn’t worked out why though – she wasn’t exactly Mary Poppins.

			Plus, Dad said he’d only be gone for a week and a half. The huge lump forming in my throat had no business being there.

			A high-pitched zipper sound brought me back into the room. Dad stood back and placed his hands on his hips. ‘Think that’s everything.’

			‘Where are you actually going, Dad?’

			‘What was the name again? I think it’s The Sands or Le Sands. Something like that. Such a drag I’ll be working the whole time. Unless they have a swim-up bar, of course.’ He held his hands in the air and wiggled his hips. I assumed he was trying to dance.

			‘Don’t do that in public. You might get photographed.’

			‘Good tip.’ He kissed my head and smiled. He seemed to have brightened a little at the thought of a swim-up bar. But as he grabbed his bag to leave I saw something weird in his eyes. It was the same look I caught on his face at the swearing-in ceremony. Fear.

			I tried to grab hold of his hand, but he was too quick. I just stood there, gripping Marcella’s neck so tight my knuckles turned white. The front door slammed and I raced to the hallway. Dad’s boomerang pillow was resting at the front door. I picked it up with my spare hand and stared at the closed door. How was Dad going to sleep without his favourite pillow? It had the perfect indent to fit his big head and weirdly it still smelt like our old house. He needed it as much as I had started needing Marcella again.

			This didn’t make sense. What had just happened? One of the portraits hanging in the hallway caught my eye. The old guy in the painting looked down at me as if to say, ‘Don’t ask me.’

			The smell of coffee drifted from the kitchen and I heard Cerise’s high heels on the wooden floor. I immediately stood up straighter. That sound always made me feel as if I should be doing something, like fixing my hair or cleaning my room.

			I put the pillow back in Mum and Dad’s bedroom then tiptoed into my own, crawled into bed and pulled the covers over my head.

			What now?

			I closed my eyes but couldn’t get back to sleep. Was he really going to a conference? What if he wasn’t? Being known as the daughter of the prime minister was bad enough, but I might soon be known as the daughter of the world’s worst prime minister – no question mark required! I could already imagine the kids at school: whispering, pointing, sniggering. I’d give anything to go back in time and be some unknown kid at Mount Dale Public School, possibly named Harriet. But that wasn’t going to happen – I had to be at my stupid, stuck-up new school in a few hours.

			Oh man, our family could go down in the history books. I’d never be able to fade into the background again.

			I tossed and turned, my brain full of the headlines that could appear in the next few days. PM’s secret holiday? Missing PM! PM caught wiggling hips at beach resort. I eventually drifted into a restless sleep – until I was awoken by a terrible sound.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The ‘Baby Shark’ song was playing over and over.

			Was this some kind of cruel nightmare?

			As I opened my eyes and the fog in my head lifted, I realised it was Dad’s mobile phone ringtone. I’ve told him a million times he’s the only person left in the world who still loves that song, but he won’t change it.

			I tiptoed into his bedroom and saw that, sure enough, he’d left his phone on the bedside table. Dad didn’t even go to the toilet without his phone. He must have left it on purpose. Maybe he didn’t want anyone to contact him? The phone was jiggling around like a baby shark out of water. Dev, Dad’s chief of staff, had called him seven times in the past five minutes. Seven! Seven missed calls was a lot, even for Dev.

			When Dad became prime minister, Dev had become a sudden and permanent presence in our lives. There was Dev at breakfast, reading Dad the newspaper; Dev on the sideline at netball, getting Dad to sign stuff; and Dev talking loudly through the house, while I was trying to read the latest Beatrix Brown mystery. He wasn’t that old for a grown-up (maybe thirty?) and we knew he still lived with his mum down the road, because he brought us her homemade Sri Lankan treats, like coconut roti, every day. Maybe it was the glasses that he wore on the end of his nose or the serious way he spoke that made him seem older than Dad. Or perhaps it was the way he seemed genuinely excited when he talked about ‘protocols’, ‘draft legislation’ and ‘budget estimates’. I guess you don’t get to be chief of staff at thirty years old without being super serious and loving boring documents.

			Lottie said that the chief of staff was responsible for all the work that Dad did (or was supposed to do) and for all Dad’s other staff as well. At least it meant that the other staff didn’t come to the house much, because Dev seemed to like being the one to deal with Dad. I was convinced that Dev wore a suit to bed in case he was needed at a moment’s notice. He definitely wouldn’t wear a rugby league jersey and undies with holes in them like Dad did.

			Mum wasn’t a big fan of Dev. Mum and Dad had a huge fight before she left because Dev went on their anniversary dinner. Talk about a third wheel! Mum put her foot down after that and something must have happened because Dev didn’t visit Kirribilli House quite so often from then on.

			I checked my watch. Dad left hours ago. Wouldn’t Dev be going to the conference with him? So shouldn’t he know that Dad left his mobile at home?

			I unlocked Dad’s phone. He still hadn’t got round to putting a password on it, even though Lottie kept telling him that a prime minister should definitely have a password on their phone. My finger hovered over Dev’s name. Should I call him back?

			Before I’d decided, a string of new messages from Dev popped up on the screen.

			Good morning, sir.

			Are you up yet?

			Good result in the match yesterday!

			I’m sure you’re very busy but just reminding you that we are meeting at 8:30 am today to discuss the policy announcement that you’ll make at the Annual Party Meeting next Wednesday. Only ten days away! The whole Party will be arriving in Sydney for the meeting in the next week or so.

			Hopefully, you have given this some thought.

			Remember, we discussed what ‘policy’ means. Just a plan or idea for the country. Something that you come up with that will become law once it goes through parliament. You get to have what is called a ‘Captain’s Pick’. That means you get to choose a policy without consulting others. This is your chance to show the country who you are and what you believe in.

			Are you okay?

			My heart started pounding and my head felt foggy again. If Dev didn’t know that Dad was going to the conference, did anyone?

			It didn’t make sense.

			I went back into my bedroom and grabbed my iPad to see if I could video call Dad. He’d said that I could video call him anytime on work trips. In the past, though, whenever I’d tried he’d always been busy. And today there was no sign of him online at all. He could still be on a plane somewhere. Or maybe he didn’t want to be contacted? I had a sinking feeling about this conference.

			Maybe I should talk to Lottie. She’d definitely have an opinion on what to do. I usually bury my head in a book when big things are happening. But would Lottie do the right thing? She was probably still asleep anyway.

			I picked up Dad’s phone and typed out the words:

			Hi Dev, it’s Harper. Dad’s gone to the conference.

			My finger danced around the send button.

			But something didn’t feel right.

			What if Dad hadn’t gone to a conference? What if he’d gone … somewhere else? And didn’t want to be found?

			The media would go into a frenzy if it came out. But maybe Dad just needed some time, a little break before Dev and everyone else started hounding him again. I totally get what that feels like.

			I deleted my words and replaced them with:

			Good morning, Dev. I’m feeling unwell. Let’s discuss the policy tomorrow.

			I paused. That didn’t really sound like Dad. He never used people’s real names. I deleted the text again and typed:

			Feeling crook mate. In bed. Don’t come here today – ill catch you tomoz.

			I pressed send and then dropped the phone before I could think about what I’d done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			‘So, let me get this straight: you’re upset about this?’ Lottie whispered to me as we waited in the hallway. I could tell from the twinkle in her eye that we were having very different reactions to recent events.

			We stopped whispering as Cerise approached and gave us a long look up and down with an expression that suggested we’d failed in some way already.

			‘Girls,’ she said with an imperceptible shake of her head. I’d only recently understood that this was Cerise’s way of saying good morning.

			We mumbled our hellos. I watched her out of the corner of my eye as she reached into the pocket of her dress for a comb to scrape against our defenceless scalps. Cerise reminded me of one of my dolls that I used to dress up and paint with Mum’s make-up: all shiny and smooth and pink. I kind of wanted to give her a ‘make-under’ to see what she actually looked like without all the lipstick and other gunk she put on.

			Cerise ran the comb through Lottie’s short dark bob and then turned me by the shoulders and began coaxing my hair into a low bun. I thought I’d done a decent job of my hair, but clearly not. Lottie was making faces at me in the oval mirror but I knew better than to laugh and risk one of Cerise’s death stares.

			Cerise was teaching us to be ‘proper young ladies’, which as far as I could see meant no laughing, hardly any talking and as little fun as possible. Cerise didn’t even like us playing Minecraft because ‘young ladies should be using their time more productively’. Whatever that meant. This morning, Cerise had at least three bobby pins in her mouth and a look of sheer determination on her face.

			We had discovered that Cerise’s official title was ‘Prime Ministerial Nanny’, which made us giggle every time we heard it because it sounded as if she was Dad’s nanny. But no, she was definitely ours, and apparently the role involved torturing me with bobby pins each morning. And throwing out any of our clothes she didn’t approve of, which was pretty much all of them. Even my comfiest sneakers with the purple stripes. Our new wardrobe consisted of stiff dresses that I couldn’t move my arms in and Mary-Jane shoes that made me slip and fall on my bum on a regular basis. I looked wistfully at Lottie’s short hair and noticed a flash of her bright green Youth Climate Coalition wristband tucked up under the sleeve of her blazer. If Cerise saw that she’d be in so much trouble. But Lottie didn’t care. My sister was much better than me at being sneaky.

			Cerise stood back and sighed, still looking dissatisfied. I clenched my eyes and mouth as she reached for the hairspray. Sure enough, she sprayed it all over me, making me gasp for life like a helpless cockroach. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lottie leaning against the wall in silent laughter.

			‘That will have to do.’ Cerise exhaled, not noticing my discomfort.

			I looked in the mirror at the girl with the elegant low bun. It was so tight I felt like a thousand tiny ants were pulling my scalp back. My morning routine used to consist of hunting on the floor for an elastic and then wrapping it around a loose ponytail while munching a banana. Now, ‘hair’ was a thing that took at least fifteen minutes and a fair amount of pain. But I dared not loosen it until we were at school.

			I walked back to my bedroom to give Marcella a final hug and saw the screen of Dad’s phone flashing on my bed. Five new messages from Dev. What should I do? Phones weren’t allowed at school but I couldn’t leave it here or Dev might explode from the stress. Or worse, just turn up at the house! I shoved the phone into my pocket and smoothed the covers of my bed, just as Cerise called out, ‘Time to go, ladies! A day of learning awaits.’

			Lottie linked her arm with mine as we walked out the front door onto the pebbly driveway. This place was like a postcard of Sydney. In our old house, we had a view of Mrs Clarke’s clothesline, where she hung up her giant undies. In Kirribilli House, our next-door neighbour was the governor-general and we had a view of the harbour. But the noise of the boat engines and the national icons (which were so close I could almost touch them) made me feel like we were on the set of a movie where we didn’t know our lines. I missed Mrs Clarke. And even her undies, a little bit. At least they were real and predictable and felt like home.

			As instructed, we waited for Adeena and Frank from the Federal Police so they could trail us for the short walk to school. We could walk by ourselves as long as the police were behind us. I scanned my surrounds again, taking in the manicured gardens, the old pool shed and something I hadn’t noticed before. Purple flowers in the near distance, dazzling against the blue sky.

			I immediately felt a little lighter. Dad loves jacaranda trees, like me. There were none on the Kirribilli House property – that was one of the first things we’d checked. At the front of our old house we had a huge jacaranda tree and Dad had made a swing to hang from one of the branches. He used to push me for hours on that thing, even when I got old enough to swing myself.

			‘Not too high,’ I’d urge, and every time he’d answer, ‘Higher? You want higher?’

			And then I’d giggle, as he’d push me so high I could touch the leaves of the tree.

			He’d brought the swing to Kirribilli House but the gardener told him none of the trees were suitable. Maybe I would find a jacaranda in our street though. I would investigate where those purple flowers were later today.

			Having our own guards made flying under the radar a bit tricky. Even though they wore plain clothes, Adeena and Frank had guns strapped to their belts and they often barked into their walkie-talkies, even if it was just about the football results. At least they didn’t follow us after we got home or on the weekends, so we still had some freedom.

			I leant in close to Lottie as we started walking. She smelt like the secret compost bin that she’d started in the garden. Each day she’d rescue the food scraps from the kitchen and take them out to the compost. Cerise would flip out if she knew because proper young ladies don’t usually smell like compost. But that’s Lottie. Seventeen months younger than me, two centimetres taller and infinitely braver.

			‘So, I don’t know exactly what’s going on,’ I lowered my voice, ‘or where Dad is. But I thought, maybe if we pretend he’s sick, that could help. Just until he has a chance to sort himself out. The only problem is that Dev keeps messaging. The Annual Party Meeting is coming up and Dad has to announce something then.’

			I checked behind me to make sure Adeena and Frank weren’t listening to us, but they were in an animated debate about the lemon crème brûlée cooked on last night’s MasterChef.

			The phone vibrated again in my pocket. I took it out to check the latest message. ‘Far out. It’s Dev. Again!’

			‘We could send Dev some policy ideas.’ Lottie grinned. ‘That might get him off Dad’s back.’

			I knew that grin of hers. ‘Lottie, I just want to keep Dad out of trouble. This isn’t the time to change the world. We’re not the prime minister!’

			‘But we have to keep sending messages to Dev or he’ll get suspicious. Come on! It will be like an adventure.’

			‘True.’ I rubbed my forehead. It wasn’t just my severe hairstyle or the rumble of the traffic going past giving me a headache. It was the realisation of what I’d done. I wanted to buy Dad some time, but at the moment Lottie and I were the closest thing this country had to a prime minister.

			This wasn’t me. My face went bright red every time I had to answer a question in class. I was the scribe in group work, the back row of the choir. I mean, c’mon, I was the Vegemite sandwich in the Grade Two production of Possum Magic! I’m pretty sure they made that role just for me so I could simply stand there and watch. I don’t get involved! I don’t have adventures!

			The only adventures I enjoyed were the ones had by the characters in my Beatrix Brown books, where a happy ending was guaranteed. All I really wanted was for my family to be home and not be the subject of the latest meme.

			I turned to Lottie. ‘Another option is to tell Mum. She said she would call whenever she gets mobile reception. She’d only be a bit angry at Dad, I reckon.’

			Lottie scrunched up her face. ‘Let’s just think about it for a while. And promise me you won’t stress out. How many kids are given the chance to run the country? Maybe even change the country. This is actually awesome!’ She was licking her lips and almost skipping down the street, so I knew she was already formulating her plans for world domination.

			Lottie’s arrival into the world was unexpected. A ‘wonderful surprise’ according to Mum, or a ‘bit of an accident’ according to Dad. Perhaps because of this, she seemed to live her life at a thousand kilometres an hour, with an urgent need to put her stamp on the planet and make a difference.

			The problem was that Lottie only saw opportunity, and it was always up to me to make sure we didn’t get caught. When we were little, Lottie opened the door of Mrs Clarke’s birdcage, releasing Cocky (Mrs Clarke’s cockatoo) into the world. I still remembered Lottie’s squeals of delight and the ball of guilt in my stomach as I watched Cocky head for the trees. I had to use my own pocket money to buy a guinea pig to replace him. Luckily, Mrs Clarke was so happy with her new guinea pig that she didn’t tell our parents.

			But this wouldn’t be as simple as buying a guinea pig. Pretending Dad was still around wouldn’t be easy. And I would have to stay in charge of Dad’s phone or who knew what Lottie would set free.

			Although it was my sixth week at Oceanview Grammar for Ladies and Gentlemen, the sight of the school as we turned the last corner still took my breath away. The entrance had two huge pillars on either side of a large iron gate that opened in the middle. The sandstone buildings looked like something from an old English boarding school. There were two tennis courts, three basketball courts and a swimming pool. Even the trees looked posh, all perfectly upright with not a leaf out of place. It was nothing like Mount Dale Public School, where we’d had to sell two giant boxes of Maltesers to fundraise for a ceiling fan in the senior classroom. Dad ended up buying most of them and we all got sick of eating them.

			My stomach jolted as I heard the frantic clicking of one of the massive-lensed cameras I’d recently become familiar with. Sure enough, a photographer was leaning behind a tree with his camera pointed in our direction. I inhaled a quick breath, smiled and tried to walk like a different, more confident person.

			As we got closer, I realised I’d seen this photographer before. He had greasy blond hair that kept falling over his eyes and he wore a camouflage jacket as though he was spotting lions in the African jungle, rather than chasing a couple of schoolgirls down the street.

			Lottie was good at ignoring photographers, but I had to concentrate so hard to arrange my face and hands the way Cerise had shown me that I didn’t notice the slightly uneven pavement ahead. Before I knew it, I was falling forwards onto my knees. My hands flew up just in time to stop myself smacking my face on the concrete. It happened so quickly it felt like the ground came out of nowhere. The sting on my hands and knees was instant. Ouch! The flame in my cheeks followed soon after.

			I heard laughter coming from the direction of the school. I looked over and saw Bella, one of the Grade Five girls, and a group of other kids from my class in a huddle, somehow managing to look and pretend not to look at the same time. Had everyone seen? It had been bad enough starting at a new school in term four, but now I was drawing even more attention to myself!

			I sat up and examined the big holes at the knees of my stockings and the rip in the hem of my dress. The only thing that hadn’t budged was my hair (thanks to the can of hairspray applied by Cerise).

			The grazes weren’t so bad, but I suddenly became aware of the photographer snapping away madly.

			Within seconds, Adeena and Frank had formed a human shield around me and Lottie. The photographer lunged towards us holding his camera in the air, still clicking. My heart started thumping in anger. Adeena did a good job of blocking him, but Frank wasn’t the fittest person in the force. I assumed he was there for his experience rather than physical prowess.

			‘You okay, Harps? C’mon, give us a smile, would ya?’ the photographer demanded from behind Frank, who was trying to wrestle the camera away from him. ‘Just one.’

			Harps. The thumping anger got worse. I hated the way everyone knew my name. And thought they knew me. Only a few people got to call me Harps and he certainly wasn’t one of them. Then I felt Dad’s phone buzz in my pocket. Again. What now? I longed for the walk to my old school where the only eventful thing that would happen was Archie Blake throwing grapes at us as we walked past. I felt Lottie’s hand squeeze my arm and tried hard to keep my face composed the way Cerise had shown me. But my legs were twitching, urging me to escape.

			I couldn’t deal with this today, not on top of everything else. There was still a little time before the bell went, so I mumbled, ‘I’ll follow you in a bit,’ to Lottie and started running in the opposite direction, away from school.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			My bag bounced around on my back as I ran as fast as I could. Sparks of adrenalin pumped through me. It felt good to just let my body do what it wanted to do. I heard Frank yell after me, but I knew none of the grown-ups would be able to keep up with me. All the sprints from netball training and PE were finally paying off.

			Buses roared past me. I passed identical grand mansions, their lawns covered in boats and bikes and cars. I kept running until I was in a street I’d never seen before.

			My chest became tight and I realised that I was puffing. I slowed to a jog and checked behind me. There was no-one there except an old lady with a walking frame, hobbling towards the bus stop. She looked up and stared at me for a moment and so I turned and kept moving. I didn’t know where I was going; I just wanted to get away from people. Eventually, my breath became louder than my thoughts and my legs too heavy to keep running.

			I spotted the purple flowers in the sky again, almost as if they were sprouting out the roofs of the houses. Where was this jacaranda tree and how could I get to it? Jacaranda blooms signalled spring and freedom and fun, and for a moment I was transported back to this time last year: sitting on Dad’s homemade swing, holidays just around the corner, uninterrupted reading time, trips to the beach and Dad doing his terrible running commentary during street cricket.

			The buzzing of the mobile became more insistent and my focus shifted from the tree to my pocket. I stopped, reached in for Dad’s phone and saw more messages from Dev.

			We really need a decision today on who is replacing Bob in cabinet. We need a new foreign minister to sort out that debacle with France. They’re still not talking to us and we sent them a cake and everything.

			Have you thought about it?

			Sebastian or Sarah?

			I rested against one of the letterboxes and looked around, as if the answer might jump out at me from one of the trees. I didn’t know Sebastian or Sarah and had no idea who Dad would prefer. What even was the debacle with France?

			Dad’s phone was sweaty in my hands and I wiped it against my school dress. I remembered that I’d once had a netball coach called Sarah who snorted when she laughed and loved mysteries like me. Sarahs were generally good people, weren’t they? Plus, she was a great coach and we almost made it to the grand final because of her. I texted, Let’s go with Sarah, and shoved the phone back in my pocket. That should buy me some time.

			I walked on, turned a corner and spotted the source of the purple flowers in a sweet little reserve at the end of the street. It was only about the size of half a netball court and the grass looked like it hadn’t been mowed in a while. But it was beautiful. A little green oasis almost hidden by the houses that surrounded it. And there it was in the corner: the grand jacaranda tree. Dad would love it. It was just like the one outside our old house, with low branches that you could even add a swing to. I felt myself pulled towards it, like a toddler running towards its mother.

			There was a slight groove at the base of the jacaranda’s trunk that made the perfect reading nook. I dropped my bag and sat down. As I leant back it felt as though the tree was embracing me and keeping me safe. I nestled in. I could hear birds and the faint sound of a baby crying from a nearby yard, but no adults and no cameras clicking. My heart rate slowed down and within moments I was breathing normally. I felt a calm that I hadn’t felt since Dad became prime minister. After a few minutes, I rummaged in my bag for my Beatrix Brown #31 Mystery in the Museum.

			Beatrix Brown is my absolute favourite series. Beatrix is an awesome kid detective who investigates crimes that are too difficult for the police to solve. My favourite part is always at the end when the police ask why she decided to help and she replies, ‘If not me, then who?’

			In Mystery in the Museum, it was up to Beatrix to solve the case of a precious diamond that was stolen from the City Museum. I was only halfway through, but it was the most exciting one yet. Sometimes I let myself daydream that one day I might be a detective and solve a great mystery.

			Beatrix was just about to question the security guard on duty the night the diamond went missing when I heard a voice.

			‘Okay, Harps. Back to planet Earth.’

			My head shot up and I saw Lottie standing over me. I looked past her shoulder but there was no-one else there. No Adeena. No Frank. And no photographer.

			I sighed. ‘Hi.’

			She dumped her bag and nestled in next to me. Her bag smelt like the pizza Dad had ordered the night before. Lottie must have snuck some in her lunchbox. My stomach rumbled. I wasn’t looking forward to quinoa salad again. I rested my head on my sister’s shoulder, and we didn’t say anything for a few minutes.

			‘How did you find me?’ I asked at last.

			‘Well, I pretended to go into school and then watched Adeena and Frank have a full-on argument about whose fault it was that you ran away. Then I thought about where you would go. It would be somewhere quiet, somewhere you can read and preferably somewhere purply. So that’s why it took me about two and a half minutes to sneak out of school and come find you.’

			I laughed.

			Lottie looked towards the street. ‘Hey, what’s going on with that sign?’

			I looked up and saw what she meant. I’d been so focused on the jacaranda that I’d walked right past an official-looking sign stuck to a metal pole that was stabbed into the grass. I could only see the back from where I sat.

			‘I’m not sure,’ I said as Dad’s phone started vibrating again. I saw a string of get-well messages from names I didn’t recognise, including a Sarah Wong.

			Thanks for the job, boss! I won’t let you down. Hope you feel better soon.

			I nodded. I knew Sarahs were nice. There was also another message from Dev.

			Where should we book for the final night dinner? As you know, it’s the highlight of the Annual Party Meeting so it has to be somewhere special.

			I only knew two restaurants in Sydney. McDonald’s and Pizza Plus. Neither were very fancy though. Dad wasn’t into fancy places.

			Let’s book Pizza Plus.

			Hopefully the other Party members liked pizza as much as Dad did.

			Lottie got to her feet and put her schoolbag on one shoulder and mine on the other. ‘Now we really have to go, otherwise we’ll be late and something even scarier than a guy with bad hair and a big camera will be waiting for us.’

			I checked my watch and realised exactly what she was talking about. The principal at Oceanview Grammar for Ladies and Gentlemen seemed to take real enjoyment in interrogating latecomers in front of the entire school. I had suffered enough public humiliation for one day.

			Before we turned out of the street, I stared up once more at the jacaranda tree standing tall above the houses all around it. The greens and purples sparkled in the morning light. I couldn’t wait to get back there.

			‘Plus,’ Lottie said, doing a little pirouette, ‘I’ve got some great policy ideas for the country.’

			My stomach flip-flopped. She made me nervous when she talked like that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			I heard the hum of the playground as we approached the school’s entrance and felt a fluttering in my chest. My hat felt too big, my blazer too tight. Even the uniform seemed to know it was on the wrong person. Just like the wrong family was in the prime minister’s residence. Mum wore weird hippy clothes; Dad said, ‘Exsqueeze me,’ when he burped; we liked watching funny clips of people tripping over; we wrestled over the remote and argued about whose turn it was to take out the bins. We were not meant to be the First Family of Australia!

			Dad’s phone kept vibrating in my pocket. I longed to run back to my tree, cover myself in purple flowers and find out if Beatrix had discovered any more clues about the missing diamond. I felt like I’d been through enough for one day and I hadn’t even got to school yet.

			Lottie, on the other hand, was walking with an extra spring in her step and I could tell that Dad’s departure had actually made her day. She had spent our walk back to school listing things that would work for different policies on her fingers, like: ‘the environment, medical research, education funding, disability rights, endangered animals …’

			I scratched the inside of my elbow through my blazer, where my eczema had flared up. Most of the time I remembered not to scratch it, but sometimes I didn’t even know I was doing it, especially when life got a bit much. Lottie paused for a moment to give me a look like Mum that meant ‘stop scratching’. It was easy for Lottie: nothing bothered her. She was like a chameleon, adapting easily to whatever environment she was put in.

			Lottie had about a million friends at our old school and had signed up for nearly every activity: Green Team, netball, speech, debating. She’d even single-handedly started two lunchtime groups, called the ‘Plastic Police’ and the ‘Bottle Brigade’. The Bottle Brigade had successfully campaigned to stop the canteen selling water and juice in plastic bottles. Thanks to Lottie, the school installed a really nice water station called ‘The Oasis’, where everybody filled up their re-usable water bottles.

			Everyone at Mount Dale had known that Lottie was destined to become school captain in a couple of years. She was determined to do the same at Oceanview. It was going to be tough though. The kids at Oceanview arrived in fancy cars and ate sushi for lunch and talked about horseriding and skiing. What’s more, they seemed to know that we didn’t belong here, even if our dad was the prime minister. Lottie could do anything, but it was still hard to imagine her being captain in a couple of years at this school. Especially since a girl in her year called Aisha Hook had started her campaign in Grade One by handing out biscuits with her face on them to every kid in the school. Plus, Aisha’s slogan, ‘Vote for Captain Hook’, really got stuck in your head.

			I pulled Lottie closer to me as we walked through the gate. ‘I mean, I know there are bigger problems in the world than Dad disappearing, it’s just—’

			‘That’s right. Our family has enough money, we’re all healthy and now we have the type of power that people dream about. We can work out the rest.’ She waved her hand in my face as though I was an irritating blowfly distracting her from her lunch.

			There was no point complaining more. Lottie had a way of shooing my worries away and making me see how lucky we were. But still, I wasn’t whinging about what we were having for dinner or Dad’s taste in music. This was a big deal – an earth-shattering, potentially devastating deal – that could expose our whole family.

			‘We’ve still got a few minutes until the bell. I’m going to see if I can find Mr Gieng to ask about Speech Day,’ Lottie said, and marched off towards the staffroom before I had a chance to reply.

			I shuffled over to the quadrangle, fiddling with the straps on my backpack. It was as loud as a footy stadium: balls bouncing and kids shouting and squeals of delight about who knew what. No-one else seemed to be carrying the world on their shoulders. I mentally begged the bell to ring early so I wouldn’t have to find someone to talk to.

			I turned my head away from the quadrangle and towards the far gate, trying to tune in to the sound of the sea. As the name suggested, the school overlooked the glittery ocean. On our first day, Lottie and I had spent our entire lunchtime on the grass near the far gate, just staring out to sea. We couldn’t understand why all the kids weren’t doing the same. Now I knew they probably all lived in waterfront mansions and the view had become like wallpaper to them. Our old school was only an hour away by car but standing there it felt like another planet.

			I’d heard Cerise telling Mum that parents practically donated kidneys to get their kids into this school, which seemed extreme. Still, if you wanted to attend Oceanview College for Ladies and Gentlemen next door (which went without saying, apparently) then you simply had to go to Oceanview Grammar for Ladies and Gentlemen. Cerise said most people had no chance of getting a place without putting their child’s name down at birth. However, they were willing to make an exception for the prime minister’s daughters. Even if the prime minister’s eldest daughter would rather be at her old school, hanging from the slightly rusty monkey bars outside classroom 2B.

			I got out Dad’s phone and bent down behind a bin to check it. Someone barged into me from behind. I dropped the phone and it bounced on the concrete.

			‘Sorry!’ said a tall boy with gangly arms and legs. He picked up the phone and handed it back to me.

			It was Theo. Mr Gieng had just moved him to the seat next to me in class. All I knew about him was that he sometimes mumbled to himself and was often fiddling with a set of playing cards.

			‘That’s okay,’ I muttered, urgently wiping specks of dirt from the screen. Thankfully, it was still working.

			‘You’re popular,’ Theo commented as Dad’s phone buzzed again.

			I looked up. I’d never been accused of being popular in my life. ‘Huh?’

			‘Fourteen unread messages?’ Theo grinned and pointed at the phone. ‘Are they from your friends? Or are you running the country or something?’

			I whisked the phone behind my back and glared at him. What had he seen?

			He stepped backwards, almost knocking over a kindy kid in the process. ‘Sorry, ah, none of my business. I’ll leave you alone … and sorry about being so clumsy. Everyone says I need to watch where I’m going more. I was just thinking about this magic trick I’m learning …’

			‘It’s okay. You don’t have to go …’ I started to say, but he was already walking off, still mumbling to himself.

			The zipper on his schoolbag was open so that I could see everything inside: Pokémon cards, a nearly brown banana, loads of books and what looked like a magician’s wand. As I was watching a Beatrix Brown novel fell out. From the look of the back cover, it was number three, Mystery at the Movies.

			Before I could do anything, there was laughter and one of the other Grade Five boys scooped up the book and started chucking it back and forth with another boy.

			Theo turned back and saw them.

			‘Oi, give it back, Hendo,’ he said.

			‘Why? I want to read a girl’s book too!’ The boys laughed. ‘Can’t you magic another one?’

			Hendo chucked it to his friend, who disappeared into the sea of kids.

			Theo looked at me for a split second, perhaps asking for help or maybe just embarrassed, before chasing after the boy with the book. My feet were stuck in stone. What should I do? Were they all friends? Something told me they weren’t, but I still hadn’t worked out all the rules of this place.

			I turned and walked to where our class lined up, even though the bell hadn’t gone yet. I wasn’t sure whether it was seeing Beatrix being tossed around like that or feeling sorry for Theo, but it all had me wishing I was back at Mount Dale where at least I knew everyone and what to do. Why did we have to change schools? I hated change; it was like learning to walk all over again. Most of all, though, I just wanted to go back to knowing Dad was at home, sweeping the leaves off the trampoline and whistling the ‘Baby Shark’ song.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			After school, there was a knock on the front door of Kirribilli House. I opened it just a crack and saw Dev and Deputy Prime Minister Saunders staring back at me.

			Deputy Saunders had been the country’s deputy prime minister for ten years. His shoulders seemed permanently hunched up around his ears and each time I saw him I had to resist the urge to call him Deputy Shoulders. Life in politics had not been kind to Saunders. Along with the hunched shoulders, he had big bushy eyebrows and a permanently annoyed expression on his face.

			Mum told me it was a huge shock when Dad was chosen to lead the country over Saunders (especially to Saunders). She said Saunders was not popular with the general public, especially after that fiasco when he wore his microphone to the toilet and started complaining about how he hated shaking hands with common people. He also refused to ever hold babies or go near anyone with small children. Still, although he was unpopular with the general public, Saunders did well in politics. Mum said it was thanks to shady deals and knowing the right people. But that wasn’t enough to get the top job. No, apparently fighting off a shark and rescuing two kids (and a labradoodle) was the only qualification you needed for that.

			‘Where’s your useless father?’ Saunders demanded, pushing the door open and looking over my head. He never looked directly at me, and sometimes even held a handkerchief over his mouth if he had to stand near Lottie or me.

			I felt the heat rise in my body. My hands started shaking by my sides. As though sensing I was about to give everything away, Lottie marched out of the study and stood next to me but out of sight of our visitors. She took one of my shaking hands in hers and squeezed it. I took a deep breath.

			‘Dad said to say he’s still not feeling well,’ I fibbed, my voice wavering. ‘The doctor said he’s contagious. Very contagious.’

			Lottie and I had told everyone who usually came to the house that Dad had been ordered to stay in bed and isolate for at least one week. So his security team, led by a guy called Brett who never smiled, stayed outside. Billie and the other chefs were always in the kitchen. Cerise had her own bedroom and was afraid of germs, so she wasn’t going anywhere near Mum and Dad’s room. Plus, I’d made sure the bedroom door was locked at all times and the key was safely in page thirty-four of Beatrix Brown #17, in my bookcase. The secret was safe. For now.

			‘Still sick?’ Dev asked. ‘Okay, not a problem – I’ve got all manner of remedies in here.’ Dev flipped open his briefcase and sure enough it contained what looked like a fully equipped first-aid kit with all sorts of potions and bandages. ‘You don’t complete ten years of Scouts training without being prepared for anything!’

			‘Oh, that’s nice of you, Dev. I think he just needs some rest.’ I started to close the door.

			‘Quite right. Rest solves everything in my opinion. I’m very happy to sit by his bed and summarise the minutes from the cabinet meeting. I’ve had all my vaccinations.’

			Deputy Saunders stepped in front of Dev. I felt the door being pushed inwards at me again but only ever so slightly this time. I pushed back. My insides were twisting and turning like an Olympic gymnast. The grandfather clock in the hallway stood over me like a parent, ticking with disapproval. The old guy in the painting was now looking at me like, ‘What are you doing?’

			‘We need someone in shipshape condition to address the Party at the Annual Meeting. I’m ready and willing to take over!’ Deputy Saunders shoved his head through the crack, just as Lottie and I pushed harder against the door.

			‘Ah!’ he exclaimed, and he jumped backwards as the door slammed with a bang. I quickly twisted the deadlock.

			We turned, pressed our backs against the door and collapsed onto the floor as the front door handle rattled.

			‘How dare you!’ Deputy Saunders yelled. ‘Open this door now.’

			Lottie and I stared at each other. We had to decide. We could come clean, explain that Dad had disappeared and allow Deputy Saunders to take his place.

			Or, we could continue covering for Dad and do our best to run things until he got home. Which should only be for a week and a half. Perhaps there really was a conference or some other innocent explanation for all this. The little voice in my head told me that this wasn’t the case. I just hoped he’d be back soon.

			We communicated without saying a word, as only siblings can. I knew what Lottie was thinking and, although I was worried, I knew we had to do everything we could to cover for Dad. Dad wasn’t useless. He was probably just scared. Everyone got scared sometimes. I was scared right now, but I knew we had to protect him. I turned and spoke to the closed door in my most confident voice.

			‘No. The doctor said he has to self-isolate. Even from both of you. You’re too important to get sick. I’ll let you know if he needs anything.’

			There was a long pause, during which I possibly stopped breathing.

			Had we done the right thing?

			‘Hm. Very well.’ I could hear the disappointment in Dev’s voice.

			I stood up and looked through the peephole. Deputy Saunders stomped one of his feet and started muttering something. Dev was trying to calm him down. Abruptly, Deputy Saunders walked off.

			Dev put his face up to the door and lowered his voice so that I could only just hear him. ‘Harper, I do hope everything is okay. Can you remind your dad that he needs to post something to his social media accounts by six tomorrow morning so that it hits the morning news? Remind him to keep it light and snappy. No spelling mistakes. The tweet about the new pool complex went viral for all the wrong reasons when he left off the “l”.’

			‘Sure. Yep. Update his socials. No spelling mistakes involving the word poo.’

			‘Yes. He hasn’t posted anything since then and it’s been a week now. Perhaps something about the economy, or taxes—’

			I gritted my teeth at Lottie.

			Dev’s voice continued through the door. ‘And can you remind him he’s doing an interview with ABC Radio National on Friday?’

			I paused, then unlocked and reopened the door a crack. ‘An interview?’

			‘Yes, the prime minister’s regular spot. Shouldn’t be anything controversial. It always gives us a boost in the opinion polls. It would be good if he could mention saving those kids from the shark again. And tell him to mention the labradoodle. Everyone always forgets the labradoodle. Now, what else does he need?’

			Dev was almost pleading for something to do.

			‘Dad would surely want some snacks, wouldn’t he?’ Lottie whispered in my ear.

			My stomach piped up. Cerise had arranged for Billie to cook a breakfast of sweet potato toast with activated almond spread every morning that week. Today I had taken a couple of bites but couldn’t manage the rest. I’d longed to ask her if we could have Weet-Bix or Vegemite on toast, but Cerise was on a bit of a roll about how almonds were the ‘quiet achievers of the nut world’ and how they were often overlooked in modern cooking. So I’d said nothing and nibbled tiny morsels of the almond spread. Then there had been the quinoa salad for lunch, which had been okay but didn’t exactly fill me up.

			I grinned at Lottie and turned back to the door. ‘Um, he did say he feels like some lollies. You know the red frogs from the corner shop? And maybe some musk sticks. Musk sticks really help him think. Oh, and some chips, please. Chicken flavour and …’

			Lottie gave me a thumbs up and nodded enthusiastically.

			‘… and salt and vinegar.’

			‘Salt and vinegar flavour?’ Dev repeated. There was disapproval in his voice, tempered by the satisfaction of being needed. ‘Very well. I’ll get on to that right away.’

			Lottie covered her mouth with her hands to stop herself from laughing. Well, at least we wouldn’t have to run the country on an empty stomach.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			As soon as we’d finished our dinner, Lottie and I crept to the study with Dad’s phone. We kept the lights off to avoid suspicion and used the torch from the mobile phone to guide ourselves. We had a lot of work to do if we were to keep covering for Dad until he got back, especially with Deputy Saunders sniffing around. Now that Monday was over, we only had nine days left to come up with a policy for the Annual Party Meeting. Plus, we also had to figure out what to do about Dad’s radio interview and come up with some social media updates. Fast.

			But before we could do anything, I noticed that Mum had sent a text message. It was a picture of her standing in the middle of a red dirt road, looking sunburnt and wearing sunglasses I’d never seen before.

			She’d written: Bringing back memories of our 98 trip to the Pilbara

			Then:

			Can you make sure Harper is using the cream for her eczema? The one in the gold tube, not the white one. Needs to be three times a day. Might not have reception for a few days so will touch base when I do xo

			I typed a thumbs up and the heart emoji, then squinted at Lottie’s face to see if she approved. She nodded and I pressed send. Too many words would give us away. We might be able to fool Dev and Deputy Saunders, but Mum was a different story.

			I placed the phone in my pocket. There were lots of rooms in the house to choose from, but there was something special about this one. Maybe it was the books or the natural light that flowed in during the day, but the study didn’t feel nearly as creepy as some of the other rooms. Ever since we moved in, Lottie had been convinced she heard ghostly sounds in the spare bedroom next to hers. I wasn’t sure about a ghost, but I had to admit this house was always creaking and groaning.

			The study had a huge mahogany desk and an oversized spinning chair on one side of the room. On the other was a two-seater lounge that swallowed you up when you sat in it and made the whole room smell like a leather shoe. Then of course there were the walls and walls of books. I nearly died when I saw all the books the first time I entered the study, but my excitement was short-lived. There were approximately one thousand constitutional law books and zero mysteries.

			On our first day at Kirribilli House, Dad had been quite enthusiastic and had asked us to point out certain countries on the globe that sat on his desk. Lottie had given him a detailed history and geography lesson while I’d read my book and spun around on the chair.

			Dad had had a lot to catch up on. I think he’d only got into politics because he wanted to be minister for sport and recreation. He said he wanted to create more open spaces for the community to be active in, but I’m sure getting free tickets to all the big sporting events didn’t hurt either. He’d had a lot of community support in the beginning, but it hadn’t taken long before he’d realised that there was a lot more to being a member of parliament than watching Australia play England in the Ashes. Still, he had been learning and getting better each day. As member for Bates, he’d made a couple of really good speeches about protecting green spaces and getting more kids into sport.

			Then, when he became prime minister, things all seemed a bit much for him. He never wanted to play Minecraft or watch funny YouTube clips with me anymore, and when I’d once suggested he play street cricket with me and Lottie, he looked like he might cry. And I hadn’t seen him make any speeches or say anything at all about his plans as prime minister. It was like Dad had been replaced by a robot with a blank expression that shuffled through the house at all hours. I missed the real Dad so much. But now he’d completely disappeared and we had no idea where he was.

			Lottie and I squeezed into the chair behind Dad’s desk and turned on his desk lamp. I placed my toy monkey Marcella on my lap and looked down at Lottie’s notes. She’d already written over three pages. She had that glint in her eye again, like when she convinced me to wear one of her T-shirts to Dad’s swearing-in ceremony. It had huge letters across the front: There will be more plastic than fish in the ocean by 2050. She had been wearing the same T-shirt. It had looked like we might get away with it too until Dad’s media advisor spotted them moments before we were due to join Dad on stage. They had thrown an old lady’s frilly scarf over me and an oversized cardigan over Lottie. And then there was an article in the paper the next day about our unusual fashion choices!

			‘Okay.’ She put the pen down. ‘I’ve been thinking about all the options and there is so much that we need to do but I think the most important one is to help save the environment.’

			I nodded. We were both worried about our planet. Last year Lottie was even on TV, marching in front of a bunch of kids while holding a sign that read: Why should I clean my room if the world is a mess?

			I hadn’t wanted to be on TV but I’d figured that I could do my bit to save the environment from home. I had started turning off lights and power points all around the house. Dad got annoyed at first, especially if I turned off lights while he was still in the room, but then he got into the habit of doing it too. I also regularly rummaged through our rubbish bin to see if anything should be put in the recycling. I once found twelve soft drink cans and three pizza boxes in the wrong bin!

			Lottie stood up and walked to the other side of the room, her voice getting higher with excitement. ‘This is our chance to take the Bottle Brigade to the next level!’

			‘Oh, okay.’ I tapped the desk with my fingernails. ‘What are you thinking, exactly?’

			‘Well, the government needs to ban bottled water – just like we did at Mount Dale, but nationwide. Did you know Australians produce enough plastic waste in one day to fill an entire beach? It’s so stupid drinking water from plastic bottles, especially when you can get clean water straight out of the tap. They’ve already tried the ban in the town of Bundanoon and it was a huge success. Some people won’t like it at first, but people complained when seatbelts were introduced too. We can set up water stations all across the country. I’ll even let them call them Oases!’

			Lottie was speaking so fast I could barely keep up. My stomach started churning. I needed to talk to her about how I was truly feeling. It was fun to think of everything we could do if we were in charge – I mean, I cared about stuff like climate change and plastic clogging the ocean – but I was more worried about preventing our family from becoming a national joke. And this kind of policy didn’t sound like Dad at all. It might give us away.

			‘Lottie …’

			‘Mmm,’ she answered, still pacing the room.

			‘Slow down. Let’s just think through all the options.’

			Lottie loved talking about options. Her favourite game was ‘Would You Rather?’ It involved her asking me something like, ‘Would you rather live in a world with no trees or no buildings?’ or ‘Would you rather no animals or no TV?’ Whatever I picked she would argue the merits of the other choice and then I’d feel confused and stressed.

			I continued, ‘I really want to help and I really like your idea to ban plastic bottles but I want to be careful. Whatever we decide to do, it has to sound like something Dad would do – not you – or people might get suspicious.’

			Lottie sat down next to me at the desk and took both my hands in hers. ‘Harps, when will we ever have an opportunity like this? Don’t you want to do something amazing for the world?’

			‘I do, but what if we get caught?’ I pulled my hands back. ‘We need to protect Dad. We’ve already got a social media problem. You know how much he loves YouTube and Twitter.’

			‘Yeah, especially funny cat videos.’ Lottie laughed, but then her smile fell slowly.

			I could tell she was thinking about Dad. Before he became prime minister, he and Lottie had a competition every Sunday morning to see who could find the funniest animal video. Dad had sprained his wrist falling off the lounge because he was laughing so hard at the kitten fighting itself in the mirror.

			Lottie wouldn’t admit it, but I knew she was also missing our old dad and the fun they had before he became prime minister.

			She jumped out of the seat again and snapped back into action. ‘Hey, can I have Dad’s mobile?’

			‘Um, why?’

			‘So we can do something about the socials.’

			I got the phone out of my pocket and slowly handed it to her. I hadn’t let the phone out of my sight all day because Dev was messaging constantly. My palms became sweaty seeing Lottie holding it.

			She started tapping the screen. ‘What’s Dad’s Twitter password?’

			I shrugged.

			‘I’ll try your birthday.’

			I could tell from her furrowed brow that it didn’t work.

			‘I’ll try my birthday.’ She punched in some more numbers, then shook her head.

			‘Lottie, I don’t think this is a good idea.’

			‘Harps, this is our chance. A chance to change the world for the better. Deputy Saunders doesn’t care about what’s best for our future; his ideas are all about making life easier for himself and grown-ups like him. Even Dad wasn’t exactly sure what to do with the power. That’s why he hasn’t been able to come up with a single policy idea since he became prime minister. And now he only has nine days before the Annual Party Meeting where he has to announce something. We’d be helping him, as well as the country, by doing this.’

			I usually liked Lottie’s pep talks. If it wasn’t for her I would never have had the guts to try out for the school netball team or ask Wai Ching for one of her Burger Rings, but this didn’t feel quite the same. The stakes were much higher than Burger Rings.

			‘Try “Tigers2005”. That’s the year the Wests Tigers won the premiership.’

			Success! Dad’s Twitter account opened up. Lottie came over for a high five, which I returned with as much enthusiasm as I could muster.

			‘Oh …’ Her face creased in concern and her voice trailed off.

			‘What is it?’ I stood and looked over Lottie’s shoulder as she scrolled through a news article. ‘What are you reading?’

			‘Nothing.’ She tried to cover the phone but I had already seen the headline.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Herald.com.au – Monday 22 November

			Nice trip? The PM’s daughter has a shaky start to school

			I grabbed the phone from her and studied the grainy pictures of me falling over onto the pavement. The photos captured me in the most undignified of poses, my face wincing in shock. The last picture was me running away from school like a scared little kindy kid.

			Anger flooded my body. If that photographer hadn’t jumped out of the bushes with his ginormous camera, I wouldn’t have tripped! And then people would have been reading about some other sucker while eating their dinner!

			‘That is so unfair!’ I said, not looking away from the phone. Without even thinking, my thumb scrolled down to read the comments people had posted.

			Ha! Bit like her dad’s start to being prime minister!

			That uniform is so ugly.

			The council needs to do something about the footpaths in this area.

			Why am I reading about this spoilt brat?

			Lottie grabbed the phone back from me. I stood there numb. How could grown-ups be so mean? Didn’t they have anything better to do? And weren’t they the ones always lecturing us kids about being kind to one another? I felt a strange urge to grab the phone back and read all the comments but Lottie was holding it close to her chest.

			‘Remember what Mum said about reading comments online? Don’t think about it. Now, what can we tweet about?’ Lottie was trying to distract me. ‘There’s a lot of stuff here about the upcoming Annual Party Meeting but that’s a bit …’

			Embarrassment and fury were racing around my body and I was having trouble pushing the lump in my throat down. I knew this wasn’t a big deal compared to what some people go through in life, but the pictures and mean comments were ringing in my head. ‘We’re not spoilt brats,’ I whispered to no-one in particular.

			‘No, we’re not.’ Lottie put one arm round my shoulder and scrolled through Dad’s Twitter account with the other hand. Her way of helping was to focus on the future. She was right, I knew. Feeling sorry for myself wasn’t going to help.

			‘Any ideas?’

			‘Um, something about sport?’ I shrugged.

			‘Good idea. Dad loves sport. The Australian cricket team is playing tomorrow.’

			‘Okay, maybe tweet, “Good luck to our boys in the cricket tomorrow. It’s going to be a great match.”’

			‘But that doesn’t really sound like Dad. Maybe, “It’s going to be a blinder”?’

			‘Yeah, that’s better. And use lots of capital letters. Maybe put it all in caps.’

			‘Girls, where are you?’ Cerise’s voice called out from the hall. ‘Harper!’

			We looked at each other, panicked she would find us mucking around in Dad’s study. There was nowhere we could hide. I was already in Cerise’s bad books after running away from Adeena and Frank, even though I’d tried to explain that I’d just needed a moment to myself.

			‘Harper! Lottie! Where are you? We need to talk about The Herald.’ I heard Cerise opening and closing doors. ‘Harper! I’m looking at a dreadful picture of you online. We’re going to have to go back to basics! Young ladies do not fall onto pavements and rip their stockings and dresses. They stand up straight and smile for the cameras like I’ve shown you repeatedly.’

			‘We’re just getting something for Dad,’ I called out, moving closer to the door in case Cerise decided to barge in.

			‘Oh.’ I heard her heels stop just outside the study door. She was so close I could smell her flowery perfume. Her tone changed. ‘Absolutely.’

			Cerise said ‘absolutely’ a lot. Even when a simple ‘okay’ would be fine. Her greatest pleasure seemed to be combining it with the word ‘not’. Like when I’d asked her if I could stay in my onesie all weekend.

			I heard her walk away.

			Lottie’s finger was hovering over the phone and her eyes were dancing.

			‘Okay, just do it.’ I covered my face as Lottie pressed the post button. A thrill of excitement and fear rushed through my body. We held hands and did a silent happy dance together. That was it. We’d done it. Another major act of deception. Lottie hugged me as we watched the likes flood in.

			A text message from Dev popped up on Dad’s mobile phone.

			Lollies and chips are at the front door, sir.

			Yum! I had to admit, my first day of being the boss wasn’t all bad. Perhaps I would ask for a giant tub of ice cream tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Tuesday

			The Daily Herald – Tuesday 23 November

			PM struck down by mystery illness vows to continue working from sickbed

			Dread formed in my stomach before I’d even opened my eyes that morning. What had we done? I reached for Marcella and pulled the bedcovers over my head, as though they could protect me from the day.

			I felt even worse when I remembered the message from Mum. Her flight had been cancelled, and because she was in such a remote part of Australia the next one wasn’t for over a week. Cerise had broken the news last night after the trout with almonds but before the fruit compote, as though she was discussing the weather. I’d swallowed mouthfuls of the sickly sweet fruit, over and over, to stop myself bursting into tears. Lottie held my hand under the table and afterwards we’d called Mum, but the mobile reception had been so bad we barely got to say our names before it cut out. We would just have to wait to talk to her. And hopefully Dad would come home before she got back.

			I explained to Lottie that I really needed a quick visit to the jacaranda tree before school. I’d looked it up on a map and found out it was in a place called Cooper Street Reserve. Adeena said she would drive me there and would stay in the car to give me some space. I think Adeena and Frank were just happy that they knew where I was going this time.

			As soon as we arrived at Cooper Street, I could feel that something was different. A large truck was idling at the end of the street. Two guys were standing under the jacaranda tree, pointing and shouting over the sound of the truck engine. I pressed my face up against the car’s window. It felt like I had been invaded in some way, even though I’d only just found this spot and none of it belonged to me.

			The sign on the side of the truck read: NSW State Government: Sales and Leases.

			What?

			I got out of the car and walked towards the jacaranda. It seemed so defenceless against the noisy guys and the imposing truck.

			Before I could stop myself, I was standing right next to them under the tree.

			‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			They turned and looked down at me, confused, as though the tree itself had asked the question.

			‘It’s being sold, love,’ one of them said eventually.

			‘Wait, what? Sorry, what’s being sold? The tree?’

			‘Yeah. Well, the land. And the tree’s on the land. State government will get millions for this spot.’

			My mind started racing. The state government was selling the reserve. That wasn’t Dad’s government – he was in charge of the federal government. But how could the state government sell it? I’d just found a place to escape to and they were telling me that it wouldn’t be here for much longer. I hadn’t even had a chance to show Dad yet. He’d love it. It might even snap him into organising a game of cricket at the reserve or putting a swing up for some of the little kids in the neighbourhood. Maybe it was my desperation that gave me the courage to keep talking.

			‘Who’s buying it?’ I gulped.

			‘Developer, love.’ He turned to the other guy. ‘I reckon they can squeeze a couple of houses on here – if they remove the tree, of course.’

			‘Oh yeah, gotta get rid of it,’ the other guy agreed.

			Get rid of it? It was as though he was talking about an ingrown toenail or a stain on a wall. Not the majestic jacaranda towering above us, brimming with life and colour.

			I wasn’t speaking to anyone in particular now. ‘But … the tree is so beautiful and this reserve is green and peaceful …’

			‘Look, sweetie, we’re just doing what we’re told. Go have a read of that sign over there. It tells you how the public can have their say about it.’

			The men turned their backs to me and continued their conversation.

			It didn’t make sense. The tree must have been standing there, minding its own business in the reserve, for over a century.

			How was this okay?

			I turned and walked over to the sign that I’d seen but paid no attention to yesterday. I had to squint my eyes to make out the small writing. There were lots of words and they were long and confusing, almost as if it was written in a foreign language. But there were parts I definitely understood.

			Proposed sale of state-owned land

			…

			This land has been assessed as having limited value to the community

			…

			Any person is entitled to make a submission to the department with regard to the proposed sale within 28 days [1 December].

			Any person. Any person.

			Any person can have their say about the sale of the land.

			Was I ‘any person’?

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			I spotted the photographer from yesterday, Camo Guy, as soon as I got out of the car at school. We’d started calling him Camo Guy because of his camouflage jacket, which didn’t seem to serve much purpose. Sure enough, I heard the clicking of his camera. I’d worn two pairs of stockings today, just in case, and was already sweating from the heat. It made the eczema on the back of my legs itch but I told myself not to scratch it. Especially not while Camo Guy was watching. Instead, I forced a smile and miraculously walked through the gate without incident.

			I took my place next to Lottie in the quadrangle, ready for roll call. Some kids behind me were talking about the photo of my face plant. Lottie turned around and glared at them but that only seemed to make them laugh more. If those guys hadn’t been hanging around my tree, I might have turned and run straight back to the reserve.

			The principal, Mrs Robertson, seemed to be taking an excruciatingly long time this morning to inspect the ladies and gentlemen in their uniforms. I’d heard kids say it was called ‘the line-up’ because Mrs Robertson examined us like criminal suspects. She was the one who had greeted Lottie and me on our first day and told us ‘not to expect any special treatment here at Oceanview’. If only she knew that being treated like everyone else was exactly what I wanted. I held my breath as she stopped in front of me.

			‘Harper,’ she said, her face turning into a smile of sorts. ‘Glad to see your stockings and dress are in one piece this morning.’

			There was a polite chuckle from some of the teachers and a less polite chortle from the kids behind us.

			‘Yes, Miss,’ I mumbled and looked at my feet. I felt the eyes of the other kids on me. As far as I could tell, she didn’t usually stop to exchange pleasantries. Fortunately, she moved on without another word.

			Still looking at my shoes, I saw Mrs Robertson’s feet stop in front of Lottie. I looked up to do a quick check of Lottie’s uniform. Everything seemed to be in order, from her hat to her shoes.

			‘What’s that?’ Mrs Robertson boomed, even though she was standing only an inch from Lottie’s face. She was pointing at Lottie’s wrist.

			‘A wristband?’ Lottie offered.

			My heart fell. The Youth Climate Coalition wristband.

			‘And are you, or are you not, aware of the school’s policy on wearing jewellery?’

			‘I am aware.’ Lottie kept her chin up so she was looking straight at Mrs Robertson. I knew from her tone that she wasn’t trying to be cheeky. She was simply stating a fact.

			There was a long pause during which no-one said anything. Bella and a couple of her friends started giggling. Theo caught my eye from the boys’ line next to me and rolled his eyes at Mrs Robertson’s back. I didn’t dare respond. My knees started jiggling and I squeezed my hands tightly in front of me to stop them doing anything else.

			C’mon, Lottie. Say something more. Explain politely that it’s not jewellery. Or that you forgot to take it off.

			Lottie just stared back at Mrs Robertson.

			I had no idea what was about to happen, but Mrs Robertson’s eyes had narrowed and her right hand was opening and closing as though she was about to use it to whack someone.

			‘Hand over the bracelet,’ she ordered, at a dangerously soft decibel. ‘Everyone else, to class.’

			My body released a single syllable of air. As I walked away, I looked back over my shoulder at Lottie standing alone with the principal. I wanted to stay, but I knew that would just get her in more trouble. I was relieved that Mrs Robertson had opted against further public humiliation.

			When Lottie eventually entered the classroom of 4/5G later that morning she had her head down and I couldn’t make eye contact with her. She sat down at her desk across the other side of the room, with the other Grade Fours. Then Mr Gieng, who was standing at the front of the room, made an important announcement.

			‘Now, as you know we have Speech Day on Thursday. This year, all the seniors get to perform their speech in the hall in front of the whole school!’ Mr Gieng clasped his hands together as if he was revealing a wonderful treat. ‘Then we will select one student to represent our school at the zone public-speaking competition.’

			I swallowed. The whole school? My face was warming at the mere thought of it. Though, it would give Lottie a chance to shine. She was a champion public speaker. Lottie had been zone champion for the past two years and her trophies stood in pride of place on her desk, next to her photo of David Attenborough. Nobody had won the zone competition three years in a row and I could tell by the way she had left a small space for this year’s trophy that it was on her mind.

			‘So, everyone will need to prepare a three-minute speech on …’ Mr Gieng looked down at his notes, ‘why kids should rule the world!’

			I saw Lottie’s eyes light up. Any irritation from this morning appeared to vanish as she licked her lips and started jotting down notes on a piece of paper. She would probably have her speech written by the end of class. I wish I had even one per cent of her public-speaking skills. Last year, Lottie had tried to teach me strategies to survive it. Take deep breaths. Talk slowly. And, the worst: imagine the audience naked. Why would anyone find that calming?

			Even speeches at my old school made me shudder. It was usually the worst three minutes of my entire school year. And this year I wouldn’t get through it by mumbling a few facts about whales. No. Oceanview had to do things bigger and better. So, not only did I have to actually rule the country while the real prime minister was missing, but I had to prepare a speech about it too.

			‘Let’s brainstorm some ideas,’ Mr Gieng said. ‘Theo, why do you think kids should rule the world?’

			Theo sat up straight. ‘Well, kids are more honest than politicians. And grown-ups say one thing but do another. Like, they tell us not to have too much screen time but they’re always staring at their phones.’

			Bella jumped in. ‘And grown-ups always tell us to be kind and not fight with each other, but like, they have arguments all the time. Have you seen how they speak to each other in question time at parliament?’

			Mr Gieng nodded.

			‘Yeah, they’re either fighting or they’re sitting in the grandstand watching the cricket,’ a boy from the back yelled out.

			The class laughed and Mr Gieng looked panic-stricken at me and then at Lottie for a moment. It was obvious who everyone was laughing at.

			‘Prime ministers have to go to those things. It’s part of their job,’ Theo said, quietly. I think I was the only one who heard him, but I flashed him a grateful smile.

			Lottie raised her hand.

			‘Yes, Lottie.’

			‘Adults tell us to recycle and look after the environment, but our leaders refuse to make policies to reduce climate change. Not to mention that heaps of them live outside Canberra so they’re always catching planes, which creates more emissions.’

			‘Interesting point, Lottie. I wonder if your dad is working on that as we speak.’

			I stared hard at the whiteboard, which still had yesterday’s maths problems on it. Unlikely.

			‘Actually,’ Lottie started speaking again, ‘he is going to announce something that will help the environment, at the Annual Party Meeting in eight days.’

			My chair screeched against the floor as I stood up suddenly.

			Everyone turned to stare at me.

			‘Harper … are you okay?’ Mr Gieng looked concerned.

			I felt as if I might throw up. ‘Um, yes … Sorry, I … I had an idea but I’ve forgotten it.’

			‘Ah. That’s okay. Perhaps you could take your seat, and next time raise your hand if you have an idea.’

			I sat down, knowing my face was the colour of a tomato.

			Theo leant over and whispered, ‘You sure you’re okay?’

			I nodded and pretended to write something in my notebook to avoid all the eyes still on me. At least I had stopped whatever Lottie was going to say, even if everyone thought I was a complete weirdo. Lottie was ‘sailing very close to the wind’, as Cerise liked to say. She could have totally given everything away if she’d kept going.

			Aisha spoke up. ‘What about how grown-ups tell us not to eat too many sweet things and then they have secret sugar stashes at the back of the cupboard, just for them?’

			Mr Gieng laughed. ‘I might even be guilty of that. Okay, now the hard part. What would you all do if you were in charge?’

			‘Easy,’ Theo replied, without missing a beat. ‘I would say kids don’t have to go to school. Or maybe just, like, two days a week! Saturday and Sunday could be school days, with Monday to Friday off. Or what about a weekly stay-in-bed-and-read day?’

			I giggled, but I could see Lottie tapping her pen impatiently on her desk across the room.

			‘Like that’s the most important change to make in the world right now …’ she muttered.

			I shot her a look that meant chill out. What was so wrong with Theo’s ideas? Maybe Dad would like some of his suggestions. A weekly stay-in-bed-and-read day would be awesome.

			‘Ooh ooh, no, I’ve got a better one.’ Theo was jumping up and down in his seat like an excited puppy. ‘What about free food from the canteen? Every day, free food.’

			‘I’ve got a feeling that could get out of hand,’ Aisha muttered under her breath, from the next desk over.

			‘Ooh, one more, one more – grown-ups have to do what kids say. Or, what about kids interview teachers to decide if they get their job? And kids can drive cars! From the age of ten, though. My six-year-old sister could cause some damage!’

			‘Theo, pipe down and give someone else a turn,’ someone yelled from the back.

			‘That’s enough.’ Mr Gieng held up his hands in front of him. ‘Everyone will get a turn.’

			‘What about unlimited screen time?’ someone said.

			‘Weekly excursions!’

			‘Pets at school!’

			‘This isn’t a joke.’ Lottie’s voice cut through the excited chatter. ‘There are things that need changing in this world.’

			Theo slumped back in his seat.

			I ripped off a piece of my notebook and wrote:

			I like your ideas ☺

			I passed it to Theo. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught him smiling, then he passed me a note that said:

			Thanks. Sometimes grown-ups forget what it’s like to be a kid ☺

			I started to write something back but Mr Gieng caught me.

			‘Harper, have you remembered what you wanted to say?’

			I paused and then shook my head quickly before all the kids turned to look at me again. The truth was, I had lots of ideas – more green spaces, banning speeches in schools and having special reading days. And lots more too. But which idea was the best one? There were so many possibilities it felt overwhelming. Maybe Dad felt the same?

			[image: ]

			When school ended, I told Lottie I’d catch up to her (and Adeena and Frank) and rummaged around my bag until I found what I was looking for.

			Theo was crouched outside the classroom, trying to shove his folder into an already packed bag. From the smell of it, the old banana was still in there somewhere. I shuffled awkwardly behind him. He grunted as the zipper refused to budge.

			‘Figaty, zigity, zagaty, zoom! Make this schoolbag have more room!’ Theo stood back as though the bag were about to expand in a puff of smoke.

			Nothing happened. He hadn’t noticed me, so there was still time to chicken out. But I didn’t want to this time.

			‘Worth a try,’ Theo muttered to himself. He sighed and rose with the still-open bag on his shoulder, then turned and stepped on my foot. ‘Ah, sorry, didn’t see you.’

			‘That’s okay.’ I shook my foot to get rid of the pain, then held out my copy of Beatrix Brown #3. ‘Um, I was just wondering if you wanted to borrow this.’

			He looked at me without taking the book, as though it was a trick.

			‘Someone told me you were a fan of the series.’ I shrugged. It was amazing how quiet the school had become without the other kids.

			‘Oh.’ He looked down at the book again and then slowly took it from me. ‘Thanks. Yeah, I started reading the series to my sister when she was in hospital last time. Then I started liking them too.’

			Hospital? I didn’t know what to say to that. ‘Number three is one of my favourites,’ I said instead, nodding.

			‘Me too.’ He gave me a dimply smile. ‘Ta. I don’t know where Hendo and those other guys chucked my copy. Maybe they really are reading it? Anyway, thanks, we can read the end now. If I can fit it in my bag.’

			I smiled and turned quickly towards the gate.

			That wasn’t so hard. My cheeks felt flushed but not from embarrassment. Perhaps it was the warmth of doing something brave and kind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			I sat on my bed and flipped through the documents Dev had left at the front door. I had wanted to visit my tree again after school but Dev had texted Dad earlier to say he’d be dropping off some work.

			‘Whoa, how many forests were cut down for that?’ Lottie entered my room with two of the iceblocks we’d asked Dev to bring (for Dad) when he was delivering the documents. She passed one to me and flopped onto the end of my bed.

			‘Heaps,’ I said, attaching a clip to the top corner and passing it to Lottie. I took the wrapper off my iceblock.

			‘We should tell Dev that we want all of Parliament House to go zero waste. They should’ve done it ages ago. Plus it’s something to keep him busy.’

			‘True, and it’s a good look for Dad. Okay, I’ll text him. They really don’t need to print all this out.’

			‘What is it, anyway?’

			‘The Treasury Portfolio Budget Papers. Dad is supposed to read it and sign if he’s happy with it.’

			‘Hmm, sounds thrilling. Hey, did you hear anything strange last night?’

			‘Um, no.’ I was staring at Dad’s signature on the bottom of my zoo excursion note. It was lucky I’d forgotten to hand it in.

			‘This place is definitely haunted. Last night on my way to the toilet, I heard someone in Mum and Dad’s room.’ Lottie sounded more excited than scared.

			‘That’s impossible, it’s locked.’

			‘That’s why I’m sure it was the ghost. I’ve heard weird noises in the bathroom and hallway too.’

			‘It was probably Cerise checking that your toothbrush had been used. Or doing some midnight Pilates in the hall.’ I reached for my notepad and pen and practised writing Dad’s signature again and again. When I leant back and examined the row of fake signatures I was pleased. They actually looked pretty similar to the real thing. Just a few more and then I would be able to sign the budget documents. My stomach felt a bit queasy at the thought, but I knew for a fact that Dad wouldn’t have read all these budget notes anyway; he could hardly make it through the school newsletter.

			I took a deep breath and went for it. It was only after I finished signing that I realised I’d used my scented purple glitter pen. Whoops.

			‘Do you think that matters?’ I showed Lottie.

			‘Nah, Dad loves purple. Just like you.’

			We giggled.

			As Lottie shuffled the papers into a neat pile for Dev, I noticed a strip of pale skin where her wristband normally sat. Mrs Robertson must have confiscated it. I was about to ask about it when there was a knock on the door.

			‘Harper!’

			I went to the door and poked my head out. Cerise was standing in the hallway, holding a folder to her chest. Today Cerise reminded me of my doll, Sunset, who I’d named for her apricot dress and lipstick.

			Cerise tapped an uncomfortable-looking apricot heel on the floor. ‘Have you seen your father?’ she demanded.

			‘He’s still in bed.’

			‘Still?’ Cerise’s face was contorted in concern.

			‘Yep. Um, still sick.’ I went to shut my door.

			Cerise placed her toe in the doorway so I couldn’t close it. ‘Well, Billie needs to speak with him about the menu for dinner. They’ve noticed he hasn’t been eating anything. I’ve given them some immune-boosting recipe ideas – stir-fried broccoli with coconut, curried squash and lentil soup, trout with almonds. The last one is a personal favourite of mine.’

			‘Um, okay. The doctor said no-one should go near him. Because of the risk of spreading germs.’ Out of sight, I reached for the book where I had hidden the key to Dad’s room and placed the key in my pocket. ‘But she also said kids can’t get sick from this bug, apparently. Which is good news. So I can go speak to him quickly if you like?’

			There was a pause while Cerise struggled to maintain the composed look on her face. Her left eyebrow twitched slightly. I knew Cerise was thinking about germs. It was just the right word to get under her skin. She liked standing over us in the bathroom to count how long we spent washing our hands. ‘That’s not fifteen to twenty seconds,’ she would scold if we dared stop too soon.

			I inhaled as Cerise opened my door all the way and stepped into my bedroom. Lottie shoved my notepad, the briefing papers and the iceblock wrappers under my bed in one impressive swoop. I felt Cerise’s eyes dancing around the room. Cerise thought a tidy bedroom was almost as important as a healthy diet. She picked up two of our empty glasses from my desk as if they were specimen jars. She took out a new face mask and gloves from her pocket and passed them to me. ‘Very well. You go ask him. But wear these and don’t get too close to him! We’ll wait in here.’

			I put on the mask and gloves and tried to walk as calmly as I could to the hallway, and then to my parents’ bedroom. I unlocked the door and closed it behind me.

			We’d done such a good job of convincing everyone Dad was sick that I half expected to see him lying under the covers, scrolling through his phone. Instead, the room was just as he’d left it: wardrobe open, towel on the floor, boomerang pillow on the bed. The windows were shut and the room still smelt like him.

			I stared at the picture of Mum and Dad on Dad’s bedside table. I wondered why he had chosen to frame that one. By the look of Dad’s slender frame it was taken a long time ago. They were at the beach. Mum had pink hair and Dad had an eyebrow ring. Their cheeks were squished together and they were laughing at something behind the camera. And it was real laughter, with their mouths open, rather than just teeth gritted for the benefit of the camera. I picked up the frame and a tiny tinge of sadness arrived in my throat. I hoped he was okay.

			Then I noticed his entire collection of Hawaiian shirts was missing. The sadness was immediately replaced by anger. I was seriously beginning to doubt that there was ever any conference. How could he just leave when he had a responsibility to the country? Not to mention his daughters! But if there really wasn’t a conference, then where on Earth was my dad? And why hadn’t anybody in the media spotted him?

			I moved near the door and in my loudest voice pretended to have a conversation with Dad.

			‘How are you feeling?’ I yelled, and then paused. ‘Still no good? That’s okay, just whisper what you want for dinner.’

			I waited a few beats. It was only then that I realised my heart was racing. If Cerise barged into the bedroom now and saw me talking to an empty bed then everything would be over. I didn’t dare impersonate Dad’s voice. If anyone asked I’d just have to pretend he couldn’t talk at all. I took a deep breath and emerged from the bedroom, locking the door quickly behind me.

			When I walked back into the bedroom, Lottie smiled innocently but Cerise’s eyes were fixed on me. For a moment, I felt like the whole game was up. Did she know? I looked at Lottie and back at Cerise.

			‘He said he wants two Big Macs with fries, please,’ I said through my face mask.

			‘Big Macs?’ Cerise’s face crinkled in confusion.

			Another pause.

			‘And fries,’ I added.

			Cerise stepped closer to me. ‘Did you mention the trout and almonds?’ she quizzed.

			‘Um, yep. Yes, I did. He said thank you, it sounds nice. But he really just feels like Macca’s.’

			‘I assume you’re referring to the fast-food chain known as McDonald’s? I don’t know what your family used to eat when you lived in … wherever you used to live, but prime ministers do not eat McDonald’s. Especially when ill. He needs vegetables. And protein. What about some grilled fish?’

			‘Nope. None of that, thanks!’ I smiled with false cheeriness. I was glad to be wearing the mask in case my face was revealing everything. Lottie was biting her lip and trying not to laugh.

			‘Right.’ Cerise smoothed down the front of her apricot skirt and looked over my head at Dad’s bedroom door. I could tell there was some sort of battle going on in her head. I guessed that the last prime minister had never asked for Macca’s for dinner. ‘I will discuss that with Billie. And perhaps in a few days your father will be well enough to speak with me.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Hello, sir, how are you feeling tonight?

			Better I hope?

			I got your message about zero-waste workplaces and have been doing some research. It’s a great idea and I think we can do it.

			I’m sorry to bother you so late but just wondering if you have thought about the big policy announcement at the Annual Party Meeting? It’s eight days away. I think if we gave some hints to the press it would really boost your popularity.

			I picked up the phone and starting typing.

			G’day mate. Yeah, still crook. Sore throat/runny nose/vomiting/diarrhoea, the lot!

			I paused. Too many symptoms? Too much detail? Dad was a bit of an oversharer, particularly about his bodily functions. But I didn’t want to lay it on too thick.

			You definitely don’t want to get this bug, mate, so stay away. The doc said it could spread through the whole government if I’m not careful! Anyway, I’ll message you about that policy thingy soon. I’ve got heaps of ideas!!

			Dad loved exclamation marks, almost as much as he loved the winking emoji, so I tried to include as many of them in the texts to Dev as I could. I pressed send and then shoved the phone in my pocket, as if that might prevent it buzzing again.

			Where are you, Dad? And what on Earth are you doing?

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Wednesday

			The Daily Herald – Wednesday 24 November

			Cabinet insider accuses PM of not taking role seriously after signing important budget documents in purple glitter pen

			‘Did you see this?’ I opened Dad’s phone and showed Lottie a TikTok video of someone dressed up as Dad, painting all the furniture in Parliament House with glitter.

			Lottie couldn’t help giggling as we started our walk to school.

			‘It’s not funny! I should have been more careful choosing a pen.’

			‘Well, at least no-one worked out that it was actually you who signed it.’

			‘True.’

			‘And they didn’t even mention it smelt like grapes.’ She linked her arm with mine. ‘We should tweet something back.’

			I paused for a moment, then started tapping on the phone.

			Real men are not afraid of a little glitter! Love my girls and their colourful pens ☺

			‘What do you think?’ I showed her.

			Lottie grinned. ‘Do it.’

			My finger pressed down and the tweet flew off into the world.

			I looked around to see if anyone was watching us, but Camo Guy wasn’t there today and Adeena seemed to be showing Frank how to do the moves to the ‘Baby Shark’ song. Camo Guy must have Wednesdays off, or perhaps he was stalking some other poor kid. Chatting with Lottie this morning almost felt like the old days on the way to Mount Dale. For a moment, I expected to see Archie Blake hiding behind one of the trees, ready to torment us. Except that Archie and his grapes were a world away from us here. Plus it was sports day, so we got to wear sneakers and socks and a dress that was far more comfortable than the usual tunic and blazer.

			‘Dev messaged about the policy again last night,’ I said.

			‘What did you say to him?’

			‘Just that I’d get back to him soon.’

			We walked inside the school gates. Kids streamed in on either side of us.

			‘Okay, I just need to work out roughly how many water fountains we’ll need and how much that will cost, but I think we can send the details of the bottle ban to Dev when he next messages.’

			‘Shhh.’ I pulled Lottie behind one of the large trees near the library, away from the other kids. There were too many ears around.

			‘You brought it up! And even if someone overheard, it’s not like they would believe that Dad has disappeared and we have no idea where he is.’

			‘We just need to be careful.’

			‘I am being careful. But we don’t know exactly how long Dad will be away for. And we don’t know what he’s doing right now, but let’s face it, it’s more likely to be reef diving than researching. So we need to help him by preparing his policy for the Annual Party Meeting. You know we’ve got good ideas for the country. Dad always used to ask our advice. Until everything got too much and he hardly talked to anyone.’

			‘I know, Lottie. I’m just scared about what will happen to our family if someone finds out.’

			‘Even more reason to pretend that everything is normal and act like the prime minister would.’

			‘I know what you could do!’ a boy’s voice interrupted.

			Lottie screamed and I jumped back from the tree as though it had bitten me.

			There, sitting on the other side of the tree, holding a book titled 101 Easy-To-Do Magic Tricks, was Theo.

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.’ He stood and brushed the grass off his pants. ‘But I think I understand the problem.’

			I put my hand to my chest, trying to steady my breath. Theo had quite a deep voice for a kid and for a second I’d thought a grown-up had heard everything we’d said.

			‘You … you shouldn’t listen to other people’s conversations!’ Lottie spluttered.

			‘Hey, you came over to my tree. This is where I sit every morning.’

			Lottie started pacing around like a boxer in the ring. Theo was smiling at me like we were old friends. I couldn’t believe someone had overheard our biggest secret! This was bad. Really bad. We’d been so careful, yet it had only taken choosing the wrong tree for everything to come out.

			My chest was still pounding as I stepped forward. ‘Sorry, Theo. We’ve got a bit of a family drama happening.’

			‘Oh, I know all about those.’

			‘Yeah, this is kinda a big one. But we’ll sort it out. Can I ask that you please, please, don’t tell anyone what you heard just now?’

			‘No worries, H.’ He stood up straight like a soldier and then made a zipping motion over his lips. ‘I’m excellent at keeping secrets.’

			‘Okay.’ I hesitated and then turned to leave. ‘Thanks.’

			Lottie stared at Theo a beat longer and then followed me.

			Theo called after us, ‘But if you want to chat about ideas for the country, I’ve got some good ones! Remember the free canteen idea? Just let me know if I can help with anything.’

			Lottie and I hurried in silence to our usual spot near the far gate. The morning sun was hitting the water, creating a shimmery display. The sound of bouncing handballs and laughter faded and all I could hear was the roar of the ocean. We sat on the grass. Okay, so it wasn’t great that our secret had escaped but there was something about Theo that made me think we could trust him.

			‘I don’t think Theo will tell anyone.’

			‘Good. Are you friends with him?’

			‘Um. Yeah. Sort of.’ I shrugged.

			Lottie didn’t reply because just then Bella walked up to us sipping water from a plastic bottle. Two other girls followed her.

			‘Hi,’ Bella said.

			‘Hi, Bella.’ I smiled.

			Lottie said nothing.

			I didn’t really know what made Bella cool. She just seemed to wear her uniform better and exude a confidence about her place in the world. And everyone around Bella generally accepted that this was the state of things. I was happy not to be classified as cool, in case it resulted in any more attention. I’d overheard in class that Bella’s mum ran some tech company and that both her parents regularly made financial donations to the school. Apparently, they had recently funded the installation of two new tennis courts because they felt that Bella performed better on hardcourt than grass.

			‘Just so you know,’ Bella stood in front of Lottie, ‘Grade Fours are not really supposed to be in this area. Only Grade Fives and Sixes.’

			‘Says who?’ Lottie squared her shoulders.

			My heart started hammering again. It had been an intense morning and the bell hadn’t even gone yet. I didn’t know what Lottie would be angrier about – Bella drinking from a plastic bottle or appointing herself the playground police. I didn’t want to find out.

			I stood up. ‘Thanks, Bella. Lottie didn’t know. No-one told us.’

			‘Yeah, I don’t think it’s an official rule,’ one of the other girls said.

			‘Well, a guideline then. I’m just trying to help her.’ Bella pointed in Lottie’s direction as though she wasn’t there. ‘Grade Fours never come down here. They hang out near the basketball courts—’

			‘I have to speak to Mr Gieng about my speech.’ Lottie stood up abruptly and headed in the direction of the classroom.

			Bella watched her leave and then turned with a flick of her ponytail back to me.

			‘I didn’t want to say in front of your sister, but you’ve probably heard that I’m holding my massive birthday party again this year. Mum scaled it back to every second year after the debacle with the chocolate fountain last time. Anyway, you’re invited. It’s on Monday next week – after school.’

			I tried to match her excited tone. ‘Okay, thanks. That sounds fun.’

			Which it didn’t, particularly. Parties normally involved me hanging out by the food table, trying to look occupied. But it seemed to be an appropriate response to her triumphant smile. It was hard to know what I’d done to be considered worthy in Bella’s eyes. I’m pretty sure our only interaction had been on my first day, when she’d told me that my drink bottle was leaking in my bag.

			Bella was suddenly distracted by my ankles. ‘Where are those from?’

			There were muffled giggles from the others.

			I looked down at my white sport socks with the lace frill on them.

			‘Um, just from a shop where we used to live.’ I moved one of my feet behind the other as if that would hide the socks from view.

			‘Oh. Okay.’ She looked at them with exaggerated confusion, as though I was wearing hot pink leg warmers.

			I looked down and saw that every single one of the girls was wearing ribbed white socks with no frill. Mum had been buying us this type of sock since we were in kindy and only replaced them when there were at least three holes in each one. She hardly ever bought clothes for herself and if she had to it was from a second-hand shop. I rubbed the sole of my shoe along the grass. My socks suddenly seemed babyish and cheap. I felt an overwhelming urge to rip off the frill.

			‘I’ll get my nanny to tell your nanny about the shop we all go to for clothes and accessories,’ Bella suggested. ‘You seem keener than your sister to fit in at Oceanview. That’s why you’re coming to my party.’

			I nodded meekly. There was so much I wanted to say to this but once again, I couldn’t find the words.

			New socks. Another thing to think about. Like Theo. And the sale of the reserve. And the speech I had to do tomorrow. Oh, and running the country.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			During maths, I couldn’t stop thinking about the sale of the reserve. The thought of my jacaranda tree getting chopped down almost brought tears to my eyes. It was so unfair. I’d just found a place that reminded me of home. A place where I could read or just be alone with my thoughts. It was the type of place that Dad would love. In fact, now that I thought about it, Dad had always wanted more parks and reserves like this one, not fewer. If only this was a federal government issue, I might be able to change the decision with a single text message to Dev. But maybe I could still do something.

			I hid Dad’s phone under the desk and googled how to stop the state government selling land.

			Thousands of results came up. I spent some time reading through the information. It was comforting to know this wasn’t the first time someone had come up against this problem.

			I scribbled the important points in my maths workbook.

			
					Find out how long you have to make a submission.

			

			I remember the sign had said 28 days, which expired on 1 December. That was less than a week away. I underlined 1 December. There wasn’t much time.

			
					Spread the word by letterbox dropping or posting on community social media pages.

			

			Letterbox dropping. We used to do that with Mum when we were little. She was always organising events and fundraisers for different groups. I’d never really paid attention to the ‘why’ though. We just enjoyed putting the paper through the little mail slots. Could I do some letterbox dropping?

			
					Speak up and make a submission.

			

			I stared at the last point and then back at the phone.

			Once you have spread the word about the proposed sale, consider organising an event and invite the media. If enough people speak up against the sale and explain how the land is important to the community, the sale may not go ahead. Change will only occur if people speak up.

			Speak up.

			I looked up from my workbook.

			It sounded so simple, yet for me, it was always the hardest thing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Hello, sir. How are you?

			The bell for the end of recess was about to go. I read Dev’s message again then hid behind the nearest tree.

			Still not good. I’m staying close to the toilet if you know what I mean.

			I typed the thumbs down emoji and pressed send. It had only been a couple of hours since Dev’s last message when I’d explained that I (Dad) was still sick. What else was I supposed to say?

			Sorry to hear that, sir. President Harris has left a message asking to speak to you. Are you able to call her back? I think it’s important.

			The American president? Why did she want to talk to Dad?

			Sure, I typed. I’ll give her a buzz.

			I heard the bell ring and the playground noise fade as kids filed towards classrooms. I rested my forehead on the trunk of the tree. I was breathing hard. Had I just agreed to a chat with the American president? I could call and pretend I was his assistant. Maybe that would work.

			There wasn’t much time. I scrolled through Dad’s contacts until I saw someone called Yankee Prez. That was probably it. The number had plenty of digits. I cleared my throat and checked behind the tree. The playground was empty. I pressed call and held the phone to my ear. There was a long pause and then a different type of ringtone.

			‘White House, Evonne speaking.’

			How was it that Mum didn’t have mobile reception from wherever she was in the outback, but this American woman’s voice sounded so close she could have been in the school office?

			‘Oh, hello, Evonne, this is … Evelyn speaking.’ I paused and tried to sound as much like Cerise as I could. ‘I’m the assistant to the prime minister of Australia. I understand that your president called my da—my prime minister.’

			‘Right. Yes.’

			I heard someone shuffling papers and then the voice came back on the line.

			‘The president is in a meeting at present. I understand she was calling to see if Australia is joining us in signing the new Olympic Games proposal.’

			‘Oh. Um, okay.’ I squeezed my eyes tight and gritted my teeth. I racked my brain, wondering if I’d heard anything about the Olympic Games in the news. Nothing was ringing a bell. But joining the USA in something was probably a good thing. Wasn’t it? I had to gamble. ‘I think the answer is … yes?’

			I heard the sound of typing down the line. ‘Okay, I’ll pass that on to the president.’

			‘Oh. Okay. Thanks.’

			I hung up and slid down the base of the tree. My heart was pumping. I wasn’t exactly sure what had just happened. I put the phone back in my pocket before it could buzz again and ran to class. I didn’t want to miss geography.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			‘I’ll get it,’ Lottie called out as the doorbell rang.

			I had planned to work on my speech after school and then reward myself by curling up beside my jacaranda tree and reading Beatrix Brown. Reading always relaxed me. Even when Beatrix was investigating a highly complex crime involving a precious diamond and possible state secrets, her world seemed simpler somehow. And because I’d read every other book in the series, I knew what would happen each time, something I took comfort in. There was always an awesome location, a crime, a trail of clues, a villain, red herrings, and a happy ending. I liked happy endings. And Beatrix always knew what to do. 

			Real life wasn’t like that.

			For one thing, I still didn’t know what my speech should be about. Lottie had been practising in the bathroom all afternoon ‘because her voice sounded better in there’. She was thinking about how her voice sounded, while I was still stuck on the first line!

			If kids ruled the world they could …

			There were ideas circling in my mind but I couldn’t pin them down. The loudest voice was about stopping the sale of beautiful green spaces. But what exactly did I want to say?

			Lottie and I reached the front door at the same time. Through the side window, I could see someone I guessed to be Deputy Saunders leaning towards the door holding a pile of papers so high that I could only see the tip of his wispy grey hair. Not more documents for us to sign, I hoped. He obviously hadn’t got the memo about zero waste.

			‘Yes?’ Lottie cracked the door open a centimetre.

			‘I hear your father is still in bed.’ Deputy Saunders’s voice was gruff but I caught just a hint of glee in it. ‘I guess even heroes who save children’s lives can’t escape the common cold.’

			‘Ah, yep. I think he just needs some rest,’ I replied.

			‘I need to talk to him about the policy announcement for the Annual Party Meeting. He does realise it’s in seven days, doesn’t he? Fortunately for him, I’ve got a number of ideas.’

			‘I’ve got that under control,’ Lottie insisted.

			‘You do?’ Deputy Saunders couldn’t hide his disgust.

			‘Oh, what she means is …’ I stuttered, moving to take Lottie’s place in the doorway, ‘he’s working on it at the moment.’

			‘Right.’ Saunders cleared his throat in such a way that I could hear the thickness of the phlegm. I started easing the door shut.

			‘I’ll do the radio interview on Friday then? I can talk about some of my plans.’ He smiled at this but even through the tiny crack I could see that it pained him.

			I looked over at Lottie hiding behind the door and she shook her head violently.

			‘He’ll be fine to do it,’ I said. ‘Thanks anyway.’ I closed the door and waited until I heard footsteps march away. I breathed out slightly.

			The old guy in the painting looked at me, like, ‘A radio interview? How are you going to manage that?’

			The footsteps came back and I heard the thump of paper landing on the doorstep.

			‘Give this to him, would you?’ I heard Saunders say. ‘He doesn’t have to read it all. Just sign it. And not in purple glitter pen … I mean, for goodness sake! Of all the people in the world to be PM, the Party chooses this clown.’

			My hands turned into fists but all I managed to say was, ‘Okay.’

			I waited until I was sure he had gone, then opened the door. The bundle of documents was heavy and had a coversheet marked Private and Confidential. I flicked to the next page, which was titled Minors Management Bill.

			Management of minors? What was that about?

			Lottie and I walked into the study side by side.

			‘Lottie, if Saunders isn’t going to do the radio interview, then who is?’ I whispered.

			‘We’ll think of something. We just can’t give Saunders a chance to take control.’

			We spread the papers across the rug on the floor of the study.

			I sat back and typed the word minor into Google on Dad’s phone. It confirmed my suspicion that it meant kids. Anyone under eighteen. Why did adults always have to complicate things by using words like that? Was it so they could put laws through parliament without anyone knowing what was going on?

			Next up I typed management.

			The process of dealing with or controlling things or people.

			Controlling people? Controlling kids? That didn’t sound good. I turned back to the paper and strained my eyes to find out more. The text was so tiny I could barely read it.

			Summary: This Bill aims to create a more peaceful and calm society, where people can enjoy their daily lives without disruption. It will also be beneficial for minors, who will have more time indoors to study and improve themselves.

			There are three key areas:

			
					Supervised minors will be allowed in public places, including parks, playgrounds and beaches, between the hours of 9 am and midday on Saturdays. At all other times, minors should be at home or school.

					School holidays will be limited to five days across the year.

					When minors are in public they must follow certain rules, including keeping their voices down, no running and no ball games.

			

			I gasped and jumped away from the papers. This was worse than I had thought. ‘Lottie, read this.’

			Lottie was lying on her tummy and propped herself up on her elbows to read the papers. She narrowed her eyes. I could tell by the way she started huffing and shaking her head that my instincts were right. Saunders was up to no good.After a minute or two Lottie got to her feet and started pacing the room.

			‘He’s trying to stop kids being kids. This is a bill to take away our rights. But he’s trying to make it sound like it’s better for everyone. If we sign this, Saunders could put it before parliament and make it the law.’

			‘Make it the law that kids can’t go outside except for a few hours a week? And only five days of school holidays?’

			Lottie nodded without looking up.

			‘Surely the other grown-ups in parliament wouldn’t let that happen?’

			Lottie shrugged. ‘Maybe? Wow, I knew he hated kids but I didn’t know how much. He probably hated himself when he was a kid. Can you even imagine him as a kid? He probably wore a miniature suit and ran away from the other kids.’

			We giggled despite the situation. Imagining a five-year-old Saunders in his little suit was too funny not to laugh.

			Lottie’s face turned serious again.

			‘Harps, this is even more reason why we can’t let anyone know that Dad has gone. And I mean anyone. Saunders can’t take control or kids are going to suffer.’

			I traced my finger over the snake pattern on the rug. She was right. Up until now my focus had been on protecting Dad and our family from humiliation. But now I had to think about protecting all kids.

			Lottie went on. ‘Would you rather live in a world run by Saunders where kids are hardly allowed to do anything, or a world where the kids are in control?’

			The knot of fear that had sat in my stomach since Dad left turned to anger. The lingering doubt I had about the way forward disappeared. There was no choice now. I stood up, determined. ‘Let’s show Saunders that he shouldn’t mess with kids.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Thursday

			Herald.com.au – Thursday 25 November

			Outrage as Australia joins the USA in breakaway Olympic Games

			I dropped Dad’s phone on the bed. Was that the thing I had agreed to at school yesterday? I probably should have asked more questions. How was I supposed to know the USA wanted to start their own Olympic Games with only us and Liechtenstein? I scrolled down to read the comments:

			This is an absolute disgrace!

			Is this country being run by a child?

			Liechtenstein is not even a real country!

			At least we’ll win gold in the hockey.

			I couldn’t think about it. It felt as if a bunch of toddlers were doing the ‘Baby Shark’ dance in my stomach. I had so much on my mind and, to make matters worse, today was my least favourite day of the school calendar. Speech Day. Presenting in front of the whole school was supposed to replicate the environment of the zone competition, but all it did was make me even more nervous. All morning, I felt like I might vomit, which would be good in that I wouldn’t have to do my speech today. But on the other hand, it might mean I’d have to do it on my own on another date. Oceanview didn’t seem like the type of school that would let you off just because of a little spew.

			When I got to school, Mr Gieng was jumpy with excitement. ‘Okay, we’ll go straight down to the school hall. Does everyone have their speeches ready to go?’

			Everyone nodded except me. My heart was beating so fast that I felt sure the rest of the class could hear it. I must have had fear written all over my face because Lottie put her arm around my shoulder as we walked to the hall. It didn’t help. All I wanted to do was run away and sit under my jacaranda tree. We passed the front gate as an office lady was opening it up for a delivery. I could easily drop to the back of the class and sneak out the gate without anyone noticing. This must have been how Dad felt on the morning he left. If I hadn’t caught him throwing things in a suitcase, he would have disappeared without anyone seeing him.

			‘Just look at me when you’re up on stage,’ Lottie whispered. ‘Pretend you’re doing the speech just for me.’

			‘Thanks. I think that would work better than imagining everyone naked.’

			We giggled, which made me feel better for about half a second. Whether people were naked, in their underwear or fully clothed, they were still looking at me and that was the problem.

			There was the usual string of housekeeping announcements, which seemed to go forever. Eventually, I heard Mrs Robertson’s voice boom through the microphone. ‘Okay, anyone want to volunteer to go first?’

			I felt Lottie raise her hand next to me.

			‘Okay, Charlotte, off you go.’

			‘Good luck,’ I said, smiling through my nerves.

			Lottie walked to the stage with the poise and confidence of a prime minister. She took the microphone from Mrs Robertson and then politely said, ‘My name is Lottie.’

			Mrs Robertson bristled ever so slightly but didn’t look away.

			‘Why kids should rule the world,’ Lottie started, checking that she had everyone’s attention, which she did.

			I could see she was about to fly.

			‘Imagine a leader who isn’t afraid to ask questions and who actually listens to the answers. Imagine a leader who wants to learn. Imagine a leader who just wants to make the world a better place. Imagine a leader who hasn’t been influenced by big companies, because they haven’t been around long enough. Imagine a leader who doesn’t see the outside differences between people but judges everyone on who they really are. Imagine a leader who loves animals and the environment. Imagine a leader who knows what is important in life. That, my friends, is what a kid ruling the world would look like.’

			I shivered. Lottie was talking about kids, but all of a sudden I realised she could have also been talking about Dad. He was just a big kid really. He just needed a little bit of help to fulfil his role as a leader. I still believed he could do it. But what if he never believed he could?

			Lottie paused, took the microphone off its stand and walked to the edge of the stage. Hundreds of eyes followed her every move.

			‘Think of Greta Thunberg, a Swedish teenager who started a school strike outside the Swedish parliament for the climate. Since then, Greta has become famous, motivating kids and adults across the globe to take action to save the planet.

			‘And think of Malala Yousafzai, who fought for the right to attend school in Pakistan and who continues to promote girls’ right to education.

			‘And think of Bassam Maaliki, who started a campaign for diversity and raised thousands of dollars for refugees in Australia.’

			Lottie paused and walked to the other end of the stage. It was so quiet you could hear a coin drop out of Theo’s pocket as he leant in to get a better view of Lottie.

			‘But do you want to know who really makes the biggest difference in the world? It’s you!’ Lottie pointed to a boy in the Grade Three row, who sat up straight and then swivelled to look behind him in shock. ‘And you!’ She pointed to a freckly girl in kindy who beamed at the honour. ‘And you!’ She pointed at me. I immediately looked at my shoes. But then Lottie went quiet, so I looked up and thought about what she was saying. Could I make a difference?

			‘As kids, we can change the world around us every day by caring for people and animals, by small acts of kindness, by speaking out when we see the wrong thing and by protecting our environment – see me later if you want to know more about an amazing group called the Bottle Brigade.’

			Lottie took a breath and continued. After a couple more minutes, she drew things to a close.

			‘In summary, kids are not concerned with keeping power for power’s sake. They are concerned about using that power for good.’

			Neither Dad nor Lottie wanted power for power’s sake. In fact, Dad didn’t want the most powerful job in the country!

			‘And that is why kids should rule the world!’

			Lottie bowed.

			Every person in the hall clapped wildly. The air was filled with excitement and optimism. In that moment, it was like everyone could feel what I did about Lottie: in a world where things can sometimes seem hopeless, she was a shining light of hope. I beamed and clapped hard. I felt like a proud parent whose kid had kicked a winning goal at soccer. Lottie stood for a moment, taking in the scene.

			‘We could have another prime minister in the family,’ one of the teachers behind me commented. I was so thrilled for Lottie I hardly minded when she added, ‘Actually, she could probably do a better job than her dad already.’

			Lottie returned to her seat beside me.

			‘You were amazing,’ I whispered, shaking my head in awe.

			She smiled.

			‘Okay, Harper,’ I heard a voice say. ‘Your turn.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			I felt a prickly warmth on my neck as I walked to the front of the hall. The skin on the inside of my elbows and the back of my knees itched but I knew I couldn’t touch them with everyone’s eyes on me. Was it just me or had the room become eerily quiet? I reached out to hold the lectern for support and saw a sea of heads staring back at me. I tried to take a deep breath, just as Lottie had shown me, but my chest was too tight. It felt as though I couldn’t get any air into my lungs. I opened my mouth to speak.

			‘If kids ruled the world.’

			I remembered to wait a beat and look up again. I tried to smile but something was happening to me. There was a stiffness in my chest that was stopping the words from coming out. It was as though the words were being held captive in my throat and I had no control over them. I scratched softly at the arm of my blazer.

			‘Any day now,’ a boy I’d never seen before mumbled from the third row. A few of the other kids giggled.

			Was this really happening? My throat had tightened to the point where it seemed impossible for any words to escape. The burning warmth was moving up from my neck to my cheeks. Mr Gieng was smiling encouragingly at me. Lottie’s eyes were narrowing in concern. I saw the top of Theo’s hair bobbing around and then his thumb raised in the air. Most of the kids were now looking at me as if I had two heads. This wasn’t happening, was it?

			My body was letting me down.

			In front of the entire school.

			‘Kids should rule the world so we can take accccttttiooon on things … things … things … sorry. Things that will be … That will … affect us. Liiiikkke chopping down trees.’ I heard my strangled voice but it didn’t sound like me at all. I coughed to see if it helped but it didn’t. I was breathless now. I couldn’t do it. I turned to Mr Gieng. ‘Sorry, I … Sorry, I don’t think I can do this …’

			There was a ripple of awkward laughter from the crowd. I heard a girl’s voice say ‘Best speech ever.’ Followed by more laughter.

			I fled the stage and ran straight for the girls’ toilets. I dived into the first cubicle, swung the door shut and rested my back against it. My body released a huge gust of air, as if it was aware I was now out of danger. I started gulping back big fat tears. I pulled up the arm of my blazer and started scratching at my eczema. It turned an angry red colour. I wasn’t even sure what had happened. I just knew that I’d embarrassed myself in front of the whole school.

			My tears fell and I wiped my cheeks. How did Lottie just stand up and speak to a roomful of people like it was nothing? Why was I so bad at it? If the media found out, it would make the perfect follow-up to PM’s daughter has a shaky start to school.

			What seemed like a lifetime later, I heard the shrill of the bell, followed by footsteps and laughter. Some voices I didn’t recognise entered the toilets.

			‘Oh my god, that was so funny.’

			‘What was wrong with her?’

			‘No idea, but her face was the colour of a beetroot.’

			I placed my hands on my cheeks and tried not to make a sound. A different person would have strutted out of the cubicle, washed their hands and made a snappy remark about the dangers of talking about others in toilets. Instead, I closed my eyes and counted down the seconds until they moved on.

			‘I was expecting her to be really good like her sister but she was the opposite.’

			Sniggering.

			‘My mother said that their father won’t be prime minister for much longer.’

			‘Yeah, he’s like Lottie – he can talk okay in public – but inside he’s more like Harper. Nothing to say when it really matters. Unless it’s about pretend sharks in the water!’

			They laughed.

			My body stiffened in anger and then quickly deflated. I heard them leave, but all I could do was stare blankly at the floor, feeling like a complete failure. It wasn’t fair. I did have something to say. And so did Dad. We just freaked out a bit sometimes. Okay, so Dad’s was a pretty big freak-out. Prime ministers don’t normally run away. And he could have planned things a bit better. There had been no mention of a conference in the news. He hadn’t logged on to his social media accounts or been spotted in public since he left. If Lottie and I weren’t covering for him, then he’d probably have been found out by now. Or presumed dead like Harold Holt.

			But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be a good prime minister. He was honest and caring and could speak really well in front of people when he believed in something, like that the Tigers could win the premiership. And he was good at other things too, like organising street cricket and remembering who liked what on their pizza.

			A pair of boys’ shoes appeared under the cubicle door.

			‘H, are you in there?’

			‘Theo, this is the girls’ toilets!’ I opened the door in surprise. Seeing his face jolted me out of my misery.

			‘It’s cool; I’ve only come to get you out. Let’s go!’

			I could hear the usual recess noise – school shoes slapping the concrete, arguments about someone being ‘out’ and a teacher urging someone not to run. Would everyone stare at me when I walked out?

			Together we faced the playground. I kept my eyes firmly on the ground in front of me, even though there was no sign that anyone was paying us any attention. Theo whipped out the first Beatrix Brown novel from his pocket and started reading me the opening chapter as we walked over to the trees. I could almost recite the words with him, it was so familiar. ‘From an early age, Beatrix was a girl who noticed things … strange objects, funny sounds and suspicious people.’

			Theo didn’t say anything about the speech. He just read the chapter aloud, pausing only to add what he’d do if he was a famous detective like Beatrix. Lottie was probably waiting for me at the far gate to talk about the speech. But weirdly, I wasn’t quite ready to see her. She would want to dissect exactly what went wrong and what I could do next time. Theo’s chatter was exactly what I needed. A distraction. Something told me that he’d had practice in cheering people up.

			‘You’re a good friend, thanks,’ I muttered, when he finished the chapter.

			Theo beamed and then a serious look came over his face. ‘Wait. Are you saying that we’re friends?’

			If he hadn’t looked so serious, I would have laughed. ‘Of course! I mean, aren’t we?’

			‘For sure!’ The dimply smile came back and I felt a glow pass through me. I didn’t have heaps of friends at my old school but I had enough to know what true friendship felt like. It almost made me forget what had just happened in the hall.

			‘Hey,’ I continued, ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you something. How would you feel about doing a radio interview? But, um, as the prime minister?’

			‘Oh.’ Theo look confused, then proud. ‘I reckon I’d feel pretty good about it.’

			[image: ]

			Lottie stayed back after school to ask for some feedback from Mr Gieng about her speech. I certainly didn’t want any feedback, and in fact I didn’t want to stay on the school grounds a second longer than I had to, so I turned up the road towards Kirribilli House. Almost instantly, I heard a rustling in the hedge behind me and turned around with a start. Was it Camo Guy? I caught sight of the end of a cat’s tail disappearing over the hedge. Just a cat.

			There was no-one else around. I quickly looked behind me and could just make out Frank but he was at least two hundred metres away from me. I wasn’t sure if it was Frank’s lack of fitness or the lack of any real threat to me, but he had stopped walking so close recently. Right now, I wished he’d hurry up. I had a cold feeling, as though I was being watched. And not just by a cat.

			Out of nowhere, a black car screeched to a halt next to me. Someone wound down the back passenger seat window just enough for me to see a pair of bushy eyebrows.

			I knew a government car when I saw one.

			And I knew those eyebrows.

			It was Saunders.

			His voice hissed at me, ‘Now listen, kid. I haven’t worked in politics for forty years without learning a few things. Do you want to know what I think?’

			It was clear I wasn’t being asked to respond. Which was lucky because I could barely breathe.

			‘I think your dad isn’t sick at all. He’s run away somewhere. Probably somewhere with a swim-up bar, because he’s always talking about swim-up bars. To be honest, I don’t really care where he’s gone. I just need him to sign those papers or quit the job. You need to make it happen … or you’ll all live to regret it.’

			The bushy eyebrows disappeared as the window was wound back up, and the car sped away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Friday

			‘Look, the whole speech thing wasn’t that bad,’ Lottie insisted again. ‘Your face just went bright red and it kinda looked like you were going to vomit or something.’

			‘Yeah, at least that didn’t happen.’ I stretched out on the leather lounge in the study. ‘Now I’m more worried about Saunders and his threats.’

			‘I know. This interview better go well or he’s going to be even more suspicious. What time is Theo getting here?’ Lottie looked at her watch.

			‘I told him the interview was at 7:10 am and he needed to be here no later than 6:45.’

			‘Geez. It’s 6:55 now. Cerise will start our hair at 7:30. Do you think he’s still coming?’

			I nodded with more confidence than I felt. Relying on Theo was risky. The more people involved in our plan, the greater the danger of our secret getting out. But what choice did we have? Dad was still missing and I was no closer to working out where he’d gone. Theo already knew our secret. Plus, he had a deep voice and enjoyed performing (even if it was usually magic tricks), so hopefully he would be able to pull it off. If he stuffed it up, everything would be revealed in the most embarrassing way. Live on radio. Dad would be hunted down and exposed.

			I now understood firsthand how Dad must have been feeling when he snuck away. In that moment, nothing mattered more than getting away from the situation. But I also believed he had it in him to be a good prime minister. We could help him. And I wished he was here so that I could tell him all that. We only had six days. If he didn’t come back soon, Deputy Saunders would almost certainly become prime minister and then all kids would start to suffer.

			I tiptoed to the hallway and peeked out the window near the front door to see if Theo was on his way up the drive. I’d already asked the guards to let him straight in because we had an important ‘project’ to work on. The ticking of the grandfather clock matched my heartbeat. Dev had said that the radio station would put the call through to Dad’s mobile at 7:05 am. It was 6:59 and there was no sign of Theo.

			He had seemed confident enough when we’d practised at lunch yesterday. I’d explained that Dad called everyone ‘mate’, that he was always going on about people playing sport and that if he didn’t know the answer to one of our questions, he’d always say, ‘Hmm, interesting, I’m going to get back to you about that.’

			Theo repeated those words over and over in the playground until it sounded like Dad was right next to me. He even said it in class when Mr Gieng asked him a maths question. I had to look down and bite my lip hard to stop myself from laughing.

			Theo told me that his voice breaking was world famous because it happened when he was performing a solo for the school choir at presentation night. Anyway, Theo and his unusually deep voice for an eleven-year-old were our only hope right now.

			At 7 am, I saw the gates opening and Theo strolled up the driveway of Kirribilli House, carrying a briefcase. When I opened the door, he had a serious look on his face and was wearing what appeared to be a woman’s red jacket. I dragged him to the study.

			‘Finally,’ Lottie said when she saw him, directing him to the chair. Dad’s phone was resting on the desk.

			‘I think it’s important that I get into character, so if you could call me Mr Prime Minister, that would be great,’ Theo said, seriously.

			‘No,’ Lottie said, at the same time as I said, ‘Okay.’

			Lottie and I exchanged a look.

			Theo sat down at the desk and looked around the room.

			‘What’s in the briefcase?’ I asked, trying to lighten the mood while we waited for the phone to ring.

			‘Just my Pokémon cards and a juice. But I thought bringing the briefcase might help me to feel more like the prime minister.’ He placed his elbows on the table. ‘This is so cool, isn’t it?’

			‘It’s not just cool,’ Lottie interrupted. ‘This is a chance to talk about Dad’s environmental policy. You need to take it seriously.’

			‘How could I get any more serious?’ He pointed at the jacket and briefcase.

			Dad’s mobile phone rang. We all stared at it for a moment before Lottie picked it up and passed it to Theo.

			‘Good luck,’ I whispered. The room felt like an oven, even though it was still early in the day. I wiped my sweaty palms on my dress and tried to ignore my itchy skin.

			Please, please, let this go okay.

			‘Hello mate, it’s the prime minister speaking.’ Theo smiled broadly. He put the mobile on speaker and placed it back on the desk. Lottie and I took our places on either side of him.

			‘Oh, good morning, sir,’ the voice said. ‘Apologies, I wasn’t expecting you to answer the phone yourself.’

			Whoops. One mistake already.

			‘Oh, yes, I often answer the phone myself. Makes me feel more like one of the people.’

			I cringed. That didn’t sound like Dad at all.

			‘Alright then.’ The voice on the other end of the line was upbeat and chipper and showed no signs that anything was amiss. ‘You’ll be on air with Robbie in fifteen seconds.’

			‘Okey-dokey.’

			That was more like Dad.

			We waited. Can kids have heart attacks? I was pretty sure I was on the verge of one. A smooth male voice came through the phone.

			‘Thank you for coming on the program today, prime minister. I hear you’ve been a little unwell. How are you feeling today?’

			‘Oh, a little better, thanks, although my voice may sound a bit different.’

			‘Right. So, the Annual Party Meeting is coming up in six days. Your first couple of months as prime minister have been quite tumultuous. Would you agree?’

			‘Tumultuous? Um …’

			What did that word mean again? I could tell Theo wasn’t sure either. Lottie started scribbling something on her notepad but fortunately the interviewer jumped in again.

			‘Has it been more difficult than you expected?’

			‘Difficult? No, not really. It’s just about putting on a smart jacket and looking important, isn’t it?’

			The interviewer laughed. Theo smiled, even though I could tell it wasn’t his intention to be funny.

			Lottie held up a notepad in front of Theo’s face, while I covered my mouth with my hands.

			‘Yes, but in all seriousness, prime minister, there have been suggestions, even from members of your own party, that you’re not up to the job.’

			‘Well, the important thing is trying, isn’t it? That’s what my mum always says. Well, what she used to say … um … when I was a kid … and still took advice from her.’

			‘Right. Yes, I guess trying is important. But so is delivering results.’ The interviewer paused – his questioning seemed to have been thrown a little off track by Theo’s answers. ‘And in your first two months of being prime minister you haven’t really delivered any results. So, last week Deputy Saunders indicated that he would be unveiling some ideas aimed at increasing the wellbeing of the community. There is a rumour that the legislation will involve placing curfews on under-eighteens and limiting their access to certain public areas, like parks and beaches. Can you confirm the veracity of that report?’

			‘Really?’ Theo’s voice squeaked, and for a moment he sounded like the eleven-year-old kid he was. Fortunately, he recovered quickly. ‘Well, Robbie, mate, I think the important word there in your question is “rumour”. I remember when I was a boy – a long, long time ago, of course,’ Theo chuckled, ‘there was a rumour that I stole Alexander Nelson’s Twisties. I don’t even like Twisties, so it was plainly untrue, but it spread around the school like wildfire.’

			‘I see. Um …’ The interviewer hesitated, and when Theo didn’t say anything else he continued. ‘Well, one final question. You’re due to announce a major policy on Wednesday. Can you give us any clues as to what it will be about?’

			‘Clues …’

			Lottie scribbled furiously on her notepad and held it in front of Theo’s face.

			‘Right, well, obviously we need to look after the environment. Like stopping plastic bottles ending up in the ocean.’ Theo paused and I watched as he glanced quickly at Lottie and then turned his back to her slightly. ‘But let’s not rule out doing something for the kids. Sometimes, adults don’t think of what’s best for us. I mean, for them. Like, consider how much happiness we would spread if there was a national day of fun, or if we installed slippery slides at the entrance to every classroom in the country. What a great way to start the day, huh?’

			Lottie crossed her arms and frowned.

			‘Slippery slides. Right. This is something the government is considering?’ the interviewer asked. ‘That would seem at odds with what your deputy is proposing.’

			I scratched nervously at the skin on the inside of my elbow.

			Theo glanced at me. ‘The children are our future, Robbie.’

			There was a long pause.

			‘Right. Very true. Okay, you sure keep us guessing, prime minister. We’ll have to leave it there. Thanks for your time.’

			I ended the call and put the phone in my pocket while Lottie started pacing the room.

			Theo looked up at me with hopeful eyes.

			‘You did good. Really good,’ I said, holding my hand out for a high five.

			Lottie shook her head. ‘Theo, you hardly mentioned the environment. Prime ministers don’t talk about slippery slides and stuff like that. Not even Dad would!’

			‘Well, maybe they should.’ He raised his chin. ‘Everybody needs a bit of fun in their life. Even you, you know.’

			‘I like fun!’ Lottie shot back. ‘But you know what the best fun is? Making a difference! Now that Saunders has guessed about Dad, we don’t have much time. We need to send the details of the bottle-ban policy to Dev and have it announced before Saunders tells everyone that Dad isn’t here.’

			Theo and I exchanged a look. Then he flipped open his briefcase, reached for a juice and started balancing on a fitness ball that Cerise had given Dad when we moved in.

			‘Can you give me Dad’s phone?’ Lottie held out her hand.

			I touched the outline of Dad’s phone in my pocket but I didn’t get it out. Lottie had always been passionate about things she believed in. That was one of the things I loved about her. But I had to think clearly.

			I sat in the chair at the desk. ‘Let’s not panic. We need to think it all through. You know I like the bottle-ban policy, but how cool would it be if we thought about one of Theo’s suggestions too?’

			Lottie sat next to me at the desk. ‘We can’t forget what’s most important – this is our chance to change the world. Please, Harps.’

			‘Lottie, I can’t just shoot off a text message to Dev and hope for the best on this one. Whatever we decide will impact the whole country. It will affect millions of kids. And we need to make sure it sounds like Dad’s idea, otherwise our whole family could be in trouble.’

			‘Our family. What about everyone else’s family? This is our chance to make a difference.’

			Theo took a loud slurp of the juice while he bounced on the ball before saying, ‘Look, I honestly think this is our chance to do something cool, just for kids. The grown-ups have had their chance to run things and they’ve stuffed it up.’

			I followed the ball up and down as my mind went into overdrive. ‘Okay, so what do you think we should do?’

			‘I’ve been thinking a lot about this. What about a national fun day where there is no school or work and everyone has to do something fun or relaxing? Like, once a week or once a month? We could call it Funday Monday.’

			I smiled, despite the situation. Lottie rolled her eyes and looked out the window.

			Funday Monday. It had a good ring to it. I walked to the lounge, flopped down, closed my eyes and pretended I was back under the jacaranda. I thought we’d survived the interview okay. To be honest, I wasn’t sure that Dad would have done a better job.

			I could faintly hear Lottie and Theo debating, but it was more like someone had left the TV on in the next room. The environment, longer school holidays, the Bottle Brigade, slippery slides, plastic, free lollies.

			I felt like I had Lottie and Theo on either shoulder, each trying to convince me of the best way forward. Both had good ideas. But whose were better? And what would Dad do?

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Herald.com.au – Friday 26 November

			Deputy Saunders’s popularity creeps above the PM for the first time as new poll shows over 95 per cent of Australians believe there was no shark in the water

			‘Oh, why did this poll have to come out now?’ I showed Lottie the headline that had popped up while I was checking Dad’s Twitter at recess. ‘The radio interview went well. The callers actually loved how Dad didn’t talk like most politicians.’

			We giggled. Theo sure didn’t talk like most politicians.

			‘Yeah, I have to admit, he did a pretty good job. Even though he didn’t say anything about the bottle-ban policy.’

			I looked again at the image of Saunders’s angry face dominating the screen of Dad’s mobile. I shoved the phone back in my pocket as we walked towards the far gate. ‘I still don’t get it. How is Saunders more popular than Dad?’

			‘I guess they think Dad made the whole shark thing up.’ Lottie shrugged. ‘The public can’t forgive leaders who lie to them.’

			‘But he didn’t lie!’

			Lottie nodded. ‘Not on purpose, I guess. We need Saunders out of the picture for a while. He knows too much about Dad. I’m worried he’s going to say something to the media. Maybe we can get Dev to send him to a conference?’

			A thought crossed my mind. ‘Even better. What about a meditation retreat? You know, the ones Mum always goes to where you have to stay silent for days. Grown-ups always do weird stuff like that.’

			Lottie’s eyes sparkled. ‘I like it. I think a lot of politicians could use that. Maybe we should set up a morning yoga class in the garden at Parliament House too? Then they’ll be more relaxed and won’t yell at each other so much.’

			‘Cool. I’ll message Dev about it.’

			Lottie was quiet for a moment while I retrieved Dad’s phone and texted Dev. ‘Hey, do you think they’ll announce who’s been selected for the zone public-speaking competition today?’

			‘Yeah, but I probably won’t be selected.’ I gave a wry smile, putting the phone away again. Lottie squeezed my arm as we walked through the school gates. Of course I wasn’t going to zone. I knew Lottie would though, as she does every year. A win for me would be not having to do the speech again. Or any speech ever again.

			‘You know, you can’t go your whole life not speaking in public,’ Lottie commented.

			I could tell she was gearing up for one of her motivational talks. ‘I can try. I might get a job as an archivist. Do you remember them at Parliament House, when we did the tour? They were hanging out in that little room with the paper and maps and photographs.’

			‘Ugh, that looked too boring for words.’

			‘I think it would be kind of cool. Lots of time to think.’

			‘But what about speeches at birthday parties and weddings? You just have to get over your fear.’

			‘That’s easy for you to say, because you’re not scared of it! And I’ll have my fingers and legs and everything else crossed for you today. Not that you need it.’

			It was true; everybody had been talking yesterday afternoon about how good Lottie’s speech was. I’d heard that Theo had performed a magic trick involving Mr Gieng’s glasses for his speech, and that some of the others had been funny. But still, I couldn’t imagine anybody other than Lottie being chosen to go to the zone competition.

			‘We’ll see,’ she muttered. She was trying to keep a super casual tone to her voice, but I knew when something meant a lot to Lottie.
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			At lunchtime, I was walking out of the classroom when Theo asked me if I’d heard from Dad. I wanted to yell out to the whole class that I didn’t know where my dad was and that Saunders could soon be ruining all their lives. Instead, I just put my finger to my lips. Theo winked back. I think he was enjoying being part of the nation’s best-kept secret.

			I watched Lottie dump her lunch and head straight to the library, probably to research potential speech topics for the zone competition. Theo had just started asking me about other interviews, when Mai, Bella’s best friend, approached us with a look of importance on her face.

			‘Harper, Bella says you can sit with us.’ Mai motioned behind her to a group of Grade Fives, who were gathered in a near-perfect circle beneath the largest gum tree in the school.

			I waited for a moment to see if the invitation included Theo, but before we could find out, he gave me a small smile and ran off in the other direction. I hesitated. Aside from inviting me to her birthday party, Bella had barely said a word to me since I’d got here. Had my epic speech fail reminded her that I existed? Besides, I’d much rather go and sit with Theo, but doing that now seemed like it would be making a huge statement. And I wasn’t one for huge statements. I followed Mai.

			Bella’s circle widened slightly so I could join them. I sat and opened my lunchbox to see what Cerise had in store for me today.

			‘So, you’re the prime minister’s daughter?’ one of the girls from a different class asked.

			I felt my cheeks warm as the eyes of everyone in the circle focused on me.

			‘Um, yep.’ I started to eat my spinach leaf sandwich. It moved slowly and painfully down my throat.

			‘Is it true that your dad is going to put slides at the entry to every classroom?’ the girl asked.

			‘Slides? Like slippery slides?’ Mai joined the conversation.

			‘Yeah. Dad said he heard it on the radio.’

			‘Um, maybe?’ I looked down as the group murmured approvingly about this. I wanted to explain that it might not happen and that Dad might choose a different policy. But I had a feeling that this might not go down well with this crowd. I also had a feeling that they were more interested in Dad than in being friends with me.

			Thankfully, the conversation soon moved on to Bella’s pet pug, whose name was Puggles, which I quietly thought wasn’t that original. Lottie always insisted on giving our pets ‘distinguished’ names, like Quentin, her rabbit – named after the first female governor-general.

			Bella was describing in detail how Puggles had an infection in his mouth and would need a number of teeth removed.

			My eyes wandered upwards to the branches of the beautiful gum tree we were sitting under and I wondered how long it had been here. It made me think of my jacaranda tree and the sale of the reserve. If I was going to do something about that, it would have to be soon. Surely if other people in the community understood what was happening they would be unhappy too. I’d been thinking more about Lottie’s speech (while trying to forget about my own). Could I really make a difference? I wished I’d paid more attention to letterbox dropping when we did it with Mum. Was it just a matter of typing up a leaflet, making some copies and handing them out? It seemed simple enough, but I just didn’t know if I was brave enough to go through with it. Especially with so much else going on.

			My thoughts were interrupted by Bella saying, ‘Harper, I really need to be with Puggles at all times. Can you ask your dad to make a law to allow pets at school?’

			Ten heads nodded in agreement.

			‘Oh, I’m not sure if he can do that,’ I replied.

			‘Of course he can. He’s the prime minister!’

			Everyone was looking at me.

			My neck and cheeks were really warm now. My skin felt itchy. I stammered, ‘Um, ah, okay. I’ll speak to him. He might be able to do something about allowing, um, pets at school. Especially ones going through such trauma as … ah, Puggles.’

			Bella nodded, satisfied with that answer. Then she turned away, as if she had lost interest in the subject. I breathed out with relief. The second bell went and everyone got up to go play netball.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			I barely noticed when the principal swanned into the classroom during history class. Everyone except me seemed to realise immediately that Mrs Robertson was there to announce who had been selected for the zone public-speaking competition. Lottie had told me that the school appoints a dedicated public-speaking coach, called Mr Edge, to train the selected student in preparation for the zone competition. Oceanview had won not only the senior zone competition but also the state competition for the past five years running – probably because the other schools didn’t have a Mr Edge.

			I turned my head slightly to watch Lottie out of the corner of my eye. Her eyes were wide but she was biting her lip, suggesting she wasn’t entirely sure that she had it in the bag. My skin started tingling with excitement. I had no doubt that victory was hers.

			The principal was looking out at the class, waiting for the murmurs to die down. ‘As you know, this is a very important announcement. Oceanview has a long history of producing successful public speakers. We have even produced a number of fine prime ministers – and one or two average ones – in our time. We hope to continue our winning streak at the zone and state competitions. The decision was very tough this year but, as always, there can only be one Oceanview representative. And so, without further ado, the selected Oceanview senior public-speaking representative is … Bella Lee.’

			What?

			My confusion was interrupted by the sound of clapping. I looked down at my hands and somehow managed to make them come together in an acceptable clapping motion.

			It just didn’t make sense. I summoned the courage to look over at Lottie. Only a sister would pick up on the disappointment in her eyes. Eventually, though, she stuck her chin out and started clapping louder than anyone else.

			The principal continued. ‘It should be noted that when choosing a representative for our school we must consider not only the quality of the speech, but also the quality of the representative. Oceanview has a reputation to uphold. And, of course, we must consider the student’s overall contribution to the school.’

			Quality of the representative? Contribution to the school? The principal’s eyes seemed to fall on Lottie for a beat longer than anyone else. I wondered if the ‘contribution’ Bella’s parents had given to the school was a factor. A ball of anger started forming inside me. I didn’t know if it would make Lottie feel better or worse to know that her speech was the best but that she wasn’t considered the best representative. It was infuriating – her hair was neat(ish), and she didn’t wear her wristband anymore. If she was still at our old primary school, there would be no doubt that she would be heading to the zone competition and would absolutely crush the opposition, including Bella.

			When the bell went, Lottie shot out of the classroom. I barely had time to collect my bag and only had one arm through my blazer, but I was determined to speak to her before she had to face Camo Guy on her way home. Who knew what she’d do to him if she felt angry enough; maybe kick him in the shins?

			‘I can’t believe it. It is so unfair,’ I said when I reached her and we started walking home. Fortunately, there was no shin-kicking as we whisked past Camo Guy.

			Lottie had her head down and was walking much faster than she normally did. She said nothing, and so I continued, not knowing if it was helping or making the situation worse.

			‘I don’t get it. Everyone was saying how amazing you were.’ I tried to meet Lottie’s eyes but she had pulled her hat right down. She still wasn’t speaking, which was so unlike her.

			I tried to laugh, hoping a joke might lighten the mood. ‘Maybe Bella’s bribing the teachers? Her parents can afford it.’

			Lottie jumped in gruffly. ‘It’s just a stupid competition. It doesn’t matter anyway.’

			I returned to my serious face. ‘Okay. It just seems unfair.’

			She took off running in the direction of home. Adeena ran after her, while Frank stayed behind me. I felt worse and worse for Lottie with each step. If Dad hadn’t gone to the beach on that fateful day, Lottie would still be at Mount Dale Public School, about to represent the school at the zone public-speaking competition. And she would have beaten everyone at the state competition too, even if all the schools had a Mr Edge.

			I kicked a pebble and watched it bounce along the road. Stupid Dad. Why did he have to become prime minister and ruin all our lives? Especially when he didn’t even want to be prime minister. I remembered the hushed and hurried arguments between Mum and Dad when Dad was offered the position. They had talked about opportunities, about exposure, about money. I suddenly felt furious with both of them. I kicked another pebble, really hard this time. At no point did they think about me or Lottie. About what we wanted. About whether changing schools, homes and friends was right for us kids.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			‘Harper! Wait up!’

			I spun around and saw Theo running after me.

			‘Wanna come to my place and see a cool coin trick?’

			I wanted to see if Lottie was okay but I could tell she needed some space. Plus, hanging out with Theo was a lot of fun. And I just wanted to be a kid for a change.

			‘Okay.’ We turned and headed in the direction of his place. Frank followed from a distance, probably enjoying the change of scenery.

			Theo was sidestepping next to me, talking about his big ideas for the country. ‘Slippery slides at the entrance to all classrooms, free canteens, kids driving cars, longer school holidays, unlimited screen time … and pets at school is not a bad idea either.’

			I interrupted. ‘Can we talk about something else for a change? I’m so over saving the world right now.’

			‘Sure.’ Theo shrugged. ‘We’re here, anyway.’

			Theo stopped out the front of a tall unit block with beige bricks and rows and rows of identical windows. It wasn’t too far from Kirribilli House but I’d never been to this street before.

			‘That top one is mine.’ Theo pointed to one of the tiny windows on the top floor.

			‘That’s your room?’

			‘No, that’s our unit.’ Theo chuckled.

			‘Your whole family lives in a unit?’ I didn’t mean to sound rude, but my brain was having trouble catching up to the Theo I knew at school and the Theo who lived here. I thought everyone at Oceanview lived in a mansion and spent their afternoons practising their backhands on the family tennis court.

			‘Yep. Well, my mum and Zoe and me.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘And Mum spends a lot of time at the hospital with Zoe, so often it’s just me.’

			‘Why is Zoe in hospital?’

			‘She’s not there all the time. She has cystic fibrosis and her lungs have trouble working sometimes.’

			‘Oh … so that’s why you read Beatrix to her.’

			‘Yep, she loves it. And my magic always makes her laugh too. Especially when I make things disappear in the hospital. Like the nurses’ pens. Actually, Zoe might be having her nap now so you better wait here. I’ll go get my special cup for the coin trick.’

			I watched as Theo skipped towards the building. Bella had mentioned that Theo was on a scholarship, but I hadn’t really thought about what that meant. I just knew it was one of the many things that made him different to the other kids at Oceanview. Not that he seemed to mind.

			After a few minutes, Theo returned to the street, puffing and zippy with excitement. We sat down side by side on the kerb of the street. Then he showed me a trick where he used his special cup with a magnet inside to make my twenty-cent coin disappear. I laughed. Life was never boring with Theo.

			Theo looked me in the eyes. ‘H, I know my ideas for the country might seem silly sometimes, but life is for living! We all need fun and laughter. You have the chance to make that happen for all kids.’

			He was right. I could do something. In that moment, I desperately wanted to bring fun and laughter to Theo and Zoe and every other kid in the country. And I could easily do it with just one text message to Dev.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Saturday

			The weekend was finally here but there was no time to relax. I had to decide which policy Dad should announce at the Annual Party Meeting. It was only four days away. Lottie’s bottle ban seemed like the obvious choice, but Theo’s ideas would make kids happy too. And we might not have another chance for kids to be in charge. I really wished I could talk with Dad about what he thought. And I really hoped he’d be home to announce it.

			There was something else niggling me. I’d only been able to get to the reserve a couple of times but the image of the sign with the notice of sale was taunting me. How could I just do nothing, when the sale was about to happen? I felt sick to my stomach at the thought that my tree could be cut down and the whole reserve gone. Other people had to feel the same. I didn’t believe that the reserve had only ‘limited value to the community’. It had heaps of value and I wanted to show everyone that.

			The mean voice in my head told me I was just a kid. I didn’t know how to write a submission. Or even what to write on a leaflet. I couldn’t even present a speech without falling to pieces. But there was another voice in my head too. It was Lottie’s.

			Lottie’s speech may not have won the school competition, but it had got me thinking. Everyone can make a difference. In their own way. Why couldn’t I at least try to stop the sale?

			I placed Marcella on the study desk and got out Dad’s laptop. The words started flowing out of me as though I was on autopilot.

			Help save Cooper Street Reserve!

			Did you know that the state government plans to sell the land at the end of Cooper Street?

			Did you know they said the land has limited value to the community?

			Join us on Tuesday 30 November at 3 pm to show them that the community wants this reserve and its beautiful jacaranda tree to stay!!

			Had I used too many exclamation marks? Maybe Dad’s love of exclamation marks was genetic. I needed to get the point across though.

			Marcella watched on as I added more paper to the printer in Dad’s study and it started whirring away. When I had enough, I shoved the leaflets in my backpack, swung it over my shoulder and walked down the hall. My shoulder slumped under the weight. Cerise would not be happy about my posture. But these thoughts had been swirling in my head ever since Lottie’s speech and it felt good to finally do something about it. Good posture would have to wait.

			Lottie’s door was slightly ajar and I gently pushed it open. She was on the floor with her back to me, holding her old public-speaking trophies. She sniffed loudly and shoved the trophies under her bed. Then she reached for tissues and blew her nose so loudly I was sure that Cerise would march in to show us how to blow our noses in a ladylike way.

			When Lottie turned around and looked at me, I searched her face but couldn’t quite find the right words. So I knelt down and simply put a firm arm around her shoulder, thinking of the way Dad would draw our sweaty faces into his chest after a netball loss and ask what ice cream we wanted. Lottie rested her head on my shoulder. If only ice creams could fix everything.

			We stayed that way for a few moments, until Lottie pulled back. ‘Sorry, just feeling a bit sorry for myself that I won’t be going to zone this year.’

			‘Yeah, it’s so unfair.’ I took her hands. ‘Look, it might not help much, but your speech was super inspiring. It’s made me think I can do something that I didn’t think I could do before …’

			She gave me a puzzled look.

			I opened my backpack and showed her the leaflets. ‘But I need your help.’

			Her eyes started twinkling in the way that I knew and loved.
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			Frank and Adeena were quite helpful in dropping the leaflets into letterboxes on one side of the street, while we did the other. When we’d dropped off the final one, Frank fell to his knees and put his hands to the sky in celebration.

			Exhausted, I headed to the reserve to relax, while Lottie went home with Adeena. I wasn’t sure if the letterbox drop would work and I wanted to spend as much time in the reserve as I could. Plus, I needed to find out if my suspicions about the diamond thief in the latest Beatrix Brown were correct, and Frank needed a nap on the grass.

			As I found my chapter, a boy of about eight or nine arrived with a soccer ball under his arm. He waved at me, then started kicking the ball around the reserve. He was commentating on his moves at the same time, just like Dad did whenever we played sport together.

			The time passed happily. As I neared the end of my book, I could barely turn the pages quickly enough.

			Beatrix ran to the museum’s cafeteria and thrust her hand to the bottom of the ice-cream freezer. She pulled out a big chunk of ice (and a paddle-pop, which she would enjoy after the mystery was solved). The police, the media and all the museum’s employees gathered around her as the ice started to melt.

			I gasped.

			The ice melted to reveal the precious diamond.

			It had been hidden there by someone. But who?

			Beatrix lined up all the employees of the museum in a row. Who would benefit from the attention the museum had received in recent weeks?

			‘The owner of the museum!’ I whispered.

			Beatrix walked along the line of employees until she reached the owner of the museum.

			Ah ha!

			Sure enough, Beatrix revealed that the owner of the museum had stolen the diamond. It made sense. All the news about the missing diamond had resulted in thousands more visitors to the museum.

			Beatrix placed the diamond back in its cabinet.

			‘You’re a miracle worker, Beatrix,’ said one of the police officers. ‘We would never have thought to check the freezer.’

			‘It’s not a miracle, ma’am,’ Beatrix answered. ‘It’s simply putting one foot in front of the other and finding clue after clue after clue …

			I looked up from my book as though I had been stung.

			Clue after clue after clue.

			… until you have your answer.’

			‘Yes, but it takes a special type of girl to find all the clues.’

			‘Not really,’ Beatrix replied. ‘It just takes someone willing to keep trying. If not me, then who?’

			If not me, then who?

			Beatrix said that at the end of every one of the novels and yet the words now hung above me with new meaning.

			I had read all thirty-one volumes of the Beatrix Brown mysteries and yet I hadn’t even thought about trying to solve the biggest mystery of all.

			Where was Dad?

			The answer to that would solve all my problems.

			If I could find Dad and get him back quietly then we could avoid public humiliation, derail Saunders’s evil plans and still have a chance to do all the good things we wanted to do to change the country.

			If Beatrix was right (and she always was) it was just about finding clue after clue after clue. I’d already collected so many clues without even knowing it. Maybe it was time to solve the mystery on my own doorstep.

			I stood up.

			I couldn’t tell Lottie. She didn’t want to solve this mystery just yet. Not while we had all the power. But she wasn’t the one lying awake all night trying to work out how to keep things together. I needed to find a way to save my family and the country.

			My mind started whirling with possibilities. The stakes were as high as in any Beatrix Brown novel. Could I do it? Could the Harper who was called Harriet for most of her school life solve the country’s biggest mystery? The Harper whose face turned bright red every time she spoke to a group larger than two people? The Harper who had never done anything important or special in her life?

			I took a deep breath.

			If not me, then who?

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Sunday

			Any thoughts on the policy, sir?

			I sat up in bed and looked at the time. 6 am. Did Dev sleep at all? I stretched my arms above my head before hastily replying.

			Lots of thoughts! Thoughts, thoughts and more thoughts.

			Okay, it wasn’t my best text but I’d only just woken up.

			We definitely need to discuss the new Olympic Games. The US has sent through some papers. It doesn’t have much community support. I could come around today?

			No! Don’t do that. I want to surprise you with my policy idea.

			Okay … but remember I’m not a huge fan of surprises ☺ Did you decide which menu you preferred for the queen’s visit?

			Menu? Queen’s visit? I would have to take a wild guess. I pressed my lips together and typed, I liked the second one.

			With the kangaroo steaks?

			That’s the one.

			Very good, sir. That was my favourite, too.

			Phew. I sighed with relief.

			Do you need anything else?

			Actually, I need a complete new set of the Beatrix Brown novels.

			Right. I’ll pick them up today.

			I grinned. That was easy. Theo would flip out when I gave him those. Hopefully it would make his sister smile.

			Are you feeling any better, sir?

			A bit better. Doctor says I’m still contagious though. I seem to have a weird rash now.

			A rash? How awful. Well Deputy Saunders has asked me to remind you that if you continue to be incapacitated he can step in until you are feeling better.

			Incapacitated must mean sick or out of action in some way.

			I guess Dad was sort of incapacitated. I still had no idea where he was or if he was planning on coming home in time for the Annual Party Meeting. There was still a tiny part of me that hoped Dad would simply appear in the dining room one morning and say, ‘Right, back to work. What’s on today?’ But in my heart, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. When Dad said he’d be home in twenty minutes, it usually meant he was at least two hours away. If Dad said he would bring home a couple of burgers, it meant he was picking up the extra-large family meal deal. Plus, after my speech, I now understood how he might be feeling, and the last thing he’d want to do would be to speak at the Annual Party Meeting. I just hoped that he would come back rejuvenated and ready to give this whole prime minister thing a go.

			Of course Saunders wanted to step in. Part of me would have loved to hand over the reins and go back to being a kid. He was probably itching to get the top job. But what would Saunders be like as prime minister? What would he do with the power? And what would he say about Dad? I already had a bit of an idea, and it wasn’t good.

			Thanks mate – no need to bother Saunders. I’ll be fine in a couple of days. How did you go booking the meditation retreat for him? Best to keep it a surprise I think ☺

			Okay, sir. Very good! He’s all booked in for the retreat – he’s going to love it! And there is strong support for the yoga classes at Parliament House. I’ve already started practising my downward-facing dogs! Anything else you need?

			Some more glitter textas, please?

			Ah, sure. Oh, one last thing: we need a name for the new fountain at Parliament House.

			Umillgetbacktoyou

			I rushed my last text and switched off the phone. Dev just kept asking questions! Turning off the phone was the only way to make it stop.

			Okay. So how would Beatrix start solving this mystery? A prime minister couldn’t hide for very long, surely?

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Monday

			The Daily Herald – Monday 29 November

			New fountain, the ‘Umillgetbacktoyou’, unveiled in Canberra

			At recess, I hid behind some trees and started making notes about what I knew so far:

			
					Dad left seven days ago to go to a conference at a place called either The Sands or Le Sands.

					He packed his Hawaiian shirts and beach gear.

					He did not take his mobile phone and hasn’t been online in any way since he left.

					He hasn’t been spotted anywhere since then. Not a single photograph taken of him.

			

			I stared at the last point. I’d played hide-and-seek with him as a little kid. He was not that good at hiding. Could he be at the beach? In a cave somewhere, staring out at the ocean, perhaps? He could probably catch fish for food but where was he getting his coffee?

			Drops of early summer rain splattered my notepad. I slipped it back in my pocket and scanned the playground. Theo was showing one of the office ladies a card trick. I waved at him as I walked past. Lottie was sitting next to Aisha Hook on the side of the basketball court and the two were deep in conversation. Aisha threw back her head and laughed at something Lottie said. Then Lottie started laughing. A warm glow came over me and I turned away in case she spotted me.

			I would have been quite happy to stroll down to the far playground and watch the pitter-patter of rain on the ocean. That would have given me space to think. But it wasn’t the Oceanview way. Students weren’t allowed out in the rain because it could ruin hairstyles, blazers and expensive school shoes.

			As per the wet-weather rules, I joined the noisy hordes under the shelter near the canteen. I spotted Bella and Mai sitting in a circle with a bunch of others, whose names I hadn’t learnt yet. I waved but they didn’t see me. As I got closer I realised they were playing a game – charades maybe? Bella was holding two red apples to her cheeks and talking like a robot. ‘Why.kids.should.rule.the.world.’

			It took me a moment, then my cheeks flushed violently as I realised who she was mimicking.

			‘Harper!’ one of the girls exclaimed as she spotted me.

			‘Yep, you got it.’ Bella laughed and went to put the apples back in her bag.

			‘No, I mean she’s right there.’

			‘Oh.’ Bella whipped around to face me. She stood up and held out her arm for an awkward little hug.

			I stood motionless while the rest of the group giggled nervously. That was probably the point when most kids would have walked away. Or said something witty. Instead, I sat down with them and started eating my kale and pumpkin wrap.

			Bella must have felt bad because she started to whisper to me about her party and how she’d give me a lift home with her so I could help put up the decorations. She explained again that unfortunately, Lottie wasn’t invited. They simply didn’t have room on the ‘mezzanine level’ for Grade Four kids, apparently.

			‘How’s your dad going?’ Mai asked, and the rest of the group turned to listen.

			‘Good,’ I mumbled, putting my head down, hoping that would be the end of the subject.

			‘When is he going to announce the thing about letting kids bring pets to school?’

			A flicker of anger ignited in my chest. They had some nerve hassling me after I’d just caught them mocking me. These kids had no idea how much I was dealing with: being laughed at because I was a hopeless public speaker, trying to save a beautiful tree from destruction, keeping an evil deputy away from the top job, solving a mystery about a missing prime minister and trying to run the country! And now they were bugging me about their pets.

			All the worry from the different areas of my life combined into a great big bomb of anger that I wanted to chuck into the middle of this perfect little circle. I stood up.

			‘There will be no pets at school!’ I exploded. ‘It’s not happening. There are more important things to deal with!’

			Ten faces looked at me, open-mouthed. Excitement and nerves started dancing together in my stomach. Some of these kids probably didn’t know I could talk in full sentences. I picked up my lunchbox and the remains of my awful wrap and turned to go. I couldn’t believe what had just come out of my mouth. It sounded like something Beatrix Brown might say.

			Before I could lose my nerve, I turned and called out over my shoulder, ‘Did you even think about the poo everywhere?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Hello sir, need to speak to you urgently. Deputy Saunders has run away from the meditation retreat. He wants you to sign something.

			Also, all Party members have arrived in Sydney. Was thinking we could do the traditional cabinet photo on the steps of Kirribilli House tomorrow?

			I could pop round in half an hour?

			Sir?

			I pressed delete.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			‘Harper! Harper!’

			I dropped my book and started tidying my room as Cerise entered without knocking. Had Saunders told everyone about Dad? Did they discover the ghost in the house? Had the kitchen run out of almonds?

			‘Your mother is on the phone.’ Cerise thrust her mobile phone in my face and started brushing my hair as though Mum could see me through it.

			I held the phone to my ear as Cerise stopped brushing and started picking my glitter pens up off the ground. ‘Mum! Hi.’

			‘Sweet pea, how are you?’

			Her voice warmed me on the inside, like drinking hot chocolate.

			‘I’m good.’ I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. Please stay on the line! Please stay!

			‘How’s school? Been working hard?’

			‘Yep, it’s fine. I’ve been working really hard actually.’ I eyed Cerise but she had her back to me, straightening the books on my bookshelf.

			‘That’s wonderful. I’m so proud of you, sweet. You’ve coped so well with all the changes. And I’m going to be home really soon. I’ve had terrible luck with cancelled flights but they’re organising a charter flight home for me in the next day or so.’

			‘Cool. You mean a flight just for you?’

			‘Yes. Don’t tell Lottie though. She would say that’s a terrible waste of fuel. Which it is. But I miss you all too much.’

			I smiled. It was exactly what Lottie would say.

			There was a pause. I didn’t want the conversation to end but I didn’t know where to start. Part of me wanted to crawl into bed and just listen to her talk about her adventures. Another part of me wanted to run into the study and tell her everything about the past seven days. But I wanted to find Dad and bring him home before anyone found out, even Mum. I walked to the window and whispered, ‘Mum, where is Dad’s favourite place to hang out? On his days off?’

			Mum chuckled. ‘What a funny question. Why don’t you ask him?’

			‘Oh, he’s … busy.’

			There was a pause on the line, and eventually Mum said, ‘Well, you know him. He’s hardly mysterious.’

			I said nothing.

			Mum continued. ‘You know he loves the beach, going out for pizza, the footy. And he loves hanging out with you girls more than anything.’

			‘And you,’ I reminded her.

			‘And me,’ Mum said softly.

			There was something about the way she said it that made me think back to our old house, our old life, before Dad had entered politics. Grating the vegies together on Taco Tuesday and driving to and from netball. I even missed fighting over the remote. At least we had been in the same room. Life had been simple and easy. The biggest mystery had been who put the empty milk carton back in the fridge.

			I didn’t want to be ungrateful. I mean, how many kids got to live in a beautiful mansion overlooking the water and could decide what happened at Parliament House with a simple text message? Plus, we’d had an endless supply of lollies, iceblocks and hot chips since Dad went missing. Not to mention I’d managed to get a complete Beatrix set for my new friend.

			But it didn’t stop me wondering. How on Earth did we get here?

			‘Mum, one more thing. How do you know what the most important thing in life is? Like, what’s the one thing you should do, if you’re given the chance to change the country?’

			There was a pause on the other end of the phone. I could almost hear her thinking as she chose her words. Cerise moved to my desk and started putting textas back in my pencil case.

			‘Sweet pea, that’s a big question. And there is no easy answer. What’s important to one person might not be important to another. And, sometimes, there are lots of important things.’ She paused again. ‘You sure everything is okay?’

			‘Um, yeah. Thanks, Mum.’ I took a breath in.

			‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Well, I might have a quick word to Lottie if she’s still awake?’

			I swallowed. ‘Okay. Love you, Mum.’

			‘Love you too.’

			I handed the phone to Cerise, who was eyeing me suspiciously, perhaps because I didn’t normally ask questions about the meaning of life. I could tell she wanted to interrogate me so I raced to the shower.

			What’s important to one person might not be important to another. That was for sure. So how do you decide what the best thing to do is? There were so many possibilities – what was the right answer?

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Tuesday

			I flipped my pillow and kicked the covers off my legs. I’d been having a weird dream that I was on stage at the Annual Party Meeting in my Bugs Bunny onesie. Dad was nowhere in sight, but Saunders was waiting in the wings and Cerise was fixing my hair. Dev ran on stage and whispered urgently, ‘Announce the policy …’ But I couldn’t – the words were stuck in my throat. Breathless, I sat up and checked my bedside clock. 4:13 am. Definitely not time to wake up. Today was a huge day and I needed to be at my best.

			I must have kicked Marcella, my soft monkey, off my bed in the night because she was face down on the floorboards in the centre of my room. I could almost hear her muttering, ‘Can you pick me up, please? I can’t sleep on these hard floors.’

			‘Sorry, Marcella,’ I mumbled into my pillow. ‘Too tired to get up.’

			I closed my eyes and drifted into a dreamless sleep.

			When I woke again, sunlight was streaming in. I checked my bedside clock. 6:46 am. Much better. I rolled over and came face to face with Marcella, who was lying on the pillow next to me.

			My heart jolted.

			I sat bolt upright in bed, my eyes darting around the room. It was as still as before. I turned back to Marcella.

			‘How did you get there?’ I whispered.

			Marcella looked at me like, ‘What? I’ve been here all night. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m trying to sleep.’

			She hadn’t been there all night. I rubbed my eyes. Maybe there really was a ghost in the house.

			When I heard Cerise’s voice in the kitchen, I ran into Lottie’s room. I moved a bunch of empty plastic bottles from the bottom of her bed and crawled in next to her. If Lottie didn’t take them to the recycling centre soon, Cerise would put them straight in the bin again.

			‘Hey,’ she said sleepily, without opening her eyes.

			I felt instantly better curling up in the spoon position with her. Even the dribble patch on her pillow felt familiar and comforting.

			‘I just had the funniest dream,’ Lottie mumbled into her pillow.

			‘What about?’

			‘I dreamt that Mum came back and kissed me on the forehead while I was sleeping.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yeah.’ Lottie turned over so we were face to face. ‘It seemed so real.’

			She rolled back over and I hugged her as she dozed. Of course she would be missing Mum and Dad. She was so smart and confident it was easy to forget that she was still my little sister. At least she seemed to have made a real friend in Aisha. It turned out that they had a lot of similar interests, including a mutual dislike of all things plastic. Aisha had even asked Lottie to join her ‘Wildlife Warriors’ lunchtime club, which fought to protect endangered animals.

			As Lottie dozed, my mind started turning over and over. I wanted to wake Lottie up and talk it all through. When would Mum be home? And where on Earth was Dad? What policy should he announce at the Annual Party Meeting tomorrow? Could I really go through with this afternoon? But I could tell from the way her chest was rising and falling that she had gone back into proper sleep.

			After a few minutes, I slipped out, retrieved the key and tiptoed into Mum and Dad’s room. Everything was just as it was before. Bed unmade, towel on floor. I turned to leave. Then I turned back again.

			Something wasn’t the same. No-one except us had been in the room since Dad left; I had made sure of that by keeping the door locked. Plus, hardly anyone came to the house now because they were terrified of catching the mystery illness that had caused the prime minister to take to his bed for so long.

			But Dad’s boomerang pillow was missing. That was it. Dad hadn’t taken the pillow with him when he’d left. He’d dropped it at the door and I’d put it back on his bed. So where was it?

			I checked under and around the bed but it definitely wasn’t there. Why had somebody moved it? And who?

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			When we walked into class I realised that the usual buzz of kids was missing. Where was everyone? I turned around and scanned the playground as Lottie and a couple of other kids filed into the classroom. Mr Gieng looked as confused as us at the low turnout. Before anyone could say anything, Mrs Robertson rushed in.

			‘Oh, thank goodness, Lottie, you’re here.’ She put her hands on her knees and paused to catch her breath.

			I examined Lottie briefly and made a quick assessment. She was wearing the correct uniform and her hair was brushed, and I knew the wristband was in a jewellery box on her bedside table. Mrs Robertson had given it back last week, after Lottie’s speech. What on Earth was this about?

			‘Is everything okay?’ I heard Mr Gieng whisper.

			The two teachers bowed their heads together. It was deathly silent in the room so it was impossible not to hear some of what they were whispering.

			‘… a party … practically the whole grade there … crème brûlées were off … many feeling unwell … Bella … zone competition today.’

			My heart started fluttering as I put pieces of the puzzle together. Of course! Bella’s party was yesterday! I’d had so much on my mind that I only just realised that she never did offer me a lift home with her. This wasn’t a huge surprise after my outburst. I didn’t really need to say the stuff about the poo, but I didn’t regret it.

			The furtive whispers continued. From what I could overhear, it sounded as if some of the food at the party had been off and a number of the kids were now sick. Bella had bravely tried to come to school, but had vomited all over the white seats of her dad’s BMW. A tingle of possibility ran through me. It wasn’t nice to hear that Bella had been sick in her dad’s car (especially since she’d told me she only ate Coco Pops for breakfast and I could imagine the mess), but this was Lottie’s chance! Everyone knew that it should have been her at zone competition anyway.

			I looked over at Lottie, who had her hands together and one eyebrow raised. She must have been able to hear everything I could. But she looked so calm that I hoped she wasn’t about to refuse to speak at zone just to spite Mrs Robertson.

			Mr Gieng called Lottie over to their huddle. Lottie eased herself out of her chair and dawdled over to the teachers, who both had their hands clasped and smiles pinned to their faces. I heard them whisper to Lottie, ‘Do you think you would be ready to do a speech in about an hour?’

			Lottie paused, then spoke loudly. ‘Well, I guess it depends on whether I’d be considered a suitable representative of Oceanview.’ Lottie looked up at the teachers innocently.

			I almost felt sorry for Mrs Robertson, who had sweat running down the side of her face.

			Mrs Robertson moved to Lottie’s desk and started packing Lottie’s bag for her. ‘Oh, yes, yes, more than suitable. More than suitable.’

			‘What is the topic?’ Lottie inquired.

			The remains of the class (those lucky enough not to be invited to the party) were eagerly taking in the unusual scene. Mrs Robertson looked down at the papers she was holding. ‘Ah, we can talk about it in the car. Something about “why forgiveness is better than proving a point”.’

			Lottie smiled. ‘No problem. I’ve already got some ideas.’

			Before Lottie was whisked out the door, she ran back to me and whispered, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I’m back in time for you-know-what this arvo.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			I looked at my watch. Where was he? Adeena and Frank were waiting patiently for me – they knew how important this afternoon was. But I couldn’t hang around the school gates forever. If he didn’t show up today then my whole plan would be ruined.

			Was I actually going to go through with this? Some of both Lottie’s and Beatrix’s confidence must have finally rubbed off on me to come up with such a plan in the first place. It challenged every part of my being. The normal Harper would have stared at me in horror if I’d told her about it. Then she probably would have suggested I go have a red frog and a rest. But there was no time for resting.

			Kids can make a difference!

			If not me, then who?

			One of the ladies from the office came out to lock the school gates. Maybe he wasn’t coming today? I hid behind a pillar as she screeched the gate shut. Lottie should have finished at the zone competition by now and was going straight there. Hopefully everything was set up.

			That’s when I spotted him hiding behind a bin.

			Camo Guy. The one and only time I’d been happy to see him and his huge-lensed camera.

			I stepped out from behind the pillar and locked eyes with him. Then I turned and ran in the opposite direction. My bag jumped around on my back as if to say, ‘Yes, yes, let’s do this, let’s do this!’

			Sure enough, I heard his clumping footsteps and the clicking of his camera behind me.

			After a few minutes, I skidded around a corner and saw the most beautiful sight in the world. The reserve. My tree. In all its purple pride. Still there. Surrounded by Lottie, Aisha, Theo, the young soccer player and a bunch of people I’d never seen before. I couldn’t believe how many people were there. The letterbox drop must have worked! Some people were standing protectively around the base; others had climbed the branches and were looking on from above.

			Theo was grinning and holding a large sign that said:

			Green not greed!

			Lottie’s sign said:

			Tell the government they’re dreamin’

			My little soccer friend held a sign that said:

			Balls not bulldozers!

			Camo Guy slowed to a stop and scratched his head.

			‘What’s this about, then?’ he asked eventually.

			I looked around at the group of people who were all there because of me. Lottie, Aisha and Theo were sharing snake lollies from Theo’s lunchbox. And there were dozens of bright eyes staring back at me. Hopeful. Twinkly. Expectant. As though it was perfectly obvious who should speak. But I hadn’t prepared anything to say. A nervous tingle crept up through my body.

			Lottie walked forward and gave me a little nod. A glint of gold from her schoolbag caught my eye. The zone championship trophy. I knew she could do it!

			But could I do this? Lottie was the better speaker, but I was the one who cared about the tree. I had to do it. And maybe I wanted to do it. After all, there were things I wanted to say. Things I needed to say.

			My heartbeat quickened.

			Lottie gently nudged me forward with her elbow. ‘Just speak from your heart. I’ll be right here next to you.’

			If not me, then who?

			I took a deep breath and walked to the base of the tree. The leaves swayed encouragingly in the breeze. My breath steadied as I touched the firm trunk and I pulled myself up to stand up on one of the low branches. Lottie climbed up next to me. I didn’t feel alone like last time. I could smell the faint sweetness of the flowers and feel Lottie’s shoulder against mine. Having the tree and Lottie so near gave me strength that I didn’t have in the school hall. And I knew what I wanted to say this time. I was nervous, but I was okay.

			I opened my mouth and the words came out – wavering slightly at first. ‘This beautiful reserve is about to be sold by the state government. We cannot let this happen.’

			The crowd cheered and clapped. I felt a little bit more confident.

			‘We don’t need more buildings on this street,’ I continued. ‘We need the beauty, space, and life that this reserve provides. It is a space to read. A place to play sport in. And a place to relax and do nothing in.’

			More cheering. My confidence grew some more. Camo Guy pointed his huge camera at me and started clicking madly. Then he turned to the crowd and did the same.

			‘We must speak up and show the government that this reserve has real value to the community and we will not let it be sold.’

			The crowd roared and spontaneously erupted into a chant.

			‘Green not greed! Green not greed! Green not greed! Green not greed!’

			My hands were shaking but I was proud I’d done it. The chanting of the crowd vibrated through my chest. As it did, a bigger idea formed in my mind. A policy idea that was so clear that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it sooner. Dad would love it. I just had to find him to tell him what his big announcement would be.

			I jumped down from the branch and joined in with the crowd. ‘Green not greed! Green not greed!’

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Herald.com.au – Tuesday 30 November

			PM’s daughter leads fight to save reserve from public sale

			I couldn’t help but smile as I looked back at my face on the screen, delivering my speech to the crowd. I could hardly believe it was me in the picture. I looked far braver than I’d felt at the time. I scrolled down to read the comments.

			This tree is magnificent. Great work kids! I cannot believe the government is even considering selling this reserve!

			But what about the people who want to buy a house in this street? Why are the wealthy always forgotten?

			Go Harper! Great to see her standing up for what’s right.

			Who knew if the state government would change their minds about the sale. But it was a start. And now there was other work to do.

			I called every hotel with ‘sands’ in the name, and every one of them assured me that they were not holding a conference. All but one of them said they didn’t even have a conference room. So now I was quite sure that Dad had lied about going to a conference. I think in my heart I’d already known.

			What would Beatrix Brown do next? I ran a finger over my list of clues. It was clear from the stuff Dad had packed that he was going somewhere beachy. And he didn’t take his phone so it was probably somewhere he didn’t want to be contacted. Wherever he was, he’d have to come out to get food and water. He had one of the most recognisable faces around, so it was weird that no-one had taken a photo and posted it online.

			Unless.

			Dad was pretty good at catching fish. He once brought home two flathead and three snapper, much to Lottie’s disapproval. It was possible that he was hiding out at a beach and surviving that way. I thought back to all the beaches he liked to visit. What were their names again? And did any of them have caves or hiding spots? I picked up Dad’s phone to google ‘beach caves’ when I saw a fresh headline.

			Herald.com.au – Tuesday 30 November

			There was a shark! New footage emerges of PM’s heroic act

			I clicked on the link.

			It was a video of the rescue when Dad had saved those kids (and their labradoodle). This was new footage though – it looked to have been taken by someone standing up on one of the cliffs. We had all watched the first video, taken from the beach, over and over, but this was from a completely different angle. I held my breath.

			A dorsal fin appeared briefly above the water and then disappeared just as quickly. The shark! A few seconds passed. Was that it?

			The fin bobbed up again. There it was! I zoomed in and spotted an imposing grey mass, just below the surface. Wow. It looked huge, at least four metres long. The camera followed the shark as it got closer to the swimmers near the shore.

			‘Oh, geez,’ a male voice on the video said.

			Two kids and a dog were splashing happily in the water.

			‘This doesn’t look good. Go raise the alarm,’ the voice yelled at someone.

			My heart started beating like I was watching this in real time.

			Out of nowhere, a man on a boogie board appeared on the video, swimming towards the shark. Dad!

			‘Go, Dad, go!’ I couldn’t help squealing.

			‘What’s that guy doing?’ someone said. The video zoomed in on Dad.

			Dad swam around the shark and scooped the two kids and the dog onto his boogie board.

			‘He’s got them, he’s got them,’ the voice said.

			The kids and dog squeezed onto the front of his board, with Dad right at the back paddling faster than he had ever paddled before. It was as though the video was in fast motion. His arms moved through the water like nothing I’d ever seen. His legs pounded the water. Yes, Dad! It was thrilling to watch, even though I already knew the outcome. But no news report had shown the shark before. Most recent ones were referring to it as the ‘alleged shark’.

			The video continued as Dad came ashore and helped the kids (and the labradoodle) from the board.

			And that was the moment our lives changed forever.

			I stopped the video.

			So Dad had been right. There was definitely a shark in the water.

			Now I just needed to find him so he could see it too. There was no more time left. I had to find Dad tonight, show him the footage and explain my perfect policy idea. All before the Annual Party Meeting tomorrow. But where was he?

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			I stepped onto the verandah to see if the late afternoon sun would provide any inspiration. The clues about Dad were zipping around my head. Beatrix Brown would have solved the mystery by now, I was sure. But while I had lots of pieces, I couldn’t seem to put them together in the right order. I found myself strolling down to the water’s edge at the tip of the property. The sun had more bite to it now and it wouldn’t be long before we could all go swimming again. If my parents ever came home, that was.

			I sat on one of the rocks overlooking the water. Sydney Harbour Bridge loomed over me from the right and the Sydney Opera House was just a stone’s throw across the water. The waves from nearby boats gently splashed the shore. If I hadn’t had a mystery to solve, I would have sat there for hours just watching the water.

			Instead, I got out my notepad and added pillow? to the bottom of my list of clues. Who had moved Dad’s pillow? And why?

			I heard Cerise’s voice calling my name from the house. I stood and started walking back up, but out of the corner of my eye I noticed something out of place. A mug was sitting under one of the trees. It stuck out, because nothing in Kirribilli House was ever out of place. Except our family.

			As I got closer to the mug, a familiar character met my eyes and I nearly stumbled backwards down the hill. It was Dad’s favourite coffee mug! It had a picture of Yoda from Star Wars on it, with the words Yoda best dad! round the rim. I’d bought it from the school Father’s Day stall a few years ago. He’d said the mug made coffee taste better but I’d only recently worked out that this was a joke.

			I swivelled around in a full circle, but there was nobody there. Just the waves gently splashing against the rocks behind me and the grand old house on the hill in front of me.

			Why would someone use Dad’s mug? I picked it up. Had Billie or Brett or one of the other security guys used it? But they only patrolled near the house and would never venture this far into the yard. Was Lottie playing a joke on me? None of it made sense.

			It was only then that I noticed the mug was half full. I took a big sniff and confirmed that it smelt like coffee. Then I reminded myself that a true detective like Beatrix Brown would go one step further. I closed my eyes, pinched my nose and took a large sip of the coffee. Yuck! The bitter, sharp-tasting liquid rushed down my throat. I’d made the mistake of drinking coffee before and knew that it was the same horrible stuff. With milk. Mum and Dad always had their coffee with milk.

			But the taste wasn’t the weirdest thing about it.

			The weirdest thing was that it was still warm.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			‘Harper, come inside. It’s dinnertime!’ Cerise called from the verandah.

			My head shot up like a wild animal spotted by a hunter. I hid the mug behind my back. ‘I’ll be there in a sec.’

			‘Your salmon soufflé is getting cold. Come in now, please.’

			Everything inside of me groaned. I was getting closer to solving the mystery, I could feel it. I just needed some time alone to find him. But Cerise was wearing her dinner dress and waving her perfectly manicured hand at me to come inside.

			I trudged up towards the house, my mind racing with possibilities.

			‘What’s that?’ Cerise asked, pointing at the coffee mug I was still holding behind my back.

			‘Oh. Um, it’s coffee.’ I smiled and took a big gulp. I coughed a little as the bitter liquid went down my throat. ‘I’ve started drinking it.’

			‘Really? I don’t think that’s a good idea. Give it to me.’ Cerise took the cup out of my hands as we walked inside. I longed to snatch it back. It was the closest thing I had to Dad right now. And Beatrix Brown would probably have had it tested for fingerprints or something. But I’d come so far and didn’t want Cerise to suspect anything. I had to be smart.

			At dinner, I scoffed down my salmon soufflé so quickly that Lottie looked at me suspiciously.

			Cerise, on the other hand, was beaming. ‘Delicious, isn’t it?’

			‘Mmm,’ I said. ‘May I be excused?’

			‘Yes, but you need to do your homework.’

			I stopped halfway out the door, blood pumping around my body so fast I felt like I might scream. I had to find Dad and I had to find him tonight! The Annual Meeting was tomorrow and the entire Party, not to mention the nation, would be waiting to hear Dad’s policy announcement. I really didn’t want to have to stand on stage for him and announce it in my Bugs Bunny onesie. Mum would be home soon. I needed to sort everything out now before she got back. But how could I search for Dad when Cerise controlled every second of my life? I sighed. I would just have to stay up until everyone was asleep.

			Later that night, I sat on my bed wearing my Bugs Bunny onesie, waiting for Cerise to finish her bedtime routine. Taps on and off in the bathroom. One hundred strokes of the hairbrush. Exercises, gratitude journal. Hurry up! Hurry up!

			The routine seemed to be taking even longer than normal. I lay back on my bed as I heard Cerise exhale after the push-ups. The clues to Dad’s whereabouts were thrashing around my brain like flathead in a fishing net. They couldn’t escape until I solved this. Warm coffee, a missing pillow, ‘Dad’s not that mysterious’, the ocean, a haunted house. I wondered if Beatrix Brown had had this problem with the diamond in the museum.

			The diamond in the museum.

			Which was there all along.

			… all along.

			… all along.

			[image: ]

			My body jolted. The house was in darkness and I was on top of the covers still wearing my onesie. Had I fallen asleep? I leant over and squinted at my bedside clock. 4:30 am.

			I swung my legs out of bed and reached for my Bugs Bunny slippers. I crept down the hall. The guy in the painting looked down at me, like, ‘Bit early for you to get up, isn’t it?’

			I started opening and closing doors in the house. Why hadn’t I thought to do that before? That would have been the first thing Beatrix did. It was dark, but there was just enough moonlight peeking through the windows that it was unlikely I’d fall on my face. I raced through the bedrooms. I checked all the cupboards and under all the beds. I even checked a weird broom closet where Lottie thought she’d heard the ghost the other day.

			Mum and Dad’s bedroom was the same as earlier. Lottie was in her bed fast asleep. I held my breath as I entered Cerise’s room, expecting her to holler ‘Harper!’ at any moment. Instead, all I heard was loud snoring. Who’d have thought that perfect Cerise snored like a normal human?

			But still there was no Dad.

			I tiptoed back to my room and sighed. Not even Dad was silly enough to try to hide in his own house.

			I rested on the edge of my bed and listened to the faint hum of the ocean.

			The ocean! I raced to the side door that always seemed to be unlocked. Thank goodness no-one had discovered that security breach yet. The door made a groaning sound as I turned the handle and the cool early morning air hit me. What was I even doing?

			I stepped off the verandah. My slippers skidded on the damp grass as I tiptoed towards the water. I’d barely made it to the first tree when a loud rustle came from one of the bushes behind me. I gasped and slid to a stop. My heart started thumping. Who or what was that? I turned around. No-one there.

			This was a bad idea. I moved backwards up the hill, my heart in my mouth, until I reached the verandah. More rustling. Then footsteps. Oh no! Definitely footsteps. Do ghosts have footsteps? Just as I was about to make a run for the side door, I saw a flash of light across the yard. I pressed my back against the side of the house, like they do in the movies. I could hear my breath. The footsteps were getting louder. And then I saw him.

			Brett. I breathed out. The head of security strolled past only a metre or so in front of me, his flashlight roaming. If he’d looked to his left he would have got the shock of his life, seeing a giant Bugs Bunny leaning against the house, and I would have had some explaining to do. Luckily, he headed in the direction of the driveway. I heard the front gate open. He must have gone to check the front of the property.

			When I could no longer hear him, I scampered down the lawn. Part of me was thinking I should go inside, but a bigger part was pulling me towards the water. I ran as fast as I could without slipping until I reached the old pool area and the water’s edge. It was still dark but the lights from the Harbour Bridge and the city helped me see what I was doing. It was actually lighter than up near the house, so it was lucky Brett never came down here. None of the boats in the water were moving. The lapping of waves on the shore was the only sound.

			What was I doing here? No-one was even awake, except Brett. Life wasn’t like a Beatrix Brown novel where I’d come out and find Dad reclining on a rock, just because he loved the ocean and I’d found a coffee cup yesterday.

			I wasn’t Beatrix Brown.

			And Dad sure wasn’t a diamond.

			This was silly. I turned back in the direction of the house.

			A faint tune came from somewhere nearby.

			I froze, then swivelled around so that I was facing the water again. Brett was out the front on the street. And he didn’t seem like the musical type. It could have been a bird, but it sounded more human. Familiar.

			The humming tune continued. I tried to follow the sound but it was so faint and indistinct that I couldn’t quite work out where it was coming from. I ran to the big tree that stood on the water’s edge, not sure which way to turn. The tune became louder; it drew me towards the pool shed.

			Was it …?

			The ‘Baby Shark’ song?

			It stopped. Had I imagined it? Had I been thinking about Dad so much that the ‘Baby Shark’ song was playing in my head?

			I reached out and rattled the handle of the pool shed. It was small, no more than two metres long. I’d never had a reason to go inside. I guessed no-one else had either, since there had been no swimming in winter. But something told me to open the door.

			There was a shuffling sound from inside.

			I swung the door open.

			‘Arrghhh!’ a male voice screamed.

			‘Arrghhh!’ I screamed back.

			It was so dark I couldn’t see inside at first. But as my eyes adjusted, I could just make out the shape of a man. Sitting on a pile of pool noodles.

			‘Dad?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Wednesday

			‘Dad!’

			‘Harps!’

			I threw my arms around his neck and squeezed tighter than I ever had before. His whiskers prickled my face and he smelt like my dad turned up to a thousand. Body odour, days-old pizza and a hint of coffee. But a hug had never felt so good. Waves of relief flooded my body.

			Eventually I let go and looked at him. He was almost unrecognisable as the man who had left ten days ago. His face was all hairy, his hair wild and he was wearing one of his old Hawaiian shirts that only just did up at the belly. He must have just eaten a pastry because there were crumbs all over his front. At least, I hoped he had just eaten it.

			‘What are you doing in the pool shed?’ was all I could say.

			‘Um …’ He reached behind him and pulled out a blow-up pink flamingo. ‘I was just looking for this. Thought we could try it out this summer.’

			We stared at the drooping flamingo.

			‘I think it’s got a hole in it.’ Dad dropped the semi-deflated flamingo at my feet, so it sat between us like his half-baked fib.

			He squatted back down on the pool noodles and looked up at me as though I was the adult and he was the kid about to be told off.

			The sun was starting to rise now, giving me a better view inside the shed. I saw his suitcase, his ukulele and his boomerang pillow.

			The diamond in the museum.

			I rubbed my forehead. There were so many feelings fighting for attention, I didn’t know which one to listen to. Part of me felt hot and angry. What kind of dad leaves their kids and hides in a pool shed for ten days? I mean, was he ever planning on coming home?

			But he looked so sad with his head drooping down. The bigger part of me just wanted to be close to him. I sat down next to him with our shoulders touching.

			‘Dad,’ my voice was gentle, ‘have you been here all along?’

			He placed his head in his hands.

			I waited.

			Eventually he looked at me and nodded. Then he started talking really fast. ‘I’m sorry, Harps. I just couldn’t do it anymore. Every day someone was asking me to do something. Say something. It was big, important stuff, too; the kind of stuff that affects millions of people.’ He ran his hand through his hair. ‘And Saunders kept telling me I wasn’t up to it. Every day he was in my ear about something I’d stuffed up.’

			‘Saunders was telling you this?’

			‘Yeah. I didn’t want to stuff up anymore. I mean, they called me the worst prime minister ever. I just wanted to …’

			‘Run away?’

			‘Yeah. Just for a bit.’ Dad put his arm around my shoulder. ‘Except a prime minister can’t go anywhere without people knowing. I wanted to get on a flight to somewhere, anywhere – even if it didn’t have a swim-up bar – but I can’t even reach the end of the street without being followed. And when it came down to it, I couldn’t bear the thought of being away from you and Lots. So, I came here. No-one looked for me here.’

			I nodded. ‘I get it, Dad. I ran away mid-speech at school. Only difference is that I hid in the toilets, not a pool shed. Oh, and I came out after twenty minutes, not ten days.’

			He smiled.

			‘Hey, Dad, did you ever go into the house?’

			‘Only at night when I wouldn’t be spotted. I needed coffee and pastries and to see your faces.’ Dad tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. ‘Not in that order, of course.’

			‘How did you get your pillow?’

			‘I had to jemmy open the window with this and climb through.’ He held up a metal tool that looked like a paint scraper. ‘Felt like an action hero until I landed on my back.’

			‘Oh … and you put Marcella back in my bed?’

			‘She begged me to! You know how demanding she is,’ he joked.

			‘You also had coffee under the tree up there.’ The pieces were coming together.

			‘I needed to see the ocean.’ Dad smiled and then put on a posh voice. ‘And one can only stay in a pool shed for so long.’

			He laughed nervously but my mind was racing. The city was waking up and Cerise would soon be looking for me. I knew I had to think about next steps. But I’d waited ten days to see Dad and I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything would change the moment we left the pool shed.

			Dad spoke first.

			‘So I guess I have to come back from my “conference” now and officially resign.’ He took my hand and sighed. ‘Or is Saunders running the country already?’

			I jumped up. The thought of Deputy Saunders being in charge spurred me into action. I started pacing like Lottie. ‘Dad, Saunders is not in charge and cannot be in charge. Do you have any idea what he wants to do?’

			Dad watched me. ‘Yeah. Some idea. That’s why I didn’t just hand the job over to him.’

			‘He made you believe you can’t be prime minister because he wants the job.’

			Dad shrugged. ‘I don’t even deserve to be prime minister, Harps. The more I think about that day at the beach, the more I doubt there even was a shark. I thought there was at the time but now …’

			‘Dad, you do deserve to be prime minister. You’re honest. You care about people. All people, not just grown-ups. You believe in things, like kids playing sport and public spaces for the community to be active in. And you make things happen. Street cricket would never have started without you.’

			He smiled.

			‘And you’re courageous. And shouldn’t doubt yourself. Wait there.’ I went to the door, then stopped and turned. ‘I mean it, Dad. Wait right there. I have something to show you.’

			‘Pinkie promise.’ He held up his pinkie like I was five years old. Honestly, he still thought of me as a little kid sometimes. He had no idea I’d been running the country and saving our family from global humiliation. There wasn’t time to explain though.

			I pinkie-promised, then raced up the lawn, opened the side door, sidestepped Cerise who was marching down the hall with purpose, and grabbed Dad’s phone from my room. Then I ran back to the pool shed with Cerise’s concerned voice calling after me. I googled ‘new footage of PM rescue’ and held the phone out to Dad.

			Dad’s eyes narrowed in confusion and then his jaw dropped as he realised what he was seeing.

			‘Wait. So it was a shark?’

			‘Yep, a four-metre shark. Your popularity went up again when this came out last night.’

			Dad made a ‘huh’ sound.

			I placed my hands on his shoulders. ‘Dad, you saved two young kids from a shark. That’s two kids who might not be here if it wasn’t for you!’

			‘Two kids and a labradoodle.’

			‘And a labradoodle.’ I hugged him. ‘You are the hero they say you are.’

			He paused, taking it all in.

			I stood back. ‘Dad, you have everything you need to be a great prime minister. You just need to believe in yourself and ignore people who say you can’t do it.’

			‘You really think?’ He stood up and stepped out of the pool shed into the early morning sunlight. ‘I mean, I reckon I could give it another go. I do want to help people. That’s why I entered politics in the first place. I wanted more open spaces for the community.’

			‘I remember, Dad.’

			‘I just got freaked out, I guess.’

			‘I know. I get it. But Lottie and I have already made some cool changes and I reckon you can too.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yep, we’ve sort of … kind of … been running the country while you’ve been gone. We told everyone you were sick.’ I spoke quickly. ‘We’ve got some ideas for the Annual Party Meeting too.’

			‘Running the country?’ He laughed and shook his head. ‘You girls never cease to inspire me.’

			‘And I’ve found the coolest jacaranda tree, Dad. I’ve got so much to tell you! But the most important thing is that we can help you be an amazing prime minister. You’re much stronger than you think.’

			He looked up towards the house and shook the crumbs of pastry off his Hawaiian shirt.

			You’re much stronger than you think.

			Maybe I was too.

			‘It sounds like we need to sit down and have a proper chat before the Annual Party Meeting. I should probably have a shower first though.’

			‘Good idea.’ I giggled.

			‘One more thing.’ Dad looked over at me with a fear in his eyes that I had come to recognise. ‘Is your mum back?’

			I patted him on the shoulder. ‘Not yet. And we didn’t tell her about the conference. We can talk to Mum together if that makes you feel better.’

			He gave me a grateful smile.

			I took Dad’s phone from him and sent a message to Dev, before either of us had a chance to change our minds.

			Please organise a media release stating that I will announce a set of policies today at 3:30 pm. Thanks mate.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Lottie, Theo and I stood in the wings of the stage at the Annual Party Meeting as some boring guy on stage droned on and on. He was only supposed to introduce Dad but I’d forgotten how grown-ups always complicate stuff. The auditorium was full of politicians and media from all over the country.

			I snuck a look at the audience and saw Camo Guy leaning against a wall. He waved at me when I caught his eye. I waved back. He didn’t seem so scary when he wasn’t leaping out from behind a tree. He and his photographer mates would probably always be hanging around somewhere, but I’d mastered walking in my ridiculous shoes now, so at least they wouldn’t get any more shots of me falling on my face.

			Deputy Saunders sat in the front row, alternating between glaring at Dad and glaring at me. It didn’t look like his one day at the meditation retreat had relaxed him much. I had forgiven him for threatening me but had suggested to Dad that Saunders do some work experience with the minister for early education so that he had the chance to visit lots of kindergartens. Sometimes we need to face our fears to get over them.

			Dev was next to Saunders, texting someone on his phone – probably Dad. He’d been the most relieved by Dad’s miraculous recovery and had immediately dropped round a whole stack of his mum’s coconut roti.

			I felt Cerise’s hand on my shoulder and I knew this was my cue to get ready to stand up straight and smile. It was funny, now that I’d heard Cerise snoring, she didn’t seem so scary either.

			I watched Mum in her favourite kaftan dress take Dad’s arm and then the two of them walked to the microphone at the front of the stage. She’d got back this morning before school, just in time to help us put the final policies together. Her hair was an especially vibrant shade of purple today and it glistened under the lights. It suited her much better than natural cappuccino brown.

			The journalists and photographers leant in closer as Dad starting speaking.

			‘Well, thanks everyone for being here today. As you know, we promised to announce a major policy that we will take to parliament. I’ve had my best team working on this and I really couldn’t be prouder of them. They’re smart, courageous and not afraid to work hard when the chips are down. So, without further ado, I’d like to introduce you to the future of our country.’

			I stepped onto the stage with Lottie and Theo either side of me. I felt the bright lights of the cameras flashing as we walked to the microphone and for a moment I was taken back to the day when Dad had become prime minister and I stood on that podium feeling sick with worry. But today was different.

			I cleared my throat and waited for panic to choke me. The nerves were definitely still there but it got a bit easier each time I did it. I could feel Lottie’s shoulder touching mine and it boosted my strength. ‘As the future of our country, we are honoured that my dad, the prime minister, has asked us to announce the steps that will improve our country. We know there is a lot of work to do and it is only the beginning, but today we will start with three major announcements.’

			Lottie took my place behind the microphone. ‘The first announcement is a policy to help save our beautiful planet. Next month, the government will introduce a law in parliament to phase out all plastic water bottles. And we’ll be installing water fountains throughout the community, where everyone can refill their re-usable water bottles. This has already been done to great success in the town of Bundanoon and at Mount Dale Public School. We believe this to be the first step in creating cleaner oceans and a cleaner environment. It will be known as the Plastic Bottle Bill.’

			Theo tripped over the microphone cord but recovered quickly and shuffled towards the microphone to take Lottie’s place. He adjusted the microphone stand and for a moment, I thought he might launch into song or perform a magic trick. He was wearing the brightest yellow Pokémon T-shirt I had ever seen. The photographers moved closer to him and he beamed. ‘Secondly, because we all need a bit of fun in our lives, the government will be implementing Funday Monday! Once a month, there will be a public holiday for everyone to do something fun or relaxing. It could be bushwalking, a movie marathon, jumping on your bed or seeing how many marshmallows you can fit in your mouth! Whatever is fun or relaxing for you. The bill will be known as the Funday Monday Bill.’ He gave a dimply smile.

			All eyes turned back to me as I moved to the stand again. Lottie and Theo moved towards the back of the stage. I pulled the microphone down to my level, while Mum and Dad came to stand next to me. I took a deep breath in.

			‘The final announcement today is that the federal government will create a register of five hundred outdoor green spaces. These spaces will be protected for the purposes of sport, recreation and leisure,’ I paused and looked at Dad, ‘which includes reading.’

			There was a small round of applause from the crowd.

			‘Importantly, these spaces will be protected by federal legislation and no sale, lease or construction will be able to occur in these areas under any circumstances.’

			More applause.

			I felt my confidence grow as I spoke. ‘And, while this isn’t a federal issue, it is probably a good time to tell you what’s happening to Cooper Street Reserve. After heaps of submissions from the community, the state government just announced their decision not to go ahead with the sale. Thank you to everyone who spoke up about this.’

			The crowd stood and applauded as I stepped back.

			Mum and Dad were grinning at me. I noticed that they were holding hands again. They’d had a big talk about working together and both seemed more enthusiastic about their roles and our life at Kirribilli House.

			Who knows what would have happened if Dad hadn’t run away to the pool shed? I’d learnt that I had the power to step up, take action and even make speeches if I really needed to. I was much stronger than I’d ever thought possible. And I was excited about what else I could do in the future. Plus Lottie and I had both settled into life at Oceanview and made new friends. Mine could even produce a rabbit out of a hat or recite Beatrix Brown on cue if I ever started to feel sorry for myself.

			As we filed out of the auditorium, Lottie put her arm around me. ‘Time for a quick game of “Would You Rather?”?’

			‘Always.’ I smiled.

			‘Okay, would you rather be an eleven-year-old prime minister and rule the world, or …’ she paused for dramatic effect, ‘sit under a jacaranda with your sister and best friend, eating snake lollies?’

			I laughed. ‘Grab the snakes!’
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			Prime Ministers Quiz

			
					Who was Australia’s first prime minister?

					Who was Australia’s first female prime minister?

					Which prime minister said ‘sorry’ to Indigenous Australians?

					How many prime ministers were not born in Australia?

					Who had the longest time in office?

					Who had the shortest time in office?

					Which prime minister was nicknamed ‘Hawkey’?

					Which prime minister went for a swim and never returned?

					What are the two official residences of the prime minister?

					Which prime minister caused controversy by touching the queen on her back on a trip to Australia?

					Which prime minister was dismissed by the governor-general?

			

			Answers: 1. Edmund Barton; 2. Julia Gillard; 3. Kevin Rudd; 4. Seven; 5. Robert Menzies (18 years, 163 days); 6. Frank Forde (eight days); 7. Bob Hawke; 8. Harold Holt; 9. Kirribilli House in Sydney, The Lodge in Canberra; 10. Paul Keating; 11. Gough Whitlam.

		

	
		
			Would You Rather ...

			Travel to the past or the future?

			Fight a hundred mouse-sized lions or fight one lion-sized mouse?

			Have hiccups for a year or sausage hair for a day?

			Have the ability to read minds or be invisible?

			Eat a cockroach that tastes like chocolate or eat chocolate that tastes like a cockroach?

			Fly like a bird or run as fast as a cheetah?

			Be a famous actor or a world leader?

			Step in dog poo or have bird poo land on you?

			Jump into a giant bucket of slime or throw slime at your friends?

			Sit in a room with a sleeping tiger or ten bees?

			Sweat mayonnaise or have Twisties dust come out of your fingers?

			Never go to school again or never do chores again?

			Stop pollution or stop deforestation?

			Eat broccoli for breakfast, lunch and dinner for one whole year, or never eat chips again?
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