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For my Grandpa, from your best girl—J.H.


To Mom, Dad, and Susie Lee—J.K.
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When I woke up that morning and saw the red and gold leaves swirling around my backyard, I just knew it was gonna be my kind of day. We started collecting leaves early in the morning, and by afternoon, we had three very nice, fat piles. My best friend, Shayna; my little sister, Emmeline; and me, Clara Lee. Clara Lee is my name, first and last. All the kids at school call me Clara Lee and not just Clara. It just sounds better that way. Like peanut butter and jelly, like trick-or-treat, or fairy and princess, those words just go together. Just like me, Clara Lee.


Later on, we would jump in our leaf piles, but first, we were playing a game I made up called Fall Royalty. Shayna is Queen, Emmeline is Prince, and I am the King of Fall.


“Why do you always get to be king?” Emmeline complained. She loves to complain; it’s her favorite hobby. She is six. She’s small for her age. A runt, like Wilbur from Charlotte’s Web. I call her that when no one’s listening. It really makes her mad. She has chubby cheeks and round button eyes and everybody thinks she is just the cutest thing ever. But not me. I can see through her like plastic wrap.


“It’s not fair,” she whined.


“I’m the one who made up the game,” I reminded her. “If you don’t want to play, you can go and help Grandpa—”


Emmeline pushed her bottom lip out a smidge but didn’t argue. She scooped another leaf off the ground and added it to her pile.


I picked a brownish leaf out of the pile. “Not bright enough,” I declared, in my best King of Fall voice.


Emmeline put her hands on her hips. “Just because you’re the king—,” she started to say. Then she looked over at Shayna. “Shayna, do you think it’s fair that Clara Lee gets to be king?”


“I would rather be queen any day,” Shayna said, fixing her crown of leaves so it set just right on her head. “Why don’t you be princess instead of prince this time?”


“Princesses are boring,” Emmeline said. And then she threw her handful of leaves in the air and danced around our pile. She bounced around like a kangaroo, shook her hips from side to side, and moved her arms like she was doing the backstroke.


Shayna and I looked at each other and shrugged. And then we threw our leaves in the air too, and we danced like Emmeline danced.


After all the dancing, it was time for me to make my toast to fall. I had already practiced it that morning when I brushed my teeth. “Ahem. Now the king will make a toast.” I paused dramatically. I lifted the jug of apple cider that my mom had brought out for us.


“A toast? But we already had breakfast,” Emmeline whispered to Shayna.
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“A toast is a speech,” Shayna explained.


“Then why didn’t she just say speech?”


“Quiet, the both of you!” I boomed. Shayna glared at me, and I mouthed, Sorry. Then I cleared my throat. “Fall is a time of change. The seasons are changing. Soon it will be cold. But we will always, always remember the fall, because it is the best time of year. Amen.”


Emmeline crossed her eyes at me. She learned that talent very recently, and now she does it every opportunity she gets, because she knows I can’t. Emmeline said, “I like summer the best.”


“Do not disrespect fall,” I told her, taking a swig from the jug. Then I passed it to Shayna, who sipped it in her ladylike way. Then she passed it to Emmeline, who drank almost half of it.


Our leaf piles were looking good, so I said, “Ready?”


Shayna and Emmeline yelled, “Ready!”


We all jumped into our piles at the same time. It was like jumping into a cloud of fall. Leaves floated in the air like snowflakes. We three couldn’t stop screaming, it was so fun.


After a lot of jumping, we laid down on our leaf piles. It was getting dark. We would have to go inside soon. That was the only bad thing about fall. It got dark so darned quick.


“Clara Lee?” Shayna’s leaf pile was in the middle, right in between Emmeline and me.


“Yeah?”
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“Apple Blossom Festival is coming up really soon. Are you going to try out for Little Miss Apple Pie?”


“I don’t know. Haven’t even thought about it,” I lied.


“That’s a lie, Clara Lee!” said Emmeline. “I saw you practicing your wave yesterday.”


I told her, “You shouldn’t spy on people.”


She was right though. I’d thought about it plenty.
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Apple Blossom Festival was right around the corner. It was always at the beginning of October. It kicks off the whole holiday season. We’ve got Apple Blossom Festival, then Halloween, then Thanksgiving, then Christmas. We’re so lucky.


I’d say Apple Blossom Festival is a pretty big deal in Bramley. There’s apple bobbing in the town square, and at the booths, they’ve got caramel apples and candy apples and just about every kind of apple you can think of. Plenty of Bramley Seedlings, which is what our town is named for.


One of my favorite things is the apple dessert contest. Usually it’s good stuff, like Mrs. Kollmann’s German apple cake, and apple turnovers, and apple cider doughnuts. Last year, Mrs. Novak made an apple pie with a cheddar cheese whipped cream, and it made me nervous on apple pie. Grandpa liked it though. He even had seconds. I think he was the only person in the whole town who had seconds on that cheesy pie.
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There’s even a parade, with floats. Only Very Important People get to ride on the floats. Like Mr. Cooper who owns Cooper’s Drugstore, he has a float. The YMCA has a float. The mayor is on a float. The firemen too. But most important of all is Miss Apple Pie and Little Miss Apple Pie.


Miss Apple Pie is pretty much a dream come true. Only when you’re a high school girl can you be Miss Apple Pie; the whole high school votes on who gets to be her. You wear a red sash and a tiara with little red apples on top. You wave, and you throw apple candy at the crowd. Everyone cheers for you. Little Miss Apple Pie gets to stand next to her and hold the bag of candy. She gets to wear a sash too, and a tiara that is less fancy but still beautiful.
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Last year, Trudie Turner from the fifth grade was Little Miss Apple Pie. Since I’m only in the third grade, I don’t know her, but she looked pretty good up there on the float. Her hair was curled and tied back with red ribbon. Miss Apple Pie was a high school girl with long blonde hair and she wore a red dress and red high heels. She looked like a girl in a commercial.


If I won, I knew just what I’d wear. The dress Grandpa bought me in Korea last year. It’s Korean style, with a skirt the color of fruit punch and a white jacket with rainbow-striped sleeves and, best of all, a long bow. I’ve only ever worn it on New Year’s Day, and I felt like a Korean princess from long ago. Emmeline has one too, but hers is a navy jacket. I could almost picture it: me, in my Korean dress, on that float.


The way you get chosen is this: You make a speech during a special assembly in front of the whole school. Even if you’re only a second grader, you have to compete against the fifth graders. It’s the rules. Last year, I was too scared to make a speech. Getting up in front of everybody and making a speech just isn’t my cup of cocoa. I wanted to win Little Miss Apple Pie so, so bad, but it was that darned speech that held me back. I’m brave in other ways, like I always jump off the high dive at the pool, not the baby dive. I’m not scared to raise my hand and answer questions in class. In fact, I love it. But speaking up in class is not the same thing as making a speech in front of the whole school. It’s not the same at all.
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When it started to get not just a little but a lot dark, Grandpa called us in for dinner. “Clara-yah,” he called. “Emma-yah! Time for dinner.” In Korean, adding the “yah” when you’re talking to somebody is kind of like saying, Hey there, Clara. I know hardly any Korean, but I know about that.


For dinner, we had chicken soup with lots of garlic and ginseng root. Mom made it. She served it up with her big silver ladle. “Eat up,” she said, and her glasses were foggy from the hot soup.
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