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©® In September, our English teacher told us about the city speech contest. Then she
looked at me and said, “Riku, why don’t you try?” Everyone in the class turned to me. My
face got hot. I wanted to say no, but my mouth said, “... OK,” in a very small voice. That
night, I could not sleep. Me? A speech? In front of many people?

@A My friend Hana offered to help me, and we started to practice in an empty classroom
after school. On the first day, I read my speech ten times, but my voice stayed small. Hana
listened quietly and said, “Riku, your English is correct. But you are talking to the floor.”

She was right. My eyes were on my paper and my shoes — never on her face.

© One week before the contest, I stopped in the middle of my speech. “I can’t do this,
Hana. Forty people will look at me.” Hana thought for a while. Then she said, “Don’t speak
to forty people. Choose one person, and speak only to that person. On the day, I will sit in
the front row. Find me.” It sounded too simple, but I had nothing to lose.

® On the day of the contest, the lights on the stage were brighter than I thought. “Good
morning, everyone,” I began. Then it happened — my next words disappeared. The room
was silent. My hands became cold. In that long silence, I looked for Hana. She was there, in
the front row, and she nodded slowly, like saying, “You are talking to me, right?” I took a
breath and smiled a little. And the words came back.

© 1did not win any prize. On the bus home, I felt tired but strangely warm. “Your speech
was alive after that silence,” Hana said. “You were not talking to the floor anymore. You
were talking to us.” In February, our teacher told us about another contest in spring. This
time, before she said anything, I raised my hand first. Some things are still scary. But now I
know how to begin — find one face, and speak to it.
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