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The Way You Looked At Me  

Lila remembered the fateful day she met Haley, back in that small second-grade 

classroom in St. Mona’s Academy for Girls. Wandering the long hallways filled with so many 

people in the same place, Lila had quickly grown flustered and let out a sigh of relief when she 

finally found her desk. Her tension swiftly returned when she realized she’d forgotten something 

very important. Even now, she could still remember the deafening thumps of her heart when she 

recalled she’d left her school supplies in the kitchen at home. Haley was the girl who happened 

to sit next to her, and her bright cyan eyes were so wide and vast Lila felt like she could sail in 

them. Lila was too transfixed at her gaze that Haley had to repeat her question twice. 

“Do you want to share my ruler?” she asked.  

An eternity passed before Lila returned to her senses, managed to nod her head yes, she 

would appreciate it very much. The screech of the metal legs against the floor grated her ears, 

but soon the sides of their wooden desks touched ever so softly, and they flipped open their 

workbooks, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder, scribbling away with their round yellow pencils. The 

steady ambient noise of the lead against the paper filled the rooms, only interrupted by the 

occasional rubbing of an eraser or the flipping of a page. Once in a while, Lila’s eyes looked up 

to glance at her desk mate, and when Haley’s eyes darted up as well, and their gaze met for the 

shortest kind of forever before they both ducked their heads back into their studies, suppressing 

their giggles.  

Later that day, at lunch break when Lila sat alone on a table, Haley was the one who first 

sat down next to her.  
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“Hey!” she said, plopping down in the seat. “You’re really good at math. I never got your 

name, though. My name’s Haley!” She held out a hand. Lila learned it was good manners to 

always introduce yourself and shake hands when you meant someone, so she hesitantly reached 

out with her own and did so.  

“I’m Delilah,” she replied.  

Haley’s face turned quizzical for a just a second, running the name over her tongue, 

feeling the way it rolled in her mouth. She shook her head.  

“That’s so long,” Haley announced. She rubbed her chin in thought, then those blue eyes 

of hers brightened. “What if I just called you ‘Lila?’ That sounds better! Nice and short.”  

Lila slowly nodded her head. That’s what a nickname was, right? And only your close 

friends called you by your nickname, so…  

“Sure,” Lila nodded. The end of her lips curled upward. She liked the sound of it. 

“Lila it is then!” Haley put her hands on her hips in triumph. She then turned toward her 

lunch, pulling out a sandwich. “Want to share?”  

 

It was several years later in Haley’s house where they first discovered the capabilities of 

that wondrous device that stood on the table in the living room.  

“Quiet, Lila!” Haley snickered as the two sat on their knees, across from each other. 

“There’s something there! I can hear it!” Her long, slim fingers turned the knob back and forth, 

and the static, chaotic and fuzzy, slowly morphed into something audible. An announcer’s faint 

voice broke through the static. Then the sounds of trumpets and other instruments swelled up, 

accompanied by a crescendo of the lead singer, and the rap a tap taps of the dancers’ heels in the 
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background. But despite the music’s grand melody, it was still soft to the ear. Any louder and the 

oppressive hiss of electricity reared its ugly head, masking the sounds of the cheery tune.  

“Closer!” Haley insisted, bringing her ear right next to where the music seemed to pour 

out of. “Come, Lila, you must hear this too!” She put hand on Lila’s shoulder, inching the girl’s 

ear closer to the music.The band and vocals seemed almost faraway to Lila as her eyes met 

Haley’s once again. Their faces were just inches apart. Lila remembered the exact pattern of all 

of Haley’s freckles, dotted along her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, which nearly grazed her 

own. As the singing man continued to bellow his heart out, Lila watched as Haley’s grin grow 

ever wider. She hoped one day she could make Haley smile like that on her own.  

 

“W-was that okay?” Lila asked, peering at Haley over her sheet music. Her fingers had 

been trembling on the bowstring for the past minute. It was the first time she had played in front 

of anyone besides her teacher and her parents.  

“Okay? It was great!” Haley leapt up, running over to her friend’s chair. “You’re a 

natural, Lila.”  

Lila looked down, frowning. “You’re just being nice… my teacher says I’m too hesitant.” 

She had messed up on a couple of notes due to her nervousness as well. Right now, her bold 

dreams of becoming a professional violinist playing in a grand concert hall seemed like 

outlandish ideals of a foolish girl in over her head.  

 Haley shook her head vigorously and grabbed Lila’s shoulders.  

“Nuh-uh,” the blonde responded. “Hesitance is good! It means you’re extra careful about 

getting things right. It means you care.”  
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That got a small smile out of Lila. “Haley, I didn’t know you were a violin expert.”  

Haley raised one finger up. “It’s not expertise. It’s a best friend’s instinct! Trust me on 

this one. Now,” Haley raised both her arms up as if she were a conductor. “Let’s take it from the 

top, please!”  

Lila chuckled, but when Haley shot her a look, she straightened her posture, adjusted her 

sheet music, and got ready to play again. Somehow, with Haley pretending to know what she 

was doing, waving her hands around in sweeping motions in midair, Lila felt like she had the 

confidence she could do anything.  

 

Years later, when they took trips to the beach, Lila watched as her friend’s locks flowed 

in the summer breeze as she stood, arms and legs wide, embracing the seaside wind. The way the 

sun hit Haley’s hair in the summertime was mesmerizing, a flash of dazzling light when the rays 

hit her golden hair at just the right angle. The deep, mellow blue of the ocean was almost the 

same hue as the beach sky. The sound of the roaring ocean filled her ears. But Lila found that her 

eyes were more interested in furtively skimming over her friend’s legs and body, roaming the 

vast expanses of bare skin and tracing the soft and elegant curves of her figure. She wondered 

why she felt the need to look away and retreat back under the cool shade of the umbrella, and 

why her cheeks felt hotter than the blazing sun overhead. Her insides were a jumble, her breath 

short, her thoughts plunged into the abyss of the unfamiliar.  

“Come on, Lila, don’t sit there alone!”  

When she felt this way, Haley was always the one who brought her out of those depths, 

back into the light, just as she grabbed Lila’s hand and pulled her out from under the shade of the 
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umbrella despite her pleas, and together they ran into the ocean. They threw themselves against 

the waves. She could still taste the salty sea water as the two tripped in a knot and they fell, and 

they laughed and laughed until the foam entered their mouths and they were forced to stop.  

 

They watched I Love Lucy together on the small, blocky television in Lila’s attic. There 

was a small blue couch that fit two in the corner, and Lila remembered you always had to hold 

your breath each time you sat down, otherwise the dust would fly up and tickle your nostrils. As 

Haley’s shoulder touched hers, sometimes her long blonde hair-- once bright as a youth, now 

streaked with dark as an almost-teeanger-- would spill onto Lila’s own. As Haley sat rapt with 

attention at Lucille Ball’s silly antics, Lila wondered if her friend noticed her hand sneaking up 

to where their bodies touched, feeling the way those individual golden strands ended in a gentle 

curve at the end. Her heart jumped when Haley clapped her hands and erupted in laughter 

alongside the recorded studio audience. Lila would laugh too, suddenly swerving her attention to 

those grayscale figures moving about on the tiny screen. She hoped Haley wouldn’t notice her 

faux laughter, but the girl was too busy anticipating the next joke, staring unblinkingly at the 

program.  

Later, while she sat down for her daily practice, she let her mind wander away from the 

lines and notes that were splayed before her, and she wondered how she would feel if she was 

Lucy on the screen, her hair styled with all those lustrous curls, with Haley’s eyes tailing her 

every action and movement. Would she be able to keep her calm demeanor? Would she able to 

dance and sing freely, her movements limber and coordinated? Maybe she’d stutter and slip up a 

line, misplace a prop, or croak at the climax of a song. Worst of all, maybe she’d see those blue 
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eyes staring at her, and she’d look back and return that stare, and everything would be silent, and 

all the other people watching would wonder what was was going on.  

 

During the first days of high school, there was a scent of something new lingering in the 

air. New books, bigger desks, a different uniform. But the biggest things-- quite literally-- 

weren’t the objects Lila stuffed in her school bag, but the tall, broad-shouldered, short-haired 

beings that wandered the hallway, lunchroom, and athletic facilities. They towered above both 

her and Haley, in the classroom and out. And that’s when Lila had a clear demonstration in the 

act of being forward, as one day as she approached Haley’s locker she found it splayed wide 

open. The door obscured the upper half of the two figures hiding behind it, but Lila could still 

see two pairs of legs standing very close to each other. One slender pair trailed up to the end of a 

grey plaid skirt, flexing as they stood on their tiptoes, the other pair of legs were stocky and 

covered in a wrinkly blue denim, their feet covered in dirty red-and-white sneakers.  

Lila froze. Her books remained tightly snug under her arms across her chest as she 

waited, waited, until she heard two short gasps of air and a small exhale of nervous laughter. The 

locker door closed and Lila saw him, tall and clothed in a letterman jacket, face slightly pale and 

his brown hair heavy smoothed back with what seemed like handfuls of grease. Upon realizing 

he had a witness, he slinked away but not before giving a small smile to Haley, who returned the 

gesture. 

“Oh... hey there, Lila,” she said, a scarlet blush crawling across her cheeks. “Uh… didn’t 

see you there. Um, do you want to do something after school?”  
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Lila’s breath caught for a second. “Sorry,” she replied. “My mother wants to practice as 

soon as I get home. I… have an important recital coming up.”  

Haley gave her a confident smile. “Ah. Good luck, then!”  

“Y-you too!” Lila quickly shifted on her heels and walked the other way, suddenly 

realizing what she was wishing Haley luck for. But somehow she knew she had to leave at that 

moment, because if she stood there even a second longer with Haley smiling at her like that, she 

wouldn’t know what she would have done.  

 

Haley gave her a confident pat on the back. “You’re going to do just fine, Lila.”  

“I don’t know about that...” Lila peered through the curtain, seeing the theater packed 

with her fellow students. Not a single seat was empty. 

“You’ve played in front of judges before. They liked you. What’s a high school talent 

show compared to that?”  

“There’s never been this many people before,” Lila replied, clutching her bowstring 

tightly in her hand. “There’s too many.”  

Haley rested her palms on Lila’s shoulders squarely. “Listen, Lila, once you step out 

there it’s just like any other time you play. Come on. I’ll be sitting there right in the first row. 

And..” Haley raised a hand and waved an imaginary baton in the air. “I’ll even be your conductor 

again.”  

Upon seeing her gesture, Lila laughed softly. The anxiety seemed to seep out of her body 

through her exhalations. She loosened her limbs, closed her eyes and inhaled a deep gulp of air. 

Opening her eyes again, she saw Haley parting open the curtain for her slightly.  
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“Ready?”  

Lila nodded.  

“I’ll see you on the other side, then,” Haley nodded back. “You’re going to be okay.”  

As Lila stepped out, she shielded her eyes from the glaring spotlight that zeroed in on her 

position. And then she felt the hundreds of pair of eyes on her, intently watching her every 

movement-- or lack of it. It was as if her muscles had frozen in place, one hand clutching her 

instrument, her fingers locked in place. The only part of her body it seemed like she could 

control were her eyes, and they swept across the sea of audience members. These were the 

people she went to the school with for four years, but right now they were they a faceless, 

anonymous entity she had no idea how to act in front of.  

But then Lila saw her, sitting in the first row. A glow in the darkness, a lighthouse for a 

ship lost at sea. Haley gave her a small wave, then lifted both her hands the same way she did all 

those years ago in Lila’s room. She beamed, and instinctively Lila smiled back. As her lips 

curled upward, the stress seeped out of her muscles. Cradling the violin with her neck, she raised 

her bow so it barely kissed the taut strings of her instrument. And then she began.  

Lila had given many performances before, but this time her bow seemed to dance and 

glide along when it touched the strings, their fleeting but purposeful unions forming an 

entrancing melody. She closed her eyes. The sheet music and stand had been set up for her, yes, 

but in this moment all she needed was to trust herself. Back and forth her arm went, and soon the 

rest of her body began to follow, and she began to sway along the soaring melody her instrument 

produced. Her fingers worked in perfect unison, even as the tempo of the song increased, Lila’s 

movements only grew more passionate. When the notes crescendoed, so did she, and when the 
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strings required plucking, her fingers never felt more dainty and precise. It was as if she melded 

into the music herself, and the world seemed to disappear around her; there was nothing but her 

and her song. Yet that perfect harmony had to come to an end, and only when the vestiges of the 

last note finished echoing in that theatre did Lila finally open her eyes.  

The thunderous noise seemed to suddenly snap her back into reality. Lila took one step 

back to catch her balance, breathing heavily, bringing her bow and instrument to her sides. 

Members of the audience began standing up, wearing smiles, clapping at her-- no, for her. She 

saw Haley with them, clapping the fastest of them all, beaming a wide smile in her direction. Lila 

took a moment to compose herself. She rubbed her eyes and smiled toward the audience, and 

took a bow.  

“Th-thank you,” she managed to say. “Thank you.” 

She didn’t remember stepping off the stage, but she remembered Haley hugging her 

afterward, and others she didn’t even recognize stepping up to congratulate her.  

The night moved so fast after that, but it was the night Lila would always remember as 

the time the world clapped for her.  

 

The talent show had come and gone, and soon near the end of the year approached a 

different subject seemed to be on the forefront of every student’s mind: the promenade. As 

spring rolled by, girls and boys alike seemed to behave a little more coyly with each other, and 

gossippy whispers seemed to be more frequent than ever. When the event finally came around, 

Lila watched as the boy from the locker she’d met previously (whom she dubbed ‘Greasy Head’) 

and Haley enter a fancy automobile. Her friend’s white corsage matching his tailored, slim-fit 
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suit and jacket. There was a lot of swinging and dancing late into the night, lights flashing, 

instruments blaring. But it was when they all went to the big vacation house afterward, where the 

drinks were poured out that Lila remembered most vividly. 

After the dances, games were played and the cacophony of laughter had died down, high 

schoolers were lying about all over the house, whether on beds or couches or the carpeted rug. 

Some were passed out completely, others teetering on the brink of consciousness. Lila was never 

that much of a drinker, but tonight she’d let herself go a little a bit. She felt like her head could 

flutter away lightly like a butterfly, but her body was a heavy stone in the sea, dragging her down 

so that she remained motionless on the floor, her back against the couch. She didn’t remember 

what she was doing or how she had gotten there, but she remembered the way Haley entered the 

room, a wicked stutter in her step, managing to walk over and sit down next to Lila and falling 

over, her head in her lap, blonde hair splayed all over.  

“Wow,” Haley managed to sputter, eyes closed, her tone uneven and slurred. “A night. 

What a night.”  

Lila looked down and managed to nod in agreement. Her body was placid this time, and 

she didn’t feel any heat in her cheeks nor her heart quicken. Most likely because of the alcohol. 

Both looked up at the pastel yellow ceiling.The pair stayed that way in silence, for a long time, 

with only the gentle breathing of the passed out teenagers strewn about the room.  

“You know, Lila,” Haley said, raising one of her hand slowly. “I never told you this, but 

you have beautiful hair.”  
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Lila looked down in surprise when she felt her friend’s nimble fingers intertwine with 

lock of her short dark hair, feeling the smoothness of the individual strands, running her 

fingertips down the length of them.  

“Mine’s always so messy. So hard to take care of in the morning. But yours is so smooth. 

It’s just naturally that way, right? Must be nice to just let it be…” Haley raised herself up from 

Lila’s lap, sitting next to her. Shoulder-to-shoulder, her strands of hair intertwined with Lila’s 

black. Haley turned, and the pairs’ faces were inches apart, just like they were when they first 

used the radio in that dusty attic so many years ago.  

And suddenly, their lips touched.  

Lila remembered the instant they met. As the world around her fell asleep into the blanket 

of night and fade away, her body became electric. An energy surged through her chest, her arms 

and legs. She tasted the faint traces strawberry daiquiri on Haley’s lips. The warm summer air 

stood still as something awakened with her, and she pressed onward, thirsting, longing for more. 

Before Lila could fully process what had happened, her lips were cruelly and suddenly 

deprived, feeling nothing but cold empty air. She took deep breaths, eyes downcast before she 

dared to look up again. Maybe it was the alcohol, or the exhilarating life that seemed to be 

running in her veins, but now seemed the perfect moment, she had to, it was now or never…  

“Haley, I--” she started.  

“I know.”  

That was all Haley said before her head fell back into Lila’s lap, eyes closed. Seconds 

later the gentle rising of her chest joined the rhythm of everyone else’s, leaving Lila alone in her 
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dark dress on that moonless night. 

 

I know.  

Those two words had haunted Lila since the moment Haley’s lips uttered those words. 

The next morning after that night, Haley seemed to have no recollection of what happened-- or 

she pretended not to. Lila meant to ask her about one day, but she held back her tongue each 

time, telling herself tomorrow, tomorrow’s when I’ll ask. But one day kept blending into the 

next, all filled with a blur of activities, emblematic of carefree youth. They went to the beach. 

They went to county fairs. They went camping. There were seemingly no consequences; every 

opportunity was ripe for the picking. But like it does to everyone, time slipped through Lila’s 

fingers like sand, and before she knew it, the next day the two would be split apart for college-- 

Lila to an urban coast, and Haley to a midwestern countryside. Summer with its glorious golden 

rays and seemingly everlasting days would come to an end.  

It was the last of those days, and Lila sat on the edge of Haley’s backyard pool. A 

crescent moon hung low in the sky. The soft blue hue of the pool illuminated the darkness. A 

summer breeze swept the water’s top, and Lila felt the liquid lap against her legs. She moved 

them around, and watched as the ripples of water radiated outward.  

“Having fun there?” Haley asked as she came up from behind Lila and sat down next to 

her. She had a towel wrapped around her neck that she had just used on her hair, judging from 

the partially dry locks of dirty-blonde that hung around her neck. 

“Yeah…” Lila returned her gaze to the pool. Haley began rocking her legs under water, 

causing more ripples along the pool’s surface, colliding with the ones Lila produced.  
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“You seem down,” Haley observed, leaning in closer to Lila’s face. Lila turned to her 

side and immediately felt her cheeks turn red as her friend’s proximity, and she jerked back into 

the position she was in before, eyes looking to the water.  

“It’s nothing…” she replied.  

Haley looked at her curiously, then laughed as she took a seat next to her friend.  

“Lila, you’ve always been a horrible liar,” she remarked. “And you wear your heart on 

your sleeve. What’s really going on?”  

Lila kept on her eyes on the rippling waves of the pool, then up at the sky. She let out a 

deep sigh, her shoulders rising up and down.  

“Well, it’s… you know, almost the end of summer,” she said, forming her words 

carefully. She looked back at her friend. “You and I… we’ve been together since first grade. And 

now--” Her voice cracked a bit.  

“Oh, Lila,” Haley replied. “That’s what’s been bothering you? Don’t worry about--”  

“How could I not worry, Haley?” Lila responded, her eyes wide. “We’re going to 

completely separate coasts. Thousands of miles apart. I’m going to be… be so…” She repeated 

her word, her gaze drifting back to the water. So lonely. Thoughts seemed to be swimming 

around in her mind, jumbled and disoriented, but she had to grasp out and reach one. Just one.  

She locked eyes with Haley, and began to form words.  

“Tell me, Haley,” she said, her voice a low whisper. “What did you know?”  
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Haley knew it was her friend she was looking at, but right now person sitting next to her 

seemed like someone else. Her gaze, usually timid and demure, had grown a steely edge to it. 

The way Lila looked at her head-on, no reserved glances or downcast gazes, gave her a resolute 

aura Haley rarely witnessed from her. And her eyes had an unwavering stillness to them: those 

deep browns were filled to the brim with determination, a hunger for an answer.  

“Lila, I--” Haley paused and thought. “I don’t know what--”  

Lila shook her head sorrowfully. “Don’t say that, Lila…”  

Suddenly, Haley felt something warm on her hands. She looked down to see Lila had grasped her 

right hand, clutching it tightly. She looked back up to see Lila had moved closer.  

“You said you knew. What did it mean?” Lila asked. Haley saw her previously 

determined demeanor turned to one of supplication. “You have to tell me, Haley, please. Before 

we have to go.”  

“I--I--” Haley started. She squeezed Lila’s hand back, looking back at her friend. She 

looked at Lila’s soft, brown curls around the base of her neck, still wet from the pool, her 

eternally dark eyes staring back at her. She felt her own fingers intertwine with Lila’s own, Lila’s 

firm fingers, honed by years of holding the violin bow, yet still retaining its gentle touch. She 

saw the way Lila looked at her now, and Haley thought, the world was so unfair.  

She reached forward suddenly and held Lila in an embrace.  

“Haley, what--” Lila said.  

“What I knew, Lila,” Haley began, resting her chin on Lila’s shoulder, holding her 

tighter. “What I knew was that-- that you’ll be okay.”  
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“...okay?”  

Haley took a deep breath. Right now, Lila couldn’t see that her eyes were beginning to 

water, her lips beginning to quiver. It was alright to let it go.  

“You’re worried, Lila. About the future. About the distance. About us,” Haley explained. 

“But I know you’ll be okay, Lila, without me. Remember your performance at the talent show? 

That’s when I knew, Lila, when I saw you. That you’re going to be fine.”  

“Haley, I don’t think that’s what--”  

Haley released Lila from her embrace. By now, her vision was blurry as tears rolled 

down her cheeks. She raised her arm to wipe them away, then planted her palms on Lila’s 

shoulders, staring at her straight on.  

“You’re going to be fine, Lila. Without me,” Haley stated, enunciating each word slowly, 

to not fumble or mess up her words. “Say it to me too.”  

A look of confusion came across Lila’s face. “I-I’ll be okay.” Haley shook her head, 

wiping away another tear.  

“No.. tell me… tell me I’m going to be okay, too,” Haley stammered. “That I’m going to 

be fine. Without you.”  

Lila paused for a moment. A look of understanding came to her face. She raised one 

hand, placing it on Haley’s shoulder.  

“You’re going to be okay, Haley.”  

“Do you promise?”  

A flicker of a smile came to Lila’s face. “I promise it’ll be okay. Best friend’s instinct.”  
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Haley smiled back. She hugged Lila again, and this time she felt Lila’s hands come up to 

her back, and embrace her back. They stayed that way for a long time, two figures next to a 

backyard pool, bathed in moon’s light, on a breezy summer night.  

And they were going to be okay.  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


