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There are some stories that whisper to us, that resonate with a truth we feel deep in our bones, even if we haven't quite put words to it ourselves. This book is born from one of those whispers, a quiet hum that I've heard from friends, acquaintances, and perhaps most intimately, from myself. It's about that persistent, sometimes maddening, gap between the person we want to be in our relationships and the person our racing minds often make us feel we are. We see those seemingly effortless individuals, those who navigate the complexities of connection with an enviable ease, and we wonder, how do they do it?
The desire to be "chill" – to be relaxed, secure, and unburdened by constant anxieties – is a common one. We’ve all absorbed the advice, the tips, the supposed secrets to a carefree romantic life. We strive to project an image of unflappability, to be the one who doesn't sweat the small stuff, who can let things slide without a second thought. It’s a beautiful aspiration, one that promises a lighter, more joyful experience of love and connection.
But for so many of us, the reality is a far more intricate internal landscape. While our outward appearance might suggest a calm surface, beneath it, a whirlwind of analysis, interpretation, and sometimes, elaborate scenarios, can be in full swing. Every word, every gesture, every pause in communication can become a data point, meticulously examined for hidden meanings, potential pitfalls, and subtle shifts in affection. It’s a valiant effort to understand and protect, but it can also be incredibly exhausting.
This book, then, is an exploration of that internal world. It’s not an instruction manual with guaranteed outcomes, but rather a companion for anyone who has ever felt the tug-of-war between their desire for ease and their tendency to overthink. It’s about acknowledging the complex dance between wanting to be effortlessly "chill" and the reality of a mind that, for whatever reason, just won't stop analyzing. My hope is that by sharing these experiences, these internal monologues, and the sometimes humorous, sometimes painful attempts to reconcile them, we can find a shared understanding and perhaps, a little more peace.
Prologue: The Chill Conspiracy

The silence of her apartment was a cruel trick, an empty stage where Eliza’s mind performed its most elaborate, terrifying dramas. The door had barely clicked shut an hour ago, yet the echoes of her evening with Mark were already distorting, twisting into new, ominous shapes. Her purse, still clutched in her hand, felt heavy, a relic from a battle she’d just fought but hadn't yet won. She let it drop onto the entry table with a dull thud, the sound jarring in the sudden quiet, and peeled off her coat. Each movement was deliberate, a futile attempt to slow the accelerating whirlwind inside her skull.
The date had been... fine. More than fine, actually. It had been good. Very good. They’d laughed at the right times, talked about shared interests without awkward lulls, and his hand had brushed hers twice across the table, once when reaching for the salt, once when emphasising a point about travel. Small, innocuous touches, she knew. But in Eliza’s meticulous internal filing system, they weren't innocuous at all. They were data points. Evidence. And her internal detective, a relentless, insomniac Sherlock Holmes, was already at work, sifting through them, seeking the hidden meaning, the trapdoor, the eventual disappointment.
She kicked off her heels, the thin straps digging red lines into her skin, a physical manifestation of the invisible tension that always tightened around her chest after a promising encounter. Her reflection in the hallway mirror showed a woman who looked, to all outward appearances, perfectly content. Her hair was still artfully dishevelled, her lipstick only slightly smudged from laughter and perhaps, just perhaps, the briefest, most tentative goodnight kiss that felt more like a social formality than a genuine spark. She’d smiled, waved, said, “Had a great time, thanks!” with all the casual breeziness she could muster. Mark had smiled back, that easy, confident smile that seemed so utterly devoid of internal calculus, and said, “Me too, Eliza. I’ll text you.”
“I’ll text you.” The phrase, so simple, so common, was now reverberating through her brain like a discordant gong. It was the first clue. The first crack in the illusion of effortless connection. Why not “I’ll call you”? Or “Let’s do this again soon”? Why the passive, non-committal “I’ll text you”? Was it a promise? A polite dismissal? A placeholder for future ghosting?
Eliza walked into the living room, the Persian rug feeling soft under her bare feet, but her mind was miles away, trapped in the echo chamber of that single, unassuming phrase. She sank onto the sofa, pulling her knees to her chest, and reached for her phone, not to text, but to scroll. To check. To see what other women were doing, saying, being.
Instagram was a kaleidoscope of curated perfection. There was Sarah, on a weekend getaway with her new boyfriend, looking utterly serene as he draped an arm casually around her shoulder. No overthinking there, Eliza mused bitterly. No frantic analysis of shoulder-drape angle or hand placement. There was Chloe, posting a meme about being “unbothered” by a late text, followed by a casual shrug emoji. Unbothered. The word itself felt like a foreign language to Eliza, a secret code she’d never been given. These women, these mythical creatures, seemed to have unlocked some ancient, powerful wisdom: the ability to exist in the liminal space of a nascent relationship without their internal organs doing a frantic samba. They were chill. And Eliza, despite her best, most exhaustive efforts, was anything but.
She had tried. Oh, how she had tried. Her bedside table was a testament to her desperate quest for chill. There were self-help books with titles like “Zen and the Art of Dating” and “Don’t Chase, Attract.” There were journals filled with affirmations she’d never quite believed and guided meditation apps downloaded, tried for precisely seven minutes, and then abandoned when her mind refused to calm, insisting instead on replaying an awkward glance from a second date two years ago. She had watched every TED Talk on attachment styles, communication strategies, and emotional intelligence. She could recite verbatim the signs of a secure attachment, the red flags of avoidant behaviour, the subtle art of not being “too much.” She knew the theory inside out. But theory, she was discovering, was a flimsy shield against the tidal wave of her own internal reality.
Her mind was a beautifully terrifying machine, a meticulously organized filing cabinet where every interaction, every word, every non-verbal cue was catalogued, cross-referenced, and then subjected to intense, often destructive, scrutiny. A slightly delayed text message wasn’t just a person being busy; it was a carefully calculated withdrawal of interest. A casual "see you then" could unravel into a week-long analysis of its perceived lack of enthusiasm, its subtext of obligation, its subtle hint of disinterest.
She closed her eyes, trying to conjure the image of herself as a chill woman. She saw a woman who could receive a compliment without immediately dissecting its sincerity. A woman who could agree to a second date without her brain launching into a full-scale forensic investigation: Was he genuinely impressed, or just being polite? Was the second date a sign of true interest, or just a societal obligation he felt compelled to fulfill? Was he actually thinking about her, or just filling a Saturday night slot?
The chill women, Eliza imagined, existed in a state of blissful ignorance to these machinations. Or perhaps, worse, they understood them, but simply didn't care. They floated through the chaotic landscape of dating with an effortless grace, unbothered by the ambiguities, unburdened by the endless 'what ifs.' It felt like a conspiracy, this collective ease, this shared secret that had somehow bypassed her. "The Chill Conspiracy," she’d sometimes whisper to herself, half-joking, half-terrified that there really was a secret handshake she hadn't learned, a decoder ring she hadn't been given.
Her phone buzzed, startling her. Her heart leaped, a frantic bird trapped in her ribs. It was Mark.
A text. Already. Her breath hitched. That was fast. Too fast? Or was it just right? Was he being eager? Or was he just responsive? She felt a flush rise to her cheeks, a mix of relief and renewed anxiety.
She unlocked the screen.
Mark: Hey Eliza, just got home. Had a really great time tonight. You're awesome. :) Looking forward to seeing you again.
Eliza stared at the screen. Her eyes darted from word to word. Each one a potential landmine.
"Just got home." – Okay, so he’s not still out. Good. He went straight home. Or did he? Could have been home for ten minutes, changed clothes, made a cup of tea, and then texted. Why did he specify "just"? To imply he was thinking of her immediately? Or to establish an alibi for not texting sooner?
"Had a really great time tonight." – "Really great." Not just "great." The modifier was important. Was it genuine emphasis, or an attempt to convince her, or himself, that it was better than it actually was? And "tonight," specifically. Did that imply he didn't have great times on other nights? A subtle dig? No, too much. Stop.
"You're awesome." – A compliment. Her stomach did a small flip. This was good, right? Straightforward. But then the internal detective cleared its throat. "Awesome" felt a little... generic. Was it a sincere observation, or a default compliment he offered to all his dates? Did he actually think she was awesome? What did "awesome" even mean in this context? Her witty banter? Her choice of restaurant? Her dress?
":)" – The emoji. The bane of her existence. Was it a genuine smile? A polite punctuation? A way to soften a potentially too-strong compliment? Or to dilute it? If he thought she was really awesome, why not an exclamation mark? Or no emoji at all, letting the words stand on their own? The smile face felt a little... distant. Like he was smiling at her, not with her.
"Looking forward to seeing you again." – This was the crucial part. The invitation. The promise. But still, it was vague. "Looking forward to seeing you again." Not "I'd love to take you out next Friday." Not "When are you free for dinner?" Just "looking forward." It was passive. It put the onus on her to respond, to initiate the next step. Was he testing her? Seeing how eager she was? Or was he genuinely busy and just putting it out there?
Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Her external persona, the breezy, unbothered Eliza, knew exactly what to type: "Great! Me too. Let me know when you're free." Simple. Chill. Confident.
But her internal world was a cacophony of sirens, flashing lights, and shouted warnings. A dozen different responses flashed through her mind, each with its own elaborate tactical implication.
Too eager: "Me too! What are you doing Friday? I'm free!" (Red flag, desperate, chases him away.)
Too aloof: "Okay." (Cold, makes him think she's not interested, he'll move on.)
Too analytical: "What exactly did you find 'awesome' about me? And what kind of timeline are we talking for 'seeing me again'?" (Insane, obviously. Don't send that.)
The ‘Chill’ response she rehearsed: "Haha, good! I had a really fun time too. Yeah, definitely, looking forward to it!" (Too many words, too enthusiastic for someone truly chill, the "haha" feels forced, the "yeah, definitely" sounds like she's trying to convince herself.)
Eliza sighed, a long, weary exhalation that felt like it carried the weight of a thousand unanswered questions. This was it. This was her normal. The relentless internal storm, the constant battle with the urge to overthink every single interaction into oblivion. She desperately wanted to be the cool, laid-back girlfriend who could let things slide, who wouldn't obsess over the past or overanalyze the future. She wanted to receive a text like Mark’s and simply feel happy. To send a casual, confident reply without a thirty-minute internal debate about punctuation and subtext.
But it wasn't happening. It never happened. The moment a man uttered a compliment or suggested a second date, her brain sprang into overdrive, an engine that never quite idled. She felt exhausted, even now, just an hour after leaving his presence, the exhaustion settling deep into her bones, a dull ache behind her eyes.
She looked at the phone again. The text message, still glowing, still holding its array of perceived hidden meanings. She pictured Mark, probably unwinding, maybe watching TV, completely oblivious to the intricate web of speculation and anxiety his innocent words had spun in her mind. He was probably just being himself. Casual. Direct enough. Chill.
And there it was again. Chill. The unattainable ideal. The whispered secret of women who never seemed to question, never seemed to doubt, never seemed to spend an entire evening dissecting a simple sentence. Were they born that way? Did they possess a genetic immunity to overthinking? Or had they, like Eliza, walked down the same path, only to find the hidden key to unlock the conspiracy, leaving her perpetually on the outside looking in?
The question hung in the quiet apartment, heavy and unresolved. Was true chill even attainable for a woman whose mind was hardwired for catastrophe, whose heart was a battlefield of what-ifs? Eliza’s thumb finally moved, hovering over the predictive text suggestions, knowing that whatever she chose, the internal storm would continue, raging silently, endlessly, just beneath her carefully constructed, breezy indifference. She wanted to be chill so badly it hurt, a constant, nagging ache that seemed to define her every relationship. And as she finally typed out a response, choosing the one that felt the most neutral, the most ambiguous, the most chill, she couldn't shake the chilling feeling that she was performing a role, one she was growing increasingly weary of playing.
She settled on a simple: "Had a great time too, Mark! Let me know if you’re free later in the week."
As soon as her thumb hit ‘send,’ a fresh wave of panic washed over her. “Later in the week”? Was that too vague? Did it sound like she was hedging her bets, trying to appear busy, when in reality her calendar was a gaping void just begging for a date? Or was it too forward, implying she expected him to initiate the next plan, rather than a mutual effort? And the exclamation mark – was it genuine enthusiasm or a desperate attempt to convey it? The little internal detective, far from satisfied, now turned its magnifying glass on her own message, dissecting every punctuation mark, every word choice. It was a self-inflicted wound, this constant second-guessing, a relentless loop of analysis and re-analysis that left her mentally battered.
She put the phone down, face up, on the coffee table, as if its screen held the answers to the universe. But the answers weren't there. Only the unread notification, a silent testament to the void she felt between what she projected and what she truly experienced. Eliza closed her eyes again, pressing the heels of her hands against them, trying to physically push away the torrent of thoughts. Her head throbbed. This wasn't just a reaction to one date; this was the chronic condition of her existence, a persistent low hum of anxiety that escalated into a roaring crescendo with every new romantic interest.
It wasn't a choice, this overthinking. It felt like an involuntary reflex, like blinking or breathing. From the moment she’d met Mark at that mutual friend's birthday party, her brain had already been in data acquisition mode. She’d observed his easy laugh, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners, the confident tilt of his head when he listened. Each observation had been filed away, not for appreciation, but for later forensic examination. And now, the examination was in full swing, turning potentially beautiful moments into fodder for endless rumination.
She remembered once trying to explain this to a friend, Jessica, who always seemed to embody the effortless cool Eliza craved. Jessica had just shrugged, laughing. "Just relax, El! If he likes you, he likes you. If he doesn't, then who cares?" The words had bounced off Eliza, hollow and meaningless. Jessica didn't understand. It wasn't about caring in the superficial sense of being upset if he didn't like her. It was about the process. It was about the terrifying uncertainty, the lack of control, the intricate puzzle that her mind insisted on solving, even when there was no solution. It was the frantic dance between hope and terror, the exhausting oscillation between "he's the one" and "he's already ghosting me."
The "Chill Conspiracy," as she’d come to call it, wasn't just about other women. It was about her own internal saboteur, the voice that whispered doubts, that painted worst-case scenarios with vivid, inescapable detail. It was the part of her that, despite all the self-help books and guided meditations, refused to quiet down. She pictured her mind as a vast, dimly lit server room, rows upon rows of humming machines, constantly processing, analysing, calculating, generating endless hypothetical outcomes for every single romantic interaction. And somewhere, deep within this labyrinthine network, was the central command, the master conspirator, pulling the strings, ensuring that no shred of chill could ever truly penetrate her consciousness.
Her fingers idly traced the floral pattern on the sofa armrest. She should probably get ready for bed. But the thought of lying in the dark, alone with her thoughts, was even more daunting than sitting here, staring at the phone. In the dark, the thoughts grew louder, more insistent, less constrained by the thin veneer of daylight logic. They mutated, becoming grander, more dramatic. Mark's casual smile would transform into a condescending smirk. His “I’ll text you” would become a coded message of impending abandonment.
This wasn't just about Mark. Mark was just the current trigger, the latest subject of her relentless internal investigation. This was a pattern that stretched back years, through countless first dates, second dates, and a handful of relationships that had withered under the harsh spotlight of her scrutiny. She remembered Michael, who she’d dated for three months. Their breakup hadn’t been because of incompatibility or a lack of attraction, but because Eliza had slowly, meticulously, overanalysed every single aspect of his behaviour, every casual remark, every subtle shift in his mood, until she had convinced herself he was pulling away. By the time he actually did, she felt less heartbreak and more a perverse sense of validation. "See?" her internal detective had crowed. "I told you so."
But the validation was cold comfort. What she truly wanted was the opposite: to be proven wrong. To have her fears be unfounded. To exist in a world where "see you then" simply meant "see you then," and a late text was just a late text, nothing more, nothing less.
She picked up her phone again, not to check for Mark’s reply – it was far too soon for that – but to open her notes app. It was a digital diary, a confessional, a repository for all the thoughts she couldn't articulate aloud without sounding, even to herself, utterly insane. The latest entry was from yesterday, detailing her pre-date anxieties. Tonight's entry would be far more extensive.
Date with Mark: Recap & Analysis
Initial assessment: Good. Laughed a lot. Shared interests (travel, obscure documentaries). Good eye contact.
Red flags/Areas for concern (post-date analysis):
1. The 'I’ll text you' vs. 'I’ll call you' debate. (Already covered, still unresolved).
2. The goodnight kiss (or lack thereof): Was it just polite? No real spark? Or was he trying not to rush things? Was I supposed to lean in more? Did my casual wave imply disinterest?
3. His compliment: 'You’re awesome.' Too generic? Is he just a naturally complimentary person? Does he use that word often? (Need to check his social media for past comments.) What specifically did he find awesome? My intelligence? My looks? My ability to fake chill for two hours?
4. His text: 'Looking forward to seeing you again.' (Vague, passive. Puts the ball in my court. A test?)
5. MY text: 'Let me know if you’re free later in the week.' (Too eager? Too vague? Is 'later in the week' too specific/demanding? Should I have said 'next week'?)
She stared at the bullet points, a grim satisfaction settling over her. At least it was all catalogued. At least it was externalized, even if only onto a screen. But the act of writing it down didn't dissipate the anxiety; it merely organized it, making it feel more concrete, more real, more valid.
She scrolled back through previous entries, a morbid curiosity guiding her. Weeks ago, after a disastrous date with a man named Tom, she’d written: "He said 'I had a good time, but I just don’t feel a strong romantic connection.' My analysis: He probably thought I was too intense. Too much analysis of his favourite band. Did I ask too many questions? Did I not let him talk enough? Or was it my hair? He didn't compliment my hair."
And before Tom, there was David: "He unmatched me on Bumble after we’d chatted for three days. What did I say? Was it the emoji? Did I come across as too keen when I suggested meeting up? I re-read the conversation five times. I can’t see it. But it must have been something."
The pattern was unmistakable. Every interaction, no matter how fleeting or insignificant, became a complex equation to be solved, a mysterious code to be cracked. And Eliza was always the one left deciphering, alone in her pursuit of meaning, while the other person, presumably, had simply moved on, unbothered, unaware of the internal chaos they had unwittingly unleashed.
She finally pushed herself off the sofa, the soft cushions offering no real comfort against the sharp edges of her thoughts. The apartment felt cold, despite the temperate evening. She wandered into the kitchen, a familiar routine kicking in. First, a glass of water. Then, maybe a chamomile tea. Anything to soothe the racing pulse, the jittery nerves that felt like tiny insects crawling under
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