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I have this habit of shrinking, of folding myself inward until I take up as little space as a forgotten thought. In a crowded room, I am a ghost in my own body, my shoulders curving to protect a heart that beats a frantic, lonely rhythm against my ribs. My mind races with a thousand silent self-criticisms, each one a brick in the wall I’ve built between myself and the world. It’s a shyness that feels like a veil, muffling laughter and blurring faces into a watercolor of connections I can’t quite grasp. I watch life happen, a solitary spectator in my own story, feeling as lonely as a single tree in a vast, empty field. My few acquaintances are like distant stars, shining brightly in their own constellations, while I drift in the void between them, unseen and unheard.

This hollow ache is a constant companion, a falling leaf of a feeling that drifts slowly down through my consciousness.

My name is Chili. Some call me Chill. It’s late afternoon. The sun is still high, stretching long warm beams across the front of my building. I feel that warmth on my shoulders as I pull the door closed behind me and turn the lock. The soft click seems to settle something in me, like drawing a gentle boundary around the day so far. I place my key under a pot plant by the door, a small terracotta one with a few broad leaves reaching toward the sun.

For a moment, I just stand there on the doorstep. The heat of the sunlight seeps through the fabric of my bikini, comforting and steady, and the faint breeze brushes against my face. I breathe in slowly. The air smells faintly of dust warmed by the sun, mixed with the distant scent of someone’s cooking drifting from an open window.

I shift my weight from one foot to the other, noticing the firmness of the ground beneath me. Even that small movement brings me a little more into my body. The quiet of the late afternoon wraps around me, no rush, no demands, just the simple presence of being outside with the sun on my skin.

I start walking. I bring nothing but myself. No bag, no keys to fidget with, no phone glowing in my hand. Just me, my breath, and the quiet rhythm of my steps.

The simplicity of it feels unusual at first, almost bare, but there’s a lightness in it too. With nothing to carry, my arms swing freely at my sides, and I can feel the warmth of the sun along the length of them. Each step presses into the ground with a steady, reassuring weight.

I listen to the soft scuff of my shoes against the pavement, the kind of sound I usually tune out. Now it feels like part of a small, private ceremony, step, breath, step, breath. The afternoon air settles around me, warm but not heavy, brushing my skin in a way that draws me more clearly into myself.

My mind still buzzes with leftover thoughts, but I don’t try to fight them. I just let them float somewhere in the background while I stay with the simple movement of walking. My chest loosens a little. My shoulders lower by a fraction.

With each step, I feel the ground say: Here. Here. Here.

The village fades behind me, its sharp edges and incessant noise dissolving behind me as I walk toward the coast. The beach. Where mankind was born millions of years ago. It isn't a destination; it's a pilgrimage. I will go there and explore, not with a map, but with my soul, seeking the one place where I feel I truly belong.

I crave the vastness of the ocean, that endless, breathing expanse of blue and grey that makes my own smallness feel not like a failure, but like a relief. I long for the sound of the waves, the deep, rhythmic hush as they gather themselves, followed by the powerful, shushing roar as they break and collapse upon the shore. It is a sound that erases the frantic, critical voice in my head, a primal lullaby that calms the trembling bird of my heart. I will watch the seagulls, those lonely, graceful wanderers of the sky, their cries the only conversation I need.

And above all, there are no people. No eyes to make me shrink, no expectations to crush my quiet spirit. Just me, and the immensity of it all.

As I leave the pavement behind, the air itself changes, growing thick and sweet with the ancient kiss of salt and brine. I step onto the sand as the sun begins its slow, beautiful surrender, painting the heavens in bold strokes of orange and violet that seem too vibrant for my quiet soul. I slip off my shoes, and the cool, damp sand embraces my bare feet, a grounding touch that pulls me gently out of the maze of my thoughts and back into the simple truth of my body. This is the first step in shedding that fragile skin of shyness, a deliberate act of communion with the earth, feeling its texture and temperature as a lover’s touch.

I drift toward the water’s edge, where the waves fizz and sigh as they collapse upon the shore, a sound so immense it is a rhythmic breath that drowns out the anxious chatter of my mind. I can feel the transformation happening in real-time, a peace that needs no study or proof. The frantic, fluttering beat of my heart begins to slow, finding its rhythm in the steady, powerful pulse of the tide. In this moment, I am no longer a small, separate being adrift in the world; I am a part of this vast, breathing landscape, a single note in the ocean's endless song.

The water first greets my ankles with a shock of cold, a gasp that melts into a thrilling, invigorating chill. I wade deeper, the fabric of my dress clinging to my legs like a second skin, feeling both a restraint and a liberation. I lift my arms, not with hesitation, but with a deliberate, graceful offering. I feel the wind move through my hair, trace its cool fingers along my arms, and in that moment, I am no longer just a person in a dress; I am a sculpture being shaped by the elements. My body, which I so often think of as awkward and clumsy, feels powerful and fluid, a perfect instrument for this moment of expression.

As I stand there, ankle-deep in the shimmering water, a profound sense of awe washes over me. It is the vastness of the ocean meeting the endless sky, the sheer scale of it all. This feeling of awe makes me feel smaller in the best possible way, shrinking my ego and my anxieties until they are just a tiny speck against the canvas of the universe. In this moment, I am not the shy girl hiding in the corner. I am a conduit for the power of the ocean, a dancer with the wind, a living piece of art framed by the sunset. The connection I craved is no longer a distant hope; it is here, in the salt on my skin, the sand between my toes, and the magnificent, indifferent beauty of the world that has finally let me in.

The afternoon air is already growing cool as I head down the path. I know what time it is. It is ME time. Time to focus on myself and my body. I know that after 6pm, the beach is mine. The families have packed up their colorful umbrellas, the sunbathers have retreated, and all that’s left is the vast, open expanse of sand and sea. My bare feet press into the cool, damp sand near the water’s edge. The salty air fills my lungs, and I can feel it happening, that familiar, fluffy feeling. It’s like I’m unspooling, expanding to fill the empty space around me. 

The rhythmic crash of the waves is the only sound, a constant, steady breath that seems to match my own. It’s exhilarating, but also overwhelming. In this immense openness, I need an anchor. Something to ground me. I press my feet deep into the sand to feel Mother Earth and connect deeper. I stand there for a minute with my eyes closed. I feel grounded but not enough. 

I take a slow breath and feel the weight of my feet pressing into the floor. The steadiness is there, solid, familiar, but I can tell I need a little more to settle fully.

So I let my hands drift down along the sides of my body. They pass my hips, my thighs, and continue their slow descent until my fingertips brush the backs of my knees. I keep breathing, steady and unhurried. When my hands reach my
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