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​The Girl Who Thought Too Much


[image: ]


I was ten years old the first time someone told me I thought too much.

It was my auntie. My father's sister. She lived three houses down from us on a quiet street in New Amsterdam, the street with the roosters and the cows and the neighbors who called out "good morning" before the sun had fully risen.

I was sitting on her front step.

The concrete was warm from the morning sun. The canal across the road moved slow and brown, the way it always did, lazy water that looked like it was sleeping. A cow lowed somewhere behind the houses. A dog barked. The air smelled like grass and dirt and something cooking from someone's kitchen.

I had not said anything for maybe an hour. I was just sitting. Watching the water. Feeling the warmth. Thinking.

I did not know what I was thinking about. Everything. Nothing. The way the clouds moved. The way my mother's voice sounded when she was tired. The way my father looked at the newspaper without ever looking at me.

My auntie came out with two glasses of mauby. She handed me one. I took it. I did not drink.

She looked at me. Not a quick look. A long one. The kind where you feel someone seeing something you did not know was visible.

"You think too much, girl," she said. "That brain of yours going to wear out before your legs."

She said it like it was a fact. Like the sky being blue or the canal being brown. Not mean. Not kind. Just true.

I did not know what she meant. But I knew she was right.

—-
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The House

Our house was a wooden house, painted white once, now the color of rain and time. The stairs creaked. The windows had burgundy curtains my mother picked out at the market, light burgundy, not dark, the color of dried blood or faded lipstick.

There was a bottom house downstairs where we kept the hammocks. Two of them. Blue ropes faded from the sun. A pillow that smelled like fabric softener and rain. That was where I would go later, when the heavy came, when I needed to swing and breathe and not be seen.

My mother spent most of her time in the kitchen. The pressure cooker hissing. The radio playing old Hindi songs. The smell of dhal and rice and curry and roti. She cooked with her hands, rolling the dough between her palms, slapping it flat on the tawah. She did not measure anything. She just knew.

My father was a quiet man. He worked. He came home. He read the newspaper at the kitchen table. His elbows left marks on the wood. He did not ask about my day. He did not ask about anything.

My sister, Rhea, was not born yet. It was just me. The girl on the step. The girl thinking too much.

—-
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The First Time I Felt Different

I do not remember exactly when the heavy started. It was not a moment. It was a slow arriving, like the rain that comes not all at once but in stages, first a drop, then a drizzle, then a downpour.

I remember being six and not understanding why the other children laughed so easily. They ran. They screamed. They fell down and got up and fell down again, and none of it seemed to cost them anything.

I watched them from the edge of the yard. I did not want to run. I wanted to sit. I wanted to watch the clouds. I wanted to be alone.

My mother noticed. "Why you not playing?" she asked.

"I'm tired," I said.

"You always tired."

She was right. I was always tired. Not the tired of running. The tired of being. Of waking up. Of existing. Of having to smile when I did not feel like smiling.

I did not have words for it then. I just knew that something was different about me. Something heavier. Something quieter. Something that made the other children look at me like I was a foreigner in my own body.

—-
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The Girls Who Did Not Understand

School was hard.

Not the work. The work was easy. I liked the work. Reading. Writing. Numbers. Things that made sense. Things that did not look at me like I was strange.

The girls were harder.

They had friends. They walked in clusters, arms linked, voices loud. They knew how to laugh at the right moments. How to whisper. How to belong.

I did not know how to belong.

I sat at my desk. I did my work. I read my books. I answered the teacher's questions. The teacher liked me. "Vanessa is so bright," she said. "Vanessa is so mature for her age."

Mature. That was the word they used for girls who did not run and scream and fall down. Mature. As if I had chosen to be quiet. As if I had decided to sit alone.

At lunch, I ate by myself. Not because no one invited me. Because I did not know how to say yes. Because the thought of sitting with them, of making conversation, of pretending to be interested in their games and their gossip and their easy laughter—it exhausted me before I even stood up.

I ate my roti. I watched the other girls. I thought.

Too much. Always too much.

—-
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My Mother's Hands

My mother had strong hands. Not soft. Not the hands of a woman who sat still. Hands that kneaded dough and chopped vegetables and scrubbed clothes and pulled weeds from the yard.

Those hands fed me. Those hands clothed me. Those hands never held me.

Not because she did not love me. Because she did not know how. Because in her family, love was not shown with hugs. It was shown with covered plates. With food left on the table. With a roof over your head and a bed to sleep in.

I learned to read her love in the roti. In the dhal. In the curry that took all afternoon to make. She was always cooking. Always feeding. Always providing.

But I wanted something else. I wanted her to see me. To look at me the way my auntie looked at me on the front step. To say: What is wrong? Tell me. I am here.

She never did.

When I cried, she said: "Why you crying? You have food to eat. A roof over your head. You going to school. What you have to cry about?"

I did not have an answer. I still do not. The heavy does not ask for permission. It does not check your privileges before it sits on your chest.

—-
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My Father's Silence

My father was a man of few words.

He worked. He came home. He ate. He read the newspaper. He slept. In the mornings, he drank tea too sweet, the way my mother made it, the way I make it now.

He did not talk about feelings. He did not talk about much at all.

Sometimes, on Sundays, he went to the backyard. He tended to the coconut trees. He climbed them, slowly, his knees cracking, his breath heavy. He chopped down the green fruit and brought them to the kitchen.

He never said "I love you." He never said "I am proud of you." He never said "Tell me what is wrong."

But he gave me coconut water. Chopped open with his cutlass, fresh from the tree. Cool and sweet. Perfect.

I learned to read his love in the coconuts. In the barbecue he made for the family. In the way he looked at me sometimes, from across the table, a look that said something he could not put into words.

It was not enough. But it was something.

—-
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The Word I Did Not Have

I did not know the word "depression" when I was ten.

I knew "sad." I knew "tired." I knew "lazy" and "dramatic" and "too much thinking." I knew the words my family used. I did not know the word that would save me.

Depression.

I would not learn that word for years. I would not say it out loud for even longer. I would not accept that it belonged to me until I was a grown woman, a doctor, wearing a white coat and saving lives while drowning inside.

But the heavy was there. It had always been there. It was there on my auntie's front step, watching the canal, thinking too much. It was there in my bedroom, staring at the ceiling fan, waiting for the roosters to crow. It was there at the kitchen table, eating roti, tasting nothing.

I did not have the word. But I had the weight.

—-
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The Girl I Was

I was a quiet child. A good child. A child who did not cause trouble.

I did my homework. I helped in the kitchen. I said "yes ma'am" and "no sir" and "thank you" without being told.

But inside, I was not quiet. Inside, there was a storm. A roar. A voice that asked questions I could not answer.

Why am I here?

What is the point?

Why does everything feel so heavy?

Why can't I be like the other girls?

I did not tell anyone about the voice. I did not tell my mother. I did not tell my father. I did not tell my auntie, even though she saw something on her front step that day.

I kept it inside. I built a wall around it. I learned to smile when I wanted to cry. I learned to say "I'm fine" when I was drowning.

I learned to be two people. The girl everyone saw. And the girl no one knew.

—-
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The Hammock

When it got too heavy, I went to the bottom house.

The hammock was blue, the ropes faded from the sun. I climbed in. I swung. I stared at the wooden ceiling and listened to the sounds of the house.

My mother's pots. My father's newspaper. The neighbor's roosters. The cows lowing somewhere far.

I did not cry. Not then. I was too young for the tears. The tears would come later, when the heavy got louder, when the mask got heavier, when the silence became unbearable.

But I thought. I thought too much. I thought about everything and nothing. I thought about the clouds and the canal and the way my mother's hands looked when she kneaded dough. I thought about the girls at school who did not understand me. I thought about the word I did not have.

I swung. I thought. I survived.

That hammock would save my life. Not all at once. Slowly. One swing at a time.

—-
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What I Did Not Know Then

I did not know that I would become a doctor.

I did not know that I would write a book.

I did not know that Rhea would be born, and that she would hold my hand in the dark.

I did not know that I would sit at the kitchen table alone, crying into my roti, unable to take another bite.

I did not know that I would survive that night. And the next. And the next.

I did not know the word "depression." I did not know the word "therapy." I did not know the word "healing."

I just knew the heavy. And I knew that I had to keep swinging.

I was ten years old. I was the girl who thought too much. And I was just beginning.
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​The Girls Who Stayed and The Girl Who Left
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In New Amsterdam, girls got married young.

Seventeen. Eighteen. Sometimes sixteen if the boy was serious and the parents approved. I watched it happen to my friends, one by one, like dominoes falling in slow motion.

Shanice was first. She was my best friend in primary school. We shared roti at lunch. We walked home together along the canal. We whispered about boys we did not actually like because that was what girls did.

At sixteen, she stopped coming to school. Her parents said she was needed at home. A year later, she was married. A year after that, she had a baby. I saw her at the market once, pushing a pram, her face older than her seventeen years. She smiled at me. A tired smile. A smile that said: This is just how it is.

We did not have anything to talk about anymore. I was still in school. She was a wife and a mother. The canal between us had grown into an ocean.

Latoya was next. Then Melissa. Then Anika. One by one, they disappeared into houses and kitchens and husbands and babies. They did not choose it. Not really. It was chosen for them. By their parents. By their culture. By a world that told girls that marriage was the destination and education was a detour.

I was the strange one. The one who kept studying. The one whose mother said "study hard" instead of "find a good boy." The one who went to university instead of a wedding.

My friends did not understand me. They looked at me like I was from another country. Why are you still in school? Why are you not married? What is wrong with you?

Nothing was wrong with me. I was just different. I wanted something they had never been taught to want. A life of my own. A mind of my own. A future that was not someone else's kitchen.

—-
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The Pressure To Marry

Even my mother, who wanted me to be a doctor, sometimes asked.

"You not getting any younger, Vanessa," she would say, chopping vegetables, not looking at me. "When you going to bring a boy home?"

"I'm studying, Mama."

"You can study and still find a husband."

She did not understand that I did not want a husband. Not yet. Maybe not ever. I wanted to be a doctor. I wanted to save lives. I wanted to write books. I wanted to be someone before I became someone's wife.

In my neighborhood, that made me strange. The neighbors looked at me with a mixture of pride and pity. The Rodrigues girl, so smart. Such a shame she is not married yet.

I learned to ignore them. I learned to keep my head down and my books open. I learned that the only way out was through.

—-
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Leaving New Amsterdam

When I got into the University of Guyana, I felt something I had not felt in years.

Hope.

Not the quiet kind. The loud kind. The kind that made me pack my bag and stare out the window and imagine a life that was not the one everyone expected for me.

Georgetown was different. Bigger. Louder. More people. More buildings. More possibilities.

I lived in a small room near the university. A bed. A desk. A window that looked out at a wall. It was not much. But it was mine.

For the first time, I was not the strange girl who thought too much. I was a student. A future doctor. Someone with a path.

I still felt the heavy. It had followed me from New Amsterdam, tucked into my suitcase like an unwanted souvenir. Some mornings, I still cried. Some mornings, I still struggled to get out of bed.

But I was here. I was studying. I was becoming.

—-
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The Lecture Hall

I remember the first day of medical school.

The lecture hall was big. Cold. Fluorescent lights that hummed. Rows of desks filled with students who looked like they belonged. They talked easily. They laughed. They already had friends.

I sat in the back. Alone. My notebook open. My pen ready. My heart pounding.

I did not know how to talk to these people. They seemed so confident. So certain. So unburdened by the heavy that sat on my chest every morning.

I kept to myself. I took notes. I went to the library. I went back to my room. I did not speak to anyone unless spoken to.

That was how I survived. Small. Quiet. Invisible.

—-
[image: ]


Jessica

On the third week, someone sat next to me.

A girl. Brown skin. Dark hair pulled back. Eyes that looked tired in a way I recognized.

She did not say hello. She just sat down. Opened her notebook. Started writing.

The lecture started. I tried to focus. But I kept glancing at her. She was not taking notes like the others. She was doodling in the margins. Flowers. Stars. A face.

When the lecture ended, she turned to me.

"You take good notes," she said.

"Thank you."

"Can I borrow them? I... I was not really paying attention."

I looked at her. Her eyes were red. Like she had been crying. Like she had been crying that morning, just like me.

"Are you okay?" I asked.

She smiled. A small smile. A tired smile. "Not really," she said. "But I will be."

That was Jessica. Afro-Guyanese. Funny. Smart. Messy. Sad in a way that matched my sad.

—-
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What We Shared

Jessica and I became friends slowly. Not the kind of friends who tell each other everything on the first day. The kind who sit next to each other in silence and slowly, over weeks and months, let the walls come down.

She was from Georgetown. Her parents were strict. They wanted her to be a doctor, but they did not want to hear about the cost. Not the financial cost. The emotional cost.

"They don't listen," she told me one day. We were sitting on a bench outside the lecture hall. The sun was hot. The humidity pressed down. "I tell them I'm struggling. I tell them I can't sleep. I tell them I cry every morning. And they say... they say..."

She stopped. Her voice cracked.

"What do they say?" I asked.

"They say 'pray about it.' They say 'you're fine.' They say 'stop being dramatic.'"

I knew those words. Not the same. But the same.

"My mother tells me to smile," I said. "My father called me lazy."

Jessica looked at me. Her eyes were wet. So were mine.

We did not say anything for a long time. We just sat there. Two girls from different parts of Guyana, different ethnicities, different families. But the same heavy. The same silence. The same loneliness.

That was when I knew. Jessica was not just a friend. She was a witness. Someone who understood without me having to explain.

—-
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Our Differences

Jessica was Afro-Guyanese. I am Indo-Guyanese. In our country, that distinction matters. Our parents come from different histories. Our grandparents spoke different languages. Our food is different. Our music is different. Our churches are different.

But the heavy does not care about any of that.

The heavy sat on Jessica's chest the same way it sat on mine. Her mother dismissed her pain the same way mine did. Her father did not have words for depression the same way mine did not.

We talked about our differences sometimes. Not as a barrier. As a bridge.

"You eat roti," she said. "I eat cook-up rice. But we both cry into our food."

I laughed. The first real laugh in weeks.

"We both have mothers who love us and cannot see us," I said.

"We both have fathers who work too hard and talk too little," she said.

Our differences made us interesting to each other. We swapped stories about our grandmothers. We tried each other's food. We learned words in each other's languages.

But our similarities made us friends. The heavy. The silence. The fight.

—-
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The Night Jessica Told Me Everything

It was late. We were in my small room near the university. The window was open. The night air was warm. A dog barked somewhere far.

Jessica was sitting on my bed. I was on the floor, leaning against the wall.

"I tried to tell my mother last week," she said. "Really tell her. Not hint. Not hide. Tell."

"What happened?"

"She walked away. Mid-sentence. She just... walked away."

Jessica started crying. Not the silent kind. The ugly kind. The kind I recognized from my own nights alone.

I did not know what to do. I was not good at comforting people. I was not good at touching or hugging or saying the right words.

But I moved to the bed. I sat next to her. I did not hug her. I just sat.

After a while, she stopped crying. She leaned her head on my shoulder.

"My parents don't see me," she whispered.

"I know," I said. "Mine don't either."

We sat like that for a long time. Two girls. Two heavies. One room.

—-
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What Jessica Gave Me

Jessica gave me something I did not know I needed.

Permission.

Permission to be sad without apologizing. Permission to be angry at my parents. Permission to want more than marriage and roti and silence. Permission to name the heavy and not hide.

She did not fix me. She did not try. She just sat next to me. On benches. On beds. In lecture halls. In the library.

She was the first person I told about the therapist. Not Rhea. Jessica. Years before Rhea knew.

"I'm seeing someone," I said. "A therapist. In Georgetown."

Jessica did not flinch. "Good," she said. "I'm proud of you."

That was it. No judgment. No questions. Just... good.

I started crying. Not because I was sad. Because someone had said "good" instead of "why" or "what will people say" or "just pray."

Jessica saw me. She was the first person outside of myself who truly saw me.

—-
[image: ]


We Are Still Best Friends

Jessica and I are still best friends.

She is a doctor too. She works at a hospital in Georgetown. We do not see each other as often as we want. Life is busy. Work is hard. The heavy still visits both of us.

But we text. We call. We meet when we can. For coffee. For lunch. For a walk along the seawall.

We talk about our patients. Our families. Our struggles. Our small victories.

She knows about the book. She has read some of the chapters. Not all. She cries when she reads them. Not because they are sad. Because they are true.

"You wrote about me," she said. "You wrote about us."

"I wrote about the heavy," I said. "You were just there."

She hugged me. A real hug. The kind that lasts.

We have been through so much. Medical school. Internships. The heavy. The parents who do not see us. The loneliness of being the girls who left when everyone else stayed and got married.

But we are still here. Still doctors. Still friends. Still fighting.

—-
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The Girls Who Stayed

I think about Shanice sometimes. And Latoya. And Melissa. And Anika.

They are married now. They have children. They have houses and kitchens and husbands who come home at night.

I wonder if they are happy. I wonder if they think about me. The strange girl who kept studying. The girl who left.

I wonder if they ever felt the heavy. I wonder if they ever had a name for it.

I wonder if they ever had a Jessica.

I am not better than them. I am not smarter. I am not braver. I was just different. I wanted something else. And my mother, for all her flaws, wanted me to study.

That was my ticket out. Not everyone gets a ticket.

I do not judge the girls who stayed. I honor them. They did what they were told. They made the best of what they were given.

But I am glad I left. I am glad I found Jessica. I am glad I became a doctor. I am glad I wrote this book.

The girls who stayed are part of my story. They are the road not taken. They are the reminder that I chose something different.

Not better. Different.

And different was exactly what I needed.
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The University of Guyana sits in Turkeyen, on the eastern edge of Georgetown. It is not a small campus. It sprawls. Buildings spread out like fingers reaching in different directions. Walkways connect them, long concrete paths that bake in the midday sun and flood in the afternoon rains.

But the trees.

The trees are what I remember most.

Big, shady trees with trunks so wide two people could not wrap their arms around them. Their branches stretched out like open hands, offering shade to anyone who needed it. The leaves rustled in the breeze, a soft sound, almost like whispering.

Under those trees, there were benches. Wooden, worn smooth by years of students sitting, waiting, studying, crying. Some benches were in the sun. Some were tucked deep in the shade, hidden from the main walkways, invisible unless you knew where to look.

Jessica and I knew where to look.

We found a bench under a particular tree, one with branches that hung low and leaves that blocked the afternoon heat. It became our spot. Not assigned. Not official. Just ours.

—-
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The Bench

We sat on that bench almost every day.

Between lectures. Before exams. After long afternoons in the library. When the heavy was loud. When the silence was worse.

Our notebooks would be spread out between us. Highlighters. Pens. Loose pages covered in handwriting that got messier as the day went on. We would quiz each other. Anatomy. Physiology. Pharmacology. Terms and systems and drugs that all blended together after a while.

"Name the cranial nerves," Jessica would say.

"Olfactory, optic, oculomotor, trochlear, trigeminal, abducens, facial, vestibulocochlear, glossopharyngeal, vagus, accessory, hypoglossal."

"Which one controls facial expression?"

"Facial."

"Which one is responsible for swallowing?"

"Glossopharyngeal and vagus."

"Good."

We did this for hours. Back and forth. Testing each other. Correcting each other. Teaching each other.

The studying was never easy. Medical school was not designed to be easy. But sitting under that tree, with Jessica beside me, the heavy was quieter. Not gone. Never gone. But quieter.

—-
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The Canteen

After studying, we went to the canteen.

It was a long building with a corrugated tin roof and open sides that let the breeze through. The floor was concrete. The tables were plastic. The chairs were the kind that stack, the ones you see at every school, every event, every gathering in Guyana.

The smell of frying chicken and fresh bread and something sweet hung in the air. The women behind the counter knew us by the end of the first semester. They did not ask what we wanted. They just started making it.

Two chicken sandwiches. Two peanut milkshakes.

The sandwiches were simple. Soft bread. Fried chicken. Lettuce. Mayo. Nothing fancy. But they were warm and filling and tasted like comfort.

The milkshakes were thick and cold and sweet, the kind that make your teeth ache if you drink too fast. Peanut flavor, not chocolate or vanilla. I have never found a peanut milkshake anywhere else that tastes like the one from the UG canteen.

We would sit at the same table every time. Near the back, close to the open side, where we could feel the breeze. We ate slowly. We drank slowly. We talked about everything except medicine.

"Did you call your mother?" I would ask.

"No. Did you?"

"No."

We would laugh. Not because it was funny. Because it was sad. Because we both knew we should call, and we both knew we would not. Not because we did not love them. Because calling them was exhausting. Because every conversation was a performance. Because we were tired of performing.

—-
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The Tears

Sometimes, Jessica cried.

Not the loud kind. The silent kind. The kind I knew well. Tears slipping down her cheeks while her face stayed still. She would stare at her milkshake, or at her sandwich, or at the table, and the tears would come, and she would not make a sound.

I did not ask what was wrong. I knew what was wrong. The heavy. Her parents. The loneliness. The weight of pretending to be fine when she was not fine.

I would put my hand on her shoulder. Not patting. Not rubbing. Just... resting. A small weight. A small warmth. A small message: I am here.

She would lean into me. Her shoulder against mine. Her head tilting until it rested against my temple.

"I tried to talk to them again," she whispered once.

"Your parents?"

"My father. I told him I was struggling. I
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