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I have always been a reader. My parents (my dad in particular) used to tell the story of my eagerness to know what the written word said even before I could read. It seems that when I was a toddler and could hardly speak fluently, I was already fascinated by letters and the written word, and was always pestering adults around me to tell me what signs, advertisements, or anything written we came across said. I guess I found the fact that a few squiggles on a page or a sign could transmit a message magical, and I still think so. 

Over the years, I started writing stories. As a big fan of Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, I wanted to be like Jo and write stories. And I did. None have survived from my childhood, although I remember a group of us, teenage girls, writing stories and exchanging the pages (yes, at the time we actually used pen and paper to write, and we didn’t know what emojis were), as they were akin to serials. One of the teachers, a serious man, brother of the school headmaster, got hold of one of the pages we were exchanging (not one of mine, thankfully) and read it with interest, returning it to the author, stating that it was quite good. (We were good students and got excellent grades, so I guess he did not think taking some time to write stories would be detrimental to our educations). 

Of course, as all teenagers, I knew everything at the time. Since then I seem to have forgotten a lot of what I knew and I’m far less certain about many things. Despite my love of the written word and literature, I wanted to be a doctor (something I decided when I was a twelve-year-old girl) and I went on to study a number of Science subjects, Medicine, and then Psychiatry as a specialty. Although a few years later I went back to studying full time and completed a BA and a Ph.D. in American Literature, I did work as a psychiatrist over the years, both in substantive posts and also as a locum. I have worked in adult psychiatry, including several months at a Psychiatric Intensive Care Unit (PICU), I have worked in old age psychiatry, I have worked briefly in Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, but more recently I worked in Forensic Psychiatry (including a low-secure unit, a medium-secure unit, experience at a prison clinic, also experience at a high-secure unit, and at an Asperger’s Assessment Service). But in whatever setting and service, the one constant is always how interesting people are and how much one can learn from them. Yes, we have to ask a number of questions and ascertain the existence or not of certain symptoms to decide on possible diagnoses and treatments, but beyond that, over the years of conversations and listening to patients from different walks of life and whose circumstances have varied enormously, I have learned many things. Some of the things have to do with the profession but many are things that I have found useful in my own life, and I have often shared with others. 
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