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The Albany group is part of the Prison 
Reading Groups (PRG) network, sponsored 
by the University of Roehampton and gen-
erously supported by charities including 
Give A Book www.giveabook.org.uk
If your prison doesn’t have a reading group, 
encourage your librarian to have a look at 
the PRG website www.roehampton.ac.uk/
prison-reading-groups
PRG also worked with National Prison 
Radio to set up their book club. If you have 
access to NPR, listen out for details and 
ways to take part.

The story is told through 
the eyes of 31-year-old 
narrator Kathy who from 
page one sets a subtly 
ominous tone by telling 
the reader she has been a 
“carer” for over a decade 
and that the authorities 
are pleased with her. 

It’s a short step from this 
to “donors” and “recovery times” and “com-
pletion”. Intriguing and mysterious words 
such as these are almost thrown into the story 
to confuse and mystify you, without any ex-
planation as to what is going on. They all 
contribute to the feeling that we have entered 
a different world. For this reason a few 
members of the group initially found the story 
quite confusing and frustrating, with one 
member actually giving up at chapter three. 

“Like all science fi ction the story has its own 
mysterious vocabulary…it was not my cup of 
tea.”

However, other members of the group said 
that perseverance was the key as the concept 
of the story then hits you and from that 
moment you are hooked.

“The horror of their situation is revealed 
calmly, without any fuss or melodrama.” 

“Surprising, unexpected.”

Without giving too much away, the book is 
based on organ donation but to the extreme, 
with a very clever and sinister twist. The idea is 
extremely interesting and the writing is superb.
“I like the single narrator style through the 
eyes of Kathy.”

“The story goes off on tangents as Kathy 
relives her memories but always comes back 

Reading group 
round-up
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The report this month comes from HMP Albany where the 
group read Kazuo Ishiguro’s 2005 novel Never Let Me Go, 
a novel which was also made into a very successful fi lm in 
2010 with Keira Knightley and Carey Mulligan

The reading group at HMP Hindley read and 
discuss a selection of poems by Lemn Sissay. 

Shared Reading

The Reader is an award-winning charitable 
social enterprise working to connect 
people through great literature. In weekly 
sessions, a practitioner reads aloud a short 
story or extract and a poem. Anyone in the 
group may choose to read too: some do, 
others don’t. In this way, connections are 
made with thoughts and feelings; some 
people refl ect on these privately, others are 
more vocal. Either is fi ne. The emphasis is 
on enjoying the literature.

to centre.”

It certainly stirred a lengthy and interesting 
debate within the group which took on a very 
philosophical tone as we talked about every-
thing from life and its meaning, death and the 
possibility of life after death, cloning, and stem 
cell donation and its ethical implications.

 “I found it to be very moving, touching upon 
amongst other subjects love, loss, missed op-
portunities and memories.”

“Thought provoking……poignant in places, 
horrifi c in others.”

“Is this concept possible in reality? No doubt 
that will have crossed many minds.”

“Quite a disturbing concept…could humanity 
do such things? I fear some scientists could do 
so…”

We chose the novel because several members 
had read and enjoyed other Ishiguro books. 
Overall, Never Let Me Go was highly recom-
mended by those who fi nished it. And listen-
ing to the discussion certainly inspired those 
who hadn’t to give it another try.

They shift around in their seats, not quite sure 
what to expect: is this going to be worth 
missing the gym for? Those lucky few who 
have been in the reading group before are at 
an advantage, as they are a little more 
prepared. 

Our initial foray into the poems of Lemn Sissay 
has produced such responses as: ‘He’s on 
crack’, ‘He’s on acid’, ‘This is crap’ - they say 
what they feel. Going Places produced a more 
thoughtful response:

‘…carpet picking/pots watching/room 
gleaning/toilet fl ushing/night,’

‘What’s that thing called where you have to 
keep tidying up?’ 
‘OCD’
‘Yeh, that’s it, it’s about someone with OCD.’

Weeks pass and we move on to Invisible Kisses. 
The fact that Lemn describes it as a love poem 
is something which takes them by surprise.

‘If there was ever one/ Whom when you were 
sleeping/Would wipe your tears/When in 
dreams you were weeping;…who would 
gather each tear/And blow it dry…’

‘This is about your mum’, one boy says.

‘Yeh’, the others agree, nodding their heads. 
B makes the particular point: ‘It’s about how 
your mum should love you’. 

It’s interesting that the poem suggests to them 
an unconditional love that only a mother 
could feel; perhaps at their age they can’t 
conceive of another person loving them as 
deeply as this. This is too self-sacrifi cing to be 
written by a girlfriend or boyfriend. It is also 
telling that as they are away from their families 
and in particular their ‘mothers’ it is the image 
of a mother that fi rst springs to mind. The use 
of the word ‘should’ is an interesting choice by 
B because it implies that it isn’t always the 
case that this kind of unconditional love is felt 
by everyone; perhaps this is a love they would 
like to have experienced. It also seems signifi -
cant that that the poem describes an almost 
‘motherly’ love as we know that Lemn has 
been without his mother for most of his life. 

We connected the poem to this when I asked 
‘Why are the kisses invisible?’ ‘…because she 
isn’t there’ someone replies.

The lines ‘…who in keyless rooms/Can open 
doors;’ has a heightened resonance in this 
situation where lives are controlled by keys 
and locked doors. ‘That would be handy’ one 
boy says and everyone laughs. Another boy 
seems touched by the poem and offers to read 
it again without any prompting.

We move on to Children’s Home, where the 
sense of sadness and isolation in the poem 
resonates further with their own situation.

‘The children nearby came to our secret 
garden/gazed at our mansion in disbelief. 
Either said they wished they lived here/Or 
that this was the den of the thief’.

I ask them what they imagine the home to 
look like. One boy says ‘It’s like Harry Potter 
or something.’ Adding to this idea, another 
boy chips in with ‘Yeah, it looks exciting, like 
you could have a laugh there’. 

‘But it was our Narnia of food fi ghts at 
midnight…’ adds weight to the initial image 
of this place as some Enid Blyton style boarding 
school or, in today’s context, J.K. Rowling’s 
‘Hogwarts’ is the point of reference.

Keys begin to play a more ominous role in the 
poem and the boys pick up on this immedi-
ately:

‘But the rattle of rules and keys/Broke the 
magic - we all knew it couldn’t last…

The keys in cupboards, slamming security 
doors/Each child slowly retracts inside their 
self.

Whispering ‘What am I being punished for?’
‘It’s like being in here’, someone says, ‘that’s 
all you can hear, the slamming of doors’. 

As we move further into the poem the sense 
of being unloved and unwanted causes the 
boys to refl ect on their own situation. 

‘Self-mutilation, screams and suicide/Of 
young people returned, return to sender…’ 

‘At least we know we’ve got people who care 
about us when we get out of here, we’ve got 
somewhere to go,’ they all murmur in 
agreement.

This is an archive piece from May 2013. 

Prisoners who can read 
teach prisoners who can’t
The Shannon Trust Reading Plan (Turning 
Pages) is a simple & effi cient way of  
helping people to learn to read.

If you would like more information on how to 
become involved, as either a Mentor or a Learner, 
contact the Reading Plan Lead in your prison (ask 
a Shannon Trust Mentor who this is) or write to: 
Shannon Trust, Freepost RTKY-RUXG-KGYH 
The Foundry, 17-19 Oval Way, 
LONDON SE11 5RR.

ShannonTrust

TurningPages J D Solicitors
Malthouse Chambers 

30 Walsall Street,  
Willenhall WV13 2ER

Serving the East and West Midlands

• Parole Applications and Reviews
• Licence Conditions and Recalls
• Categorisation and Transfers 
• Cat A Reviews and Lifer Panels
• Sentence Planning and H.D.C.

For free professional expert advice.
You can ring, write or e mail us with all your

prison law issues.
Please call our Prison Law Team:

01902 632123
24hr Emergency No: 07971 194 042

jdsols05@yahoo.com
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Inside Time, Botley Mills, Botley, 
Hampshire SO30 2GB. Tel: 0844 335 6483

Copies are avail-
able at a special 
discount price of 
£7.50 +£1 p&p 
for Inside Time 
readers, family 
& friends.
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