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Reverend Annie Woodcock recounts her time as a prison chaplain in this engaging memoir. It is a very personal account of her life – her time as a nurse initially then becoming a minister in the Church of England and moving on to working as a chaplain in Manchester prison. Her faith underpins her whole narrative. 
She manages to create a very personal text but at the same time it is very informative and enlightening about the prison system and the myriad of issues and challenges within it. She takes us through the whole process of what happens to a prisoner when they first arrive; their loss of liberties and their fear and their loss of dignity and hope. She discusses the different aspects of being incarcerated in prison – the regimes, the meals, health (including the overwhelming mental health problems), violence, segregation (including sex offenders and those on protection), industry, religion, self-harm, release. It’s a no-holds barred account for sure.  
Annie really gets the reader thinking about crime and the justice system. She looks at the concept of reform. She has such humanity and empathy to tell people’s stories, however dark and traumatic. She considers nature versus nurture and her love for ‘broken souls’ is evident throughout. She makes a very interesting point about how all criminals are thrown together regardless of how petty or serious their crime is.  
This memoir has an easy, conversational tone that really draws you in. Annie talks about learning from her mistakes and misreading situations and continually learning. Working in a prison clearly requires very specific skills – ones that can’t necessarily be taught. We are presented with the effective juxtaposition of Reverend Annie as a vicar in a parish church performing burials, Christenings and weddings and then Annie as a prison chaplain dealing with all kinds of things – foul language and various unsavoury and worrying incidents.  
She has evidently had a very interesting life with lots of experiences and many interesting ones abroad. We are told many background stories to give further insight into her life and character. I did find the memoir too lengthy personally so perhaps would have preferred it to stay more focussed on the prison aspect. However, her style does create a very real rapport with the reader. 
She talks about her own prejudice and ignorance especially in relation to those that have abused or to those that are abusers. It’s very much about her facing her fears and really trying and managing to make a difference. It is her empathetic nature, driven attitude and sheer bravery (as a female in a male prison) that enable her to achieve this. I wasn’t sure that this would be for me – perhaps it would be too upsetting or unsettling/disturbing. I am very glad I read it though as it gave me a lot to ponder on and to be grateful for. I was left with the image of the ‘wagtail’ – the beautiful little bird symbolising hope and freedom.  

