‘Lyrical, profound and deeply moving, Sophie Hardcastle’s
Below Deck will confront as well as soothe, and is the most
tender, hopeful battle-cry of a book.’
—Brooke Davis, author of Lost and Found

‘Hardcastle has captured the powerful words so many of
us struggle to find, and I cannot imagine anyone could
finish Below Deck unaffected.’
—Bri Lee, author of Eggshell Skull and Beauty

‘The free-flowing intensity of the wind and waves that
drives her characters’ lives, also powers Sophie Hardcastle’s
memorable prose. Her writing sweeps us through hemispheres and across oceans with astonishing and immersive
force. This is a deeply moving story of a young woman
growing up, and Hardcastle is an extraordinary talent.’
—Elleke Boehmer, University of Oxford
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dark pink

‘You dying in your twenties is not romantic,’ he told me, his
eyes dense black, half in shadow. He shook his head. ‘It would
be a waste.’
I remember that we were in my living room at the time, and
that I didn’t say anything back, but I thought about it for a long
time after, the word waste swirling like an oil slick. I knew he
was right. It would be a waste. But when I’d said I would die
in my twenties, it was never about the romance of it, the old
story of the young artist perishing before her time. It was more
of a knowing. A knowing that it was my time.
I die on the eve of the day I was born, twenty-nine, almost
thirty. I’ve always liked the numbers twenty-nine, two and
nine, much more than I’ve ever liked thirty, three and zero:
two is red, and nine dark pink; three is uneasy green and zero
is empty white. But contrary to what you might be thinking,
I don’t do it on purpose. Not really.
1
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Then again, maybe I do. We’re made up of myriad choices,
aren’t we?
I shrug. Shiver. It’s cold here, on the wet stern deck, on the
edge of this decade and the next. Beneath me, it is dark, icebergs
suspended in the grey. It is all spreading. And I look across at
Brooke and she winks and I smile and it hurts my face.
I hold my breath. Do we choose to breathe?
I don’t know. I still don’t know. I wish you’d told me the
answer. I wish you’d told me a lot of things.
Like that when I finally see the green flash, it will be equally
amazing and dull.
Or that life is a series of words and the punctuation is in all
the wrong places and when you want to take a breath someone
has removed the comma so you, have to take one there and if
you didn’t too bad it’s already, gone.
Maggie, I wish you’d told me. At sea, no one can hear you
scream.
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sea rose

Caught in the in-between, I imagine the earth is rocking. It’s
all back and forth, back and forth.
But now I’m coming to, and there’s drool caked to my chin
and fur on my teeth, and I’m peeling apart puffy eyelids to
see the sun through a skylight that’s only a few feet above
my head. The sun is swinging back and forth in the sky and
I realise the earth really is rocking. I prop myself up on one
elbow. My head is pounding like someone’s clobbered me with
a brick. I look around and, as the room comes into focus, I wait
for this all to make sense. But it doesn’t. The walls are curved,
and no wider than the bed—if you’d even call this a bed. I’m
lying on a wafer-thin mattress, wedged between a huge canvas
bag and a fishing rod. There’s a weird thumping outside and,
when I look up, the sun is still swinging. I feel a tightening in
my chest, a fierce contraction of my ribcage, like my breath is
caught and can’t get out. Where the fuck am I?
5
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I’m wearing clothes, at least: a silk dress, my denim jacket,
two pink socks and one boot. I feel under my dress and I’ve
got undies on. The contents of my bag are sprawled around my
pillow. Wallet, check. Cards and cash are still there. I grab
my phone, hands trembling. The battery is dead. ‘Shit,’ I mutter.
Wriggling out of the bed, I find my other boot on the
floor beside a bucket full of sponges. My legs are wobbling as
I clamber out of the room. I knock my head on the roof. Who
the hell designed this house? I’m tall but I’m not that tall.
The earth is still rocking as I stumble into a room with a
kitchenette, sling bunk beds, slit windows, and a table that’s
bolted to the floor. I feel my way through, grabbing corners
and edges for balance, to keep myself upright, dragging myself
towards a ladder that leads to open sky.
Climbing up, it takes my eyes a second to adjust. The light
is piercing.
‘Oh. My. God.’ The words are barely a whisper.
In front of me is an old man wearing an oilskin jacket,
an orange beanie. His skin is weathered, salt-encrusted, with
sunspots and a coarse white beard. Beyond him is ocean. Its
surface is dark and choppy. My body shudders, my spine curls.
The horizon is impossibly far away.
‘Morning.’
I stare at him blankly.
He laughs.
‘Where am I?’
‘Sorry?’ he says. ‘You’ll have to speak up.’ He puts a finger
to his ear. ‘Bit deaf.’
6
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‘Where am I?’ I repeat, louder this time.
‘You’re on the Tasman.’
At my feet, there are ropes coiled around metal stumps, and
lines threaded up a towering pole. The old man pulls on one
of the ropes and the creases in the sail above me are smoothed
out, like skin pulled tight around bone. I feel the boat pucker,
then lift a little.
‘The what?’
‘The Tasman Sea,’ he says, pointing to the endless expanse
of ocean, as if I’m meant to recognise this water as distinct
from any other water. ‘But more specifically,’ the old man says,
‘you’re on a yacht.’ He rests a hand on the boat’s deck. ‘And
her name is Sea Rose.’
I feel like a hand is wrapped around my throat, squeezing.
I might throw up. ‘I need to get off.’
‘You will. In a few days . . . when we get to New Zealand.’
The blood drains from my face. ‘What?!’
‘I’m sailing her to New Zealand and needed an extra hand.
You said you wanted to come.’
‘Are you kidding? When did I say that?’
‘Last night.’
I sink back into alcohol-soaked hours, searching for something, anything. But last night is a gaping black hole.
‘Why would you let me agree to this? I was legless last night!’
The boat rises over a wave, slams down. My head hurts. I feel
bile surge in the back of my throat. ‘You’re basically kidnapping me.’
‘I’m what?’
7
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‘Kidnapping me! You’ll go to jail for this.’
‘Well,’ he says, reclining with a wide smile, ‘I’ll only go to
jail if someone finds out . . . I guess I’ll just have to kill you.’
I take half a step away and my ankle rolls on a coil of rope.
I fall back, landing heavily on the deck, the wind knocked out
of my lungs.
Suddenly, the old man bursts into laughter, his eyes disappearing between deep wrinkles. Between bouts he wheezes,
‘You right, kid?’
I try to speak. But I can’t.
‘Look over your shoulder,’ he says.
I clamber to my feet and turn around to see land. A stretch
of beach, houses dotted between greenery, a rocky headland, a
lighthouse . . . I know that lighthouse. It’s Barrenjoey. Sydney.
We’re still in Sydney.
I turn back to him.
‘You know where we are now?’
I nod.
‘We’re going to the RPA Yacht Club in Newport; I need to
drop my Rose off for a clean. Should be there within the hour
with this wind. I’m giving you a lift back to the city.’
‘Chivalry, now . . . doesn’t change . . .’ I cough; I’m still
winded from the fall. ‘You . . . kidnapped me.’
‘You, young lady, were blind. Couldn’t even tell me your
name. Was I supposed to let you go home like that? No. Jane
and I had to carry you to the boat.’
‘Who’s Jane?’
8
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‘She manages the restaurant at the CYC. Apparently she
found you in the women’s bathroom. I let you sleep the night
on board . . . Woke you up this morning, said I needed to get
going and you told me to leave you be.’
‘Well, I don’t remember that.’ The cold wind is snaking
around my body. I cross my arms, trying to summon any recollection of the night before. ‘Where did you sleep?’
He meets my eye. ‘In my bed,’ he says. ‘At my house.’ And
there’s something in his deadpan delivery, in the steadiness
of it, that makes me believe him. He smiles gently. ‘You don’t
need to worry about me, kid—I’ve only ever loved one woman.’
The smile fades and he looks beyond the horizon. ‘And she’s
gone now.’
I relax my arms. ‘What was her name?’
He rests his hand on the boat’s deck again, smooths it the
way you touch a lover. ‘Robynne. Robynne Rose.’ He clears
his throat. ‘Anyway, I didn’t mean to kidnap you, but I gotta
be at the boatyard by ten, and assumed you’d be out until we
got there.’
Relief washes over me. ‘This is so weird,’ I say, shuffling
towards him, my arm outstretched, offering my hand. ‘But
whatever . . . My name’s Olivia.’
He gives me his callused, leather hand and we shake. ‘Mac.’
uuu

At first glance, Mac is grey slate. Cool and hard. But then he
laughs and the slate ripples. I see then that he is impossibly
9
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deep, like dark ocean. Inky stories twist in him like sea serpents
in underwater caves.
On the rare occasions when my dad told stories, they were
painfully obvious. Like etching words into sleek metal with a
needle, he’d trace them over and over until they bled.
Mac is different. His way is guiding me through crevasses
studded with barnacles and adorned with starfish. Alive with
dancing weeds.
Instantly, he reminds me of my pa who could tell stories
that filled any room with colour.
Mac tells me about a time he and Robynne got so drunk on
rum on a beach in Barbados that they rowed back to the wrong
boat and made love in someone else’s cockpit. I lean in. His
voice is like thunder beneath a roll cloud, bold and exciting.
Electric. I could listen to him for hours.
He pauses. ‘You cold?’
I shake my head. ‘Nah, this tea is fixing me up.’
He smiles. ‘Good.’
I’m sitting with Mac in the cockpit, wearing one of his wetweather jackets. It’s huge, creasing and folding around me as
I lift my hands to take a sip of tea. ‘Thank you.’
‘You’re welcome.’
I look past Mac’s shoulder. The surface of the sea is raised
like pricked skin, a wash of goosebumps as autumn reaches
out into winter.
‘How old are you?’ he asks.
‘You aren’t meant to ask a woman her age.’
He snorts. ‘You, kid, are not a woman.’
10
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‘Excuse me?’
‘Not yet, anyway.’ He draws the wheel closer to him and the
boat tips harder on its side. ‘Are you even old enough to drink?’
‘I’m twenty-one,’ I say. Two, red. One, pale yellow. ‘I can
even drink in America.’
He rolls his eyes, a wry smile bending his lips. ‘How’s your
head?’
‘Sore.’
Mac laughs. ‘I bet. You could barely stand last night.’
I feel the hairs raise at the nape of my neck. ‘Don’t . . . I don’t
want to know.’
‘You’re right,’ he concedes. ‘I’m sorry. Didn’t look like it was
your fault anyway.’
I tilt my head. ‘What?’
‘That boy you were with—he looked like a right piece of work.’
And just like that, the previous evening washes over me like
a wave across the deck.
Dinner at the Cruising Yacht Club on Sydney Harbour. And
Adam. Clean-shaven, Rolex-wearing, Adam.
‘He’s my boyfriend.’
‘He left you passed out in the bathroom.’
‘We were having an argument.’ Though perhaps what I really
mean is that Adam was having an argument with Adam. And
I was both between and outside. Silent. Strangled.
‘An argument about what?’
‘My . . . my career, I guess. We’re just about to finish our
economics degrees; I’ve been offered an internship at Lazard,
this big investment bank, but I told him I don’t know if I’m
11
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going to take it,’ I explain. And I’m so ready for the usual
response—What an opportunity!—that at first I don’t hear
what Mac actually says.
‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘What was that?’
‘I said, what’s it got to do with him?’
‘Well, he said I was throwing away a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,’ I say, skimming over: I know ten guys who would kill for
that gig. Skimming over: You’re lucky they even gave it to you.
Lucky, I think. After all that work.
Sheer luck. A fluke.
Mac shakes his head, and then, with a certainty that sets
my world on fire, he says, ‘You’re your own person, Oli. Maybe
he’s scared of that.’
I laugh. ‘No one’s ever called me that before.’
‘Oli?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Do you like it?’
I smile. ‘Yeah, I do.’
uuu

We watch from the restaurant at the yacht club as the Sea Rose
is hoisted from the water and slung up in the shipyard. Mac
has bought me a huge strawberry milkshake and a portion of
chips. I mix mayonnaise and tomato sauce together on a plate
until it’s salmon pink, flecked with pepper, and Mac says, ‘Your
accent—you didn’t grow up here, did you?’

12
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I shake my head. ‘Lived in Manly until I was five, then Hong
Kong and Singapore.’ I slurp my milkshake.
‘So what brought that about? Parents’ work?’
‘My dad heads the South-East Asia division of an oil company.’
‘Oil, hey?’
‘Yep.’
Mac opens his mouth to speak, then seems to change his
mind. He looks over to the shipyard where the Sea Rose is
cradled above the ground.
‘I live with my grandpa in Manly now,’ I explain. ‘My dad
sent me back here for uni.’
He turns back to me. ‘The business degree?’
‘Economics.’
‘So what are you going to do now?’
‘Dunno. Lazard, I guess . . .’
Mac gives me a sharp look. ‘I thought you didn’t want the
internship?’
‘Well, if it was up to me I would have studied art, but Dad
said he wouldn’t pay for that.’
Silence drapes between us.
I sigh. ‘There’s no money in art anyway.’
Mac laughs. ‘You should meet this friend of mine.’
‘Who?’
‘Maggie.’ His mouth wraps around her name with the same
kindness as an arm around a friend’s shoulder. ‘She was a
curator in London for years. Retired now. Lives here in Sydney
with me.’

13
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I edge forwards in my chair. ‘That’s cool.’
‘You’ll like her,’ Mac assures me. ‘She’s an incredible woman.’
‘When can I meet her?’
‘I’m coming back up here on Wednesday to sail the Sea
Rose back down to the CYC. Maggie’s coming with me. How
about you join us?’
I think of our sail into Pittwater this morning, how hard
I’d laughed. I grin. ‘Yeah, sure. I’d love to.’
‘But no drinking Tuesday night, okay, kid?’
‘Never again,’ I say, my cheeks hot.
‘Ha! Heard that before.’ He helps himself to the last of my
chips. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’
We’re strolling across the car park, the sun falling through a
hole in the clouds, when Mac excuses himself, tells me he’ll be
just a minute, and heads over to the shipyard. He walks up to
the Sea Rose, touches his palm to the bottom of the boat. It is
full and round, white with tendrils of brown algae. Mac whispers something as he smooths the fibreglass, kisses it softly.
And I find myself feeling awkward suddenly, shifting my weight
from one leg to another, like I’m spying on lovers, witnessing
a moment reserved for someone else.
uuu

In the car, Mac turns on the radio.
I feel it coursing through me in a stream of soft reds. ‘I love
this song,’ I say. ‘It feels very pink.’
‘Pardon me?’
14
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‘I said, it feels very pink.’ Then, considering how odd that
must sound, I laugh sheepishly. ‘I don’t know. It’s just a feeling
I have.’
Mac shakes his head. He’s smiling. ‘I can’t wait for you to
meet Maggie.’

15
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sea lavender
When I can’t find my keys, I empty my handbag on Pa’s
doormat. wel c ome t o pa r a dise.
On my knees, I sift through the mess. ‘Shit,’ I mutter,
standing to knock on the door. There’s nothing Pa hates more.
I remember when I arrived here four years ago, jet-lagged and
clammy with sweat, my entire life slung around my shoulders.
How there’d been no answer to my knock at the door, though
I could hear the TV blaring. How I’d called out, ‘Hello?’
‘WHAT?!’
His shout had been a shock of lime green.
Once there’d have been Nan, soft like a peach, opening the
door, petals unfurling. Once there’d have been tea brewing and
a tray of biscuits in the oven. Once there’d have been Pa’s loving
embrace, picking me up, swirling me around. Nan’s smiling
eyes and cheerful banter. Pa’s wild stories and raucous laugh.
How jarring it was, that WHAT.
‘It’s Olivia,’ I called.
16
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‘WHO?’ he yelled over the blasting TV.
I thumped the door with my fist. ‘Olivia!’
There were clumsy footsteps, and then the door cracked
open. ‘I’m not interested. Piss off.’
I grabbed hold of the door before he had a chance to close
it. ‘Pa, stop. It’s me—it’s Olivia.’
And then the door opened, and a man with skin more grey
than the last time I’d seen it looked me up and down. He was
wearing a cricket cap, an ironed white shirt, beige trousers
and leather shoes. ‘I thought you weren’t coming till this afternoon,’ he said.
I looked at my watch. ‘It’s three o’clock.’
Pa shrugged and stepped back, allowing me in. ‘Looks heavy,’
he said, gesturing to my rucksack. ‘I’d help you but my back
is screwed.’ He rubbed his hip.
‘No worries,’ I said, following him in. He moved painfully
slowly.
‘Here’s the lounge room,’ he said, as if I’d never been here
before. ‘Kitchen.’ Pointing to the cramped kitchen with lino
floors, an empty fruit bowl. ‘The balcony is best in the morning.’
I looked out to the balcony where a succulent sat shrivelled
in a terracotta pot. ‘I thought the point of owning a succulent
was that it won’t die,’ I said.
Pa laughed, but the sound was shallow water. ‘Everything
dies.’ He tapped a closed door. ‘That’s my room. When I’m in
there, I’m not to be disturbed. Got it?’
I nodded.
17
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Then he showed me the bathroom and the room that would
be mine—instructing me not to touch the boxes under the
desk or the box in the bottom of the cupboard—then excused
himself to get back to the cricket.
I unpacked then returned to the living room, was ignored
when I asked him if he wanted a cup of tea.
It wasn’t till an ad came on the TV that Pa turned to me.
‘Sorry I couldn’t meet you at the airport. I’ve been busy.’
I looked around, taking in the half-completed crossword on
the coffee table, the cricket resuming on the screen, the three
empty beer bottles. ‘All good,’ I said. ‘I like your hat.’ But his
attention was back on the cricket. He reached under the coffee
table, grabbed a pack of cigarettes and lit one. That was new.
I stood in the kitchen, watching him suck on it, the embers
burning. He exhaled, and a cloud filled the room. He cleared
phlegm in his throat. His hands shook. I looked at his fingers,
thin and knobbly, his nails yellowing, his wedding band loose.
Even then I could see he was starving without her. Time eroding
his body. But not fast enough.
The kettle on the stove began to whistle. I poured water
over my tea, watched the water change colour, change shape.
On the kitchen bench was a bouquet of lavender, brown stalks,
the flowers limp and furry. I could only guess how long they’d
been there.
When I visited as a child, Nan would hide lavender in my
drawers, so that I’d carry the scent of her wherever I went.
How magic it had seemed. But these were flowers dying as
slowly as he was.
18
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I joined Pa in the living room, and looked out and up the
hill to where the lights on St Patrick’s Seminary were coming
on. ‘Do you remember how you used to tell me there were
fairies living in St Pat’s, and that’s why it lights up at night?’
I asked, standing over him.
Pa shook his head. ‘Can’t imagine why I would have said
something like that.’
I took the seat beside him. And so began four years of Pa’s
body tensing every time I sat in Nan’s chair.
uuu

Now, the TV is blaring behind the door as usual, only I can
hear there’s a soap opera on. Pa never watches soap operas.
He must be in a mood.
I brace myself, and knock.
There’s no answer.
I knock louder.
Still nothing.
I call out. Knock again. Shout through the door.
‘For fuck’s sake,’ I mutter. It’s the third time I’ve locked
myself out this month. He’s ignoring me on purpose, I’m sure
of it.
The door on the opposite side of the landing opens and Will
sticks his head out. ‘Locked out?’ he says.
‘Unfortunately yes.’
‘You need a lanyard.’
I roll my eyes. ‘Does your mum still have the spare key?’
19

Bh3198M-PressProofs.indd 19

28/11/19 10:48 AM

sophie hardcastle

‘Unfortunately yes.’
‘Very funny,’ I say. He ducks back inside and returns a
moment later with the key, chucks it to me.
‘Nice catch.’
‘Nice throw.’
He winks, says, ‘See ya,’ and goes back inside his apartment.
I let myself in. ‘Hey,’ I say as I pass Pa, who’s sitting in his
chair in the living room.
He ignores me.
In my room, I dump my bag on my bed, kick off my boots,
shake off my jacket, walk back out and put the kettle on.
‘Sorry I didn’t come home last night, but you won’t believe
what happened to me.’
Silence. Not even a grunt to feign interest.
‘Pa?’ I say.
The kettle starts to whistle.
He must be really mad. Though I’ve stayed at Adam’s before
without telling him, so I’m not sure what the big deal is.
‘Pa?’ I say again, reaching for the kettle. I pull it off the stove,
start to pour, though I’m not looking at the cup; I’m looking
at my grandfather, slouched in front of the TV.
Boiling water dribbles over the bench, splashes my feet
through my socks. I jump back. ‘Ow, shit!’
He doesn’t tell me off for swearing.
‘Pa?’ I whisper, rounding the bench. That strange slouch . . .
I shiver and edge forwards.
His head is cocked oddly to one side, his neck folded.
I take another step.
20
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And then I see them, his eyes, glazed, half open, milky.
I reach forwards, my hand shaking, touch my fingertip to his
cheek. It’s warm. That means he’s still alive, doesn’t it?
‘Pa!’ I shout.
uuu

Will opens his door, laughing. ‘How have you locked yourself—’ He pauses, frowns. ‘Are you okay?’
‘N-no,’ I stutter. ‘There’s something wrong with my pa.’
‘Mum!’ Will calls over his shoulder.
‘What?’ she sings out from the other room.
‘Mum!’
‘What is it? I’m busy!’
‘MUM!’ shouts Will.
Annie emerges a moment later.
‘I think my pa’s having a stroke,’ I tell her.
‘Oh, Christ,’ Annie says, rushing past me. ‘Will, call an
ambulance.’
I follow her into my grandfather’s apartment. She touches
him. Shudders.
Outside, the lights on St Pat’s come on, gold against dusk.
Annie takes his wrist, checks for a pulse. She exhales into
the blue space where he doesn’t.
‘Honey, I’m so, so sorry,’ she says.
‘But he’s warm. I felt him.’
Will comes in behind me. ‘The ambulance is on its way.’
Annie shakes her head.
21
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And suddenly, I feel myself touch the ground. Like I’ve spent
my whole life floating around in outer space, and I’m just now
feeling gravity for the first time. It’s a shock, this force on my
body.
The weight of it is crushing.
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