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INTRODUCTION

‘I didn’t have a death wish, rather I had an extreme hunger for life. To fall is a moment of uncertainty. 
Resigning yourself to chance is liberating. Catching yourself is a triumph.’ (p 11)

Sophie Hardcastle was a teenager when she descended into mental illness. Now, at twenty-one, she tells  
her story.

Sophie always loved stories; and often told wild ones. But her illness made these stories more dangerous; 
and challenged her family and close friends to maintain their belief in her, against all odds. Her ten-year-
old dismay when watching a television program about the double suicide of two teenage girls, was cruelly 
contradicted by her later despair. As she descended into mental illness and struggled to find an accurate 
diagnosis and treatment, she went through periods when she and her family feared for her survival. Later, 
when recovering, she adopted the name ‘China’ as a mask to hide behind. But this led to another stage in 
her recovery; learning that she could not deny ‘Sophie’s’ history. 

In this inspiring memoir she encourages anyone who has been on a similar journey to take heart from hers, 
and to live life to the full.

BEFORE & AFTER READING THE MEMOIR

Examine the cover of the memoir. What does it suggest about the memoir’s themes?

•    After you have read the memoir, examine the cover again: what does it suggest to you now? 

After you have read the memoir, read about Sophie Hardcastle in articles (See Bibliography) and use the 
notes below to examine the text more closely.

  
THEMES & CURRICULUM TOPICS 

Several themes relevant to curriculum topics (Studies of Society and History, Science, and English 
Language and Literacy) might be identified in this memoir:

STUDIES OF SOCIETY AND ENVIRONMENT (SOSE)

 •  Symptoms and Treatment of Mental Illness

This memoir deals with mental illness in a very personal way. It explains the course of Sophie’s illness 
and her various attempts to overcome it. Students will gain insight into the symptoms, treatments and 
strategies she used to survive. 

Discussion Point: Tiredness and lack of enjoyment in life were the first signs of Sophie’s disorder. As a  
person who had always been very active, imaginative and joyously engaged with the world, these were  
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key indicators that her health had deteriorated. What are some of the symptoms or evidences of mental 
illness revealed in this memoir? For example:

Sexual Carelessness: ‘I overdosed on bad love.’ (p 66)

Self-Harm: ‘I fell into the abyss . . . My scars are evidence that I survived.’ (p 70)

Suicidal Thoughts: ‘I thought death would be my salvation.
I thought that the silence and emptiness of death would
be better than where I was.
But I was wrong.
Rediscovering happiness ‘Rediscovering happiness was like a flower blooming on a tree that everyone had 
assumed was dead. It was better
than any of the things that death could have ever been.’ (p 84)

How did Sophie overcome these symptoms to move on with her life? 

Discussion Point: One of the challenges Sophie faced in this memoir was obtaining proper treatment and 
appropriate medication. ‘And as the weeks went on, he taught me that patients have the right to change 
counsellors or psychologists or psychiatrists until they find one that they gel with. He showed me the value 
of confiding in someone you trust.’ (p 43) How difficult would it be to know who to trust when you are 
already confused by mental illness? 

Discussion Point: ‘Witnessing the manifestation of my illness threatened them because it reminded each of 
them of the fragility of their own psychological state.’(p 137) Discuss the notion that we often avoid those 
with such illnesses out of fear. 

Discussion Point: Sophie was very upset by an ill-informed friend who told her that ‘Depression, bipolar, 
anxiety, whatever people want to call it, it’s just in your head, if you wanted to, like really put your mind to 
it, you could just not have it.’ (p 158) Mental illnesses require cures, just as physical illnesses do. Why do 
people think that mental illness can be erased by mind power? 

Discussion Point: Sophie’s parents embarked on a rollercoaster of emotion (pp 160-1) when she became ill. 
He had already suffered from undiagnosed depression, and her mother had battled personal demons in her 
youth, and overcome them ‘without medication’ so both felt devastated and at a loss to understand that 
their relatively privileged daughter had such an illness. They nearly lost each other but eventually (pp 204–
5) rediscovered their love. Her sister Georgia also suffered. Discuss the challenges such an illness might 
present to the family of a sufferer. 

Discussion Point: Social stigma is a large problem faced by those who are mentally ill: ‘Silence is the reason 
people have been able to suffer for years without their loved ones knowing. Silence is the reason people 
have been able to take their own lives without anyone even realising something was wrong ... A drug can’t 
fix your problems; pull your socks up! These are social misconceptions. They are harmful bacteria growing in a 
Petri dish.’ (p 163) Discuss the importance of community education to eradicate such stigma. 

Discussion Point: Sophie returned to the world after treatment for her illness and assumed a new identity 
as ‘China’, which, for a time, made it easier to ignore her past in order to fit in. ‘The dangerous thing, 
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however, was that in denying Sophie, it was really easy to pretend those lifestyle restrictions didn’t apply to 
China. I began to push the boundaries.’ (p 190) One of the lessons attached to being ‘cured’ is maintaining 
the knowledge that the illness is ever present: ‘I started speaking about bipolar and temporal lobe epilepsy 
as if they were disorders you can recover from.’ (p 196) Discuss the need for lifelong vigilance in treating 
mental illness.

Discussion Point: ‘Understanding the notion of sweet sour helped me to accept what had happened to me. 
If I were to mourn the sour chunk of my teenage years spent mentally ill, I would feel bitter grief and 
resentment. Instead, I have learnt to see and appreciate the sweet moments. I have learnt to recognise the 
blood-red poppies growing on a bloody mud battlefield.’ (p 94) This is a complex statement; how easy 
would it be to appreciate the ‘poppies’ when also challenged by grief and loss? 

Discussion Point: One of the strategies Sophie’s friends used to assist her was humour: ‘If there was ever  
an elephant in the room when they visited, their humour would have taken a black marker from my pencil 
case and drawn a thick black moustache above the elephant’s trunk, and we would have laughed at the 
absurdity.’ (p 141) Why is humour such a tonic? 

Discussion Point: Her awareness of the cost of treatment and her good fortune in having parents who had 
private health cover, was more evidence of Sophie’s recovery; of her ability to overcome her psychosis and  
to think logically again. 

Discussion Point: One of her strategies is to write letters when she is her ‘stable’ self to be read by her 
‘unstable’ self (pp 269–70). Research and discuss other strategies for dealing with bipolar disorder.

[See Bibliography for resources.)

 •  Medication versus Natural Therapies 

Discussion Point: When the cocktail of drugs became toxic to her health, Sophie’s mother took her to  
a therapist who prescribed alternative diet and health supplements (pp 129–30). Research the benefits  
of such approaches, and discuss further.

Discussion Point: Were you shocked by the level of medication Sophie was prescribed? Should natural 
therapies be discussed with patients by medical practitioners, too? 

 •  Reality Versus Fantasy 

Discussion Point: Sophie grew up with a vivid imagination: ‘The words I’d presented to the class that day – 
along with the song I’d written for my dad who was off at war, which had brought tears to my eyes as my 
young hand scribbled verses and a chorus, while he actually sat in his office designing yachts – weren’t real. 
I knew they weren’t.’(p 6) Things changed as a teenager when she could no longer discern the difference 
between both, in her psychotic episodes. False memories and ‘My dreams became the world in which I 
lived.’ (p 109) However, Sophie is a writer, and imagining things is essential to that profession. Discuss.
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Discussion Point: How does a healthy imagination contribute to the development of a fully-balanced person?

 •  Living Life to the Full 

Discussion Point: ‘Yet, even before I heard that quote I was a child cramming intense joy into tiny pockets  
of time. I saw the world for all its minute beauties and that provoked in me an intense passion for life.’  
(p 9) How important was Sophie’s essentially optimistic nature to her eventual recovery? 

Discussion Point: Discuss the notion of making ‘one crowded hour’ count for something; the idea of making 
the most of the moments we are given. Read the biography referred to (pp 8–9). 

Discussion Point: ‘I thought that base jumpers, and others who fly so close to death that they can taste it 
on their tongues, were the ones who experienced the greatest sense of living.’ (p 10) This sense of danger 
giving us an intense feeling of life is an enticing one. Discuss with students how this might apply to their 
own lives. What are the risks and the advantages in such an approach to life? 

Discussion Point: ‘I started attending a group called ‘mindfulness.’ (p 222) This notion preaches  
‘living in the moment fully’. Discuss this concept and how you might nurture it in your own lives.  
[See Bibliography for resources.]

Discussion Point: Sophie’s love of surfing was one of her first passions, and one she lost for a long time. 
Finding that joy again was another aspect of her recovery. ‘Suddenly, I wasn’t grieving those experiences.  
I was excited knowing I was about to have the pleasure of learning them all over again.’ (p 260)

 •  Love of Nature  

Discussion Point: Sophie’s story is punctuated by many references to her love for the sea, and for nature.  
‘The sea is a shepherd. It guides, it tests, it challenges, it teaches. I move among its herd. I was swimming 
in the ocean before I was born.’ (p 15) How important was that in her recovery?

Discussion Point: Discuss these two quotes: ‘There is something very humbling about trees. They are quite 
remarkable; to stand close to one is to share life. The tree inhales the air I breathe out and I draw in the air it 
exhales.’ (p 13) OR ‘I think it was the first time I had ever told anyone that I believed in the wind.’ (p 178) 

 •  Competitiveness

Discussion Point: Sophie writes of her surfing background: ‘For as long as I have had air in my lungs,  
a competitive streak has stained my skin.’ (p 26) But later she writes: ‘These impossible standards, coupled 
with my fading energy, saw me getting knocked out earlier and earlier in each contest until one day  
I didn’t even bother to turn up.’ (p 29) What was the message you took from these two statements?

Discussion Point: Sophie has returned to surfing and obviously recovered her joy in it. Is it possible to pursue 
such a sport without being competitive? 
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 •  Writing and its Power

Discussion Point: Sophie knew at school what she wanted to be. ‘I don’t want to offend doctors because  
their work is selfless and hard; they are amazing. But I just don’t think it would be enough. I could only save 
one life at a time. I could only change one patient’s story at a time. Through my writing, |I could change 
the way people see the world.’ (p 32) She loses this belief for a while. What causes her to re-discover it?

Discussion Point: One of her hardest decisions was to defer art college when she realised that writing was her 
passion. She found, though, that ‘doors opened’ in writing quickly, because of her passion. ‘Your passion 
empowers you, because you will chase that dream over the horizon, you will chase it to the ends of the 
earth.’ (p 254) Discuss this in relation to what you discover when reading other writers’ blogs, essays or 
articles about their love for their craft, and the actual practice of being a writer. 

 •  Care and Compassion

Discussion Point: ‘To love and be loved; it’s a miracle drug – the most extraordinary thing of all.’ (p 201)  
How did her family, friends, counsellor, psychiatrist and boyfriend help Sophie?

Discussion Point: ‘But whether it’s positive or negative, every person you meet has something to offer you. 
Even if neither of you is conscious of the lessons, wisdom is shared.’ (p 136) How important was it for 
Sophie to feel the pain of others, and to learn from them?

Discussion Point: What challenges might her friends have faced in supporting Sophie? How difficult must  
it be to see a friend go through such suffering and to change so much? 

 •  Personal Beliefs and Morals

Discussion Point: ‘Despite her Catholic upbringing, Sophie has developed a credo which is reflected in this 
quote: ‘I believe in the wind, the sea and the moon. I will never fully understand the higher powers of the 
universe, or the reason for being, and that thrills me.’ (p 172) Discuss this statement and what it means to 
your students.

Discussion Point: Ask students what ‘credo’ they believe in. What inspires passion in their lives?

 •  Surrealist Manifesto

Discussion Point: Sophie developed a passion for this movement, and with the work of André Breton.  
‘I became obsessed with the idea that all that is irregular is beautiful. I became obsessed with automatic 
writing, where the author taps into their chaotic subconscious stream of thought.’ (pp 179–8) Research  
and discuss these concepts with your students.

Discussion Point: Having read her memoir why do you think these artistic concepts mean so much to 
Sophie? 
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 •  Coincidence 

Discussion Point: ‘The universe can be erratic and random. That’s what makes it marvellous.’ (p 183)  
Discuss the concept of coincidence in the key events in Sophie’s life.

Discussion Point: Discuss the concept of coincidence in life generally; do you believe that it is a powerful  
and marvellous force in anyone’s life? 

SCIENCE 

 •  Psychiatry and Medicine 

Discussion Point: This memoir should suggest topics to be discussed with regards to psychiatric medicine 
and treatment.

Discussion Point: Encourage students to research other aspects of medical treatment demanded by Sophie’s 
illness. eg her bulimic tendencies, self-harm, etc.
 
[Any of the topics above might be researched online, so only sample references have been included in the 
Bibliography.)

ENGLISH LANGUAGE & LITERACY

Study the writing style employed in this narrative, and examine the following sub-topics: 

 •  Memoir Writing 

Discussion Point: Writing a memoir is a personal challenge. This story is told from Sophie’s  
first person subjective narrative point of view. Writing in this confessional mode is a very ‘public’ 
thing to do. For example, Sophie confronted a smear campaign on social media suggesting she was a ‘fake’, 
which was extremely upsetting for her. ‘Being as open as I am, means there will always be people who will 
cast a negative light on my words. Telling strangers my story ‘must be for attention’. Therefore it ‘must be 
fake.’ (p 155) We live in a cynical and very public environment – and there have been several high profile 
memoirs by people who have been proven to be ‘fakes’. What further challenges might Sophie face when 
this memoir is published? 

Discussion Point: One of the challenges of memoir writing is how to present the views of other people, 
particularly those closest to you. Honesty must be balanced with caring for their feelings, too. Sophie 
writes of this challenge in relation to her parents and was obviously very conscious of it. 
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Discussion Point: Another strategy used is that she doesn’t name her boyfriends, counsellor, psychiatrist, 
her friends, therapists, nurses, or fellow patients, but instead gives them descriptive nicknames. Why?

Discussion Point: What further challenges does memoir writing present?

 •  Literary Devices 

Discussion Point: Memoirs rely for their impact on the writer’s unique style as much as on an interesting 
and original story. This one might be studied in terms of a range of aspects of style. For example, Sophie 
frequently uses metaphors of the sea, given her love of surfing. Identify other aspects of the style, or 
passages which were particularly engaging. Find examples such as: ‘Her eyes were the Caribbean Sea,  
her skin was ground coffee beans, and her hair was a wild mess of brown curls.’ (p 164) OR ‘My skull was  
a bone cup filled with cloudy water.’ (p 86) Discuss the use of suggestive language in this memoir. 

Activity: Find other examples of the use of these devices in this memoir, using the table below to identify 
examples.  

Simile ‘lucid moments were like snowflakes.’ (p 77)

Metaphors  

‘It is a story of how I sank to the seabed, how I drowned,  
and how I came to the surface to breathe once more.’ (p 7) 

‘I began to feel intensely dark waves surge over me at
random, and it was as if I would begin to choke beneath
the freezing cold water.’ (p 41)

‘a girl whose heart is a rose, forever in bloom.’ (p 46) 

Personification

Other?

 •  Humour is another aspect of the narrative which appears as a counterpoint to some of  
the serious issues being presented. (Many comedians have suffered mental illness, and often explore  
it in a darkly humorous or ironic way.)

Activity: Identify incidents which are humorous. 

Activity: Identify techniques by which humour is provoked. Add quotes to the following table:
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Sarcasm

Irony
‘They say that that’s all therapy is . . . two nervous people in a room 
hoping for something better.’ (p 256)

Exaggeration 

Black Humour

‘I’m not sure how it started but I think one of my friends said,  
no doubt with a deviant grin, ‘Let’s pretend we’re patients.’

Within minutes, the three of them were standing at the window, 
banging on the glass and pulling crazed faces at the people driving 
beneath.’ (p 143) 

‘The college’s location was a mental asylum . . . was a mental asylum 
from the early 1800s until the mid-1900s. Old sandstone buildings  
had been converted into studios for the modern mad artist.’ (p 235)

 •  Structure 

The structure of the story can be analysed in terms of the key narrative features used to engage  
the reader’s attention:

a)   Strong beginnings and endings to chapters are one way of structuring a narrative, for example: Beginning: 
It was in the thick of winter when dark rumours were passed among my peers.’ (Ch 12, p 100) Ending: 
‘But I still had a long way to go.’ (Ch 10, p 95)

b)   Structure in this memoir is not entirely chronological. Although it does trace the course of Sophie’s illness  
and recovery, it weaves together past and present in a tapestry of related moments. Flashbacks make 
links between present day situations and childhood incidents in a suggestive manner. 

c)   Suspense is also created by the shifting chronology. What moments were particularly suspenseful  
in this memoir?

d)   Using a ‘framing story or idea’ makes a narrative more cohesive. eg The idea of ‘Running Like China’ 
opens the memoir but is also suggestive of things breaking and being mended. It is referred to 
throughout the narrative.  

Activity: Draw up a list of these and other key strategies used in this novel’s narrative structure. 

 •  Setting 

Setting in this memoir is informed by the beaches where Sophie grew up; an environment which  
is evocatively drawn. 

Discussion Point: Choose a passage which really describes the locale vividly for you. Discuss the  
passage with the class. 
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 •  Characters 

These include Major characters (Mother, father, sister, friends, counsellor, psychiatrist, boyfriend)  
and Minor characters (patients, nurses etc). 
 
Activity: Draw up a character chart and find key quotes which give a clear picture of any of these  
characters, and isolate events which demonstrate their natures. Then write a brief character study of  
the person using the quotes and events to illustrate the points made in your summary. 

Question: Which character was most intriguing and why? Which character would you like to have heard 
more about?

 •  Visual Literacy 

Activity: Create a graphic novel interpretation of an incident in the novel. (See Bibliography for resources.) 

Activity: Design a cover for this book using only typography, colour and a silhouetted figure. 

Activity: Create a book trailer for this memoir. (See Bibliography for resources.)

FURTHER QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION 

Read the following quotes and discuss them:

1.   ‘Not caring devastates the people who love you.’ (p 56)

2.   ‘I was still here, living in this life, and not dead, in the next.’ (p 86)

3.   ‘I would never be capable of staying in contact with all of the people I met in hospital but a thread 
from each of their lives had been sewn into my tapestry, and mine into theirs.’ (p 95)

4.   ‘Time spent laughing is time spent with the gods.’ (p 136)
 
5.   ‘The three of them taught me that to laugh at something takes away its power. To laugh 

inappropriately is courageous because it is defiant.’ (p 146) 

6.   ‘People can see a broken leg and can sign the cast. They can see a rash, rub ointment on it and watch it 
fade. They can hold up a scan to a light box and see a brain tumour. A mental illness isn’t visible.’ (p 150)

 
7.   ‘I think that for the first time in my life, I have seen the extraordinary in the ordinary.’ (p 201)

8.   ‘I am so sorry to my dad, whose tender touch was not enough to prevent this. I am so sorry to my 
sister, my silent warrior. And I am so sorry to my mum, who stood to fight with an aching heart – 
who lost her job because she chose her daughter over turning up to meetings on time. She was the 
woman who would never let me forget I had a family to come home to. What I have recently come to 
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understand, however, is that if I were to dwell only on the ways in which they suffered, guilt would 
turn me sour.’ (p 229)

9.   ‘He taught me that the best advice of all is not spoken.’ (p 233)

10.   ‘Ambrose Redmoon said, ‘Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the Judgement that 
something else is more important than fear.’(p 233)

11.   ‘The only constant is change.’ (p 234)

12.   ‘Not everyone can make money out of writing. But I can make a living, because when I write I am 
living.’ (p 250)

FURTHER ACTIVITIES

1.   Compare the memoir to other fiction and non-fiction texts which deal with mental illness.  
(See Bibliography for resources.)

2.   Design a poster to advertise this book.

3.   The title of this book is suggestive but is closely related to the core message of the narrative.  
What other title might it have had?

4.   Write two acrostic poems using the letters in CHINA and SOPHIE. Make the poems illustrate 
something of the two characters suggested by these names. (See Bibliography for guidelines.) 

5.    Debate any of the topics covered in these notes, or suggested by the memoir.

CONCLUSION

This memoir is a very honest and poetic account of a young girl’s harrowing journey towards discovery  
of and treatment for her mental illness. It is an inspiring account of her survival and of the strength of 
those who supported her. China was a girl who could do anything, but now Sophie can do even more. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sophie Hardcastle is an exciting young writer currently based on the Northern Beaches in Sydney. 
After writing her first (unpublished) novel at fifteen, Sophie was misdiagnosed with Major Depression the 
following year. She was admitted to hospital four times over the next two years. She completed her HSC 
while in hospital, and received an ATAR of 98.25, received a Premier’s Award for All-round Excellence and 
was fast-tracked into Sydney University’s Sydney College of the Arts. In 2013, Sophie was admitted  
to hospital again and diagnosed with Bipolar 1 Disorder. 
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During the course of the next year she began to accept her chronic illness and realised nothing is safe, so 
she may as well do what she loves – writing. Sophie is determined to help change the lives of thousands 
of young people living with mental illness. She is working with Batyr, a not-for-profit agency that trains 
young people with mental illness to visit schools and universities to share their experiences and break the 
stigma surrounding mental illness. She is also working with Headspace to do the same. Sophie is now 
working on a novel while continuing her art studies.

For more information visit her website at: http://www.sophiehardcastle.com/

View a short video of Sophie on the #WhereIWrite site: http://www.whereiwrite.tv/sophie-hardcastle/

Read a profile of Sophie at: Kay, Bryn ‘Cromer Teenager Reveals Battle with Bipolar 1 Disorder’ Manly 
Daily December 26, 2013 http://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/newslocal/northern-beaches/cromer-teenager-
reveals-battle-with-bipolar-1-disorder/story-fngr8hax-1226795982574about the author of the notes
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