
The Tide Goes Out 
By Oscar Houck 
 
The Quiet 
 
 My mother was depressed during most of my childhood. I’d rather not rely 
on words like “clinical” or references to any sort of professional diagnosis to try 
and describe that time in my life. Instead I’ll mention the dark cave of my 
mother’s bedroom at the end of a long nightmare hallway, one I still feel 
compelled to walk. Inside, what must have seemed to that frightened boy, a 
deathbed. She reached out to him (it was so quiet in that room), her hands 
shaking from whatever drugs they had her on at the time. Or maybe it was 
simply despair, like a winter wind shaking the slender branches of a tree, long 
after its leaves are gone. Her eyes were twin dark pools of loneliness. He could 
see the depth of her fear there. The unspoken fear the family lived with, that she 
wouldn’t make it back to them. He could smell fear in the room, stale and faded, 
but strong enough to hold on, like cat’s piss. He knew his mother needed him to 
save her. But how? 
   That boy, as I remember, tried to do what his mother couldn’t. He cleaned, 
dusted, did the laundry, picked up the mess his family made. One day, his father 
found him in the den, vacuuming the rug. The boy pushed the heavy machine 
with great care. He wasn’t going to leave behind so much as a piece of lint. His 
father broke his usual silence to say, “If you do everything in life this well, you’ll 
go far.” Maybe he was proud of his son and needed to say something, anything, 
to try and make things better for the boy. But the spell his mother had begun to 
cast was now complete. From that moment on, the boy strove for perfection. He 
discovered the magic of appearances, that inner emptiness and loss could be 
balanced against the order of things. He learned to control everything he could. 
The way he talked or didn’t, any emotion that might betray him. When the boy 
felt he just had to cry or scream, he learned to do it inside himself, until finally, 
he lost the need altogether. And in this quiet way, no one was disturbed. The 
family went on, the world kept turning. 
 
 
Winter 
 
 Self-pity is one of the most destructive emotions available to us. It’s right 
up there with fear and hatred. What I’m after here is consolation. Not mine, but 
yours. Yours or maybe someone you love. Depression is not an easy thing to talk 
about, much less describe. It’s not sexy. It’s not exciting. It doesn’t offer a warm 
story with the promise of a happy ending. It’s not even socially acceptable to talk 
about, not really, despite its prevalence. It’s not something people want to hear 
about, what they perceive as weakness, vulnerability. But if I can tell this story 
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well enough and if it happens to be anything like your own, both of us will leave 
this room less alone. 
 
   If you go to the DSM, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, the psychiatric Bible, and look up “major depressive disorder”, you 
won’t find a definition per se, but rather a checklist of symptoms. If you can 
check off the right amount of symptoms, you’ve won the anti-lottery and you’re 
in for a struggle, a fight. Let’s forget the DSM, its endless pages of concepts and 
terms like “genetic predisposition.” Let us say instead that severe depression has 
run like a wildfire through my family, attempting to burn us all down.  
   My little sister, my brother and my mother have all been hospitalized at 
one time or another. After a lifetime of struggle with what amounted to, in her 
rare case, untreatable depression, my mother died from physical complications 
brought on by simply not wanting to live anymore. She didn’t take her own life, 
although she wanted to. Depression took it. 
   Depression, in my experience, is not so much feeling badly as it is a lack 
of feeling. It takes away the possibility of change, and in so doing, takes away 
hope. Without hope, one grows cold inside and soon enough, both heart and 
mind go into hibernation. You lose your sense of who you are. You lose your self. 
I know something about how the process works, living with depression and its 
ghost. 
 
 
A History of Depression 
 
   Snow gathers and banks against the house, the accumulation of pale, blue 
memory. At dusk, the blue bleeds into lavender. Lavender darkens to a bruised 
purple, then indigo, the fading day and the coming night engaged in their 
hushed code of exchange. Sitting at the window, fire in the fireplace, a good dog 
at my side, I’m lost in the strange comfort that melancholy can bring. How to 
explain? It’s what I’ve known, until sometimes it feels like home. So, how many 
days have been lost, to the quiet, the stillness? You can’t imagine the ease, the 
warmth beneath the drifts of snow and memory. The days fall to months, the 
months to years, the years like pages ripped from the long book of your life. 
They drift with the wind at night into the darkness of a well. The past a long 
night’s dream, down through the cold, black water. No one can see them, but 
the torn pages are there at the bottom of the well. They rest, miraculously, 
under all that weight, all that time, whoever it was I might have been. 
 
   All of this takes place inside the mind, with few obvious physical 
symptoms. An enduring image of my mother is her sitting in an armchair in our 
living room, staring. Staring at what? The outside world going by, the one she 
was no longer privy to. A stranger would have seen a reasonably attractive, well-
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dressed, middle-aged woman, sitting in her suburban home. But to her, 
“reasonable” was lost. 
   Years later, in trying to define that time, much of my childhood and 
adolescence spent with a woman who was there but not there, I found the 
following passage from Virginia Woolf’s The Voyage Out:  
 

“’What’s the truth of it all?’ … It was all very real, very big, very 
impersonal, and after a moment or two she began to raise her first 
finger and let it fall on the arm of her chair so as to bring back to 
herself some consciousness of her own existence. She was next 
overcome by the unspeakable queerness of the fact that she should 
be sitting in an arm chair, in the morning in the middle of the 
world. … And life, what was that? … Her dissolution became so 
complete that she could not raise a finger any more, and sat 
perfectly still, listening and looking always at the same spot. It 
became stranger and stranger.” 

 
We all know what became of Virginia Woolf. Thankfully, she left a great deal 
behind, novels filled with the beauty of the truth of her struggle. The voyage out. 
She was sitting in her chair, looking out at the sea, trying to figure out what she 
felt inside. 
   There are some great songs, a whole genre about “feeling blue”. “The 
blues” aren’t the right words though, not for what Virginia Woolf was feeling. Not 
nearly good enough for one whose life was devoted to finding the perfect word, 
the perfect phrase. Blue is a nice color. It’s calming. Blue means you’re OK. 
Nothing but blue skies from now on! Depression, on the other hand, is colorless. 
Gray ash, what’s left over from the fire. On gray days, in the absence of light, 
there are no shadows. And any painter or photographer will tell you, it’s the 
shadows that define an image, make it stand out or disappear. The depressed 
disappear inside themselves.  
 
 
Lead in Your Veins and Mud in Your Mind - The Tide Goes Out 
 
   You wake each and every morning dressed in your heavy, gray flannel suit. 
Or ladies, maybe the long woolen gown, the one that smells like wet dog hair. 
Who dressed you as you slept? 
   Wearing your impossibly drab clothes, you trudge down to the beach with 
your old suitcase, the one that seems to hold the weight of the price you pay for 
being alive. There’s lead in your veins and an icy mud clouds your mind. Despite 
it all, despite the looming gray sky, you’re still holding on to a little secret. It is 
your tiny, private hope, the fragile green seedling you nourish when you can find 
the energy. Your dream is to escape yourself, the stranger, the sad, pitiful one in 
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the mirror each morning. You’d rather not have to keep going through this, this 
what? Is it living? It’s too tiring to be this person, and useless.  
   Everyone it seems – your friends, your family, the lover you lost, everyone 
– is going together on a beautiful cruise. But you stand alone on the shore, 
suitcase by your side. And there’s the ship, slipping away, out to sea. On this 
particular beach, the waves never come in. They wash out and out, to the 
horizon, to the vanishing point. 
   It’s growing colder now as the light fades. And tomorrow, tomorrow is not 
another day, a new day. You know better. Who were you anyway, and what was 
it you used to want? 
 
 
A Treatable Disease 
   
   You take what’s prescribed. Your Paxil, Zoloft or Prozac, your Effexor. The 
names of the drugs keep changing, as if to protect the names of the innocent, 
but no one’s sure what the crime is. The family known as SSRI’s, selective 
serotonin re-uptake inhibitors, they’re your family now. These miracle drugs, 
given the chance, will usually ward off hopelessness and despair. It’s a treatable 
disease and what’s called for is the right concoction. That and probably some 
talk therapy, a compassionate witness. And, if you’re lucky, the understanding 
and unflagging support of loved ones.  
 
 
The Magic Hour 
 
   Sooner or later, maybe once you’re off the meds and back on your feet, 
grief will well its way up from the heart that has pretended to be sleeping. And 
this grief, pumped up by the now faithful heart, will finally find its rightful place 
in the mind. And you will feel again. And in feeling the pain of having lost part of 
the past, you will find joy in having escaped it, in having survived. Joy. Joy in 
every waking moment measured against what was. Joy in the calm, merciful, 
first morning light that illuminates my backyard in burnished gold. The same gold 
that fades at the dimming of the day. These times, an hour at dawn and the 
hour in which the sun goes down, are known as the magic hour by filmmakers. 
Sometimes, I imagine it’s the light itself, some unnamable quality of the light 
that’s saved me, that keeps me sane. 
   Joy as it turns out is much harder to describe than sadness. It’s fleeting, 
ephemeral, the light we’d like to catch and hold in our hands. I’m glad just to be 
here, to have survived the firestorm back there in the dark woods. But I’m wary 
like any survivor. I live on a watchful borderline inside myself, between the light 
and the darkness, between the colors of hope and the gray lack of it. Writing 
helps, talking when there’s someone willing to listen. You’ve been kind.  
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For my mother and for my family, and for Jane Kenyon, who let me know it was 
OK to write about something I thought no one wanted to hear. 
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