Can I catch it like a cold?
coping with a parent’s depression

I

was worried and I was angry. All my dad ever
wanted to do was sleep. He seemed lazy. He

didn’t go to work anymore. He stopped playing
guitar in his band. Whenever Sparky brought his
ball for a game of fetch, Dad would just pat him
on the head.
One night, Mom worked late. Dad stayed in
his room. I had a bowl of ice cream for dinner.
When Mom got home, she saw the empty ice-cream bowl and asked Dad why he hadn’t
heated up the soup she’d made. They had another big argument.
When Mom came to tuck me in, she could tell that I had been crying.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“It’s my fault that Dad acts the way he does.” I hadn’t meant to say anything, but
somehow it just came out.
“It’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. Dad acts the way he does because of depression.
Depression is something that happens with the brain. People with depression may feel really
sad and think or act differently than when they are well.”

The next morning, Dad didn’t eat breakfast with us. “The Secords will take you to your
soccer game after school,” said Mom.
“I don’t want to go. I never get a goal.” I didn’t feel like eating my toast.
“I can see you’re feeling discouraged, dear, but try to go anyway,” she said. “For your first
year of soccer, you’re really good.”

“Why can’t Dad take me? He never watches me play.”
“Your dad doesn’t feel well right now, Alex. Let him sleep. Maybe he’ll feel better when
you come home from school.”
When I got home from school, I heard Dad in the bathroom. Great! Now he could take me
to the game and watch me play. Maybe I would score a goal!
I put on my uniform and went to look for Dad. He was sitting on his bed, rocking back and
forth and crying a little.
I patted him. I didn’t know what else to do. “I’m sorry, Dad. About the ice cream. About
everything.”
Though the Secords cheered me on, I felt bad and I played bad. I wanted to run home and
stay in my room.
After the game, I was waiting for Mrs. Secord to get the car when Anna, one of the refs,
rode by. The chain came off her bike. She kicked it, but that didn’t help. I put the chain back on
for her. “My dad’s good at fixing cars and things,” I explained. “He showed me how to take
care of my bike.”
“Where’s your dad these days?”
“My dad is sick sometimes. He has depression.” I don’t know why I told her that. I don’t
like to talk about it. What she said next surprised me.
“My mom does, too.” She got back on her bike. “You’d do better at soccer if you went
after the ball more. You’re a good player, but you can’t wait for the ball to come to you. You
have to go for it. Next week before the game, if you want, I’ll show you what I mean.”
The next week, Mrs. Secord dropped me off early, and Anna showed me how to kick the
ball better. When we stopped to rest, she told me
about her mom. Her mom works in a bank.
“Why didn’t she lose her job, like my dad
did?” I asked. “He was a police officer. He was
afraid they’d fire him, so he quit.”
“They wouldn’t fire him if he got help. He
could get better.” She rolled the ball back and
forth.
“Can you really get better?”
“Sure.”
I felt better just talking to Anna. It felt so good to talk to someone about big worries.

“Anna,” I asked, “why is my dad so tired and angry and sad all the time? How does he feel
when he’s depressed? What s going on in his head?”
“When people are depressed, it’s hard for them to enjoy things like watching their kids
play sports. My mom never watched me play soccer either. A person with depression can feel
like crying and can be tired all the time, and they can sleep a lot, too.” I nodded. Boy, she knew
all about my dad.
“Is that why Dad doesn’t play the guitar or throw the ball for the dog or even get out of
bed some days?”
“I think so. When my mom was sick, she couldn’t think for a long time about any one
thing. The sickness makes it hard for some people to think the way they do when they feel
better. She had to take time off work. She couldn’t concentrate on all those big numbers, and
that’s not good when you work at a bank!”We smiled.
“Mom says Dad’s let himself go. He hardly shaves or showers. Did your mom act like
that?”
Anna looked away. “Depression makes different people ‘think and act in different ways.
My mom worried a lot and got mad all the time. ‘Do your homework! Turn off the TV!”
Sometimes she said mean things. I
Thought she didn’t like me.”
“And then she got better?”
“Well, she got better and then sick again. She was even in the hospital a couple of times.
It gave her a chance to rest, talk about her feelings, and try some medicines. By the time she
came home, her psychiatrist — a kind of ‘feelings’ doctor — had found a medication that
helped her to get well. Now Mom sees a therapist, who talks with her and helps her find ways
to stay healthy. It works. It may take awhile, but they can find out what works for your dad. I
started seeing a therapist, too.”
“But you weren’t sick.”
“No. But I needed to share my feelings about Mom. I learned that she didn’t mean to get
angry and that she always loves me, even when she’s sick. The most important thing I learned
was that it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t make her get depressed. It just happened. It felt so good
not to feel guilty about it.” Anna stood up and wiped the grass off her shorts.
“My mom asked me if I wanted to talk to somebody and I told her no.” I remembered the
argument we had had.
“You know, you can’t help your father feel better, but you can help yourself I did. I
learned as much as I could about depression. The more I know, the better I feel about it and
about me. Now, let’s see if all that kicking practice helps your game.”

I played my best game all season, though I didn’t get a goal!
After dinner, I talked to my mom about Anna’s mother. When Dad came downstairs,
Mom told him what we’d been talking about. He was glad to hear what I had learned.
“Your teacher can arrange for any kid who has a
problem to talk to the counselor at school,” Mom said.
“I’ll call her tomorrow.”
I went to bed happy and relieved.
I was nervous when I went to see the counselor,
Miss Yee. First, we talked about school and soccer.
Then I told her about my dad. I asked her what I really
wanted to know. “What causes depression? How does
it start?”
“Everybody gets sad at times. But when it’s really bad and lasts a long time, it’s
depression. And some people get depressed more easily than others,” she explained.
“Many things can cause depression. And what causes it in one person can be different
from what causes it in another. The symptoms can come from big changes, like when someone
they love dies. Or maybe they lose their job or have a bad accident. They could be feeling a lot
of stress. Or maybe the person gets another sickness that causes depression.”
“But none of those things happened to my dad,” I said.
“Sometimes we don’t even know why a person gets depressed. The symptoms — that
means the way they act —just come,” she said. “The important thing is to know that it is not
your fault.”
That was what Anna had said!
I asked Miss Yee my biggest question. “Can I catch it, like a cold?”
“No, there isn’t a germ that causes depression, like with a cold or the flu. You can’t catch
it from your dad.”
“But will I get it?” I was still worried.
“No one knows if they will become depressed. If your parent has depression, you may get
it, but it’s also very likely that you won’t.”
“What can I do so I won’t get depressed?” I didn’t want to be sad.
“You’re doing it right now!” she said. “Talking about problems and questions with your parents and other grown-ups, like me, can help you to feel better and deal with those problems.”
“My dad makes me feel mad sometimes, or sad, or scared, and I don’t know what to do.”

“Many kids who have parents going through depression feel those things at times. And
they may be afraid to talk about such feelings because they think their parents have too much
to worry about already. Sometimes that’s true, but parents usually want to hear about how
you feel and what you worry about. They want to hear all about your life.”
“What else can I do, other than talk about depression?”
“You can join clubs, play sports, hang out with friends, and spend time with other adults
who aren’t depressed.”
“Thanks, Miss Yee.” Anna was right. I felt much better.
‘‘There are lots of people who work with kids to help them with their feelings. You can
check in with me while your dads going through this, or you can talk to a psychologist –
another kind of ‘feelings’ doctor – or to your own doctor.”
The next week, I went to talk to Dr. Bean, a psychologist. I tried not to laugh at his name. I
asked him the same question I had asked Anna. “Do you think my dad will ever get better?’’
“Most people with depression who get help do get better,” he said. “If the depression
comes back, and it sometimes does, doctors can treat it again.”
That made me feel better. “My dad’s in treatment, but I don’t really know what that
means.”
“There are two ways to treat depression.”
“One is to find pills that help the person’s brain to work better. The pills help them to
think, feel, and act the way they did before they got sick. The other way is for the person with
depression to talk to a therapist like a psychologist, a psychiatrist, a nurse, or a social worker.”
“My dad sees a psychiatrist.”
Dr. Bean nodded. “Your dad’s learning ways to help him
get through this difficult time – new ways to cope.” I thought
about all the things my dad had liked to do, like playing in his
band, throwing balls for Sparky, and watching me play soccer.
Soccer season’s nearly over now. Dad’s feeling better.
His doctors are looking for the best kind of pill for him.
All the talk therapy helps, too. He smiles more and there
aren’t as many arguments at home.
Things are going well with me, too. I scored a goal! I even scored it before Dad started
coming to my games. I do what Anna said. I don’t wait for the ball to come to me anymore. I go
for it!

TALKING ABOUT DEPRESSION
If there’s a history of depression in your family, it’s important that you know what
depression is and how to treat it. If a parent has depression, it’s crucial for your family to know
what can protect children against depression or against feeling hopeless about the family
situation.
Can I Catch It Like a Cold? provides helpful and easy-to-understand answers to children’s
most common questions, and it offers the parent, grandparent, teacher, mental health or
addiction professional, or other concerned adult a tool to aid in talking with children about
depression. Encouraging children to start talking about family issues related to depression is
one of the most important things you can do for them.
Remember, when a family member has depression, the issues are complex. This book is
not intended to replace professional help. Please get help from a professional.

WHY TALK ABOUT A PARENT’S DEPRESSION?
If the family doesn’t talk openly about a parent’s depression, it can become the big secret
that is never discussed. When children don’t get information, they often draw their own
conclusions, and their ideas may be wrong or frightening. Some of their most common fears
are that they are the cause of the disorder, they make it worse, they have the power to make
the parent better, that the parent will go to hospital or die, or that the parent will never get
better. Good communication within a family is related to a child’s ability to make healthy,
positive choices in difficult life situations, and it contributes to their resilience or ability to cope
with adversity.
Children often understand more than you might think. They need to be able to ask
questions, even though it’s often hard for them to do so. And they need clear, concise, and
age-appropriate answers. Research shows that if kids understand their parent’s depression,
they do better later in life. Children need to understand that they did not cause the
depression, they can reach out to adults, they are not responsible for making the parent
better, and that the parent’s mood and behavior is no one’s fault.
If your children are open to talking, this story can give you ways to explain depression. If
your children are not open to talking, simply reading the story will let them know that the
questions they think about are the same ones that other children have. Talking about their
thoughts will likely help them to feel less alone and confused. Over time, they may feel better
able to share their feelings.

You will likely find that, as the conversations develop, children will ask many “spin-off”
questions or raise other concerns. It makes sense that when children hear someone is ill, they
might fear that the person could die. Explain that depression does not stop the body from
working, like a heart attack might. When people are depressed, they may at times feel so bad
that they say “I want to die.” This can be very scary for a child to hear. While we don’t
introduce the issue of suicide in this story, if a child does bring up the topic, or if it is a factor in
their parent’s life, the following are suggestions for addressing it:
• Explain that suicidal thoughts are one of many symptoms that someone with depression
could have.
• Reassure your children about suicide or a parent’s self-harming by ensuring they
understand two things:
1. The parent has never wanted to hurt or kill him or herself. (Say this only if it’s true.)
2. If the parent were to feel so bad that he or she wanted to die, a doctor, therapist, or
someone else would help the parent to stop feeling that way.
Remember, encouraging children to start talking to you and others about depression is
one of the most important things you can do for them.
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