
 

Recently my doctor told me that my Russian mother drank alcohol when she was pregnant.  This is why 
I have always felt a little bit slower than others, unable to process information quickly, had a harder time 
solving problems.  I struggled with basic math facts, couldn’t read well, and always felt much younger than my 
age.  My path hasn’t been easy but my doctor’s words have helped me understand myself better.  I’m hoping 
that it will help other people by changing society’s perspective about alcohol use.   

When I was 4, my mother caught the house on fire with a cigarette while she was passed out drunk.  I came 
back home from the park with my brother, Victor, and our father to find the house burning and our mother dead.  
I can’t remember much about it except our father had to put us in a Russian orphanage because we were 
homeless.  He couldn’t provide for us as there was no work.  I don’t care to remember much about the 
orphanage but remember feeling very alone, scared, isolated, and abandoned by my parents.  I remember Victor 
looking out for me because I seemed so much younger than the other kids.  Eventually Victor was adopted by a 
family in the United States.  By then I had been transferred to a different orphanage where I could attend 
boarding school during the week.  I lived in the second orphanage until age 11 when my American parents 
adopted me.  They were friends with the family that had adopted Victor and believed that Victor and I would be 
happier living nearby each other.   

For the past 10 years, I have lived in a suburb of Washington, DC where I graduated from a public high school.  
I still live at home because my school provided very little “transitional” support into adulthood.  They gave me 
no guidance to find a job, provided no support for basic life skills like balancing a checkbook or going to an 
interview, and did not help me understand either my limitations or my strengths. If it weren’t for the advocacy 
of my adoptive parents, I would not have found work at all.  Fortunately, my adoptive mother understood my 
love of young children and my capacity to relate to them.  She helped me find a job as an assistant in a 
preschool as a teacher’s aide.  I equally enjoy working with children who have special needs as well as those 
who are “typically developing.”  I enjoy teaching the kids their letters, numbers, colors, shapes; doing arts and 
crafts; playing with them on the playground; coloring and drawing; and interacting with them socially.  Since I 
live pretty close to the school, I either walk to and from work or my parents drive me there.  I’m frustrated I 
can’t pass the test for my license. 

The reason my parents felt I needed to see a psychiatrist was to help me understand my condition, known as 
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder, so that I could learn how to use my abilities and live up to my potential.  
While I am hopeful this will happen, at first I became very angry.  Angry that my biological mother damaged 
my brain with alcohol before I was born, for drinking 24/7 after I was born so that she couldn’t parent me 
properly, then drank to unconsciousness and caught our house on fire leaving us destitute and homeless.   

I am angry at the Russian society for its culture of vodka flowing as freely as water, that they have no 
consideration for what it is doing to the brains of its innocent children before they are born, and that they choose 
to “warehouse” children like animals in conditions as bad as Nazi prison camps.  I am angry at my biological 
father for not having a job to take care of us, not asking his family or the Russian government for assistance, 
and for putting us in that awful place.  I am angry at my brother who moved abroad with his adoptive family 
five years after I was finally adopted.  I am angry that American doctors and educators did not identify that I 
have FASD until now.  And, I can honestly say, that I am angry at the doctor who gave me the news that I have 
FASD, even though I recognize she is trying to help me.  The only person that I direct my anger to is myself.  
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What I am left with – beyond the orphanage, beyond my anger – is hope.  I hope and pray that this situation will 
change for other people.  That a light bulb will go off on the planet to “enlighten” others that alcohol is a serious 
chemical that causes brain damage in babies. That women and men should be careful about having babies when 
they’re using alcohol.  Society should care more about the brains of their children even than an adult who 
chooses to drive drunk. 
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