Personal Testimony for Eurocare meeting in Brussels--Diane Black

I guess I am invited here today to tell you about my family.  About my family and how we have been affected by alcohol.  I am going to tell you three stories, really.  Parts of my stories happened in the US, as I grew up there, and parts here in Europe, where I have lived for over eighteen years.  Two of my stories have a sad ending, and the third one--well I’m not sure yet how it’s going to end.
First I want to tell you about my brother.  When I was a little girl, I really looked up to him.  He was big and strong and knew everything.  He could read hard books and he could open jars when the lids were on tight and he knew how to spell the hard words and explained to me that “ren-dez-vus” was really pronounced “ron-day-voo.”  He wasn’t afraid of anything:  he would kill spiders in my room and when we went fishing,  he put the worms on the fishhooks for me.  

Somewhere during high school, he started doing drugs.  Those were the hippie years, and all the kids in the honors club, the smart kids, were taking LSD and smoking marijuana.  Well, it didn’t take them very long to figure out that alcohol was cheap, more-or-less legal, and easy-to-come-by.  Over the years, my brother drank more and more.  He dropped out of college, was in a mental hospital for a while, then got a job at the post office.  He basically worked for 8 hours, then came home and drank till he passed out, and then usually got up in time for work again.  Over the years, he was in and out of trouble, apparently with some alcohol treatment, sometimes in prison, and sometimes living on the street or in a Salvation Army center.  He didn’t have much contact with anybody in the family.  Sometimes he would call, drunk, at 3 o’clock in the morning and talk endlessly around in circles. 
Finally, he lost his job while he was lying in intensive care for gastric bleeding.  When he got out of the hospital, the union helped him sue successfully to get his job back, which he, of course, lost again within a few months.  He withdrew his retirement fund of about 30 thousand dollars and went across the country to move in with a drunk friend who lived with his mother, and this friend said his mother wouldn’t mind.  Well, she did mind.  So my brother ended up living in cheap hotels and living it up with prostitutes until his money ran out.  He went to a shooting range, rented a rifle, put the end of the barrel into his mouth, and pulled the trigger.

We had his body cremated and spread his ashes on the banks of the Potomac River in a place he used to love.
*******
My next story overlaps my first in time.  It is about my son.  When I was about 19, I got pregnant and married in that order.  I enjoyed being pregnant.  The birth naturally wasn’t so much fun, but I had the most beautiful baby boy in the world.  One time in the grocery store, a nice old man asked me if that was my child.  When I confirmed that indeed it was my son, he said to me that if I have such beautiful babies, I should have at least five!
He grew up happy and healthy. Naturally there were a few bumps along the way, like the day when he was five years old when he played gas station with the garden hose and my car.  Or when I remember how angry he was at me when he found out that Santa Claus wasn’t real:  he was furious that I had ‘lied’ to him.  That took a lot of explaining on my part!  My son was brilliantly intelligent, and won numerous awards and honors as he went through school.  He was so annoyed because he got ‘only’ a 790 out of 800 on his SAT, the American college entrance exam, and he planned to do it over to get a perfect score.
The day after his 19th birthday, while on a bicycle tour in the countryside, on a beautiful sunny afternoon, he was hit by a drunk driver, a young man who had sat the whole morning in the bar drinking strong beer.  The driver was racing at 100 km/hour in the village, over a hill where he could not see ahead of him.  My son was just laughing at a joke with his friend, when the car hit him, he was thrown onto the hood of the car, and then slid into the ditch by the road.  His friend screamed, a neighbor ran to get the doctor, but his heart stopped beating within minutes. 

My son was dead, my future was dead.  I wanted to run out into the street and throw myself under a car so I could go to join him.  This was 14 years ago.  I have found other purposes in life, but I still look forward to dying, so that I can be with my son again.

*******

My last story comes up to the present.  Almost 11 years ago, my husband and I adopted 3 children.  The oldest was three years old, the twins were 16 months.  We knew their mother was an alcohol addict, but had no idea that alcohol can have such severe effects on the unborn.  

The oldest child was hyperactive, unpredictable, and dangerous.  He spent the days zooming back and forth in the living room screaming or climbing the curtains or throwing all his legos out the window by handfuls.  He might be standing nicely on the sidewalk next to me, and when a truck came down the road, suddenly run out right in front of it.  When he was about five, the twins used to have little round blue marks on their throats.  I would ask the twins, “How did that happen?  Did you fall on a stick?” but they couldn’t tell me.  Then one day I saw how it happened.  The oldest dragged his little brother out of my sight and, telling him, “I am going to teach you a lesson!” he strangled him with his thumbs in his brother’s throat.  
As a baby, my daughter used to wake up screaming in the night up to seven times, and she could not be comforted.  I found out years later that she had hallucinations.  She remembered as a baby seeing monsters in her bed, and seeing her room change into a gymnasium.  Her twin brother was off in his own little world, either crying or giggling with his eyes rolled up to the ceiling.  

I did not know then that prenatal alcohol exposure damages the body and brain so heavily.  In particular the prefrontal cortex is often heavily damaged, destroying executive control, that is the ability to exercise self-control, to foresee the consequences of actions, and conscience.  Researchers now estimate that 1-3 children per thousand in the western world are born with full Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, and that probably 1 in a hundred have some learning or behavioral disorders without having all the characteristics of the full syndrome.  For most of these children, the role of prenatal alcohol exposure is never recognized.  They receive diagnoses of ADHD, autism or PDD-NOS, or are just labelled as unmanageable, violent, without a conscience.  They face a future with high risk of alcoholism, broken relationships, unemployment, mental illness, and criminality, and nobody will ever realize that the underlying cause was brain damage due to prenatal alcohol exposure. 
My kids are now 14, 12, and 12.  With much work and constant support and supervision, the twins are doing well.  My daughter is a champion rider in her small village riding school, and her twin brother is a valued player in a village soccer team.  They are two years behind their age level in school, which is alright, because in any case they are very small for their age. My oldest has just started middle school.  This means he has to travel by bike and bus, and is away from home all day long. This is also an age when Dutch young people are already regularly getting drunk, very worrisome, because due to his prenatal alcohol exposure, my son is at high risk of alcohol addiction.  I am not sure, I think he has started experimenting with alcohol.  In any case, he is becoming uncontrollable and angry.  On New Year’s Eve, we watched a movie together, as is our custom.  Then we had fondue for a late supper, and shot off fireworks at midnight.  About quarter to one, we sent the kids to bed, watched a National Geographic show about the beavers, then we locked up all the doors and went to bed ourselves.  At 3:30, the doorbell rang insistently.  My husband went down in his pajamas to answer the door while I paused to grab my robe.  Just as I came down the stairs I heard an angry voice saying, “Your son.......!”  I said, “But he is lying in his bed!” but as I came a step further down, whom did I see standing there with his arm tightly gripped by an angry neighbor lady!  It turns out that he had waited till we were asleep, unlocked the doors and slipped out to meet a “friend,” and together they had thrown firecrackers through the mail slot into the lady’s house.  Apparently the reason for doing so was that some kids said “she was weird.”  She had awoken to the noise and her hall full of smoke.  This was one day after we had read in the newspaper how some boys burned a house down by doing just that, and my son had angelically said how awful that was and that he would never do such a thing.
I guess I was invited to tell these stories to remind us that all the statistics and reports are about real people, about real tragedies.  You all know about alcohol addiction and drunk driving, I hope I have been able to give you an insight into the spectrum of harm caused by prenatal alcohol exposure.  
Thank you.
