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Andres’ Story: A Sixteen Year Old Superman
 	Imagine yourself at the age of four or five; picture your biggest worries, your biggest fears. Did these emotions even exist? Would you consider yourself a “survivor” as a toddler? One Colombian boy has answered these questions, and surprisingly, he answered yes. Yes, he had worries and fears. Yes, he was a survivor. By the time he was a toddler, Andres began to evolve into the person he is today. He had no other choice. He has gone through battles that most people do not encounter throughout their entire lifetime. Andres is a survivor; Andres is an inspiration; Andres is a sixteen year old superman.
	It was near midnight, and Andres sat wide-eyed and eager in the lobby of the hotel in Bogota, Colombia. There was a glint in his eye, reflecting his readiness to talk. He desperately needed to break the silences that he had been living with for all these years. He finally found a way to release the muted demons inside of him that he never let escape. Though he was here to tell his heartrending story, he was still youthful at heart. 
 	Andres was only sixteen and his age, physique and behavior all complemented each other. Andres stood five foot, six inches tall, with tanned skin. His dark hair seemed to naturally feather itself, and the compliments he received from this were endless. His oval eyes were dark enough to seem exotic, but with the right reflection of light, they illuminated to enthrall any passerby to stare into their secret shade of russet. His toothy smile lasted for days. It was the most genuine grin; remarkably, it left no trace of loss to be found behind it.

 	As the minutes passed, he grew more anxious. There sat a boy, itching to tell the story of a man. At his young age, he held within him a story that could be told of a person who was a century old. The losses he spoke of, the terms he used, and the ways he managed to cope throughout his life was impeccable. Within himself, Andres held masked burdens, regrets, and unanswered questions.	 
	 As a result, he was wise beyond his years, but knew better than to solely take all the credit. Throughout his life, Andres was fortunate enough to have great teachers and role models to influence him in positive ways. He is the first to admit that these individuals are the reasons why he will become who he wants and needs to become as an adult. They are the reason he feels he needs to accomplish so much in his life; he knows without them, his life would still be in question. 
*** 
	Andres folds his fingers into the form of a fist and raises his clenched hand. His forehead crinkles as his eyebrows sink into a “V” shape right above the start of his nose. Suddenly, he drives his fist down and pounds it into his opposite forearm. It takes a moment to comprehend that his punch was not forceful; he was merely explaining an action that he knows all too well. While living at home, under the protection of his parents, Andres’ father used to beat him. “I remember everything,” Andres uttered, “I have a lot of sad stories.” 
 	Both his mother and his father were drug abusers. His father however, was also an alcoholic. It was the times when his father was using that Andres remembers being beaten. During these combative episodes, Andres saw his father’s true colors. He saw what he can only describe as pure hatred on his father’s face while he punched his youngest son; the only son his father had left to carry on his family name.
 	Nonetheless, Andres persists that his parents were good people. He states numerous times, they only had one problem: they abused drugs. He wholeheartedly believes that his father is a nice person, “he just had a problem with drugs and alcohol.” Unfortunately, his father’s problems bled outside of his own boundaries and soaked up into Andres’ life.  This left Andres with a constant battle of emotions revolving around his father; to this day there lingers a sense of unending conflict when the topic is brought up.  
 	 The adoration that he has for his mother is extreme; he idealizes every action that he can remember of her. As he converses about his mother, he sits back and reflects for a few seconds. This rest evokes what seemed to be the most important reason why Andres worships her the way he does. His mother was his defender. She was the only one he had to tell his father to stop beating him. As an innocent toddler, Andres had no other choice but to be beaten by his father’s insufferable fist. His mother was his hero. 
***
	The story of Andres’s life unfolds carefully. It takes time and a precautious eye to decide whether all of the details will be told and if the reciprocator can be trusted. One of the largest barriers that incessantly rises is the language discrepancy. Andres is still learning to speak English and the correspondent has little knowledge of the Spanish language. Miraculously, the story is understood. The language of loss that every human knows and connects with emanates through. Throughout the conversation the feelings of both hurt and strength are nearly tangible.
 	Andres is extremely resilient. Deemed a survivor from the time he could barely walk, he had no other choice. However, Andres had help along the way. He had people who sculpted him to become the sixteen year old he is now and the man he will one day grow up to be. When Andres took but a split second to answer who are his role models or people who meant the most to him. His eyes light up and his lips curl into a resplendent grin. The obvious answer is the two female role models Andres has been blessed to have as his guardian angels throughout his life: Jacquie and Gloria. 
***
	Jacquie has been helping the San Mauricio Orphanage since 2004 and has had an extraordinary connection with Andres ever since. According to Andres, Jacquie helped him in more ways than he could even fathom to express. In his words, “She made me strong.” He looked at Jacquie and saw her powerful demeanor as inspiration. Jacquie filled the void as a person in Andres’ life who reared dominance and positivity. 
 	He saw the world in a different light after Jacquie entered foot into his life. Andres watched Jacquie every year he was at San Mauricio use all the effort she had in her body and soul to help the children at the orphanage. She was helping the only friends and family he had left to his name. This meant everything to him. Andres sits up, and directs his eyes forward as he said, “She [Jacquie] is amazing. I look up to her because she helps people. She is a lawyer; I want to be a lawyer too.”
***
	Then there was Gloria. Gloria. Andres would not have the life he does now if it were not for her. The conversation about Gloria is more reflective. The sound of her name rolls off his tongue soft and sweet like honey. When he talks of her, the words seemingly lack, not because there is nothing to for him to say, but because he knows there are not enough words to explain all that she has done for him. “Everything I have is because of her,” Andres expresses. Gloria was the woman who brought Andres to San Mauricio to be with his sisters. He has always treasured her for bringing him back to his family.
 	Andres’ life with Gloria was not an easy path to travel. He notes quiet eagerly, “she was nice when nice but a storm when a storm.” Clearly, Gloria’s love for Andres was not limited. She treated him like a son. She scolded and pushed him when she found it necessary. She supported him unconditionally. Andres knows that that Gloria is the reason he is in the United States right now. He owes his future to Gloria and for this reason, one day he will make her proud, “I want to be the person she made me to be. I want to say I am this person because of you.”  
***
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Andres’ mother and father were, without a doubt, substance abusers. Drugs took over their lives. They were in the control of a substance, and this left their children alone. They needed to fight to survive and grow on their own. When the drug dilemma reached its climax, Andres’ world completely changed. Andres and his sisters were suddenly ripped away from all that they knew without a chance to look back.
 	As a toddler, Andres’ life at home was not trouble-free, but he had a home. He had a family. Regardless of the internal situations that played out inside the walls of his house, he found security within those walls. At the age of four, he did not have another choice. Correspondingly, he did not have a choice when strangers came one night and removed him and his siblings from their home. These strangers brought the children to orphanages. They separated the girls and the boys, leaving Andres without his family for an entire year.   
 	Andres’ parents were arrested by the police for stealing money from a store. Once again the vicious cycle of his parents’ addiction swooped down and negatively affected Andres’ life. Andres and his young siblings could not live on their own without supervision of a guardian, and their guardians were living in a jail cell. Whether they planned to or not, they abandoned their parents abandoned their children for drugs and let total strangers assume responsibility for them. 
 	A year later, Gloria swept into Andres’ life and she was his savior. Andres’ sisters were brought to San Mauricio by the police and Andres was brought to a different orphanage. San Mauricio has a goal to keep families together. Although it took Gloria time to locate Andres, she miraculously brought him back to his siblings. For an entire year, the siblings lived separate lives. That year was filled with obtrusive thoughts wondering where their siblings were and if they were content. Gloria brought these thoughts and fears to an end and reunited the children as a family once again. 
***
	Andres looks up and recounts the events that had happened to him. It is unclear whether he lists these events so diligently for the sake of the story or for himself. He inhales deeply, and lets out a long breath. First off, he was abandoned by his parents. He nods along to himself, check. He was taken away from his home. He was separated from his sisters for a year while they lived in separate orphanages. This is accompanied by an inhale and long exhale, check. Director Gloria came and brought him to San Mauricio. When he finally came back together with his siblings, they vowed to stay together forever, but this did not happen. They were separated again. Andres shakes his head back and forth as his eyes hit the ground, check. Everyone was leaving him. He felt absolutely alone. He wanted to be an orphan. He felt like an orphan. His eyes rise from the ground. He sits back for a minute in silence. Check. Maybe he recounted these events for both the story and for himself.
***
Presently, Andres is still too young to find out where his sisters are in the United States. According to Colombian law, once a sibling turns 18 years old they can contact the Colombian government to find out where the rest of their siblings were adopted. Andres is well aware that in a few years he will be qualified to file for that request. Surprisingly, he is weary on whether or not he will go through and receive this information. 
 	Andres is exceptionally cognizant that the life he and his sisters have lived was not an easy one. He discourses he is constantly possessed with an internal battle on whether or not he should find them. Andres wants to once again be with his sisters, the only family he has left in this world, but their happiness outweighs his personal desires. His most prevalent fear is that he is going to find his sisters and have his visit ruin the blissful life that they are living. No one else deserves to be happy than them. He does not want his sisters to remember the times they all once suffered through. Nor does he want them to feel as if they need to leave their new family to be with him.  
 	The life that he and his sisters lived changed them dramatically. They had no control over the events that they experienced or the paths they were forced to take. Thoughtfully, Andres expresses, “I think this is why my older sister is the way she is.” Immediately Andres’s body language alters. He suddenly tenses as he wonders if he has said too much, or just enough. He finally found an opportunity to tell the story that eats him alive. It reveals the answers to questions that no one else knows. Never in his life, has he told this story. The only person he has had conversations about it with was his older sister. And he believes this is why she “is the way she is.”
***
The doorknob turned slowly to the right and the door creaked open. Two small children stood in the doorway under the shadow of the door. Their small eyes were shiny and their tiny palms began to clam up. They stood helplessly in the doorway, unable to control the events to come. They were used to this by now, living a life surrounded by chaos. But this was more than chaos. This was going to do more damage to their lives than they could ever imagine. 
 	Four or five gangsters suddenly came sprinting. They were chasing a beautiful boy who was running for his life. The boy being chased had light-tan skin, sandy hair and impeccable blue eyes. The beautiful boy ran as fast as he could. The two children stood and watched him in the shadow of the doorway, too young to help and to witness what was happening. They were too young to see the beautiful boy, their older brother, fall to the ground because he could not outrun the speed of a bullet. They were too young to see their older brother die. No one is old enough to watch such an event. 
***
 	The two children hidden in the shadow of the door were Andres and his older sister Antonella. They watched their older brother get murdered in front of them. Andres knows he was there; he remembers most of the event. However, Antonella remembers everything. She is the one who informed Andres on the details they he could not remember. Forever this will be entrenched in their memory. 
 	This is why Andres believes his sister may be “the way she is”. At sixteen he has the ability to understand that this traumatic event may have altered his sister’s way of thinking and coping. He will not discuss details any further. This is not his sister’s story; this is his. 
 	Andres remembers his brother from a picture his mother used to show him, which always made him sad. He will forever remember his brother from this picture. His brother was a beautiful boy, with light Colombian features. There was a problem with this picture, Andres soon came to realize. The picture provided evidence that Andres looked nothing like his older brother. This is where the quandary began. “This is why my father beat me,” explains Andres, “because of the loss of my brother. He expected me to be like him… and I wasn’t.” And there you are, a four year old was beaten because he could not rise to act like or look like his older, departed brother.
***
San Mauricio has a summer program where the children will visit in the homes of families who are potentially looking to adopt. The few months that the children are living with the family are seen as a trail period for both the family and the child. Andres visited five homes in the United States. The families kept sending him back to San Mauricio after all of his visits. Although this is not uncommon, Andres admits that he was sent back because he acted badly on purpose. 
 	He verbalizes that he had a great deal of fears associated with families. He did not want to get stuck in a similar situation to the one was in before he came to San Mauricio. Although he longed for a family, he experienced far too many repercussions from his biological family to have faith that a loving family existed. His experiences at his real home warped his thoughts.
 	These warped views are the reason why Andres never found his ideal family when he stayed at homes in the United States. He wanted a single parent family with only a mother. He was afraid of abuse and thought that any father figure might beat him like his own did. Now, Andres understands that he needed time to work through his fears. He wishes dearly that he came to this conclusion sooner. He regrets not staying with the third family he visited, “[If I could change one part about my past.] I [would] want to be a good kid with the third family. I love them and was very little and had fears. She [the mother] wanted to keep me the second day.”
***
Andres now lives in California with his adopted family. He stays with them because he became all too familiar with adoption politics while he was at San Mauricio. After his first four families, he realized he needed to stop misbehaving or he would never be adopted. He was a young boy in his early teens; this meant his time to be adopted was coming to a quick end. Adopting a sixteen year old boy is not an ideal situation for most families. Andres knew that if he was not adopted soon he would end up staying at San Mauricio until he was eighteen. At that point, he would be a legal adult and sent right back into the mess San Mauricio saved him from. He needed to be adopted by an American family. Adoption in the United States brings forth an opportunity valued higher than gold, an education. 
 	Andres is living with his adopted family because he was taught that an education is the only way to break the vicious cycle that he was born into. If it were up to Andres, he would have already left the family years ago. Fortunately, whenever this thought seeps into his mind, he hears Jacquie and Gloria’s voices scolding him for even considering such a ridiculous idea. He is going to continue to live by his adopted parents’ rules until he graduates from high school and turns eighteen. But, he will take it from there. 
 	Although his plan has been meticulously thought out, Andres keeps this a secret from his adopted family. He plays right along when his adopted parents say they will pay for his college education. He acts entertained and surprised when they include him in their future. Andres performs for his adopted family as if they were an audience. He does not want them to know he is planning on leaving them. The repercussions for this truth could result in his return to Bogota.
 	Once Andres is 18, he will leave his adopted family and change his last name. He will start over as someone new. His scrupulous strategy will then go into effect. First, he will get a job as an actor or a model to pay for his college career. Then, he will study to become a family lawyer, just like Jacquie. After completing law school and working for a few years, the money will start to roll in. Andres plans to follow in Jacquie’s shoes and open up his own foundation that directly supports orphaned children. He will grow up to be someone’s hero as well.  
***
Andres sits still and contemplates thoughts for a moment or two. Of course this thought has come into his mind a time or two, but never has anyone asked him it directly. No one has ever phrased the question quite like that before. He puts his hand on his cheek and states, “Do I think my parents are alive and would I want to see them if they were? Hm.” Again, he takes a moment to think before saying, “I do not know because they do drugs and my dad was an alcoholic. But if I saw them and it was really bad, everything I have ever worked for will be destroyed.” 
***
	One day, Andres will grow up to be someone has made a name of himself. He has so many people that believe in him, that worked for him, that pushed him. He wants to make them feel honored that they played a role in his success. He needs to work hard for his teachers, mentors, psychologists, and friends. He needs to work hard for these people because they are all he has ever known as a true family. Andres has nearly two hundred children from San Mauricio looking up at him like he is a superhero; he will not let his family down. 
 	Andres will help a real family one day; he will travel all over the world to help as many children as he physically can. He will adopt children from all over and raise his family in Santa Barbra. Some may wonder how this sixteen year old boy can be so positive. How could he turn his life around? How could he not be angry? The answer is simple. Andres is thankful. He understands that he was not dealt the easiest cards, but he understands that he has many reasons to be happy to be alive. His story is different, but are not all stories different from one another? It depends on how we manage our lives how we shape the outcomes. 
***
	Why, Andres, why? “I am thankful. Everyone is different; they all live different lives,” said the sixteen year old superman. His life was different. His life was hard. Although he was not alone, he made himself a survivor, a superman. 

