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November 11, 2008 

It's all about family 

Sister adopts siblings to keep them all together 

By DEBORAH CIRCELLI 
Staff Writer 

DELTONA -- The 22-year-old college student sounds more like a mother than a big sister while watching her younger brothers ride skateboards and scooters in front of her Deltona home. 

"Be careful," said Candice Rodriguez. "Are you looking out for cars?" 

When the boys were babies -- and starting when Rodriguez was 12 -- she changed their diapers and looked after them and their two sisters. She took on her siblings' care when their mother slid into heroin addiction. 

Eight-year-old brother Melvin Castro has called Rodriguez, "Mom," since she got custody of him when he was 3, about a month after she graduated from high school. She adopted Melvin last year and Saturday will adopt her 12-year-old brother, Jon Tolentino, and 17-year-old sister, Darlene Tolentino, to ensure they won't be separated after living apart for years with other relatives after the state removed them from their mother. 

"I wanted to make sure they would be taken care of for the rest of their lives," said Rodriguez, who has overseen all three in her rented home for 18 months as a foster caregiver. 

Rodriguez's unusual path to motherhood doesn't give her pause. 

"I've been doing it my whole life. It's not that big of a deal. I know I can give them the life that they need and the life that they deserve," she said. "I couldn't see my life without any of them." 

The adoption ceremony Saturday at Calvary Christian Center is part of National Adoption Awareness Month. 

National adoption groups say siblings adopting siblings is rare. Nationwide, 26 percent of children adopted out of foster care were adopted by relatives, based on the 2006 most recent statistics. But many of those relatives are grandparents, followed by aunts and uncles. Statistics for siblings are not available, national officials said. 

In Florida, the number of relatives adopting relatives is even higher -- 40 percent. 

The three other foster families adopting four children at Saturday's ceremony are also focused on keeping siblings together. A family in Deltona and one in Palm Coast are adopting children who are siblings of other children they've already adopted. A Holly Hill couple is also adopting two brothers. 

"The more you can keep these kids together who have had their families uprooted is really an important thing for the state to try to do," said Joe Marro of Deltona, who with his wife, Patty, is adopting a 13-year-old boy on Saturday. The teen is the brother of another child the Marros adopted earlier this year. They also adopted another sibling group last year and have a total of seven children, including two biological sons. 

As for Rodriguez, Jim Yorke, adoption specialist for Community Partnership for Children, has been working with her for about three years. He said she is "very mature" for her age. While many college students participate in Spring Break and other activities, "that's not where her heart is," Yorke said. 

"Maybe it will be one day when the kids are older and she has her own family, but this is her family (now)," he said. "She is very determined to make her own life, but also wants to make a life for her siblings." 

Rodriguez is on track for an associate's degree from Florida Technical College to become a paralegal in seven months. She waits tables five days a week. 

She's adopting because she didn't want to see her siblings separated. They were already in different relatives' homes for about five years after the state Department of Children & Families removed them from their mother's care. All five siblings lived briefly in an abandoned house with their mother, Sheri Castro, in Miami. Rodriguez, a teenager at the time, said she was left with the kids for two days until police came to tell them their mom had been arrested. 

"She's always taken care (of us) -- teaching us how to tie our shoes and ride a bike," said Crystal Rodriguez, 21, who waitresses with her sister and lives nearby. "That is Candice. She's the mom." 

Her younger sister, Darlene Tolentino, who helps with her younger brothers when Candice is at college, also said her sister has been her "mother figure" doing "everything for me." Having her sister adopt her, she said, means "nobody can take me" away. 

When asked why he wanted to be adopted, Jon, who is in the sixth grade, simply said " 'cause it's my sister. I love her." 

Rodriguez receives financial help from the state, and Social Security benefits for two of her siblings whose father died. She'll get state subsidies when the children are adopted. 

Castro, 42, who has various drug arrests, said she started using heroin in 1998 after the father of two of her children who she loved for 10 years died from an asthma attack. Her father died two years later. 

"I do have a lot of regrets about what has gone on," Castro said. "(Heroin) was a way not to feel anything or deal with anything." 

Castro, also of Deltona, has been through treatment. She said she's been clean since completing a six-month jail sentence earlier this year for possession of drug paraphernalia. She said she's grateful her daughter stepped in and allows her to be a part of the children's life. She visits daily. 

"We haven't lost that bond that we had before," she said. "They don't blame me about everything that has gone on." 

Candice Rodriguez said she loves her mom, who she describes as a "wonderful person." 

"She just got caught up in the wrong things," she said. 

Rodriguez has a boyfriend who helps out and said she doesn't feel she's missing out on anything. 

"They are my babies. They've all been pretty much mine forever," she said. "I just want to make sure they have someone who is around -- someone who they can depend on." 
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