
​A DIFFERENT SHADE OF IOWA

​An International Adoptee’s Journey in a Small Midwestern Town

​BY ANDREW TELECKY

A Different Shade of Iowa Copyright © 2025 by Andrew Telecky

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States of America copyright law.

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of nonfiction. It is a memoir reflecting the author’s personal recollections of experiences over time. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. The author has made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the information within this book at the time of publication.

Printed in the United States of America


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Red Brick Republic

Chapter 2: The Open Gates

Chapter 3: The Expanding Horizon

Chapter 4: The Echo of the Hilltop

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


The red bricks of First Street in Mount Vernon, Iowa, have a way of holding onto the past. They are sturdy, weathered, and deeply rooted, much like the town itself. Growing up on "The Hilltop," as we locals call it, my world was defined by the rhythmic chiming of the bells from Cornell College and the endless horizon of Linn County cornfields.

To anyone passing through, I was a familiar face in a small town of four thousand people. I was an Iowan. I shoveled the heavy winter snows, cheered at the local games, and walked the same historic streets as generations before me. But my story didn’t begin on the rolling hills of the Midwest. It began thousands of miles to the south, beneath the vibrant, humid canopy of Brazil.

Being an international adoptee in a small town is a unique exercise in identity. It is the experience of being entirely "at home" in a place where you are also the most visible outlier. My skin held the pigment of a tropical sun I couldn't remember, while my heart was forged in the quiet, disciplined landscape of the American heartland.

In Mount Vernon, everyone knows your name, and often, they know your story before you’ve even had the chance to tell it. This book is not just about the logistics of adoption or the geography of a flight from South America to the Midwest. It is about the "shade" of a life lived between two worlds. It is about the specific beauty of growing up in a place that adopted me as its own, and the journey of reconciling the Brazilian boy I was born as, with the Iowan man I became.

This is my view from the Hilltop. This is A Different Shade of Iowa.
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​Chapter 1: The Red Brick Republic
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My life doesn't begin with a flight from Brazil or the first time I held my parents' hands. Those moments exist only in the yellowing edges of photographs and the stories my parents tell me over dinner. To me, those years are a silent movie where I don’t know the actors. My real life, the one I can still feel in my bones, begins at ten years old, standing on the red brick streets of Mount Vernon with a bicycle between my legs and the Iowa sun on my neck.

At ten, the world was exactly as large as the city limits of our small hilltop town. Mount Vernon wasn't just a place where I lived; it was our kingdom. To a pack of neighborhood kids, the town was a series of challenges and secret passages. We were a tribe of suburban explorers, and our days were measured not by hours, but by how far we could roam before the streetlights flickered to life.

I remember the sound of our bike tires on the bricks of First Street, a rhythmic thrum-thrum-thrum that felt like the town's own heartbeat. We were a blur of mismatched t-shirts and scraped knees. There were no "international adoptees" or "Brazilian immigrants" in our group. There were just the kids from down the block. In the heat of an Iowa July, the only thing that mattered was who was the fastest to the top of the hill and who had enough change for a soda at the Ben Franklin Store.

Mount Vernon is a town built on a hill, and as a kid, that terrain defined your status. If you could pedal all the way up to the Cornell College campus without putting your feet down, you were a legend. We spent hours in the shadow of the King Memorial Chapel, our voices echoing off the stone walls of the old college buildings and fishing in the pond at the back of the College. To the professors and students, we were probably just a noisy nuisance, but to us, the campus was our fortress.

I was always aware, in a quiet, secondary way, that I didn't look like the other kids in the pack. My skin was a deeper shade, my hair a different texture. But at ten, that difference was invisible in the way that matters most. I was the kid who could climb the highest tree in the park. I was the kid who knew the best shortcut through the alleyways behind the historic Victorian houses. In the "Red Brick Republic" of our neighborhood, belonging wasn't something you earned; it was something you lived.

We spent our summers in a state of constant motion. We would gather in front of a neighbor's house, a tangle of bikes dropped haphazardly on the grass, and plan our day like generals. We’d head down toward the Pool or find a gravel road that led out toward the cornfields, where the town ended and the vast, green ocean of Iowa began.

Looking back, there is a strange irony in those years. I was a child born in the Southern Hemisphere, in a land of rainforests and crowded cities I couldn't remember, yet I was becoming the quintessential product of the American Midwest. My values were being forged in the dirt of Iowa backyards. My language was the flat, honest drawl of the prairie.

The mystery of my first ten years, the Brazil years, stayed tucked away in the back of my mind, like a book I hadn't learned how to read yet. I didn't feel a "void." I felt the wind in my face as we raced down the hill toward the center of town. I felt the solid, unyielding reality of the red bricks beneath me.

At ten years old, I wasn't searching for my roots. I was too busy planting them in the Iowa soil.
Those roots were watered every summer at the Mount Vernon pool. We weren’t just kids who went swimming; we were "poolrats." It was a title we wore with pride. Every morning, we’d wait for the gates to swing open, our skin already smelling of a heavy layer of sunscreen and the faint, chemical promise of chlorine. We stayed until our fingers were shriveled like raisins and the sun began to dip behind the trees. The pool was the great equalizer of the Hilltop. In the water, it didn’t matter where you were born; the only thing that mattered was who was brave enough to go off the high dive and who could do the biggest cannonball. We’d spend the "intermissions" sprawled out on the hot concrete, letting the Iowa sun bake the water off our backs while we plotted our next move.

Usually, that move involved basketball. We’d migrate from the pool to the park, the rhythm of the ball hitting the pavement becoming the heartbeat of our afternoons. We played until our lungs burned and our shadows stretched long across the court, mimicking the tall Cornell College students who lived just a few blocks away.

When the weekend hit, the energy of the town shifted. Friday nights meant the "Old Middle School" on the hill. I remember walking there with my parents, the air cooling down just as the town was heating up. We’d find our spot on the grassy slope, looking down at the high school football field as it flickered to life. Under those massive stadium lights, the grass looked greener than any rainforest I could have imagined. While the adults focused on the game, we lived on the Massive Wooden Playground nearby. It was a sprawling, splintery fortress of cedar and secret passageways. We’d play tag in the dark corners of the wooden towers, our laughter muffled by the roar of the crowd and the distant blare of the marching band.

Saturdays were for the hunt. It started early with my parents, navigating the winding neighborhood streets for yard sales. To a ten-year-old, a yard sale was a treasure hunt for a fifty-cent comic book or a discarded toy that still had a little life left in it. But the crown jewel of the summer was Heritage Days. The Hilltop would transform; the red brick streets were suddenly lined with vendors, the smell of funnel cakes and grilled corn filling the air. There were rides that made your stomach drop and live music that echoed off the historic storefronts. We’d spend the whole and and night uptown, drifting through the various stores, feeling like we owned every inch of the pavement.

Even our quiet moments had a local flavor. We’d spend an hour at the old movie store, scanning the VHS covers with the kind of intensity usually reserved for a school project, finally picking the one film that would define our Saturday night. We’d grab a pizza at the Pizza Palace, the grease, the bubbling cheese, and the vinyl booths becoming a permanent part of my sensory memory.

To make our travel between these landmarks more official, we transformed our bikes. We’d scour the ditches for discarded pop cans, crushing them just enough to wedge them between the frame and the back tire. The ratt-tatt-tatt of the plastic-on-metal was our own DIY engine. We were a low-budget biker gang, claiming the streets as our own.

I felt the wind in my face as we raced down the hill toward the center of town. I felt the solid, unyielding reality of the red bricks beneath me. I wasn't an outsider looking in; I was a boy in the middle of a kingdom, riding a "motorcycle" made of a Huffy bike and a Pepsi can, perfectly at home.
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