
Tell Me a Cuento

A Book of Poems

fans in the Dominican Republic 
shout
Homerun!
Strike!
Three strikes!
Ouuuuuut!
While they drink orange soda and 
eat pastelitos
kipe de trigo, bananas and mangos.



Tell Me a 
Cuento



 

Franchelly Greer is a sophomore animation student at MassArt.  
In past summers he has volunteered at the Essex Art Center 
as an assistant art teacher. He writes, “I was excited to make 
an illustration of poems written by people in my home town.  
My dream is to use my art to positively influence people and 
find beauty in the simple things.”    

 You can read about Tell Me a Cuento  at 
 http://www.elephantrag.blogspot.com

Written by participants in Tell Me a Cuento, 
a book club in Lawrence, MA for adult English 
language students reading illustrated stories 
from around the world.         

Here is a list of some of the books students 
read.  Each book is annotated with a poem 
written  by class members and their teachers as 
they explored the meaning of the story and the 
meaning of their own lives.  

Cover  “Matching Doll”  by Franchelly Greer 
based on the poem “The Gift He Gave Me”  by 
students at Northern Essex Community College

Design by Felicia Marte and Kyle Tashereau,
Graphic Communications students at Greater 
Lawrence Technical School.  

 “Tell Me a Cuento” was funded by The Lawrence   
 Public Library and Mass Humanities.



Gifts

 Blessings for a Room            Notre Dame Education Center
 In the Night                                 Lawrence Adult Education
 The Gift He Gave Me    Northern Essex Community College
 I Write                        Notre Dame Education Center
 Gypsy and the Moon          Child Care Circuit
 When I Am Old I Will Remember  Notre Dame  

        
Songbirds

 Songbirds     Oasis Shelter
 
 What Would You Say to Your Boyfriend
  Who Asked you to Marry Him and Move
  To Another Country      Community Day Care,  

      Wyman Street
 A Beautiful Woman       Notre Dame 

Education Center
 Good Job       Notre Dame 

Education Center
 Three Taps       Community Day Care,  

      Wyman Street
 Coming Over to Your Place                       Essex County                       
                                                                              Correction Center
Laugh Now, Enjoy
 
 Remembering Celia      Northern Essex Community College
 Players and Fans        Notre Dame 
 Invitation       Lawrence Adult Education
 I Laugh       Community Day Care,  

            Lawrence High School 

Gifts



Mortenson, Greg. Listen to the Wind. Illus. by Susan Roth. Dial, 2009       
A mountain climber who was helped by villagers in a remote 
Pakistani village returns to build a school for the village children. 
Before the school opens, the holy man comes to bless the school 
and all that happens within it. This is a children’s version of Three 
Cups of Tea.

Blessings for a Room

How do I bless a room?
I make two places in my room, one for 
studying, 
one for prayer.
For my room, I need my grandson and 
my granddaughter.
I need a newspaper 
and a picture of my wife.
I place yellow lilies on the table.
I like to make the room very clean.
I need a crystal vase of water in my 
bedroom
so that I can sleep.
I place a picture of my daughter, 
one year old,
and hearts on the bedspread of my 
king-sized bead.
I bring Neapolitan flowers from my 
flower garden.  

By students in Ellie Hendrie’s class at Notre 
Dame Education Center, April 2009

Alvarez, Julia. The Secret Footprints. Illus. by Fabian Negrin. Dell 
Dragonfly, 2000.

A Dominican folktale tells of creatures who live in the sea, but 
in the night they walk on land with feet that are backwards. To 
prevent peril to their lives, they hide themselves from human eyes. 

  
  

    In the Night
As a boy I was afraid to walk in the dark
to the latrine.  
My grandfather said he would take me. 
He said, “But you have to pay me 20¢.”
I said, “But I don’t have 20¢.”  
So he said, that’s okay, he’d keep a tally. 
When I was twelve, my grandfather died.
I still had to go to the latrine, 
but he had given me courage,
and I could face the night.

               By a student in Bernadette Holland’s class, Lawrence   
  Adult Education, December, 2008



Mora, Pat.  Tomás and the Library Lady. Illus. by Raul Colón, Knopf 
Dragonfly, 1997. 
  A papa grande gives his grandson the gift of stories
  

                 The Gift He Gave Me
My grandmother sewed our clothes, even for my doll, 
so my doll and I were dressed just the same. 
My aunt made dresses for me and my four sisters.
My cousin gave me a lock of her hair when she was very sick.
Now 40 years have passed and I still keep it.
My father gave my mother money to buy my first pair of 
sandals. They were made of rubber. I wanted to show everybody. 
My first teacher was sweet. Every day she gave me 2 ¢.
My grandfather gave me a doll like a real baby.
Her name was Sandrita.
My older sister and I had to share our clothes. One time she 
went away for two weeks. She took everything, 
even our underwear!
I had only one uniform to wear every day. 
My uncle was a soldier who was very skinny and I liked 
him very much. When he died, I was given his soldier’s rank. 
My parents gave me a German shepherd puppy.  He bit the 
mailman and I had to say good-bye to him.  I decided then that someday 
I will have a lot of dogs, and now I do.
During the celebration of the Three Kings, 
my brother had been bad and he got nothing. 
That made him angry. He took the doll I got 
and buried it, hair and all the body.
My teacher could write beautifully.  I wished I could write 
the way she did.  Today my friends say I write in that beautiful way.
Dolly, my teacher in 4th grade, punished people who 
harassed me.  I was the teacher’s pet. 
I tried to fail so I could stay in my teacher’s class. I was able to stay 
three times in 1st grade. 
My 1st grade teacher tried to teach me to pronounce the letter “r” like 
in carro.  I couldn’t do it. Now I can say it!
I remember Miss Pomerleau, my 3rd grade teacher in a Catholic school. 
She played the guitar and everyday we learned new songs.  I will never 
forget her. 
When I was little my nickname was Laly. My father and mother and 
uncle used to tell me stories about the stars.  Uncle would say,  “See 
that one there? That one that is very special? That one is Laly.”

By students at Northern Essex Community College with   
teachers Brenda Sloane, Laura Martin, Louise Boucher and 
Joslyn Marte

Brown, Monica. My Name is Gabriela; the Life of Gabriela Mistral; Me 
llamo Gabriela, la vida de Gabriela Mistral. Illus. by John Parra. Luna 
Rising, 2006.

Gabriela Mistral, the Chilean poet, wanted to be a writer from 
the time she was a child.  This is her biography by a winner of the 
Américas Award.      

I Write

When I read a book.
When I don’t eat too much.
That slows the brain.
When I’m full of Oreos, I’m happy. 
Then I can write.
After I run on the treadmill.
After I watch a movie, I write
to tell what I think of it.
I write in the dining room,
away from the children.
I write when I am alone and I remember
my family.
I write letters to Ecuador.
I write words in a crossword puzzle
when I’m waiting for the kids or on the 
airplane
to the Dominican Republic.
When my children are asleep in the night,
then I can write. 
I write when I visit new places.
I write the story of my grandmother’s 
house
where I played when I was young in 
Cambodia.
I write when I have coffee and quiet.
Sometimes I just write and write and 
write
until my ideas come out. 

                                 By students in Kathy Clemmer’s class at 
                Notre Dame Education Center, January 2008



Brown, Monica. My Name is Gabriela; the Life of Gabriela Mistral; Me 
llamo Gabriela, la vida de Gabriela Mistral. Illus. by John Parra. Luna 
Rising, 2006.

Gabriela Mistral, the Chilean poet, wanted to be a writer from 
the time she was a child.  This is her biography by a winner of the 
Américas Award. 

Carle, Eric. Papa, Please Get the Moon For Me. Simon & 
Schuster, 1986.

A father, out of love for his daughter, climbs to the sky to get her 
the moon.   

         Gypsy and the Moon

Sometimes it is dangerous to look at the sky.
If you look past the moon and you try to count 
the stars, people say you could die.
Fire flies in the night sky are the 
souls of people who have died.
Once a gypsy could not find a lover.
She made a deal with the moon who found her a 
husband.
The moon said, only if you give me your first child.

When the moon is a crescent, she is making a crib 
for the baby and they rock. 
The moon is a woman.
If you cut your hair when the moon is full, 
it will grow fast.
Women have the same cycle as the moon.
We say, yo tengo la luna, I have the moon.
Even if you point at the moon, everybody knows. 

By mothers at Child Care Circuit, December 2006

Fox, Mem. Wilfred Gordon McDonald Partridge. Illus. by Julie Vivas, 
Kane/Miller, 1985.

A small boy lives next door to a nursing home and is friends with 
all the residents. When he hears that one resident has lost her 
memory, Wilfred helps her find it. 

 When I Am Old I Will Remember

My grandmother’s pig!
It was cream colored and it chased me so fast 
I ran inside the house and I cried.
My baby on the day she was born.
She made me laugh,
She made me cry.
When they picked her up and put her in my arms,
she was so warm.
I didn’t believe this baby was mine.
The day my baby walked. 
She walked in the kitchen.
Her father said, “Look, she is walking.”
I said, “Yeah, right.”
And then I saw.
My prom dress.
It was gold. He wore a tux. 
We danced to reggae music.
We danced to everything. 
My shower at the PLD Club on Broadway.
I got a crib, purple and yellow
and humongous.
My baby holding his bottle with two fists.
He was only two weeks old. 
My boyfriend saying,
“So let me see the baby!”
on the day that she was born. 

           By students in the Notre Dame Education Center CNA   
  class, March 2008



Songbirds

Say, Allen. Grandfather’s Journey. Houghton Mifflin, 1993.
Allen Say writes about his grandfather who was homesick for 
Japan after he moved to America (and brought his bride), and 
homesick for America when he was back in Japan.   When he was 
sad, he brought songbirds into the house. 

Songbirds

“He surrounded himself with songbirds…”
    Allen Say

She keeps her children’s pillows and quilts
no matter where 
they are so they feel safe and at home.
When she went to Haiti, she saw a painting
in the market. Every time she sees a picture
like that one, she always remembers Haiti.
She keeps her grandmother’s recipe for 
potpourri:
orange peel, spices, cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, 
vanilla.
Simmer these in water and let the scent fill the 
air.
She was poor, but she will never forget the 
Carnation
milk in wrapping that her mother gave to her.
She keeps her oldest son’s clothes, even though 
she does not see him.
She remembers the birth of her children.
That is the best thing that ever happened.  

                       By Residents at Oasis Shelter, April 2007



What You Would Say to Your Boyfriend Who Asked 
You to Marry Him and Move to Another countr
      (like the young man did in Grandfather’s Journey)

No.
If you have a car, a house, food to eat, and 
money for my 
whole family, I will go.
Vamos!
Yes, let’s just leave.
I wouldn’t go at all.
No, I won’t leave my family for you. Family comes 
first.
Maybe. I have to think about it.
If you better my life, I will go.
If you buy me a house with an island in the 
kitchen
and a flat screen tv.
Take me there on vacation first, and if I like it,
I will go.
No.  You cannot trust men. You don’t have to 
depend on them.
If we have a house and we have jobs, I will go.
No, I want to stay with my family.
I will go if we have a 1993 Dodge Viper and a 
great dane.
I’m going to leave everybody else for you, just us 
two?
No.

By students at Community Day Care on Wyman    
              Street, June 2008

Another poem after reading The Secret Footprints  by Julia Alvarez
  

         A Beautiful Woman

On Las Americas Highway, a ghost could stop a 
car.
You might pick up the ghost, but when you look 
in the backseat, no one is there.  

Once a man went to the cemetery in Lawrence, 
the one near the rotary.
He saw a woman there and she was crying.
He stopped his car to help her.
As he walked to her, he saw that she 
was beautiful, and dressed all in black.
“What happened?” he said. 
But when she only cried more,
he remembered the story of the woman who 
stops 
cars on the highway.
The man got in his car and fled.
To this day he cannot pass the cemetery without
remembering the beautiful woman in black.
One cold night, many years later at  
Notre Dame School, he learned that
near that cemetery, there had been a terrible 
accident.
A beautiful woman had died in that very place. 

By a student in Remigia Sanchez’s class at Notre Dame 
Education Center, January 2008



Good Job

.   A good job is close to home. 
A good job is when you own your own business.
Here they say, start with the language -
    you can’t do the work you did at home.
A good job is when you do what you studied 
   in your own country.
A good job means no stress when eyes are on 
you.
A good job pays the rent so you don’t  
  have to get up at  4 a.m. and work two jobs. 
A good job brings insurance for your children.
Mechanic, secretary, helping old people live, 
   helping children to grow – these are good jobs.
In a good job, I would travel to every country.
A good job is when you like what you’re doing.
A good job is when you learn to do something
  very hard and you can say, “Wow! I can do it,
  sí se puede.”

            By students in Rickamae Birnbaum’s class, Notre Dame   
  Education Center, April, 2008

Cohn, Diana. ¡Sí, Se Puede! Janitor Strike in L.A. Illus. by Francisco 
Delgado. Cinco Puntos, 2002.  

Delores Sánchez works as a janitor but does not make enough 
money to support her son and his abuelita.  This is a true story of 
a strike in which people fought for a living wage.

San Soucie, Robert D. Cendrillon, A Caribbean Cinderella. Illus. by Brian 
Pinkney. Alladin, 2002.

Cinderella’s godmother has a magic wand.  With three taps she 
can change one thing into another.  

Three Taps 

If I had a magic wand, I would change war to peace.
I would change back in time and be with my son’s 
father.
I would change pennies into hundreds. 
I would change these two months to go back to good 
times.
I would change into a billionaire.
Instead of walking, I would drive a BMW.
I would turn my apartment into a single house.
I would get a house for my mom.

By Students at Community Day Care on Wyman    
 Street, June, 2007



Janeczko, Paul, editor.  Going Over to Your Place: Poems for Each Other. 
Simon & Schuster, 1987, Scholastic.

A collection of poems by many writers that “reveal the 
extraordinary in familiar, everyday love and loss.”

 

  Coming Over to Your Place

 We’ll come to Guayama where you grew up and we can 
 walk to the green forest where the coquis live.
 We’ll party on the long street of Jacksonville to “Sweet  
 Home Alabama” 
 on the night the Patriots won the Superbowl. 
 We’ll skate at Rolling America everyday, especially   
 Wacky Wednesdays.
 We’ll come to your room in the city for quiet and   
 solitude.
 We’ll come to Honolulu where they welcome you. They 
 put leis around your neck and it’s beautiful there.
 Punch in Honolulu on Google Earth and you can even see 
 the picnic tables where we’ll eat.
 We’ll come to your grandmother’s house at Daytona   
 Beach
 Where we’ll run in the hot sand not even in sandals. 
 We’ll come to Hopkinton by the lake where everyone 
 that you love was still alive,
 and sing, “Wonderful, wonderful, what a wonderful   
 world.”
 When we hit the airport in Puerto Rico, the first thing   
 we’ll feel is the heat. 
 We’ll come to your house and see your family. We’ll open
 The windows, boil the water for the good Puerto Rican   
 coffee,eat passion fruit, caña, mangoes, tamarindos,   
 coconuts, star fruit, guayabas, and think aboutthe   
 memories we have.
 We’ll ride bicycles over the rolling green hills in    
 Cimarrona,
 and smell the clean air and the river and the caña.
 We’ll come home with you. 

 By students in Miriam Coleman’s class at the Essex    
 County Corrections Center

Laugh Now, Enjoy



Chambers, Veronica. Celia Cruz, Queen of Salsa. Illus. by Julie Maren. 
Dial, 2005.

Celia Cruz, who grew up very poor in Cuba, “sings like a 
nightingale” and brings the passion of her music to the world. 

Remembering Celia

                 Úrsula Hilaria Celia Caridad Cruz Alphonso.
                 She used to read cards, and counsel people
                 to reach the spirits of those they loved.
                 She wore everything in different colors,
                 The hair, the dress, in orange, reds, and golds.
                 In the Dominican Republic they played Celia Cruz
                 in the bodegas and people danced in the street.
                 In the Black Hat Discoteque, 

      they played her music for hours.
                 She did not like Fidel Castro.
                 He never let her return to Cuba where her heart   
       was.
                 In Celia’s life, Pedro was her only lover.
                 She sings “Carnaval, de la Vida.”
                 Laugh now, enjoy, Celia sings.
                 Death will find everyone in their time. 
                 I like dancing to her music.
                 Even the children in my day care dance. 
                 Her music was a gift of God. 

      By Students in the Day Care Providers’ class of Samaria                         
      Cruz and Tanya Pomerleau, Northern Essex 
      Community College

Garza, Xavier. Lucha Libre: The Man in the Silver Mask, a 
Bilingual Cuento.  Cinco Puntos Press, 2005

The identity of a famous Mexican wrestler, dressed in a 
silver mask, is a secret even to his family.   

Players and Fans

Some play dominoes
Poker
Bingo  (poquito lucky)
Volleyball

Shoot pool

Wrestle
in silver wrestling boots
and they never take off their masks

Some play soccer
 22 players
 in
 shirts
 sweaters
 shorts
 socks
 sneakers
 cintillas
keeping one ball in play

And fans in the Dominican Republic shout
Homerun!
Strike!
Three strikes!
Ouuuuuut!
While they drink orange soda and eat 
pastelitos
kipe de trigo, bananas and mangos.

 By students in Rickamae Birnbaum’s class, 
 Notre Dame Education Center,  January, 2008



Mora, Pat. The Bakery Lady, La señora de la panadería. Illus. by Pablo 
Torrecilla. Piñata Books, 2001.

A young girl helps her family in their bakery.  When she finds the 
tiny good-luck doll in the Feast of the Three Kings cake, she gets 
to have her wish come true. 

Invitation

On Christmas Eve, what time can you come?
I cook pastelon and yucca with cheese, milk, 
eggs,
carrots, pepper, onion.
For Christmas we have pork, chicken,
pastels, salad, rice and beans.
My husband cooks.
I make turkey and stuffing, rice with chicken.
Who cooks?  Only me. I cook everything.
I make orange cookies and lemon cookies,
For the New Year, maybe meatballs and beans.
Sometimes we eat and drink until morning.
When I was little my parents made halupkis.
Now we make fondue pizza for Christmas Eve.
I make flan. I take the milk, sugar, eggs, 
vanilla.  
Beat them with a mixer. Cook the sugar until it
caramelizes. 
Bake for 45 minutes. This is very easy.
I make egg rolls. First you mix sticky rice with 
pork, beans, 
carrots, shrimp, vegetables, garlic, onion, salt, 
sugar.
Mix this with oil. Make the roll. Dip into nuoc 
cham.
For Navidad, we have pork, vegetables, 
guandules,
Russian salad - with potatoes and beets -  
and soft, long bread. 

  By Students in Sandy Chupkai’s class, Lawrence Adult  
   Education, December, 2007

Norman, Lissette. My Feet Are Laughing. Illus. by Frank Morrison. 
Farrar Straus & Giroux, 2006

Sadie tells her story in joyous poems about being a Dominican 
girl living in Harlem with her mom and little sister. One poem 
is “Dancing Merengue With Mommy” which is a part of their 
Saturday morning cleaning routine.  
   
                       I Laugh

I laugh when                  my son puckers up his lips when he  
wakes and stretches  one hand up.

I laugh when  my daughter rolls her eyes at people,big 
hazel, brown, and gray eyes.

             I laugh when   my son goes red, and he goes push, push,  
    push.

I laugh when   my son goes pshsshssh if he doesn’t   
    want to eat.

I laugh when   my daughter pees on me I start smiling,
and she starts smiling.

I laugh when   my baby smiles and I see her fat, fat   
                                                   cheeks.

I laugh when    I see my baby sleeping and she smiles.
I laugh when   I’m watching tv and he comes out of   

    nowhere and he kisses me.   
I laugh when   my daughter is wide awake and smiling.
I laugh when   my son walks in my high heels. 
I laugh when   my daughter lays her head on my   

    shoulder. 
I laugh when   my son flirts with me.
I just start laughing       when I’m upset and I look at my son   

    and he smiles at me.
I laugh when   my son crawls and he gets excited and   

                                       tries to go fast, and he farts.
I laugh when   he takes my finger and leads me to the       

    door so he can go outside. 
I laugh when              my mom tells my daughter, “No.” Her   

               bottom lip quivers, and she puts    
    her head  down on my shoulder.

      My baby always makes me laugh.  
   

By students at Community Day Care, Lawrence High School,    
May, 2009


