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Dedication


To all the storytellers

—DQ

To all Indigenous children who never got to see themselves in storybooks

—TA





About This Story

Jo Jo lives on a fictional Native American Ojibwe reservation, the Pembina Ojibwe Reservation. A reservation is land under the care of a Native Nation that calls it home. The land now called the United States is home to more than three hundred reservations and over five hundred Tribal Nations. There are many reservations in the United States, but Jo Jo’s is not an actual one. Every reservation has unique and special elements, and Jo Jo’s reservation incorporates many of those found in Ojibwe (and many other Native American) communities.
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Mimi’s Menu
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“Mimi, please order from the menu.”

Mimi had her back to me. Again. And swished her tail at me. That means she is pretending not to listen to me.

We were playing rez restaurant. That is when I am the cook and I use all the leftovers in the fridge to make a feast for Mimi.

Our Elders tell us to never waste food.

“Ma’am Mimi,” I said in my best waitress voice. “Look at all of our delightful dishes.”
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Mimi jumped on the counter to read her menu and see the food.

Meow. Meeeeoooow.

“Oh, yes, ma’am! Right away! Let me just move this jar out of the way!”

I started to clean off the counter by the sink. Mama says to never allow a pet to eat on the counter. But Mimi is family. Not a pet. We do not own her. I think she owns us.

Mimi thinks so, too.

Mimi sniffed at the menu.

Then she swatted it away.

“Mimi, do not be afraid of this delicious food! It is cat-tastic!”

Yay, Mimi started to dig into the food!

“Oh, no, Mimi! Please! That jar is not on the menu. It is not for cats!”
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You have to say please very softly. Please is a pillow word. It makes your words fluffier and softer to hear.

Kokum, my grandma, walked into the room.

She looked at Mimi. She looked at me. She looked at the menu.

“Mimi does what Mimi wants. She’s a cat queen. A queen who preens.”

I do not know what preens means. It is a hard word.

Sometimes Kokum teaches me big words.

At the BINGO Barn last weekend, Kokum saw a tribal Elder and whispered, “Well, that’s a courageous choice of eye shadow.”
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I asked, “What does courageous mean?”

“It means bold or brave, my girl.”

I know that when you are scared of something, it is good to be brave.

“Oh, if she is being brave, what is she afraid of?” I asked.

“Good taste,” Kokum said.

Mama gave Kokum a glare-stare. A glare-stare means to stop talking. Right away!

I get glare-stares a lot.

Kokum is the best at learning new big words! My grandma, Mama, and I do something called the crossed-word puzzle together.

It is so fun! Kokum asks me the question, and I always get the answer right.

“Jo Jo, what is a four-letter word for tuna casserole?”

I said, “Puke.”

Or, “Jo Jo, what is another word for smart?”

“Ojibwe!” I said.
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Kokum always nods, writes in my answers, and says, “You certainly have a way with words, Jo Jo.”

Then Mama looks at Kokum for very many minutes. When grown-ups stare at each other after you talk, it means they are so proud of you!

Yay, I have wordy ways!

Oh, aaniin! Hello!

My name is Jo Jo, and you can call me Jo Jo!

I live on the Pembina Ojibwe Nation. We speak Michif and Ojibwe and English. Michif is a language made from words that are Cree, French, and Ojibwe. Michif is like a beautiful menu with so many choices.

I am seven years old and in the first grade. My very big real name is Josephine Makoons Azure. Makoons is my middle name. It means “little bear cub.”

Sometimes in the summer my hair gets puffy like a little bear cub, so it is a very good name for me.

It is a pretty fluffy-puffy. Puffy bear hair makes you brave.

Hmm, I have been having many brave thinking thoughts.

I will think my thoughts out. It is good to do thinks. Mimi needs to be brave to try new foods. The tribal Elder was brave to wear bright purple eye shadow. (It was so pretty on her! The purple matched her lipstick!)

I do not think I know how to be brave.

Hmm, I want to be brave, too! But how do I do that?
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Back to School
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Yesterday I went across the street to get the mail. Mama always watches me from the window. I do not know why she has to watch me. I wonder if she thinks I’m going to give away the mail.

When you cross the street and get the mail, it is good to wave at all the cars. If they do not wave back, they do not get a big gum smile from me. It is too bad for them.

I will also not send them a birthday card. If I had money for birthday cards.

Or those stamp things.

It was September, but it was still warm outside. Warm is my most favorite month!

When I got back in the house, Mama said, “My girl, what came in the mail?”

“Well, ‘your friends on the tribal council need your sport.’ What does that mean?”

Kokum said, “My girl, that word is support. It means they want your money. It’s junk mail. It means we throw it in the recycling.”

“Righty-o! Into the bin you go.”

Eya! We Ojibwe keep junk off the land. My moushoom—my grandpa—and I used to pick up trash on the side of our road. He made everything so pretty and nice. I miss him, and Kokum does, too. That is why I always whisper to the land, “Gimiikawaadiz.”

I say that to Kokum, too. She does the Traditional Shawl Dance at the powwows and keeps her feet close to the beautiful land. Her feet whisper to the land, “Gimiikawaadiz.”

Oh, look! Something pink with sparkles came in the mail! And it had my name on it!

“Mama, what is this? Can I open it?”

Mama nodded.

My eyes got very happy when we read the letter together.
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“I must be Brie’s new best friend!” I said with many enthusiasms.

A sleepover. I’ve never had one of those. And I’ve never slept without Mama. And Kokum. And Mimi! I have to do much thinking about this.

I handed Mama the rest of the mail.

Except for one thing. One icky postcard I did not give to her.
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A very ugly, sad, and not happy postcard.

It was from my school.
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“So this is junk mail, right?” I asked as I tossed it into the bin.

“No, Jo Jo! It is an Open House invitation from your school. We didn’t go last year because you were sick.”

I looked at Mama. I looked at the postcard. I looked back at Mama.

I have to go to school every day now. Mama says it’s the law. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. And now I have to go back again . . . at night?

After school is my free time. I call it Jo Jo time.

Jo Jo time is when I throw my backpack (hard) on the floor after the bus drops me off. Then I get freedom food.

Freedom food is when you eat a happy snack that is not
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BITS BEFORE BITES

1. Tuna Surprise (Surprise.’ It is icky funa
with kitty kibble in it.)

2. Yogurt Yum Yum (You get to lick the

emp’ry confainer.’)

MIMI MEALS

1. Bread Crust Balls (Even better than
hair ba”s.’)

2. ...Hmm, what else can I put on this

menu?
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N YOU ARE INVITED!

WHAT:
Brie's birthday slumber party

WHERE:
Brie’s house, 2905 Ojibwe Lane

WHEN:

Please bring sleepover gear.
And no gifts!
.~ You are present enough,
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BOOZHOO,
LITTLE SHELL ELEMENTARY

FAMILY!
You are invited to our
Open House night on Tuesday!
Come and visit with

Food will be provided.
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