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ABOUT THE BOOK
Imagine having to leave your home because it isn’t safe to stay there. There’s no time to pack or even eat the meal that’s ready for you. It’s too 
dangerous to stay. That’s the situation that Azra, a young girl living in India, faced when her country was partitioned into the separate countries 
of India and Pakistan. Together with the rest of her family—her mother, father, and younger brother—Azra hurries away from the familiar city 
of Dehradun and races toward the city of Lahore in Pakistan. Azra’s story is the story of forced migration or running away from danger. It is a 
story inspired by the actual experiences of the author’s mother, and it honors her experiences.

Author Shirin Shamsi tells the story from young Azra’s perspective. Readers learn about her questions, fears, and feelings of sadness. Readers 
also see the kindness she received from strangers who offered food and water to her family, and from new neighbors who welcomed them. 
Illustrations by Tarun Lak reveal these emotions, celebrate family bonds, and suggest the possibility of new beginnings. Together, the words 
and illustrations help young readers understand this compelling story of migration. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. When the story begins, where is Azra living? What does Azra’s mother tell her about why people outside are angry? What does her mother 
mean when she says they are angry “‘because our home has been divided, and some of them don’t know where they belong anymore.’” (See the 
back matter pages about the partition of India for more information about this.)

2. When Azra’s father arrives home, what does he tell the family? How does Azra feel about leaving home? How do you know? 

3. How does Azra feel about Gurya? What happened to Gurya when the family left their home in Dehradun? 

4. When Azra boards the train, she thinks, “My heart sinks like a stone in a well.” What does she mean? 

5. Ammi, Azra’s mother, explains to her why the people she sees outside the train look sad. Ammi says, “‘When something breaks, it takes 
time to heal.’” Why does Azra also feel broken? 

6. What happens when the family arrives at their destination? How are they treated by strangers? What was their new house like? How was it 
similar to and different from their old house? How do their new neighbors treat them? 

7. Why do you think Azra feels happy when she finds a doll in the bedroom of her new house? What happened to Gurya? 

8. How does the story end? What do you think will happen next to Azra and her family?

9. Have you ever moved from one place to another? Share your experience. Why did you move? What things changed for you? 

10. Working with a partner, imagine you could interview one of the characters in the book. Make a list of questions you could ask that 
character. Here is a list of characters you can choose from: 
 • Azra
 • Ammi (Azra’s mother)
 • Abba (Azra’s father)
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 • One of Azra’s new neighbors
 • The girl who found Gurya in Azra’s old house

You can begin by asking questions, while your partner pretends to be the character and answers them. Then switch so that you pretend to be 
the character and your partner asks you questions.

Here are some things you could ask about:
 • Leaving Dehradun
 • Leaving Gurya behind
 • Moving to a new home in a new country
 • Being welcomed by strangers and new neighbors

11. Read and discuss the back matter in the book. This includes the following:
 • Partition of India, 1947
 • Glossary
 • Pre-Partition, Partition, My Family’s Story
 
 How does this information help you understand Azra’s story?

EXAMINING THE AUTHOR’S CRAFT 

1. Looking Closely at Interesting Sentences. What makes readers pay attention to an author’s writing? It could be the descriptive words 
and phrases the author uses, the rhythm or sound of the sentences when read aloud, or the new information presented. See the reproducible 
activity “Looking Closely at Interesting Sentences” at the end of this guide.

2. Using the Glossary to Unpack the Meaning of Sentences. In the sentences below, the author uses words that she explains in the 
glossary. Use the glossary to help you explain the meaning of each sentence in your own words. Be sure to explain the meaning of each 
underlined word. 

 •  And Gurya has been with me since I was born—since Daadi made her from the softest cotton, with bright button eyes and a long 
woolen braid.

   Here’s how I explain the sentence: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

 •  I put Gurya on the bed and lift Chotu into my arms. 

   Here’s how I explain the sentence: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

 •  His drool stains my kurta.

   Here’s how I explain the sentence: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

 •  She sighs and slips her rehl into a cloth bag.

   Here’s how I explain the sentence: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

 • The muezzin’s call echoes from the minaret.

   Here’s how I explain the sentence: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________



 • Strangers offer us water and chapatis that taste better than the best feast on Eid.

   Here’s how I explain the sentence: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

EXAMINING THE ILLUSTRATOR’S CRAFT

1. Using Several Illustrations on a Page to Provide Details. When Azra’s family is traveling by train from Dehradun to Lahore, the page 
explaining this includes two written descriptions and six illustrations. The words and illustrations work together to show what it was like on the train. 

 Look carefully at the page below. Then answer the following questions:

 •  What do the words tell you about (1) how long the family traveled on the train, (2) how Azra helped take care of Chotu, and  
(3) how Azra feels about Gurya.

 • What do the illustrations show you about how the train trip affected Abba, Ammi, Chotu, and Azra.
 • How do the words and illustrations work together to help you understand the train trip? 

2.  Using Illustrations (But Not Words) to End a Story. In this book, the reader gets to finish the story by “reading” the pictures.  

 Look carefully at the illustrations below. Then answer the following questions:

 • (Illustration #1) Whose house is this family entering? Why?
 • What does the young girl find in the house?
 • (Illustration #2) Who are the two girls? What are they holding? What are they thinking? 

EXTENDING THE EXPERIENCE OF READING THE BOOK

1. Select an illustration in the book and bring it to life by writing the conversation the people are having. Here are some examples of what 
you could write:

 •  Write the conversation Abba, Ammi, 
and Azra are having when Abba 
comes home and says that the family 
must leave immediately. 

 •  Write the conversation Azra is having 
with her mother about why everyone 
on the train seems so sad. 

 •  Write the conversation that Azra’s 
family is having with their new 
neighbors who knock on their door. 



 •  What is the meaning of migration? Compare the experiences described in other books about migration to Azra’s experiences. How are 
they similar? How are they different?

 •  Before reading the book, discuss the meaning of migration. Share the following activity from the National Geographic website to help 
with this discussion: www.nationalgeographic.org/activity/introduction-human-migration/

2. Suggested books for further reading:

 •  Dreamers by Yuyi Morales
 •  Overground Railroad by Lesa Cline-Ransome, illustrated by James E. Ransome
 •  From Far Away by Robert Munsch and Saoussan Askar, illustrated by Rebecca Green
 •  Stepping Stones: A Refugee Family’s Journey by Margriet Ruurs, illustrated by Nizar Ali Badr
 •  La Frontera/The Border: El Viaje con Papa/My Journey with Papa by Alfredo Alva and Deborah Mills, illustrated by Claudia Navarro
 •  The Notebook Keeper: A Story of Kindness from the Border by Stephen Briseño, illustrated by Magdalena Mora

3. Find out more about Pakistan and share what you have learned with your classmates. Make a poster featuring some of the new information 
you found. Here are some websites to consult:

 •  Introducing Pakistan to Kids:
  www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=VKCN5YdhBvw
  kids.britannica.com/kids/article/Pakistan/345761  
 •  Facts about Pakistan:
  www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=BApGtTGB5RY
  www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/countries/pakistan.html
  www.kids-world-travel-guide.com/pakistan-facts.html   
 •  Information about Bangladesh’s Independence:
  kids.britannica.com/kids/search/articles?query=Bangladesh+ 

4. Find out more about India and share what you have learned with your classmates. Make a poster featuring some of the new information 
you found. Here are some websites to consult:

  •  India Facts for Kids: www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/countries/india.html
  •  Check out the India profile for kids at National Geographic Kids:  www.kids.nationalgeographic.com/geography/countries/article/

india
  •  Examine the Kids’ World Travel Guide to India: www.kids-world-travel-guide.com/india-for-kids.html

 View these videos about India:

 •  India for Kids: www.youtube.com/watch?v=cMMyGysPjwY
 •  Sights and Sounds of India (National Geographic): www.youtube.com/watch?v=B_SXNcqugcI
 •  Introduction to India: www.youtube.com/watch?v=0y4vrzB7mTw

5. Read other books written by Shirin Shamsi:

 •  Zahra’s Blessing: A Ramadan Story
 •  The Girl Who Dared
 •  Civic Duty: Working Together
 •  Nani’s Birthday Surprise
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ExAmining the Author's CrAft
Looking closely at interesting sentences

What makes readers pay attention to an author’s writing? It could be the descriptive 
words and phrases the author uses, the rhythm or sound of the sentences when read 
aloud, or the new information presented. Examine each of the sentences below and 

write down what you notice. What makes each sentence interesting to read?
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“My empty tummy fills with fear.”

“I look around, and a sea of faces stares back at me.”

“Hissing, the train shudders to a stop.”

“Silence greets us like a shadow in our new house.”

“The stars shine down with light enough for everyone.”

“A muezzin’s call to prayer echoes through an open window like a hopeful hello.”


