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ABOUT THE BOOK 
In 1940, when Simona is eight and her sister, Carolina, is five, their father becomes the 
cook to the Italian ambassador to Japan, and the family leaves Italy for Tokyo. The girls 
learn Japanese, make friends, and begin to love life in their new home. But soon Japan 
is engaged in a world war. 

In 1943, when all Italians in Japan are confined to internment camps as enemy aliens, 
Papà and the girls are forced to part, and Simona and Carolina embark on a dramatic 
journey. Anyone who aids them could be arrested for treason. All the sisters have is 
each other: their wits, courage, and resilience, and the hope that they will find people 
who see them not as the enemy, but simply as children trying to survive. 

OTHER RESOURCES 
About the Hiroshima Peace Memorial: whc.unesco.org/en/list/775/

Timeline of the events of WWII: wwiifoundation.org/timeline-of-wwii/ 

More information about several aspects of WWII: history.com/topics/world-war-ii 

PRE-READING ACTIVITY 
Find out about how WWII affected individuals in your own daily sphere. If you know 
someone who is over 80 years old, you could interview them about where they were 
during WWII and how the war affected their family. If not, you could ask other adults 
you know about what they have been told about their families during the war.  

If you cannot or do not want to do a real interview, you can imagine interviewing 
someone like Simona and Carolina's Nonna, who remained in Italy throughout the war. 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/775/
https://wwiifoundation.org/timeline-of-wwii/
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii


To do this, you will have to read about what happened in Italy during WWII. There are 
many resources, including some that are not too long, such as: www.britannica.com/
place/Italy/World-War-II. 

Alternatively, you may want to listen to an interview with someone who lived through 
WWII in Italy, such as Anna Maria Giamberardino. An interview with her is available 
on this site: www.ww2online.org/view/anna-maria-giamberardino#life-in-italy-
during-the-war. A written description of what is discussed in this 30-minute video 
interview is included on the same page. 

VOCABULARY/USE OF LANGUAGE 
The language used throughout this book is accessible, but there may be passages where 
readers encounter unfamiliar words. Encourage students to make note of words they 
don’t fully understand and to use the context of that sentence or paragraph to piece 
together what each word means. Since this story incorporates multiple languages, it is 
especially important to pay attention to context and explanations when words and 
phrases in another language are introduced – many in Japanese and some in Italian.  

For example, have students read over the following paragraph from page 27: 

I retreat into the hall. On a mat in a side room lie two stacks of colorful square 
cloths with fancy designs. I pick one up. A furoshiki, one of the first Japanese words 
I ever learned. Hatsu taught Carolina and me how to wind the sides of a furoshiki 
up the handle of a basket and make a fancy knot at the top. She taught me to fold a 
furoshiki into a perfect holder for chopsticks. 

Based on this context, ask students to explain what furoshiki means to them and how 
they arrived at this understanding.

https://www.britannica.com/place/Italy/World-War-II
https://www.britannica.com/place/Italy/World-War-II
https://www.ww2online.org/view/anna-maria-giamberardino#life-in-italy-during-the-war
https://www.ww2online.org/view/anna-maria-giamberardino#life-in-italy-during-the-war
https://www.ww2online.org/view/anna-maria-giamberardino#life-in-italy-during-the-war


QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION 
1. In the beginning of the book, how is the girls’ home in Italy portrayed? What kinds 

of feelings and sensations are highlighted through the descriptions and images of 
the first few pages? How does the overall feeling change when the girls receive 
news about them moving away? Have you ever moved? If you were to move now, 
what or who do you think you’d miss the most?

2. When the girls arrive in Japan, they have a lot to learn and adjust to. What are some 
of the social norms and customs they encounter in Japan that are different from 
what they were accustomed to in Italy? 

3. Pay close attention to how the sisters treat each other, especially when they are new 
to Japan. What are some of the moments when Simona and Carolina feel excluded 
or included in their new home? Is there a difference between how Simona and how 
Carolina are treated by their new peers? If so, why might that be?  

4. Discuss the relationship between language and identity. What kind of relationship 
is there between one’s identity and the language(s) they speak? What does the 
process of learning a new language look like for Simona? For Carolina? How does 
learning a new language affect the two girls differently? Do you speak more than 
one language? If so, do you feel your personality is somehow different in one 
language than in another? 

5. At the start of Chapter 28, Simona decides that from then on, she and Carolina 
should only go by Simo-chan and Karo-chan and speak only in Japanese. Do you 
think there is a difference between how the girls are perceived when they go by 
Simona and Carolina versus when they go by Simo-chan and Karo-chan? Do you 
think there is a difference in how they see themselves? Why or why not? Do you 
have a nickname that only your best friends or family call you? How would you 
feel if someone else called you by that nickname?



6. There are many moments throughout the story where a character does something 
that could be considered “against the rules,” but has a clear motivation nonetheless. 
On page 56, for example, Simona describes how she steals some food for Botan and 
Hatsu, who appear to be quite hungry. Are there times when breaking the rules can 
be a good thing? When and why might this be the case? Have you ever broken a 
rule in order to do what you considered the right thing?

7. During the war, lots of things become difficult to access, but not all of these things 
are physical. In a time of confusion and fear, the truth becomes one of the hardest 
things to find, and this story describes how the truth is overshadowed by mixed 
messages, media censorship, and propaganda (among other things). How do the 
characters in this story (especially Simona) fight to uncover the truth about what is 
happening during the war, in Japan and beyond? In your daily life, if you want to 
find out the truth about something – the life cycle of a frog, for example – where do 
you go to inform yourself? What resources do we have today that people didn’t 
have in WWII?

8. On page 119, women come to Simona’s school and instruct the students to throw 
bamboo spears at effigies of Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt. Why might 
they want the students to do this? Simona complies and claims that she hates Prime 
Minister Churchill and President Roosevelt. Do you think she really hates them? Do 
you think she knows why the women think she should? Can hatred be taught?

9. In the harsh conditions of the internment camp, Simo-chan and Karo-chan struggle 
to get by and to feel any sort of connection with the other prisoners, but one elderly 
couple shows them kindness and provides them with extra food and 
companionship. Why are these small acts of kindness so important? Have you ever 
been helped by someone unexpectedly?



10. A key phrase that recurs in this book is “resistance matters.” The ambassador first 
says it on page 109, referring to news of an uprising in Poland, and Simona later                
sees how many forms of resistance matter in her own life and surroundings. What 
do you make of this phrase? What are different examples of resistance throughout 
the book? What forms of resistance can be seen in the story and what do they aim to 
accomplish?

11. Some characters that were introduced early on in the story come back a few years 
later, after having lived through different wartime experiences. Naoki is one. Can 
you see ways that his experiences over that time have changed him? How do 
Simona and Carolina change and grow over the course of the story?

12. On page 340, Asahi tells Simona an anecdote about swallow chicks that put his 
family in danger of a deadly mamushi. What purpose does this anecdote serve in the 
context of the larger story? What is the message behind this anecdote?

13. At the end of the book, many years after the war’s end, Simona and Carolina return 
to Japan to visit old friends and the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park. They later 
visit other sites and remember their harrowing wartime experiences, and attend a 
memorial service to remember all those lost to the war. What is the importance of 
remembering and bearing witness to some of the darkest times in history such as 
this one? What can we learn from those times? What might be the risks of not 
remembering and, therefore, of not paying tribute to the tragedies of the past?

This guide was written and arranged by Kate Carlyle, a student at 
Swarthmore College studying linguistics, French, and Spanish.
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