
U.S. Summer Reading
OVERVIEW
All Upper School students will be required to read a 
total of three books: When the Emperor Was Divine, 
by Julie Otsuka, and two other titles of the student’s 
choice. A list of excellent books recommended by 
Baylor faculty members is available to help students 
in their additional book selections. Required summer 
reading titles for AP and Honors classes will also count 
towards the three book total. Students should submit 

the reading log to their advisors when they return to school in August. 

When the Emperor was Divine by Julie Otsuka
All Upper School students will be required to read When the Emperor Was 
Divine, by Julie Otsuka. The novel is set just after the 1941 bombing of Pearl 
Harbor during World War II, when families of Japanese descent were taken 
to internment camps. In this story, the father is sent to one camp while the 
mother, daughter, and son are sent to a different camp.

See the extended reading guide (available on the summer reading page of 
the school website) for more details about When the Emperor Was Divine.

UPPER SCHOOL RECOMMENDED READING LIST
Members of Baylor’s summer reading committee have shared their recom-
mendations for great books from every genre. Please note that these titles are 
not required reading; they are simply provided as helpful recommendations.

An American Marriage by Tayari Jones
Newlyweds Celestial and Roy are the embodiment of both the American 
Dream and the New South. He is a young executive, and she is an artist on 
the brink of an exciting career. But as they settle into the routine of their life 
together, they are ripped apart by circumstances neither could have imag-
ined. Roy is arrested and sentenced to twelve years for a crime Celestial 
knows he didn’t commit. An American Marriage is a master-piece of storytell-
ing, an intimate look deep into the souls of people who must reckon with the 
past while moving forward – with hope and pain – into the future. (320 pages)

A Darker Shade of Magic by Victoria Schwab
A Darker Shade of Magic has all the hallmarks of a classic work of fantasy. Its 
plot is gripping, the characters are memorable, and the setting in four parallel 
Londons is otherworldly, yet believable. Schwab has given us a gem of a tale 
that is original in its premise and compelling in its execution. This is a book 
to treasure. (416 pages)

Don’t Be Afraid, Gringo: A Honduran Woman Speaks by Elvia Alvarado
Here is a voice seldom heard, the voice of Latin America's majority, those 
who bear the burdens of society. If we are to understand Honduras, Central 
America, or, for that matter, Latin America, we must listen attentively to this 
voice. It has much to teach us. It commands the future. (208 pages)

The Leavers by Lisa Ko
One morning, Deming Guo’s mother, Polly, an undocumented Chinese im-
migrant, goes to her job at a nail salon — and never comes home. No one 
can find any trace of her.  With his mother gone, eleven-year-old Deming is 
left mystified and bereft. Eventually adopted by a pair of well-meaning white 
professors, Deming is moved from the Bronx to a small town upstate and 
renamed Daniel Wilkinson. But far from all he’s ever known, Daniel struggles 
to reconcile his adoptive parents’ desire that he assimilate with his memories 
of his mother and the community he left behind. (368 pages)

The Lost Book of the Grail by Charlie Lovett
Arthur Prescott is happiest when surrounded by the ancient books and manu-
scripts of the Barchester Cathedral library. When a young American named 
Bethany Davis arrives in Barchester charged with the task of digitizing the 
library’s manuscripts, Arthur’s tranquility is broken. Appalled by the threat 
modern technology poses to the library he loves, he sets out to thwart Beth-
any, only to find in her a kindred spirit with a similar love for knowledge and 
books — and a fellow Grail fanatic. Bethany soon joins Arthur in a quest 
to find the lost Book of Ewolda, the ancient manuscript telling the story of 

the cathedral’s founder. The pair soon discovers secrets about the cathedral, 
about the Holy Grail, and about themselves. (336 pages)

Magpie Murders by Anthony Horowitz
When editor Susan Ryeland is given the manuscript of Alan Conway’s latest 
novel, she has no reason to think it will be much different from any of his 
others. After working with the bestselling crime writer for years, she’s inti-
mately familiar with his detective, Atticus Pünd, who solves mysteries disturb-
ing sleepy English villages. Masterful, clever, and relentlessly suspenseful, 
Magpie Murders is a devious take on vintage English crime fiction in which 
the reader becomes the detective. (512 pages)

Notes on a Foreign Country: An American Abroad in a Post-American 
World by Suzy Hansen
Blending memoir, journalism, and history, and deeply attuned to the voices of 
those she met on her travels, Notes on a Foreign Country is a moving reflec-
tion on America’s place in the world. It is a powerful journey of self-discovery 
and revelation – a profound reckoning with what it means to be American in 
a moment of grave national and global turmoil. (288 pages)

Nyxia by Scott Reintgen
When Babel Communications offers Emmett Atwater a fortune and a once-
in-a-lifetime deep-space experience, he jumps at the opportunity. Now he 
and ten other broken and desperate recruits are fighting for the right to mine 
a planet that humanity does not know exists. But are they just competing 
against one another, or is there more to Babel’s plans? Can the cost of human 
lives be measured against the value of Nyxia, a new substance found only on 
the planet Eden? At what cost do success and failure come? (384 pages)

Orleans by Sherri L. Smith
In Smith’s compelling novel, the Gulf Coast has been formally separated from 
the U.S. since 2025 after a deadly plague called Delta Fever emerges from 
the horrific conditions following years of increasingly destructive hurricanes. 
A brief but effective “Before” section summarizes years of backstory with a 
time line showing the dates and casualties of seven hurricanes (starting with 
Katrina in 2005 and ending in 2019). The “After” section begins with the dia-
lect narrative of 15-year-old orphan Fen de la Guerre. Survivors have divided 
themselves into tribes based on blood type, which now matters more than 
race, religion, or wealth. (352 pages)

Snow Falling on Cedars by David Guterson
In 1954 a San Piedro fisherman is found suspiciously drowned, and a Japa-
nese American named Kabuo Miyamoto is charged with his murder. In the 
course of the ensuing trial, it becomes clear that what is at stake is more than 
a man's guilt. Memories of a charmed love affair between a white boy and the 
Japanese girl who grew up to become Kabuo's wife mingle with memories of 
land desired, paid for, and lost. Above all, San Piedro is haunted by the mem-



ory of what happened to its Japanese residents during World War II, when an 
entire community was sent into exile while its neighbors watched. (460 pages)

The Stranger in the Woods: The Extraordinary Story of the Last True
Hermit by Michael Finkel
Many people dream of escaping modern life. Most will never act on it — but in 
1986, twenty-year-old Christopher Knight did just that when he left his home 
in Massachusetts, drove to Maine, and disappeared into the woods. He would 
not have a conversation with another person for the next twenty-seven years. 
Drawing on extensive interviews with Knight himself, journalist Michael Finkel 
shows how Knight lived in a tent in a secluded encampment, developing inge-
nious ways to store provisions and stave off frostbite during the winters. Since 
returning to the world, he has faced unique challenges — and compelled us 
to reexamine our assumptions about what makes a good life. (224 pages)

Swing Time by Zadie Smith
Two girls dream of being dancers — but only one, Tracey, has talent. Tracey 
makes it to the chorus line but struggles with adult life while her friend leaves 
the old neighborhood behind and travels the world as an assistant to a fa-
mous singer. The story moves from London to West Africa, where diaspora tour-
ists travel back in time to find their roots, young men risk their lives to escape 
into a different future, the women dance just like Tracey — the same twists, the 
same shakes — and the origins of a profound inequality are not a matter of 
distant history, but a present dance to the music of time. (464 pages)

The Wanderers by Meg Howrey
In four years, aerospace giant Prime Space will put the first humans on Mars. 
Helen Kane, Yoshihiro Tanaka, and Sergei Kuznetsov must prove they’re the 
crew for the historic voyage by spending seventeen months in the most realis-
tic simulation ever created. As their surreal pantomime progresses, each soon 
realizes that the complications of inner space are no less fraught than those 
of outer space. The borders between what is real and unreal begin to blur, and 
each astronaut is forced to confront demons past and present. (384 pages)

The Woman Who Smashed Codes: A True Story of Love, Spies, and the 
Unlikely Heroine Who Outwitted America’s Enemies by Jason Fagone
In The Woman Who Smashed Codes, Jason Fagone chronicles the life of Elize-
beth Smith, who played an integral role in our nation’s history for forty years. 
After World War I, Smith used her talents to catch gangsters and smugglers 
during Prohibition, then accepted a covert mission to discover and expose 
Nazi spy rings that were spreading like wildfire across South America, ad-
vancing ever closer to the United States. As World War II raged, Smith fought 
a highly classified battle of wits against Hitler’s Reich, cracking multiple ver-
sions of the Enigma machine used by German spies. (464 pages)

Wool by Hugh Howey
In a ruined and toxic future, a community exists in a giant silo underground, 
hundreds of stories deep. There, men and women live in a society full of regu-
lations they believe are meant to protect them. Sheriff Holston, who has un-
waveringly upheld the silo’s rules for years, unexpectedly breaks the greatest 
taboo of all: he asks to go outside. His fateful decision unleashes a drastic 
series of events. The silo is about to confront what its history has only hinted 
and its inhabitants have never dared to whisper. (528 pages)

Summer Reading List | 

➡ The recommended reading lists, AP course summer
 reading required titles, reading response assignments,  
 and the summer reading log are available at:
 baylorschool.org/summerreading. 


