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Biodome

April 13. Almost midnight. Through the worn twill curtains, a viscous light was lapping into the apartment like flowing amber. Park washed his face in the bathroom, took his meds, and sat down on the sofa with the remote. One click, and the artificial blue light of the TV mingled with the sodium-yellow atmosphere of the room. He flipped through the channels. Game shows. Contestants competing for money, for marriage. The women are showing off, swiveling their hips and winking at the camera, and then they’re ranked by the amount of applause they receive. People awwing over tiny puppies. Slow, close-up shots of some new hybrid food, a rare delicacy. A man has to eat a glistening pile of meat and cheese until his face is streaming with sweat and an exhausted howl escapes from his mouth. Woops, applause, groans, laughter.

A pair of professors seated facing one another against a black backdrop. No audience, no clapping.

“There are generations of children who are growing up not knowing the meaning of the word ‘rain,’ ‘snow,’ ‘clouds,’ who have never seen the sea or the sunset in their lives. Are you saying that this is not a moral crisis?” said the pundit on the right side, a literature professor at Seoul National University.

“You are making a Romanticist error in conflating nature with morality. Nature in itself is neither good nor evil. Likewise, technology that is used to shape or control nature is neither inherently moral nor immoral. Less than two centuries ago, our ancestors argued over the morality of the ‘Iron Horse.’ Would you argue that the subway is evil because it bores through the earth and shuttles around humans in a sealed underground passageway?” said the pundit on the left side, a philosophy professor at Korea University. “Technology is strictly a matter of utility, not ethics.”

“I would be greatly presumptuous if I were single-handedly conflating nature and morality, as you put it. But take this for an example: You know that language shapes thoughts, ideas, and morals. Even you must acknowledge that in our Korean language, the word ‘God’ is literally ‘Dear Sky.’ Long before I had ever romanticized nature, as you argue, our people have used words of nature to describe what is good and sacred, for five thousand years. When people no longer know what a sky actually is—and many of the younger generations have never seen it—how would they have any consciousness of a God?”

“You have a false understanding of the nature of faith. God—at least in the Christian sense—defies representation or proof. If one needed the sky in order to recognize God, then that would not be genuine faith at all,” the philosophy professor said smugly, then carefully delivered the ultimate insult. “You speak out of sentimentality.”

“I’m not being sentimental. I’m being human,” his opponent replied calmly.

And on and on they went. Park turned off the TV.



* * *

“This is a nice place,” Park said. They were seated in the courtyard garden of an elegant restaurant in Gangnam, surrounded by trellises and arbors of roses, jasmine, and other dark and lush shrubs that Park didn’t recognize. The waiters in waistcoats flitted about discreetly like moths, lighting candles one by one.

“How many of these have you done?” Jina asked.

“What?”

“You know, matsun.”

“Excuse me?”

“You are thirty-five and unmarried so you must have gone on at least two dozen.”

“What else do you know about me?”

“The matchmaker gave me the usual specs. Your height, your looks. You’re a senior engineer at the Department of Environmental Protection and you graduated from Seoul National University near the top of your class. But you don’t have much family money or the ability to finance a new apartment for us. You’re the only son of a widowed mother, which is guaranteed to scare off squeamish women. Physically, you have weak lungs, a common enough condition for those born before the Bio. However, I heard you have an IQ in the top 0.1 percent. So naturally, we may be a match.”

“You certainly speak your mind, don’t you.”

“Here’s what I think. I’m twenty-eight and the last of three daughters, so my parents are absolutely dying to get rid of me. My two older sisters both married at twenty-six although I’m much prettier and more intelligent than they are. My parents think it’s because of my personality. I don’t care much about shutting my mouth to flatter some man who is more stupid than I am. Do you care if I smoke?” she said, already reaching for her cigarette case.



“Be my guest.”

“I’m terribly bored by my parents’ endless entreaties and machinations. I’m just ready to end it all and marry whomever they think is appropriate. I’m tired. Do you know what I mean?”

“I think I do.”

She smiled.

“You know, it’s funny. I feel like I can be honest with you. It’s not often that I get that sense at one of these things. The matchmaker did say we were an uncommonly good match with our astrological signs.”

“Western or traditional?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Why, traditional of course. Why would I put any trust in Western astrology for something as important as marriage? That stuff is just a bunch of nonsense.”

“They seem about equal in my esteem,” Park said.

She broke into a peal of silvery laughter. “I’m pleased that you disagree with me. I was worried that you’d be one of those scrawny, weak engineer types who don’t seem to have any opinions of their own. And please don’t take this the wrong way, but your first impression wasn’t too far from my expectation. But you know how to push back—I like that.” She took a long drag from her cigarette. “I feel like we’re going to get along quite well.”

Park wished he could come up with some sarcastic remark, but he couldn’t. As for himself, he did not yet know whether he liked or disliked Jina. She had a pale heart-shaped face and long, shiny hair falling halfway down her back. She was wearing a silk sheath in canary yellow that complemented her ivory and jet-black coloring. By focusing his eyes on her bare arms, he could almost smell the perfume on her wrists and elbows—floral and slightly musky. Yes, he supposed she was a beautiful woman. He just wasn’t sure if he could ever have any feelings for her.



“You look very nice,” Park said, at last. Jina’s eyes started dancing; she was used to compliments and had been on the verge of impatience with him.

“Nice?” she purred.

“Your dress. It looks beautiful.” Park rambled a bit in his embarrassment.

“Oh yes, I suppose. It’s yellow so I figured I’d wear it. I see you’re not wearing anything for Yellow Day? You don’t have a tie or something?”

Park didn’t have a yellow tie or socks or anything like that. All day at work, colleagues had teased him about not being in spirit. “Being a spoilsport, Manager Park? Surely you don’t want bad luck in the next year?” One of the men, a junior engineer, even jokingly offered to trade a sock with him, so they can each have one that is yellow. But grateful though he was for their good-natured banter, Park was secretly glad about not participating in the whole thing.

“I don’t really believe in that stuff,” Park said.

“Goodness, you don’t believe in anything. Not astrology, not Yellow Day . . .” Jina smiled. “Is there anything you do believe in?”

Indeed, what did he believe in? He did not know. He was only ever sure about the things in which he couldn’t believe.

* * *

The morning after Yellow Day, New Seoul was cast in sepia as usual. There was once a time when trees turned gold in September and October, or so Park was taught in biology class; but the leaves in those photographs were nothing like the color of light here, which was a muggy reddish-brown like distant memory. Instead of autumn leaves, Yellow Day commemorated the Yellow Sand that blew in from the deserts of China and Mongolia every spring, carried by the west wind. This was a phenomenon that was documented in the earliest annals in ancient Korean history, going back at least two millennia. Through most of the twentieth century, the sandstorm happened three days a year in April, leaving a thick layer of dust over everything in the whole country, city, and countryside alike. Then as the desert in China grew ever larger, the sandstorm lasted longer every year: seven days, then twelve, twenty-five, forty-three, sixty-seven. Every consecutive year, the west wind carried even more sand over the Yellow Sea. By the time Park was born, it was calculated that the sand dumped on the Korean peninsula was one million tons a year—enough to fill 66,667 dumpster trucks.

One of the earliest consequences of the Yellow Storm was that there was no longer any spring. No more flowers or sitting outside on a park bench dazed by the scent of the sun warming up the grass. During the day, the sky was always dark gray and thick with particles; at night, it glowed an unearthly red. People couldn’t go outside during the Yellow Storm: as soon as you opened the front door, the sand would sting your face and bare skin like a thousand bees, and swarm into your eyes, nose, and mouth until your lashes crusted over with ash. Even after the storm receded, the toxic sand laced with heavy metals and pesticides remained in the atmosphere so that every breath one took, inside or outside, could cause disease—asthma, interminable coughs, rashes, cancers, and blindness. The sand mingled with clouds in the atmosphere and came down as acid rain, melting down trees and crops. Food prices, already high, became astronomical. There was nothing left on supermarket shelves, even if you could afford it; and anyone who could afford it left the country. Reservoirs and water supplies were found to be contaminated, so no one could drink or even cook with tap water. The rivers became thick with thousands of dead fish. There were protests demanding government action, and eventually riots—eruptions of chaos so that the scant resources could change hands before disappearing completely.

In New Seoul, the poor were counting every grain of rice before a meal, which started from one hundred and dwindled to just ten pieces for dinner. When even that ran out, a family would curl up in bed together holding hands, knowing that they would not wake up.

They were saved at last, and only, by the Biodome—completed on April 14, thirty years ago. The first Yellow Day. When it was built, no one objected to it saying things like the sanctity of the sky or the humanity of nature. They were all glad to be alive and to breathe the air without worrying that it would cause cancer of the throat or lungs. The Bio (BEE-oh), as it was also called, was a clear enclosure of fifty-kilometer diameter over New Seoul, blocking off the Yellow Sand and letting in what remnants of sunlight could penetrate the particles. The Bio’s internal atmosphere was always a foggy sepia—not because of the sand passing over the enclosure, but because the combined glare of millions of neon lights reflected back on the inner surface of the Bio as a volcanic, red-tinged brown, every day and every night.

Naturally, the Bio also eliminated all other precipitation along with the sand, but they found that stable internal humidity and underground watering systems eliminated any real need for rain. It was truly an engineering feat, the world’s first successful habitable indoor enclosure at such a scale. And this turned out to be a case in which the problem also provided the solution: Bio technology became Korea’s most important and lucrative export, so that even while importing nearly all food and other products that they no longer made themselves, the country as a whole became more prosperous than ever.

People soon forgot that they were living under a dome. It wasn’t that they forgot it existed, since the Bio was now their livelihood as well as their lifeline. They just ceased to remember that they were under it. After all, it wasn’t visible or tangible for most people living inside, and life was better again. Once something became a part of the environment, people accepted it without question and, furthermore, forgot that things had ever been otherwise. It took about a month for the very intractable, but for most it was a matter of a few days before they could no longer abide by even the memory of open space. So Park found the television special the other night strange, with the two aging intellectuals arguing vociferously against each other. And also rather sad, Park thought, to observe those scrawny and balding professors sitting in their ill-fitting suits, each with a glass of tepid water in front of him, discussing what no one thought about with any seriousness or urgency. It had to have been for the thirtieth anniversary celebration. Why that kind of public debate was even included alongside the usual fluff, cooking shows featuring yellow ingredients or dating contests, he didn’t know.

Park himself thought about the Bio quite a lot, but only at his job: his duty as a senior engineer in the Department of Environmental Protection, Office of Human Conservation, the Biodome Management Bureau, called for constant monitoring of the main Bio (now there were four total in Korea, and twelve overseas). He had been five when the Bio was built, so he had no true memories of life before it. Sometimes though, he thought he could remember being on the beach, the heat and the brightness of the sun on his skin and the cool wind that shook his hair, and the achingly vivid blue of the sea. He had had dreams where he felt so sure of the sea breeze caressing his cheek that he woke up laughing. But his mother assured him that he’d never been to the beach in his life. By the time he was born, the Yellow Storm had forbidden all but most necessary excursions outside. His mother said he had never gone out of the house until after the Bio.



There was no wind inside the Bio, only the mechanical exhale of vast ventilators creating corridors of fresh oxygen through the interior smog. So how could he imagine that pressure against his cheeks, the whipping of his hair? How could he imagine something so real if he’d never experienced it? The same way it feels so natural to fly in a dream, Park told himself. After he determined that, he stopped feeling the sea breeze in his sleep. The whole thing put him down with a leaden sense of loss, if it’s possible to lose something one has never had.

It was better not to think about the things that weren’t here and now, and yet Park had this tendency to drift—and when he consciously stopped himself, he felt caught between two worlds, one occupied by everyone else and the other where he was the sole citizen aside from his strangely companionable thoughts. That latter world wasn’t real; so he did his best to cling to the first, blending in with the others with his quiet, unassuming demeanor. His unimpressive appearance helped him move along unnoticed: his bony frame with small shoulders, hollow chest, and unobtrusive, mediocre face gave the impression of a smart though unthreatening engineer-bureaucrat. His teachers had all but pushed him along to become exactly that, praising his even temperament and cognition without rebelliousness. Despite malnutrition from gestation to age five, the most formative years for his brain, he had excelled in his exams and personality tests as required. Bioengineering was the most promising field to which the brightest students aspired, so he’d applied to that department in the best university in the country and had been accepted. After graduation, he’d applied to just one job at the Department of Environmental Protection and had stayed there ever since.

In short, the nature of Park’s effortless existence was akin to being pushed by the crowd on a packed subway platform. During rush hour, he didn’t really walk so much as let himself be picked up and carried by the compressed mass of bodies around him, moving in mindless unity like a school of fish. Getting out at his stop at Yeouido required much more maneuvering, and Park carefully picked his way among commuters until at last he stood at the foot of his building. It was already 8 a.m. when he arrived at his office on the sixty-third floor. His colleagues greeted him with inquiries about the previous evening’s date. Despite the fact that Park would never volunteer such information, they had figured it out with just one look at his best suit. Harassing unmarried coworkers over their blind dates was as much a time-honored tradition as the matsun itself.

“So how was it?”

“Fine, I guess.”

“What, just fine? We all looked her up online. She’s gorgeous.”

“Her profile says her hobbies are ‘playing the piano’ and ‘fencing.’ What a catch!”

“If you don’t want her, I’ll take her off your hands.”

Park smiled vaguely and sat down at his desk until they went on gossiping on their own. He set down his briefcase, took his meds—the first two pills of the day—and turned on his screen. His first task was always checking the full report of the vitals of the Bio. The oxygen levels were sagging, which needed adjustment—but elsewhere he found that trace gases were unusually and concerningly high. He spent the next hour pulling up more data, and then rushed to talk to his supervisor, the chief engineer of the Bureau.

In due silence the chief engineer scrutinized the tiny green numbers filling up the black screen. He kept inhaling sharply and audibly through his nose, which appeared necessary to maintain his train of thought when it came to the most serious calculations.

“This amount of carbon monoxide isn’t something to be so alarmed about,” he said at last.



“But the spike in sulfuric acid?” Park asked hesitantly.

“That’s likely from Yellow Day celebrations.”

“It’s at its highest level in thirty years.”

“So what are you thinking, Manager Park?” The chief engineer gazed at him steadily.

“I think there is only one plausible explanation. The sand is getting inside the Bio.”

“But the air pressure is normal. It’s probable that the sulfuric acid number is a fluke. False positive. Based especially on the fact that the number is so high. The Bio contains twenty thousand cubic kilometers of atmosphere, carefully calibrated to support life. Even if there was a crack or a fissure somewhere, the amount of sand that can get in wouldn’t make any noticeable difference in the air composition for weeks down the road. I thought you were a smart guy,” said the chief engineer. “Enough of this. I have other matters to attend to.” Then he turned to his screen, effectively ending their conversation.

Park left the office feeling agitated and almost indignant, but the chief engineer’s argument was hard to refute. Still, he had a hunch that this wasn’t some false positive. When he saw the data, he’d immediately gotten chills down his back. At the end of the day, the Bio was man-made, liable to break down just like anything else.

Over the next week, Park kept a careful watch on the data. After that initial spike, the sulfuric acid levels stayed constant during that time, which appeared to support the chief engineer’s hypothesis rather than his. Park felt a strange gaping hole in his chest and became unsettled by the realization that he was incredibly disappointed. It was not because of his ego—he didn’t care that someone else was right over him. It also wasn’t because he got a twisted, psychotic thrill over the possibility of chaos, destruction, and tragedy. He could only describe it as similar to something being taken from him, a sense of being robbed, though that notion was utterly absurd. Robbed of what, exactly?

Nevertheless, his sense of not-having was so real that he found himself calling Jina for the first time since their date. And yet, their exchanges of greeting were so awkward on both sides that he almost wished he could hang up.

Instead, he carried on.

“I was wondering if you wanted to meet,” he managed to say.

“For what?”

“I thought that you might like going to a recital.” He had looked into music listings and found a recital of a celebrated pianist that weekend. Jina softened as she listened; then they agreed on a time and place to meet and hung up before either of them could begin to feel awkward again.

* * *

On Saturday, Park waited for Jina by the fountain in front of the performing arts center. He spotted her slim figure across the plaza and waved stiffly. She was very dressed up in a mercury-colored evening gown, and Park immediately became self-conscious that he’d repeated the same best suit he’d worn to their first date. She slowed down as she approached him, as if she was tempted by the possibility of turning around and leaving. Park reddened; the sound of falling water filled his ears. Jina took a deep breath and finally reached near enough for them to talk. But Park hesitated: they didn’t know each other well enough to use the informal speech, speaking aloud her name was overly intimate, and the formal hello or how are you seemed fatally unromantic, even to him. With great embarrassment, he settled on, “Let’s go inside.” She seemed to accept this as a greeting, and allowed Park to rush to hold the door open for her.



They found their seats in the auditorium. The lights slowly darkened, and the audience broke into applause as the pianist was led onto the stage by a young woman. They stopped next to the piano, and he bowed, to more applause; then she pulled out the bench for him and he sat down. The pianist was renowned not only for his virtuosity, but also because he was blind. He’d already been an international concert pianist when he lost his vision, just days before the Bio was finished. When asked in an interview how he adjusted to playing without sight, he had said that he was simply doing what he’d always done, seeing the music and the piano keys in his mind. In front of a piano, it was as though he’d never lost his sight.

And as he started playing Beethoven’s sonatas, Park was struck by the impression that the pianist really could see: not just the piano, but also something beyond their reality, the concert hall, their anthracite forest of supertowers and underground malls and apartments like catacombs, every habitable space filled with people or something to support them. No one else objected to this teemingness as far as Park could perceive, but it was all too much and not enough that he sometimes couldn’t even stare down his bowl of salad. The pianist wasn’t playing for any of that, Park realized—he was playing for that unknowable beyond only he could access. Without meaning to, Park’s eyes became hot with tears. For the first time in his life, he felt as though someone had looked into his eyes and said to him, I know what you yearn for.

He slowed down his breathing so that Jina wouldn’t catch him crying. She turned to glance at him a few times but mostly kept her eyes on the pianist, her chin slightly lifted, her posture elegant and proud. Park could tell that she knew all the pieces by the way she seemed to anticipate every change in the theme, and how she smiled slightly before certain passages she liked. That she also loved music gave him hope that they may truly become a couple. He had never had a real relationship before. All of his previous setups by his mother, matchmakers, and online dating companies had fizzled out after a few dates. He had never disliked any of the women, who were more or less similar: pale, feminine, soft, and a bit anodyne, like cotton candy. The problem was that neither Park nor any of the women could ever muster enough interest to keep going after the first two dates.

Park still didn’t know how he felt about Jina. Underneath her delicate physique, she had something sharp in her. She smoked, and she flirted without giving any indication that she genuinely liked him. She understood music. Park took a sideways glance at her profile and noticed, with pleasure, how she’d made up her eyelashes dramatically with mascara. She was wearing a long silver dress with a low-cut back, which was very flattering to her figure. The fact that he took note of her details seemed to be a good sign.

After the recital, they followed the crowd out of the concert hall and onto the plaza. It was another muggy, red-tinged night, but Park wanted to linger there for a moment. The arts center sat on a piney hill in the middle of New Seoul, so it had a view overlooking the entire north side of the city. He led Jina to the edge of the plaza, where they leaned out over the balustrade.

“What did you think of the recital?” he asked.

“I thought he was brilliant and sensitive in his own way but also not powerful enough. His style of playing is really much better suited to Chopin,” she said. “You must think I’m a snob—it’s just that, being a pianist myself, I have different standards than nonmusicians do. I also have a more definite idea of how these pieces should be played—having played them myself and heard so many recordings—that it’s hard to overcome certain prejudices.”



Park thought she was perfectly justified, and yet he no longer was in the mood to talk about what the music had made him feel. Instead, they both looked out over the city in silence: the supertowers rising nearly to the top of the Bio, and vertical forests and gardens reaching hundreds of stories, all connected by a web of skywalks, monorails, and elevators, and on the ground level the tiny moving figures of electric cars. Everywhere, thousands of neons flashing and pulsating like colorful drumbeats. There were so many lights crowded together in this city that there was never any complete darkness unless you covered your face with your hands. Or, unless you were blind. That suddenly struck Park as very strange.

“Where do you live?” Jina asked. “Can you see your building?”

Park’s building was hidden by the others, but he could point out the general direction of its location.

“Over there, that’s my building.” Jina pointed to one of the towers. “I’m on the hundred and ninth floor. Right about there, where my finger is. What about you?”

“I’m on the fifth floor.”

“Goodness, you are practically underground,” she said reflexively, sounding disappointed. The best and most expensive apartments were on around a hundred stories, since that was the level of most skywalks and monorails. Jina had never lived below the ninetieth floor in her life, and she wasn’t about to start now. Every passing minute she was more convinced that any intrigue she’d initially felt about this man was her own ennui acting out in final desperation. When the matchmaker had presented his profile, her parents had in fact been cautious and unimpressed. Too poor and unconnected, they’d said to her. As an individual he may be your equal, given his educational pedigree, but his family is completely below our family. Still, she’d found something touching about his photo, liked his serious, intelligent eyes under the charcoal black eyebrows; and he’d written that he was a fan of classical music. But when it came down to it, he was like every other blind date she’d had, only smarter and poorer. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes and was freshly annoyed by his thin, slightly concave chest and his spoonlike profile, characteristic of those born before the Bio. As for supposedly being a fan of classical music, he had absolutely nothing to say about the performance, and was just standing there like a statue staring out at the violent lights. So he was one of those boorish men who claimed to know something about music to flesh out their profiles. Perhaps what had most appealed to her was the chance to frustrate her parents by falling in love with someone who they thought was beneath her. But such capriciousness was costing her her youth. After the night was over, Jina vowed to have an honest conversation with her parents and marry the next eligible match, a younger and richer man who could afford a new apartment in the right district, nowhere near the ground.

As for Park, he was thinking of what one of his colleagues—the junior engineer who offered him one yellow sock—had told a group of them over lunch about his new girlfriend. The guy had said that he and his date were on the monorail when she pointed out her tower, her apartment just a tiny yellow square somewhere in the middle. Every time he passed by it now, he looked at the cluster of windows knowing one of them had her in it, and the awareness made him unbearably happy—and that was how he knew he was in love. Where someone lives is the most uninteresting, boring fact—unless it’s someone you love, and then it becomes the most imperative thing to know, he claimed sagely. Think about it—he said—do you all remember where I live? I’ve told you guys a million times. When you run into someone from university and you ask which neighborhood, which building, simply to be polite—do you actually remember it? You know you have no recollection whatsoever after a day or two. They’d all broken down laughing.

Park had zero interest in knowing where Jina lived.

He looked at her, clad in her thin silvery dress, staring out vacantly into the vast expanse of lights. Nothing could bridge the distance between them, not even standing here together at the edge. He thought about how he would never call her and she’d never call him, and how they would forever disappear from each other’s lives.

* * *

It was close to midnight by the time he came home. Park washed his face and took his meds—the seventh and eighth pills, the last dosage of the day. The meds had
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—SHELF AWARENESS (STARRED REVIEW)

“A dreamy, intense debut. . . . The prose is ravishing and Kim demonstrates remarkable control of a complicated narrative.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“Beasts of a Little Land is as much a story of love—requited, unrequited, imperfect, fleeting, dogged, romantic, platonic, familial—and the knocks of time on our bodies and spirits as it is about a moment in history for one country struggling against colonialism.”

—PORTLAND MONTHLY (A BEST BOOK OF 2021)



Praise for City of Night Birds

“This story left me thinking about the ways we overcome setbacks and redefine what truly matters.”

—REESE WITHERSPOON (REESE’S BOOK CLUB DECEMBER 2024 PICK)

“Kim’s lyrical, cinematic writing kidnaps the senses. . . . Kim’s pointillistic pages merge reader, protagonist, and story, yielding a literary fever dream. . . . The greatness of City of Night Birds made this reader lament its ending, and hope for another Juhea Kim novel, and another.”

—WASHINGTON POST

“Impressive. . . . With painterly prose, Kim takes readers to St. Petersburg, Russia, following a hot-blooded, ambitious ballerina as she pursues greatness and redemption on the stage.”

—SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE (A BEST BOOK OF 2024)

“Engrossing. . . . Kim delivers all the juicy drama readers have come to expect from a ballerina’s tale. . . . The results will likely keep dance fans ravenously turning pages. A welcome addition to the literary dance canon, City of Night Birds is most compelling when its interpersonal dramas test the novel’s central question: whether, as one character opines, ‘Love doesn’t set anyone free. Art does.’”

—LOS ANGELES TIMES

“Lush prose buttressed by vivid details . . . packed with drama, love affairs, and high-stakes rivalries.”

—VOGUE (A BEST BOOK OF 2024)

“Kim’s sophomore novel follows former Russian prima ballerina Natalia Leonova, who returns to her native St. Petersburg two years after a crushing injury that cut her time performing with the Paris Opera Ballet short. . . . As Leonova attempts to get her mind and body in shape, she reflects on her unlikely rise from poverty to center stage and how hard she’s fought for her craft.”

—HARPER’S BAZAAR (A BEST BOOK OF 2024)

“A mesmerizing page-turner.”

—TOWN & COUNTRY

“A gorgeously written tale. . . . Well-researched and immersive, the book is a testament to Kim’s lifelong admiration of ballet.”

—MS. MAGAZINE

“Riveting. . . . Kim weaves in plot threads involving the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the tabloid press, and celebrity parties, as well as complications related to various expressions of sexual desire to show that no form of art can exist separately from the complexity of life. . . . Another brilliant page-turner from Kim. . . . Written in sumptuous prose, Kim’s novel is a feast for the senses.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS (STARRED REVIEW)

“City of Night Birds is a deeply emotional portrayal of a dancer past the peak of her abilities, trying desperately to regain her sense of self after her body, her loved ones and her life’s work have let her down. . . . Utterly immersive. . . . For anyone who has ever been transfixed by the stage, City of Night Birds is not one to miss.”

—BOOKPAGE

“Graceful. . . . The novel is a pas de trois (dance for three) starring Natalia; her partner, Alexander; and her nemesis, Dmitri. . . . Fascinating.”

—DENVER POST

“City of Night Birds has occupied my imagination because she does what the old Russian stalwarts do, but in this lyrical, beautiful way.”

—NAYANTARA ROY, AUTHOR OF THE MAGNIFICENT RUINS, ON BBC ARTS HOUR
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