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Praise for NO ONE’S LEAVING

Raki Kopernik’s debut novel, No One’s Leaving, is a grief narrative unlike any other I’ve read. It manages to be devastatingly painful, haunted with heartache, and also sidesplittingly funny, full of kindness, queerness, and warmth. Gritty and honest as a Patti Smith song, No One’s Leaving is a story about travel, about the love of strangers, about letting go and starting again. Kopernik’s keen insights on love and loss are profound. Each line, sharp and true.

-Alissa Hattman, author of Sift
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No One's Leaving exists in the liminal spaces between life and death, truth and fiction, pain and healing. Throughout the narrator's fevered journey across Europe and the US after the suicide of her ex, we become unable to separate ourselves from her so that her meditations, her hauntings, her travels become our own. Confessional, raw, and poetic, this is a novel that dazzles the reader from a writer exercising her full power.

-Darci Schummer, author of Six Months in the Midwest
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Ethereal and atmospheric, Kopernik's prose seamlessly weaves together the memories of a haunting love and a present unraveling adventure. As the narrator embarks on a journey to heal from the past, she contemplates loss—all its pain and suffering—and finds an opportunity for introspection, deep reflection and meditation. No One's Leaving is a fever dream of grief, an eloquent song of trauma and rebirth.

-Brittany Ackerman, author of The Perpetual Motion Machine and The Brittanys
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Full of portals to the past and passageways forward, No One's Leaving is an underground-guidebook-cum-queer-odyssey traversing loss and the many I's grief sheds. Charting a journey from hostels to ferries to farmfields to yurts to hitched rides, Raki Kopernik's crisp and clear storytelling is charmed and generous, like the eyes of love, showing us how to trust ourselves, how to move through blue, how to surrender and sync with the rhythm of the living even when haunted by the dead, and how to start, again and again and again.

-Elisabeth Workman, author of Ultramegaprairieland and Endlessness Is No Desolation
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They may say, those were the days... But in a way/ You know for us these are the days. Yes, for us these are the days. 

-Jane’s Addiction

For Val, RIP
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THE PLANE LANDED in Paris and I was alone. I took a train to Amsterdam without smelling a moment of French air. Paris was not the beginning. Holland waterways and families on bicycles, five people two pedals, babies to grans all together, was the beginning. Cafés with tiny cups of coffee and huge joints for sale served by faux redheaded punky girls, was the beginning. Everything is tidier when you leave America. Even mess.

I didn’t cry until I got to Amsterdam. I was leaning on the metal railing of a bridge overlooking the Zwanenburgwal canal. My chest cracked, my eyes filled. I leaned forward, pressing my guts into the railing. Water dumped out into the canal in giant plops. I watched the puddles make loops, sound waves expanding out and out and out, interlacing each other, syncopating. One drop, ten drops, twenty drops of water don’t make a difference in volume, but every drop changes the chemistry. When my eyes ran out of water, I looked at the wavy mirror of my face against the canal. My brown eyes turned blue in its reflection. Her blue.

Her eyes in my eyes in the waters of Amsterdam.

I see you, I said.

Her laugh, her shadows, her death not death.

Are you following me? I said out loud.

A boat passed through the canal and her blue eyes turned to waves then to nothing. People passing by in the boat waved up, shouting and laughing. I waved back, searching for her face in the crowd.
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The trip was planned long before her dust was watered into the base of a Virginia oak. I was on the East coast, not far from where she hung. Her sister picked me up in a silver Subaru. We drove six hours from Brooklyn to Virginia. We had never met.

She called you the fancy sister, I said.

I didn’t know that, she said. Her eyes red and full of water.

I looked out the window at the fresh budding trees and stayed quiet for the rest of the ride. When we arrived, people were drinking wine out of hand-made ceramic mugs in Earth tone colors. I didn’t know anyone and I had never been to Virginia. I stood on a wooden deck overlooking an oak-pine forest.

My dad built this house when we were kids, the sister said.

She told me that, I said.

He found her hanging under the deck, she said.

I looked down at my feet.

Right underneath us, she said, looking down too.

I pictured her dad sitting in his rocking chair, rocking, then stopping and still hearing the rocking. I pictured him following the sound until he found its source. I pictured his face turning white like hers probably was and trying to cut the rope around her throat. I didn’t cry. But I wanted to throw up.

You can sleep in her room. Go through her closet and take whatever you want, her dad said.

I felt his eyes trying to connect to mine. I looked at him for a second, then walked to the closet.

I’ll leave you be, he said. He closed the door.

I opened it back up halfway and watched his bedroom door close behind him down the hall. Candles were still lit throughout the house, and they made moving shadows on the ceiling.

Ghosts of my memories.

Everything woven in invisible fishing twine, strong and see-through.

In the olden days, when candles and oil were the only sources of light, everyone looked beautiful like transparent sepia spirits.

I found the collared gray shirt in her closet. The one I always borrowed when I needed something sort-of fancy. Its faint silver stripes shimmered in the right light and showed my clavicles just enough. It looked good on her, and I wanted to look like her. The shirt looked small and empty hanging from a plastic hanger amongst clothes I had never seen. I wanted to take everything. I put the shirt on the bed and lay next to it on top of the covers. I listened to my breath, in out up down, and noticed a faint smell of sage and chocolate. My eyes were heavy and my heart felt tired. I closed my eyes, but they wouldn’t stay closed even though it was hard to keep them open.

Not one, not the other.

The beginning, the end, and the middle.

I didn’t sleep, but time passed and rooms became dark. A memory of her face, the sound of her laughing, that time we kissed on the futon of our apartment. That time I loved her. I opened the door. All the candles had been blown out but their shadows were still cast, moving along the ceiling. I sat on the hallway rug and looked up. Her shadow laughing through old wooden boards of this cabin her father built. I heard the high pitch of her otherwise alto voice, how it rose only when she laughed. Distinctly her.

I’m not mad at you, I said.

In the morning, I drank the black coffee they made, took the chocolate they offered, and after sitting around an oak tree listening to stories I had never heard, the sister took me to the train station. We hugged and I felt guilty for the fancy sister comment. She was thin and sad and looked as though words could crack her skin and crumble her bones.

I rode the train back to New York to get on a plane to Europe and start an adventure I wasn’t sure I still wanted to have. But it felt too late to turn back, and too boring not to move forward.
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As the day progressed, I walked through the cobblestone streets of Holland without focus, my feet guiding my body, my body floating along. I found myself in a grocery store where I bought a cucumber and a baguette and made my way to a nearby park bench. A young German raver guy in baggy pants sat next to me and smiled. He lit up a joint and offered it to me.

Danke, I said. The only German I knew. He nodded his head and smiled bigger. I ripped off a piece of my baguette and gave it to him.

Tonk you, he said. The only English he knew.

He looked up and pointed at the tree above us. Two small blue and orange Kingfishers were sharing a worm. We watched the birds for the duration of the joint and after. We couldn’t stop watching them.

The blue of the birds, the blue of her eyes, crisp and clear.

I have never seen eyes like hers. Maybe her eyes let in too much light. No pigment, no filter. Some people see too much, feel everything too much. Maybe that’s the wrong way to look at it. Maybe it’s not too much, but so much. More than my own tank has the capacity for.

I looked back at the German and he looked at me. He was smiling, his lids half closed, stoned. He glowed with a pink light like what I imagine an aura would be. I smiled back at him and he started to say something I didn’t understand. At my confused expression, he ran a finger down his cheek like a tear and pointed at me. I put my hands on my chest. He touched my shoulder. We took a deep breath together, then finished the baguette and looked back up at the birds.

That night, I slept in a dirty hostel in the middle of the city in a room full of bunk beds with itchy blankets. I didn’t remember any of my dreams. It was a hard, long sleep, the kind that feels like nothing, like you close your eyes and open them a minute later and it’s the next day. My eyes opened. I drank a tiny cup of coffee in the hostel café and walked to the train station to find the next new beginning.
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When the train doors closed, I felt safe. There’s nothing to figure out when everything is moving. Stillness is coveted, and so arduous to accept. I sat down next to a young blond guy with blond eyelashes wearing a white shirt, bright like the high noon sun. I handed the conductor my ticket.

Bruges, I said.

You have a good accent, the conductor said.

I also speak Hebrew, I said.

He smiled and punched my ticket and the blond-haired blond-eyelash guy next to me said, Gam ani medaber ivrit.

I asked him where he was from and how he knew Hebrew.

Russia via Poland but now living in Israel. I’m traveling through Europe trying to figure out where to live next. I just broke up with my boyfriend. My name is Konrad, he said in Hebrew.

We shook hands and fell in friend love.

Konrad was tall and beautiful with a big nose and sleepy eyes under all the blond. The more he talked the gayer he became, the more I knew I had made the right choice to go to Belgium. Keep moving, stay free.

I’m going to Bruges too, he said. Let’s share a room.

Bruges looked like a BBC period piece, cobblestone streets, old brick buildings with verandas and chocolate shops that served tiny pieces of chocolate and espresso in even tinier cups. Everywhere I went I had tiny coffee. Konrad wanted to stay in a fancy hotel with white sheets and eat fancy spaghetti with white napkins. I splurged, happy to have a friend and a clean bed for the first time in a week. We walked around the quiet town, posing in front of old pointy churches and sluggish canals to take pictures with each other’s cameras.

My father died in a factory machine accident in Poland when I was ten, Konrad said between bites of spaghetti. We were broken, just like Poland was. I always knew I was gay. But being gay over there was death. I still won’t go back, he said.

I always think of Poland as shtetls and babushkas, I said.

That’s about right, he said.

My ex-girlfriend just died, I said.

People can die so easily, he said. He took a gulp of thick red wine.

Well, she died on purpose, I said.

It’s hard to stay alive, he said.

I see her everywhere.

Do you see her now?

I usually see her when I’m alone.

I never saw my father again after he died.

He has probably seen you, I said.

I had a dream, or maybe I was awake, that my body lifted up and out into the Belgian sky, a constellation of stars changing each time I exhaled, looked away, then looked back. Like Christmas lights syncopating on and off, floating, scattered rhythms, jazz with a beat. I was flying and I knew I could fly. There was no fear, but also, no ground. Like being on a roller coaster in that moment you come out from being upside down. It’s so scary, but not if you trust that you are held. Trust is the magic that turns fear into love and adventure.

Go to Ireland, she said.

I’m going to Ireland, I said to Konrad the next morning over more tiny coffee.

I had a feeling you were ready to go somewhere new, he said. I’m going to Italy. I’ll take you to the train station.

Konrad helped me find the train to Ostend, a coastal Belgian town, where I could get on a boat to Dover, England, cross England by train, then get on another boat to Ireland.

Wait here I’ll be right back, he said.

I stood near the train terminal with my backpack and a package of dark Belgian chocolate. Konrad returned holding a bouquet of red and white daisies. He looked into my eyes and handed me the bouquet.

If only you were a boy, he said.

If only you were a girl, I said.

We laughed together and hugged like old friends. I got on the train smiling, smelling my flowers, and watched him walk away.
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She was standing in the corner of the train, staring at me through her black-rimmed glasses, smoking. Her blue eyes reflecting rings of smoke, dulling their color. I wasn’t surprised to see her, but I wasn’t calm either.

You can’t smoke on the train, I said.

We were alone in the train car. She smiled. She was smoking a Virginia Slim, which we called vagina slimes, and only smoked because her mom smoked them when we were in high school. She lived with her mom and sisters in a two-bedroom apartment a few blocks from my house. A classic brick four-plex full of cats and strangers coming and going. Her mom worked long hours on the weekends and late at night as a waitress at a diner, plenty of time to scan the ashtrays around the apartment for half smoked cigarette butts. When her mom was too tired to go to the corner store down the street, she’d send her daughters with a note and two dollars for a pack of Virginia Slims. A note with her mom’s signature was all they needed to sell cigarettes to minors. Sometimes we forged the signature. Or we bought cigarettes from one of the machines around town, the ones with big knobs attached to levers you pulled out, causing the pack to drop to the bottom with a thud, like a soda machine. There was one at the ice-skating rink, and one at the restaurant where her mom worked. Her mom caught her oldest sister smoking in the apartment when she was fourteen. They sat down at the kitchen table, mother and daughter face to face, with a fresh pack of cigarettes.

If you can smoke them all, you can smoke all you like, her mom said.

Her sister sucked down one cigarette after the next until she finished the pack, hardly a cough along the way. She filled an amber glass ashtray, like the ones in shabby restaurants with three evenly spaced divots to rest your cigarette. The ashtray got so full of speckled beige butts they had to use a saucer for the last few. Her first and middle fingers turned piss yellow and the house, my friend remembered, was so smoky she couldn’t see the dyed red hair on her mother’s head. Her mother’s laugh was full of smoke, crusty like she might start coughing at the end, which she often did. After that, mother and daughter smoked together daily.

I told her she couldn’t smoke on the train, but I wanted her cigarette. I wanted the smoke coming out of her mouth to blow directly in mine. I moved toward her. She relaxed as I approached, lighting another cigarette with the one she was smoking, extending it out toward me. That was how we did it, cherry to cherry. I reached two fingers out. My hand felt hot. Her laugh Dolby surround sound. I pulled on the cigarette, bitter yellow smoke filling the cavity of my mouth. I felt my teeth stain immediately. My gums ached. My lungs cringed. It was disgusting.

I wanted it and I hated it.

I coughed and blew a forceful puff of dirty gray air into her face.

When the smoke cleared, she was gone and I was alone again.
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