
WON’T YOU TAKE IT

Kelvin Nowakowski-MacLeish had hated his name – or at least the last two thirds of it – for

as long as he could remember. His mother would tell people, for example, that he had learned

to write out his favourite toys’ names before he could spell his own. And this initial difficulty

somehow transformed into a true distaste. He liked himself well enough, that wasn’t the issue.

So perhaps the problem was other people. Indeed, as Kelvin grew up he could still hear his

primary school peers singing those eight clunking syllables in his ear:

Keeeeeelvin Noooowacowskiiii MacLeeeeeeeesh

– the name would be stretched this way and that to fit whatever tune was being sung.

It wasn’t entirely their fault, for in a small Scottish village-school any strange thing was cause

for hilarity. Kids will be kids, etcetera, he would explain to his high school girlfriend when

she asked if he was ever bullied. But he couldn’t deny that since that time he had been

acutely aware of his own strangeness.

Kelvin’s sister Kiera, being born after the divorce, didn’t have the ‘Nowakowski’ part. Even

when he reached high school with some semblance of a self-image he was jealous of this.

One day, he wrote out ‘Kelvin MacLeish’ again and again in the back of his jotter. He

sounded it out as he wrote it, enjoying the alliteration. It wasn’t perfect, but it looked like it

would fit the ‘name’ section of his books and exam papers snugly – no matter how hard he

tried, a few letters of his full name always dangled outside the box or over the line. He

concluded that ‘Nowakowski’ was a hinderance to not only the sound and length of his name

but to the whole composition. At fourteen there was really little he could do.

Until Kiera started high school herself, Kelvin looked after his sister every day after school

until their mother came home. He joked about the downsides of ‘the job’ with his friends but

secretly he loved to sit with her. While small and softly-spoken, she was what their mother

called ‘a real romantic’, avidly interested in all matters of the heart and eager to hear his

worries, big or small. Sometimes he would invent a problem just so she could say ‘lie down

please’ and sit next to him with her notes, acting out the role of therapist.



These free counselling sessions were short lived, of course, ending when Kiera turned twelve.

From that point on her life was flooded, inevitably, with hormones and problems of her own.

Real problems, that she had no time to discuss with mere family members. She still had her

notebooks though, a colourful stack of them that got bigger every year. One day, Kelvin saw

one lying open on her desk and found himself curious about the new life she had. Skimming

the first few pages, he found a name, one name only, written and re-written in a neat, curled

hand.

Kiera Ramsay Kiera Ramsay Kiera Ramsay

Kiera Ramsay Kiera Ramsay Kiera Ramsay

Kiera Ramsay Kiera Ramsay Kiera Ramsay

He didn’t have long to consider this before hearing the familiar sound of Kiera’s bag being

thrust onto the kitchen table. She was home, maybe with a friend, making his presence in her

room gross misconduct. Kelvin shut the book, shut the door, and padded downstairs, being

careful not to rush. Adolescence had made Kiera chronically suspicious.

At the foot of the stairs stood his sister, who had indeed brought a friend. Or a boyfriend, or

something in between. He was handsome, Kevin supposed, in a scrawny, tousled sort of way.

The boy looked at Kelvin placidly while Kiera tapped her foot. He had interrupted something.

‘This is Brad,’ she said plainly.

Brad?

Brad held out a delicate hand and said: ‘pleasure to meet you.’

‘Likewise.’

‘Kelvin, aye?’

‘Yep,’ said Kelvin. He could have asked how they met, if they went to the same high school,

but Kiera caught his eye. Her look pierced him as it often did, so he just smiled, shook hands,

and said ‘Well, I’ll be downstairs.’

‘Just dump your stuff by the coats, Brad, yeah?’ Kiera said.

The boy acquiesced and followed Kiera up the stairs. She took his hand as they turned and

held onto it.



Brad Ramsay – Kelvin mulled over this new name as he stirred a cup of tea in the kitchen.

The combination of Scottish and American struck him as ugly. Maybe it was Bradley Ramsay;

maybe that was worse. Kelvin turned the radio up loud and waited for his mother to come

home. Two cards stood on the windowsill from when he had turned twenty a week before but

he hardly felt twenty at all.

***

Perhaps there had been something in those early therapist’s-notes, something Kiera had

missed that could have lead him sooner to knowing. She had been, after all, an amateur

psychologist. When they were both what their mother called adults, he told Kiera he would

love to read the contents of her sparkly pink notebooks, but she squinted and said she’d

thrown them away. Most things from her childhood had been thrown away, she explained.

This upset him in ways he hadn’t expected, but he decided not to tell her this. In any case, she

had to leave sharp to look for wedding rings with Brad, the boy he had met on the stairs. Brad,

whose second name was not Ramsay but in fact Welsh, had gone in six years from a minor

character in Kiera’s life to central protagonist. This promotion was encouraged by their

mother soon after she realised Kelvin was unlikely to provide her a grandchild to carry the

family name. She wasn’t the type of mother to expect much when it came to their

professional lives or commitment to her, but the family name – that was important. ‘She’ll go

for a double-barrel, surely,’ she would say to Kelvin while she was driving or cooking, as if

the thought had only just occurred to her. Conversations like that made him glad he was gay.

Later that day, the day Kiera told him her childhood had been disposed of, Kelvin lay on his

sofa, his head on his boyfriend’s lap, puzzling over Kiera’s engagement.

‘It’s hard to grasp,’ he said.

‘Aye... Sorry, what are you talking about?’ Lewis was half asleep, or daydreaming. Kelvin

couldn’t tell.

‘Nothing,’ said Kelvin.

‘Kelvin.’

‘Louie! It’s nothing, just something Kiera said today.’

‘Oh, Kiera. Strange one.’



‘She’s fine, you know.’

‘I know. That Brad guy though, I don’t get it.’

‘Hah, yeah, I’m with you there.’ Kelvin stretched, trying to rouse himself. ‘Anyway, that

thing she said – I think I figured it out.’

‘Good.’

Lewis kissed Kelvin’s head and tapped his shoulder to say I’m getting up now. For a moment,

Kelvin felt disappointed that his vague unease hadn’t been investigated further, but when he

sat up he saw Lewis not daydreaming but very much awake and distracted. He was rubbing

his left eye too, the way he did when he felt a twitch there.

‘It’s not late enough to be lazy,’ Lewis smiled. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

Kelvin gave him a thumbs-up but stayed reclined. From the sofa, he watched Lewis rummage

in the cupboard, glasses clinking, singing to himself as he opened the fridge. Then he reclined

and turned his gaze to the ceiling. Lewis’ voice was gruff and slightly flat, on key for just

moments at a time, in a way that was strangely comforting. Beneath this, the sound of the cat

kneading the rug at his feet. These are the sounds of a home Kelvin thought, and a wave of

contentment enveloped him.

‘Hey! No sleeping now, I got a present for you!’

Lewis’ eyes were wide as he approached. In his hand were two fine champagne glasses.

‘Et voila, monsieur,’ he said.

‘What is this!’ Kelvin gasped. ‘I mean, I’m not complaining but – cheers. You’re the best.’

‘We’ll see’, said Lewis.

‘No, you are…Wait, what is it? What have you broken?’

‘Kel.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Kelvin, it’s been two years.’

‘The best years.’



‘And you said something last month –’

‘About getting another cat?’ Kelvin swigged the expensive champagne and tried not to burp.

‘Aw, no, no no no, about your name. About, you know, not liking it.’

‘Oh yeah, maybe.’

‘And I thought…’ there was an uncharacteristic tremble in Lewis’ voice.

‘Mhm?’

‘I thought you could take mine.’

Kelvin put his glass down. ‘Oh Lewis,’ was all he could say.

‘Won’t you take it?’ Lewis fumbled in his pockets. ‘Sorry, it’s here somewhere.’

‘It’s okay,’ said Kelvin.

Lewis looked increasingly frantic so Kelvin put a hand on his knee and held it lovingly. He

imagined pushing all his love and reassurance through that hand, but the calm that

surrounded him a minute before had vanished. A ring he could take. And the love, he could

see himself feeling that indefinitely. But the name, the name that made him quite possibly the

only Kelvin Nowacowski-MacLeish in the world, what about that?

‘It’s here! God, sorry.’

The questions about where he was really from; the spelling out eighteen letters over the

phone again and again; the ugly signature he had learned to perfect;

‘Kelvin?’

The curtain over the open kitchen window floated free of its catch, letting in some last yellow

autumn rays which kissed Lewis’ cheek. It was a handsome cheek. Kelvin reached out to

touch it and opened his mouth. Flakes of dust hung in the sunlight between them.

‘Honey I don’t think I can.’


