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COSMO AND DAMIAN’S  
CHRISTMAS OUTING

Paul Yates

‘It’s not exactly luxury,’ Damian said, as they boarded the train at 
Paddington, ‘but there’s something romantic about going to sleep 
on a train and waking up somewhere else. I’ve always loved it.’

‘I did Austerlitz–Madrid once, through the snowy high 
sierras,’ Cos said. ‘Feels like being in a movie.’

‘It’ll give us a liminal zone before the festivities,’ Damian 
said. ‘Have you got the bottle of red?’

‘That’s nice. I’m feeling a bit liminal myself – it’s been a beast 
of a term, too much melancholy – and, yes, in my bag with some 
pretzels and it’s a screw top.’

‘I thought melancholy was good for English majors?’
The couchette was a wonder of mechanical miniaturization. 

The bunks were folded into the wall and two comfortable 
armchairs faced the engine. 

‘Put the luggage up top, with the spare pillows,’ Damian said.
‘This is so cute,’ Cos said, opening the narrow wooden door 
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TALES FROM THE BLUE ROOM   

to the wet room. ‘I don’t know how people share these things 
with strangers – I’d be terrified of farting.’

‘Let’s have some music,’ Damian said, fishing in his bag for 
the miniature speaker. ‘How about the lovely Bach cantata, Auf 
thingy? It’ll get us in the mood for an English Christmas.’

‘Let joy be unconfined,’ Cos said.
They shared the bottle of wine, drinking from the plastic 

tooth glasses, as the train lurched towards the west. After an 
edible but uninspiring dinner they tumbled back to the couchette, 
where, now, the bunks were down and small chocolates had 
been left on the pillows.

‘The choc fairy’s been,’ Cos said.
‘We must tip the attendant when we get off for this magical 

transformation,’ Damian said, ‘even though it only takes thirty 
seconds and he doesn’t have any passports to deal with as 
Cornwall is yet to become independent.’

Cos undid the top button of Damian’s jeans and kissed him. 
‘Let’s do stone, paper, scissors for the top bunk,’ he said. 
Cos got the top bunk.

Sitting with legs dangling, Cos listened to the shriek of the 
gulls and the sounds of Damian, about half a metre away, 
in the wet room. If he took much longer there would be 
no time for a shower before breakfast, something he felt he 
needed.  The  night had seemed to last forever as he drifted 
in and out of sleep, gently tugged this way and that by the 
movement of the train and the eeriness of moments when 
it stopped for no apparent reason. The coffee and croissant 
proved surprisingly good and Cos willingly parted with a fiver 
as the smart attendant, waiting on the platform, hoped they 
had enjoyed their journey, looked forward to seeing them again 
soon and wished them a merry Christmas.

‘There’s Dad.’ 
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Damian waved as a tall man with Damian’s soft oval face and 
black wavy hair came towards them, hands lifted in welcome. 
He wore a Barbour and green wellingtons and hugged Damian, 
slapping him on the back. 

‘Lovely to see you, Dami, and great to meet you, Cosmo,’ 
he said, turning to Cos, pumping his hand and gripping his 
forearm.

‘It’s great to be here, Mr Lutyens,’ Cos said. ‘Thanks for 
inviting me.’

‘It’s Oliver and, you’re very welcome,’ he said, momentarily 
intensifying his grip. ‘Wagon’s just outside. Both had a good 
term, I hope. How was the journey?’

Out in the country the air was keen with a harsh winter light. 
Turning off the main road, the ancient Land Rover bumped its 
way through narrow lanes with high hedgerows. After a few 
kilometres they came to a rise where they could see the cliffs 
and the sea before them. Passing through a small hamlet, they 
followed a potholed cinder track and drove through a pair of 
dilapidated gates with hinges red with salty rust.

‘The estate,’ Damian said, ‘all two hectares of it.’
On either side of the drive was blackened gorse and marsh 

grass singing in the wind. About half a kilometre away below 
them they could see the house, perched on a promontory that 
jutted out from the cliff.

Oliver stopped on the crest of the hill.
‘Looks so romantic and mysterious from here. I forget until 

someone with new eyes comes,’ he said, turning to grin at Cos, 
who sat on a bench in the back, surrounded by the paraphernalia 
of a country vet.

They rolled forward into a dip and the house disappeared, 
to rise up before them as the path veered suddenly downwards 
along the edge of the cliff. They came to rest on a windy plateau 
with the sea crashing noisily beneath them. 

The house stood between the small plateau and the sea. Jagged 


