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Staring out to sea, a beer in one hand and a boy in the other,
I feel positively heroic, as if I’m the Don Quixote of the
English seaside”

{COLUMNIST} DANIEL BARNES
Daniel Barnes has a day job as a philosopher and art critic, but his social life is a one-man
mission to explore the depths and excesses of 21st-century gay life. This column offers a
glimpse into his misadventures, such as The Time I Went to the Seaside...

It’s the windiest day of the year and I’m
standing on Brighton beach watching the
waves crash against the pier. The situation
is incurably romantic, with a chance of
squally showers. Staring out to sea, a beer
in one hand and a boy in the other, I feel
positively heroic, as if I’m the Don Quixote of
the English seaside.
I don’t know if it’s the winter blues or the
early onset of middle age, but I’m avoiding
going out at the moment and treat anything
that keeps me from my bed with contempt.
The only thing I can do without resentment
is go to the gym, which I do with unfaltering
dedication in the hope that it will pay
dividends come summertime.
One night, I’m in the gym, marvelling at the
plethora of the sweaty boys in sportswear,
when a familiar face catches my eye. It’s the
married Brazilian, who still excites every
fibre of my being. I’m about to go and talk to
him when I remember I’ve given him up for
Lent, so I cut my workout short and go home.
If there is anything guaranteed to get me
outside in the depths of winter, however,
it’s my hairdresser, who continues to

intrigue me with his never-ending skills
and charms. He recently mentioned that he
has never seen any sea apart from the Red
Sea. I promised to show him the English
Channel in all its wild glory, so here we are
in Brighton in the middle of winter. Standing
here, watching the waves rise, fall and swell
on the stony beach, with the unforgiving sea
stretching out into a murky, lonely infinity, is
like being in a Turner painting. It reminds me
of the best moments of my childhood, which
were spent on windswept beaches foraging
for fossils or pieces of coloured glass that
had been worn smooth by the tide.
“Don’t get too close,” the hairdresser
warns as I gallantly approach the shoreline.
“It’s just water,” I shout through the wind,
“it’s not going to bite.”
“You’ll get swept away,” he says, as I
move ever closer to the water’s edge. In
my mind, at this moment, I am impressing
him by revealing my outdoorsy side, which
complements my urban intellectual side.
Indeed, here in my natural habitat I feel both
invincible and irresistible, so it comes as a
rude shock when my feet start to feel like ice.

I look down to see that I have misjudged how
far the water comes up after a particularlyheavy wave. I am now standing in a pool
of icy water that’s seeping into my shoes,
trying to look cool as it sloshes around my
ankles and hoping the hairdresser, who is
a good 20 metres behind me on the beach,
cannot see the full extent of my predicament.
Later on, we’re in a bar and every so
often he lets out a shriek of laughter as
he recalls the incident aloud to whoever
is listening. I feel pretty dumb, but I can
sense the affection in his voice and it hasn’t
discouraged him from groping me under the
table. I’m so cold I just want to go home, but
he wants to stay for the cabaret, so I book
a hotel room. I don’t tell him this, however,
until he starts panicking about missing the
end of the show to get the last train. He’s so
happy, he forgets my earlier faux pas and
thinks I’m the hero of our seaside adventure.
His amnesia, however, is only temporary:
in the morning, when I squelch down to
breakfast in my still-wet shoes, he laughs all
over again as if it’s the funniest thing in the
whole world.
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