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I ignore her professional misgivings and explain that if an event
cannot withstand the exquisite German engineering and sexy
sports-chic of a solid pair of trainers then it’s not worth going to”

{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 Met Some Interesting People...

I’m staring out of the window on the 34th
floor of the Shard, trying not to look like
this is my third glass of Champagne. It’s
a Monday afternoon and I feel like Sylvia
Plath in The Bell Jar: I have no idea what
I’m doing in a room with Cherie Blair
and I feel a bit sad because I don’t know
anyone. The party is to celebrate the
birthday of the bright spark who built the
first hotel on the Algarve, whose wife I
vaguely know. As far as I can tell, few, if
any, of the guests know the birthday boy
personally, but we’re all here because
we are connected by six degrees of
professional separation. It’s a networking
event disguised as a birthday party.
At dinner, which is nothing more than
an unending stream of canapés, I am sat
between an elderly Italian gentleman
called Toni, who speaks passionately
about his chain of barbershops, and a
journalist from The Sunday Times. The
journalist instantly takes exception to me
for two reasons: firstly, being a white,
middle-class, heterosexual Oxbridge
graduate, she has never heard of Winq
and is frustrated that she cannot place me
in her hierarchy of journalists; secondly,
she doesn’t approve of my wearing white
Adidas trainers to a black tie event. I
ignore her professional misgivings and
explain that if an event cannot withstand
the exquisite German engineering and
sexy sports-chic of a solid pair of trainers
then it’s not worth going to. She doesn’t
anticipate that although I look like a chav
with a diamond earring and an Adidas
fetish, I also have a PhD and therefore
(possibly) know more stuff than she does.
She remains unimpressed until I am
telling the dude opposite me – a twentyfour-year-old literature graduate from
Greece – that I am preparing a lecture on
Goethe’s Elective Affinities. “Oh,” she pipes

up, “nobody has read it seriously since
Walter Benjamin.”
“Right,” I turn to her, pointedly, “and
it’s time we finished the exegesis
of Benjamin’s reading in terms of
romanticism.” She tries to continue
looking at me as if I’m stupid, but I can
see now it’s a strain. “You think Benjamin
is unfinished?” she sneers. All this goes
over the Greek’s beautiful head, but he
laughs appropriately when I deliver my
parting salvo: “Of course he’s unfinished.
Suicide will do that. You should come to
my lecture; bring your boyfriend, it will be
like taking a pot noodle to a banquet.”
As I stand up, a dashing waiter proffers
Champagne, so I take one and head for
the lift. Back on the ground, it’s pouring
with rain and the wind is howling, making
it nearly impossible to smoke a muchneeded cigarette. The Greek suddenly
appears and something strange happens.
As we’re talking about my book and his
fledgling editorial career, I can tell he
wants me – not least because he can’t

take his eyes off my crotch – and he’s
totally my type, but I ignore that and ask
him to be my editorial assistant. This
surprises me too, but, I reason, he’s a
decade younger than me, and I need an
assistant more than I need another boy.
As we shake hands to seal the deal, he
gently pulls me in for a kiss. His lips are
poised and tempting, my free hand finds
its way to his bum, and he tips his head
back and starts to melt into my arms.
Then I start backing away. It’s super
awkward. I don’t know what’s happening
– this is literally the first time ever I’ve not
kissed a willing boy. Mercifully, my phone
rings – it’s the hairdresser; and suddenly
I realise that the ‘barbershop’ tycoon
from dinner was actually none other than
Toni of Toni & Guy fame, and barbershop
was just his adorable way of referring to
his famous salons. Answering the call, I
have a niggling sense of why I didn’t kiss
the Greek and, as if guided by a magical
thread, head for the Tube while talking
sweet nothings with the hairdresser.
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