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Helen McGinn is the author of the award-winning wine blog and book, The Knackered Mother’s Wine Club. She spent almost a decade sourcing wines around the world as a supermarket wine buyer and spent the next half-decade pregnant. She now writes about drinks for the Daily Mail and Waitrose Food magazine. Awards for her blog include Fortnum & Mason’s Online Drinks Writer and Red magazine’s Best Blogger. Helen is married with three children and lives in the New Forest, along with too many dogs and a weird cat. Her desert island wine would be 1988 vintage Champagne; her desert island dish would not be leftover fish fingers.
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Introduction



OK, first things first. I never, ever thought I’d be writing a book about not drinking. For a start, I spent almost a decade as a supermarket wine buyer, scouring vineyards across the world and sniffng out the good stuff. And for the last ten years I’ve devoted my working hours to tasting, talking and writing about it, not to mention my non-working hours simply enjoying the stuff. Wine courses through my veins, literally. I love the fact that it usually comes with a brilliant story – who made it, how, where and why – and that with so many to try, I’m properly spoilt for choice. Booze is such a big part of my life I couldn’t imagine a world without it. Well, I could, but it wouldn’t be as interesting, or nearly as much fun. Sipping a condensation-on-glass cold and very delicious white while catching up on news with a friend or savouring a big glass of red over dinner is, for me, one of life’s real pleasures. And as the greeting card goes, no love story ever started with two people sharing a salad.


But then something unexpected happened. I did my first ‘dry’ January in 2016. Not voluntarily, you understand. The very idea of it always struck me as a rather bad one, encouraging an all-or-nothing approach when actually, for alcohol, (mostly) little and often is my preferred route. And I didn’t do it for the obvious reason – health – although let’s talk more about that for a moment. As much as we might do a little fist pump whenever we read a report that says drinking red wine is good for you, we know that drinking too much is definitely not a good idea. Just as eating too many bacon butties is not a good idea. Anyway, current government guidelines suggest that we don’t drink any more than fourteen units a week for both men and women. That’s seven to ten glasses of wine, depending on the size of the glass and the strength of what’s in it. Now, I know my limits. And I know that as I’ve gotten older, I can’t drink as much as I used to. In fact, I simply don’t want to drink as much as I used to. I’m drinking less, but better, generally. I also know that even with at least two to three booze-free nights a week throughout the year (I probably won’t do a dry January again, life is too short!), I’m usually on the outer limits of those particular limits. Still, overall I drink in moderation (mostly) and for pleasure (always).


Anyway, as I was saying, the reason I did a dry January wasn’t really based on health grounds at all, although if ever there was a month to make me feel like I’ve had more than my fill of booze or chocolate for a while, it’s December. Rather, it was because I’d read an article about ‘wine face’. Yes, I am that shallow. But bear with. It’s a condition identified by a skin specialist, Dr Nigma Talib. She cites droopy eyelids, redness and puffy skin around the eyes as a symptom. Wait, there’s more: enlarged pores, dehydrated skin and deep nasolabial folds (ew!). Now, I didn’t think I looked that hangdog but the suggestion that stopping drinking would make my eyelids less droopy? Suddenly it seemed like quite a good idea. More than that, I just wanted to know if it really would make that big a difference to someone like me, who enjoys a glass of wine or two most nights and a little more at the weekends.


I was writing an article about the experience for a newspaper, so to properly understand the effect that not drinking for a month would have on the skin I had my face scanned before and after the dry month. And so it was on New Year’s Eve that I raised my glass (of very good Champagne) at midnight, took one very long sip and put my glass down for the last time. The next morning, as others nursed their (far worse) hangovers, I sipped my coffee and felt just a little bit smug. Even when the Bloody Marys hit the table at 12 p.m. on New Year’s Day after a long walk – a family tradition – I didn’t mind that I was the only one sticking to mineral water. But a few days in, it suddenly hit me just why it was going to be so hard: because one of my favourite things about having a glass of wine is choosing what to have in the first place. Obviously the choice of wines available is bordering on the ridiculous. With so many to pick from it’s sometimes completely overwhelming. Even having a G&T is now fraught with decisions. Which gin: juniper-heavy or floral? What tonic to go for, to garnish or not to garnish, it’s enough to drive you to. . . you know where this is going.


But when it came to choosing a soft option, it suddenly all felt a bit, well, flat. I was happy drinking water all day long; I’ve been doing that for long enough. In the evening, however, I wanted something a little more satisfying. Something that marked a change from the rush and noise of the day to the easier, more relaxed pace of the evening – and another glass of water from the tap wasn’t cutting it. What I wanted was a grown-up drink, just without alcohol. Not sugar-loaded canned fizzy drinks (I associate those with emergency hangover situations), and not the sweet, bottled cordials I drank too much of throughout my years of being pregnant. No, what I wanted was a drink with a bit of theatre to it. Something I could make and enjoy the ritual of making, much as I enjoyed the ritual of choosing and opening a bottle of wine or making up the perfect G&T (once all those fraught decisions had been made, of course).


And I wanted to be able to make drinks using stuff I had in the cupboard rather than having to take out a second mortgage to buy special ingredients that I’d probably never use again. And so my search for the best grown-up teetotal tipples began. During that time, I found that grown-up drinks have come a long way in recent years. We’ve now got more non-alcoholic wines on the shelves than ever before. We’ve got booze-free beer that actually tastes like beer and we’ve even got alcohol-free spirits. Problem is, just like the ones with alcohol, quality varies enormously. And you can’t always judge a book by its cover, or indeed bottle by its label.
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‘Helen almost persuades me that a booze-free
January is a thing of beauty. Almost.’
OZ CLARKE
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