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Introduction

by Molly Tanzer

“Nothing Gold”

HOW DOES ONE PROPERLY DRINK a cocktail? The answer seems obvious—through the teeth, past the gums, and all that—but you’d be surprised. People do it wrong literally all the time. Go to any bar or party and you’ll see people idling over their drinks, unaware that as they dawdle the botanicals are withering, the oils are settling, the glass and its contents are warming unpleasantly.

The temptation to linger over a drink is understandable. A well-crafted cocktail seems like something to savor. Additionally, company is most pleasant when people are just lubricated enough, and hastily pounding cocktails can prematurely end a fun evening. Pragmatically speaking, when one spends money in the liquor store on an esoteric ingredient, or forks over fifteen dollars in a bar for one drink, it feels rash to just gulp down one’s classic Fin de Siècle or “modern take” on an Old Fashioned.

And yet, that is exactly what you should do. You’ll enjoy your drink more, and you won’t insult your bartender or host if you knock back their creations. In fact, they will appreciate your appreciation of the necessarily ephemeral nature of their work. Neither should you worry that you won’t get the full experience of the drink by sipping lively. In doing so, you will taste more, appreciate more. Nothing gold can stay, and that applies to leaves, Eden, the dawn … and cocktails.

Unfortunately, the slow sipping of a cocktail is too often a fossilized error. We’re trained to go slow, to pace ourselves*. And that is exactly why, as an enthusiastic home bartender, I’m proud to present you with Mixed Up. Part mixology guide, part anthology, Mixed Up is a sophisticated mélange of the coldest drinks and the hottest voices writing today. It pairs sensual stories with bewitching recipes, demonstrating time and again that quick delights need not be hurried; that luxuriating doesn’t necessarily mean languishing. I believe these brief stories will satisfy your senses as richly as any longer tale—and if you accompany each with its associated cocktail, you’ll come around to the fine art of briskly consuming the beautiful.

Every cocktail has a story. Sometimes it’s literally literary, like the appearance of the Vesper in a James Bond novel. Sometimes it’s the sort of story you can casually relate to your party guests while you serve them, such as explaining who invented the Josie Russell, and why the original is so sour. Well, in this book, every story has a cocktail. Sweet or bitter, pleasant or shocking, you won’t soon forget them. And really, if there’s anything more suitable to cocktail party talk than the new author you just discovered, I’m not sure what it might be!

—Molly Tanzer,

Longmont, Colorado

January 2017

________________

*   Pacing yourself is, naturally, an excellent idea while drinking, but we recommend a glass of water in between drinks, rather than letting them go warm.


Introduction

by Nick Mamatas

“Have You Heard the One About …”

READ ANY GOOD SHORT STORIES lately? Probably not. Maybe there’s a well-worn copy of Nine Stories on your shelves. Perhaps you flip through the New Yorker every week and sometimes, sometimes, your eyes idle on a page full of well-observed description and telling details. There’s a possibility that you have downloaded a short fiction app onto your smartphone, and when the subway is stuck in a tunnel between stations for an hour and Facebook has exhausted itself, your thumb finds it.

Heard any good short stories lately? Of course you have. The world is made of them. The scripts of your favorite TV show episodes are twenty-two or forty-eight pages long. Every joke is a little story; so is every mouthful of juicy, acid gossip; so is every viral meme. “So,” your online date says from across the table at a bar close to your apartment—the location chosen in case things go very poorly, or very well—“I’ve read your profile, but tell me about yourself.” And you do, and now you’re the storyteller.

Some of the best short stories ever told were shared over cocktails. Social lubricant plus sensory stimulation plus company is the formula for a tale worth remembering. And then came a terrible interregnum and both the short story and the cocktail all but vanished. The slick magazines replaced their monthly fiction features with more ads, and a generation decided to consume sugary concoctions and novelty shots instead of real drinks. The 1990s were terrible, and the 2000s were worse, for everything.

The cocktail has finally emerged from the darkness, thanks partially to quality bitters becoming widely available again, and partially to leading bars and restaurants making a cocktail menu a focus. But whither short fiction?

I’ve always loved short stories, and there are a handful of classics we all know—“Araby”, “The Lottery”, “The Tell-Tale Heart”—but what about new stories, from writers who are alive, and who like a drink now and again (but I repeat myself). The same requirements are necessary: new ingredients, and new advocates.

There’s something perverse about wanting to work with short fiction. While there are plenty of stories being written—mostly by students, as études—and a determined if not exactly vibrant small press in which to publish some of them, short fiction hasn’t made its comeback yet. Literary journals nobody reads, run by editors publishing their friends and colleagues, primarily showcase tales of infidelity in the faculty lounge and epiphanies over teacups, just as they did a century ago. Genre fiction is in better shape, but those magazines are still chock-full of the usual tropes—lonely spacemen slowly going mad aboard malfunctioning starships, alcoholic cops fretting over the corpse of a dead girl. And as it turns out, the narrator was the corpse all along.

So why not put excellent short stories in a book of cocktail recipes, to be nonchalantly discovered in the Food/Beverage section of your local enormous chain store instead of the Fiction section—just as fiction routinely took its place alongside nonfiction in newspapers and magazines? Why not mix up literary fiction, fantasy, crime, romance, and absurdist literature—like in the “all-story” periodicals of the golden age? Most cocktails are meant to be swigged, so let us clutch our glasses and quickly upend their contents down our very throats, because the time has come and we mean fucking business.

This is that moment. These stories are here to be gulped. I am already drunk on them. You are next.

—Nick Mamatas

Berkeley, California

January 2017
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Cheap Dates:
Booze You Can Use!

Some of the classic cocktails that we all know and love.
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Eat the Wyrm

by Elizabeth Hand

JOHAN HAD BEEN TELLING ME about Solopgang ever since I arrived in Greenland.

“It’s not on the way to anyplace, so you have to make a special pilgrimage. Maybe we can go after the SIKON conference.”

Nothing’s on the way to anyplace in Greenland, I wanted to say, but what was the point? Solopgang was legendary in the way things are, or used to be, in Greenland—famous to fifteen people. The name was Danish for “sunrise.” The guy who ran it, Kurt Gunderson, had knocked around the country for a few years as a corporate geologist before lighting out for the territory and, in one of the country’s more improbable reinventions, becoming a grower and distiller of mescal.

I’m not much of a drinker, but I used to have a taste for tequila. Not a very elevated taste—Cuervo Gold was about as far as it reached. But after the SIKON conference, where I spent three futile days discussing core samples and how to downplay the dangers of nuclear contamination as the ice sheet melted, exposing the waste stored there decades earlier, I was ready for a pilgrimage.

LET’S GO, I texted Johan.

He picked me up on Friday. It took us three days to reach Ipatkitak, on the northeast coast. We stayed in rentals the first two nights, corrugated buildings that in the US might have been used for storing cannibalized lawnmowers or refrigerators too heavy to be lugged to the dump. The morning of the third day we left our SUV in the lee of an immense spar of black rock, and hiked the remainder of the way.

The views were spectacular, black crags and that endless stretch of indigo water, the luminous cerulean of melting icebergs igniting to gold as the sun rose, the blue heart of a dying flame. The air had a raw, stony smell I’ve only experienced in the Greenland wilderness, untainted by the stink of fuel and rotting fish and burning tires that hangs over the larger settlements; a stink recently grown more corrosive as reps from corporations and nations crowded the villages in the grab for mineral rights as the icecap disappeared.

“Can’t we just stay here?” I asked on the third night, when we pitched a tent beneath the rusting hulk of an abandoned transport vehicle.

“Maybe Kurt will let us stay with him.” Johan rolled over in his sleeping bag, opened the tent flap so he could light a cigarette. “We can tend his greenhouse.”

“Greenland greenhouse. That’s an oxymoron.”

Johan nodded. “Oxymoron would have been a good name for the bar.”

During the Cold War, Ipatkitak had been the site of a small US air base. Military detritus was everywhere, strewn across the barren rocks like the wreckage of some long-ago plane crash. Shattered windshields, husks of Jeeps and trailers, tires as big as a wading pool. Kurt’s homestead was still half a day’s trek from here. We left early the next morning and arrived before noon, just as a cold fog settled in, obscuring the surrounding plain and the distant sweep of jagged mountains.

“Welcome!”

Kurt strode from a small Quonset hut that appeared to float on the rocky plain, a black bubble. He was short for a Dane, dark-haired, not blond, with a graying beard and round tinted eyeglasses. He looked like a benign if earnest Trotskyite. “Johan, great to see you! And Emma, so glad we finally meet. Come, you can put your things inside, then we can head over to Solopgang. It’s only a minute’s walk that way.”

He gestured vaguely at the thickening fog as we followed him into the Quonset hut. Half an hour later, we ventured back out. I’d been hoping to fortify myself with some food before we turned to the business of sampling Kurt’s booze, but Johan was too impatient.

“We’ve come eight hundred miles for a drink. I want that drink.”

Kurt nodded, and we followed him to another Quonset hut, smaller, its round windows brilliantly lit from within. Solar panels and propane tanks and several generators littered the rocky ground. A polar bear hide dangled from a flagpole, its jaws rattling in the wind. Above the hut’s entrance hung a hand-carved wooden sign, the letters picked out in crimson paint.

SOLOPGANG

Kurt held the door for us as we stepped inside, blasted by a wave of heat so intense that immediately I began to sweat. I blinked, blinded by banks of growlights suspended from the domed ceiling and arranged along the perimeter of the space. I felt as though we’d stepped onstage, at the mercy of hundreds of spotlights, or into the loading bay of a UFO.

“My god, Emma, look at all this!” Johan cried.

The room was filled with huge, spiky plants, some nearly as tall as I was, their thick, blade-shaped leaves shading from periwinkle blue to a green so rich and dark the leaves might have been carved from malachite. I inhaled deeply, my nostrils stung by the heat and also the slightly acrid scent of the agave plants; it was as though their leaves had been singed.

I turned to Kurt, who had stopped to stroke a long stalk that held a creamy agave blossom. “How can you possibly keep them warm enough in winter?”

He shrugged. “That’s my secret, right? But very strange things are happening around here. Everywhere, I think. Did you hear they found an arm on the Garm glacier? Thousands of years old, they think, like the Ice Man. Tattoos on the hand and part of a sleeve made from sealskin. But only the arm. What do you think happened to the rest of him?”

I laughed. “They’ll find him when the rest of the glacier melts.”

“No, the ice everywhere near him is gone. They searched and searched and they found nothing. I think something ate him. Okay, this way.”

I’d expected Solopgang to bear at least a cursory resemblance to an actual bar or restaurant. While it didn’t cost as much as climbing Everest, or dinner at a Michelin-starred place, I’d heard you could rack up a hefty bar tab.

But the space Kurt ushered us into was a narrow annex with walls of unpainted plywood. The cement floor was sticky. There were no windows. Strings of white LEDs drooped from nails in the wood, illuminating a rectangular table with a battered red formica top, and six metal folding chairs. Beside the door someone had scrawled on a piece of cardboard with a Sharpie.

Eat the wyrm.

“Have a seat,” said Kurt. He walked to a small metal cabinet, opened it, and withdrew a bottle and three glass tumblers. “We’ll start with this.”

“No.” Johan shook his head, then pointed at the sign by the door. “We want to taste it.”

Kurt hesitated, set the bottle and tumblers back on the shelf and walked toward us, pulling out a mobile. Johan did the same with his phone. After a brief exchange of information and shadow currency, Kurt nodded.

“Right back,” he said, and headed into the greenhouse. I sat on one of the rickety chairs next to Johan.

“I’ve never done that,” I said, staring at the hand-lettered sign. “Eat the worm. Have you?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s not a big deal—in Mexico, they eat caterpillars, you know? This is very different. Five K it cost, but it’ll be worth it.”

A few minutes later Kurt returned. He settled at the table, and placed two small bottles in front of us, each stoppered with a cork. Carefully he removed the corks.

“There you go,” he said.

At first I thought they were made of the same kind of glass they used for old Coke bottles, that diffuse green-blue color that always reminded me of a hurricane sky.

But when I gingerly picked up mine, I saw that the glass was clear. The strange glaucous hue came from the liquid inside. Something floated at the bottom of the glass.

No, didn’t float—swam. I gazed at it, my neck prickling: a creature roughly the size and length of my pinkie finger, shimmering and pulsating, its sinuous motion causing it to flicker dull orange, then the brilliant acid green of Vasoline glass.

I drew the bottle closer to my face, hardly daring to breathe. The little creature writhed, coiling and uncoiling so that it was difficult to count its legs. Four, I thought. A rippling scarlet fringe surrounded its thumbnail-sized head, the same color as its eyes. There were three of them.

I glanced at Johan. He’d already brought the glass to his lips, eyes shining and his cheeks pink with excitement.

“Skol,” he said, raising his tumbler to me and downing the mescal in a gulp. I watched him, my mouth dry, as he and Kurt both turned to me expectantly. I drew the bottle to my lips, caught a faint odor of sulfur and an even fainter hint of putrefying meat. I closed my eyes.

“Skol,” I said, and drank.



[image: images]

Margarita

WHAT COULD BE MORE CLASSIC than a margarita? Unfortunately, like most classics in any genre, its ubiquity means most interpretations are abominable; the potently potable equivalent of reading Romeo and Juliet as a romance instead of as a tragic tale of two thoughtless teenagers who get half their families killed over a crush. Anyway, while I’m not against variations on a theme—a tavern near my pad serves up legitimately great margs that utilize sweet and sour mix, are served in a pint glass, and are awesome—there’s something to be said about more elegant, simple interpretations of the margarita. When it comes to cocktails, it’s rarely the wrong choice to serve up delicious ingredients in rational proportions, so spring for the Cointreau over Triple Sec; get a nice tequila.

Ingredients

1½ oz. reposado tequila

¾ oz. Cointreau

½ a juicy lime (or an entire one if it’s drier)

1 tsp. agave nectar

2 dashes orange bitters

How to Make It: The method of the margarita is also straightforward: shake all the ingredients with lots of cracked ice until cold; serve in a chilled cocktail glass, no garnish. Lime wheels or wedges just fall in people’s faces, and no one needs that kind of hassle.


Speaking of variations on a theme, remember: tequila never contains a worm, but many types of mescal—mescal con gusano—do. You can use mescal in a margarita; it has a smokier, richer taste that can be quite a revelation, but mescal and tequila are not the same spirit at all. I personally prefer tequila in a margarita because I like the clean, freshness of the drink, but play around with it and see what you prefer!
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Cuba Libre

THE CLASSIC RUM AND COKE may not be fancy, but it is delicious. There’s just something magical about the way the fizzy mysterious sweetness of Coke, the sourness of the lime, and the buttery, molasses notes of rum come together. Again, as with most classics, my advice is to keep it simple. Get so-called “Mexican Coke,” made the proper way, with sugarcane. Use a decent golden rum, not a white or a spiced rum. Squeeze in the lime, incorporating it into the drink; don’t just hang it off the edge of the glass like a misplaced apostrophe.
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