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PART I


DEFINING INTROVERSION & LOVING IT AT HOME
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INTRODUCTION


I DRINK ALONE


(BUT NOT IN A SELF-DESTRUCTIVE, GEORGE THOROGOOD KIND OF WAY)
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I have a love/hate relationship with dinner parties. And I wouldn’t say that’s a 50/50 relationship, more like a 20/80 situation. Okay, maybe 10/90.


It’s always great when someone invites you to one and it feels pretty sucky to be excluded from a guest list, but it’s an activity that almost always looks better on paper.


Don’t get me wrong. Dinner parties are fine if you know the majority of the people there and the group is limited to six or eight, tops. But more often than not, they involve a DeMille-ian cast of thousands, primarily so the hosts can show off just how popular they are. And, invariably, you’re going to be seated next to someone you don’t know (or, worse, don’t like), with whom you have zero chemistry or common ground. 


And the notion of a “group conversation” is a myth. When you’re stuck with more than a half-dozen people at a table, it’s next to impossible to carry on a discussion with anyone who’s not sitting next to or directly across from you, so it all just devolves into a collection of micro-chats over which you have little control.


This is also true of wedding receptions—of the sit-down-meal variety. It’s unfathomable to me why we allow the dubious seating chart decisions of distant relatives or casual acquaintances dictate the kind of evening we’re going to have and how much or how little we’re going to enjoy the celebration. (Spoiler alert: nobody cares about this event nearly as much as the brides and grooms, and perhaps their very immediate family and closest friends—who are likely bridesmaids or groomsmen to begin with and completely hammered before they even arrive at the banquet hall). No matter how successful the nuptials are, Murphy’s Law requires us to be stuck at a twelve-top table immediately adjacent to the dullest or most bigoted human being imaginable.


Things get progressively worse if you’re not clicking with your forced companion and you inevitably reach that treacherous conversational fork in the road: small talk or absolute silence. Those options always remind me of a quote from Doctor Who: “Sometimes the only choices are bad ones. But you still have to choose.” I’d much rather choose silence over small talk seven days a week, but societal pressures disallow it. Being branded “anti-social” or, God forbid, “a little off” can sting with the force of one thousand murder hornets—especially if you’re someone like me who tries to construct a façade as someone who’s “above it all” and “doesn’t give a shit what other people think” but is really pathologically desperate for the approval of strangers. 


Playing the Extroversion Game is exhausting for those of us on the opposite end of the socialization spectrum, but it’s a game in which we nonetheless engage more frequently than most of us would like.


As a journalist who exclusively covers beverages, I find myself in these sorts of situations an above-average number of times, as any major industry events—trade shows, tastings, conferences, brand launches, or any combination thereof—usually come with the obligatory media dinners/dog-and-pony shows. To be sure, I typically look forward to such invitations because they tend to be at upscale restaurants on somebody else’s dime (look up “median income of trade journalist” if you have any questions as to why). When I discover they’re going to be plated meals and not eat-and-run buffets or “heavy hors d’oeuvres,” “I’ll make a ten-minute appearance”-style soirees, that’s when the panic sets in and the perspiration commences. But thank God these are booze events, at which imbibing is not only expected, but pretty much mandatory. Not because I can drink myself into oblivion (I never do that and don’t recommend it) but because I can retreat into “contemplation and evaluation” mode, where I jot down notes after every sip. I might be scribbling gibberish—as I very often am—but it makes a nice suit of armor during these unnecessarily intense moments. I look like “Mr. Serious Journalist” for a few minutes, something with which other media folk who RSVP’d for the junket can absolutely relate.


I also don’t do too well at cocktail parties (see: talk, small) and my characteristic posture at said gatherings is hunched over a corner high-boy table attempting to photograph (is that term still relevant in the post-digital age?) my drink from every possible angle, and then spending the next twenty or so minutes posting it—with every vaguely appropriate hashtag—to multiple Instagram and Twitter accounts. There are times when I notice out of the corner of my eye that other attendees are approaching my one-man base camp—it’s not like you can lick a table and claim it as your own—and the “gracefully escape” window closes too quickly. In those instances, I’ll type and chuckle intermittently at my screen as if I’m engaged in my own virtual conversation. (That technique works far less than I’d hope because, practically without fail, the uninvited interloper will crane their neck to try to read my name badge and then confidently announce that the network-y interrogation is about to begin with the words, “Who are you with?”)


Look, I don’t dislike conversations per se, even with strangers. I just believe, like friendships, they need to develop organically and not in some kind of contrived manner, preordained by the conventions of the particular social setting.


The most excruciating examples in said environments involve some kind of icebreaker to obliquely declare, “now is time in party when we talk.” I was at a whiskey event in New Orleans once when one of the brand reps floated through six or seven connecting rooms with a Mad Libs pad, trying to strong-arm the guests into playing along. As the kids say, “Cringe!” Forced fun at its absolute worst—and I clearly wasn’t the only one who thought so because the responses were less than enthusiastic. 


If you’re still reading and haven’t reached the conclusion that I’m an absolutely terrible person, I can assure you that I don’t hate people. Quite the contrary, I love them quite a bit. (After all, I count myself among them!)


But my affection for humanity parallels my affinity for fine drink: everything in moderation.


Having to perpetually be “on” in the presence of other carbon-based life-forms is mentally and emotionally taxing and I require at least an equal amount of time in decompression mode. And that very often involves a complex, lovingly crafted adult beverage.


Please do not interpret this as “social interactions drive me to drink.” Such a take stems, unfortunately, from the stigma that has been placed on drinking alone. Alcohol-based drinks should not be a means to an end—that undesirable end being inebriation. They’re an end in themselves—a reward, a “treat yourself” moment, to steal a concept from Parks & Recreation. It’s not about the effects, it’s about the ritual. As my wife would enthusiastically tell you, I’m a notorious “lightweight.” To the untrained eye, I’m someone who will sit and nurse the same beverage for hours at a time. But I’m not nursing. I’m savoring—and not just the liquid in the glass, but my thoughts, the environment in which I’m consuming it, and the overall moment. I do enjoy social drinks with friends and loved ones—but no more than two or three other people at a time, please! 


If any of this sounds even remotely familiar to you, you very well might be an introvert. Congratulations! As the onslaught of memes in your Facebook feed likely will tell you, it is finally our time. That means it’s our time to have the time of our lives. And the pages that follow will help you lean into it.


Now, before we go any further, I must issue a disclaimer: I am not any sort of mental health professional. Aside from an aborted attempt at majoring in psychology in the nineties—I switched my major to a double in journalism and political science midstream—I have zero training in brain stuff. I only have my lifelong experience as a mostly undiagnosed introvert to go on here, so if you’re looking for some sort of psychiatric self-help book, this ain’t it. I fancy myself more of an evangelist for elevated drinking culture than anything that requires a license to operate professionally (except, of course, my driver’s license, which affirms that I am of legal consumption age).


But you know who is an accredited professional? Jonathan M. Cheek, PhD, professor of psychology at Wellesley College in Massachusetts. Dr. Cheek is responsible for some of the most seminal work on introversion and he generously has provided a bit of his expert insight for this book. He’s best known for identifying the four types of introvert: Social, Thinking, Anxious, and Restrained. Social Introverts prefer small gatherings over large ones and greatly value their alone time. Then there’s the Thinking Introvert, who tends to get very introspective during social situations. Anxious Introverts, as you’d expect, typically avoid many social interactions due to their anxiety. And Restrained Introverts exhibit a more reserved nature when they’re around other people.


Dr. Cheek is quick to offer the caveat that these aren’t necessarily four mutually exclusive classifications. There could be some overlap, with some shades of the others trickling into whichever one (or two) may dominate a particular individual’s personality. Think of it as X-Y, horizontal and vertical axes with four quadrants, each quadrant representing one of the types of introversion. “I think it’s a very useful way of analysis, but I don’t think it’s the test that rules the world,” Cheek admits. “It’s more like your individual profile in a way. Most introverts have some of each, but they may be more pronounced on one.” Let’s dive a little deeper into those and see how drops or splashes of each can be present in the same human being.


“Social introversion is often called ‘preference for solitude,’ although it’s really a ‘preference for a few familiar people’ kind of thing,” Dr. Cheek tells me, mentioning the title of Thomas Hardy’s 1874 novel Far from the Madding Crowd as the sort of vibe social introverts seek. To this, I can relate 1,000 percent. “Mostly, humans are social animals, expressed in different ways,” he explains. “Really, it’s about a few familiar people that you have shared values or interests or social compatibility with.” It’s not that they’re anti-social, he says, “they’re just anti-crowds, anti-noisy crowds.” I definitely tick that box. 


When it comes to the Thinking Introvert, another apt term would be contemplative. “It tends to be a self-reflective, rich inner life,” Cheek explains. That certainly carries over to their drinking experiences: “It could be . . . certain kinds of bourbon. It’s an introspectiveness, a contemplativeness, drinking rituals that are appreciating the thing, savoring, going slowly.”


Those are honestly my favorite moments, so I definitely have some elements within this category.


Anxious Introverts, meanwhile, might not be able to relax quite enough to allow in those moments of quiet contemplation. They want to maintain control of their situation and will often find ways to adapt to refocus their anxiety. This one can sometimes hit home with me as well. I mention my penchant for aggressively taking notes and pictures at cocktail parties and other meet-and-greet scenarios. “That’s a coping strategy,” Cheek informs me when I tell him about these tendencies. “That could work well for any introvert. Introverts would probably be happiest to have something to do like that as an anxiety reducer.”


But sometimes for me, the lines can be blurred between the Anxious and the Restrained Introvert. I’m not necessarily retreating into my anxiety. I could be just (subconsciously) waiting for the right social window. I’m often mistaken for shy or even rude sometimes. The moment I find the right comfort level with others—or the right comfort level finds me—you can’t shut me up. “There’s actually some old social psychology lab research where it shows that if you can get a shy person comfortable in a situation, they’ll talk more than the not-shy people,” Cheek says, “because they suddenly got the opportunity.” 


Now, about that word “shy.” “My first study on introversion was a study to try to separate shy people from non-Anxious Introverts,” he recalls. “So, there were some introverts who were just social introverts, and they were not anxious. Prior to that, that [distinction] couldn’t ever be identified. There was just a lot of conflation and confusion, with shy and introverted used as synonyms.” Equating the two really pisses off a lot of introverts. One such person was a student of Cheek’s who did her entire honors thesis on that subject. “She was so tired of people saying to her, ‘Oh, I finally got a chance to talk to you, it must be hard for you being so shy.’ She would get mad [and say] ‘There’s nothing shy about me, I’m just an introvert. I don’t want to be chatting and meeting new people all the time.’”


Can I get an “Amen”?




DON’T MAKE ME GO OUT THERE


(OR, THE JOYS OF A HOME BAR)
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If there’s one thing the Great Pandemic has taught me it’s that I really don’t mind being home. While seemingly everyone in the social media-sphere was aching for human contact, I just, sort of, leaned into being home. Sure, I’m married and all and valued the extra time I got to spend with my wife (heh, really!), but I equally valued the moments I had to myself when she was off doing a wine Zoom with friends or a virtual office happy hour. She might have a different take on that, since it meant I descended deeper into my recently acquired vinyl LP addiction and, in the process, chipped away at what little nest egg we may have had. 


When I wasn’t disposing of my (barely) disposable income on 33⅓ and 45 rpm flat circles from Discogs.com and Crooked Beat Records in Alexandria, Virginia (shout-out to Bill), I was bingeing whatever series or movies my wife didn’t want to watch with me. This included complete rewatches of all nine seasons of The Office (the American one) and all seven seasons of Parks & Recreation, two separate multipart documentaries on Keith Raniere’s NXVIM sex cult, Amazon Prime’s batshit crazy superhero saga The Boys, and the epic Karate Kid reboot, Cobra Kai. (I’m grateful every day that COVID-19 didn’t happen in the eighties or nineties. I think I would’ve gone full Colonel Kurtz—Apocalypse Now—if streaming wasn’t yet a thing.)


I, like my wife, have done my share of Zoom (un)happy hours, but those get old really quickly (I’m sure I don’t need to tell any of you that). And that’s mainly because they’re not set up to be intimate social gatherings, composed of a patchwork of smaller conversations that enhance the greater umbrella event. In the virtual milieu, you can’t have a mini discussion like you would with the individual seated next to/across from you at a larger table or booth. Instead, you have to stare at the “Hollywood Squares” of folks on your laptop screen and wait your turn to talk at everyone. If this is supposed to be fun, why is the vibe no different than that of giving a PowerPoint presentation in a conference room?


When I’m imbibing at home, the only people I want to be drinking with are my good friends Netflix, Hulu, and U-Turn Audio (the brand of turntable I own, if that wasn’t clear).


And for everything, there is a beverage—whatever kind of mood you’re in tonight (thanks, Billy).


Tuning Out & Entertaining Yourself


My own personal home bar is located just a few feet from my vinyl record collection—and that’s by design (well, okay, it’s more of a coincidence). And I want neither to ever collect dust. So, it’s time to get spinning (and yes, streamed music and MP3s are absolutely welcome if you lack a turntable). Since everyone’s tastes are different, I’m going to stick with pairings for musical genres, rather than individual artists/records.
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Surf Rock


Regrettably, I am a relatively recent convert to surf music and feel like such a poser when I attend shows with far more seasoned fans—which is why I prefer listening to my increasingly vast collection of reverb-enhanced, ocean-inspired, guitar-based instrumentals alone at home, far from the judgment of surfier-than-thou audience members (which, admittedly, exists primarily in my own head).


My entry point into the genre was actually through booze, so it’s a total no-brainer when it comes to drink pairing. When I was researching my first book, The Year of Drinking Adventurously, I immersed myself fully in the tiki subculture. So much so, that I never left.


Surf rock is one of the many sub-subcultures within that world and, incidentally, the music that convinced me to procure the first record player that I’d owned in nearly thirty years. (I got the four members of the all-women, Toronto-based band The Surfrajettes to sign their 7-inch 45 rpm vinyl months before I even had the aforementioned turntable). 


So, whether we’re talking classic, first-wave artists like Dick Dale, the Ventures, the Lively Ones, the Sentinals, and the Tornadoes or revivalists like Satan’s Pilgrims (RIP, Dave), the Surfrajettes, Messer Chups, the Surfites, Black Flamingos, the Delstroyers, and Didi Wray, the tunes sound much better when there’s something like a Zombie or a Mai Tai in your hand (preferably in a charming mug with all the right garnishes and tchotchkes sticking out of it).


MARACUYA PISCO SOUR
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Serves: 2


I wouldn’t call a pisco sour a tiki drink per se (there will be some of those in the tiki chapter of this book), but the maracuya really brings it into that realm. Maracuya is just the Spanish term for passion fruit. I’m keeping it in that language because it comes to me via one of my favorite surf rock guitarists, Didi Wray. Didi (real name: Melina Sarmiento), who hails from Argentina and currently resides in Chile, infuses some of her homeland in her music, performing what she calls “surf tango.” Her Peruvian friend Diego Ugaz turned her on to the maracuya version of his home country’s national cocktail. 


3 ounces pisco


¼ cup simple syrup


juice of 1 lime


1 ounce passion fruit juice


1 egg white


7 ice cubes


4 dashes bitters


Add pisco, simple syrup, juices, egg white, and ice cubes into a blender and blend. Pour into two sour glasses. Put two dashes of bitters on the surface of each of the drinks.
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JACK THE RIPPER
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Serves: 1


I’m including this one because it reminds me of Link Wray, whose guitar style was greatly influential on the surf rock movement (he’s often considered “proto-surf”). “Jack the Ripper” was one of the tunes Wray made famous. This particular recipe uses jenever, a personal twist added by Tess Posthumus, owner of the bars Flying Dutchmen Cocktails and Dutch Courage in Amsterdam. There will be more from her later. I’m leaving the directions in metric units because they’re very precise and there are too many weird fractions when I convert. 


50 milliliters dry vermouth


40 milliliters Bobby’s Jenever (or another young-style jenever)


10 milliliters Grand Marnier


Lemon peel (for garnish)


Add vermouth, jenever, and Grand Marnier to a cocktail shaker. Shake and strain into a coupe glass. Garnish with a lemon peel.


Synthpop, Post-Punk & “Darkwave” (And Any Other Labels That May Have Been Retroactively Applied to the Umbrella Genre We Just Used to Call “New Wave”)


Even though there’s a massive number of great bands from the US and the rest of the world that would comfortably fit in this category, my brain draws an immediate association with England, as that’s where these genres’ most iconic performers originated. I’m talking the very obvious ones like Depeche Mode (Basildon), The Cure (Blackpool), the Smiths (Manchester), Joy Division/New Order (also Manchester), and Echo & the Bunnymen (Liverpool). And nothing, to me, says “classic English-ness” more than gin and cask ale.


BASIL SMASH
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Serves: 1


There are millions of gin cocktails I could have used here (and there will be more to come later in this book) but in honor of the greatest synthpop band in history’s home district—that would be Basildon, birthplace of Depeche Mode, who provided the soundtrack for my introverted (and needlessly tortured) teen years—we’re going to go with a modern classic that’s all about the basil. This particular version comes from Downton Distillery (no relation to the fictional Abbey, and the owners are tired of people making that comment) in Downton, Wiltshire. The distillery’s Explorer’s Gin is a real banger, with offbeat botanicals like Western red cedar, Brazilian pink pepper, and Szechuan pepper. 
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Lots of fresh basil (the more the merrier)


1 ounce lemon juice


½ ounce simple syrup or 1 teaspoon sugar


1⅔ ounces Explorer’s Gin (or similar)


Ice cubes (enough to fill the glass)


Muddle the basil leaves, lemon juice, and simple syrup in a cocktail shaker. Add the gin and lots of ice to the shaker and shake very hard—make like The Damned and “smash it up!” Fill a rocks or Old Fashioned glass with ice and strain the contents of the shaker into the glass.


Traditional English Ales


• Fuller’s London Porter


The absolute gold standard of porters, bar none.


• Timothy Taylor’s Landlord


No, it’s not the tool man from Home Improvement, it’s the quintessential English pale ale.


• Greene King Abbot Ale


If you’re noticing a pattern here, you’re right. I’m trying to highlight prime examples of particular English styles and this one ticks that box for the Extra Special Bitter category. The malt really shines here, as do some fruity notes from the yeast, so expect some nuttiness and a bit of raisin-esque character.


• Samuel Smith’s Oatmeal Stout


I’m going to cheat a little bit here and include a non-cask, non- “Real Ale” among my suggestions. Even though the Samuel Smith Brewery owns some of the oldest pubs in all of Great Britain—including the iconic Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, whose origins can be traced back to the time of the Great Fire of London—its offerings are decidedly modern draft (and bottles, of course). Sam’s silky Oatmeal Stout is on so many British beer aficionados’ short lists, it would be a crime not to include it.


Punk/Hardcore


Punk (and subgenres like Hardcore), in all of its DIY, “fuck authority” glory, is best enjoyed with beverages that reflect that scrappy, unpretentious ethos. No complicated mixology here. A Boilermaker (a shot of whiskey and a beer) is as fancy as things should get. You want something that’s going to evoke the sort of (unironic, hipster-free) dank dive bars that gave birth to the scene. The good news is that since you’re staying home, you don’t have to be skeeved out by bathrooms that make you want to get a tetanus shot after you’ve had to use them.


If you were in one of those establishments, you’d likely get a blank, judgmental stare if you tried to order a Manhattan. And the craftiest draught or bottle you’d be likely to find, on a good day, would be something like Yuengling Lager. But most times you’d be lucky get a Pabst Blue Ribbon, and you’d be grateful for that!


Boilermakers (a.k.a. a Shot and a Beer)


No-bullshit simplicity may be the name of the game, but so is nonconformity and a desire to stick it to “the man.” So instead of just a Bud Light or Miller High Life served alongside a shot of Jameson, get a little creative here. (By the way, some use the term boilermaker to refer to the drink when you actually pour the shot into the beer. I use it to mean “shot and a beer,” side by side.) Try these combos:


• Blanton’s Single Barrel Bourbon and Great Lakes Edmund Fitzgerald Porter


Normally I would advocate drinking Blanton’s neat without any accompaniment (don’t you dare put it in an Old Fashioned!), but a boilermaker isn’t technically a cocktail, it’s just two beverages that you drink side by side. The pronounced vanilla, maple, and caramel notes perfectly complement the chocolatey, coffee-like roasty-ness of a porter. And since bourbon is as American as spirits get, let’s keep the pairing firmly in the USA. Edmund Fitzgerald, from Cleveland’s Great Lakes Brewing Co., has been one of the best of the bunch for decades.


• Catoctin Creek Roundstone Rye and Allagash White


I call this the Spice Duo (think of it as the nineties British pop sensation’s reunion if three of them sit it out). The pairing offers two kinds of spicy sensations: the peppery notes of Virginia distillery Catoctin Creek’s rye whiskey and the coriander of the Belgian-style witbier. As far as American versions of wits go, Allagash is venerable and peerless.


• Westward American Single Malt Whiskey and Breakside Pilsner


Portland, Oregon, has a pretty punk rock attitude, so here’s a pairing of one of the best whiskeys and best interpretations of a classic pils, both produced in the Rose City.


• One Eight District Made Bourbon and Right Proper Senate Beer


Washington, D.C. is considered the birthplace of hardcore—if you disagree, Bad Brains and Ian MacKaye would like to have a word with you. One Eight Distilling is one of the many amazing distilleries in the District and Right Proper is the best brewery to come out of the nation’s capital in a long time. Senate employs the recipe used by D.C.’s long-defunct nineteenth and early twentieth-century brewery Chr. Heurich Brewery for the pre-Prohibition beer of the same name.


Industrial


This may seem like a way-too-niche genre to include in this space, but industrial has been a major part of my world since the late eighties (and if you don’t like it, go write your own book!). For this one, I consulted my old friend, Kevin Snell of the band Chmcl Str8jckt (on Cleopatra Records), and asked him what he’s drinking when listening to artists of his ilk. He didn’t even have to think about it: “Bourbon. Neat.” And, since there are few locations that are as connected to the industrial scene than Chicago—home of Wax Trax! Records and birthplace of Ministry—I’m going to shine the spotlight on some Windy City whiskeys.


• FEW Bourbon: Founded in 2011 in the Chicagoland college town of Evanston, Illinois—the college being Northwestern University, of course—FEW Spirits has quickly achieved “iconic” status, air that is certainly rarefied within the realm of craft booze. This should be the first bourbon you reach for when you spin those LPs filled with aggressive electronic music. (By the way, if you’re looking for something to pair with Grunge, look no further than FEW’s All Secrets Known, a bourbon produced in collaboration with Alice in Chains).


• Koval Single Barrel Bourbon: Based in Chicago proper since 2008, Koval offers an eclectic array of spirits that hit many of the major categories—brandy, gin, liqueur, and, of course, whiskey. One of the things that sets the distillery’s bourbon apart is its mash bill: It has the requisite 51 percent corn—the bare minimum—to qualify as bourbon, while the remaining 49 percent comes from millet.


I’m going to bend the rules a bit and suggest one more whiskey, this time from Canada, and definitely not bourbon because a distillery can’t call it “bourbon” unless it’s produced in the United States. One of my absolute favorite industrial bands is Skinny Puppy and they’re from Vancouver originally. So, in SP’s honor, I want to make one recommendation from a British Columbia-based distillery. 
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