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INTRODUCTION WHAT CAN I BRING?


IT’S THE FIRST QUESTION everyone asks when you get the invite.

Okay, maybe the first question is “What time?” or “Who all will be there?” or “Can I bring my partner/spouse/lover/side piece?” But every polite guest has to ask the big one eventually, and no other question has such high stakes and personal consequences. That’s Problem #1.

Once you’ve been asked to bring something, we get to Problem #2: Bringing a dish to a party is definitely not a competition, but it also kind of is? Everyone secretly wants to be the dish that gets second helpings, whispers of “Did you try that?!,” and polished off first. Who among us doesn’t want to bask in the warm glow of that praise?

Social gatherings used to be so easy. All you had to do was strap on multiple constrictive layers, climb the ranks of society, master the art of small talk, and know which of twenty-four utensils to use when. A breeze! Today, we have to navigate very casual dinner parties, cookouts, backyard hangs, holiday gatherings, and movie nights, so the English language led us to four loaded words: “What can I bring?”

What Can I Bring? (that’s the name of this book, we’re not circling back to Problem #1) is bypassing the $12 bottle of pinot grigio and encouraging you to share your culinary gifts with all the addictive dips, fun little drinks, and unreal desserts (two chapters’ worth!) you could ever possibly want. You’ll have the ideal salad that’s not only easy to pack up and transport, but will stand out in the crowd. An impressive brunch dish can be prepped the night before so you’ll arrive with an effortless air! If you’re still rattled from your failed sourdough attempts, there are plenty of breads to get you back on track at a wide range of skill levels. And for those lucky moments when the host tells you to just bring yourself, a short chapter of giftable edible treats will make sure you get invited back ASAP. Think of this book as seventy-five perfect, anxiety-free answers you can offer to bring when it’s time to ask the big question.

Oops, sorry, I totally jumped right into problem-solving and forgot to introduce myself. I’m Casey Elsass, and this is my book. I write cookbooks and develop recipes for a living (yes, it’s a dream job), so I spend most of my days cooking, eating, thinking, writing, and talking about food. I also lead a busy social life and, not to brag, I get invited to a lot of things. I also—sorry, truly not bragging—get invited back to a lot of things. What I’m saying is A) I’ve been bringing stuff places for years, and B) I know how to make delicious food.

But most importantly, I want to say: I am not a foodie—I am someone who loves food. And by that I mean I genuinely love all food in all its forms. I don’t believe in looking down or judging or calling things “high-low.” I’ve had flush years and I’ve had tight years, and I appreciate that we all come to the kitchen from different economic standings and geographic access to food. I cook from the principle that anything you can get your hands on can become something extraordinary, and I hope everyone feels welcome to find joy and excitement in these pages.

I’m also deeply curious and excited about food, and I’m lucky to live in a city that fuels my curiosity with infinite cultures and perspectives. When I travel to a new country, all I want to do is walk through a grocery store and touch everything, go everywhere, and eat everything, and then come home and infuse all that into my own cooking. I love to play with flavors and ideas and encourage everyone to do the same, because curiosity, play, and learning are one and the same. But part of learning has to be knowing where your food comes from, in every sense, and I’ve tried to acknowledge history and traditions where I can. My mind and stomach are hungry all the time, and I’m always eager to learn more, expand my horizons, and fall deeper in love with food.

So, basically, I hope you’ll see this book as much more than seventy-five recipes rescuing you from a total meltdown, because secretly, it’s also a loving guide from one home cook with a lot of experience (that’s me) to a lot of home cooks with various levels of experience (that’s you, plural). The point of a cookbook is to instruct and educate, so I want to meet you wherever you are on your journey of comfort in the kitchen and help you learn to cook smarter, build confidence, get your creative juices flowing, and feel ownership over your own set of go-to recipes.

I also hope you won’t feel limited to making these recipes only on a to-bring basis. Almost everything in here would fit right in as an element for your own weeknight meal, a snacky lunch, or—twist!—when you’re the one hosting and need to lay out a perfect spread. I think every dish needs a good test run before it’s introduced to the public, anyway, so give it a whirl for yourself first!

What Can I Bring? is packed with the things I genuinely love to make and my specific ways of making them, tested over years and years of successes and failures. And now they’re your set of forever recipes to nail and tweak as you make them over and over and over. So next time you ask your friend “What can I bring?” I hope your heart will start racing with excitement at all the possibilities waiting on the other side of their reply.
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Live Your Guest Life


It’s not just important to bring the right thing. It’s equally—if not more!—important to be the kind of guest everyone loves to have around. Here are a few simple rules that, in my opinion, will make you not just a good guest but a great one.

[image: ]be honest about what kind of guest you are

If you missed it on the Contents page, I’ll say it again: If you’re always on time, bring appetizers. If you’re reliably late, bring a drink. If you’re stopping by later, bring dessert. If you’re bringing nothing else, bring a present. Make sure you’re committing to a dish that matches your dillydallying or extremely punctual self.

[image: ]embrace room-temp food

The best guests show up with a dish that’s ready to go without needing a shelf in the fridge or a rack in the oven. Some recipes here are exceptions to this rule, and for those (or anything else), just clear it with your host ahead of time so they’re in on the plan. Never show up expecting to derail their careful game of culinary Tetris for something of your own.

[image: ]come prepared

Besides having your food ready to go, make sure you pack everything you need. Their home is not your Williams Sonoma. Serving utensils, a big bowl, or special cups are your responsibility. For common things, like a knife to cut the cake, just ask ahead of time so you know you’re covered.

[image: ]be kind

The recipes are labeled with dietary info (we’ll get to that in a sec) so you can be kind to your fellow guests. If you know other people are gluten sensitive or have a nut allergy or are three weeks into going vegan, see if there’s something that sounds good and works for them. It’s a really nice gesture, and they’ll never forget it. But also be kind to yourself! The recipes are labeled with effort level (again, I’ll cover that in a moment), so pick something that matches the amount of work you’re willing to put in right now. Do not overextend yourself—you’ll just feel miserable and self-conscious. Make what you want to make!
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[image: ]bring a disposable camera

This is a little more event-specific. For example, a quiet, intimate dinner party might not be the right time. (And it might not not be the right time—trust your gut.) But every birthday, backyard, cocktail, surprise, holiday, pool, and housewarming party absolutely needs an analog presence. Make it known that there’s a camera up for grabs and let everyone go nuts. The huge element of mystery makes it 1,000% more fun than phone pictures. Develop the pictures digitally and send a download link to the other guests so you can all relive the night a week later.

[image: ]say thank you

My friends Kyle Marshall and Julia Bainbridge are two of the most naturally elegant people I know. I once had Kyle over for a group dinner and Julia over for a small brunch. Two business days later, there was a card sitting in my mailbox simply saying thank you. It’s a small but impactful gesture. Don’t be awkward and send your besties an earnest card (mail them the most inappropriate Hallmark card you can find), but if you’re new friends with someone or it was a very important event, a thank-you card is an old-fashioned gesture that still lands in this century. Even if a card isn’t right for the occasion, a simple text goes a long way to making your host feel seen and appreciated.






Tips Before You Start


Before you dive into the recipes, I want to share some global cooking notes that I’ve adopted over the years. If you want to make sure you nail it every time, here’s what you need to know.


the great salt debate

Everyone has their go-to salt and—lol, of course—every salt is totally different. Table salt, sea salt, and kosher salt have diverse grain sizes, varying levels of saltiness, and different melting points. I buy big bulk boxes of Diamond Crystal kosher salt, which is on the more expensive side. If you prefer Morton kosher salt, or you like the taste of a fine sea salt, or you’re faithful to Himalayan pink salt, or you’re a tried-and-true table salt household, just cut the listed salt amount in half. (For example, ½ teaspoon kosher salt for me would be ¼ teaspoon of your preferred salt for you.) A big flaky salt, like Maldon or Jacobsen, is meant for garnish and won’t get you far in cooking. Anything flavored, like smoked salt or sulfuric black salt, is for specific uses only.

building flavor

Taste early and taste often. Everything in this book is based on what tastes good to me. Maybe we’ll agree on that and maybe we won’t, so it’s your job to sneak little nibbles while cooking to make sure it’s feeling great to you. I like to build flavor with layers of spices, herbs, acids, and fats, and each element is going to adjust the overall experience. Tasting along the way will help build an understanding of how each ingredient contributes to the bigger picture, plus a database of your own preferences and customizations.

engage your senses

Cooking is not a race, so don’t just plow through the recipe. Chill out and stay present. Use all five senses to confirm that everything is going to plan. Taste, sight, smell, sound, and feel all have to work together when you’re in the kitchen, and using them is the fastest way to become a more intuitive cook. Does that sizzle sound dreamy? Is the cake golden brown? Can you smell the spices? Do the veggies feel soft? Constant check-ins will keep you from going off the rails, and smart problem solving will bring anything back from the brink.
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the holy trinity

I think every kitchen needs three things: a kitchen timer, an oven thermometer, and a comically large mixing bowl. You’ll notice every recipe in this book says “set a timer for X minutes.” That’s because I don’t trust myself to not get distracted, and (I’m so sorry to say this) I don’t trust you either. So keep a kitchen timer nearby! I have a windup Zassenhaus that magnetically sticks to my fridge, and I use the timer setting on my microwave if I need a second countdown. I don’t use my phone because the moment I touch that thing, I get distracted and forget everything. Next up, my oven. I have a grumpy old New York apartment gas oven that views temperature as more of a suggestion than a rule. But even new ovens can have wild inaccuracies in temperature—sometimes by as much as 50 degrees! So when you turn on your oven to preheat, set a thermometer as close to the center of the oven as possible. After adjusting and confirming I’m at the right temp, I take the thermometer out and slide my goodies in, an easy way to make sure I’m right on target. And finally, the bowl. I’m talking big, like “where in the world am I going to put this bowl?” kind of big. Eight quarts is my preferred size (but make sure you can actually put that somewhere) when I need to mix, toss, soak, marinate, make an ice bath, or proof dough without worrying about running out of space or spilling over the edges.

weigh in

If you want to get serious about baking, buy a kitchen scale. King Arthur says 1 cup of all-purpose flour is 120 grams, America’s Test Kitchen says it’s 142 grams, I’ve asked friends to weigh a scoop for me and they’ve been anywhere from 130 grams to over 150 grams. You see the problem? All the baking recipes in this book have a weight in grams listed next to anything over ¼ cup for accuracy. They were developed and tested by weight first and later double checked by volume, but the best way I can ensure accuracy with my recipes, or anyone else’s for that matter, is if you break out the scale. It’s going to feel clunky at first until you get into a rhythm with the tare button, which sets the scale back to zero after you weigh each ingredient. It’s especially great for sticky and saucy things, which you can just pour directly into the mixing bowl and bypass washing a measuring cup! And for the record, I think a cup of flour is 140 grams and I won’t be taking questions at this time.

clean as you go

Here is the number one thing that made me forever fall in love with cooking: learning to clean as I work. An uncluttered and clean workspace will do more for your mental health than anything else. Before you do any prep, start by wiping down your counters, scrubbing your sink, and washing your hands thoroughly. Then do your best to keep those three things as clean as possible. I always set out a plate so any spatulas, spoons, or whisks can rest there instead of the counter. I keep a kitchen towel around to swipe up spills. Any little prep bowls go straight to the sink as soon as I empty them, and I wash them the second I have some down time. (This is exactly why I need the timer!) When you get to the end of a recipe and the dishes are already done, you will feel absolutely unstoppable.
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presentation is everything

If you’re going to put real effort into your cooking, make sure it looks as good as it tastes. I’ve tried to give you a head start with lots of colors, textures, and garnishes, but the rest is up to you. Use a bowl or plate that lets the food shine while making it look bountiful, give a salad a little fluff so it has plenty of height, swirl a spoon on the dip so the texture looks irresistible, swoop that spatula until the frosting is photo ready, make sure the garnishes go on just before serving so they’re super fresh, and there’s no shame in a shower of fresh parsley or colorful sprinkles to hide imperfections.






How Does This Work?


To help make this book easy and digestible, every recipe is broken down into specific elements, noted in the handy example to the right. Do me a HUGE favor and read every part of the recipe before you start. No, I’m serious. Read it all the way through. Check if there are long gaps to let something chill or rise. Be sure you don’t need to order any ingredients or equipment online. Imagine each step of the process, thinking about where you’re going and how you’re going to get there. Let me walk you through what you’ll see on each recipe page:


A.	When someone asks, “Oooo what is this?,” here is your answer.

B.	A secret little code just for us so you know how much effort each recipe requires. In Your Sleep means a super easy recipe, barely any effort required. Roll Up Your Sleeves means there’s some work involved here, but you’ll breeze right through it. Bragging Rights means I need your head in the game, but we’re going to nail this together. Notice how I didn’t use any words like “hard,” “a challenge,” or “sobbing on the floor of your kitchen”? That’s because all of these recipes were designed to be easy, approachable, guaranteed hits.

C.	Each recipe will let you know if it’s vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free, nut-free, or a combo of those things, and drinks will also let you know if they’re nonalcoholic. If anything shows up in parentheses, it means that with a very easy substitution, it can bend to that dietary restriction.

D.	Some background info on the recipe so you know what you’re getting into, plus any cute tidbits you can share when you serve it to others.

E.	The serving size, so you can be sure there’s plenty for everyone.

F.	Your grocery list. Some things might need some light prep ahead of time, like chopping onions or softening butter. If the prep is a little more specific or can happen while cooking, it’ll be noted for you in the recipe instead.

G.	If you like to cook, I’m going to assume you have measuring cups, knives, and a trusty rubber spatula. This is anything extra that your kitchen might not necessarily have.

H.	The recipe itself! I want you to feel like we’re in this together, so I’ll be explaining the how and why as we go. I’m constantly absorbing new info as a cook, so no matter how experienced you are, I hope there will be fresh insight here for you.

I.	In the interest of keeping the recipe moving, I’ve included some footnotes at the bottom with important intel, easy substitutions, or instructions for packing everything up.

Okay, enough yapping, let’s get cooking!





ASpiced Hibiscus Punch

BIN YOUR SLEEP | CV, GF, NF, NA

DWe’re all grown-ups here, so there is no excuse for a boring bowl of punch. Even without alcohol, this is as far from a school dance as it can possibly be. Hibiscus flowers (you might be familiar with their work in agua de jamaica or Red Zinger tea bags) have a kind of cranberry tartness that pairs really well with mulling spices and citrus. Find the spiciest ginger beer (not ginger ale, we’re leaving the past behind) you can for a bubbly, burning background to your fruity party drink. Balancing a floating ring of decorative ice in the bowl is the perfect cinematic final touch.




EMakes 11 cups, enough for 15 people

F1 cup dried hibiscus flowers (see Party Tricks)

1 cup sugar

4 thyme sprigs

2 cinnamon sticks

6 star anise pods

¾ cup fresh grapefruit juice (from 1 grapefruit)

¼ cup fresh lime juice (from 2 to 3 limes)

4 (12-ounce) bottles extra-strong ginger beer of your choice

1 (12-ounce) can seltzer

Ice ring (see Party Tricks), for serving

GSPECIAL EQUIPMENT

3-quart punch bowl and decorative ladle


Plastic tumblers or punch cups




HIn a large saucepan, combine the hibiscus, sugar, thyme, cinnamon, star anise, and 3 cups water. Bring to a boil over high heat, then reduce to the lowest possible heat, cover, and set a timer for 30 minutes. When the timer goes off, remove from the heat and strain the liquid into a large punch bowl. Cool completely, about 1 hour.

Add the grapefruit juice and lime juice to the bowl and just before serving, pour in the ginger beer and seltzer. Add the ice ring, drop in the ladle, set out the cups, and let everyone serve themselves.

IPARTY TRICKS


	Hibiscus flowers can be found online or in a Mexican grocery. Hibiscus tea bags will also work in a pinch; use 8 so the tea is strong.

	If you’re making this to go, strain the hibiscus tea into an airtight container and refrigerate for up to 3 days. Add the grapefruit and lime juices to the container just before leaving, and pack the bowl, ice ring, ginger beer, and seltzer to assemble on arrival.




V = Vegan

VG = Vegetarian

GF = Gluten-Free

NF = Nut-Free

NA = Nonalcoholic




In Your Sleep = Super Easy

Roll Up Your Sleeves = Some Effort

Bragging Rights = Extra Focus
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DOUBLE DIPPERS



THERE’S NO BETTER WAY to start a party (or a book about parties) than laying out a solid group of dips. This chapter has some forever-classics with fail-proof methods, plus some new staples to expand your repertoire. Dips are perfect snacky, social foods—by nature, meant to be shared. They’re also great conversation starters. For example: Did you try that one? It’s from What Can I Bring? by Casey Elsass. Have you read it?


Golden Ratio Guac V, GF, NF

Faux Gras V, GF (NA)

Seven-Onion Dip VG, GF, NF (V)

Silky Hummus V, GF, NF

White Beans + Tinned Fish GF, NF

Salt + Vinegar Salsa Verde V, GF, NF

Muhammara V, GF

Pico de Sandia V, GF, NF

Vegan Elote Queso V, GF, NF

Whipped Blue Cheese VG, GF, NF




Golden Ratio Guac

ROLL UP YOUR SLEEVES|V, GF, NF

There are a million correct ways to make guac and I would like to eat all of them, thank you. But when I’m in the driver’s seat, this is how I do it. The key is an obsessive level of chopping, getting everything fine, fine, fine so the aromatics beautifully coat the avocado and every bite is consistent. (If only we all had an inherited molcajete in our kitchens to speed this up, but most of us aren’t that lucky.) If you want a guac that stands out from the crowd, follow along!



Makes 3 cups, enough for 4 to 6 people

¼ white onion

1 jalapeño

1 garlic clove

1 medium lime (keep a second one handy just in case)

½ cup loosely packed fresh cilantro leaves and stems

1 teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon ground cumin (optional, but highly recommended)

⅛ teaspoon sodium bisulfite (see Party Tricks; optional)

4 large ripe avocados (see Party Tricks)

Nonstick cooking spray

Tortilla chips, for serving


Dice the onion, then run your knife over it a few more times to finely chop. Right on top of the onion, cut the jalapeño into thin rounds, then dice. (I think the seeds are fine here for a very manageable spice level, but you can remove them. See Party Tricks for an easy hack.) Grate the garlic and zest the lime on top of the onion jalapeño mixture. Chop the mixture, running your knife back and forth, then scraping everything into the center of the board, chopping, and scraping, back and forth, until it’s almost like a paste. Lay the cilantro on top and chop into uneven but smallish pieces. I know this all seems like a lot of work, but we’re making a seasoning paste that’s going to guarantee an even distribution of flavor throughout the guac.

Lift up the cutting board and use the back of the knife blade to scrape everything into a medium bowl, really dragging on the board to get all that good flavor out. Roll the zested lime with your palm to release the juices. Cut it in half and squeeze it into the bowl. Add the salt, cumin, and sodium bisulfite





	Lime juice, avocado pits, blah blah blah. If you want your guac to stay perfectly green for hours, there’s only one surefire way: a chemical assist. A little wonder called sodium bisulfite blocks the oxidation that causes guac to go grayish-brown. It is a preservative, I won’t lie to you, but it’s used in a lot of foods. It’s totally your call, but the small amount here is pretty harmless and will keep your dip looking shockingly fresh. I get mine from Kalustyan’s (foodsofnations.com), which ships nationally.

	Landing a ripe avocado can sometimes feel like a fool’s errand. In the store, avoid light green skin (too firm) and black skin (too mushy) and look for skin that’s a rich dark green (just right). But in reality, the safest bet when it comes to avocados is to buy ahead. Four days before, I’ll buy the lightest green ones that are totally firm all over and set them out on my counter. Around day 2 or 3, they’ll be ripe and at that point they can be held in the refrigerator for another day or two. Just bring them to room temp before using.
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Faux Gras






























	If you want to make this alcohol-free, use 2 tablespoons of apple juice for a similarly fruity note.

	You’ll find xanthan gum hanging out in the baking aisle or the gluten-free section. Bob’s Red Mill makes it and is commonly found in most grocery stores.






Seven-Onion Dip


































	Look for leeks that have majority white/light green stalks and minimal dark green tops, which are too rough to use. Or just buy an extra leek to make up the difference.

	Quickly: Tamari is vegan and gluten-free, soy sauce is vegan but has gluten, and fish sauce is obviously not vegan and sometimes (but not always) has gluten. Pick your poison!

	To make this vegan, grab your favorite brands of vegan cream cheese, sour cream, and mayo and go to town.






Silky Hummus
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White Beans + Tinned Fish
























	A couple pinches of everything bagel seasoning is never a bad idea, especially here, instead of the salt.

	For a smoother, kind of taramasalata feeling, put everything except the parsley into a food processor and whiz until smooth. Fold in the parsley, then scrape into a serving bowl.
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Salt + Vinegar Salsa Verde























	If you’re wild for mild, here’s the easiest way to get rid of jalapeño seeds: Lay the entire jalapeño on a cutting board. Cut lengthwise to slice off the side, leaving the center intact. Use the stem to rotate so the cut side is down and cut the next side. Rotate, cut, rotate, cut. In the end you should have 4 ovals and a stem with seeds that you can discard.

	For can’t-stop salsa, here’s my secret: 1 teaspoon kosher salt and ½ teaspoon MSG. (It’s okay, it’s not the ‘90s anymore, we can use it!)

	Whenever you need a blended sauce to stay vibrant, drop in an ice cube! The ice crystals shock the cilantro and keep this salsa looking bright and fresh.






Muhammara


























	If you want to make this nut-free, swap in 1 cup of pumpkin seeds. Use your eyes, not your knuckles, when they’re in the skillet: lightly brown and they’re done.

	If pomegranate molasses is hard to track down, use 1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar with 1 tablespoon honey as an approximation.

	Muhammara comes from Aleppo, Syria, so the signature smoky pepper flakes of the city are a key part of this dip. If you can get your hands on a jar, you’re in for a treat. If not, totally fine to leave them out. 
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Pico de Sandia






















	If you’re having trouble finding Tajín, try 2 tablespoons chili powderor 2 tablespoons ground sumacmixed with 1 tablespoon kosher salt.






Vegan Elote Queso





















	The corn can come from three 15.25-ounce cans that have been drained, 6 large cobs, or one 16-ounce bag of frozen corn. Just between us, I found that the frozen corn actually has the best flavor and—bonus!—it’s also the easiest because it can go straight from the freezer into the blender.

	It’s best if you can make this on the day you’re serving it and keep at room temperature, but if you need to make it ahead, press plastic on the surface and refrigerate for up to 48 hours. Before serving, remove the plastic, add ¼ cup water and microwave in 30-second bursts, stopping to stir between each one, until it’s a little warm but a bit loose.
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Whipped Blue Cheese
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