
		
			[image: THAT’S BARBECUE CHICKEN—ALL THE HITS]

		
			[image: ]

		
			[image: ]

		During my time as an analyst on Inside the NBA, I’ve been known to issue “Barbecue Chicken Alerts”—that’s when a player is gonna smoke another player. It’s a player who’s the truth, looking at his opponent like he’s something you can cook, roast, and eat up all game. That’s barbecue chicken!

		These meals are the same thing—they’re the real deal and the ones that’ll have you lickin’ your fingers every time. Plus, there also happens to actually be a lot of chicken—and that’s no accident. Growing up, chicken was the main event on the menu because it was inexpensive and my mother knew how to spread it out. She’d buy a big bag at the beginning of the week and, the first day, she’d bake it up, the second day she’d fry it up, and the third day, maybe she’d add a little barbecue sauce to it. There were no complaints from me—chicken is, to this day, one of my favorite foods and the inspiration behind my Big Chicken restaurants. And I owe it all to my mama, the original Barbecue Chicken MVP.

		Slow-Cooker Southern Mac ’n’ Cheese
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		Makes 8 servings

		Here’s a Lucille O’Neal classic and, probably, one of my favorite things to eat. She called it “Li’l Shaq’s Easy Mac”; and when I  was a kid, she made it for me after every game. Now, no matter how healthy I’m trying to eat, I will always love being treated to a big ol’ bowl of mac. You’ve made this right if you get those unbreakable cheese strings when you take a scoop from the pan.

		1 pound elbow pasta

		1 pound Velveeta, cut into ½-inch cubes

		3 cups whole milk

		1½ cups evaporated milk

		¼ cup unsalted butter

		1 tablespoon kosher salt

		1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

		1 cup shredded sharp cheddar cheese

		Lightly coat the insert of a 6-quart slow cooker with nonstick cooking spray. In the prepared insert, combine the pasta, Velveeta, whole milk, evaporated milk, butter, salt, and pepper and mix well to incorporate. Cover the slow cooker and turn the heat to high. Cook, covered, for 2 hours, stirring every 30 minutes or so. Top the pasta with the cheddar, replace the cover, and cook for 20 minutes.

		Serve the mac immediately.

		Put Away and Replay

		Store the mac in a sealed container in the fridge for up to 4 days. Reheat in a microwave on high power for 2 minutes, or until heated through.

		Note from the Matts

		After the mac is done cooking, you could scoop it into a casserole dish and broil until the cheese is bubbly and brown. If you would prefer to use an electric skillet instead of a slow cooker, combine the ingredients as directed, cover, and cook at 200°F for about 45 minutes. Add the cheese as instructed and cover until melted. Serve right out of the skillet.

		Cheeseburger Mac with Crispy Garlic–Parmesan Roasted Broccoli
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		Makes 6 servings

		I’m not sure there’s a better meal out there (except maybe pancakes with grape jelly)—two of my favorite things mashed up together served with some crisp little cheesy broccoli bits that make even me want to eat my vegetables.

		Pro Move [image: ]

		When coating the broccoli, you can cover the bowl with one the same size (upside down), hold the bowls together firmly, and shake vigorously. Or, put a larger bowl over the top, then hold them together and shake to get things nice and coated.

		Cheeseburger Mac

		2 pounds 80/20 ground beef

		1 yellow onion, finely chopped

		2 teaspoons minced garlic

		1 tablespoon kosher salt

		1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

		1 pound elbow pasta

		1 pound Velveeta, cut into 1-inch pieces

		4 cups 2% milk

		1½ cups evaporated milk

		1 cup ketchup

		1 cube beef bouillon

		1 cup shredded cheddar cheese

		Crispy Garlic–Parmesan Roasted Broccoli

		8 cups fresh broccoli florets

		½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

		1 cup grated Parmesan cheese

		16 saltines, finely ground

		2 tablespoons minced garlic

		2 teaspoons kosher salt

		1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

		To make the cheeseburger mac: In a large nonstick pan over medium-high heat, cook the ground beef, breaking it up with the back of a wooden spoon, for about 8 minutes, or until browned and no longer pink. Add the onion and garlic and cook for 5 minutes more, or until the onion is translucent. Season with the salt and pepper.

		Transfer the beef to the insert of a slow cooker and stir in the pasta, Velveeta, 2% milk, evaporated milk, ketchup, and bouillon cube. Cover the cooker, turn the heat to high, and cook for 2 hours, stirring every 30 minutes. Top the beef with the cheddar, replace the cover, and cook for another 20 minutes.

		To make the broccoli: Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line a baking sheet with aluminum foil.

		In a large bowl, combine the broccoli and olive oil and toss to coat. Add the Parmesan, saltines, garlic, salt, and pepper and toss well to coat evenly.

		Spread the broccoli on the prepared baking sheet, scraping out any crumbs remaining in the mixing bowl and sprinkling them over the broccoli. Roast for 20 minutes, or until the broccoli is golden brown.

		Serve the cheeseburger mac with the broccoli on the side.

		Put Away and Replay

		Store the mac and broccoli in separate sealed containers in the fridge for up to 2 days. Reheat each in a microwave on high power for 2 minutes, or until heated through.

		Notes from the Matts

		After the mac is done cooking, scoop it into a casserole dish or oven-proof skillet and broil until the cheese is bubbly and brown. Or, make the cheeseburger mac in an electric skillet. After browning the meat, add the remaining ingredients, cover, and cook at 200°F for about 45 minutes. Add the cheese as instructed and cover until melted. You could also sprinkle some chopped crispy bacon over the top to make this Bacon Cheeseburger Mac.

		Carolina BBQ Shrimp and Buttery Cheese Grits
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		Makes 6 servings

		I don’t care how sophisticated you want to feel cooking at home—if you want to eat well, forget all that foo-foo nonsense. You don’t need caviar or frilly stuff or ingredients you can’t pronounce. To me, it doesn’t matter how fancy a meal is, it should always include comforting, stick-to-your-ribs, remember-to-call-your-mama kinda food, just like shrimp and grits.

		2 pounds shell-off, tail-off shrimp, fresh or frozen and thawed (see Note)

		¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

		2 tablespoons Cajun Spice (see this page)

		1 tablespoon minced garlic

		Buttery Cheese Grits

		4 cups water

		2 cups 2% milk

		½ cup unsalted butter

		1 tablespoon kosher salt

		2 teaspoons freshly ground black pepper

		1½ cups quick-cooking grits (see Note)

		1 cup shredded cheddar cheese

		8 ounces plain cream cheese

		½ cup chicken broth

		½ cup yellow mustard

		¼ cup ketchup

		¼ cup apple cider vinegar

		2 tablespoons packed light brown sugar

		2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce

		2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

		2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

		1 large yellow onion, chopped

		1 large red bell pepper, seeded and chopped

		1 large green bell pepper, seeded and chopped

		½ cup unsalted butter

		½ cup chopped scallions, white and green parts

		In a large resealable plastic bag or large mixing bowl, mix together the shrimp, ¼ cup olive oil, Cajun spice, and garlic. Seal the bag and let marinate in the fridge for 30 minutes.

		To make the grits: In a large saucepan over medium-high heat, combine the water, 2% milk, butter, salt, and pepper. Bring the mixture to a boil, whisk in the grits, and cook for 5 minutes, stirring constantly. Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the cheddar and cream cheese. Let the grits stand for 5 minutes to thicken.

		In a medium bowl, whisk together the chicken broth, mustard, ketchup, vinegar, brown sugar, Worcestershire, and lemon juice. Set this sauce aside.

		Pour the 2 tablespoons olive oil into a large skillet over high heat. Add the onion and both bell peppers and cook for 3 minutes, or until the onion is translucent.

		Remove the shrimp from the marinade and add them to the skillet. Cook the shrimp, stirring continuously, for about 2 minutes, or until they’re just turning firm and pink and are no longer translucent. Any longer and they will be overcooked and rubbery. Add the reserved sauce to the skillet and remove from the heat. Add the butter and stir to incorporate, so the sauce thickens.

		Pour the grits into a casserole dish or individual bowls, top with the shrimp and scallions, and serve immediately.

		Put Away and Replay

		Store the grits and shrimp in separate sealed containers in the fridge for up to 3 days. To reheat the grits, add a small amount of milk to a saucepan over medium heat and bring it to a simmer. Turn the heat to low, add the grits, and stir for about 10 minutes, or until heated through. Reheating the shrimp is not recommended since they’ll likely overcook, and the butter will separate from the sauce. They’ll warm through enough once they’re tossed into the reheated grits.

		Notes from the Matts

		You can use any size shrimp you like; just remember that smaller ones need less time to cook, and larger ones need more. No matter what, don’t overcook the shrimp. You could also use stone-ground grits instead of instant. Follow the package instructions to adjust the cooking time. For the grits, add 1 cup canned roasted chopped green chiles for even more texture and flavor; just fold them in at the end.

		Smack Ramen Chicken Alfredo
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		Makes 6 servings

		I was lucky enough to grow up with a lot of women looking out for me, spoiling me, and feeding me great food. I never really had a need to teach myself to cook, so when I went to college, it was all about what you might refer to as Top Ramen but what I call “Smack Ramen”—’cause it was so good it was a smackdown. For this recipe, you’re doing a little bit more than just adding hot water and those little flavor packets to the noodles, but it only takes 10 minutes and is so easy that even Charles Barkley could do it.

		Pro Move [image: ]

		You’ll have leftover flavor packets after you make this, but save them for adding that smack factor to soup, pasta, eggs, what have you.

		3 cups evaporated milk

		3 cups 2% milk

		¼ cup unsalted butter

		6 (3-ounce) packages chicken-flavored ramen noodles

		1 teaspoon kosher salt

		1 teaspoon garlic powder

		½ teaspoon onion powder

		½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

		¼ teaspoon hot sauce (preferably Tabasco or Crystal)

		8 ounces frozen chopped broccoli

		1 pound shredded rotisserie chicken (do yourself a favor and go with one from the store)

		½ cup grated Parmesan cheese

		3 egg yolks (optional)

		In a large nonstick pot over medium-high heat, whisk together the evaporated milk, 2% milk, butter, two of the ramen seasoning packets, salt, garlic powder, onion powder, pepper, and hot sauce. Bring the mixture to a boil, stirring constantly with a spatula or wooden spoon. Be careful; evaporated milk scorches very easily and milk boils over quickly.

		When the mixture boils, add all the ramen noodles and continue to stir for 2 to 3 minutes, or until the noodles are cooked through. Add the broccoli and continue to cook, stirring, for 1 minute more, then remove the pot from the heat.

		Stir the chicken and Parmesan into the pot, followed by the egg yolks (if using)—stirring them in quickly. Let the mixture sit, uncovered, for 2 minutes more before serving.

		Put Away and Replay

		Store the ramen in a sealed container in the fridge for up to 3 days. Reheat in a microwave on high power for 2 minutes, or until heated through.

		Note from the Matts

		Adding the egg yolks to the pot in the last step of the recipe makes the Alfredo sauce even richer. Make sure you stir them in quickly, so they don’t scramble.
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		Fried Chicken Tenders with Creamy BBQ Dip
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		Makes 6 servings

		When I was playing in the NBA and would get home late after a game, I’d go right for the fried chicken drummies (or Frosted Flakes, but that’s another recipe for another time). These are better than anything you could pull out of the freezer, especially when you throw some BBQ dip into the mix. If you’re like me, you’re gonna take down about fifty of ’em.

		Creamy BBQ Dip

		1½ cups mayonnaise

		⅔ cup ketchup

		½ cup packed light brown sugar

		2 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

		2 tablespoons chipotle-flavor hot sauce (preferably Tabasco)

		1½ teaspoons kosher salt

		Fried Chicken Tenders

		18 chicken tenderloins

		1½ cups buttermilk

		1 tablespoon seasoning salt

		Canola oil for frying

		1 cup all-purpose flour

		36 saltine crackers, finely ground

		1 tablespoon Cajun Spice (see this page)

		1 tablespoon freshly ground black pepper

		1 teaspoon baking powder

		To make the dip: In a medium bowl, whisk together the mayo, ketchup, brown sugar, vinegar, hot sauce, and salt until thoroughly combined. Transfer to a sealed container and refrigerate for up to 1 week.

		To prepare the chicken tenders: Place the chicken in a resealable plastic bag. In a medium bowl, whisk together the buttermilk and seasoning salt, then pour the mixture over the chicken. Seal the bag and refrigerate for at least 4 hours, but ideally overnight. Remove the chicken from the fridge and let sit at room temperature for 30 minutes.

		Line a baking sheet with a double layer of paper towels. In a fryer, deep skillet, Dutch oven, or large pot over medium-high heat, warm 4 inches of canola oil to 350°F. In a shallow baking dish, whisk together the flour, crackers, Cajun spice, pepper, and baking powder.

		One at a time, remove the marinated chicken tenders from the bag, letting any excess buttermilk drip back into the bag, and place in the flour mixture. Coat well on both sides, gently pressing down to ensure they’re covered thoroughly.

		Working in batches, fry the tenders for 3 minutes, or until the interior temperature of the chicken registers 165°F on an instant-read thermometer and the crust is golden brown. Transfer to the prepared baking sheet to drain.

		Serve the tenders immediately with the creamy BBQ dip.

		Put Away and Replay

		Store the tenders in a sealed container or resealable plastic bag in the fridge for up to 3 days. Reheat in a 350°F air fryer for about 5 minutes, or in a 350°F oven for 6 to 8 minutes, or just until hot. You can also freeze the fried tenders and reheat this way as well.

		Note from the Matts

		If you don’t have tenderloins, cut chicken breasts into strips.

		Sheet Pan BBQ Chicken Thighs with Sweet Potato Bake
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		Makes 6 servings

		When I say this is gonna be barbecue chicken, I mean it’s gonna be barbecue chicken—it’s going to deliver when it counts. Can’t you just picture those juicy chicken thighs gettin’ all slathered in their sauce that gets all caramelized and crispy in the oven? Served over some sweet potatoes that don’t know whether they’re a dessert or a vegetable? Excuse me for a minute while I go find something to eat.…

		Pro Move [image: ]

		Want to substitute other cuts of chicken—legs, breasts, wings—for thighs? Don’t know why you would, but you do you. Just be sure to give yourself time to let them marinate overnight
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			The Postgame Show

			You didn’t think I’d let this whole cookbook game go down without a little wrap-up, did you? That’s what I do—I watch the plays, take it all in, then break it down for the people at home. I have no problem Shaqtin’ the fool on national television. So, let’s take a look at what you did here. You whisked, you marinated, you griddled, you casseroled, you sprinkled little bits of this and that, and put some top-notch meals on the table. I’m willing to bet that you made your family proud; or, at the very least, filled ’em up enough to make it to the next round of the homemade dinner versus delivery playoffs. Maybe it wasn’t all barbecue chicken all the time, and maybe you didn’t hit as many 3-pointers as you’d like, but you just need to keep putting in the reps—which is what being a player is all about, on the court and in the kitchen. Just know that me and these recipes got your back. And, if all else fails, there’s always Papa John’s.

			’Til next time,

			Shaquille
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