CHICKEN ALFREDO CASSEROLE
1
 pound dried penne pasta

2 
medium boneless, skinless chicken breasts (1 to 1 ¼ pounds total)

1 
teaspoon coarsely chopped fresh thyme leaves (6 sprigs)

2 
teaspoons kosher salt, divided, plus more as needed

½ 
teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 
tablespoon olive oil

3 
tablespoons unsalted butter, plus more for the baking dish

5 
cloves garlic, minced

3 
tablespoons all-purpose flour

3 
cups whole or 2% milk

1 
cup heavy cream

1 
small pinch fresh grated nutmeg

5 
ounces Parmesan cheese, finely grated (about 1 cup freshly grated or 1 ¼ cups store-
bought grated)

6 
ounces shredded whole milk low-moisture mozzarella (about 1 ½ cups), divided


Coarsely chopped fresh thyme or parsley leaves, for garnish (optional)

Arrange a rack in the top third of the oven and heat the oven to 375°F. Coat a 9x13-inch broiler-safe baking dish with butter.
Bring a large pot of heavily salted water to a boil over high heat. Meanwhile, pound out 2 medium boneless, skinless chicken breasts one at a time: Place the chicken breast between 2 sheets of plastic wrap or in a large zip-top bag. Pound with a rolling pin or flat side of a meat mallet to an even ½-inch thickness. Season the chicken all over with 1 teaspoon coarsely chopped fresh thyme leaves, 1 teaspoon of the kosher salt, and ½ teaspoon black pepper.
Add 1 pound dried penne pasta to the boiling water and cook according to the package directions until just al dente, 9 to 11 minutes. Drain and return the pasta to the pot. While the pasta is cooking, cook the chicken.
Heat 1 tablespoon olive oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat until shimmering. Add the chicken. Cover and cook undisturbed until golden-brown on the bottom, 4 to 5 minutes. Flip the chicken, cover, and cook until the chicken is just cooked through, about 3 minutes more. Transfer to a clean cutting board and let rest for at least 5 minutes.
Meanwhile, return the skillet (do not clean) to medium heat. Add 3 tablespoons unsalted butter and melt, stirring and scraping up the browned bits from the bottom of the pan. Add 5 minced garlic cloves and cook, stirring often, until fragrant, about 1 minute. Stir in 3 tablespoons all-purpose flour and cook, stirring constantly, until lightly toasted, about 30 seconds more.

While whisking constantly, slowly pour in 3 cups whole milk and 1 cup heavy cream. Stir in the remaining 1 teaspoon kosher salt and 1 small pinch freshly grated nutmeg. Bring to a simmer; whisk occasionally. Meanwhile, cut the chicken into bite-size pieces.
Remove the skillet from the heat. Whisk in 5 ounces finely grated Parmesan cheese a handful at a time until smooth and fully melted. Pour into the pot with the drained pasta and toss to coat.
Transfer half of the pasta mixture into the baking dish (about 4 cups) and spread into an even layer. Scatter half of the chicken and 3 ounces of the shredded mozzarella cheese evenly over the pasta. Repeat layering the remaining pasta mixture and any sauce, chicken, and 3 ounces shredded mozzarella.
Bake uncovered until bubbling around the edges, 10 to 20 minutes. Turn the oven onto broil and broil until the cheese is browned in spots, 3 to 4 minutes. Let the casserole cool for 5 minutes. Garnish with coarsely chopped fresh thyme leaves if desired.
RECIPE NOTES

Storage: Leftovers can be refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 4 days.
Chicken Alfredo casserole takes everything you love about the creamy classic — al dente pasta, tender bites of chicken, and a rich Parmesan sauce — and adds melted mozzarella to turn it into a cozy, crowd-pleasing pasta bake. And because the sauce is made entirely from scratch, it’s smoother, more velvety, and far more satisfying than anything from a jar.

Rather than relying on reducing heavy cream, here the Alfredo sauce starts with a quick béchamel-style base that keeps the sauce silky and stable in the oven, so it doesn’t separate or turn greasy. A generous amount of Parmesan adds deep savory flavor, while just a pinch of nutmeg brightens all that dairy. To keep the chicken breast tender throughout, I opt for pounding them for faster, more even cooking in the skillet. 

Once everything is ready, layer in a baking dish, give it a quick broil, and you’ll be rewarded with the dreamiest golden-cheese topping. It’s pure comfort food you’ll want to make again and again.

SERVES: 8

