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Dollar stores a cheap haven for gourmands
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Apenny can buy a thought, but a dollar can buy a can of smoked herring fillets from Germany and a jar of garlic cloves marinating in chili pepper-infused sunflower oil.

Dollar stores have long been the Dean & Deluca of adventurous Epicureans, offering the same random spontaneity as that of thrift shops. Like chefs who work with seasonal ingredients, dollar store gourmands work with whatever curiosities bloom from the shelves (save for any edibles coming from China). However, with the recent loss of local dollar stores like $1 Supermarket in North Miami Beach -- it used to sell Cabernet Sauvignon-scented candles -- dollar store gourmands may feel like they are losing their mojo.

Never fear, The Palate offers a summer entertaining experience to keep you frugally inspired. And while we are doing things on the cheap, if you pick up an item that looks suspect, put it right back or tell the store clerk.

First, the main dish: Pasta Pobrecita (Poor Girl's Pasta). You'll need two garlic cloves, extra virgin olive oil, a can of Polar smoked herring, a can of Iberia Sardinas Picantes, a pack of Maruchan Ramen Noodles, a jar of Spanish olives and paprika. Everything's a dollar except for the noodles -- you get six packs for $1 and the olive oil is $1.69.

Maruchan Ramen Noodles are my favorite dried pasta to work with as it holds flavor very well. Chop up two garlic cloves and the herring fillet and keep separate. Put 1 tablespoon of olive oil and the oil from the Sardinas into a pot and turn to medium high heat. Once it gets super hot, add garlic and reduce to low heat. Wait two minutes, then add chopped herring (you can also use anchovy fillets for a saltier bite). Keep on a low heat for about five minutes or until the garlic sweetens, the anchovy dissolves into the oil or the fillets create a chunky sauce. Your kitchen will smell like Greece.

Boil noodles for about a minute, no more than two, or until al dente. Throw away that sodium-suicide seasoning packet. Drain the noodles. Run a little cold water over them, and when completely drained, add to your smoked herring sauce and toss until noodles are coated. Garnish with a sprinkle of paprika, a couple olives and one sardine fillet.

Serve in a crystal ice-cream bowl on top of a gorgeous Bollywood-style green and gold doily. This delicious, light, smoky pasta dish conjures up images of dining at a tavernas in Greece. You can get all these ingredients at the 81st Street Family Dollar, but the accessories you will find at TNG Dollar Plus Store.
TNG is a tiny mom-and-pop dollar-plus store squished inside the Publix and Kmart plaza in North Miami Beach. Because of the economy, many dollar stores are renaming themselves ''dollar plus'' stores. At first glance it just looks like the typical dollar store -- huge, floral-print gift bags, plantain chips, hair accessories, the usual. But the home aisles have amazing household accessories: hand-painted, Chinese-inscribed ceramic candle holders; pyramid-shaped candles in lavender, cherry red and royal blue. There's even a rainbow-colored candle (they all range from 89 cents to $1.49).

Here's where you'll find the crystal ice cream bowls ($1.59) and assortment of drinking glasses in different shapes and colors. In the back you will find an assortment of doilies -- green and gold, black and gold and white ($2 each). In the evening you can sit on your patio, light up all these candles and brag about what's next: dessert.

The Family Dollar in North Miami has diverse dessert items to create everything from nostalgic treats to Art Smith-styled creations. First is the small museum of Little Debbie relics that takes front stage at most Family Dollars, only this location has a wide selection: star crunch, nutty bars, zebra cakes, Swiss rolls, honey buns and fudge brownies, all around $1.05 per box.

In the freezer, you will find Breyer's vanilla and chocolate ice-creams ($2.25 per pint). Top off a couple scoops of ice-cream with chunky bits of star crunch or nutty bar then exchange childhood lunch box stories for the rest of the night. You can also stick the honey bun in the microwave for 30 seconds and serve it up with a scoop of vanilla ice cream and top it off with a handful of Golden Orchards pistachios ($2 per bag).

There is a whole aisle of cookie options for $1. A better choice is the bags of Twix and Snickers minis for the same price.

When you hear Duran Duran trumpeting from the parking lot next to Laurenzo's Italian Supermarket, it means the Dollar & More store is open. This plaza nook has everything from beautiful sunflower tray tables and shot glasses for $3 to jarred asparagus ($1.49), capers ($1.29), huge jalapeño peppers ($1.29) and apricot preserves.

And to keep things gourmet, treat your friends to a cool bottle of Perrier sparkling water (4 bottles for $3.49).

''It's hard to live life on a dollar because rent is killing dollar stores,'' said owner Patty Amaya. ``But we try our best. At least the music is free.''

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome at promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com.

