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Promiscuous Palate: Alternatives to the usual Thanksgiving
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Gregory Cherubin enjoys turkey tassot at Caribbean Express Restaurant in Little Haiti. 
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THIS WEEK'S ESTABLISHMENTS 

Here are the establishments noted in this week's column: 

• DiLido Beach Club Ritz-Carlton South Beach, 1 Lincoln Rd. , Miami Beach; 786-276-4000 ext. 4336. 

• Abraham's Bakery, 757 NE 167th St., North Miami Beach , 305-652-3343. 

• Red Lobster, 13300 Biscayne Blvd., North Miami, 305-895-6095. 

• Caribbean Express Restaurant, 99 NW 54th St., Little Haiti. No phone number available. 

By DINKINISH O'CONNOR

promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com
You hate turkey. For you, it's a symbol of a contrived, shame-filled history. Plus, the damn bird is too dry.

But your inner Pilgrim is craving the smell of pumpkin pie and, yes, that venerable bird. But even if your foodie self can't fully embrace the marshmallowed yams of the traditional Thanksgiving table, your palate still has a reason to give thanks today.

So whether you want to indulge in fried turkey chunks, a local seaside adventure -- or simply pick up a special side dish for Friday's smorgasbord of leftovers -- this guide is perfect for reformed gobble-gobble grinches. 

Haitian cooks have revolutionized the local turkey experience with their turkey tassot recipe. If you've had griot (fried pork chunks), turkey tassot is prepared the same way. At Caribbean Express in Little Haiti, the result is an earthy mound of glistening, fried turkey. The flavor is a magnificent hybrid of fried chicken and fried pork. Co-owner Marie Jean says she cleans the meat with vinegar then seasons it with onion, thyme, parsley and sour orange, which she says, aids with digestion. The flesh is so juicy and tender, I had to check that the meat wasn't griot. The giveaway is the protruding bones that turn the pieces into ready made skewers.

For spice sleuths, Jean's chunky pikliz, a Haitian pickled spice, is super hot and exponentially increases the pleasure of the turkey tassot experience. For $7, you also get rice and red beans, fried green plantains and lovely pieces of iceberg lettuce and tomato with a side packet of French dressing.

Caribbean Express is the quintessential, hole-in-the-wall, mom-and-pop, takeout spot on the corner of Northwest First Avenue, though there are bar stools for guests to dine in. With the Chef Creole powerhouse dominating the area, it's been hard for the venue to keep its doors open. But locals swear by Caribbean Express, so if you're looking for an exotic turkey treat, it's worth the detour. For an unconventional wine experience, go for the 2006 Chateau de Nages Reserve ($10. But if you use the pikliz, go for a semi-sweet Cava). The aromas of cocoa powder and kirsch caress the burst of black cherry sweetness on the palate. Then the flavors unravel into anise, and there's a beautiful minerally finish. You can find this bottle at Total Wine & More.

You're feeling the new America, but you absolutely don't do turkey? Take a trip to South Beach, where one of the most passionate culinary artists in town is serving up unique Thanksgiving dishes. The cucumber-wrapped tuna ($13) celebrates the vibrancy of locally grown ingredients. Chef de Cuisine Jeff McInnis at the DiLido Beach Club slices two ounces of sushi-grade tuna and wraps it in a sheet of cucumber.

He then takes organic heirloom tomatoes and slightly purées them. The tomatoes lie in a towel overnight to extract their natural juices. The result is water that tastes like a tomato garden. Basil seeds are then soaked in the water until they bloom slightly in the tomato water. They look like edible tadpoles. The dish is served with organic green garbanzo beans.

For locavores -- food purists who eat locally grown products -- look out for a hairy Woodstock-ish looking gentleman with a large bag of greens. On a recent visit, I learned that this dude brings freshly grown veggies to McInnis, who happily let me stick my nose in that gorgeous aromatic bush. It is that passion that has landed McInnis on this season's TopChef reality show on Bravo. 

He also loves to use nitrogen and so you have to try the sorbet dishes prepared tableside. (I like the cucumber green juice sorbet). For dessert, try the Pecan Baklava with Pumpkin Ice Cream ($8). Yes, it's as good as it sounds, and since you didn't inhale a turkey leg for dinner, go for two slices. Assistant Pastry Chef John Martinez lathers the pecan-studded, buttered phyllo dough with brown sugar, nutmeg and cinnamon.

The combination of bourbon honey sauce and pumpkin ice cream is reminiscent of Christmas in front of a roasting fire. But this is South Beach and you're sitting next to the ocean, sipping Champagne, trying to ignore an overwhelming feeling of thankfulness.

Corny sure does taste good.

The apple pie at Abraham's Bakery in North Miami Beach tastes like a giant apple strudel. The crust is moist and appears to be sprinkled with cinnamon, and the filling is light and satisfying. The pumpkin pie is also creamy and light, and there's a profound honey taste that makes you think you're eating a pumpkin-spiced honeycomb. It's the type of dessert that won't make you feel guilty when you pair it up with the sadistically creamy PJ Madison Madagascar Bourbon Vanilla ice-cream (about $5 at Whole Foods). Then you absolutely must drizzle Abuelita Mexican chocolate syrup on top (about $3 at Publix). There are also peach, sweet potato and apple crumb pies available for $5. If you order a second pie, you get it for half the price. And yes, Abraham's will be open until 3 p.m. Thanksgiving day.

I know what you're thinking: Red Lobster?

But, you've got to bring a side dish to the family's Thanksgiving hangover gathering, and let me tell you, Red Lobster's warm cheese biscuits are delicious. There are several knock-off recipes meandering through the Internet, but they pale in comparison to those warm, light, cheese-cloud puffs. And they're super cheap -- $1.99 for a half dozen.

Tip: Drizzle a little orange blossom honey on top of the biscuits, and not only will your relatives be surprised to see your cynical self at the post-Pilgrim fiesta, they'll think you're Sandra Lee from The Food Network's Semi-Homemade Cooking.
