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Comfort dining cures hurricane blues
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At North Miami Beach's Le Chocolatier a make-it-yourself chocolaty peacock feather is sublime hurricane comfort food.

It seems some Miamians have grown an affectionate anticipation for nicknamed rainstorms.

''I bet Fay won't even do any real damage,'' muttered a disgruntled Publix shopper as we stood in the checkout line. ``I'll be eating canned soup 'til I'm 90.''

I guess still having a roof has its setbacks.

On those wonderful half-days before the storm, I, on the other hand, tend to visit places with take-out dishes that taste even better the day after. This week, The Palate delivers a hurricane-comfort dining guide for those lightning low-downs.

Nothing quiets the jittery spirit like chocolate. And not just any chocolate, the kind that's as complex and as lingering as your favorite earthy red wine. The kind you'll find at Le Chocolatier.
I've walked by this place so many times while on my way to the North Miami Beach Public Library and never knew they were open. Operating since 1980, the outside has all the trappings of a little French countryside boutique -- an old, gurgling fountain in a tiny courtyard, the building, draped with antiquated tree branches that look like tired, old women.

The inside feels like a scene from Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory or Chocolat. The right side is like a chocolate laboratory, where workers are making everything from chocolate footballs to huge wicker baskets and pianos (They have 3,000 molds). On the left, there's a display case with a mélange of chocolate barks that stare back at you like the ladies of Amsterdam's Red Light District. I love the dark chocolate crispies, which act as travel machines, transporting my Hurricane-neurotic senses to Amsterdam, where I'm riding a bike through a nonstormy world.

Then there's the milk chocolate pistachio, white chocolate cookies and milk chocolate apricots (all chocolates are $35 per pound). These aren't cocoa powered-palate teasers, but soulful chocolate experiences that make you dream and write while you wait for the storm to pass.

OK, so Lucy's is not unlike those cafecita-houses you see around town -- menus with everything from fried eggs and papa fritas to smothered chicken with rice, beans and lots of pork. Then there's an orange cooler with free cold water, the big orange awning and aluminum chairs and tables. And, of course, Latin Canterbury Tales-like characters -- gesticulating, pontificating, laughing. It's Miami street food cinema at its finest. I pass this place on my way to work all the time, but recently decided to try it out (it opened up about a year ago). For $6, you get a heap of fluffy, buttery white rice, a piping hot bowl of black beans overflowing with Nebbiolo character, candy-sweet, fried plantain logs and about six barbecue rib chunks.

Now, the ribs are not particularly interesting, but when you eat everything together, the sweet, savory, earthy flavors fully gratify and the next morning, you're licking the black beans' Styrofoam container.

I walked into Raphael Food & More despite its vacant seats on a very crowded, blazing hot Lincoln Road Sunday. The $12.99 two-course lunch menu included a Caesar salad and Penne Pomodoro. One major plus was the glass of sparkling wine, which arrived in a goblet instead of those tiny, Hobbit-friendly Champagne flutes. On a day like this, it hit the spot like an ice cold beer. It was the Mumm Napa Brut Prestige Black Label ($11.50 per glass) and it was absolutely divine -- passion fruit flavors wading through a voluptuous goblet of bubbles.

The Caesar salad included impressively crisp and vibrant iceberg lettuce dressed with thin shavings of Parmesan cheese. The penne arrived in an unassuming, sweet, vine-ripened tomato sauce that seemed either touched with sugar or by some tenderly caring tomato farmer. I bought a second plate for hurricane comfort dining the next day.

The only down side was the moldy baguettes. When I spoke to the manager, she apologized emphatically, blamed it on the bakery that she says delivers bread to the restaurant every day and walked away. A complimentary glass of sparkling wine would have definitely made-up for that faux pas. However, judging on the quality of the food, I believe it was an oversight that the venue won't be repeating.

I can trace some of my greatest preteen foodie escapades to The Olive Garden's Aventura location. You know you love the soup and salad special for $9.50. My favorite is the Zuppa Toscana made with spicy pork sausage, russet potato cubes and cavolo greens in a tasty, creamy broth. The cavolo greens remind me of calaloo (a Jamaican version of spinach) in the way it sweetens up with lots of sautéed garlic and onion. Then there's tomato-based Pasta e Fagioli made with white and red beans, ground beef and ditalini pasta, all $4.65 per bowl.

The salad has iceberg lettuce, black olives, tomatoes, Greek peppers and croutons drenched in Olive Garden's ingratiating salad dressing. I used to love watching the waiter grind a mountainous pile of Parmesan cheese on top of my soup and salad.

A few weeks ago I got the take-out soup and salad special for $5.95 and stopped over at Laurenzo's to pick up some grated Reggiano- Pecorino for my Tropical Storm Faye comfort dining pack. It's always better the morning after.

