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It doesn't need to be gourmet to be loved
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Gourmands like Alexandre Alves can enjoy a Godiva Chocolate Cheesecake at The Cheesecake Factory in Aventura Mall. 
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BY DINKINISH O'CONNOR

Food Snob. Crouton Crusader. Pompous Palate. You name it, I've heard it.

To err is human, and yet to be a gastronome is a contemptuous curse to peers of the pedestrian palate.

In an attempt to mend the ties that have separated the Michelle Bernstein groupies from the Cheesecake Factory loyalists, this holiday season, I challenge every rémoulade renegade and spinach dip spinster to surrender his or her snobbery and take an unexpected journey into pedestrian restaurants to see if there are gourmet dishes even you can say ''Ho-Ho-Ho'' to. 

IHOP
I was mortified. Inside the Paul Bunyan-size plate laid a sea of what looked like Robitussin cough syrup. I looked at my friend and wondered if this food expedition was a Quixotic attempt to democratize that which cannot be democratized. Still, like a brave Olympic diver, I charged into the strawberry sea and discovered an almost velvety texture and flavor depth redolent of a strawberry coulis. I'm not sure if the strawberry chunks came out of a can, but they, too, were bright with seasonal deliciousness.

The new Nutella Crepes ($7.29) at IHOP are the best I've ever had. Nutella, a hazelnut spread you can get at Wal-Mart, oozed out of the ''three egg batter crepes'' like a chocolaty serpent, and even though I had to hunt through the spread for sparing pieces of banana, it was well worth the effort. The crepes were light and spongy and the best part of the experience was whisking up the whip cream with my index finger.

Dish No. 2: I'm always hesitant to order grilled chicken sandwiches at any restaurant.

Anyway, IHOP's new Tuscan Chicken Griller ($7.59) sounded interesting -- oven-roasted tomatoes, sundried tomato pesto on a Romano-Parmesan bun. Another thumbs up. The chicken was juicy, the bun was toasted and slightly oily and the garlicky aromas brought out the tang from the sundried tomatoes and the mellow bite of the provolone cheese.

TONY ROMA'S
I love onions. Fried, sautéed, raw or grilled, and when my colleague Stanley recommended the TR Onion Loaf, I was totally psyched.

We went to Tony Roma's Doral location on Northwest 87th Avenue and ordered the dish with a couple salads Stanley also raved about. The salads were blah. However, the onion loaf is addictive. Just think of an edible Slinky saturated in fried, onion-infused canola flavor. You'll just keep ripping off pieces and dipping it into that warm Thousand Island-like dressing they call spicy, but it's not.

And it's pretty enough to set at your dinner table and serve with crumbled Stilton blue cheese. Or you can glaze the rings with Crema Di Balsamico, a dark, rich, slightly vinegary syrup you can get at Laurenzo's or any chichi food boutique.

TGIF
I can remember when there was a TGIF at the Fashion Island Plaza (now Loehmann's Fashion Island) in Aventura. Before the dawn of The Food Network, when Julia Child was still underground, TGIF marked the beginning of my dining adventures.

I decided to go to the one in North Miami's Biscayne Commons to try its Chipotle Grilled Steak Sandwich. I read that this recipe won The Food Network's Ultimate Recipe Showdown contest. ''But guests say the meat's really tough and chewy,'' our waitress said.

That's all I needed to hear, so I went for the Roasted Red Pepper Sausage & Chicken Penne ($6.99) while my teenage guest who says she wants to be a gourmand went for chicken fingers and fries. 

''Fries can be gourmet, right?'' she asked me. I immediately thought of those lecherous Bourbon Steak duck fat fries.

''Sure,'' I responded.

TGIF has added a couple fancy salmon items and then there's the black peppercorn and sea salt grinders on the table.

As for the food, the pasta tasted Chef Boyardee-ish; the penne was overdone.

The chicken tasted like sawdust and the andouille sausage just tasted funny. And the sauce was forgettable.

My guest said the chicken fingers ''were ordinary.'' Indeed, it had a frozen-bag aftertaste. And some of the fries were cold.

Alas, my palate was already fatigued, and I wasn't inspired to come back and try some other potential gourmet finds.

''So to be gourmet means to taste good?'' queried my teenaged palate protégé.

``Yes, dahling. To be gourmet is to be remembered.''

THE CHEESECAKE
FACTORY
In college, The Cheesecake Factory was the place to blow off the campus' horrendous dining experience. I was completely smitten by the novel-size menu, the gargantuan portions and the seductive list of cheesecakes; Snickers was my favorite.

As I approached the entrance of the Aventura Mall's Cheesecake Factory, I had a nostalgic feeling. I wondered if it still had the Taquitos appetizer. To me, they were like crispy, edible cigars filled with tasty chicken and Montery Jack cheese.

They're still good. You get four large tortillas served with a mound of creamy, buttery mashed avocado, tomato chunks and an iceberg of sour cream. The corn tortillas are crispy on the inside and the chicken is also pretty tasty.

As I watched waiters whiz by in their crisp white uniforms and large tables of friends and family laugh and sing Happy Birthday, I realized that the dining-out business perfectly serves the sentimentality of dining out: to celebrate life with those you love -- gourmands and pedestrian palates alike.

Does it matter that one might prefer the banana cheesecake at Cheesecake Factory over the mango cheesecake at La Loggia? Will I surrender my promiscuous pen to join my fellow pedestrian palates at Ruby Tuesday's and Hooters? Nah. I have a column to write.

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

yahoo.com. 

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

• IHOP: 12875 Biscayne Blvd., North Miami; 305-893-5913. 

• Tony Roma's: 3300 NW 87th Ave, Doral; 305-994-7511. 

• TGIF Biscayne Commons: 14891 Biscayne Blvd. North Miami Beach; 305-944-5096. 

• The Cheesecake Factory: Aventura Mall, 19501 Biscayne Blvd.; 305-792-9696. 

