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Add some spice to the election season at these eateries
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THIS WEEK'S ESTABLISHMENTS 

• Rosa Mexicano: 900 S. Miami Ave., Miami; 786-425-1001. 

• Hiro's Yakko-San: 17040-46 W. Dixie Hwy., North Miami Beach; 305-947-0064. 

• Chef Griot: 7957 NE Second Ave., Little Haiti; 305-722-0759. 

BY DINKINISH O'CONNOR

promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com
These are sensitive times, when heated political conversations can sour the best of dining experiences.

That said, here are some locales offering spicy dishes to balance those heated moments when politics and promiscuous palates leave very little room for your foot to fit in your mouth.

It's 5 p.m. on Wednesday, and I want some good, spicy Mexican food. But this is Miami, right? (If someone mentions Lime to me one more time, I'm going to vomit). I Google Mexican restaurants Miami and discover Rosa Mexicano. I was immediately struck by the Zarape de Pato appetizer listed on its online menu. It's described as ``roasted pulled duck layered between soft corn tortillas and topped with yellow pepper-habanero cream sauce.'' 

Was it worth the mini-pilgrimage from North Miami?

Absolutely.

The tortilla lay on my palate like a corn-flavored lace doily. The cream sauce was velvety sweet. Executive Chef David Sloane roasts yellow peppers and peels the skin to unveil that gorgeous maize yellow color. The sauce is a blend of yellow peppers, habanero, heavy cream, garlic, onion and allspice. The roasted duck was tender and yielded beautifully to the subtle flavor combinations ($9.75). While I was waiting for my entree order at the bar, I ate cacahuate con chili (tasty chili-spiced peanuts you can also get from Giant supermarket for $.99). They were a nice balance for my glass of 2007 Montes Limited Selection Pinot Noir that was way too sweet -- think ``Hey Kool-Aid!''($10 a glass.)

I also ordered the Panuchos de Cochinita ($7.50), baby enchiladas filled with pulled chicken, chorizo and red beans and topped with Mole de Xico, a traditional Mexican sauce that takes hours to make. After two-and-a-half to three hours, Sloane finishes the sauce with piloncillo, a Mexican sugar cane, and Abuelita chocolate, which you can find at Publix and President supermarkets.

Then for the final topping: vinegar-kissed red onions.

It's a surreal delicious body of work worthy of several more visitations. Rosa Mexicano sits on the corner of Miami Avenue and Southeast Ninth Street. The decor is defined by fuchsia, rose, lavender and pink accents. The stone mortars overflowing with guacamole also add a charmingly rustic touch, so when your friend starts monologuing you to death about the Sarah Palin and Joe Biden debate, you can start a little guacamole food fight to ease the tension. Hiro's Yakko-San is not the type of place you would expect to find in a plaza filled with abandoned storefronts, dry cleaners and a bodega. When you walk in, you see the typical trappings of most Asian restaurants, but then there's the subtle bouquet of fresh yellow cabbage and radish sprouts escorting your senses into the main dining room.

''What is your order?,'' asks one of the men working behind the sushi bar.

But this isn't just a sushi bar.

There is a row of Japanese eggplants, bright lemon wedges, bushels of sprouts and other fresh ingredients. The man adds a pinch of said ingredients into small, sizzling pans, and for a moment, you get the feeling that this guy is your personal chef.

The Spicy Tuna Harumaki special ($7.50) is sashimi seduction: fresh Toro tuna dressed in a kimchi sauce -- a fermented chili paste -- that bursts through a bush of daikon radish and mesclun greens. The tuna is rolled in thin rice paper. The Yakiniku Don ($9.50) includes slices of lean beef that are made with a secret barbecue sauce that includes garlic paste, peach and mango flavors.

The flavors drizzle into the dry, polished milled rice that gets sticky and warm from the barbecue sauce, caramelized onions and scallions. I asked for a side of spicy sauce and I got what tasted a lot like Sriracha chili sauce.

It's all good. I love the stuff.

I was running late, charging down Northeast Second Avenue on an empty stomach. I saw a sign that read ''Best Haitian Food in Town.'' Those are strong words when you have places like Bel' Fouchet and Madame John to contend with.

I made a u-turn and realized this place used to be a Thai joint called Lunch Box. I walked in and found executive chef Ricot ''Ricky'' Gotras swearing he could back up his outdoor sign. Chef Ricky, who said he co-owned Lunch Box, reinvented the Haitian-Thai menu in January 2008 to service the surrounding Haitian community.

I ordered the legume ($7) -- a sweet, aromatic, soft stew of top round beef, blue crabs, eggplant, chayote, white cabbage, carrots, watercress, lima beans and green bell peppers.

The crabs were tender and the veggies were delicious. However, the beef was a bit tough. It was served with red beans, rice and fried green plantain patties, or bonnon; pretty good, but definitely not the best.

Chef Ricky's pikliz gave the stew a fabulous spicy kick. Pikliz is a Haitian spicy slaw made of shredded cabbage, carrot and scotch bonnet in a vinegar base that is sometimes perfumed with cloves. His version has a stronger cabbage element than most, and that gave the pickled slaw a distinct freshness.

If you relish adding a pyrotechnical edge to your favorite dishes like I do, you can buy jars of pikliz from local Caribbean markets.

I decided on a spicy theme for our debate potluck for the recent Barack Obama-John McCain duel. I told everyone to bring all their favorite dishes and hot sauces: Louisiana, Grace Scotch Bonnet, Tabasco, etc.

Michelle brought lumpia (Philippine egg rolls). Gaya brought sushi with lots of wasabi. I made vegetarian nachos that I served with a side of jalapeño peppers. And Gary brought hot wings from KFC.

''I dare you to put this in your column,'' he shouted from the front door. Luckily, I had some Jack Daniel's barbecue sauce and a smidgen of Sriracha that went perfectly with these old-school wing delights. Within an hour of the debate, both wing containers were empty (20 for $13.99).

''Tom Brokaw used to be hot,'' Michelle said.

''These hot wings are hotter,'' Gaya responded.

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

