Miami wines offer rewarding end to long day
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Raffaella Maggiore and Pietro Moelli enjoy a happy hour wine tasting at Wine 69. 
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The after-work glass of wine is usually the epilogue for a long day. For the wine wanderer, there's nothing like sitting in a relaxed space, communing with your Sancerre in a guise of rejuvenating conversation or meditative ecstasy.

``Wine is the only beverage in the world that draws us intellectu-

ally,'' writes Karen MacNeil author of The Wine Bible. ``Causes us to think about it, to ponder it, question why it tastes the way it does.'' 

This week close your PowerBook, loosen your tie and allow your palate to roam through Miami's surprising wine country.

I can always quench my wine fix at Wine69. For $15, I recently went to an after-work wine tasting hosted by one of my favorite Zinfandel labels, Jessie's Grove. I tried five wines. The 2006 Viognier-blend was Minute Maid-sweet. The 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon was a Madagascar vanilla dream. The 2006 Earth Zin & Fire smelled of racy, smoked bacon fat and my favorite, the 2005 Carignane, was a light-bodied red fantasy with its faint bouquet of wet sand and strawberry flavors. It was an intimate tasting with 10 to 15 people pontificating the wines' nuances.

''I always thought of Zinfandel as that pink wine,'' I heard one woman say. What's most enjoyable about Wine69 is owner Ben Neji, probably the most open-minded French wine man I know. The small, Art Deco bistro environment set on a semi-risqué Biscayne Boulevard strip is a reflection of his zeal for sharing wine in an avant garde way. The walls are covered with rich abstract paintings and wine shelves filled with everything from boutique Russian River Valley Pinot Noirs to bottles of Chateauneuf du Pape. If you ask Neji to suggest or describe one of his wines, he'll flash a Cheshire Cat smile and say things like, ``Just try it. End the day expecting something different, something inspirational.''

I've passed by La Lupa Di Roma (The Wolf of Rome), so many times on Lincoln Road, intrigued by the bite-size wine space. But it wasn't until I actually went in that I realized what I was missing. The walls are a wine label mural: Planeta, Pio Cesare, Canneto and a 1978 Chateau L'oville Poyferré staring back at me like rock star images in a gallery. I was so overwhelmed by wine energy, I ordered the most unidentifiable white wine on the menu: Vernaccia di San Giminiano ($8 a glass). Like the owner, Rosanna Nisti, this was a serious, focused white with its characteristics of stone, wet leaves and scallion and its long, mineral finish. The venue's red wine glasses include everyday Italian selections Dolcetto, Barbera and Nero d'Avola (all $9). The vast wine bottle menu includes dream Italian selections like the 1997 Marchesi Incisa della Rocchetta Sassicaia for $1,900. While I stared longingly at the wine, I pondered a time when I'd be able to afford to such a luxury. (Just 50 hours of overtime a week.)

W Wine Bistro's obscure location is enough to draw wine lovers craving after-work anonymity. Set underneath I-95 near Wynwood, the funky, Parisian style wine bar is ideal for French home-cooked meals punctuated by stellar glasses of wine. The venue's Duck Parmentier ($19) is like a refined French meatloaf. Pulled roasted duck leg is mixed with garlic cream mashed potatoes and topped with béchamel sauce. The dish then goes in the oven for a crispy finish.

Bordeaux is my first choice for big, fleshy food like this and on a recent visit, a wine-curious colleague joined me for an after-work taste. ''So, what is Bordeaux?'' my colleague inquired. Overhearing the conversation, Gus Hemmes, the managing partner, brought us a map of Bordeaux, explaining the region's makeup in an accessible way: left bank equals Cabernet Sauvignon, right bank equals Merlot. I thought this gesture was exemplary of customer service as we sipped on the 2005 Chateau Laborie ($6 glass, $20 by the bottle). W Wine Bistro has a diverse selection of vino, and prices range from $6 to $11 for a glass and $10 to $240 for a bottle. The Bordeaux wasn't exciting, but there are other unique finds like the 2006 Two Worlds Pinot Noir, a wine that's supposed to capture the best of the old and new worlds. It didn't, but it definitely left us with plenty to talk about.

The act of sipping wine while ruminating art is a timeless after-work treat. So, why do we end up sipping stale Yellow Tails instead of the good stuff?

Diaspora Vibe gallery owner Rosie Gordon-Wallace doesn't just serve cartoony wines. You can sip on white Bordeaux, Primitivo, Chilean Merlot or other interesting selections while observing a performance artist flanked with live chickens rolling around in hay. ''If we stood here and watched a naked woman sip wine, would that be considered art?'' asked my friend. Well, that depends on the wine.

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

