THE PROMISCUOUS PALATE | BY DINKINISH O'CONNOR

Feeding a date doesn't have to cost over $10
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Cheap and chic: Mr. Chu's offers shrimp dim sum, 4 for $4, and chicken dim sum, 3 for $3, for lunch.

•  Mama Jennie's: 11720 NE Second Ave.; 305-758-3946. 

• Mr. Chu's Hong Kong Cuisine: 890 Washington Ave., Miami Beach; 305-538-8424. 

• French Bakery & Café 12591 Biscayne Blvd., North Miami; 305-899-7064. 

VII Sports Club: 5994 NW 22nd Ave., Miami; 305-638-9616. 

With longtime staples like North Miami Beach's Franco's Pizza shutting down after 31 years, it's easy to assume that savings sleuths are condemned to dining at generic establishments that lack quality. What's a finicky palate to do? This week The Palate offers Part II of Miami's $10-and-under dining guide.

Don't think you can impress your date on a $10-dining budget? At Mr. Chu's Hong Kong Cuisine in South Beach, the push-cart dim sum experience is a romantic journey through Cantonese tradition. The dim sum wrap -- a meat-or-veggie-stuffed dumpling --

at Mr. Chu's is made of rice flour, creating a chiffon-light nest that can be stuffed with fresh-tasting jumbo shrimp and scallops to carrots, mushrooms, leeks, scallions or tofu. Dipping sauces include a hot oil sauce made with crushed chilies sautéed in peanut oil.

And you can't beat the price: three chicken dim sum for $3, four shrimp dim sum for $4 and three scallop dim sum for $4. For broke couples traveling in packs, you can order up to 40 varieties of dim sum during lunch (Think of yourselves as The Dim Sum-Swingers Club). Fordessert, go for the pork buns (three for $4) -- tiny pork cubes lost in a sweet, doughy fluffy body that tastes like an icing-less Cinnabon.

Amid a décor of gigantic, Chinese hand-painted lanterns with tassels and huge, bright red throw pillows is the dim sum that arrives to your table by pushcart in a chorus of bamboo bowls and tin steamers. Servers are meticulous and kind even if they know you are on the cheap.

French Bakery & Café is almost unnoticeable stuffed in the corner of a North Miami plaza next to the now-deceased Roadhouse Grill. Lurking in the venue's window, is a display of breads in baskets -- pumpernickel, green and black olive and rustic flour loaves. Inside the small, patisserie-style venue, you'll find items like the petite flour-less chocolate cake made of deep, dark Swedish chocolate ($4) -- so rich it clings to your palate in a way that can only be removed by a long, passionate kiss. Next is flour-less almond cake lathered in almond slices, along with a variety of soups, the usual Miami cafe sandwiches and crepes.

Among them is the banana and Nutella spread ($4.50 each) -- nothing unusual, but who doesn't like Nutella? Treats are served in painted ceramic plates, but what's most charming about this venue is how far removed it is from the road rage of Biscayne Boulevard. Once you step inside this peaceful space, you can hear yourself inhale a cup of peppermint tea ($1.25) while daydreaming about warm croissants.

On a Saturday afternoon you can find a surgical-mask wearing Clarence Cobb inside a wreath of smoky barbecue pits. Cobb is the co-owner of VII Sports Club. Slabs of pork lay across these weathered pits like keys on a piano as Cobb seasons and tunes the flesh. VII Sports Club is commonly known as the 'bus drivers' barbecue'' because Cobb and his partners are retired Miami-Dade bus drivers who opened VII Sports Club in 1990.

Think of a scene in a Mississippi Delta joint, older, sweet-toothed men staggering in ready for their morning fix of barbecue. By sweet-toothed, I mean if you're a lady, they will douse you with those syrupy old school compliments: ''I feel like a school boy ready to follow you home,'' said a gray-haired Martell Johnston who has been coming here for 15 years. But nothing is sweeter than the barbecue. The half slab ($5) is crunchy and smoky on the outside, juicy on the inside and tears off the bone like butter. The ultimate thrill is the creamy sauce that tastes like Dijon mustard mixed with honey and duck sauce. Cobb is protective about his family recipe but offers one ingredient: mustard paste.

Next is the sweet potato pie, s a steal at $2 a slice and $8 a pie. Glazy at the top and chunky and light in the middle, the sweet potato is not deflowered by condensed milk and a marsh of sweet spices; it's sweet potato in all its natural glory.

At Mama Jennie's, the spaghetti with chunky marinara sauce ($7.95 for dinner and $6.85 for lunch) passes the taste test challenge flawlessly. Known for its heaping portions, the restaurant has a multitude of Italian dishes for under $10. The scene captures all the magic of Italian comfort food. You sit in a burgundy booth in front of a simple plate of spaghetti, the table styled with red carnations and jars of hot pepper flakes and grated Parmesan cheese. The menu also boasts three-course $9.95 offerings like the cheesy, gooey Eggplant Rollatini -- eggplant rolls stuffed with ricotta cheese and topped with melted mozzarella and served with a small saucer of spaghetti and marinara sauce.

Appetizers include minestrone soup and garlic rolls. And you get a glass of raspberry iced tea and your choice of desserts, including a moist lemon cake.

The $9.95 special ends at 7 p.m., but the feeling that you just had a satisfying three-course Italian meal without refinancing your home will last a lifetime.

Got a great idea for a Promiscuous Palate theme? Shoot your ideas and responses to promiscuouspalate@

yahoo.com.

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

