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A chocolate challenge for Valentine's Day
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Marisa and Mario De La Portilla celebrate their 1-year wedding anniversary at Azul at the Mandarin Hotel on Brickell Key by feeding each other chocolate .

The chocolate molten cake is so passé. Chefs keep it on their menus because it's a sure seller, but the one-time hotbed of chocolate has become, well, lukewarm.

Why drop double-digits on an M & M -- monotonous molten -- when Betty Crocker has the microwavable version in three flavors: Chocolate Raspberry Decadence, Molten Chocolate Cake and Molten Caramel Cake, $1.62 each at Wal-Mart?

This Valentine's Day, I dare chocolate-molten groupies to step out and discover chocolate desserts that unravel on the palate like poetry.

The dining experience at Azul is like a line from Robert Frost's Out, Out -- ''Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it.'' This line unfolds on the patio where the bay breeze smells like champagne, a perfect match for the White Chocolate Parfait with Passion Fruit Granitee served with tempura strawberries. The dish tastes like a piña colada with creamy white chocolate parfait, coconut white chocolate crunch and passion fruit purée. It is served in a tall shot glass with a side of sweet, gently fried strawberries. This is just one of the desserts offered as part of Pastry Chef Anthony Miller's Symphony of Chocolates available on Azul's Sexy Four-Course Valentine's Menu.

From 6:30 to 11 p.m., guests will enjoy Milk Chocolate Créme Brulée with Raspberry and Rosewater Compote and Valrhona Chocolate Truffle Financier with Brandied Cherry Compote and Fromage Blanc Sorbet. The menu is $150 per person, but for chocolate and wine lovers on a budget, chill at the bar and order the dessert platter ($15) with a bottle of 2004 Columella Palladius ($98), a South African white blend of Grenache Blanc, Viognier, Chenin Blanc and Chardonnay, boasting crème fraiche fullness, lavender and candied, orange-peel characteristics.

From the outdoor fire-pit tables and Moroccan-inspired ambience to the sound of waves on the South Beach shore, the DiLido Beach Club is the perfect place to dine barefoot. Dive into Chef de Cuisine Jeff McInnis' body of work, which focuses on organic ingredients, many of which come from Paradise Farms.

For Valentine's Day, the four-course menu boasts dishes that are more like haikus, strikingly simple and vibrant. An heirloom tomato salad, for example, is served with an aromatic cucumber green juice sorbet prepared tableside. Skip to dessert where a mousse-like, chocolate marquis is served with a crisp chocolate wafer, savory pomegranate seeds and vanilla ice cream -- a superb match for the 2005 Salentein Malbec with its black cherry and pimento notes ($12 a glass).

Then there's the frozen pistachio kulfi, (an Indian ice cream), served with white chocolate and elderflower madelines. The menu includes a bottle of Perrier Jou¡t Grand Brut, so after your last glass, walk on the neighboring beach and become your very own haiku: Chocolate bubbles heal tears, in wounded wallets stars are still for free.

Poet Wallace Stevens writes in his satirical ode: ''The only emperor is the emperor of ice cream.'' On that note, for palates engaging in Americas Next Top Model and ESPN binges, go for Publix Premium Denali Original Moose Tracks.

There's a reason why the fudge unfurls so distinctly in the vanilla base. ''The fudge goes into the ice cream in a liquid form,'' writes John Nardini, executive vice president of Denali Flavors, the company who makes the fudge in Milwaukee. ''It hits the coldness of the ice cream and quickly becomes a semi-solid that is chewable.'' Moose Tracks is also jeweled with tiny peanut butter cups, so it's wonderful with bananas, sweet plantain and warm, coconut-crusted naan (flatbread). Add a bottle of 2005 Domaine d'Andezon Ctes du Rhne for its dark cherry chocolate characteristics ($14) and you've got a royally indulgent experience.

Dogma Grill offers big, chunky, Duncan Hines-style chocolate brownies for $1.75 each everyday, but for Valentine's Day both the Biscayne Boulevard and newly opened North Miami locations will offer a complimentary glass of sparkling wine, a delightful match for your chocolate slab. There will also be candles and red balloons, so couples can enjoy a little Cupid cuddling. On a recent visit, my little cousin, her face freckled in chocolate crumbs, said, ``Auntie Dinki, chocolate is forever.''

If that's not poetry, I don't know what is. Still not convinced? Are you an ever-faithful chocolate molten cake fan? Send your responses to promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com.
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