Choose your halftime finger foods now
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The crabs at Capt. Crab's Take-Away (cq) are buckets of oily, garlic-studded blue crabs that you enjoy on your newspaper-covered hardwood floor and crack open with your teeth.

Promiscuous Palate: Choose your halftime finger foods

I know it's football season when I find a lifetime supply of Heineken, Tostitos, cheese dip and Tyson Buffalo Style Hot Wings in my fridge.

''Where's my Greek yogurt?'' I ask my football-food nemesis.

``Oh, I needed to make room, so I put it in the freezer.''

Sigh.

I explained my dilemma to my testosterone-charged colleague Jerome, who emphatically suggested the ribs at Flanigan's Seafood Bar & Grill as a diplomatic food choice for football season's battling palates.

''You'll love them,'' he asserted.

I didn't.

Determined to bring some balance to my refrigerator's aura, this season The Palate searched high and low for football-friendly delicacies -- so other discriminating palates can survive the encroachment of Doritos and Great Dogs.

As often as I've gone to Loehmann's, I only recently visited Prezzo Restaurant and Martini Bar. I thought it was going to be a Cheesecake Factory-like experience, but I was wrong.

What I really enjoyed was the Blackened Chicken Flatbread appetizer ($13), cut into small squares and served on a long wooden board. The flatbread was a crunchy balance for the sweet spread made of pureed sundried tomatoes, pine nuts, basil and olive oil.

It's like an edible mattress for the blackened chicken topped with spinach, mozzarella and chopped parsley. And the portion was huge. (The next morning I noticed the leftovers had made it to the pre-football smorgasbord on my coffee table.)

The generously mixed menu also included everyday restaurant finds like angel hair pasta with grilled shrimp ($20), which tasted great cold right out of the fridge for breakfast. Prezzo has a nice neighborhood vibe, and on a Saturday night you might catch a bunch of retirees sipping passion fruit martinis and dancing to the sounds of an Adam Sandler-like character. (Think The Wedding Singer).

On Saturday evenings, Taste Rite Foods feels like a scene from the movie The Harder They Come, the gritty 1970s film set in Kingston, Jamaica. Inside the tiny take-out shack, there are island men in cocked Kangols and fedoras, draped in rope chains and postured like playboys, flirting with the voluptuous women behind the counter.

And the venue is hot -- hot from the red bean soup and some of the best patties I've ever had in Miami.

For the hungry-man appetites at halftime, the red bean soup ($3 for small, $5 for large) is like a chunky Jamaican chili filled with boulder-size pieces of yellow yam, potato, carrots, beef and red beans. The soup, which is served on Saturdays and Wednesdays, goes quickly. I'd call in and ask Angie to put your order aside if you can't get there by noon.

The calaloo patties are excellent. Tear open the flaky, golden, piping hot crust and you'll find a fresh garden of calaloo, a Jamaican spinach-like green, that tastes like it's been lathered in garlic ($1.40 each). There are also meatloaf, beef and chicken patties (also $1.40 each).

This is a welcome surprise, as the Jamaican patty-scene in Miami typically includes stale patty crusts filled with meat mush.

Crabs are probably the best way to democratize a house of feuding palates. OK, so I admit my first pick for crabs is, hands down, The Rustic Inn off Griffin Road in Broward County. The Dungeness crabs are garlicky odes to sea fare. But this isn't about garlicky odes. This is about fun finger food. In that case, I go for Capt. Crab's Take-Away off Northeast 11th Avenue and 79th Street.

These crabs are buckets of oily, garlic-studded blue crabs that you enjoy on your newspaper-covered hardwood floor and crack open with your teeth.

Sure, getting the meat out of the shell is like excavating the ruins of Atlantis, but these crabs are tasty and cheap. Bucket sizes include small ($9.79), medium ($17.99), large ($25.99) and jumbo ($32.99).

So, I was able to successfully substitute the Hormel chili for the Kingston chili. Would I be as successful with the Quiznos sandwiches, which I absolutely loathe?

I needed inspiration, so I headed over to Pineapple Blossom Tea Room where the Carib-Boho vibe makes you think of a riverside dining shack in Nevis.

The unassuming wooden picnic chairs and tables, vintage books and Marley rhythms are a beguiling backdrop for the clever flavor combinations dressed in flowery names. The Nasturtium is a tarragon chicken and goat cheese wrap ($8.50) prepared with mixed spring greens, tomatoes, candied cashews and cucumbers.

The dressing is made with fresh tarragon, Dijon mustard, mayo and fresh lemon juice. The vibrant greens waltz with the occasional bite of candied cashew and the earthiness of the tarragon chicken. Owner and sandwich sage Frances Brown had recipes that gave me what I needed to get through the rest of these torturous touchdowns.

That evening I headed over to Publix and bought a couple loaves of French bread, a rotisserie chicken, prosciutto piccolo, goat cheese, green raisins, organic spinach and fresh sage.

I roughly chopped the ingredients, added a touch of olive oil, lined the toasted bread with goat cheese, tossed in a couple raisins and ground obscene amounts of black pepper on top.

Abracadabra: Gourmet Anti-Football Heroes.

My food nemesis' crew -- a bunch of franks-and-fries frat boys -- loved them. They even pretended to like the Freixenet Extra Dry Cava (a cheap Spanish sparkling wine) more than the Heineken.

Defeated, my food nemesis rummaged through the fridge.

''Where's my cheese dip?'' he asked.

''I put it in the freezer,'' I replied. ``I had to make room for the prosciutto and the Cava.''

