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About the Author

Ricky Ly is the food writer for Tasty Chomps! (tastychomps.com), a food and restaurant website dedicated to finding culinary adventures throughout Orlando as well as journeys and foodie discoveries overseas.

Born and raised in West Palm Beach, Florida, he developed his passion for food and adventures very early on, instilled by his Vietnamese and Chinese immigrant parents. His first memories were of pork belly and hard-boiled egg dishes in the late afternoons and steaming dim sum plates of sweet and slurpy shrimp rice paste and dumplings on Saturday mornings. In 2003 he moved away to attend the University of Central Florida in Orlando, where among other things, he graduated with a bachelor's degree in civil engineering and wrote for the university's student newspaper, the Central Florida Future.

He currently resides in Orlando, working by day as a civil engineer and writing by night as he continues his lifelong quest to find great eats in all sorts of nooks and crannies of the world. TastyChomps.com recently received awards from the Orlando Sentinel and was featured on Zagat's Fork and Tell. You can follow him online on twitter at @tastychomps and on Facebook at facebook.com/tastychomps.
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Introduction:
Orlando—The City Beautiful

Orlando, the City Beautiful, was settled first by cattle ranchers in the 1800s and later became a hub for the growing Florida citrus industry. It wasn't until 1965, when a man named Walt Disney came secretly to the area and bought some nearby swampland for what would later become Walt Disney World, that Orlando began to grow into a true city. In addition to Walt Disney World Resort, other world-class tourism destinations have sprung up, including Universal Orlando Resort (which recently opened its Wizarding World of Harry Potter) and SeaWorld Orlando. Last year alone, Visit Orlando (Orlando's official convention and tourism bureau) reported over 55 million visitors to the region, vastly outnumbering the 1 million or so people who call greater Orlando their permanent home and making tourism one of the largest factors of the local economy.

Though its roots are humble, Orlando has great aspirations: a new multimillion-dollar structure, the Amway Arena, was just built to house the Orlando Magic basketball team; cutting-edge medical research facilities and hospitals are building up in the Lake Nona area, dubbed the new “Medical City”; and the University of Central Florida has grown to become the third-largest university in America, surrounded by a notable simulations and defense industry in the nearby Central Florida Research Park.

Because of its strong tourism industry, Orlando is often stereotyped as a place known for its many chain restaurants. I think chain restaurants have their place: when you are away from home you sometimes want the consistency and comfort of knowing what you're getting each time. Darden Restaurants is headquartered here; the company's portfolio includes not only everyday chains such as Olive Garden, Red Lobster, and LongHorn Steakhouse, but also more high-end chains, such as The Capital Grille and Seasons 52.

But this book isn't about the myriad usual suspects, the chains that dot the Orlando foodie landscape like the hundreds of lakes throughout central Florida. It's about the neighborhoods, the chef-owners, and the cooks and industry workers who come together to bring you a dish made from their hearts and minds.

The local food culture is growing each day in Orlando with groups such as Slow Food Orlando tirelessly promoting and encouraging the slow food movement, working to bring more food that's good for the people who eat it, good for the people who grow it, and good for the planet. Chefs are using more and more local, farm-fresh, and sustainable foods to make their dishes. From pockets of Vietnamese enclaves and a growing “Little Brazil” near International Drive, to growing farmers’ markets that feature local, all-natural foods and a huge food-truck scene, Orlando is becoming more and more of a food lover's delight every day.

How to Use This Book

Food Lovers’ Guide to Orlando is separated into neighborhood chapters, and within each you'll find these categories:
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Best of the Neighborhood

Best of the Neighborhood represents the top choices in the area in terms of dining experience and cuisine, showcasing Orlando's finest restaurants.
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Foodie Faves

This category is broad enough to include any restaurant we think you should check out and the ones favored by lovers of good food. That could be an old standby, or a new spot that's exciting even to locals.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers

Many types of food shops—from the well-edited locavore grocery store to butchers and bread makers—warrant a visit.



 

Recipes

At the end of the book, you'll find a whole chapter on recipes. Many of these are from the city's most famous artisan food entrepreneurs.

Restaurant Price Key

The prices and rates listed in this guidebook were confirmed at press time. We recommend, however, that you call establishments to obtain current information before traveling. Dollar signs are provided only for restaurants that offer full meals and some sort of seating (or operate out of a truck). All restaurant prices are based on the following general guidelines for an appetizer, entree, and dessert for one person (using the most common prices) before drinks, tax, and tip:

Price Code

$Less than $10

$$$10 to $15

$$$$16 to $30

$$$$More than $30

Keeping Up with Orlando Food News

The world of food in Orlando is constantly changing and evolving. To find out the latest news on food events and restaurant reviews, check out these local resources at their websites or in print.

Orlando News & Magazines

Heather McPherson is the food editor, restaurant reviewer, and a multimedia journalist for the Orlando Sentinel. She oversees the weekly Cooking & Eating section, writes four weekly columns (food and culture, restaurant recipes, and restaurant reviews), and provides daily content for orlandosentinel.com, her blog orlando sentinel.com/thedish, and Twitter @os_thedish.

Orlando Weekly food editor Jessica Bryce Young and food critics Faiyaz Kara and Holly Kapher bring local restaurant reviews each week in the local, quirky alternative news weekly (orlandoweekly.com).

Orlando magazine's respected restaurant critic, Joseph Hayes, writes the food review and columns monthly for the magazine (orlandomagazine.com).

Scott Joseph has been reviewing restaurants for more than 23 years, first as food critic at the Orlando Sentinel and now as publisher of the online Scott Joseph's Orlando Restaurant Guide. In addition to the website, he also publishes a paperback guide and recently released a smartphone app version. Joseph is a regional judge for the prestigious James Beard Foundation Awards and has been named to the “50 Most Powerful People” list in Orlando magazine (scottjosephorlando.com).
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Edible Orlando magazine is one of 70 Edible Communities magazines that create editorially rich, community-based, local-foods publications throughout the US and Canada. Edibles connect consumers with family farmers, growers, chefs, and food artisans of all kinds and believe that every person has the right to affordable, fresh, healthful food on a daily basis and that knowing where our food comes from is a powerful thing (edibleorlando.com).

Orlando Business Journal brings late-breaking and top business news stories from all over Orlando, and online blogs, helmed by Anjali Fluker, have a particular eye on the Orlando restaurant scene (bizjournals.com/orlando).

Writer Rona Gindin keeps readers up to date on Orlando, national, and international restaurant and travel news. Check her blog for Orlando dining specials, travel deals, contests, promotions, and menu updates and her dining features in Orlando Home & Leisure magazine (ronagindin.com).

Local Food Bloggers

Food bloggers are tweeting, writing, and blogging pretty much daily about the foodie scene in Orlando. Stay up to date with these wonderful resources. Most of the local bloggers are alumni of the University of Central Florida in Orlando who spend their off-work hours scouring the central Florida landscape for foodie finds and news.

MegaYummo.com—Founded by Pearleen and Al Buchala, this food blog was one of the first in Orlando and features local Orlando restaurants, events, and craft beer. Their food photography is also first-rate and the blog provides insightful tidbits about Orlando's growing local food culture.

Droolius.com—Founded by Julius Mayo Jr., Droolius is a food blog with drool-worthy photography depicting food at some of the most delicious places to eat, in hopes of feeding your visual appetite. Currently based in Orlando, Mayo travels locally and around the nation to sample great food and take enticing food photos.
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EatLocalOrlando.com—Founded by Chris Roberts, this local Orlando food blog focuses on finding new restaurants in the Orlando area and reviewing them. Roberts is also an avid fan of the local Orlando food-truck movement and has an Orlando food trucks guide on his blog.

Forkful.net—Founded by Marilyn Torres, Forkful is an Orlando-based resource to help locals and visitors alike navigate the Central Florida food scene, whether to satiate a craving, mark an occasion, or just share a pint. Torres is an alumna of the University of Central Florida with a bachelor of arts degree in creative writing.

TastyChomps.com—My food and restaurant blog is dedicated to finding culinary adventures throughout central Florida and around the world with news, reviews, events, and more. What started as a hobby to find and show off the local gems in Orlando has evolved into an award-winning resource featured in some of the best newspapers and magazines in Orlando today. It set the foundation for Food Lovers’ Guide to Orlando and is one of my proudest personal achievements.

Community Resources

Slow Food Orlando is the local chapter of Slow Food USA, which seeks to bring food that is good, clean, and fair to central Florida. Their mission envisions a future food system based on the principles of high quality and taste, environmental sustainability, and social justice. The organization seeks to catalyze a broad cultural shift away from the destructive effects of an industrial food system and fast life—and toward the regenerative cultural, social, and economic benefits of a sustainable food system, regional food traditions, the pleasures of the table, and a slower and more harmonious rhythm of life. They host various events throughout the year, such as Eat Local Week in the fall and smaller events featuring local farms and producers. Visit slowfoodorlando.org and facebook.com/slowfoodorlando.

Online Resources

Chowhound.com has a wonderful and active Florida board composed of fellow foodies who often help others plan their culinary visits to Orlando as well as highlight some unique finds in the local food scene (chowhound.chow.com/boards/10).

Yelp.com has a huge online community with user reviews on everything from shops to restaurants. The site organizes and participates in events throughout the Orlando community offline as well. It's nice to use to gauge what your experience may be like from reading the various reviews on the establishment and making your own judgment.

Urbanspoon.com is a user-driven, dedicated restaurant review site featuring critics, bloggers, and reviewers. Menus, photos, addresses, directions, and pretty much everything you need to know to get to the restaurant can be found on Urbanspoon. The smartphone app is also particularly helpful when you are trying to find out about restaurants in your vicinity (urbanspoon.com/c/26/orlando-restaurants.html).

Orlando Area Farmers’ Markets
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Audubon Park Community Market, Stardust Coffee and Shag'd parking lot at 1842 E. Winter Park Rd., Orlando, FL; apmarket.wordpress.com; Mon 6 to 10 p.m. The Audubon Park Community Market is a family-friendly weekly gathering of growers, ranchers, fishermen, chefs, artists, handi-crafters, musicians, and neighbors. Since 2009 the Audubon Park Market has been central Florida's source for the best selection of local food, from freshly picked produce to fully prepared meals.

College Park Farmers’ Market, Infusion Tea parking lot at 1600 Edgewater Dr., Orlando, FL; facebook.com/collegeparkfarmersmarket; Thurs 5 to 9 p.m. At the College Park Farmers’ Market the focus is all local, from produce and other farm goods to prepared foods, grocery items, and meals. The market brings you food that is grown, raised, caught, or carefully made right here in Florida, emphasizing freshness and encouraging sustainable practices.
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Winter Garden Farmers’ Market, W. Plant Street and S. Highland Avenue in Historic Winter Garden at the Winter Garden Pavillion, Winter Garden, FL; wintergardenfarmersmarket.com; Sat 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Held beneath a large pavilion structure in the heart of Winter Garden, this popular farmers’ market on the west side of Orlando brings together families and farmers each week with fresh, local produce, artisanal breads, honey, craft goods, and more.

Winter Park Farmers’ Market, 200 W. New England Ave., Winter Park, FL; cityofwinterpark.org; Sat 7 a.m. to 1 p.m. Very popular farmers’ market that provides fine produce, plants, baked goods, local honey, crepes, orchids, bagels, and much more.

City of Maitland Farmers’ Market, Lake Lily in Maitland, FL; itsmymaitland.com; Sun 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Located at beautiful Lake Lily, this farmers’ market is fun for families and friends who like to stroll by the lake and pick up some local goods and produce.

Downtown Orlando Farmers’ Market, Lake Eola Park, Orlando, FL; orlandofarmersmarket.com; Sun 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. This farmers’ market, located at iconic Lake Eola, is the only one serving the downtown Orlando community and provides a pleasant place to stop by for a morning stroll or run while picking up pastries, breads, produce, and arts and crafts.

Homegrown Local Food Cooperative, 2310 N. Orange Ave., Orlando, FL; (407) 895-5559; homegrowncoop.org; daily 10 a.m. to 7 p.m. The Homegrown Local Food Cooperative operates as a biweekly buying club in partnership with small and medium Florida farmers and producers, and also sources from bakers and artisans of organic, healthy, vegan, and raw foods within Florida. They provide everything local and organic: vegetables, fruit, fresh-cut herbs, sprouts, freshly baked breads, honey, grass-fed beef, free-range chicken, yogurt and cheese from grass-fed cows and goats, many vegan options (vegan bakeries, local organic tempeh, prepared foods, etc.), free-range eggs, fair-traded teas and coffee, green home products, green garden supplies, bath and body products, and much more. There is also a special online ordering process, which you can find out more about on the website, making it even more convenient to buy local, organic farm-fresh produce and food.


PLACES TO PICK YOUR OWN PRODUCE

Orange County

Beck Brother's Blueberries, 12500 Overstreet Rd., Windermere, FL 34786; (407) 656-5344; facebook.com/pages/Beck-Brothers-blueberries-U-Pick/121170221296165. Pick your own blueberries.

Seminole County

Pappy's Patch U-Pick Strawberries, Florida Ave., Oviedo, FL 32765; (407) 366-8512; facebook.com/pages/Pappys-Patch-U-Pick-Strawberries-Official-Page/349267811756813. Pick your own strawberries in a strawberry patch and pay per pound.

Soggy Acres Pomelo Grove, 100 Tuskawilla Rd., Winter Springs, FL 32708; (407) 443-3808; mjsoileau@mail.ucf.edu.

Sundew Gardens, 2212 Red Ember Rd., Oviedo, FL 32765; (407) 430-2178; sundewgardens@gmail.com; sundewgardens.com; facebook.com/pages/sundew-gardens/300609518579. Sundew uses natural growing practices where you can pick up seasonal Florida garden fresh vegetables, herbs, fruit, and eggs.

U-Pick Blackberries, 500 Snowhill Rd., Geneva, FL 32732; (407) 883-9676. Pick your own fresh blackberries when in season.
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The “Best of Orlando”


  

Best of Local Orlando

Big Wheel Food Truck

Cress Restaurant

K Restaurant

Luma on Park

Prato

Primo by Melissa Kelly

The Ravenous Pig

Best Burgers

The Crooked Spoon

Oblivion Tap Room

The Ravenous Pig

Tap Room at Dubsdread

Best Dim Sum

Chan's Chinese

Golden Lotus

Ming's Bistro

Trey Yuen

Best Latin

Guavate

Padrino's Cuban Bistro

Rice and Beans Latina Cocina

Best Sushi

Mikado Sushi

Nagoya Sushi

Shin Sushi

Sushi Pop

Best Pizza

Del Dio's Pizza

Goodfella's Pizza

Pizzeria Valdiano

Best Steaks

A Land Remembered

Bull & Bear

The Capital Grille

Shula's Steakhouse

Best Vietnamese

Lac Viet

Pho 88

Pho Hoa

Pho Vinh

Best Fine Dining

Chatham's Place

The Venetian Room

Victoria and Albert's

Best for Group/Business Gatherings

Chatham's Place

Hollerbach's Willow Tree Cafe

The Ravenous Pig

Texas De Brazil

Vines Grille and Wine Bar

Best for the Budget Foodie

Banh Mi Nha Trang

Border Grill

The Donut King

Mediterranean Deli

Pao Gostoso

Tako Cheena

Tasty Wok

Taverna Opa

YaYa's Cuban Cafe


Orlando Downtown
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Downtown Orlando has seen an upswing since the recent opening of the multimillion-dollar Amway Center, home of the Orlando Magic NBA basketball team. Surrounding downtown Orlando's skyscrapers and city hall are local bars, lounges, and restaurants that cater to the quintessential city life. In addition to the Amway Center, the CityArts Factory, Saks Comedy Lab, and the Dr. Phillips Performing Arts Center all provide quality entertainment for the citizens and visitors of Orlando.

The Thornton Park neighborhood, located just east of the landmark Lake Eola in downtown Orlando, is home to some of the oldest houses in the area, built in the original Florida “cracker” style with wraparound front porches, shaded by oak trees and brick-lined streets. In the evenings, a short light show begins at Lake Eola's fountain with some prerecorded swing-band music playing in the background. It's not uncommon to see joggers, dog-walkers, men in business suits, and the homeless, all walking around Lake Eola side by side in the late afternoon. The neighborhood is bordered by Washington Street, Summerlin Avenue, and Central Boulevard, where visitors can survey nearby shops and restaurants.
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Best of the Neighborhood


  

The Boheme, 325 S. Orange Ave., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 313-9000; theboheme.com; Valet and Parking Garage; Modern American; $$$$. One of only a few AAA Four-Diamond restaurants in town, The Boheme inside the Grand Bohemian hotel is one of the classiest venues in downtown Orlando to go all out on that business lunch, romantic dinner, or special occasion. When entering the Grand Bohemian, you walk by the Bösendorfer Lounge, one of Orlando's best hotel bars and best places to sip a martini, and the place where some of the area's hottest jazz musicians perform on weekend evenings. The namesake of the Imperial Grand Bösendorfer piano (one of only two in the world) features a round bar decorated in black marble, red stones, and mirror pieces that give the lounge a sultry, romantic feeling. The Boheme features eclectic cuisine, offering classic dishes with a modern twist, such as the cognac lobster bisque or the luscious roasted Chilean sea bass with pecorino crust, boulangerie potatoes, and rock crab minestrone topped with shellfish anglaise. Nearly two dozen sparkling wines and Champagnes are perfect starters or accompaniments to a solid catalog of old- and new-world vintages that round out the list. The Boheme also opens early for breakfast—try the poached eggs Boheme served with applewood-smoked bacon, citrus hollandaise, and toasted English muffin or cinnamon Grand Marnier french toast. The Bohemian Sunday Brunch is worthwhile not only for the many dishes featuring charcuterie, snow crab legs, smoked salmon, eggs Benedict, crab cakes, prime rib at the chef's carving table, Belgian waffles, gourmet omelets, and a delectable dessert display, but also for the live jazz playing in the background.

Kres Chophouse, 17 W. Church St., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 447-7950; kreschophouse.com; Valet and Parking Garage; Steak House; $$$. Located in the historic Kress building (once housing the five-and-dime retail department store), Kres Chophouse is a swanky, classy restaurant and one of the best in the downtown Orlando area. Inside, the lighting is dim and tall, red velvet–backed booths line the walls. The place is nice for a fancy date night out before hitting the clubs and lounges nearby. Try the featured Kres mixed grill, a huge plate of garlic shrimp, tender filet mignon, and double lamb chops, served with a side of asparagus and three-cheese au gratin.
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Pine Twenty2, 22 E. Pine St., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 574-2160; pine22.com; Parking Garage and Street Parking; Burgers; $$. This counter-service restaurant led by Chef Kathleen Blake (who also co-owns nearby downtown restaurant The Rusty Spoon [see p. 18]) features the ultimate create-your-own-burger experience with conscious-choice eating inside a modern, sleek setting. With over 300,000 ways to create your own mouthwatering meaty explosion, made from locally sourced, raised, grown, or produced products, the possibilities are virtually endless for what you can do to your burger to truly “have it your way.” The ingredients, when possible, are locally sourced from Palmetto Creek Farm's Hereford pork, Waterkist Farm, Lake Meadow Naturals eggs and chicken, and Deep Creek Ranch beef. There is a decidedly gourmet touch to this atypical burger joint: your sauces include herb aiolis, mango chutney, roasted garlic aioli, or ginger soy glaze among others, and ingredients are listed with little symbols representing which items are house made or locally sourced. If you are indecisive or daunted by the task, as a few of us are, try some of the precreated list of Chef Blake's signature sandwiches and salad bowls. Try the 22 Burger, made with a half pound all-natural, grass-fed beef, sautéed mushrooms, smoked bacon, charred onions, and blue cheese, or the Big Boy BBQ, made with Palmetto Creek pulled pork, onion rings, slaw, and house-made 22 BBQ sauce. Vegetarians can enjoy the experience, too, with the Veggie, a house-made black bean burger with sprouts, avocado, thick-sliced tomato, cucumber, and smoked chipotle aioli sauce. See Chef Kathleen Blake's recipes for Lake Meadow Green Goddess–Stuffed Eggs on p. 253 and Waterkist Meets Lake Meadow Bloody Mary on p. 255.

The Rusty Spoon, 55 W. Church St.; Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 401-8811; therustyspoon.com; Parking Garage; Gastropub/Modern American; $$$. In the 55 West building in the heart of the Church Street district, The Rusty Spoon is at the forefront of the farm-to-table movement here in Orlando, using locally sourced ingredients from local area farms, such as Lake Meadow Naturals from Ocoee and Waterkist Farms in Winter Park. Rusty Spoon Chef-Owner Kathleen Blake, formerly of Primo (see p. 216), heads the restaurant, changing the menu and ingredients depending on what's in season. The Dirty South is a must-try, made with local snapper from Cape Canaveral, local head-on shrimp, and Cedar Creek clams with tomato and peanuts, all on top of a bed of luscious, creamy Southern grits in a rich shrimp broth. See Chef Kathleen Blake's recipes for Lake Meadow Green Goddess–Stuffed Eggs on p. 253 and Waterkist Meets Lake Meadow Bloody Mary on p. 255.
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Shìn Japanese Cuisine, 803 N. Orange Ave., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 648-8000; shinsushi.com; Parking Garage and Street Parking; Japanese; $$$. The decor is decidedly modern with a large water fountain sculpture in front with the word shin in Japanese (translated as heart). The space is not large, maybe fitting 50 people comfortably, but it is intimate and definitely has an urban feel to it. Like works of art, the sushi here at Shin is delicious and fresh, probably some of the freshest in Orlando. Try the specialty hotate roll, made with asparagus wrapped with fresh raw scallops from Hokkaido and each individually topped with yuzu tobiko, spicy mayo, and shredded peppers, or the shin volcano roll, laid out flat on the plate and made with a California roll topped with a mixture of baked fresh scallops, shrimp, kanikama, masago, cream cheese, and spicy mayo. My favorite meals have been omakase, or chef's choice of the sashimi platter, where the chef surprises you with various cuts and pieces of the freshest catch of the day.
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Foodie Faves


  

Amura, 55 W. Church St. Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 316-8500; amura.com; Parking Garage; Sushi/Japanese; $$$. A ridiculously popular sushi spot featuring fanciful maki rolls, Amura is nestled in a modern, upscale setting. Rolls can get pricey for what they're worth. Try out the Atom Bomb roll, made with spicy tuna and salmon; the Godzilla roll, made with imitation crab, eel, smoked salmon, avocado, and orange sauce; or the Unforgettable roll, made with spicy tuna, eel, and tempura crunch.

Bento Cafe, 151 S. Orange Ave.; Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 999-8989; bentocafesushi.com; Parking Garage; Asian/Japanese; $$. Originally founded in Gainesville, and a hot spot for students from the University of Florida, Bento Cafe offers an affordable option for those wishing to try good food downtown, featuring pan-Asian-inspired cuisine using traditional wok stir-fry or fire-grilled methods as well as sushi. The decor is a stylish modern blue with technologic, futuristic gray overtones. At Bento Cafe, you can either order at the counter or sit down for full service. A bento is a single-portion takeout or home-packed meal common in Japanese cuisine, having items placed in various segments in a box. At Bento Cafe, boxes come with the main dish, a side of rice, cold noodles, green beans, a small salad, and a tiny finger cake for dessert. One of my favorite entrees is the Korean spicy chicken—creamy, warm, and tenderly fried to perfection. Other tasty options include the teriyaki chicken noodle bowl, the spicy seafood noodle soup, and the chicken katsu bento box. Be sure to try the signature rolls: 151, Orange Avenue, Bali Hai, and Torch, all exclusively offered in Orlando.
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Cafe Trastevere, 825 N. Magnolia Ave.; Orlando, FL 32803; (407) 839-0235; cafetrastevere.com; Street Parking; Italian $$$. Cafe Trastevere is named for the charming medieval neighborhood on the outskirts of Rome, bringing that intimate, romantic setting to Orlando. Located just north of downtown, the restaurant is set in a quaint, old two-story house and features an outdoor patio dining area in the backyard with candlelit tables on terraces overlooking Magnolia Avenue, perfect for the cooler months in central Florida. The delightful menu is devoted to northern and southern Italian traditions, including pasta, gnocchi, fish, chicken, beef, and vegetarian dishes. The creamy crab and corn bisque is a popular starter. Saltimbocca alla Romana (which means “jumps in the mouth’” in Italian), a thinly pounded veal scaloppine with prosciutto, spinach, sage, and Marsala wine sauce, and the eggplant parmigiana are both excellent options for entrees. For dessert, don't miss the tiramisu, one of the best in town, made with ladyfingers dipped in espresso and liqueurs, then layered with mascarpone cheese and zabaglione sauce. Now, that's amore.


SUGGESTED DATE NIGHT ITINERARIES!

Date Night Itinerary 1: Downtown Orlando

Grab a few drinks at The Rusty Spoon, walk over to Kres Chophouse for a nice romantic dinner, and then enjoy some wine at Eola Wine Company and dessert at The Dessert Lady. Maybe stroll around Lake Eola after dessert or head to one of the many nightclubs or lounges in downtown Orlando.

Date Night Itinerary 2: Winter Park
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Take a stroll down Park Avenue and explore one of the many hidden courtyards along the Avenue. Have dinner at Prato, Bosphorous, or one of the many great restaurants in the area. Explore Rollins College and its unique Spanish missionary architecture or have a seat and charm the night away by chatting on a bench in Central Park.

Date Night Itinerary 3: International Drive

Start off the night with some minigolf at Pirate's Cove, go-karting at Fun Spot, or some video games at Dave and Buster's. Hop on the I-Drive Trolley and find some Shabu-shabu at Hanamizuki or belly dancing at Taverna Opa at Pointe Orlando. Then explore the many entertainment attractions and tourist traps while walking along International Drive.



Cevíche Tapas Bar & Restaurant, 125 W. Church St., Orlando, FL 32801; ceviche.com; (321) 281-8140; Parking Garage; Tapas/Spanish; $$$. Cevíche, located in historic Church Street Station, serves up Spanish-style tapas, made of small plates perfect for group dining, in a dark and playful atmosphere that features old-world Spanish-Moroccan architecture with decorative mosaic-tiled walls. Live flamenco music emanates from the bar area on weekends, complete with Spanish guitarists and flamenco dancers in full dress and waving fans. With over 100 dishes on the menu, there are sure to be a few hits and misses. Try the namesake Ceviche de la Casa, a great starter, made with fresh shrimp, scallops, squid, and fish marinated in lemon-lime juice and tossed with fresh tomatoes, onions, peppers, and cilantro. Rabo de toro is a dish sure to delight, consisting of oxtail slowly braised in a rich red wine reduction and served with potatoes. The paella valenciana is a popular dish big enough to share, made with lobster, scallops, shrimp, clams, squid, mussels, chicken, and mild chorizo sausage simmered with saffron rice. Patatas bravas, made of lightly fried potatoes and tossed in a spicy homemade red aioli sauce, is also a hit. For dessert, don't miss the pudin de la pan, a bread pudding served with dried fruits and ice cream, or the famous tres leches, a meringue cake with cream and nutmeg.
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Citrus Restaurant, 821 N. Orange Ave., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 373-0622; citrusorlando.com; Parking Garage and Street Parking; Modern American; $$$. This sleek, stylish uptown Orlando restaurant from Urban Life Management (which also owns Hue [see p. 31] and Cityfish [see below] downtown in Thornton Park) features regionally inspired and locally sourced New American cuisine. Set in appropriately dark and light orange and brown hues, Citrus features a beautiful, long bar where guests love to “eat, drink, and be local,” with salads, flatbreads, fresh snapper, and chops on the menu. The menu items are creative and playful, such as the shrimp and lobster fritters, served with roasted sweet corn, pineapple mint chutney, and avocado crema, or the chimichurri skirt steak with caramelized onion, arugula salad, golden mash, and a side of chimichurri sauce. Citrus rounds out its offerings with a signature dessert: Orange Avenue cake, a sweet orange cake layered with cream cheese icing and topped with mini white chocolate chips.

Cityfish Restaurant, 617 E. Central Blvd., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 849-9779; cityfishorlando.com; Parking Garage and Street Parking; Seafood; $$. Located just a little way from Lake Eola in Thornton Park, Cityfish brings some coastal fish-shack sensibilities to the neighborhood, brought to you by Urban Life Management group, which also owns Hue (see p. 31) a few doors down and Citrus (see p. 23) in uptown Orlando. The atmosphere is mostly casual and relaxed with both indoor seating with a full liquor bar and patio seating outdoors. The seafood gumbo is made in house with a certain Cajun-spiced kick to it, a nod from the New Orleans–trained chef. Crispy fried pickles and jalapeño hush puppies also make great starters. Cityfish serves up fresh fish daily done grilled, fried, or Cajun style with smoked bacon succotash, Bliss potatoes, and hush puppies. The lobster roll is made with sweet Maine lobster chilled, lightly dressed, and served on a grilled New England–style bun and served with Old Bay fries and coleslaw. Dozens of West Coast and East Coast oysters are featured on the wall, changing daily and including such great choices as Kumamoto, Blue Point, and Appalachicola. The panko-and-potato-chip-crusted broiled sea scallops entree, served with salt potatoes, hush puppies, and daily vegetable, is always a winner, and so is the fried Oreo sundae for dessert, served with deep-fried Oreos, Blue Bell vanilla ice cream, hot fudge, and whipped cream. On Sunday evenings, the restaurant features a popular all-you-can-eat crab leg special.
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The Dessert Lady, 120 W. Church St., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 999-5696; dessertlady.com; Parking Garage; Desserts; $$. Serving up scrumptious cake slices as big as your head, this dessert hot spot is located at the Cheyenne Saloon in the Church Street Station area of downtown Orlando. While bar hoppers stumble about outside on the brick-laid street and music thumps the night away from nearby clubs, The Dessert Lady is a welcome sanctuary to enjoy your late-night sweet cravings. Don't miss the decadent carrot cake, made with three chunky layers of moist carrot cake, laced with cream cheese icing, and served with creme anglaise and dark rum–soaked raisins, or the chocolate zuccotto cake, a rich mousse cake with a dark and milk chocolate mousse center soaked in amaretto. If you're with a group and can't decide, you can create your own sampler with 4 indulgent half portions of the desserts to share. Enjoy with a glass of ice-cold milk, a rich espresso latte, or if you like, a glass of wine, and savor the view.
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Dexter's, 808 E. Washington St., Orlando, FL 32801; (407) 648-2777; dexwine.com; Street Parking; Brunch/American; $$. Dexter's serves up a fun, creative menu that changes monthly, with fresh food and very fair prices. This is a great place to meet up for brunch, lunch, or dinner, so don't flinch when you see the lines out the door. People know a good place to eat when they see it; the crowds are a good indicator, especially for weekend brunch with jazz. Live music plays on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday evenings and local artwork hangs on the walls. For brunch, opt for the Dexter's Benedict, made with poached eggs, spinach, tomatoes, and smoked turkey on toasted french bread, topped with lava mustard hollandaise sauce and served with potato pancakes and fresh seasonal fruit salad. Other popular dishes include the corned beef hash with eggs, made fresh in house with two poached eggs and a side of brioche toast, and the pan-roasted mahimahi and Pepper Jack grits, topped with a Tabasco fried egg and roasted corn and poblano pepper succotash. Don't forget the Bloody Mary, spiced with house-infused vodka and a shrimp cocktail skewer, or one of the plentiful mimosas that come in cranberry, mango, orange, grapefruit, peach, strawberry, and pineapple flavors.
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