Dune emerges as unsurpassed night of dining

By TAYLOR YARBOROUGH Press Restaurant Critic

MARGATE - Dune is a small flawless gem presented in modest packaging. Looking at the
exterior, one would never know that a treasure lies within. This little restaurant, situated next to
the Margate Dairy Bar, could easily be overlooked, but don't pass it by. It is well worth a visit.

As we entered the foyer, owner Nick Weinstein graciously welcomed us into his establishment
and escorted us to a comfortable booth in the quaint, simply decorated dining room.

Distressed light wood paneling and chairs accentuate the charm of the restaurant's coastal
setting. Tabletops, cleverly covered with burlap and glass, are set with slate blue napkins,
stainless cutlery and large water goblets. A clear jar partially filled with sand holds a flickering
votive candle. Black-and-white photographs of old Atlantic City line the walls. The attention-
grabber is a large picture of Hackney's seafood restaurant, the Inlet's once-famous landmark.

Our server politely greeted us and described the evening's specials and the prix fixe meal, a
three-course dinner ($19.95) available every night. We chose to order a la carte from the menu,
which offers an array of fresh fish and seafood selections such as Wionna oysters from
Massachusetts, tuna tartar and grilled rainbow trout. There are a few things for those who prefer
chicken or beef, but the restaurant's focus is clearly on the sea. Each entree comes with
exclusive side dishes; no two are exactly alike, demonstrating chef Jason Hanin's ingenuity.

Our meal began with a bottle of San Pellegrino sparkling water ($6), served with lime slices, and
a coconut shell bowl filled with oyster crackers accompanied by a ramekin of hand-grated
horseradish. The pungent, slightly sweet horseradish was delicious, far better than store-bought
brands.

A basket of fresh crusty baguettes came with a saucer of olive oil for dipping, faintly seasoned
with garlic and herbs. Several whole pitted Kalamata olives added a bit of zing to the fragrant oil.

Plump baked sea scallops ($11) arrived in a colossal scallop shell sealed with puff pastry along
its edges and served on a long banana leaf decorated with uncooked grains of rice, whole dried
anise flowers and black peppercorns. After lifting the cover, the scallops, bathed in a delicate
mirin and truffle broth, released a sweet scent that mingled with slivers of steamed shitake
mushrooms and leeks. Our first appetizer dazzled us with its artful presentation, delightful aroma
and sensational taste.

The seafood ceviche ($8) delivered a spicy, delicious blend of ingredients: finely chopped pieces
of salmon, shrimp, mahi mahi and kajiki marinated in citrus juice and mixed with minced, red ripe
tomatoes, onion and green chilies. Garnished with strips of fried tortillas, thin slices of avocado
and fresh cilantro, this attractive appetizer sizzled with authentic Latin-American flavor.

We shared the "salad" ($7), an abundant portion of organic vegetables including dark green baby
lettuces, asparagus, string beans, tomatoes, fennel and pea sprouts tossed with bits of mild
ricotta-salata cheese and lightly dressed with a well-balanced aged sherry vinaigrette with two



pretty slices of watermelon radish poised on top - a splendid salad.

In between courses, our waiter cleared the soiled dishes and cutlery and replaced our knives and
forks with clean ones. He delivered excellent service throughout the evening, and his charming
personality delighted us.

Our entrees arrived promptly. My companion's seared skate ($18) -a fish not commonly found on
most local menus - glistened on the plate. Two golden brown fillets came resting on a bed of firm
yet tender gnocchi, asparagus spears, fava beans and trumpet mushrooms that had been glazed
with hazelnut brown butter. Every component was properly cooked, but we found the sauce a
little salty; however, it didn't bother us because the skate was especially fine.

The roasted dourade ($22), a whole fish (with its head and fins intact) stuffed with lemon slices
and fresh thyme, is served with braised leeks and fennel over aromatic basmati rice. After
carefully peeling away the skin, its light white buttery flesh practically fell off the bones. The leeks
and fennel together complemented the fish, and the rice was an appropriate starch. This dish was
marvelous.

Everything on the menu is made on the premises, including the desserts. Paired with good strong
coffee, the apple tarte tatin ($6) was a treat. The chef's version of the traditional French pastry is
true - an apple tart that is baked upside-down with butter and sugar, then topped with a thin
pastry and flipped before serving. A sizeable wedge of sweet apples coated with caramel came
topped with creamy, homemade (yes, homemade) vanilla bean ice cream that we thoroughly
enjoyed.

| am partial to lemon, so | chose the lemon tart topped with white chocolate mousse and fresh
raspberries ($6). The first bite of the round tartlet was difficult to cut, but once we got started, we
didn't want it to end. The lemon curd filling merged with the velvet mousse into one delectable
dessert, a superb ending to a wonderful meal.

Weinstein's vision to create a first-rate seafood establishment succeeds in every way. The menu
is reasonably priced; the decor is not fancy, but it is quite lovely; the service is outstanding; and,
with his talented chef at the helm, the food is as good as it gets - just about perfect.

Taylor Yarborough is the pseudonym of a southern New Jersey writer with 25 years experience in
the restaurant industry. You can write to Yarborough c/o Food Editor, The Press of Atlantic City,
11 Devins Lane, Pleasantville, N.J. 08226.



