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THE PROMISCUOUS PALATE | BY DINKINISH O'CONNOR

Satisfaction on the cheap easy to find
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Manny Abreu blows the heat off his royal cheeseburger. 

DINKINISH O'CONNOR / FOR THE MIAMI HERALD 

BY DINKINISH O'CONNOR

promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com
You left your wallet -- somewhere. And you're starving. You've managed to find about $4 and change in the car, yet you have the audacity to be picky. Luckily, we live in a city that is a palace of satisfying selections for just a few bucks.

North Miami's Pizza Fusion is hardly a place I'd expect to find a $4-or-under treat with its chic industrial Art Deco design and its food-chain identity. I was looking for gourmet grunge, and I found it in the seasonal berry, ricotta, jam, honey and pistachio pastry for $3. The dish arrived in a cute, mini pizza box I envisioned reusing for homemade lunches. When I opened it, the sweet, organic Mediterranean strawberry jam and honey aromas arrested my hunger pains, detaining my senses in a Santorini pastry shop dream. The cold strawberries came alive against the warm crust, crunchy pistachios and creamy ricotta. Another bonus is that the ingredients are so accessible and the preparation is so simple, you can make it yourself (when you find your wallet). The flatbread with marinara wasn't as inspirational. The flatbread wedges were too salty. But the dessert is enough to keep me coming back. Plus, I have to try the Brew of The Month, an organic ale for $3.

OK, not only was I verklempt at the sudden disappearance of my wallet and my gregariously growling stomach, but Mary J. Blige was blaring I'm going down from my car radio as I searched frantically for loose change. Luckily, Zion Royal Bakery was nearby on Northwest 62nd Street close to I-95. You can't beat the tea-cup-sized, 50-cent vegan corn bread muffin. If you're lucky, you'll get them warm, right out of the oven. Even though the person at the counter says there's no butter nor dairy, the muffin tastes light, fluffy and, dare I say, buttery. (Not like some of those vegan desserts that have the consistency of a door-stopper.) I've been going to this take-out spot ensconced in a Liberty City plaza for a while now, and their offerings are usually cheap and satisfying. For $1, there's the palm-size French toast loaf that is moist. There are other yummy baked goodies like banana and carrot muffins and chocolate chip cookies. Zion Royal Bakery is like most Zion bakeries with its red, green and gold vibe and anti-meat sentiment. But most importantly, if you've only got a couple cents to your name, you can go to Zion for a redemptive and tasty dessert. 

In the appalling, yet occasionally satisfying world of fast food sushi, Hiro's Sushi Express stands out among local raw fish lightweights. Squeezed inside a West Dixie Highway plaza next to the comparatively upscale Hiro's Yakko-San, Hiro's Sushi Express is owned by the same chef-owner Hiro San. For $3.75, the Tuna California is made up of fresh raw tuna, cucumber, avocado and sesame seed-studded sticky rice. With each refreshing bite, I felt like a traitor to all my bluefin toro sashimi soldiers who are scowling at this very line. But I say long live a thoughtfully made California roll. There's also Salmon California ($3.50) and Salmon Cream Cheese ($3.50). On the lower left-hand corner of the menu, there's an amusement park of under $4 Hosomaki (thin roll) options. I ordered the chopped yellowtail and scallion ($3.25) and while the fish was tasty, it got lost in a fist of sticky rice. Definitely not Hosomaki-style. Maybe it was just an error. I'll definitely be back on one of my where's-my-wallet days to find out.

Arnold's Royal Castle on 125th Street and Northwest Seventh Avenue is home to many old-school Miamians. And there are so many offerings for $4 and under. For $2.69, there's the tasty scrambled eggs that arrive alongside a firmament of piping hot grits that are lathered with liquid gold butter. (You'll have to add salt and pepper.) Add a few cents here and there for a side of bacon, corned beef hash and juicy, Garcia-like sausages. There's also the White Castle-style burgers. For $1.99, the tiny Nelly burger arrives with superbly crunchy bacon and a pickle-y tang that makes me want to order about three more of these burger beauties. The Castleburger is 99 cents and the cheeseburger is $1.29. The diner-like space is defined by gleaming white and Miami Hurricane-orange trappings. Sit at the counter where you'll find the cook singing against the sizzle of raw meat. In the mornings, gospel hymns reverberate from the jukebox: Don't ever give up on you, the singer exclaims, and suddenly your missing wallet takes the back seat to a glorious food moment.

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

@yahoo.com. 

