Lunch deals abound at these places
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For the discerning palate, everyday lunch breaks can be moments in Palate Pandemonium. What do you say to your Dunkin' Donuts colleague who swears by the venue's ''divine'' ham-and-swiss flatbread the way journeymen swear by the healing power of Lourdes? What about your boss who thinks Tony Roma's barbecue sauce is better than sex? Palate snobbery and paycheck preservation can make unhappy bedfellows, so this week, The Palate offers an adventurous guide for closet lunch snobs.

The Citgo station on Northwest 87th Avenue in Doral is a heavenly surprise. Inside the convenient store is a mini restaurant. The display case is filled with an opulent array of Latin American desserts and sandwiches at bargain prices. And most of the sandwiches taste like pizza. My favorite is the challah-like, cheese-crusted bread used for a hero that's filled with broiled ham, pepperoni or turkey, provolone or munster, lettuce and tomato for $3.99. The sandwich gets shocked by a sandwich press for a couple seconds and then you get your pizza sandwich. Add a soda and chips and it's only $5.97.

''The sodas taste like sodas,'' said Elois Hayes, as she sipped her 20-ounce Sprite. ''And for $5.97, you get whatever size soda you want, honey.'' There are even mini ham, cheese and pepperoni sandwiches for $1. The Italian sub includes slices of white bread that are topped with mozzarella cheese, pepperoni and dried oregano and then stuffed with mozzarella and turkey ($3). Cuban sandwiches, medianoches, are made to order for $5. The dessert section includes chocolate and black forest cakes and thick cuts of leche flan. And there's a cute seating area right in front of the candy section. If you forgot your colleague's birthday, Citgo's wine selection is pretty decent for a gas station, convenient store. There are labels like Casillero del Diablo, Trimbach and K'orus. Maybe, they'll start selling wine by the glass. 

I have a love-hate relationship with Aventura's Fresh Market, especially when it comes to their cooked, ready-to-eat ''fresh'' items. However, when I have a sweet tooth craving, Fresh Market's harvest cookie hits the spot. Think of a forest of cranberries, white chocolate and granola-like richness enlivened by orange zest. It's like a contemporary oatmeal cookie. The chocolate toffee cookies are chewy and gooey and have a fresh-out-of-grandma's-oven effect on the palate. Both are 69 cents each. One of my favorite discoveries is a bag of Beth's Heavenly little chocolate chip cookies for $4.99. For pre-packaged cookies, they are, indeed, heavenly little choco-songs that offer long, dreamy, malt-like finishes. You can stuff them in your briefcase and sneak one over to your best friend at work during one of those why-are-we- here, two-hour meetings.

I admit that I have a soft spot for tuna sandwiches. They make me think of those brown paper bags my mother gave me for lunch in elementary school, the ones perfumed with onion-infused mayonnaise. That's why I like Yvonne Lowe's tuna sandwich at Soul Café. She's a lady who takes her time, filling two slices of whole wheat bread with lightly mayoed tuna. The layer of sprouts is a surprising accent, bringing an earthy flair to a canned experience ($7 for the sandwich, $10 for the meal that includes chips and soda). ''It's one of the best you'll have, sweetie,'' she said. And it is. Then there's the Nu-nu -- a fresh cucumber and pineapple juice Lowe makes for $3. Cucumber and pineapple go into the blender, and a frothy, fruity green power drink is born. It has the refreshing finish of something healthy and the sugar-snap sweet of something unhealthy -- the best of both worlds. Lowe also makes chicken salad sandwiches with mustard and raisins or whatever she's in the mood to work with. Lowe's menu changes daily and it's mostly soup, salads and sandwiches. Annexed to The Yellow Moon Salon & Day Spa in Liberty City, Soul Café is an alternate lunch destination to the typical District dining vibe. The decor is like a Harlem spoken-word lounge. While you're eating, you may buy some handmade silver anklets created by a local jeweler and give one to your colleague who may just stop talking about Subway's $5 specials.

Specchio Miami Café is one of those unassuming neighborhood favorites on Harding Avenue. For $13.95, you get two-course meals like smoked duck salad, grilled calamari, a fresh green salad or mushroom soup with sautéed catfish in a tomato sauce or penne pasta with prosciutto and sweet green peas in a light cream sauce. The penne pasta is the manifestation of every dining fantasy I've had of Bologna, Italy -- perfectly al dente pasta in a sweet and savory bath of light cream sauce. And for dessert, the ricotta cheesecake is a custardy, light metaphor for pleasure ($7). And the set-up -- white-table- cloth restaurant with a Bohemian café vibe. The staff is friendly; you'll see customers coming in and getting greeted with two-cheeked kisses. And while the glass of Chianti or Dolcetto d'Alba may be stale, the food is so good you'll be able to tune out your boss who thinks Pollo Tropical is better than Chicken Kitchen. OK, now that's where I draw the line.

DETAILS 

Here are the establishments noted in this week's column: 

• Specchio Miami Café: 9485 Harding Ave., Surfside; 305-865-5653. 

• Citgo: 2500 NW 87th Ave., Doral; 305-639-9821. 

• Fresh Market: 18295 Biscayne Blvd., Aventura; 305-466-1786. 

• Soul Café: 4905 NW Seventh Ave., Liberty City, 305-751-6994. 

