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Spend a little, chow down a lot at local buffets
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Jim Harrison's Sept. 6, 2004, article in The New Yorker gives an account of a 37-course meal he savored at Marc Meneau's L'Espérance in Burgundy, France.

''Is there an interior logic to overeating?'' Harrison asks in the piece titled ``A Really Big Lunch.''

``Or does gluttony, like sex, wander around in a messy void, utterly resistant to our attempts to make sense of it?''

When discussed in the context of a fancy French restaurant, the all-you-can-eat experience is the object of poetic ruminations, but God forbid a robust person approaches the buffet station for a fifth time at a local restaurant. Then start the snickers and stares.

This week The Palate explores all-you-can-eat buffets that, above all, offer the warmth and satisfaction of spending little and getting so much in return.

At David's Café II, the lunch buffet is peppered with dishes one might experience at a Cuban grandmother's table: arroz con pollo (rice and chicken), tortilla dulce (an omelet-like dish filled with sweet fried plantains), albondigas de jamon (a minced ham, meatball-style dish smothered in tomato sauce), sopa de pollo (chicken soup), ceviche de camarones (shrimp ceviche), yucafrita (fried yuca), ensalada de papa, huevo y remolacha (potato salad with eggs and beets), rib stew and black beans.

The ambience is warm and tropical with its wood furniture, palm leaves and mural of a Cuban coastline. There's also the wall of autographed celebrity photos, including hip-hop artist Fat Joe, actor Andy Garcia and singer Gloria Estefan. The lunch buffet, which changes daily, costs $8.50 and is available from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Monday through Friday.

Set in a downtown Miami strip mall boasting hole-in-the-wall bodegas and Spanish takeout eateries, is the little, unexpected Taste of Bombay. Amid mandarin and olive-colored walls and orange and gold tables is the distinct fragrance of tandoori chicken, lamb vindaloo, chicken masala and goat curry. The heavenly aroma makes you want to lick the air in hopes of a preview taste. From 11:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. Sunday through Monday (closed Tuesdays), diners can savor Indian comfort food at this elegant restaurant, which offers other buffet items like palak paneer, a dish of curried sautéed spinach and Indian cheese; aloo ghobi, a rich blend of cauliflower, potatoes and green peas; and a cool, porridge-textured, vermicelli dessert called kheer -- rice noodles swimming in milk spiked with sugar, raisins, cashews, pistachios and cardamom. Cost is $9.95.

Emerald Coast provides a Red Lobster-type environment, though a little more upscale, and fresher fare, something atypical of buffet dining. The Sunday buffet offers giant New Zealand mussels, shrimp and snow crab legs; a vast sushi selection, including the usual suspects, and specialties like sushi pizza; steamed edamame and green salads that don't look like they've been under fluorescent light for hours; slices of watermelon, cantaloupe and honey dew; and pasta, shrimp and tuna salads. A wicked dessert station awaits the end of the food tour with oatmeal and chocolate chip cookies, slices of black forest cake, gourmet brownies, crème caramel, cheesecake and fruit tarts.

Buffet hours are 11:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. Monday through Friday ($7.99) and 4:30 to 9:30 p.m. ($19.99). On Saturdays and Sundays hours are noon until 2:30 p.m. for lunch ($11.99), 4 to 10:30 p.m. for dinner ($19.99).

For those late-night munchie attacks, Jumbo Buffet restaurant offers pizza, salmon steaks, roasted duck chunks, mounds of tuna and chicken salad, macaroni salad, spaghetti and meatballs, cole slaw heavy on the mayonnaise, sticky rib tips, macaroni and cheese, large spring rolls, General Tso's chicken, french fries, chicken and broccoli, steamed green beans, buffalo wings, and California and tuna rolls. For dessert there's bright orange and red cubes of Jell-O, chocolate and vanilla pudding and sponge cake.

Jumbo Buffet feels like a light-hearted hospital cafeteria with every table occupied, one with some nuns on a recent visit.

The dinner buffet costs $9.99 Monday through Thursday, $11.99 Friday through Sunday. The lunch buffet costs $7.20, $8.50 on Saturday and Sunday. Dinner buffet is from 3:45 p.m. until 11 p.m.; lunch buffet is from 11 a.m. until 3:45 p.m.

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

