Witty dialogue lifts familiar stories
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THE WONDER SPOT, by Melissa Bank. Viking. 324 pages. $24.95.
In 1999, Melissa Bank's The Girls' Guide to Hunting and Fishing, a collection of interconnected short stories, was a bestseller. Reviewers compared her to Ernest Hemingway, John Irving and Lily Tomlin. The Wonder Spot is her much-awaited second book.
It turns out to be remarkably similar to her first -- another collection of linked stories, also about a single woman trying to find her way in the world.
The book's narrator is Sophie Applebaum, a middle child who grew up in suburbia. Sophie, like Girls' Guide's main character, struggles with the death of her father and has an entry-level New York publishing job.
The Wonder Spot begins with Sophie's tale of attending a bat mitzvah at age 12, and it wraps up when she is around 40. Along the way, Sophie has unsatisfying jobs and dates imperfect men. She encounters a grandmother who gives Sophie advice on finding a Jewish husband; a motorcycle-riding lothario named Bobby Guest; and Venice Lambourne, her wealthy college roommate.
The middle section is an adaptation of a story that appeared in Nick Hornby's anthology, Speaking with the Angel. The story has a different tone from the rest of The Wonder Spot, and it feels jarring. After the middle of the book, Sophie goes through so many boyfriends that it's hard to keep track of the man of the moment.
The best thing about The Wonder Spot is Sophie's honest and funny voice. It has the same wonderful combination of humor and poignancy as Girls' Guide, and some witty dialogue: When Sophie meets her roommate, Venice says, "I was named for the place of my conception," adding, "I'm lucky they didn't name me Gondola. Or Canal."
A fun read, despite its flaws.
