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1.

                                               SET-UP


A scene or sequence that identifies the “what’s wrong with 

this picture” in a protagonist’s status quo; in romantic comedy, 

it implies that what’s missing in the protagonist’s life is 

likely to be fulfilled by a potential mate.

ON my third night alone since Isabella left, our home feels so haunted that I can’t stand to stay inside, so I bolt through the garden gate and go stalking the empty street, crazed and aimless, only to realize I’m also keyless—I’ve locked myself out.  


Even as I curse I have to laugh.  Nothing is the way I want it to be, it’s only perversely logical that I’m forced to return, to stomp around the garden, peering helplessly at the barred windows.  Such nice bars, too, with their hip, zig-zaggy shape, befitting this perfect little Venice beach apartment, a sweet one-unit bungalow, its only drawback (formerly an asset) being that you can’t break in.  



And such a beautiful night!  The kind of beauty you only get when you’re desolate, when it’s all gone wrong.  Everything painfully clear—indifferent stars twinkling through the dark branches swaying in the wind, a rainbow-ringed silver moon for me to howl at.  The extra key isn’t hidden where it’s supposed to be, in the dirt of the potted olive tree by the back steps.  I should rustle up a pickaxe, a battering ram.  Instead I stand staring at the olive tree, wondering: Did romantic comedies ruin me, or was I born a sucker for such myths?  


I could blame Cary Grant, him and a whole seductive slew of movies I saw in my youth, which imprint the impressionable with a formula for how it’s supposed to go.  I could blame my parents, sixty-somethings, who on the afternoon of the forty-seventh anniversary of their love-at-first-sight ignited marriage were found rolling around on a couch, giggling and making out.  No matter.  Either way, I’m warped.  I’m a writer who writes romantic comedy, a cinema studies teacher teaching romantic comedy every other semester, and I have so much faith in the standard beats of the successful courtship story that being left by the love of my life has me totally discombobulated.


Those beats – it’s a structure that replicates what happens when people fall in love in so-called real life: Set-up (dueling personal histories) is followed by a Cute Meet (sparks fly) and a Complication (romance mucks up everything else that’s going on).  Further on the Hook goes in (the sex is good).  Then this thing that could be love gets tested, there’s a Swivel, or turning point before a big commitment is made, and then one or both of the lovers hits that Dark Moment where they seriously consider bailing.  But inevitably they have a clinch-and-kiss Resolution, and the audience leaves the theater with warm and fuzzy feelings, or merely feeling horny.        


Well, we had all that, me and Isabella.  After four years of marriage I thought we were living the reasonably happy ending.  So the only way I can make sense of her leaving me now is to rethink the structure of our story.  I thought we were in our Resolution, our Dark Moment having been back before the wedding when she had second thoughts about living here, but that wasn’t it, no, we must’ve been in a prolonged Swivel, questioning our decision.  And now we’re in the real Dark Moment—the crisis/climax preceding the finale, where she’ll realize she was meant to be with me all along and the marriage is worth saving.  So what I’ve got to figure out is how to move from sixth beat to seventh, from boy loses girl to gets.  Not a simple task when your wife has already left the country.


First, though, I really ought to find that key.


Isabella used it last, having locked herself out a few months ago, and when she said she’d found a good place for it, I forgot to ask her where.  I’m tempted to call her in Rome, where it’s morning, except being the last person in Los Angeles who doesn’t own a cell phone, I’d have to be inside to do this, inside the home that’s so horribly silent and empty precisely because Isabella is on the other side of the world.



Inside Joe’s, the one neighborhood place still open this late on a weeknight, I get my vodka and tonic and claim a corner of the bar.  The waitress I like with the round kindly face sits a few stools down, done with her shift, blowing on a bowl of soup.  


“So who had the affair?” she wants to know.


“Neither of us,” I tell her.  “It wasn’t about that. Isabella was beginning to loathe Los Angeles.  She wasn’t sure about the rest of America, either.  And she missed Italy and her family, and she couldn’t get her career going over here, and then, there’s, you know…” A cavernous hole to step over, where the bad feelings live, born of my part in this – how my struggle to find work as a writer had made me cranky and only made her feel more insecure, and...  “The usual stuff you run up against in any relationship,” I say.  “It all finally got to her, and… she left.”  


“Did she take the dog?”


I nod.  The waitress tactfully sips her soup.  I know what she’s thinking, but still,   to look at the closet full of clothes and everything else Isabella’s left behind, you’d think she just went round the corner to get cigarette papers, and isn’t mercurial the very definition of her nature?  Oh, hope!  Hope is the thing that does you in.  But what’s the thing that will bring Isabella back?

