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This is a work based on real life,

dramatized with love and only slight exaggeration.
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First Edition

For Amanda —

who investigates everything,

forgives most of it,

and is almost always right.

Sometimes I know from the beginning

she is cooking something.

Sometimes I know exactly

what she is cooking.

Either way —

I go with her to the end.
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That is the marriage.

In every marriage there is one who lights the fire...

and one who runs a background check on the oven.

EPISODE ONE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Kitchen


[image: ]


( The Oven of Doom )
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SCENE ONE — THE NEW Compound

They had just moved in. Marble floors. Echoing hallways. A kitchen that looked like it belonged in a magazine nobody could afford.

He stood in the middle of it, arms spread.


“See? Even the oven is Italian.”


Amanda did not move from the doorway. Her arms were crossed. Her eyes were doing the thing.


“Italian,” she said. “Or previously Hussein’s.”


He lowered his arms.

Hussein was their old family friend. Hussein had rented this exact house for three years before them. Hussein was also, as Amanda had not forgotten, a man with hobbies.

Scene Two — The Investigation

Amanda approached the oven the way other people approach a crime scene.

She opened the door slowly. She leaned in. She leaned back.


“Someone used this.”

“Amanda. Hussein lived here for three years. Of course someone used it.”


She turned to him with the calm of a prosecutor.


“And what did Hussein use it for?”


He opened his mouth. He closed it.

He had not, in fact, thought about that question before.

Scene Three — The Phone Call

Three minutes later she was on the phone with the landlord.


“Yes, hello. Quick question about the previous tenant. Hussein — did he do any, you know, craft work in the kitchen?”


He mouthed: What are you doing.

She raised one finger. Not now.


“Uh-huh. And the oven — did he use it for projects?”


He sat down on the counter.


“Resin, you said? Mm-hmm. And polymer clay. I see.”


He put his face in his hands.

Scene Four — Operation Decontamination

She emerged from the bedroom in gloves, a mask, and an expression that suggested the oven had personally insulted her mother.

She held a spray bottle like it was registered to the government.


“Step away. If you inhale this, you’ll grow a second lung.”

“Then I’ll finally be able to breathe in this marriage.”


She pointed the spray bottle at him.


“Not the time.”


Scene Five — The Debate of Doom


“Honey. Listen. Ovens are made to survive worse than this. Just turn it on. Burn whatever ghosts are in there.”

“You don’t burn chemicals. You release them.”

“Then open the window.”

“And let them into the AC ducts? So we breathe Hussein’s craft fumes for six months?”

“Amanda—”

“Six months.”


He decided, in that moment, that she was being dramatic.

He should not have.

Scene Six — The Reckless Plan

That night, Amanda went to shower.

He looked at the oven.

The oven looked back.

Here is what he thought he knew:

Amanda wanted a new oven. The whole performance — the gloves, the landlord call, the chemical theories — was a campaign to justify replacement. Her fear was aesthetic. She did not want to cook in someone else’s kitchen. Fair enough. But expensive.

Here is what he did not know:

Hussein did not just cook in that oven. Hussein cured resin in it. Baked polymer clay at 275 degrees. Set acrylic finishes. Left residues in the walls of the oven that, when reheated, released small amounts of plasticizers and solvents into whatever food touched the rack.

Amanda knew all of this.

She had asked the landlord the day they signed the lease. She had confirmed Hussein’s craft hobby. She had decided, quietly, at that moment: we are not cooking in this oven.

But she also knew her husband.

She knew that if she said “Hussein cured epoxy in here, we need a new oven,” he would Google it, find three forum posts saying ‘probably fine,’ and veto the replacement on budget grounds.

So she built a performance he could decode.

And she let him think he was the smart one.

He slid the pizza in.

He set the timer.

He leaned against the counter, quietly proud.

Sometimes, habibi, he thought, you have to move first.

He was wrong.

He was not moving first.

He was moving exactly where she expected.

Scene Seven — The Moment of Truth

Twenty minutes later she walked out in her towel and smelled it before she saw it.

She froze.


“You.”

“It’s not what it looks like.”

“It smells exactly like what it looks like.”


He grinned.

She looked at him — and for half a second, something flickered in her face that was not anger. Not even surprise.

Resignation. Quiet, gentle resignation.

The face of a woman whose husband had just done exactly what she expected him to do, at exactly the moment she expected him to do it
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