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Episode 1: When the Door Closed
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The best part of Jemma’s day was folding the towels. Still warm from the dryer, they smelled faintly of lavender and the old wood of her apartment’s laundry room. She liked the rhythm—fold, fold, stack. They were like soft little secrets she was preparing to give away.

She had four clients scheduled today, and that meant four chances to help someone feel better. Not fixed—she wasn’t a miracle worker—but lighter. Like they could go home and sleep through the night. Like someone noticed how heavy it’d been.

The massage table was already prepped in the corner nook of her living room. Ferns on either side, sunlight hitting just right around noon. Her heater was quiet now, but later it would hum and creak like a tired throat. The space was hers, and she kept it sacred. Shoes off at the door. No phones during the session. And always—always—a quiet goodbye.

But today was already off. She knew it before anyone knocked.

The elevator was down again. The neighbors had dragged a busted recliner into the hallway. Her stomach dropped when she heard the stomping of boots—big ones—coming up the stairs.

When the knock came, it wasn’t a tap. It was four loud pounds like someone trying to knock down a wall.

Jemma opened the door, and a man stepped past her without looking. He didn’t remove his shoes. She saw dried mud caked at the heel.

“Back’s been tight. I got maybe 30 minutes before I gotta pick up my daughter,” he said, tossing his coat onto a chair.

She tried to smile. “That’s okay, I can work with that. Did you want to focus on any particular area today?”

“I said my back,” he muttered. He was already pulling his hoodie over his head.

Jemma’s stomach turned, but she nodded. “Of course.”

She washed her hands. She set out the peppermint oil. She dimmed the lights just enough to soften the room. And she touched his shoulder gently—always ask permission first. He grunted something that meant “go.”

The massage itself was uneventful. His muscles were tight, sure, but that wasn’t what she noticed.

He checked his phone. Twice.

He sighed loudly, not in relief, but in impatience. And when she lightly asked if the pressure was okay, he said: “You know what you’re doing or not?”

She barely spoke the rest of the time.

When it was over, she stepped back to let him sit up. He didn’t say thanks. Didn’t meet her eyes.

She watched as he grabbed his coat, still scrolling through his phone. He opened the door—and let it slam behind him.

No payment. No goodbye.

Jemma stood completely still for a moment. Her throat caught.

She reached for the towels, but her hands were shaking. She tried to refold one, but it slipped from her fingers and landed in a slow, crumpled heap.

And then it came—the sob.

Not a soft cry, not something small and holdable.

This was the kind that scraped from her ribs and curled her in half. She dropped to her knees next to the heater. Tears leaked into the fibers of the carpet. She knew it was too much, that it made no sense to cry this way over a door slam. But that’s what her body did. When someone acted like she didn’t matter, her chest filled up with cement and everything cracked.

He didn’t even look at me.

She stayed there, letting the sobs pass through. No one would see. No one ever did.

By the time she could stand again, the sun had shifted. Her towels were still waiting.

She picked one up gently. Fold, fold, stack.

Later that afternoon, Jemma walked to the market with her scarf tucked high around her nose and her eyes still a little puffy. She had a session in two hours, and she needed rosemary oil and batteries for the space heater remote. Also, to move—to walk—to feel air. Something that wasn’t her breath bouncing back at her off the walls.

There was an older man with a saxophone at the corner of Pilgrim and Wade again. He wasn’t great, but he smiled between notes like the music was warming him, not the crowd. Jemma dropped two quarters into his case. She never had enough to drop a bill, but she gave what she could.

At the market, she stood in the soap aisle too long. Not because she didn’t know what to buy—but because people kept bumping her. With carts. With elbows. One woman cut in front of her while she was still holding the rosemary oil in her hand.

Jemma didn’t say anything. She just let her fingers gently put the bottle back, and stepped aside.

By the time she reached the checkout line, she had the strange, sinking certainty that no one could actually see her. Not even the cashier, who scanned her items without a word and tossed her change onto the counter like she was made of smoke.

Her voice didn’t even come when she tried to say “thank you.”

Back home, she lit her little wax warmer and stood by the window, looking out at the small strip of concrete that passed for a front stoop. It wasn’t snowing, not yet, but the sky had that soft gray bowl feeling, like a hush before a lullaby.

She was still watching the street when her next client arrived—Maritza, a regular.

“You okay?” Maritza asked, dropping her knit bag near the bench.

Jemma smiled quickly, too quickly. “I’m okay. You brought tea last time, remember? I was thinking about it earlier.”

Maritza gave her a long, quiet look. “You got that soft look today. Like you cried too hard and now you’re pretending your face ain’t sore.”

That made Jemma laugh, just a little, from her nose. “Yeah.”

They didn’t talk much during the massage. Maritza liked to hum sometimes, and today was one of those days. A slow, rhythm-less tune with no real melody. Jemma worked her hands across the shoulder blades with practiced calm, following the music with each small breath.

At one point, she found a knot tucked just below the rib cage, and Maritza flinched.

“Sorry,” Jemma whispered.

“No, it’s good,” said Maritza, eyes still closed. “Means you found something real.”

Afterward, when Maritza slipped on her boots and patted her hair into place, she turned to Jemma in the doorway.

“You know,” she said gently, “some people gonna slam doors forever and not even notice who’s behind ’em.”

Jemma tilted her head.

“But it don’t mean you’re weak ’cause you feel it. It means the door matters to you.”

That night, Jemma sat on her couch with a hot rice pack tucked into her lap and a half-finished journal page open beside her. She didn’t write anything.

But she did draw a little door.

And just next to it—a tiny face, smiling softly through the crack.
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Episode 2: Four Words, Then Rain
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The rain wasn’t supposed to start until afternoon, but Jemma could hear it at the windows by 8 a.m.—thin, steady, and unsure of itself. She liked this kind of weather. Rain that didn’t make announcements. Just a hush, a whisper, a little tap-tap reminder that the sky felt something too.

Her first client canceled via text:


“Can’t make it. Something came up.”


No name. No reschedule. Just those four words. Jemma read them twice. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, wanting to type something—No problem! Stay warm today! or Hope everything’s okay! But she didn’t.

She just stared at the blinking cursor.
And then... she turned her phone face-down.

With the extra time, she set about organizing her drawer of scent oils. They used to be alphabetized, but lately things got shuffled. Eucalyptus sat where jasmine belonged. Bergamot was nowhere to be found. She wasn’t even sure what bergamot smelled like anymore, but she missed the idea of it.

The radio played something old and warbly in the background. She hummed along without knowing the words. Her head started to feel lighter. Her feet warmer. When she worked with her hands—folding, sorting, stirring oils—she felt like a person with a place.

A knock at the door startled her.

It was too early for her next client. And nobody used the front door without texting first.

When she opened it, there stood a girl—maybe sixteen. Skinny in a way that didn’t look chosen. Her hoodie had a rip across the sleeve and her sneakers looked paper-thin.

“Hi,” the girl said. “Do you know a woman named... Jemma?”

Jemma blinked. “That’s me.”

The girl’s mouth twitched into a frown. “Okay. Um, sorry if this is weird. I think my mom used to come here.”

She said it like a confession.

“What’s your mom’s name?”

“Collette. Maybe... Collette Navarro?”

Jemma’s heart paused. “Yes. She came in a few times about a year ago.”

“She died this summer,” the girl said flatly, like she was used to people not knowing what to do with that information. “I found your card in her wallet.”

Jemma felt her own voice disappear for a second. She stepped aside.

“Come in. Do you want to sit down?”

The girl shrugged. “I just... I didn’t know if I should. But I thought maybe you’d remember her.”

“I do,” Jemma said softly. “She had this laugh—like a hiccup at the end.”

The girl smiled. The first real one.

“That’s the one.”

Jemma made tea. She didn’t ask questions, not yet. She just let the girl—who eventually said her name was Marlee—talk. About her mom’s perfume. About her habit of hiding money in weird places, like vitamin bottles or cereal boxes. About the last voicemail she’d saved and couldn’t bring herself to delete.

“I don’t know why I came,” Marlee admitted. “I just figured you were someone who made her feel better.”

Jemma nodded. “She made me feel better too. She always asked me how my day was going, even when hers wasn’t good.”

Marlee looked at her sideways. “Did you cry when she left?”

Jemma's lips parted slightly, caught off-guard by how direct the question was. But she answered honestly.

“Yes.”

Outside, the rain got braver.

Inside, Jemma pulled a blanket from the couch and draped it around Marlee’s shoulders.

She didn’t ask if the girl had eaten. Or where she was going next. She just sat beside her while the tea cooled between them, and the world made room for two quiet people who missed someone nobody else seemed to remember out loud.

They sat together for a long time—long enough for the rain to stop pretending it was polite.

Marlee didn’t cry. She didn’t fidget or scroll or pull at her sleeves like a kid unsure where to fit. She just sipped tea in silence, as if the presence of someone kind was enough.

Jemma, meanwhile, felt a strange pulse in her chest. A kind of fragile honor. That this girl had come here—not to ask for help, not to demand anything—but to remember someone. To find someone who remembered, too.

“She came in the week of my birthday,” Jemma finally said. “I remember because she brought a tiny cupcake in a paper towel and said it wasn’t professional but I had to eat it anyway.”

Marlee gave the tiniest laugh. “She always wrapped stuff in paper towels.”

They both smiled.

Then Marlee’s expression changed—subtle, but sharp. Like a shadow passed through her.

“Did she ever talk about me?”

Jemma thought. Not just for what was safe to say—but what was true.

“She talked about your hair. How it never listened to her. And how you loved late-night cereal.”

Marlee looked down at the mug in her hands. Her voice was soft.

“She got real quiet, after a while. Stopped saying stuff like that. I think... I think she was tired of the world pretending she wasn’t tired.”

Jemma nodded, her eyes misting without warning. She was always one step from tears—but this was different.

“She still loved you, Marlee. That doesn’t go away just because people get quiet.”

The girl didn’t reply. Not with words.

But she slid her empty cup a little closer to the edge of the tray. Neat. Respectful. And reached into her backpack to pull out a folded scrap of notebook paper.

“I drew this last week,” she said. “I didn’t know who to give it to.”

Jemma unfolded it.

It was a sketch of a woman’s face, eyes closed, surrounded by plants—ivy curling through her hair like thoughts she hadn’t spoken yet. At the bottom:
“She didn’t ask the world to be fair. She just wanted it to be gentle for once.”
Jemma
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