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THE HEAT HITS HER BEFORE the doors even open.

The airplane doors slide open at Soekarno–Hatta International Airport, and the air that floods in feels thick enough to drink. Aiko blinks.

“Oh.”

That’s all she manages.

Her sleek, neutral-toned airport outfit—cream linen trousers, fitted oat-colored knit top, low bun secured with a matte claw clip—was chosen very carefully. Minimalist. Effortless. “Soft arrival energy.”

It takes exactly twelve seconds for that energy to begin melting.

Humidity wraps around her like cling film. Her skin prickles. The neat baby hairs along her temples begin to rebel.

She steps into the jet bridge.

The sounds arrive next.

Indonesian chatter overlapping with English announcements. Luggage wheels clattering. A baby crying somewhere behind her. The faint echo of airport music. And underneath it all—

Aiko’s grip tightens around her passport. Three months, she reminds herself.

She pulls her phone from her tote bag and opens the front camera. Her reflection looks composed. Porcelain skin. Glossy lips. Calm.

She presses record.

“Day one,” she whispers in English, careful and soft. “Jakarta. Attempting slow living.”

She lowers the phone quickly before anyone notices. This vlog isn’t public. Not yet. It’s for her. Or maybe for later. A secret archive in case she decides she wants to become someone else.

Immigration is chaos.

Lines that look straight but aren’t. Families moving as clusters. A businessman arguing gently with an officer. A group of Korean tourists laughing loudly. The air-conditioning is fighting a losing battle against the crowd.

Aiko wipes her palms discreetly against her trousers.

Outside baggage claim, she checks her reflection again.

A small curl has escaped near her ear.

She stares at it like it has betrayed her personally.

“That’s fine,” she mutters.

Outside the airport doors, the world explodes. Motorcycles. Honking. Men shouting “Taxi, miss?” Overlapping engine sounds. A haze of sunlight reflecting off windshields. Palm trees swaying lazily like they’re used to this chaos. The heat outside is different. Aiko inhales and immediately regrets it. The air tastes like grilled meat and gasoline and something fried.

This is what she wanted. Something not polished. Something that doesn’t require perfect angles.

She opens her ride-share app.

Her finger hovers for a moment before she confirms the booking.

Driver: Rafi Pratama
Rating: 4.97
Vehicle: Black Toyota Avanza
ETA: 6 minutes
She exhales slowly.

Six minutes to adjust.

She reties her bun. It loosens again almost immediately.

Six minutes later, a black car pulls up with a slightly crooked parking maneuver, like it’s used to improvising.

The window rolls down.

A man leans slightly toward the passenger side.

“Miss Aiko?”

His voice is warm. Casual. Slightly amused, as if the world is already funny before she says anything.

She nods and steps closer.

“Welcome to Jakarta. You ordered air conditioning premium package, right?”

She hesitates.

“...Yes?”

He grins.

“Good. Because outside is sauna level ten.”

She almost laughs.

She slides into the backseat.

The car smells faintly like coffee and something sweet—maybe pandan air freshener.

The AC hits her face like salvation.

She closes her eyes for half a second.

“First time?” he asks, adjusting the mirror.

“Yes.”

“Vacation?”

“Sabbatical.”

He glances at her reflection in the mirror. Just briefly.

“Oooh,” he says dramatically. “That sounds expensive.”

She huffs a small laugh before she can stop herself.

“It’s not.”

“Everything that sounds calm is expensive.”

She watches Jakarta unfold outside the window as they merge into traffic.

Motorcycles weave like schools of fish. Billboards tower above them—beauty ads, fintech startups, bubble tea. A massive LED screen plays a looping K-pop music video.

She stiffens instinctively.

Rafi notices.

“You like K-pop?” he asks casually.

“I used to,” she says too quickly.

“Used to? Wah, dramatic.”

She folds her hands in her lap.

“I’m Japanese.”

“Ah.” He nods once. “That explains the skin.”

She blinks.

“...The skin?”

“Like mochi,” he says, matter-of-fact.

She stares at him in the mirror.

Is that... an insult?

He keeps driving like he’s discussing traffic lights.

“I mean soft,” he adds, catching her expression. “Not edible. Don’t worry. I don’t bite customers.”

Traffic stops completely.

She watches motorbikes squeeze between lanes like liquid.

“This is normal?” she asks.

“Very.”

“How long?”

He checks the map.

“If Jakarta loves you, thirty minutes. If Jakarta hates you, one hour.”

“And if Jakarta doesn’t care?”

He smiles slightly.

“Then you’re invisible.”

She looks out the window again.

Her phone buzzes.

Agency group chat.
Haruto: Please remember you are on hiatus, not retirement.
Another message: Avoid controversial content.
She flips the phone face down.

“So, Miss Sabbatical,” he says, “you staying near where?”

“South Jakarta. Airbnb.”

“Ah. The influencer zone. Lots of aesthetic cafes. White walls. Plants. Matcha.”

She narrows her eyes.

“And you know this because?”

“I make content,” he says lightly.

“What kind?”

“Absurd.”

“That’s not a genre.”

“It is here.”

She studies him properly for the first time.

Dark hair, slightly messy. Tanned skin. T-shirt with a local meme printed on it. A phone mount attached to the dashboard like it’s permanently filming something.

He catches her looking.

“You judging?” he asks.

“No.”

He grins.

“Don’t worry. I judge expats all the time. Equal opportunity.”

She watches the city blur past again.

A woman selling bottled drinks at a red light. A boy tapping on car windows with tissue packs. A cluster of food stalls under a tarp. Smoke rises into the already thick air.

Her stomach growls unexpectedly. Embarrassing.

“You hungry?” he asks.

“...Maybe.”

“You tried nasi goreng yet?”

“No.”

“You come to Indonesia and no nasi goreng? Illegal.”

“I just landed. Is it very spicy?”

He pauses.

“Depends.”

“On?”

“Your bravery.”

She looks at him.

He looks back in the mirror. There’s a flicker of challenge there. Her stomach is sensitive. Always has been. The trainee diet was careful, controlled. But something about the smoke outside. The noise. The sweat at the back of her neck.

“I’ll try,” she says quietly.

He nods approvingly. “Good. We stop.”

They pull over near a roadside stall lit by a single fluorescent tube. Plastic chairs. Metal tables. The scent hits immediately—fried rice, chili, garlic. Her eyes water slightly. She sits carefully, aware of every inch of her linen trousers touching the plastic chair. Rafi orders confidently in Indonesian. She catches words she doesn’t understand. Sambal. Telur. Pedas.

He turns to her.

“I said medium spicy.”

She freezes.

“Medium here is what?”

He tilts his head.

“Adventure.”

The plate arrives steaming. Golden rice. Fried egg on top. Red flecks scattered throughout. It smells dangerous. Rafi watches her expectantly. She picks up the spoon. Takes a bite. Heat explodes. Her eyes widen instantly.

“Oh.”

He leans forward.

“Good oh or regret oh?”

She swallows carefully. Sweet soy sauce. Garlic. Something smoky and addictive. She coughs once. Reaches for water. Drinks too fast. Rafi laughs openly now.

“You okay?”

“It’s aggressive.”

“But?”

She looks down at the plate again. Takes another bite. Her eyes water again.

“It tastes...” she pauses, trying to breathe through the heat, “...addicting?”

He smiles slowly.

“Jakarta always is.”

Ten minutes later, her stomach twists sharply. She freezes mid-bite. Rafi notices.

“Ah.”

“What is ‘ah’?” she demands weakly.

“Your body negotiating.”

She presses a hand to her abdomen. But she doesn’t stop eating.

Sweat gathers at her collarbone. Her bun has officially surrendered into loose waves around her neck.

She doesn’t reach for her phone to check how she looks. Instead, she laughs breathlessly.

“This is insane.”

Rafi leans back in his chair.

“Welcome to Jakarta.”

Later, when he drops her at the Airbnb in South Jakarta, the sky is deep purple. The house is minimalist—white walls, rattan furniture, a small balcony with potted plants. She steps inside, stomach still mildly protesting. Rafi hesitates before driving off.

“Miss Sabbatical?”

“Yes?”

“Drink warm tea tonight.”

She nods.

“And tomorrow?”

He shrugs casually.

“Maybe Jakarta loves you.”

She watches his car disappear down the street. Inside, she sets her suitcase down. The room is quiet. The city hums faintly through the windows. She opens her phone again. Front camera.

She presses record.

“Day one,” she whispers. “Jakarta is... intense.”

Her stomach cramps again.

“But it tastes addicting.”

She stops recording.

Outside, a motorcycle roars past.
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JAKARTA SUNLIGHT ARRIVES like it owns the room.

It spills across the white walls of the Airbnb and pools on the wooden floor like melted honey.

Aiko squints into it, disoriented for a moment. Then her stomach reminds her of last night. She groans softly and rolls onto her back.

“Medium spicy,” she mutters to the ceiling.

Her phone sits on the bedside table. Notifications blink quietly, but she ignores them for a moment. Instead she lifts a hand and touches her hair.

In Tokyo, her hair behaved. Sleek. Controlled. A soft inward curl at the ends from careful styling. Here it bends outward in loose, stubborn waves like it has decided to live its own life.

She sits up slowly. The humidity greets her again immediately. Her skin feels warm before she even leaves the bed.

Three months, she reminds herself again. Three months of not controlling everything. The thought both excites and terrifies her. She walks to the bathroom. Aiko stares at her reflection.

Same face.

Same soft brows. Same straight nose. Same carefully balanced features she’s studied under studio lights for years. But something is... slightly different.

Her cheeks look warmer. Not flushed from embarrassment or makeup. She leans closer. Her skin almost looks—

Glowy?

That’s impossible. She arrived less than twenty-four hours ago. Probably dehydration. Or bad lighting. She turns away from the mirror before she can overanalyze it. 

The kitchen counter holds a kettle and a few sachets of instant coffee. She makes tea instead, remembering Rafi’s advice. Warm tea tonight.

It’s morning now, but close enough. As the kettle clicks off, her phone buzzes again.

Agency group chat.

Haruto:
Reminder that hiatus does not mean inactivity online. Maintain brand tone.
Another message follows.

Avoid posting casual or uncontrolled content.

Aiko stares at the words for a long moment.

Uncontrolled content.

The phrase makes something tight form in her chest.

She remembers—

The rehearsal room in Tokyo had no windows. Just mirrored walls and cold fluorescent lights. Six girls lined up across the floor, sweat clinging to their necks as the music looped again.

“Again,” the choreographer said.

Aiko’s legs trembled. They had been practicing the same thirty seconds for three hours.

“Smile,” someone reminded.

Her smile appeared automatically. Perfect angle. Slight lift at the corners. Effortless. Except nothing about it felt effortless anymore. When the music stopped, Haruto stood near the door with a tablet in his hands. He rarely raised his voice.

“Aiko,” he said calmly, “your engagement metrics are declining.”

Her chest still heaved from dancing.

“I’ll fix it.”

“Your image has become repetitive.”

“I’ll fix it.”

“You need freshness.”

“I understand.”

He looked at her carefully.

“Do you?”

The word lingered in the air like humidity. Later that night she stared at her phone for hours, trying to design a version of herself that people would love again. Minimalist outfits. Neutral tones. Calm aesthetic. Perfection.

The kettle clicks again in the present. Aiko exhales slowly. She dresses carefully anyway. Linen trousers. Sand-colored blouse. Simple gold hoops. Her brand still matters.

Outside, Jakarta greets her with noise again. Motorbikes hum past the quiet neighborhood streets. A fruit seller pushes a cart slowly along the sidewalk. Somewhere nearby, someone is frying something that smells incredible.

Aiko orders another ride-share. This time she doesn’t recognize the driver. Pantai Indah Kapuk—PIK—takes almost forty minutes in morning traffic. The city slowly changes as they drive. Tall office buildings give way to clusters of cafes and pastel storefronts.

Eventually the car turns into a wide, polished boulevard lined with palm trees. PIK Avenue mall rises ahead like a clean, modern island. Aiko steps inside and immediately feels relief.

Cool air. Soft music. Everything smells faintly like expensive perfume and fresh bread. She walks slowly through the mall. Minimalist boutiques. Lifestyle stores. Concept cafes with polished concrete floors and carefully arranged plants.

Jakarta may be chaotic outside, but here it speaks her language. She stops in front of a clothing store window. Mannequins dressed in airy linen sets. Exactly her style.

Inside, the racks are filled with soft fabrics and relaxed silhouettes. She touches a beige linen dress. Aiko tries on three outfits.

A cream crop top with high-waisted linen pants. A loose white shirt dress. A soft olive skirt that moves like water when she walks.

She studies herself in the mirror. She buys all three. Retail therapy may not solve existential identity crises, but it helps. Outside the store she finds a quiet corner near a large indoor tree. She takes out her phone.

Instagram. Her account still looks exactly the same.

She lifts the phone. Snap. The photo captures her leaning casually against the glass railing, sunlight falling across her shoulder.

She posts it.

Caption:
Slow mornings in Jakarta.
Within seconds the likes begin appearing.

Everything looks normal. Except—

When she opens the photo again, something makes her pause. Her skin. It looks... warmer.

She zooms in. Maybe the sunlight. Maybe the humidity reflecting differently. Maybe—

“Excuse me?”

A voice interrupts her thoughts. Aiko looks up. A woman about her age stands nearby holding two iced drinks. Long dark hair. Effortless street style. Confidence radiating like sunlight.

“You’re Aiko, right?”

Aiko freezes. Recognition here? She hesitates before nodding politely.

“Yes.”

The woman grins.

“I knew it. Your feed is very aesthetic.”

“Thank you,” Aiko says automatically.

“I’m Naya.”

She hands Aiko one of the drinks without asking.

“Iced milk coffee. Jakarta survival starter pack.”

Aiko takes the cup carefully.

“Thank you.”

They sit at a small café table overlooking the mall floor. The coffee is sweet and strong. The ice clinks softly as she stirs it.

“So,” Naya says casually, “what brings a Japanese aesthetic influencer to Jakarta?”

Aiko blinks.

“You know who I am?”

Naya shrugs.

“I follow a lot of international creators. Plus your caption literally says Jakarta.”

Aiko smiles slightly.

“I’m here for a break.”

“From?”

Aiko takes a slow sip of coffee.

“...Pressure.”

Naya nods like she understands immediately.

“Creative burnout?”

“Yes.”

“Algorithm anxiety?”

“...also yes.”

They both laugh. The tension melts quickly. Naya leans back in her chair.

“Jakarta is good for that.”

“For burnout?”

“For chaos.”

Aiko tilts her head.

“I’m not sure chaos helps.”

“Oh it does,” Naya says confidently. “You just don’t realize it yet.”

They talk for nearly an hour. About food. About how traffic in Jakarta is apparently a personality trait. About content creation and the strange emotional dependency of social media.

Naya shares stories about growing up between Indonesia and the US, about watching influencers try to capture the city’s energy and usually failing.

“It’s too unpredictable,” she explains. “People try to aestheticize Jakarta but the city refuses.”

Aiko smiles.

“That sounds stressful.”

“It’s freeing.”

The word lands softly between them. Aiko stares at the melting ice in her coffee. That’s what she came here for. When they finally stand to leave, Naya studies her for a moment.

“You’re going to change here,” she says casually.

Aiko blinks.

“I just got here.”

Naya smiles knowingly.

“Trust me.”

She gestures toward the bright windows and the chaotic city beyond them.

“Jakarta will change you.”

Aiko laughs softly.

“I’m only here for three months.”

Naya lifts one eyebrow.

“We’ll see.”

Later that afternoon, Aiko returns to the Airbnb. The sun is beginning to set, turning the sky orange. She collapses onto the couch and
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