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CHAPTER ONE


PART ONE: ARRIVAL
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The automatic doors of OR Tambo International Airport exhaled a breath of refrigerated air that raised goosebumps on Eugene Molefe's arms. He stood for a moment in the threshold between the parking garage's diesel-thick heat and the terminal's antiseptic cool, letting his eyes adjust to the fluorescent brightness. Above him, departure boards flickered through destinations like a litany of impossible dreams: London. Dubai. New York. Frankfurt. Places that existed for Eugene only in the technical manuals he studied—cities connected by the aircraft he'd learned to repair but never flown in.

He was twenty-seven years old, and this was the most important morning of his life.

The interview letter was folded in the inside pocket of his jacket—the only suit jacket he owned, purchased three years ago for his grandmother's sister's funeral and worn perhaps five times since. Navy blue, slightly too large in the shoulders, smelling faintly of the mothballs Mama Lesedi insisted kept the fabric fresh. His shirt was crisp white, ironed the night before with the kind of attention he usually reserved for studying hydraulic schematics. His shoes—black, polished to a military shine—pinched his toes, but he'd practiced walking in them for a week. No one would know he was uncomfortable. No one would know he'd taken two taxis and a bus to get here, leaving Jouberton township at four-thirty in the morning while Klerksdorp still slept.

Eugene adjusted his tie and walked deeper into the terminal.

OR Tambo on a weekday morning was an organism of purposeful chaos. Business travelers in expensive suits strode past families hauling overstuffed suitcases. Airport staff in high-visibility vests directed the confused and the late. Overhead, announcements in English, Afrikaans, and Zulu created a polyglot hum that made Eugene think of his childhood—the way languages shifted in Jouberton depending on who was speaking to whom, English for teachers and officials, Setswana at home, township slang with friends, the occasional Afrikaans barked by police or shop owners who'd never quite accepted that apartheid had ended before Eugene was old enough to remember it.

Not that apartheid's end had changed everything. Not in Jouberton. Not anywhere, really.

He found a bench near the South African Airways administrative wing and sat, careful not to wrinkle his jacket. The interview wasn't for another forty minutes. Eugene believed in arriving early—it was a habit drilled into him by Mama Lesedi, who believed that lateness was a moral failing, and reinforced by the technical school instructors who'd taught him that in aviation, five minutes early was on time, and on time was late.

Around him, the airport breathed. Aircraft visible through the tall windows taxied toward runways, their winglets catching the morning sun. Eugene watched a 747-400 turn onto the taxiway, its four engines humming with barely contained power. The aircraft was perhaps twenty years old, judging by the winglet design—a model he'd studied extensively, memorizing the placement of every access panel, every inspection point, every system that kept seventy meters of aluminum and titanium aloft.

He'd fallen in love with aircraft when he was twelve years old.

It happened in Mr. Tau's classroom at Jouberton Secondary School, during a lesson that was supposed to be about simple machines—levers and pulleys and inclined planes. Mr. Tau, who'd studied engineering at the University of the Free State before budget cuts forced him back to township teaching, had gone off-script. He'd drawn a cross-section of a turbofan engine on the chalkboard, his hand moving with the confidence of someone who'd once designed these things for a living.

"This," Mr. Tau had said, tapping the chalk against the compressor section, "is controlled violence. Air enters here at subsonic speed. The compressor blades squeeze it, heat it, force it into a space half the size. Then we add fuel and fire. The explosion pushes against turbine blades, which spin the compressor, which pulls in more air. The exhaust shoots out the back at nearly the speed of sound, and the entire aircraft—two hundred tons of metal and people and cargo—floats."

Eugene had stared at the drawing until his eyes watered. The elegance of it. The precision. The fact that humans had looked at the sky and decided they belonged there, then built machines that made it true.

After class, he'd approached Mr. Tau. "Sir, how do you learn to fix those?"

Mr. Tau had studied Eugene for a long moment—really studied him, the way adults rarely looked at township kids. "You study, Eugene. Mathematics. Physics. English, so you can read the manuals. You finish school. You go to technical college. You work twice as hard as anyone else because the world will give you half the credit. And you never, never forget that you're as smart as any white boy who learned this before you."

Eugene had nodded, something settling in his chest like a compass finding north.

That was fifteen years ago. He'd followed Mr. Tau's roadmap with the devotion of a pilgrim. Top of his class at Jouberton Secondary. Acceptance to the Vaal University of Technology's aviation maintenance program—paid for by a bursary that Mama Lesedi had prayed over every Sunday, certain God's hand was in it. Three years of study, living in a shared room in Vanderbijlpark, eating two meals a day to stretch his stipend, spending evenings in the workshop while other students went to taverns.

Then the apprenticeship. Two years at a small maintenance facility in Germiston, working on light aircraft and helicopters, learning the gap between textbook knowledge and actual repair. The way a torque wrench felt in your hand after eight hours of work. The smell of Skydrol hydraulic fluid and turbine oil. The satisfaction of diagnosing a fault that three other mechanics had missed—tracing an electrical short through a wiring bundle by touch and intuition as much as by schematic.

And now, this. The letter from South African Airways, embossed logo at the top:

Dear Mr. Molefe,

Following your application for the position of Aircraft Maintenance Technician at our OR Tambo International facility, we are pleased to invite you to interview...

Eugene had read it so many times he'd memorized the placement of the words on the page. Mama Lesedi had cried when he showed it to her, actual tears streaming down her weathered face. "Your mother would be so proud," she'd whispered, pulling him into an embrace that smelled of the Sunlight soap she'd used for forty years. "Nomsa would be so proud."

His mother. Nomsa Molefe. Dead since the day Eugene was born, a ghost who haunted his life more thoroughly than any living person could.

—-
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PART TWO: GHOSTS
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There was one photograph.

It sat on the mantelpiece in Mama Lesedi's living room, in a frame that had once been gilt but had faded to tarnished bronze. The photograph was taken sometime in the early 1980s—exact year unknown, because Mama Lesedi's memory of dates had grown hazy, or perhaps she'd always kept them deliberately vague. In it, a young woman stood in front of a house Eugene didn't recognize, wearing a dress with a pattern of small flowers, her hair in neat cornrows that must have taken hours to braid.

She was beautiful. Not in the way of magazines or television, but in a way that made you look twice. High cheekbones. A wide mouth that seemed always on the verge of smiling or saying something sharp. And eyes—dark, intelligent eyes that looked directly at the camera with a kind of challenge. See me, those eyes said. I'm here. I matter.

Eugene had spent his childhood studying that photograph. He'd look at his own reflection in the bathroom mirror, then at his mother's frozen face, trying to find the pieces of himself in her features. The eyes, maybe—he had her directness, though his face was lighter, his features softer. His skin was several shades paler than hers, a light brown that had caused comment all his life in Jouberton, where most people were darker, clearly Black in the country's old racial taxonomy.

"You have her spirit," Mama Lesedi would say when she caught him staring at the photograph. "Nomsa was clever. Wanted to be an engineer, can you believe? A woman, wanting to work with machines. But she was brilliant. Could fix anything—radios, bicycles, even helped the neighbor with his car once. She had hands like yours. Good hands."

But Mama Lesedi never said much more than that. Questions about Nomsa's life met with vague responses or swift changes of subject. Where did she work? "Here and there." Did she have friends? "Of course, child, everyone has friends." And the question that haunted Eugene most, the one that sat heavy in his chest every time he looked at that photograph: Who was his father?

"He's not in the picture," Mama Lesedi would say, her voice going flat. "He was never in the picture."

Which wasn't an answer at all.

Eugene checked his watch—a cheap digital model, but it kept time—and realized he was thinking about his mother to avoid thinking about the interview. Displacement activity, one of his instructors had called it. When you're nervous about something, your brain finds other things to worry about instead.

He pulled out his phone, a Samsung that was two generations behind current but still functional, and opened his email. There was a message from Greta, sent late last night Berlin time, early morning in South Africa.

Eugene! I know your interview is today. You're going to do brilliantly—they'd be idiots not to hire you. Remember: you know more than you think you do. Trust yourself. I'm thinking of you. Let me know how it goes. Ich drücke dir die Daumen! (I'm crossing my thumbs for you—German version of crossing fingers. We're weird that way.) — G

Eugene smiled despite his nerves. Greta. Greta Hoffmann, freelance photographer, political activist, beautiful in a way that still surprised him every time they video-called. They'd met six months ago in an online forum about aviation history—specifically, a thread about the South African Air Force during the apartheid era. Eugene had been researching his mother's death, following a thread of curiosity about why Mama Lesedi sometimes muttered about "Germans" and "the base" when she thought he wasn't listening.

Greta had been researching her grandfather, who'd emigrated from Germany to South Africa in the late 1940s and worked for the SAAF. Her messages had been direct, curious, apologetic about her family's history. Eugene's responses had been cautious at first—what did this German woman want with his questions?—but her obvious intelligence and lack of pretense had worn down his defenses.

They'd moved from forum posts to private messages. Then to emails. Then, three months ago, to video calls that lasted hours, talking about everything and nothing. Aviation and history and what it meant to inherit guilt you didn't create. The difference between Johannesburg and Berlin. The way both of them felt like they were trying to understand people who'd died before they could ask the right questions.

And somewhere in those conversations, something had shifted. Eugene couldn't pinpoint
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