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For all those who found home in unexpected places

A Note to Readers

Dear Reader,

You're about to read a story about being stranded. But more importantly, you're about to read a story about what happens when being stranded becomes being found.

This novel began with a real story—an Irish photographer who flew to Zanzibar for a month-long escape from her failing career and ended up staying for years after the COVID-19 pandemic closed borders worldwide. Like millions of people in 2020, she found herself trapped far from what she'd called home. Unlike many, she discovered that sometimes the trap is actually the key.

I've taken creative liberties with the narrative, as fiction writers do. The characters are composites, the timeline is condensed, and many specific events are invented. But the emotional truth remains: this is a story about someone who ran away from failure and accidentally ran toward belonging. About learning the difference between visiting and living. About discovering that home isn't where you're from—it's where you're most yourself.

If you've read my previous work, you know I don't shy away from uncomfortable truths. This novel is no exception, though it's gentler than my usual provocations. There's no harsh philosophy here, no sharp edges designed to cut. Just honest observation about what it means to be lost and then found, to perform life and then actually live it, to belong somewhere accidentally and then choose that belonging deliberately.

This book is different from my earlier work—Everyone's A W****, with its brutal capitalism critique; Typing... (But Never Sending), with its digital heartbreak; or Intent Doesn't Matter, with its unforgiving philosophy. But it shares their commitment to truth over comfort, authenticity over performance. If my previous books asked you to examine your complicity and your impact, this one asks you to examine your home—where it is, what it means, whether you've actually found it.

I wrote this during a time when the entire world was forced to pause and reconsider what mattered. Millions of people questioned their careers, their relationships, their cities, their entire lives. Many discovered that the life they'd built wasn't actually the life they wanted. This novel is for them. For anyone who's ever felt like a tourist in their own existence. For anyone who's ever wondered if the place they ended up by accident might actually be more home than the place they came from by design.

Zanzibar is real. Its people are real. Their resilience during the pandemic was real and deserves to be honored. I've tried to write about this place and these people with the respect and complexity they deserve, though I know I've inevitably fallen short in ways both visible and invisible. Any failures of representation or understanding are mine alone.

This is a story about transformation. About what happens when you can't run anymore and are forced to actually face yourself. About community as survival mechanism. About building from what remains when your plans collapse. About choosing presence over perfection.

It's also about photography—not just as technical practice but as philosophy. About the difference between looking and seeing. Between extracting and exchanging. Between documenting and witnessing. These lessons extend far beyond cameras and images. They're about how we move through the world, how we see other people, how we tell stories, how we take responsibility for our presence in others' lives.

I hope you'll find something true in these pages. Maybe you'll recognize yourself in Sita's journey—the running, the arriving, the slow work of becoming someone you actually like. Maybe you'll recognize someone you love, or someone you used to be, or someone you're afraid of becoming. Maybe you'll just enjoy a good story about an interesting place during an extraordinary time.

Whatever you find here, thank you for reading. Thank you for witnessing. Thank you for being willing to consider that sometimes getting lost is the first step toward being found.

Welcome to Zanzibar. Welcome to transformation. Welcome home.

With hope and gratitude,
Fransesco Malila
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
December 2025
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PART I: THE ARRIVAL
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Chapter 1
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Flight

The plane descended through clouds thick as Dublin fog, but when they broke apart, Sita O'Sullivan saw only turquoise. Impossible turquoise—the kind her camera had always struggled to capture without looking oversaturated, artificial. Yet here it was, real and wild and waiting, an ocean that seemed to hold secrets she hadn't known she was looking for.

She pressed her forehead against the scratched oval window, her Nikon D850 heavy in her lap like an anchor to a life she was trying to leave behind. Four weeks. That's all this was supposed to be. Four weeks to escape the wreckage of her existence in Dublin, to clear her head, to remember why she'd fallen in love with photography in the first place—before clients and deadlines and Instagram engagement rates had turned passion into performance.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we're beginning our descent into Abeid Amani Karume International Airport," the pilot announced, his voice crackling through speakers that had seen better decades. "The current temperature in Zanzibar is thirty-two degrees Celsius. On behalf of the crew, I'd like to welcome you to paradise."

Paradise. The word felt both hopeful and mocking, weighted with the kind of irony Sita had learned to recognize in her own life. Three months ago, she'd been one of Dublin's rising commercial photographers, shooting campaigns for tech startups with names like "Mindspace" and "FlowState," fashion brands that wanted edgy-but-not-too-edgy, her Instagram following climbing steadily toward fifty thousand followers who double-tapped but never really saw.

Then came the gallery exhibition that was supposed to launch her fine art career—her real work, the deeply personal portraits that she'd poured her soul into, images she thought finally said something true. The Irish Times critic had demolished it in three paragraphs. The phrase that stuck, that had burrowed into her brain like a parasite, was "technically proficient but emotionally vacant." She could still recite the entire review from memory, each word a small knife.

The review had appeared the same week Aidan moved out, taking his vinyl collection and half their friends with him. "You're always behind the camera, Sita," he'd said, methodically packing his vintage Radiohead albums into milk crates while she stood frozen in the doorway. "You document life, but you don't actually live it. You know that, right? You're a spectator in your own existence."

She'd wanted to argue, to defend herself, to explain that photography was how she engaged with the world. But standing there watching him dismantle their shared life with the efficiency of someone who'd been planning this for months, she'd realized he might be right. She couldn't remember the last time she'd put the camera down. Couldn't remember the last time she'd been fully present in a moment instead of thinking about aperture and composition and whether the light was hitting at the right angle.

So here she was, thirty-four years old, single, professionally humiliated, flying to an island off the coast of Tanzania that she'd chosen by scrolling through Instagram hashtags at 2 AM with a bottle of Malbec for company. #Zanzibar had looked beautiful in that particular way that made pain feel distant and manageable. Remote. Uncomplicated. A place to hide while she figured out what came next.

The wheels touched down with a bump that jolted her back to the present moment. Through the window, she could see palm trees bending in wind that looked gentle from here, and beyond them, that impossible ocean stretching toward a horizon she couldn't quite see. The reality of what she'd done hit her suddenly—she'd bought a one-way ticket to Africa with no plan beyond existing somewhere other than Dublin.

The airport was small, almost charming in its simplicity, the kind of place that felt like it existed outside of time. Sita moved through immigration with the dazed efficiency of the exhausted traveler, her passport getting stamped by a woman whose smile was so genuine it startled her. "Karibu Zanzibar," the woman said warmly. "Welcome. First time?"

"First time," Sita confirmed, and the woman's smile widened like she knew a secret.

"Then you are very lucky. Zanzibar shows herself differently to everyone. Pay attention."

Outside, the heat hit her like a physical force, like opening an oven door directly into her face. It was February—the depths of winter in Ireland, when Dublin mornings required layers and the sun felt like a rumor—but here the light was merciless and magnificent, turning everything sharp-edged and hyperreal. She'd booked a room at a guesthouse in Stone Town, the old quarter of Zanzibar City, chosen because the photos online had shown carved wooden doors and bougainvillea spilling over ancient walls like something from a dream.

"Miss Sita?" A young man approached, holding a handwritten sign with her name spelled slightly wrong—"Seeta O'Sulliven." "I am Juma, from Emerson Spice. Welcome to Unguja."

"Unguja?" The word felt foreign in her mouth.

"The island. Zanzibar is what you tourists call it, but we say Unguja. This is our home." His English was crisp, accented with something melodic that made ordinary words sound like music. He was maybe twenty-five, wearing a Manchester United jersey and a smile that suggested he'd seen enough confused tourists to find them endearing. "Come, the car is waiting. You must be tired from the journey."

They drove through roads lined with coconut palms and small houses painted in fading pastels—peach and mint and lavender—colors that would look artificial in photographs but here seemed to be the only possible truth. Women in bright kangas walked along the roadside, balancing impossible loads on their heads with a grace that defied physics. The air that rushed through the open windows smelled of salt and something sweetly floral and something else she couldn't identify, something that might have been spices or might have been the island itself.

"First time in Africa?" Juma asked, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.

"First time anywhere alone," Sita heard herself say, surprised by the honesty. Aidan had always done the planning, chosen the destinations, mapped the itineraries. She'd just brought the camera and followed, documenting their adventures for an audience that probably didn't care but definitely double-tapped.

Juma nodded thoughtfully, like this admission meant something. "Alone is good. You see things different when alone. When you are with someone, you see them seeing things. But alone? You actually see."

The words lodged somewhere in Sita's chest, feeling simultaneously profound and obvious.

Stone Town revealed itself gradually, like a secret being slowly shared—narrow streets too small for cars, buildings pressed together like old friends sharing stories, everything in shades of cream and coral and crumbling elegance. The architecture was a collision of influences that shouldn't have worked but somehow did: Arabic arches meeting Indian balconies meeting British colonial columns, all of it weathered by centuries of monsoons and salt air into something that felt both ancient and alive.

Emerson Spice turned out to be a converted merchant's house with a rooftop restaurant and rooms that opened onto a central courtyard where bougainvillea bloomed in violent shades of pink. Her room was simple but beautiful—a four-poster bed draped in mosquito netting that made her think of old movies, a ceiling fan that stirred the warm air without actually cooling it, windows overlooking the labyrinth of rooftops and minarets that made up Stone Town's skyline.

Sita dropped her bags and immediately reached for her camera, muscle memory taking over. Through the viewfinder, Stone Town looked like a film set, impossibly photogenic in that way that made her fingers itch to adjust settings and capture it before the light changed. She could already imagine the series: narrow alleyways in morning light, the play of shadows on whitewashed walls, the geometric patterns of those famous carved doors, each one a small masterpiece of woodwork and history.

Four weeks. Plenty of time to shoot a portfolio that would prove the Irish Times wrong, to come back with images that had soul, not just technical precision. To show Aidan and everyone else that she could feel, that she could engage, that her work meant something.

The call to prayer drifted through the open window, interrupting her planning—the muezzin's voice amplified and haunting, echoing from multiple mosques at slightly different intervals, creating an accidental harmony that she'd never heard anything like. The sound wrapped around her, ancient and immediate, a reminder that she was very far from Dublin.

She stood at the window, camera forgotten for once in her hands, and just listened. In the courtyard below, bougainvillea bloomed violent pink against weathered walls. A cat stretched in a pool of late afternoon sun, utterly unconcerned with being photographed. Somewhere distant, children laughed, the sound carrying across rooftops in a way that made distance feel irrelevant.

For the first time in months—maybe years—Sita felt something other than the dull ache of failure and anxiety that had become her baseline. It wasn't quite hope, not yet, because hope felt too fragile, too
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