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‘If you like The Kite Runner, you’ll love The Little Coffee Shop of Kabul. This compelling story of a cafe in the heart of Afghanistan, and the men and women who meet there, is full of heart and intelligence’

Look magazine on The Little Coffee Shop of Kabul

‘An eye-opening and uplifting tale about sisterhood and survival’

Grazia on The Little Coffee Shop of Kabul

‘A brilliant story of strength and appreciation of difference that restores belief in humanity’

Daily Telegraph on The Little Coffee Shop of Kabul

‘A novel of female friendship and support when East meets West, of magic and things we may not understand, of hope, of comfort, and in the background the enticing salty, fishy, spicy aromas of Zanzibar’

Dinah Jeffries on The Zanzibar Wife

‘A compelling account of three very different women, each challenged by circumstances that reveal the inner conflict in their lives, and their refusal to conform. The book is also a glowing portrait of Oman, a country that for many in the west remains an enigma. The author uses her canvas to bring this unique culture to life, whilst crafting a deft and emotionally engaging tale’
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To all my beautiful friends.

My life is richer because of you.




Be with those who help your being.
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1

“Nope. Sorry. Not gonna do it.” Charlie unfastened the two snaps at the back of Amina’s neck and waved the black cape to one side like a matador.

“What do you mean you’re not going to do it? I’m the client, you’re the hairdresser, remember?”

“You’re also my friend, and you’re crazy if you think I’m going to ruin that amazing head of hair by drowning it in formaldehyde.”

“It’s out of control,” Amina said, running her fingers through the thick black mop that sprang from her skull. “My sister will kill me if I show up like this. That’s why she sent this stuff to me. I need to straighten it. It’s the only thing that will work. Please, Charlie?”

Charlie handed the bottle back to Amina. “Seriously? If you want a different look for the wedding, all you have to do is pull it up, like this.” Charlie demonstrated with a few simple twists and a handful of bobby pins.

Amina laughed. “As if I could do that. You’ll just have to come to Morocco with me, Charlie. That’s the only solution. My personal hairdresser.”

“Ha! I wish.” Charlie let Amina’s curls fall back down and glanced around the cluttered salon, her domain ever since she’d arrived in Carmel almost two years earlier to take over for her grandmother, Bea. Despite Charlie’s attempts at decluttering, the place was more crowded than ever, its walls covered with memories, its shelves and drawers sagging and bulging with antiquated tools and broken equipment from Bea’s days behind the chair, treasures that Charlie was not allowed to discard. Charlie found it suffocating. Though she adored her grandmother, she often found herself aching to be back on unfamiliar soil, living the rootless life she’d grown up with and had grown accustomed to. She’d been trying her best to settle down, to accept Carmel-by-the-Sea and Bea’s Hive Salon as her permanent home, but sometimes it felt as though she were living in a prison. “You know I can’t leave.”

“You should go, Charlie.”

Charlie jumped at the sound of her grandmother’s voice coming from her favorite seat, the old, broken dryer chair across the room. Charlie had thought Bea was asleep.

“We’re not that busy around here this time of year. Just shuffle a few appointments, and you’ll be good to go.” Bea wiped the lenses of her thick, round glasses with a corner of her purple blouse. Charlie had to wonder if those glasses did any good at all anymore, with Bea’s eyesight almost completely gone.

“Come on, Bea. You know it’s not that easy. And it’s never a good thing for business.” Charlie swept her own chestnut curls into a clip on top of her head. “Besides, I’m not comfortable leaving you here alone.”

“Don’t go using me as an excuse. I was fine before you came, and I’m fine now.”

Charlie simply nodded. Though her grandmother was probably the toughest woman she knew, her blindness made Charlie worry about her every single day. Just yesterday she’d tripped over a cord Charlie had plugged in on the far wall of the salon, bruising her knee and elbow, and making Charlie feel terrible about her own carelessness.

Amina whirled around in the chair, her green eyes wide. “You should come too, Bea! You should both come. Moroccan wedding celebrations are amazing, with the dresses and the music and the dancing and the food and everything. And they go on for days. You’d love it.”

“Wouldn’t that be a hoot, Charlie?”

Charlie pretended not to hear, busying herself by placing the used cape in the wash basket, and straightening towels that were piled high on the shelf beside it. She and her grandmother hadn’t been anywhere outside of California for almost a year, since a search for Charlie’s estranged mother, April, had landed them in Haiti, and landed Bea smack in the middle of a world of mischief. The woman had been in her element. Charlie’s eyes wandered to the life-size sculpture of Èrzulie Dantòr, the saint the Haitians called the Black Madonna, who now reigned over the salon with a plastic baby doll in one hand and a knife in the other, her glass eyes following you wherever you went. Charlie could still remember Bea sweet-talking the gate agent in Port-au-Prince into allowing her to carry that thing onto the plane.

Explaining the sculpture, as well as the altar that sat in a corner of the salon, had become one of Bea’s favorite pastimes with their customers. At the drop of a hat she’d launch into her stories of Vodou and magic, spells and curses, werewolves and vampires. It was a wonder that Charlie had managed to get her grandmother home from Haiti in one piece. Having Bea safely behind closed doors, doing her psychic readings here at the salon was one thing, but letting her loose on the world was another.

“It would be a perfect opportunity for me to practice my French. They do speak French there, don’t they?” Bea said.

“Seriously, Bea? You think you and I should just drop everything and trot off to North Africa, like a couple of vagabonds?” Inside, Charlie was secretly beginning to picture herself strolling through the medina, sipping a mint tea, dancing to the sounds of flutes and lutes at Amina’s sister’s wedding.

Then her thoughts began to turn to the last time she had been in Morocco, and the mess that visit had created, a mistake she’d just as soon forget.

“We should do it. Why not?” Bea’s words snapped Charlie back to the present. “You only live once. Well, perhaps more than once. But, regardless …”

“My mother would have been honored for you two to be at my sister’s wedding,” Amina said.

They’d met Amina’s mother, Aziza Bennis, only once, when she came to visit her daughter in Carmel. Charlie had been in awe of the woman’s grace and warmth. And Bea? The two of them became inseparable for the short time Aziza was there. The cancer diagnosis Aziza had received before leaving home remained a secret until four months later, when a devastated Amina rushed to Fès, to her dying mother’s bedside.

“And besides,” Amina said, “I could really use you there for moral support.”

“Why?” Charlie turned to Amina. “It’s your sister’s wedding, not yours.”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t get it. What do you mean?”

“You don’t know my family. And also”—Amina took a deep breath—“I need to tell my father about Max.”

“Wait. Tell him what about Max? Is something wrong? Is Max sick?” Charlie couldn’t imagine anything being wrong with Max. Amina’s husband was a marathoner, a cyclist, a CrossFit addict. A guy who drank those muddy green smoothies for breakfast. The adored son of a couple of hardworking organic agronomists from Illinois. Hearty stock, as they say. A solid guy. And she was sure the problem could never be about something between Max and Amina. He was devoted to her, and she to him. Charlie could only wish to someday find herself in a relationship like theirs.

“Nothing is wrong with Max.” Amina busied herself by digging through her purse. “My father just doesn’t know.”

“Doesn’t know what?”

“You know,” she mumbled, her eyes unable to meet Charlie’s.

“No, I don’t.”

“He doesn’t know about us.”

Charlie cocked her head.

“He doesn’t know they’re married, dear,” Bea chimed in from her spot in the corner.

For once, Charlie found herself speechless. How could she not know this? Though they hadn’t known each other all that long, Charlie thought of Amina almost as a younger sister, and considered her to be her best friend. They’d bonded instantly when they met, both of them struggling as strangers in a strange land here in Carmel. They’d shared countless evenings trying to help each other make sense of the world around them, swapping tales of their unusual childhoods in faraway places over a glass of wine. And Charlie knew, backward and forward, the story of how Amina had met Max in Paris; how she ended up in grad school in California at the same place he had landed a permanent position teaching French Lit; how she insisted on marriage before she’d consider moving in together. But this part of the story? Never a word.

“Did your mother know?” she asked, trying to make sense of the whole thing.

“I introduced them when she was here, of course. But she didn’t know we were living together, or that we had gotten married here in Carmel. There was no way I could let my parents know I’d done that behind their backs. Max stayed with his friend Ted until she went back to Morocco. We had to hide all his things.” Amina paused for a second, her eyes focused on the distance, her lips forming a tiny smile, as if she were remembering something. “But she did seem to like him, I think.”

“Of course she liked him. Who wouldn’t? So what did she tell your father?”

Amina shook her head. “I don’t think she said anything. I never heard a word from either of them about it.”

“Is that why Max didn’t go back with you when she died? Is that why he isn’t going to the wedding? I thought you said he couldn’t get off work.”

“I know, I know.” Amina ran her hands through her hair. “Look, I’m not proud of this. The way things are done in Morocco is complicated. Max and I would not be considered legally married there. Our relationship would be seen as scandalous. I’d bring shame to my family.”

“Because Max isn’t a Muslim?” Bea asked.

“Actually, he is. He’s already converted, in preparation.”

“Well, then, what’s the problem? Just go have your own Moroccan wedding.”

Amina shook her head. “I want to have the blessing of my family. As modern as I like to think I am, that’s important to me. Just going off and getting married … it’s not the way things are done where I come from. My sister’s marriage has been in the works for years. Not a forced marriage, by any means, but one deliberately planned by both my family and the parents of my sister’s fiancé. His is a wealthy Fasi family—a family from Fès—and of a certain class, if you get what I mean. He’s someone my family knew. In their eyes, Max would be a stranger, a son of a couple of shopkeepers who have no social status whatsoever. In a way, it’s all about the bragging rights. The family you marry into is a reflection of your own family.”

“But, like I said, who wouldn’t love Max?”

“Exactly.” Amina laughed. “That’s all I have to count on, considering how many strikes he has against him. I’ll need to position it carefully. It might have been easier with my mother around. At least she met Max, and liked him. But now—”

Amina was interrupted by the tinkle of the little shopkeeper’s bell above the salon’s door, the one that, according to Bea, renewed the energy of the room whenever a person entered or exited the salon. “Max!”

“Speak of the devil,” Bea said.

“You guys are talking about me?” he asked, wiping the sweat from his brow as he approached the chair to bend over and give his wife a kiss. “I hope it’s all good.”

“Always, ma puce. What are you doing here?”

“Out for a run. I knew you were here, so I thought I’d stop by to say hello to my three favorite women.”

“Your flattery will take you far, young man,” Bea said from her chair in the corner.

“Hope I didn’t interrupt anything important,” he said, his eyes going from one woman to another.

Charlie caught a quick look of warning from Amina in the mirror. Luckily, Bea had the good sense, for once, to keep her mouth shut. “Nothing important,” Charlie said.

“Just girl talk,” her grandmother added.

“Ah, so I am interrupting. The things that are said behind this door must set the ears of every man in town on fire.”

Amina laughed. “Come on, Max. You know how much we all love you, you just want to hear it again.”

“Ha. With that, I will leave you to your girl talk and go finish my run. See you at home, sweetie.” Again he bent to give a kiss to Amina, this time crossing the room to plant another one on Bea’s head before making his exit.

“Your mother adored Max,” Bea said after the bell ceased ringing.

Amina turned to face her. “She told you that?”

Bea shrugged.

“Well, did she or didn’t she?” Amina persisted.

“Maybe not in so many words, but I know she wants you to be with him.”

Amina sighed. “You speak as though my mother is still with us.”

“The dead are always with us, dear. You just need to listen to what they have to say.”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Stop, Bea. You know Amina doesn’t believe in all that.”

“I’m aware, Charlie. But I do. If you’d been listening, you’d know I told you I’ve been having dreams. I think I even mentioned I was having some about Aziza. Now I know why.”

“Well, dreams or no dreams, I need to figure out how to handle this. Poor Max is getting pretty tired of being a secret. I hate the arguments it’s causing, and I can’t really blame him for losing his patience. Plus, on top of it all, my father is expecting me to move back home after I complete my degree. You both know that I stopped taking classes months ago, when I got the job teaching at the lycée in Pebble Beach. I’m lying enough as it is. I can’t continue to avoid telling him about that as well.”

“I’d say you’ve gotten yourself into quite a pickle.” Bea reached into the crochet bag on the floor below her and pulled out her latest masterpiece in progress—a pair of slippers meant for Robert, the French anthropology professor she had taken a shining to while in Haiti. Row-bear, as Bea pronounced his name, with the emphasis on the second syllable.

“Honestly? I’m petrified,” Amina said. “My father has never been an easy man to deal with.”

“What man is?” Bea stabbed at the yellow yarn with her hook.

Amina rose from the chair and checked her lipstick in the mirror. “So you see why I need moral support. The invitation stands,” she said as she tugged on her short down vest and walked to the door. “They always expect unexpected guests at a Moroccan wedding. My family would be happy to host you.” She placed a hand on the doorknob before turning back to the room. “Please?” Amina clasped her hands together against her chest. “At least think about it?”

The door closed behind her with another jangling of the bell.

Bea dropped her crocheting into her lap. “So, Charlie.” She sat up straight in the chair, banging her head on the side of the old dryer hood as she did so. “When do we leave?”
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