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Curl Up and Dye 

By Nora Wilson Fry 

Emma had bills to pay, as her mother often reminded her. So, a real-life possibly-paying 

apprenticeship was a life-saver. Her mother just might kill her if Emma told her she wanted to 

switch careers. Again. “Finally!” had echoed around the house a little too loudly when Emma 

had answered the call from Curl Up & Dye. Her mother’s voice tended to carry, and it carried 

her opinions quite clearly too. 

Emma had silently agreed. All the salons in town had been full to the point they’d started 

putting, “No Help Wanted! Please Don’t Ask! Yes, This Means You!” signs in the windows. 

Emma had gotten a late start on the race for spots. Not that she’d been dawdling, she was rather 

precisely punctual; she just hadn’t been born at the right time. Or perhaps just not in the right 

family. All the other students had sisters, uncles, aunts, cousins, or mothers who were in the 

cosmetology business. And they had first dibs on any slots, half slots, volunteer slots, shampoo 

girl slots, or “dadgummit she’s your niece Edna, can’t you help her out,” slots. 

Unfortunately, Emma’s family was in the sanitation business. “Crawleys! We’re Really 

Sumpin’! #1 in the #2 Business for 63 years!” Her dad would have been happy to give her a slot 

driving the suck-truck again, but she wanted to beautify people, not septic tanks. “There’s 

nothing prettier than a clean septic tank! I know Dad, I know, but really, coveralls and crappers 

are not what I want out of life! I’m trying to avoid things that suck!” 

So, she’d applied and reapplied and politely ignored signs until salon owners, clients, and a few 

little-too-smug apprentices all sang out, “no!” in a harmonious three-part chorus when she 
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entered. And people started avoiding her gaze at church and Walmart. She was just working up 

the courage to tell her mother that she’d decided to become a phlebotomist. Or, heaven-forbid, 

that she’d even go back to driving the suck-truck when the phone rang. Emma shivered with a 

sudden chill at seeing the glorious word salon blinking on the caller id. Her hand shook as she 

reached for the phone, “Hello?” 

“Emma? This is Barbra from Curl Up & Dye. I hear you’re looking for a.” 

“Yes, yes!,” Emma squawked, “You’re a lifesaver!” 

“Oh, not exactly,” chuckled the voice on the other end of the line, “but I do need an apprentice, 

and I hear you’re pretty good with a blade.” 

“I can do anything; I’ll shampoo, I’ll sweep, I know all the latest and classic cuts, and I’m a great 

hand with a razor. Um, I don’t have my own shears.” Emma knew she was babbling, but the 

upwelling of hope and relief had her fizzing out words like a shook-up soda pop. 

Barbra interrupted smoothly, “Not a problem, I like your enthusiasm already. And don’t worry, I 

can provide all the blades you’ll need. Would you be able to start tomorrow?” 

“Yes! Of course! Um, where is your shop? I thought I’d hit every salon and barber shop in the 

area. And the phone book. And the surrounding three counties actually, but I don’t think I 

remember Curl Up & Dye.” 

“Oh, it’s a little hidden. It’s pretty easy to miss the door if you aren’t looking just in the right 

direction.” Do you know where the mystery bookstore and little coffee shop are in Old Town?” 

“Murder by the Book and Holy Grounds? I love them! I haven’t been in ages, but my mother 

used to take me to that shop when I was a kid while she got a coffee. They’ve got all sorts of 
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awesomely weird things. Like the crazy wall of books that gets shorter and shorter until you’re 

crawling along the floor so you can read the titles. I felt like Alice falling down the rabbit hole!” 

Barbra chuckled, “Don’t we all? So, yeah, head down that direction, pick me up a Death by 

Chocolate at Sacred Grounds before you come by. Seriously worth every calorie. You might like 

one yourself. I highly suggest it. Walk by Murder by the Book, turn back around and look for the 

sign.” Emma frowned slightly at the odd instructions and then shrugged. She could do quirky 

bosses. She just needed a boss. 

She tuned back in to Barbra. “Gold and black, lots of curlicues. Then come on in. Later I’ll show 

you the back-way in. I must warn you, we sometimes keep odd hours, but we’ll go over that 

later. Be here by 7:59 tomorrow night.” 

Emma gave a breathless, “Okay! I will. Bye!” but the other end was already buzzing. 

Emma was in the middle of the second round of her happy dance when she noticed her mom’s 

eyebrows attempting to hide in her hairline. “We were at Murder by the Books last week, Em, 

were you a kid then?” 

“Very funny Mama. I didn’t want to admit I’d walked right by her shop and never noticed it! I 

mean, she seems to have heard I was looking for a job. I didn’t want to insult the woman!” 

“Where is this place, Emma? I don’t remember seeing a salon near there and you know I’ve been 

looking just as much as you have. 

Emma shrugged, “I don’t know, we must have missed it.” 

Mama frowned, “We spent all last Saturday down there, I know we didn’t miss a street.” 
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Emma sighed, “Maybe it’s down a side alley or something. You know how shops come and go 

down there.” 

Mama’s head cocked, and she eyed Emma skeptically, “They don’t come and go that fast. And 

your Aunt Carla would have told me about any new salons. The woman is a shop-a-holic, and 

she’s been keeping her eye out for me for jobs for you. And what kind of salon keeps night 

hours?” 

“Mama! I don’t know. The awesome kind? Maybe she’s having me stop by after they close to 

get a tour of the place. Or they cater to people who work? I thought you wanted me to get a job? 

Settle in a career?” 

Mama laughed a little, “I do. I do! I’m sorry. It’s just a little odd, that’s all.” 

Emma couldn’t stop the squeal, “Mama. She. Offered. Me. A. Job! In the cute cobblestoney part 

of Old Town! Agh! What am I going to wear?” Emma bit her lip and started ticking off points to 

consider. “Needs to be cute, comfortable as I’m probably cleaning floors or just the shampoo 

girl, but still, do I need to buy something?” 

Mama interrupted Emma’s muttering with a well-timed, “Are you going to get paid?” 

Emma deflated at this practicality, but only slightly, “Um, I don’t know. I don’t remember if she 

mentioned money.” 

Her mother sighed, “You never ask the important questions, Emma. Now, speaking of important 

questions, what about this month’s car payment?” 
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The next evening Emma could hear the laughter and clinks from the bustling after-work dessert 

and coffee crowd at Holy Grounds from half a block away. Finally reaching the front of the line 

Emma smiled at the slightly blasé woman, Moira, per her tag, behind the counter. Emma chirped, 

“Hi! This place is hoppin’!” Moira glanced around and shrugged, “The after-work crowd is 

always a lively one. What can I get ya?” Emma leaned forward conspiratorially, “I hear Death by 

Chocolate is the way to go? I don’t see it on the menu? Can I still order it? Is it a hot chocolate or 

a coffee, or? Actually, all I need to know is does it have caffeine?” 

Moira stiffened as Emma spoke and her professional-bored-barista smile slid away. “Death by 

Chocolate? You must be working with Barbra? She’s the only one who ever orders those.” 

Emma nodded excitedly,” Yes? Barbra, at Curl Up?” 

Moira interrupted, looking uncomfortable, “Curl Up & Die.” Emma sighed with relief; it was the 

first time all day anyone in Old Town had admitted they knew Barbra or had heard of Curl Up & 

Dye. Emma had started to wonder if she was being pranked. 

“Awesome. Um, this sounds like a stupid question, but do you know where it is? I’m starting a 

job there tonight, I’ve spent the whole afternoon looking for it, and I can’t find it anywhere!” 

The last bit came out in a near-wail. 

“Oh, it’s just down the way, it can be hard to spot.” Moira dismissed her concern with a wave, 

“and yes, there’s definitely caffeine." Moira’s lips twitched, “though I’m not sure you need it. 

It’s a rather intense hot chocolate made of dark and white chocolates and homemade mini-

marshmallows. Definitely a real eye opener. No coffee, but you could add a shot if you wanted. 

Some people add whipped cream too.” Her tone indicated that they were the same kind of people 

who slathered ketchup on prime steak. Emma quickly denied herself her longing for a two-inch 
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high pile of whipped cream. And that was a definite no to sprinkles. “Nope, two, original style! 

Thanks!” 

Emma had a bit of a jiggle-footed wait at the counter while Moira called out the order to a 

confused barista, “A what? I’ve never heard of that.” Moira motioned for her to trade places and 

made the drinks herself in a blur. Snapping the lids on she shoved them across the counter, 

“Sorry about the delay. You can check out down there.” Emma shrugged, “That’s okay. They 

smell amazing.”  

Emma moved down the counter, and her smile faded a little when she saw the other cup didn’t 

have Barbra’s name, only “Death,” in black permanent marker. “Um, okay? Hope I don’t offend 

my boss on the first day. I guess Moira’s just making sure Barbra knows I got her the right 

drink.” She glanced up to see Moira watching her with an oddly grave expression. Emma gave 

her a little finger wave, “Thanks, Moira! See you around!” 

Moira’s “Hey, Emma? There are some things worse than being unemployed!” mingled with the 

door chimes as Emma shoved her way through the laughing crowd and into the warm fall air. For 

a moment Emma stood alone absorbing the soothing rattle of dry leaves swishing across 

cobblestones in the quickly deepening dusk. Then, drinks gripped tight; she strode down the 

cobblestones toward the well-lit window of Murder by the Book.  

“All right, we’ll try this again. Brick wall, brick wall, no salon anywhere. Still no sign of the 

sign! Oh, dear heavens don’t let me be late!” She peeked longingly into the display window of 

the quirky bookstore at the tantalizing new releases. “Don’t have time, but I’ll see you later 

lovelies!” Rewarding her incredible self-restraint, Emma took a sip of Death by Chocolate and 

couldn’t stop the moan. “Ooh, that is definitely not for the faint hearted!” Recovering, Emma 

immediately went back for a second gulp, just to see if it was as amazing (it was).  
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When a slightly familiar contralto voice called, “Emma? Emma Crawley?” she choked on the 

rich chocolate. The wind gusted just as she turned. Suddenly chilled Emma fought not to spill her 

drinks as her arms instinctively rose to protect her face from the choking dust and leaves.  

“Yes? Yes?” I’m Emma?” Emma shivered in the breeze as the sound of high heels clicked closer 

on the cobblestones. Cold fingers brushed against her hand and the second Death by Chocolate 

was plucked from her grip.  

“I believe that is for me, thank you!” Emma’s skin prickled, and she longed for another sip of her 

drink. “Mmm, Moira has talent, no one makes it quite like her. I thought you must be Emma. 

Plus, Moira always writes everyone’s name on their cup. Made it easy. I’m Barbra. I’ve been 

waiting for you.” 

Eyes still watering Emma blinked rapidly. And then found herself staring at an arresting, slightly 

blurry, and surprisingly petite woman in front of her. A waterfall of dark chocolate hair swirled 

against creamy white chocolate skin. Skin that glowed in the light from nearby shop windows. 

Wow, her smoky eye is intense, Emma thought, and are those lashes real? before blurting 

embarrassedly, “I’m really sorry I missed the salon, I looked all afternoon.”  

Barbra chuckled and took a pull from her straw, green eyes scrutinizing Emma over the rim, 

“That’s okay. Poor thing, you’re shivering. Take another sip; it should help things.”  

Emma took several swallows, and her shivers eased slightly, “I do feel better, thanks! That’s 

good stuff.” 

Barbra’s smile widened, highlighting cheekbones that didn’t need any contouring. Abruptly she 

whirled, flinging her hand upward hair rippling around her hips like a magician’s cape. “So, what 

do you think?” Emma blinked at the golden light pouring through a cracked open door in the old 
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brick wall and pooling on the cobbles. Another wave drew her eyes to a wild tangle of gold and 

black metal forming the words Curl Up & Dye.  

The fleeting warmth from her chocolate drained away, “Wait? How did I miss that?” 

“Do you like it? Come in; I think it only gets better from here.”  

Emma’s temper flared, “No, seriously. Barbra. There is no way I could have missed this. I 

walked down this sidewalk. Repeatedly.” 

Barbra nodded over her shoulder as she went to the heavy black door, “It’s okay, it’s easy to 

miss. Most people’s brains refuse to acknowledge what they’re seeing. Humanity’s ability to 

ignore the obvious just fascinates me! Well, and sometimes you need a little chocolate to get 

through the day or the door.” Barbra’s amused voice floated out through the closing door, “I’ll 

explain everything if you’ll just come inside.” Emma stalked to the entrance and caught the 

surprisingly heavy door just as it was about to slam. 

Barbra curled up in one of two black salon chairs, her back to the mirrors. “Sit down, your copy 

of your contract is in the other chair. Oh, you’ll probably notice I had to use my legal name in the 

paperwork.” Emma walked over and cautiously picked up the thick sheet. Barbra smiled wide, 

“Go ahead, take a read, but it’s pretty standard stuff.” 

Emma glanced down, and her eyes seemed to be unable to get past the first line, written in her 

own hand. “Emma Crawley, by her full and legally binding consent, agrees to become Bárbara 

Dolores de Muerte’s apprentice in aeternum.” Perhaps she couldn’t get past it because her hand 

was shaking so hard the paper was blurring through the air. “I, I don’t remember signing this?” 
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Barbra cocked her head, “Dear Emma, I’m rather old-fashioned. You said yes on the phone when 

I called didn’t you?” Emma nodded. Barbra’s eyes went sad, “Well there you are. I’ve always 

believed a person's word is their bond, but I suppose if you really don’t want to work with me 

you could use your other option.” 

Emma’s breath shuddered out of her in relief, “I do! I think I do! I’m not sure,” she glanced 

down again at her own unmistakable handwriting forming words she hadn’t written, “I’m sorry, I 

guess I’m just a little weirded out.” She tried on a chuckle, but it fell flatly into the silence. 

Emma’s eyes followed Barbra’s gaze out the window to the golden words gleaming in the light 

from the street lamps. “So, I have another option?” As Barbra let out a soft sigh, Emma’s long-

rusty high school language skills worked out the translations she instinctively feared. Legal 

name, de Muerte. Death. In aeternum. For eternity. 

Barbra’s husky voice tolled in Emma’s ears, as though from the depths of another realm, 

“Emma, it’s right there on the sign. You can curl up and die.” 

 


