
Imagine sitting down at the beauty salon and looking forward to hearing    

the latest song your stylist has written. That happens daily for clients of 

Karen Gray.

“People will get in my chair and ask if I'm working on any new songs, so 

I'll sing quietly in their ear while I'm cutting their hair. I've always got my 

guitar with me. Betsy, the owner, lets me practice in the back room if there 

are empty spots in my schedule. If someone wants a bit of live music while here and I'm not busy, I'll 

do a song or two.  I never turn down an opportunity to sing for

someone, even at work!”

Karen has been doing hair for 30 years, but of late she has scaled

back her schedule to allow time to develop her craft in music.

 “I have a roommate now which enables me to cut back to

three days a week at work and still pay my bills. That gives me

four solid days to work on music, take lessons, go out and

perform. I become somewhat of a musical hermit when I'm at

home, but doing music out is a large part of my life now.”

A regular at local open mic nights in the Brunswick and Freeport

areas for the past few years, Karen has utilized these friendly

venues to develop a musical style of her own and connect with

other musicians.

“Six years ago, I would not have imagined in my wildest

dreams that I'd be playing guitar, singing and writing songs.  I

truly have no idea where I would be now without music. Thinking

about it that is what inspired my song 'Music”. Music saved me. It

filled a huge void.”  

Karen grew up in Brunswick, Maine, and got a lot of her creativity

from her father.

Music        by Karen Gray

I never wanted to be a princess

I was head strong, without a crown

In life I've gained much wisdom,

But in love, I feel let down

But I found Music

All the lovely sounds 

I've got my Music

Being lost, getting found

If you know me, you know you'll find me

Alone with my guitar

I ride the roller coaster

With my smiles and with my scars

 But I found Music

It's made a home inside my soul

I have my Music

Creating to unfold

I've had to learn forgiveness

I live with some regret

I write down all my feelings

Then my fingers find the frets

It's because of Music

I play with my new friends

It's this Music

And I hope it never ends

 Karen Gray



“My dad, who just turned 95, he was my inspiration for music when I was a kid. I have always been a 

bit of ham, even as a child, and when I was around the age of ten my father noticed I had a good ear for 

music.  He bought an old Hammond organ and I took lessons for several years. I got into chorus and 

dramatics in junior high.  It was all fun, but I didn't keep up with it after I got out of school. Married 

life, and being a mother, took most of my young adult time.  Music was resting inside me until the time 

was right.”

Her marriage of 25 years was a difficult 

relationship that ended in divorce.

“I spent a lot of years not knowing who I 

was because of my difficult marriage.  I focused 

on raising my son and keeping him safe to give us 

both some sort of anchor.  When it was all over, 

and I was out of that situation, I wanted the world 

to see me for who I am, but even I didn't know 

who that was at that point. Being controlled and 

constantly having to deal with conditions and 

consequences, I just never saw that coming when I 

said 'I do.' Not all surprises are good ones. Being 

able to write my song 'Life's Big Surprise' years 

later helped me to gain a perspective I needed. ”

After the divorce, Karen started dating again and 

looking for ways to reconnect with her love of 

performing.

“I knew that I wanted to do some 

community theatre but I wasn't ready to dive right 

in. I started doing karaoke, thinking it would help 

prepare me for being up in front of people.  It was 

fun and something to do. At one point, I found this strange little tune by Alanis Morrisette called 

'Uninvited' and I just kicked it. That tune always got a good response. That's when I started taking it 

Life's Big Surprise    by Karen Gray

There was once a child, as we all were once

She grew, made it through...pure innocence

With peace on her mind and light in her eyes

She wasn't at all ready for Life's Big Surprise

That child, now a woman, a wife and a mother

Protect, love and guide her son in their world like no 
other

She wanted that peace and light in their eyes

They held tightly to each other through Life's Big 
Surprise

And she would tell her son 

Walk in the rain, jump in a puddle. 

Ride a bike with no hands

Don't conk your noodle, enjoy your love to doodle

And sing, play music and dance

The boy was now grown, living on his own

She saw her big chance, cause the bird had now flown

Now was the time, she departed in haste

A new life on the horizon, no time did she waste

And she would tell herself

Walk in the rain, jump in a puddle

Ride a bike with no hands

Don't conk you noodle, enjoy your love to doodle

And sing and play music and dance

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uvgi7P97lu0


seriously, thinking maybe I really can sing.”

Following this new path, she met musician John Cross and decided to pick up the guitar.

“John showed me some chords and I learned to use a pick. I practiced

almost daily, teaching myself strumming patterns. After a couple of years,

John and I wrote some songs together and formed a duo called Grey Crossing.

We did a few shows and open mics but kind of drifted apart. I continued to

practice faithfully and kept writing songs. There's no shortage of material

when you're out there dating.  I decided that I liked the sound of finger

picking, finding all the strings to make pretty sounds.  I met Ken Smith, who

didn't sing but was a great picker, and we formed a duo called Dual Acoustic.

We did open mics and played together for a number of years.  When Ken was

away from Maine for nine months, that's when I started doing open mics as a solo act.  I still play 

music with both John and Ken, on occasion, but I really enjoy playing solo for now.”

Recently, Karen earned a coveted feature performer slot at Ebenezer's Brew Pub in Brunswick, where 

she had participated in a number of open mics.  It was her first gig as the headliner and offered a taste 

of the unexpected challenges that come with being the main act.

“Ebenezer's wanted a photo of me to use in publicity and I

panicked because I didn't have any shots of myself.  My ideal picture

would be me sitting on a rock somewhere with my guitar, very casual.

What I ended up with was quite the opposite.  I remembered that John

and I had had pictures taken for Grey Crossing by a client of mine who

was a professional photographer.  When John sent me a headshot from

the collection, I cringed.  Holy shit, it looked to me like one of those

Glamour Shots photos. Who really sits around with their chin on their

hand pointing and smiling? But I put it out there and asked my friends

what they thought of it.  The feedback was like 'Wow, Karen, that's an

awesome photo of you. I love that picture.' I thought well, maybe it's ok. It's not really me but it's all 

I've got.”

        Grey Crossing

     The 'Glamour' shot

https://www.facebook.com/The-Lively-Open-Mic-120561817978318/
https://www.facebook.com/GreyCrossing-197061733733900/?fref=ts


A lot of work and experiences came before the Ebenezer's gig transpired. A group of people supporting 

her growth as an artist had developed and was impacting her journey in unexpected ways.

“I call them my posse. I'm just so lucky to have

these people encouraging me and sharing their

friendships. So many good things have come about

through their kindnesses, like my Martin OM21 guitar

for example.  I had gone to Ebenezer's just to listen to

open mic one evening.  My Seagull guitar had

developed a crack in it. It's also a fairly big guitar for

me and was giving me shoulder trouble, so I knew

some changes needed to happen.

I was happy to just be there and listen but 

Heather Hardy, who was performing that night, saw me

and offered me one of her song slots.  When I said I

hadn't brought my guitar, she offered me the use of her

Martin OM21.  As I put the strap over my head I

thought Wow, what a cute little guitar.  It really fit me.

So I did a number and had a great time.  Stan Davis

was in the audience that night and he could see I was

really taken with the Martin. He told me he had one

just like it for sale for $1500.  I knew that was a good

deal.  I also knew that I had a 4-wheeler in the garage I

hadn't used in years and a neighbor who wanted it.  So I

sold the 4-wheeler, added a few extra bucks and the

Martin was mine.

I love this guitar.  I love it so

much that it inspired me to write a song

about the guitars I've had in my life:  a

Mitchell, an Ovation, a Seagull (whom I

call Jonathan) and a Martin. At first I

was trying to make tune seem to be

about men in my life, but it wasn't

Martin  by Karen Gray

My life was quiet, living on autopilot

Music had left my space in an old dusty case

I needed special and that's when I met Mitchell

I played him a lot, inspired is what I got

Years ran amuck and poor Mitchell he cracked up

He left me standing for an Ovation

He was well rounded, liked how he sounded

Never without a strap, kept sliding off my lap

It wasn't serious, I was lonely and delirious

Mitchell he was not, and bored was what I got

I packed up his stuff cause enough was enough

It was soon resolved and that's when I found my Seagull

I would string them along

Their necks I'd caress

It was so wrong

Their bodies I'd possess, I confess

Seagull was my friend, together til the end

You were always there in this innocent love affair

When you'd spread your wings, sweet sounds came from 
your strings

You never left my side and I played you with pride

But true love has come along

And my sweet bird you must be strong

I'm so sorry but this is the story

I love Martin, I love Martin

I would string them along

Their necks I'd caress

It was oh so wrong

Their bodies I'd possess

I confess...I love Martin...I confess...I confess!

http://standavismusic.fourfour.com/discography?id=9381
https://www.musicpage.com/heatherhardy


working. So now it's simply a love song to my guitars and it feels right.”    

Amidst a widening circle of music friends, two Maine performers have made significant impacts on 

Karen's craft, Randy Lindsey and Jud Caswell.

“Randy Lindsey has been a huge influence.  He is an

exceptionally gifted guitarist and a real technical master of his

instruments.  I signed up twice for his voice class and once for his

guitar class.  He is a big proponent of music theory and good technique.

Things like understanding what notes are in your chords and what you

can add or take away from them so you sound good in your

composition and  playing with others.  I told him from the beginning I

didn't want to learn theory and that I'd be dead before that happened,

but it's sinking in in spite of myself.  I'm keeping my fingers near the

frets, keeping my thumb behind the neck, working on clean chords.  I'm

holding the guitar up higher and I've painted dots on the neck so I know

where the frets are when I play standing up.  I'm remembering to sing

strong and stay strong through the whole tune, not crumple up at the end.  It makes sense, but I still 

pick and choose what I want to use.  I think Randy is finally accepting that I'll do it, but I'll do it my 

way.”

Jud Caswell is the caliber of performer that Karen aspires to be. After going to Caswell for a lesson she 

became a fan, taking in performances when he was in town.

“I didn't realize what I was seeing at first but

over time I began to understand.  The way he plays, his

style of finger picking, his confidence and stage

presence, I want to emulate that.  I don't want to copy

Jud.  I don't want to be Jud. But I do want to convey the

same sort of ease with my own music when I'm

performing. When I saw him at one of his shows, he

remembered me from the lesson and that felt good. He actually came to my featured artist gig at 

Ebenezer's.”

Performing at Fuego Diablo 
in Pownal, ME

http://www.judcaswell.com/
http://www.rlguitar.com/music.html
http://www.facebook.com/fuegodiablopownal


The Ebenezer's gig proved a turning point for Karen.  After six years of practice and writing, she felt it 

was time to prove to herself that she was ready to move beyond the limited time on stage during open 

mics and perform a full set. It was also time to see if she was yet the performer she wanted to be.

“I was so nervous.  All of my musician friends were 

there.  Jud was sitting in the back, watching. It was a 

really big test for me.  But I did it.  I made it through the 

set and was totally exhausted when I got off the stage. The 

show was well received, but you know I'm really hard on 

myself and I could remember every slip up and every 

flubbed line. Then a cool thing happened.  Jud called me 

the next day.  He said he wanted to tell me everything I 

had done right while the gig was still fresh in his mind. 

That was just simply huge, to get positive feedback from a 

musician I truly admired.  It was a huge boost.”

Caswell has since become Karen's mentor.

“We're calling him my coach.  He observes. He listens and learns what I'm trying to achieve and 

moves forward from there.  I always leave our meetings inspired and want to get right home and keep 

doing what we've worked on.”

With her guitar prowess increasing, Gray is working more and more on her own compositions and 

adapting song covers to reflect her own style.

“I've been finger picking for three years and I'm reaching the point where it's now really adding 

more substance to my performances. For a long time, I wasn't being recognized for my guitar work; in 

fact some people would say, 'Karen, you have such a pretty voice. Why don't you put the guitar down 

and just sing.' That just made me more determined to get better at it.  If you're inviting me to perform, I 

come with a guitar—no question.  I want to write pretty music and that requires a lot of practice. I'm 

focusing on writing my own stuff these days, making it technically richer and making the covers that I 

do sing uniquely my own. I don't have a lot of stick-to-it-ness, I really don't. But I've managed to stick 

to music for six years now and I'm obsessed. I'm enthralled.”

Featured Artist performance at Ebenezer's 
Brew Pub in Brunswick, ME



Gray has entered the Maine Songwriters Association song contest twice.

“I was so green, but I got up there and performed. One of the songs I submitted was 'Life's Big 

Surprise.' Some folks thought I shouldn't have entered that one because it a pretty serious song, kind of 

heavy, but it was important to me.  I'm really proud of that tune.  Of course I didn't win, but that didn't 

matter.  My songs are about life and truth, and sadness at times.  They tell the story of my journey as a 

woman.”

Along with songwriting and performing, Karen is

also an artist.  She creates event posters and custom

cards, as well as a line of wire and stone jewelry

that she sells at her workplace, Betsy's Salon and

Spa, in Bath.  She also made her goal of doing

community theatre, appearing in a production of 

Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dream Coat at

the Chocolate Church in Bath.

“Being somewhat of an artsy type, I desire to show people my creations.  I love to perform, 

whether its theatre or music, or just in daily life. Everything I do, each person I meet, gets me closer to 

where I want to go and where I want to be.”

For the immediate future, where she'd like to be is performing as a featured performer at the popular 

Side Door Cafe music series sponsored by the First Parish Unitarian Universalist Church in Brunswick; 

and at Blue, the celebrated jazz club and listening room in Portland.  House parties are another venue 

option she would like to explore and folk festivals are a looming possibility now.

“I don't want to play in noisy bars.  I want to be 

somewhere where people sit and listen and pay attention. Jud is 

telling me I should start saving money and preparing for folk 

festivals and bigger gigs.  There's a lot to aim for out there. I'm 

just starting out but it still feels like I have all the time in the 

world.” In the meantime, Karen keeps honing her craft and life is 
Grey Crossing at Fuego Diablo

https://www.facebook.com/Betsys-Salon-and-Spa-106354526055789/?fref=ts


good.                     

“I've signed up for a songwriting course in upstate New

York this summer.  Jud is one of the teachers and I'm riding up

with him.  It will be a week of writing and performing our songs.

I'm really excited about it.  It's going to be great.  At some point,

I'd like to be part of an ensemble.  I think those added instruments

and voices would bring a lot to my original tunes.  And I want to

record my work because I don't really hear what I sound like when

I'm performing.

I work at a great place. My co-workers and clients at 

Betsy's are wonderful. I have a super roommate who I hope stays

forever.  He isn't a musician but he's really good at suggesting

tunes that fit my voice. 

I have two kitties, one I refer to as Handsome Man who hangs out with me when I practice and 

leads me to make posts on Facebook saying things like 'It's hard to practice with a handsome man on 

my lap.'  It would be nice if there actually was a handsome man on my lap, but you know, I'm 58, I've 

got a bad knee, and right now no one wants me.  Men are not standing in line to date me.  Some day 

maybe I'll meet this cool dude with long hair and a pony 

tail, flannel shirt and jeans, and he'll think I'm just great 

and I'll be all up for that.  I figure he'll be a musician of 

some sort and I'll be happier than a clam.  But I've got 

this thing I want to do now. I'm not waiting around.  If a 

man happens, he happens, and I won't die if he doesn't.  

I'm not going to fuss over it.  If I do need to fuss over it, 

I'll write a song about it.  In fact, I'm working on a blues 

tune right now to deal with a little fuss. It's called 'I Miss Making Out'. It's gonna be gooood.”

Performing with Marc Brann at 
FebFest in Freeport, ME

https://www.facebook.com/Betsys-Salon-and-Spa-106354526055789/timeline

