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Gray 

 

by Sarah Hebert 

 

 

 

 A picture of the Virgin Mary stares back at me with fierce intensity. Sitting on the 

mantle, she’s the main focal point of the room. Mrs. Basset touches my hand and rips me out of 

my trance. Her desperate eyes are searching my face, glazed over with unshed tears.  

 “Tell me Emily, why do you think he did it?” she asks me in almost a whisper.  

 Mr. Basset looks away and sighs, as if he has heard this question a thousand times before. 

Perhaps he has. “Honey, don’t. This was supposed to be a happy visit to celebrate his birthday.” 

He looks back at his wife with love and pain in his clear blue eyes. “Let’s not dwell on the 

questions that no one can answer.” 

 Mrs. Basset squeezes my hand tighter and holds me with her chocolate brown eyes, the 

same color as Gray’s. She doesn’t look at her husband when she answers him. “I know dear, I 

know. I just want to hear what Emily thinks. She saw him almost every day. Maybe she noticed 

something we missed.”  

 I have to look away. I feel so exposed; like her eyes can see straight to my core. I’ve been 

wondering the same thing lately, wondering if I missed something. Mary catches my eyes yet 

again. I take a second to study the portrait, and to steady my voice. She has a golden halo of light 

around her head and is holding a heart with roses around it, fire flaming out of its top and a 

sword through its middle. In her other hand she holds some sort of white flower, which I’m sure 

symbolizes something religious. When I have my voice under control, I turn back to Mrs. Basset 

and answer her. “I agree with Mr. Basset. I think that question is unanswerable. I don’t even 

think he knew why he did it.” A few fugitive tears have escaped her dark eyes and run down her 
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strong cheeks, leaving shiny wet trails in their wake. “I think it was just a moment of weakness 

that can never be taken back.”  

 Mrs. Basset won’t give up. Now she turns to my friend Anna. “What do you think, 

Anna?” 

 Anna looks at me and gives me that oh shit look. We were both hoping to avoid this 

conversation and to just be able to spend the day celebrating the person Gray was. We had 

decided to contact his parents a few days ago, and drive up here to spend Gray’s birthday with 

them. We couldn’t bring ourselves to go to the funeral, so neither one of us had ever met his 

parents before. Plus, we had never seen Gray’s childhood home—we both met him at work two 

states away. Anna turns to Mrs. Basset to answer her. “Just like Emily said, I don’t think he 

knew exactly what he was doing. I think he just snapped.” Anna’s eyes mist over and I reach out 

and grab her hand. She squeezes back hard. Not everyone can hide their emotions the way I can, 

Anna wears hers on her sleeve.  

 

Three weeks ago I was ripped out of a dreamless sleep by the sound of Kansas’ “Carry on My 

Wayward Son.” I felt around my nightstand blindly for my phone. I squinted at the screen, trying 

to see who it was. When I flipped it open and put it to my ear, I heard Anna in hysterics.  

 “What the fuck?! I don’t fucking get it! Why the hell would he do this to us?! Fucking 

asshole! I’m so fucking pissed off I can’t even…”  She was crying so hard she couldn’t even 

finish her sentence.  

 I threw my arm across my face and took a deep breath. It had only been a day since we 

heard the news. “I know Anna, I know. I don’t get it either.” Then my face was wet. It seemed to 

be its constant state since I found out yesterday morning.  
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 “Why Emily? Why?” 

 “I don’t know, hon,” I told her in a whisper, because a whisper was all I could manage 

without losing it myself. I’m supposed to be the rock, the one who never cries. Anna needed me 

to be strong for her. I’ve kind of taken her under my wing as a little sister, even though she’s 

only a few months younger than me.  

 I listened to the sound of her crying ease and her breathing become more even. “I’m just 

so angry at him for being that stupid.” She sounded so shattered.  

 I took the bottom of my shirt and wiped stray tears away. My voice even again. “I’m 

angry too. Didn’t he know what he had? How many people loved him?” I realized my fists were 

clenched. I unclench them and stretch my stiff fingers. “Do you want to come stay over here 

tonight? I know it’s got to suck being at your apartment alone. We can face work together 

tomorrow.” 

 “Oh god,” Anna sounded horror struck. “I forgot, tomorrow is Storytime. What are we 

going to tell our Storytime kids? They worship Gray. They come to the Book Store every Friday 

night, religiously, just to see his goofy ass read them a story.” She was crying heavily again.  

 “Come over, hon, I’ll wait up for you.”  

 

Mr. Basset stands up and takes his wife’s wine glass. “You girls sure you wouldn’t like a glass of 

wine?” The way this visit is starting out, maybe I should be drinking after all.  

 “I’ll take a glass.” 

 Following my lead, and probably my thoughts, Anna quickly chirps up. “I’ll have a glass 

too. Thank you, Mr. Basset.”  
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 We sit in awkward silence for a few minutes, then Mr. Basset returns with three glasses 

of white wine. He hands them to each of us, and just like that, the atmosphere seems to change. 

The heavy tension that has been pressing down on us seems to lift.  

 “Well, enough of that,” Mrs. Basset says. “Tell me about my boy. What was he like at 

work, as a friend. For the past few years we only got to see him on holidays.”  

 This makes me chuckle. “He was a work-a-holic wasn’t he?”  

 Mrs. Basset shakes her head in mock aggravation. “That’s what his boss was telling us at 

the funeral. She said he was always there, that he usually worked about 60 hours a week.”  

 Anna and I both laughed, because that was so true. He never freakin’ left! Anna looks at 

me and says, “We would think we had finally gotten rid of him for the night, then we’d turn 

around and there he was!”   

 “Gotten rid of him huh? You must have gotten to know the real Gray!” Mrs. Basset says 

laughing. “Couldn’t that boy just drive you crazy?” 

 “Oh my God, he drove us all insane! But that was Gray. You couldn’t not love him for 

being his big, obnoxious, gay self,” I say.  

 Mr. Basset shifts uncomfortably in his seat, and Mrs. Basset looks away. I remember 

Gray telling me that his parents weren’t okay with his sexuality. He said that they always tried to 

ignore the fact that he was gay. “Was he always that unruly,” I ask Mr. and Mrs. Basset, trying to 

get around this awkward moment.  

 “Always,” they both reply together.  

 “Okay, dish,” Anna says. We want to hear some childhood stories.”  

 This finally gets Mr. Basset talking. He looks at Mrs. Basset and says, “Do you 

remember the time he twisted his arm when he was three?” 
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 Mrs. Basset almost spits out the sip of wine she was taking. “Oh, honey. Tell them, tell 

them.” She turns to look at us. “This is just too funny.” 

 “Well,” Mr. Basset starts. “When Gray was about three years old, we were on vacation in 

Gulf Shores, Alabama. It’s only a few hours away from here. We had just gone to church, and on 

the way back to the beach house we stopped at this diner for brunch. Well, Gray being Gray, he 

decided to start acting up.” 

 Mrs. Basset joins in. “So I told him to take Gray back to the beach house. I would catch a 

ride back with our friends we were vacationing with.” 

 “So,” Mr. Basset continues, “I grabbed him by the arm and started towing him towards 

the door. Then he did that thing kids do when they make their bodies go limp.” 

 I started really laughing at this, because I could totally see a child version of Gray doing 

this, and I had done this to my parents many times as a kid.  

 “Well, when he went limp, I still had a grip on his arm, and he pulled it. I didn’t think 

anything of it when he started wailing—I just picked him up and carried him to the car.” Anna 

and I are riveted, and Mrs. Basset’s face is lit up from Mr. Basset’s storytelling. “In the car, he 

kept crying about his arm, so I started thinking ‘Oh crap, maybe he really hurt it.’ So I took him 

to the emergency room to have it looked at, and when we walked in a nurse came up to Gray and 

asked, ‘Aw, what happened sweetie?’” 

 “Uh, oh. I can see where this is going,” I say chuckling. 

 “Oh yes,” Mr. Basset says laughing himself. “When the nurse asked him that, Gray 

screamed ‘My daddy broke my arm! MY DADDY BROKE MY ARM!’” 

 All of us burst into a fit of laughter. I could just picture it. Gray was so freakin’ 

intolerable sometimes, apparently even as a child.  
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 “So, of course, they hauled me off for questioning. But after being with Gray for ten 

minutes they knew that I was telling the truth,” Mr. Basset says laughing. “And his arm wasn’t 

broken, he just twisted it.”  

 “So,” Mrs. Basset asks me, “You said Gray was always at work?” I nod my head. “Why 

do you think that was?” 

 “I think he just really liked his job. He was a perfectionist, and he wanted everything to 

be perfect. He loved being in charge of the kid’s department, and our Storytime kids adored him. 

He was so good at what he did.” Sometimes I think Gray stressed too much about work. 

 “He would spend hours making sure the Storytime craft was just right,” Anna says. “God 

forbid if Emily, Lucy, or I tried to change something, or left something looking sloppy. He 

would go on a rampage, telling us what to do, or how to fix it.” 

 I could just hear Gray, “Girl, that paper flower is sad. It needs more glitter. Make it 

sparkle, bitch.” 

 Mrs. Basset nods her head in understanding. “He always was a perfectionist. Even as a 

child, he was always bossing everybody around, telling them what to do.” 

 Anna and I both laughed. “Oh yes,” I reply, “He loved ordering us around!” 

 “He was always walking around like he was something else, telling everyone what to do 

and when to do it,” Anna says. “But he was a lot of fun too. He could always make me laugh.” 

 This makes me think of the time when we were swamped at work. Our department was 

really busy. We had kids were running around, throwing books on the floor, and Gray was 

nowhere to be found. I was getting really frustrated when he paged me over the intercom. When 

I picked up he said, “I’m in the back doing paper work, okay?” Through gritted teeth, I 

answered, “Okay, Gray.” He must have picked up on my annoyance, so he then said, “So what’s 
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going on with you? You wanna talk about anything? Wanna talk about hot guys?” No matter 

have aggravated I got with him, he could always lift my mood, so I said, “Sure, who did you 

have in mind?”  

 I see the portrait of Mary again, and it makes me sad. I wonder what it must have been 

like for a gay kid to grow up in a strict Catholic home. Never being able to truly be himself—or 

at least not ever being recognized for who he truly was. That must have been torturous for Gray, 

especially since he was so very obviously gay. But that’s one of the main reasons we all loved 

him so much. His flamboyance was hysterical, especially since he was huge! He was over six 

feet tall, and weight about 250 pounds. I miss walking into work and seeing that big giant in a 

bright pink polo. The first time I walked into work after he did it was one of the hardest moments 

of my life.  

 

It was the afternoon after I had found out Gray killed himself. Walking through the double doors, 

I could feel the despair pushing down on me like a thick haze. The entire store was in shock. The 

twenty or so employees that were working were all walking around in a daze. I didn’t know how 

there were even any customers in the store. The atmosphere was heavy.  

 I was determined not to cry. I hate crying in front of other people, it makes me feel too 

vulnerable. I hate feeling vulnerable. I took deep steady breaths and willed my feet forward. I’m 

okay. I’m going to be okay. I can do this, I kept chanting to myself 

 When I walked into our department I could feel traitor tears trying to push to the surface. 

Lucy was working. When she saw me, she came over to me and touched my arm with concerned 

affection. Damn it. It always makes it worse when people touch me. I couldn’t fight the tears 
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back anymore, and Lucy saw them. She pulled me into a tight hug and I held on for all that I’m 

worth.  

 After holding me for a few minutes, we slowly broke apart. I wiped the escaped tears 

away and breathed. I’m okay, I’m okay. I willed my mantra to be true. Lucy didn’t say 

anything—she knew there was nothing that could be said to make that situation okay. I looked 

down at our task binder to see what I was supposed to do for the day, and I saw Gray’s 

handwriting all over it. That was all it took to push me over the edge and I completely lost it. I 

started crying uncontrollably and Lucy gripped me into another firm hug.  

 Our manager walked in and saw us. Her eyes were red and swollen. She looked 

exhausted. She put her hand on my back and told me to go sit down in the break room. I obeyed 

her, and walked away. Customers stopped and stared at me as I made my way past them, wiping 

away tears.  

 I sat down at the big table in the break room and just stared at nothing. I felt so 

completely drained. My manager came back in and handed me a cup of water. I took it from her 

and took a few sips.  

 “Go home, Emily,” she told me. I looked up at her in confusion. “Go home, we’ll find 

someone to cover your shift. Corporate is sending us employees from another store to help out. 

This is too hard; you don’t need to be here.” 

  I nodded and wiped away a few more tears that had managed to fall. When I got up my 

body felt like lead.  

 

The sound of laughter brings me back to Gray’s living room. “That boy was something,” Mrs. 

Basset says wiping away tears of laughter.  
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 I smile and say, “Something doesn’t even begin to cover it.”  

 Mrs. Basset rubs my hand and smiles back. “He always was really good with kids. I 

remember when he just graduated from high school,” she begins, “he worked for this 

government organization that ran a sort of day care for immigrant children while their parents 

worked.”  

 “Let me guess,” I say, “he took over the place, like he was the big man in charge?” 

 “Of course he did,” Mrs. Basset continues. “And he just thought he was something 

because he was in charge of driving the children to dentist appointments and whatnot.” 

  “You see,” Mr. Basset says, “the nun that ran the organization would call around and 

guilt trip local dentists and doctors into doing pro bono work for these kids.”  

 “Yes, yes,” Mrs. Basset says. “She was kind of a scary old broad.” 

 Anna and I both laugh at this. Hearing this devout Catholic woman calling a nun scary 

just cracks me up.    

 Mrs. Basset takes another sip of her wine, and really starts getting animated. “So, like I 

was saying, he was in charge of driving these kids around. This 18-year-old, cocky boy driving 

all these children, he just thought he was something. Well, one day, I get home from work and all 

of a sudden, this big bus pulls up to my house!” 

 Wine spews from my lips. I grab a napkin and wipe my face, and lap. “He brought them 

to your house!” 

 Anna nods and laughs. “Yep, I could see him doing that.” 

 “Yes, he brought them to my house, which might I add, is on the opposite side of town 

from the center, and from all of the dentist and doctor’s offices.” 

 “So what was he doing,” Anna asks. 
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 “He said he was just bringing them to say hi.”  

 “That is so Gray,” I say.  

 Mr. Basset gets up and takes our empty wine glasses and disappears into the kitchen. I 

can see where Gray got his gentle demeanor from, and his need to take care of everybody. There 

were many nights when Gray would take me out to eat after work, or cook and call me over for 

dinner when he knew I didn’t have enough money to eat.  

 

The night he killed himself, Gray had taken me out to dinner after work. My car had broken 

down two days before, so I was broke. He knew this, so he treated me out.  

 “Girl, we goin’ someplace fancy. Let’s be classy ladies tonight,” Gray said, taking my 

hand and pulling me towards his car.  

 I started laughing and laced my fingers through his. “Mmm Hmm, girl, let’s go,” I replied 

 He pulled up to a nice restaurant led me in. Once we were seated, and the waitress came, 

Gray ordered two glasses of Riesling. “So what’s going on with you? How’s school coming? I 

know you were having problems with Spanish,” he says. 

 I rolled my eyes and let out a long exasperated breath. “It’s killing me! I mean, why the 

hell do English majors need four semesters of a foreign language anyway? That’s just stupid.” 

Looking back, I realize that I never bothered to ask him about his problems, or what was 

troubling him. 

 The waitress brought our wine, and took our dinner order. As we drank our wine, we 

discussed our favorite TV shows. “The Golden Girls” is by far the best show ever made,” Gray 

said. 
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 “Okay, The Golden Girls is a good show, don’t get me wrong,” I responded, “but as far 

as best show ever goes, that would have to be Friends.”  

 “Friends? Really? You can do better than that,” Gray says as the waitress brought our 

food. 

 “Okay, okay. How about best show still on air?” I compromise.  

 “Shoot.” 

 “Supernatural.” I crossed my arms and dared him to challenge me. 

 “Supernatural?”  

 “Yes, Supernatural,” I said. “Two gorgeous guys, with guns, killing demons. ‘nough 

said.” 

 “You win.”   

 “I always win,” I said smirking. 

 After dinner, he pulled up to work, to drop me off to my car. “You wanna come hang out 

for a little while? Watch a movie?” Gray asked.  

 “No, I have work early tomorrow morning,” I said getting out of his car. “Maybe another 

night.” It never occurred to me that there would never be another night. Maybe that was Gray’s 

call for help, and I was too caught in my own world, and my own problems to notice.  

  

We all sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes sipping our wine, and eating the hummus and 

pita Mr. and Mrs. Basset put out for us. I get up and look around at all of the family pictures 

dispersed throughout the living room. In almost every one of them, Gray has this mischievous 

grin on his face. Like he has some secret. A secret he’s hiding and no one will ever find out what 

that secret is. Like why he decided to end his life.  
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Three weeks ago I received the worst phone call of my life. I had just woken up and taken the 

dog outside to potty. I ran up the stairs to grab my cell phone before it stopped ringing. The 

caller ID said it was Toby, Gray’s roommate. “Hello?” It was unusual for him to be calling me—

we weren’t close, I only knew him through Gray.  

 “Emily,” he says, “I have some bad news. I wanted to tell you before you heard it from 

someone else.”  

 The way Toby said it, the sound of his voice made all of the blood drain from my face, 

and my hands go numb. “What?” I almost shouted at him. “What is it Toby?” I could hear him 

take a deep breath, but he was taking too long to answer me. “Toby! Answer me!” 

 “It’s Gray,” he finally said.  

 My brain didn’t comprehend what he was telling me. “What do you mean? What’s wrong 

with Gray?” 

 I could hear Toby take another ragged breath before answering me. “Gray killed himself 

last night.” 

 It was like my whole world just froze. I let the words sink in, tried to process what Toby 

was telling me, but my brain refused to accept it.  

 “Emily?” 

 “No,” was the only reply I could manage. “No. He couldn’t. He didn’t. I just saw him last 

night. We had dinner together.” 

 “He’s gone, Emily.” 
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 “No! No he’s not damn it! No! I’m going to see him today at work. He’s not dead!” No 

tears came. I refused to believe it. It couldn’t be true. This was some sick joke Toby was playing 

on me. Gray was not dead, he couldn’t be.  

 “I’m sorry Emily,” Toby’s voice cracked. “I found him this morning.”  

 The crack in Toby’s voice confirmed for my brain what my heart didn’t want to believe. 

Gray was dead. The tears started flowing freely. “I gotta go,” I manage to say in a choked 

whisper. I closed my phone and sat on the edge of my bed.  

 

As I move my way around the living room, I come to the mantle. School pictures of Gray fill it, 

except for the picture of the Virgin Mary in the center. It appears that She has more importance 

over him in this house, but I now know that isn’t true. Gray’s parents loved him and I’m positive 

that Gray knew that. He always called home to let his parents know he was doing okay, even 

though he apparently wasn’t. He spoke positively of his family, which is part of what led to us 

wanting to come and meet them on his birthday, and after meeting them, I know Gray felt love in 

this house. I’m sure it wasn’t always easy for him to grow up in a super religious house, but it is 

apparent by his parent’s stories that they showed him affection.  

 I feel someone’s hand slip into mine, and look over to see Anna. I look over at Mr. and 

Mrs. Basset and see the pain in their eyes. They are hurting because of something Gray chose to 

do. They are hurting over the loss of a son, just like Anna and I are hurting over the loss of a 

good friend.  

 It’s getting late, and Anna and I have to drive back to Louisiana. Mr. and Mrs. Basset 

walk us to the door and they take turns embracing us. Their hugs are strong and powerful. Mrs. 
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Basset holds me at arm’s length before she lets me go. She looks into my eyes and says, 

“Promise me you’ll come back and visit.” 

 Mr. Basset places his hand on my shoulder and mimics his wife’s request. “Yes, promise 

us. Please. Come back and visit any time.” He looks over at Anna, who is halfway to my car, and 

says, “You too, Anna.” 

 “We promise,” I tell them. I think we may have started a new tradition to celebrate 

Gray’s life.  

 As we drive home Anna is unusually quiet. She always says exactly what she’s feeling or 

thinking. “What are you thinking, hon? You okay?” I ask her.  

 Anna gives me a halfhearted smile. “Nothing. Just thinking about life.” 

 “Well, if you ever need someone to talk to about it, I’m here.”    


