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Jean: 

 

                  I won the spelling bee. The spelling bee. When I was, what? 

Twelve. National Champion. No one in the neighborhood went to the 

dictionary, they all came to me. I was tutored by my grandmother so I was the 

only kid who used the old-fashioned English grammar school method of 

syllable spelling. Charmed the pants off them. It started out as a kin of 

phenomenon or trick—then when my teachers realized they had a certifiable 

freak on their hands, they made me study for it. It  wasn’t so bad until the 

competitions started. I mean ,it wasn’t like the little girl practicing her violin 

with her nose against the windowpane, watching all the other little girls at 

play. But I managed to work it into a nervous breakdown. (Pause.) I couldn’t 

stop. Every word that was said to me, I spelled in my head.(In an easy, 

flowing , but mechanical rhythm.) Mary, go to bed. Mary, go to bed. Mary. M-

A-R-Y. Mary. Go. G-O. Go. Mary, go. To. T-O. To. Mary, go to. Bed. B-E-D. 

Mary, go to bed. Mary, go to bed. M-A-R-Y-G-O-T-O-B-E-D. Mary, go to 

bed.  I lost the meaning Mary, go to bed was syllables, not sense.(Beat.) Then 

there were days when the word and it’s objects separated , disintegrated into 

their cellular structure ,molecular –worse –  into their atomic structure. And 

nothing held its form. The air was the same as the trees and a table was no 

more than the lady sitting at it … Those were…not the good days. 

 That led one directly into an institution, and contact with some very sick 

kids. Some of them more physically ill than neurotic—who were not being 

particularly well cared for; and that led to an interest in medicine. And reading 

your books and others at an impressionable age led to gynecology.(Beat.) 

Also ,living with my grandmother and her cronies, who were preoccupied 

with illness, kept it pretty much in my curiosity. They were always talking 

about friends with female troubles, problems with their organs. Of course, the 

only organ I knew was at church. I developed a theory of musical instruments 

as families. The cello was the mother, the bass was the father, and all the 

violins were the children. And the reason the big father organ at Grace 

Methodist Church made such a mournful sound was that that female organs 

were always having something wrong with them. 
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