
The Wishing Well 

By Lisa Quemada-Torres 

A Rossmoor Autumn is never ordinary. The odd beauty of a dying summer crunches underfoot, and 
Earth’s lazy breath blows sweet with the scent of jasmine before dawn. It was during an early walk, 
between the time of moon and sun, when my wife called, begging me to return home immediately. My 
dad had disappeared. Autumn had begun. 

 *** 

 “He did WHAT?”  

My wife waved her hand around. “Well, Gwen said your dad’s been digging a hole in the backyard for 
the last two weeks, and..” 

“A hole! Where?”  I barked.   

“By the oak tree, pay attention!” She whispered fiercely. “And he finally disappeared down into it this 
morning.” 

I shook my head. 

“Wait.  How on earth does she know this? It’s almost five in the morning!” 

She rolled her eyes.  “It’s Gwen.  She’s… observant.  Besides, Gwen said he’s been digging nightly for a 
couple of weeks, and makes a bunch of noise while he’s at it.  She finally went to the fence and asked 
him what he was doin’, but he farted at her and crawled down into the hole.” 

“Crawled?” I turned to my wife. “Seriously?” 

“Yup. Head-first.” She handed me coffee. 

“Unbelievable!”  I mused.   

She eyed me, “Well, your dad does tend towards the eccentric.” 

I threw my hands up.  “This is Rossmoor! We’re Ross-centric!” 

She rolled her eyes.  “Case-in-point, but maybe you should check on him.  Isn’t he like, 90?” 

“87,” I corrected. 

“He can crawl?”  She paused, “And get back up?” 

I shrugged.  “Well, you know my dad. “Shouldn’t” is an inconvenience.  Remember when he shouldn’t 
have composted his own trash?” 

My wife chuckled.  “Yes, and your mom—God rest her soul, the neighbors, and pest control do, too!” 
She paused.  “Hey—did you know he was digging back there?” 

“I haven’t been out back for a few weeks, but he did say he was going to put in a wishing well—in 
memory of my mom.”  I turned away. 



From behind, she touched my shoulder.  “It’s been about a year, hasn’t it?” 

It had been. But the heart doesn’t mark time with a calendar.  

“Yes. A year to this day we laid her to rest.”     

I turned to my wife. “I’ll be back.” My dad lived only a few streets over. 

*** 

Sliding through the side gate, I saw bloody gloves, two spades and a shovel which lay discarded by a 3-
foot-wide hole, like good intentions gone awry. Gwen peeped over the fence.  She was wearing night-
vision goggles and holding a glass of wine. 

I waved. “Morning, Gwen.” 

She humphed. “He’s crazy, you know!” 

“I know.  Go pour yourself another glass.” 

“He pooted at me, too!”  She crowed. 

Half hidden under the earth, my dad bellowed, “That was an accident!” 

Over by the hole, I saw my dad’s feet wriggling at the opening, a human earthworm in the dark.  “Dad! 
What the…?” 

I looked over at Gwen.  “Hey—he really did go down that thing!” 

“Bah!” She grumped.   

My dad extended a leg for me to pull him out. Once out, he stood and stretched, letting the earth come 
undone around him. “Well, now you know.  I’ve done dug a hole.”  He sat down on a tree root and 
patted another root next to him.  

He leaned close when I sat. “I know how it looks, but I promise I’m not crazy.”  He wiped his brow with 
his forearm. “I’ve dug this hole before.” 

“Does it have something to do with mom?” 

“Partly,” he nodded at the hole.  “Your mom--she picked this house for the oak out back.” 

In childhood, I often caught her staring at the tree with frightening intensity, an intimacy too private to 
interrupt. Even now, that sacred space felt filled with her. 

“But, a well?  Now?” I gestured at the morning moon. 

He sighed. “The first time I dug down was before your birth. There was a baby girl.  She didn’t breathe 
this air-- if you know what I mean.” 

I nodded, but I hadn’t known. 

“Our daughter was very much alive, until…” his shoulders slumped, “..until she… wasn’t.” 

His look leveled me. “You have kids; you know.” 



 Breath hitched in my lungs. “I’d die for them.” 

His voice cracked, “That’s part of it—knowing you would sacrifice anything for more time.  What’s hard 
is living. Could you live for them? —that’s something most people don’t talk about, the gap between 
feeling and thought—to continue on, despite.”  His fist clenched at his chest, hand over heart. 

“It was hard on your mother. One night I found her by the tree, digging.  She was ripping open the 
ground herself. With her hands. I couldn’t let her continue, but-- she let me dig her a well, with the 
promise she wouldn’t go down into it.  I didn’t know what else to do.”  He swallowed. 

“For years she threw in her wishes—coin by coin. She found a way to live, despite.”   

He looked up at the moon. 

“It’s hard—hurting. I still hold her, my girl—in here.” He thumped his chest. His voice lowered. “I dug the 
well for your mom, but, years of wishes were cast twofold.” 

He paused. 

“After your birth, your mother had me fill in the hole—to give the wishes a chance to grow, since our girl 
couldn’t. I dream of your mother.  I need her.  Them.” 

“Dad, that’s just not possible.”  

He held out his hand.  “Maybe not.  But, look.”   

Eyes wet, with a small smile on his face, he whispered, “If pennies are wishes, all I hold is all I need.” 

I nodded, but didn’t speak. I pulled him close and squeezed. 

He uncurled earth-crusted fingers and within, was a handful of coins. Trembling, he pulled my hand 
under his, and together we remembered our respective wishes. 

Wrapped in community, 

 our Rossmoor is made sacred with dreams- 

 cradling coins and tears- 

holding breath, 

and death, 

in the extended autumnal dark dawn,  

our family. 

 

 

 


