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The Little Girl in the Well

Kathryn Casey
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ome watch me,” says Jessica McClure, grabbing a visitor by

the hand and leading her into her kingdom, a pink and white

bedroom filled with clowns, stuffed animals and a bed decorated

with hearts. Dressed in a lavender top and raspberry leggings,
she slides onto the back of her wooden horse, and with ail the confi-
dence of a precocious six-year-old, rocks and counts by fives. “Five,
ten, fifteen--~one hundred! I can count by tens, too,” she says, her
grin revealing a gap whete she’s just lost her first teeth, “Wanna hear
me?7” )

Not iong ago, in the years following her rescue from a well in
which she was trapped twenty-two feet beneath the surface, Jessica
found it difficult to stay in this room; On a typical night, haunted by
frightening memories, she cried herself to sleep. Then she sufféred
nightmares, calling out *No}” and “Don’t!” Finally, she sought refuge
in her parents’ bed.

That terrified little child bears no resemblance to the lively and
self-assured first grader Jessica is today. “It took a couple of yeats be-
fore she didnt need me quite so much,” says Jessica’s mother, Cissy,
twenty-three, curled up\ on the sofa in their home outside Midland,
Texas. *Now she wants to be Little Miss Independent. She’s a normal
six-year-old, and she thinks she can do it ail. ”

Nevertheless, the five years since her rescue have not been without
turmoil, Jessica has endured her parents’ divorce, as well as continued
surgeries to repair the physical injuries of her fall. And for Cissv, the
pain has been more than skin deep. Although happily remarried. she is
haunted by the sorrow, grief and guilt any mother would feel when she
leaves her child unattended, even briefly, and in the blink of an eye a
tragic accident changes their lives forever.

On October 14, 1987, the little girl. then eighteen months old,



left alone for a few minutes by her mother in her aunt’s backyard, dan-
gled her feet over a small, eight-inch~wide well. As she tried to stand
up again, she plunged into the darkness.

All of Midland pulled together to free Jessica from what could
have been a premature grave. Rescuers drilled a twenty-nine-foot ver-
tical shaft parallel to the \Q/%Ff\and then bored a five-foot-long horizontal
tunnel through solid rock to reach her. The story was so dramatic, and
Jessica’s cries from the depth of the well so heattbreaking, that the res-
cue drew international attention.

- Possibly due to her age at the time of the accident, Jessica appears
emotionally unhurt by those long hours alone in the well, when she
cried and sang “Winnie-the-Poohi” and “Jesus Loves Me” for comfort.
In fact, the little giri says she has no memory of her accident; When
the family watched a 1989 TV movie depicting the rescue, Cissy says
she had to convince Jessica the story was about her. “She kept saying,
‘Are they going to get that little girl out, Mama?’ ” she says. “I had to
keep explaining, ‘Yes, honey, that little gitl is you, and they did get
you out.’”

And although Jessica has occasional nightmares, she says they’re

strictly the monster-in-the-closet variety.

Painful reminders ' _
The physical signs of the accident are still in evidence. Thanks to

continued surgeries, the scar on Jessica’s forehead, caused by rubbing

her head against the well’s rocky wall, has become less noticeable. But

another scar, a half-dollar-size bald spot just above the back of her

neck, remains sharply visible.

‘ Surgeons eventually had to amputate the little toe on her right

foot, which had been crushed in the well; the skin grafts they used
3



saved the rest of her foot from gangrene.

But though Jessica’s injuries have healed, Cissy has found it diffi-
cult to forget the pain and uncertainty of the ordeal and its hurtful af-
termath. She and her husband, Chip, were just eighteen at the time,
little more than children themselves. And though Midland supported the
young couple, since then there has been something of a reaction against
" them.

The McClures, it was rumored, wete spending money sent by
well-wishers that was meant for their daughter. In fact, the bulk of
Jessica’s money , at the time an estimated $ 700,000, isin a trust fund
governed by a board of directors and will not be avaijlable to her until
she is twenty-five. Neither of the McClures can withdraw from the ac-
count except to pay for their daughter’s medical and school expenses.

It is true, however, that Cissy and Chip managed to work their
way through money that came directly to them. Although she wont
comment on the total they received, Cissy admits it was substantial.

Another rumor— that the McClures had a troubled marriage—
proved true also: The couple filed for divorce in March 1990. Although
Cissy refuses to talk about what led to the breakup, court records reflect
the family’s turmoil. Each party cited irreconcilable differences and
filed petitions asking the coutt to bar the other from communicating in a
vulgar and indecent manner, and from kidnapping Jessica.

Cissy admits that the divorce was more painful because it was so
public, but she rejects any suggestion that the breakup was caused by
the pressures of fame, “I think the reason we got divorced is because we

married so young,”

she says. Though their relationship was intense at
first, Chip and Cissy are trying to get along for Jessica’s sake . “We can

still talk,” Cissy says.



