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Excerpt from ”The Temple” (1996) by Joyce Carol Oates 

 There, again, the irritating, mysterious sound! A week mewing cry followed by a muffled 

scratching, as if something was being raked by nails, or claws. Out of the old garage the woman 

got a shovel, a spade, a rake, covered in cobwebs and dust, and began to dig. It was awkward 

work and her soft hands ached after only minutes, so she returned to the garage to fetch 

gardening gloves-these too covered in cobwebs and dust, and stiffened with dirt. It was a hot 

mid-morning so she located an old straw hat of her mother's: it fitted her head oddly. So she set 

again to work. First, she dug away weeds and vines, tall grasses, in the area out of which the cry 

had emanated; she managed to uncover the earth, which was rich with compost, very dark, 

moist. Almost beneath her feet, the hearbreaking mewing sounded! "Yes. Yes. I'm here," she 

whispered.  She grunted as she pushed the shovel into the earth, pressing it downward with her 

weight, her foot; it was a pity she'd so rarely used gardening tools, in all of her fifty years.  

    She dug. She spaded, and raked. She dug again, deepening and broadening the hole which 

was like a wound in the jungle-like vegetation. Chips of aged brick, glass, stones were 

uncovered, striking the shovel. Beetles scurried away, their shells glinting darkly in the 

sunshine. Earthworms squirmed, some of them cut cruelly in two. For some time the woman 

worked in silence, hearing only her quickened heartbeat and a roaring pulse in her ears; then, 

clearly, with a shout, there came the pleading cry again, so close she nearly dropped the shovel. 

    At last, covered in sweat, her hands shaking, the woman struck something solid. She dropped 

to her knees and fingered in the moist dark earth and lifted something round and hollow-a 

human skull? But it was small, hardly half the size of an adult's skull. 

  "My God!" the woman whispered. 


