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Andrea Bixler

Things That Go Bump (and Smell) 
in the Night

Back in graduate school, my research was on home range size 
and habitat use by striped skunks. OK, let’s get this over with 

so you can focus: You think it’s weird that I studied skunks, but 
I wanted to work with a common animal that few others had 
researched. Many were studying bears and red wolves, and deer 
are boring.  In retrospect, though, skunks were a bad choice for 
me not merely because of the smell, but because they are noctur-
nal and solitary.  I didn’t always like being alone in the woods at 
night (as you will see); plus, to me, the most fascinating part of 
behavior is the interactions among individuals.  With skunks, I got 
to observe social interactions only once, when I trapped a mother 
with her kits.  A glossy, black-and-white skunk is a lovely, elegant 
animal—from a distance, at least—and the young are adorable.  I 
ooed and ahed over them and felt guilty while they made pitiful 
little cries to each other.  It wasn’t a very enlightening experience 
as far as skunk social behavior goes.

But you’re still wondering about the spray.  Yes, it is nasty.  If 
you’ve only smelled dead skunk by the side of the road, you have 
no idea how nasty fresh skunk spray is.  And no, there is no way 
to keep them from spraying.  Acting calm and approaching them 
slowly helps, but there are no guarantees. Once I’d trapped them, 
I had to be able to handle them to take measurements, determine 
their sex, and attach a radio collar.  Because skunks carry rabies, 
which is a much greater concern than their odor, the animals had 
to be anesthetized. To accomplish this without taking a chance 

of being bitten, I had to get close enough to insert a syringe.  To 
prevent getting sprayed on my approach, I carried a large-size, 
heavy-duty trash bag in front of me, draped the bag over the trap, 
and injected them through the bag.  That way, most of the spray 
got on the bag, which I could throw away as soon as possible.

Still, I smelled a little like skunk much of the time, or at least 
that’s what my friends and family told me.  And I don’t think they 
were just ribbing me to get a reaction.  Once, at the post office, 
another woman standing in line sniffed and asked for all to hear, 
“What on earth is that terrible smell?”  Of course I tried to look 
as if I found the mysterious odor just as offensive as she did, but I 
could hardly wait until I’d purchased my stamps and could high-
tail it out of there.

I worked almost entirely by myself in Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park. Since this is one of the most popular national parks 
in the country, I was still surrounded by people, sometimes even 
at night when skunks are active and I was out looking for them. 
I actually would have preferred knowing there was no one else 
about to the chance that there might be creeps or weirdos skulk-
ing around near me. This was before the time of cell phones, so 
if my car broke down, I would have to walk miles to the ranger’s 
home and probably wake someone up to come help me. On the 
other hand, if a stranger approached me, there wasn’t much I 
could do besides run.  After months of planning every other 
detail, my research advisor asked me, about an hour before the 
first time I drove up to the Smokies to start my research, “Are you 
going to take Mace or something with you?”  This was his only 
suggestion for the problem of my safety.

I was always a little nervous about my nocturnal excursions, 
although not enough to prevent me from going out every night 
to radio track skunks. On a gorgeous moonlit night when I was 
fully awake and the research was going well, my work was really 
fun. At such times, it was easy to focus on the science.  Some-
times, though, it was freezing cold and the rain soaked through 
my boots; I was tired, and motivation was at low ebb.  And I was 
always more nervous about the human animals than the so-
called wild animals.  Yes, there were bears and coyotes, but I was 
confident they would not intentionally approach me.  One time 
a coyote almost stumbled across me when I was sitting quietly, 
apparently upwind of him, and it frightened him worse than me.  
He took off like a flash, and rightly so.  People are the animals 
that can be crazy, mean, and scary.

When I was radio tracking skunks, I carried over my shoulder 
a radio receiver about the size of a hard-bound novel and, con-
nected to it by a long cable, an antenna I could use to detect the 
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direction from which the signal was coming. I wore headphones, 
also connected to the receiver, that fully covered my ears so I 
could detect even a faint signal from a far away radio collar. In ad-
dition to the radio tracking equipment, I wore a headlamp so that 
I could see where I was going and read the dials on the equipment 
while keeping my hands free.  

One particular balmy night, I had already been unnerved 
to see someone lying by the edge of the road.  I checked to see 
that there hadn’t been an accident and discovered that he was an 
intern I knew who worked on a different project.  And he wasn’t 
wearing much.  (Okay, field researchers can be a little odd.)  He 
was occupying a wide spot beside the road where normally I 
would’ve parked my car and gotten out to try to get a good reading 
from a skunk’s radio collar. His presence reminded me that there 
might be others out in the park, too, but as always, I told myself it 
was silly to be worried about other people.  This person, and oth-
ers like him, would simply be enjoying the night sky (and night 
air, apparently), and I should just go on about my business.  

I parked instead in the next wide spot, and set off with my 
equipment. I was tuned to the frequency of one particular skunk’s 
radio collar and walking toward a stream.  Even with the head-
phones, I could tell how much noise I made tramping through 
the weeds. Anyone nearby could’ve heard me more easily than 
I could’ve heard them.  I left the grassland and entered the trees 
near the stream, where it was darker. My headlamp cast weird, 
flickering shadows all around.  Suddenly I heard what sounded 
like a deep male voice say, “Hey!” Panicked, I swung around, 
shouting, “Who’s there?!” and grabbed off the headphones. I ac-
cidentally knocked the lamp off my head. The light went out leav-
ing me in the dark, trying to disentangle the cables, the straps, the 
antenna, and my hair, find the lamp, get it back on. 

And then to my profound relief, I heard it again from the 
direction of the stream: “Ai!” The bass voice of a bullfrog repeating 
his call, “Ai!” 

Andrea Becker

untitled

I      have a recurring, dark dream in which I sit at a long, ornate ta-
ble, but the table and the room in which it is kept are unfinished 

and dilapidated. I have a guest, seated adjacent to me at this table 
rather than at the opposite end. He feels disconcertingly familiar. 
He is a beautiful man, albeit gaunt and dirty. He is tall, thin but 
solid, with a chin-length mop of dark hair and stormy gray eyes. 
His posture and his heart emanate despondence. We each sit at 
a neatly set place at the table, but all of our fine, beautiful dishes 
are cracked and filthy. The only illumination of the room comes 
through the windows—thick beams of moonlight bounce opaque 
off of the windowsills, onto my own sharp cheekbones, finally 
lost in the deep, sad pools of those eyes I can’t yet bear to meet.

My dream’s dinner presents me with the proverbial crow upon 
my plate, and he talks to me. He declares it would be an altruistic 
gesture to offer my guest a piece, if just a leg or a chunk, of his full 
breast. In response, I plunge my fork into his stomach. His talons 
dance and dig short, deep gashes into the raw wood of the table. 
After he eventually stops writhing in protest, his cries still ring in 
my ears: shrill, brazen, harsh. It’s always at this point that I almost 
feel my eyelids flutter in the waking world. Instead, I am unfail-
ingly drawn wholly back into my subconscious. 

I imagine digging my soiled fork into my own leg, prodding 
hard at the reflexes, involuntarily pushing my sharp heel through 
the foot of the man beside me. I know his silence, however, and 
it will not be ruptured. Instead of hurting him, I glance upward 
and unwillingly become swept into the whirling hurricanes of his 
irides. The hurricane’s own translucent eyes pierce me straight 
through. Precipitously lost in some quiet storm of doubt and star-
vation, I inhale deeply the scent of the room’s damp earth and my 
own cold sweat. I wake.


