intheflesh by Ray VVukcevich

Thinking about traveling made mefed alittle queasy, but it wastime to move the meat. | had to doit, had
to bite the bullet, grab the bull by the horns, get tough and get going or get off the pot or whatever.

My granddaughter would be starting kindergarten soon and we had never been in the same room
together.

Broadband only took you so far.
| was going to have to actudly go there.

Since sheld been born, I'd spent alot of timefeding guilty. A red Grandpawould move acrossthe
country, maybe get alittle house down the block where he would bake cookies, well maybe | could buy
cookies or have them dedlivered from afancy bakery, and keep poniesfor the apple of hiseyeto ride
when she came over after school. A red Grandpa might even get a Grandmaso thelittle girl coming
through the woods with her basket of goodieswouldn't feel vaguely uneasy about the lack of
correspondences between her life and some published ided.

Theway it had worked so far wasthat 1'd do afunds transfer, and then Mommy and Daddy would go
down to the local toy store and buy something, maybe a Barbie, and haveit irradiated and wrapped.
They'd write "From Grandpa' with half adozen exclamation points, and put it under the tree or onto the
birthday table. Someday | would have to Sit her down and explain that too many exclamation marks were
like picking your nosein public. That was not the kind of thing you could say to achildin an email.

My neighbor, Maria, when | suggested she might come with me and be Grandmasaid, "No way!" but
she did agree to watch my apple treeswhile | was gone. Thistime of year there wasn't much to do, but it
made me fed better knowing Mariawould be prowling around in her overdlswith aflashlight. No, wait a
minute why would she be out there at night? | just liked to picture her in her overdls. Thereis something
S0 sexy about awoman in overdls, theway you unhook those shoulder straps and. ... but that's another
gory.

Mariavolunteered to go with meto the airport and bring my clothes home afterwards, but | told her |
had that covered. | would just throw my clothes away. Pretty extravagant, she said, but | could tell she
was glad. No onelikesto go to the airport.

She was there to see me off when my cab arrived. I'd put on torn jeans and ared checked shirt with only
two buttons (one at the top and one at the bottom) and cheap rubber flip-flops. | kissed Mariaon the
cheek. | put my hand in the cab's scanner, and the back door popped open.

Thedriver didn't bother turning on the speaker, so therewas no small talk on the long drive into the city
and then on to the airport. When we arrived | punched in afew buckstip, more out of habit than
gratitude, and the door popped open again and | got out.

| was still along way from where | needed to be. My next stop was a avending machinefor atraveling
robe. There were at least a dozen people milling around the vending machines, and | wondered if there
was amegt convention either here or wherever al those people might be going.

| followed the arrows to the main door. | stopped and read the sign posted out front as required by law.
The sign explained that once | stepped through the door, | would not be able to step back throughit.

Okay. | took adeep breath and went onin to the airport. | walked down along hallway that branched to
the left for women and to the right for men. At the end of the branch was another sign explaining thetrip
through this door was also dtrictly no return. Y ou go in you don't come out. Thisis not alavatory!



The room was one big cold areawith tile floors and metal benches bolted to thewall. There were three
other men in there. We didn't exchange glances. | sat down on one of the benches and struggled with the
plastic safety wrapper holding my robe. | had no sharp objects, of course. In the end | used my teeth to
get arip Started.

| got undressed and threw my old clothesin atrash barrel and put on my new robe. It was white and thin
and obvioudy a paper product. At least it closed in the front with asingle big button. The floor was cold
under my barefeet, so | didn't hang around but moved straight for the door at the far end marked
"termind thisway."

| walked into an open area and stood looking around for amoment before | located the counter |
needed. | got inline. Getting in line was not something I'd donein along time, and it made mefed very
strange. That feeling must have been shared by the other four peoplein line because we maintained about
ten feet of distance between each of us.

When it wasfinaly my turn, | put my hand in the scanner and confirmed for the woman behind the glass
who | was, where | was going, and why. | thought my song and dance about me being agrandfather
findly making the long trip acrass the continent to see his young granddaughter would at least get mea
gmile but shejust looked bewildered &t that part of my story.

Had | talked to any strangers?

"Just you," | said.

"What do you mean by that?' She gave me ahard look.

"Just ajoke” | said.

"We don't joke a the airport,” she said.

"I'msorry,” | said.

"Please pay attention and follow ingtructions once you'reinsde," she said and buzzed mein.

When the door closed behind me, | walked into along carpeted tunnel where | was met by awomanina
white lab coat and a uniformed man with an assault rifle. He stepped aside, and | saw agurney and
another trash barrel.

"Put your robein there." The woman indicated the barrel with her clipboard.

| took off the robe and tossed it and stood before them naked fedling skinny and plucked. Hey, maybel
should do the Funky Chicken. No. That would baffle them, and the soldier might shoot me. They weren't
old enough to remember the Funky Chicken. Infact, | wasn't old enough to remember it either. It was
just something that bubbled up to the top of my mind because | was nervous and naked in front of a
soldier with an assault rifle and awoman with aclipboard who was now snapping on arubber glove.

After her brief and not atogether unpleasant probing, she said, "Okay, get up on the gurney.”
| climbed onto the metd table.

“It'scold," | sad.

The soldier grabbed my left foot and shackled my ankleto the gurney.

"Small poke," the woman said and gave me an injection. Delicious warmth moved through my body as



the sedative did itswork. The woman shook out athin blanket like the way | remember my mother used
to shake the sheets out before hanging them on the clothedline. The blanket settled over my body.

The soldier moved to the head of the gurney and pushed. The woman walked along beside me.
"I'm off to see my granddaughter,” | said.

The soldier made anoisewhich | interpreted as meaning, "Hey, and here we thought you were some kind
of hot shot off to abig dedl that could only be closed by much mest in the same room at the sametime.”

"Pressing the flesh,” the woman said.
"What?' | said, suddenly wondering how much of this conversation was gtrictly in my head.
"I don't know," shesaid. "It just seemskind of frivolous, you know?"

The soldier maneuvered my gurney pardle to what looked like an duminum garage door. The woman
pushed a button and the door did up and away. Inside, the passengers who had gone before me were
stacked up likeitemsin an automated deli.

"Hereyou go," the soldier said and did my gurney into place. Then the whole thing rolled up so they
could dide the next passenger in. Once the box was full or when they ran out of passengers, it would be
moved to the airplane. And then we would be off into the wild blue yonder, as free as birds. Or maybe
caged chickens.

Leaning to the left and looking over the edge of the gurney, | could see the legs and feet of the woman
and the soldier.

"Thisisthe most important trip of my life," | called out.
"So, b'bye then," the woman said and closed the door with abang.



