
A Fellow Traveler
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When the white haired, blue-eyed woman in the window seat invited me to touch 

her breast right there, in mid-air between Greenville, South Carolina and Newark, New 

Jersey, my hand moved all by itself. 

“How does it feel?” she asked.

“It feels good!” I said. 

“Really natural, right?” the woman asked. 

“Better.”

I stared at the hand that had done this thing. Then I looked at the woman who had 

issued the invitation, not with a view towards seducing me, just willing to let me feel a 

real post-mastectomy, reconstructed breast. Gratitude flooded me. Her gesture answered 

one of those questions always lurking in the back of my brain and suggested that this 

flight might take me somewhere a little more interesting than I had expected when I 

boarded the plane – if I was willing. 
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I was thirty two, a low-level executive for a pharmaceutical company on my way 

home from watching a herd of physicians provide their opinions on a piece of 

advertising. When I first spotted my seat, half way down the length of the aisle, between 

two older women, I went into standard airplane defense mode: smiled (no eye contact), 

squeezed into seat, secured elbows on armrests and opened my daily planner before either 

could say hello.  I stared into the leather bound notebook I used in the pre-BlackBerry era 

as though it were the most absorbing thing I’d read since filching my mother’s copy of 

“Portnoy’s Complaint” at age fourteen.

Laundry was at the top of the “Task” list.  I looked at the jelly stains on my shirt, 

a bit of breakfast that I had concealed by wearing my gray wool blazer all day in the 

blazing Southern spring, and underlined the entry. Sweat steamed through my shirt and 

tickled my armpits. My brain fast forwarded to the moment when my feet would hit New 

Jersey soil and the company limo would take me home to piles of dirty clothes, a hasty 

supper (was there anything in the fridge?) and one more round in the ongoing tug of war 

with my adolescent son. Thump. My neighbor on the aisle, a stocky, polyester-clad lady 

with undentable hair and sensible shoes, shoved my elbow off the arm rest while 

pretending to rummage through her bag. 

At that moment, a clear, happy voice sang to me from the window seat. 

“Isn’t it a beautiful day?” she asked. Her short, silvery hair was a little tousled, as 

if someone had just finished running a hand through it. Her smile was effortless, joyful 

even. Her summery clothes seemed to settle on her small frame like loving hands that 
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knew just where to touch. She cocked her head to indicate the blue skies and green trees 

we were rapidly leaving behind as we rose into the air. 

I cast a quick glance out the window suddenly conscious of being hemmed in. Not 

just by my row mates on this commuter flight but also by the long narrow skirt encasing 

my legs, a pair of pantyhose patched with nail polish, the thick notebook on my knees, 

and all the “to-do’s” that needed to be done sometime after my arrival home and the 

beginning of the next day during which I would write a report about the lack of 

enthusiasm shown by the South Carolina physicians to our new ad. The plane was 

climbing but I imagined the sky lowering, compressing me from the top. I agreed that the 

day was indeed beautiful and began to calculate the number of wash loads I could 

complete between my arrival at home and an unexpected teacher’s conference I’d learned 

about when I called home just prior to departure. 

“I feel so fortunate,” the woman continued. “Isn’t it amazing, a miracle really, that 

we can travel hundreds of miles in an hour?”  

“Yes, a miracle,” I agreed, not really looking at her.

“I mustn’t talk so much,” she said. “I don’t want to bother you.”  It was expertly 

uttered—cheerful, a little careless, but a challenge nevertheless. She would let me alone 

with my important thoughts if that is what I really wanted. Was it? My head turned 

towards her as if pulled by an invisible string. 

“Oh no,” I heard myself say. “I enjoy meeting people on the plane.”  

“Good,” she said. “Let’s talk.”  I gave up, closed my planner and reached for a 

cup of soda the flight attendant had poured when I wasn’t looking.   
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She began to tell me her story as if letting me in on a juicy secret. Her name was 

Mary. She was the mother of four grown children, the youngest of whom would be 

waiting for her in New Jersey. She was a former nurse turned real-estate agent, a two-

time cancer survivor and the proud owner of a new breast. 

“A new breast?” I asked. My eyes went straight to her chest. It looked normal in 

every way, and perfectly proportioned. Feeling a blush begin to creep up my neck, I lifted 

my eyes to hers. 

“Yup. It’s the gel kind. Would you like to feel it?” She watched my face, amused, 

as curiosity began to shove aside any sense of propriety or inhibition I may have had. 

What’s the worst that could happen? I would never see this woman again. 

“Yes, I would.”  

Surprised as I was to find myself reaching over, my neighbor to the right was 

more so. She buried her head in her book and turned her shoulders towards the aisle 

while Mary grinned with amusement.  

“Of course, my nipple is no longer an erogenous zone,” she confided loud enough 

for our row-mate to hear. “They made me a new one from the skin of my labia.”  I 

sensed, rather than saw, the woman in the aisle seat cringe and I looked at my new friend 

with respect and a sense that I would always regret it if I rejected her offer to talk. 

Of course, the breast is where we started. For one thing, who wouldn’t want to 

know what a breast implant feels like?  Hadn’t I once, regretting the smallness of my own 

breasts, tried to imagine what it would be like to be “augmented?”  For another, why do 

it?  Isn’t it enough to survive?  
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 “I didn’t like the prosthesis,” she said. “It got in my way. I didn’t feel like myself 

with it.” She emphasized the second syllable, “self.”  

Besides, she told me, she was celebrating. The cancer was gone, taking a part of 

her body with it. Now she could put that part back. She was alive, it was her body and 

that’s what she wanted to do, so she did it. She looked at me in the eye and waited. My 

unspoken question hung in the air. She finally relented.

“My dear, sex, at least the need to feel sensual, doesn’t stop in your sixties, if that 

is what you are wondering.” 

My legs itched under my pantyhose but it was embarrassment that made me 

squirm. She was right,  I was wondering. My sexuality seemed to be fossilizing under 

layers of anxiety. I adored my son with an intensity equalled by a sense of impending 

disaster triggered by every teacher’s conference and the anticipation in his eyes whenever 

he asked me how long I would be gone or if I would be late getting home. My job 

provided me with a roof over our heads (albeit a rented one), structured days, friends and 

an identity I could hide behind while I dreamed of the day I could, no, would, shed it all 

and be the writer I was meant to be. In the few hours I was not exhausted, I feared I 

would not find a partner before my “need to be sensual” dissolved into dust. The supply 

of available men was small and ran to too-young, too-needy or too-old, too-tired to take 

on an instant family. I asked her about being single. She laughed. The sound burbled with 

confidence. 

“My dear,” she said again. “The problem isn’t getting married. The problem is 

staying unmarried.” 
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She knew about men, she told me. She survived three of them. The first marriage 

started well and lasted for twenty-odd years. She was widowed in her late thirties and 

remarried, this time to a man who was “the love of her life.”  They shared ten years 

together before he died of cancer. She married a third time in her fifties, choosing a man 

who could not keep up with her and who, when she was first diagnosed with cancer, 

could not cope. 

“He was old fashioned,” she said. “He hated to do anything. Worse, he wanted to 

control me and keep me from doing anything too.”  The marriage sputtered to a close and 

several years later, after their divorce, husband number three also died. 

Mary, however, continued to live. She had a group of friends and stayed active in 

her newly adopted community in South Carolina. She traveled. She loved cruises because 

there were always plenty of people to talk to and play bridge with and plenty of 

opportunities to dance, something she did every chance she got. She liked men, liked 

herself, and, judging  by the way she had teased our row mate, could live with the 

judgment other women might levy because of this. When the cancer recurred, she looked 

at the future it had planned for her and declined.  A few years later she was cancer free, 

the happy owner of a new breast and alive enough to regret the loss of an erogenous zone.  

I liked Mary. No, I wanted to be Mary. My inhibitions, already shredded, slipped 

away altogether and I leaned in to ask my next question.

“How did you get like this?”  
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Mary looked at me, confused. Then she understood.  “Oh, I didn’t plan it, dear.” 

For the first time, sadness swept across her face like one of the clouds outside the 

window that temporarily blocked the sun. She told me the rest of her story.

Upon the death of her first husband, Mary’s still-married friends kept their 

distance. Depression filled the empty space in her bed and in her days. “I was so angry. 

Before that, I was a pampered child and a pampered wife. Everything had come easily for 

me.” For a long time, she watched her three children struggle, feeling that she was not 

doing enough, could never do enough.  

Still, it was during those years that she went after the real estate license and 

looked for ways to continue to make a living. “We had no money. I had to do something. 

I just put one foot in front of the other and found myself doing things I’d never planned 

on. I loved finding out what I could do!” 

What about fear?

“One foot in front of the other,” she repeated. 

Way too soon, the pilot announced our approach to Newark. Mary looked out our 

window at the Hudson River glittering in the sun. “Look at that!” she said. Our talk was 

over.  

In the years since, I’ve thought of her every time life has stripped people, love, or 

assumptions from me and given me new people, more love, and a glimmer of 

understanding. Life has reshaped me as Mary’s reshaped her. I suspect she knew it would.  

In a way, Mary’s life had become like her breast—not what it was when she was 

young, and certainly not what she had wished for herself. It was something she had made 
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whole through pain, acceptance and a decision to seize every moment available to her. 

She saw in me a fellow traveler and generously offered her breast, her story and an 

unspoken challenge to find my own way to fearlessness. 

END
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