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Faced with the BRCA mutation—the so-called “breast cancer gene”—one woman must answer
the question: When genetics can predict how we may die, how then do we decide to live? Eleven
months after her mother succumbs to cancer, Jessica Queller has herself tested for the BRCA
gene mutation. The results come back positive, putting her at a terrifyingly elevated risk of
developing breast cancer before the age of fifty and ovarian cancer in her lifetime. Thirty-four,
unattached, and yearning for marriage and a family of her own, Queller faces an agonizing
choice: a lifetime of vigilant screenings and a commitment to fight the disease when caught, or
its radical alternative—a prophylactic double mastectomy that would effectively restore life to
her, even as it would challenge her most closely held beliefs about body image, identity, and
sexuality. Superbly informed and armed with surprising wit and style, Queller takes us on an
odyssey from the frontiers of science to the private interiors of a woman’s life. Pretty Is What
Changes is an absorbing account of how she reaches her courageous decision and its physical,
emotional, and philosophical consequences. It is also an incredibly moving story of what we
inherit from our parents and how we fashion it into the stuff of our own lives, of mothers and
daughters and sisters, and of the sisterhood that forms when women are united in battle against
a common enemy. Without flinching, Jessica Queller answers a question we may one day face
for ourselves: If genes can map our fates and their dark knowledge is offered to us, will we
willingly trade innocence for the information that could save our lives? Praise for Pretty Is What
Changes “By turns inspiring, sorrowful and profoundly moving. Queller’s sense of humor and
grace transform the most harrowing of situations into a riveting and heartfelt memoir.”—Kirkus
Reviews “Seamless and gripping. Readers will be rooting for Queller and her heroic decision to
confront her genetic destiny.”—Publishers Weekly “Jessica Queller gives us a warm, chilling,
unflinching look at her personal journey of survival with style. The ending will surprise you. Her
prescience is astounding. Her courage is inspirational. Brava Jessica!”—Marisa Acocella
Marchetto, author of Cancer Vixen
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Marchetto, author of Cancer VixenExcerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights
reserved.ONENovember 2001My mother declared that none of us were to leave the hospital
until Harriette woke up. Her voice was tense, near frantic. She stood in the fluorescent-lit waiting



room of Lenox Hill's ICU, her arms crossed. My sister and I sat on a sofa nearby. It was midnight.
My grandmother Harriette Tarler had been a patient at Lenox Hill on and off for years, but recent
kidney failure had landed her there permanently. Over the past few weeks she'd withered in fast-
motion, like a movie playing at double-speed. She'd developed sepsis. This morning she'd fallen
into a coma. The doctor did not expect her to wake up.My mother looked out of place in this
shabby waiting room--like a swan in a chicken coop. Her dark, luxurious hair evoked Jacqueline
Bisset, though some people compared her to Diane Von Furstenberg. (“I’m much prettier than
she is—her face is too broad,” she’d insist.) My mother was five foot four but stood taller in her
signature Manolo Blahnik stilettos. My mom had been wearing Manolos back when Sarah
Jessica Parker was in diapers. In fact, my mother had been friends with Patricia Field—the
costumer for Sex and the City—in the late seventies. As children, my sister Danielle and I spent
hours sitting on the floor of Patricia Field's Eighth Street boutique, collecting pins and pushing
them into a cotton tomato pincushion while our mom shopped. When I was about ten years old
and Danielle six, Patricia asked our mom if Dani and I could appear in one of her fashion shows.
We dressed up in sexy spandex and I disco–roller–skated alongside a dozen adult models while
Danielle walked around the rink wearing her yellow rain boots because there were no roller
skates in her small size. My mother had always been ahead of fashion trends, but in this
instance she'd recognized the talent of Patricia Field twenty years before the rest of the world.I
had just arrived at the hospital after taking a flight from Los Angeles to New York, but my mother
and Danielle had been there for eight hours without a break. My mother leaned against the arm
of a vinyl reclining chair and said she was thirsty, so I went to the nurses’ station to fetch her
some water. When I returned, Dixie cup in hand, my mom was sitting next to my sister on the
sofa. Though Danielle is tall and golden blond and our mother was petite and brunette, they
were unmistakably mother and daughter. Danielle had inherited our mom's panache: an urban
brand of beauty that turned men’s heads and intimidated other women. Danielle had also
adopted her style. They each wore layered cashmere and long, narrow pants of the same color—
my mother all in black, my sister all in cream. The look was finished with a spectacular pair of
heels and two or three pieces of expensive jewelry. My coloring and features resembled my
mother’s, but that's where the similarity ended. I’d been a struggling theater actress for years and
had recently segued into writing. I was a “ragamuffin” (my mother’s word) who clutched worn
copies of Chekhov and made friends with homeless people on the street. During that time, to my
mother’s chagrin, my wardrobe consisted of sweaters with holes and old jeans. The closest thing
to jewelry I owned was a string of thrift–store beads.When our mother went to the ladies’ room,
Danielle briefed me on what I’d missed. On his rounds, Dr. Roth had informed them that
Harriette's case was considered terminal, so she would not be allowed to remain in the ICU for
long; the hospital needed the bed. He broached the subject of taking her off life support and our
mom became hysterical. She insisted that Harriette would wake from her coma. “Harriette’s
threatened to die for ten years but she always bounces back,” my mother cried. “Turning off the
life support would be like murder! She will wake up.” The doctor placed a compassionate hand



on my mother's shoulder and promised to stall the bed issue as long as he could.Dr. Roth was
fond of Harriette—he’d been treating her for years and got a kick out of her. She’d given him
glossy stills of herself as a young starlet with the Three Stooges. Harriette had been an aspiring
actress in Hollywood in the 1950s. She’d had a recurring role as the French waitress in the
Stooges pictures, which didn't prevent her from sometimes standing in as a girl who got a pie
tossed in her face. In those days, her hair was a tawny shade of red and she dressed in form–
fitting, slinky attire. Her nickname was “Tiger.” When I was fourteen and won the coveted role of
Abigail in the high school production of The Crucible, Harriette coached me on how to market
myself as a professional actress: “It’s not enough to be pretty and talented—you need a
gimmick, a way to stand out. All the studio heads knew me as ‘Tiger’—I’d sign my notes with a
paw print.” Long after she’d stopped acting and moved to New York, Harriette draped her
apartment with tiger and leopard prints—the bedding, the rugs, the walls. As an old woman, she
still resembled a tiger. She wore a floor–length fox–fur coat, colossal tortoiseshell glasses, and
her hair long, silky, and golden red.She also resembled a tigress in the ferocity with which she
guarded her age. Danielle and I never called her Grandma when we were little, always Harriette.
When Dani was around ten, she'd once made the mistake of addressing a letter from camp to
“Grandma Harriette.” This sparked an angry torrent: “I told you never to do that—now the
doormen will guess how old I am!”Our mother, too, had never called her Mom. When my mother
turned sixteen, Harriette started taking her on weekends to Vegas, where they would double–
date as sisters. By that time, Harriette had gone through three husbands—two divorces and one
annulment. My mom’s father had been Harriette’s first, short–lived husband. He was a cruel man
who remarried and forced my mother to babysit for his new children on the weekends of her
court–ordered visits. He was also a deadbeat who contributed nothing to my mother's care and
stole money her grandmother had willed to her. At sixteen, my mother cut him out of her life
entirely and pretended he was dead.When my mother was a senior in high school, Harriette
moved into the Plaza Hotel in New York—the tab covered by one of her married boyfriends—
leaving my mother to fend for herself, alone, in Los Angeles. My mother had a roof over her
head, but no money. To get by, she babysat and often had meals at the neighbors’. For the rest of
her life, my mother would be plagued by the fear that she would run out of money and end up
destitute.That night in the Lenox Hill waiting room, my mother did not allow for sleep. She was a
drill sergeant, ordering me or Danielle to dart into the ICU every twenty minutes to check
Harriette for signs of consciousness—a stirring, the flutter of an eyelid. Every so often, as if
skeptical of our reports, she went in to check for herself. My mother was a willful creature—she'd
worked as a fashion designer with her own label for over thirty years among aggressive,
conniving men, some of them gangsters. “You have to be tough as nails to survive in the
garment center,” she often said with pride. As tough as she was, she had a damsel quality—an
elusive aspect that made people want to take care of her. That night in the hospital, both sides
were in evidence. She'd glance at her watch with a start: “It's been twenty-two minutes—Dani,
Jessica, get in there!” She kept insisting that when, not if, Harriette woke up, one of us must be



by her side. As the hours passed with no change, my mother grew panicked. Her bossiness
could not hide her true emotional state, which was that of a terrified child. By four in the morning
she was pacing, her eyes lit with fear. At fifty-eight, my mother had been spared any direct
experience with death. Harriette had to be at least eighty (though she'd never admit it) and was
riddled with illness, yet my mother was genuinely shocked to be told Harriette could actually die.
I studied my mom, the intensity of her bewilderment. It struck me that this was not a usual
display of grief. It struck me that until that night, my mother regarded death as a remote concept
that affected other people. In her willful way, she was not prepared to allow death into her
life.From Publishers WeeklyTV writer Queller (The Gilmore Girls) was 31, single and healthy
when her mother succumbed to ovarian cancer at the age of 58, having battled breast cancer six
years earlier. Queller chronicles her mother's long and anguished struggle in vivid detail. After
her mother's death, at the suggestion of an acquaintance, Queller opted to discover whether she
carries the breast cancer gene; indeed, she tested positive for the BRCA-1 gene mutation,
which gave her an 87% chance of breast cancer before age 50 and a 44% chance of ovarian
cancer in her lifetime. With this knowledge in hand, Queller began the journey toward her pivotal
choice: a prophylactic double mastectomy at age 35. Along the way she traveled between the
West Coast and New York City, seeking medical opinions, information and unsuccessfully—but
not for lack of trying—a man she can love who will father her children before she follows up with
voluntary surgery to remove her ovaries. This Hollywood writer's story is seamless and gripping;
readers will be rooting for Queller and her heroic decision to confront her genetic destiny.
(Apr.)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights
reserved. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorJessica Queller
has written for numerous television shows, including Gossip Girl, Gilmore Girls, Felicity, and One
Tree Hill. She lives in New York and Los Angeles.--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Read more
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Mary Lou Winn, “Thank you for writing this book!. What a beautiful story of how cancer brought a
family together and how important it is to be tested for cancer genes. It is a wonderful story of
love, hope, knowledge and power. Thank you for sharing your story, it has helped me with my
journey!”

Joan Reams, “Pretty Is What Changes. The author explained her gene risk for breast cancer and
ovarian cancer in an emotional informative way. I purchased the book because my daughter,
twin sister and myself had just been tested for the BRCA1 and BRCA2 gene mutation. Our test
results are that we all have a "variant" that is the same so it is genetic but it is a variant that the
lab has never seen in the whole world thus it is "uncertain" what it means other than it is
genetically being passed in our family. Reading this book helped me understand gene
mutations.  The author truly is "beautiful" inside and out.Joan Reams”

Karen FP, “Personal and Accessible. Jessica Queller shares an intimate story of testing positive
for the BRCA mutation, while making it accessible to a wide audience. Her story brings hope
and perspective, and sheds light on a challenging topic. I was engaged throughout. Thank you,
Jessica, and family, for your candor.”

Wayne Stevens, “Great book. Great book, informative but not to the point that you get lost in
statistics. I like that she kept the story going. Very easy read, emotional at times but considering
I am looking at Bi-lateral Mastectomy, it hit close to home. Book was recommended by my
Radiologist to better understand cancer, family and genetics testing and it gave me even more
insight than I expected.  Thank you”

M. Fearnow, “Surprisingly good book. As someone who recently tested positive for a BRCA
gene mutation, I found this book to be very interesting, informative, and entertaining. It is a
captivating story even if you do not have a BRCA or breast cancer connection. I found myself
wanting to read on to find out what Jessica decides to do. I wish she would write another book
to catch us up on things. Several years after this book was published, I find that the difficult
decisions she faces are still difficult for those of us with this unlucky inheritance. I strongly
recommend it.”

history enthusiast, “Moving and inspiring. Whatever misconceptions I previously might have had
about this disease were eliminated by the courage of the author and her friends and family. This
was, all told, an inspiring and uplifting story about what is really important in life.”

Lee G. Reynolds, “Heartfelt. Having gone through many of these emotions fears surgeries and
procedures myself I wanted to hear others experiences. Comforting in many ways but also



terrifying how common it is.”

Craig Lee Pollitt, “really helping me decide what to do. i got this book when one of my bright pink
pals have suggested to me. i have the brca 2 and young at 35 trying to decide to do the surgery
or not. I'm still in the process to have plenty of talks with different surgeons but I know now this is
something that needs to be done sooner rather than later. I have two young children and I want
to be around for long time. the book was very helpful and easy to read. everything that she was
thinking i was thinking the same thing.”

E. Moggan, “Excellent informative book. As someone who has recently been diagnosed with
BRCA1 but only 22 and not have had children or settled down I was looking for a book by
someone else in the same position as myself. This book has been written sensitively and is
extremely informative. The emotions that Jessica went through were written honestly and I could
easily relate. Also the book explained procedures but also the people who were important in her
life. This made me think more about my situations and the impact my diagnosis affected not just
myself but also my own family situation and the possibility of my own mortality.The story is often
at times tear jerking and often I had to put it to one side for a day or too before resuming. This
book has been an eye opener for me.”

The book by Jessica Queller has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 61 people have provided feedback.
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