My Story
by ISONG Member, Jessica Anderson
My story begins in 1986. My mother was 31 years old. She was married with two small girls, 8
and 4 years old. She found a lump in her breast….but 31 year olds don’t get cancer. It must be
benign. She was told to watch it for a few months to see if it “goes away.” Two months later she
returned to her doctor and pressed for further evaluation. A mammogram lead her to biopsy where
she was diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of 31. She was treated with a radical left breast
mastectomy and removal of 19 lymph nodes. All nodes were negative. She came home to her young
family with a scar and staples where her left breast had been.
Fast forward four years, my mother, now 35 years old, has 11 and 7 year old daughters. Life is busy. She is a
math teacher and volleyball coach. We live at the gym. Her teams of girls are my idols. I get off the bus every day at
volleyball practice where I shag balls, toss for drills, and work on my own developing skills. So it was strange when one
day my mom and dad picked my sister and me up from school early. The mood in the car as I crawled in was
somber…even I could feel it. Mom turned to my sister and me and said, “I have cancer again.” This time it was in her
right breast. This time cancer had grander meaning to me. People die of cancer. Was my mom going to die? She
reassured us she would not and that she was going to kick cancer’s butt again! This time she sought care in Arlington,
Texas at Arlington Cancer Center. She opted again for a right breast mastectomy. Luckily, all nodes were negative again.
She came home to us with a matching sister scar on her right chest where her lone breast had been. This time I
remember more…I remember the two drains that dangled from her chest. I remember her skin pulled tight against
those metal staples as it tried desperately to heal. I remember my mom’s weariness that I hadn’t seen before. Her
cancer was triple negative. Chemo began. She handled it like a trooper. The only sign of sickness that I remember was
her long, beautiful brown hair slowly beginning to fall out. I vividly remember sitting just out of sight at my
grandmother’s home, watching as she shaved off the remaining long locks of my mom’s hair. They both cried. That was
the only time I saw my mom cry, in my mind, it was just yesterday. There was no explanation why she had to walk this
path again in life. It was 1991.
In 1998 my mom was cancer free. Healthy. Busy. Living a beautiful life. She returned to Arlington Cancer Center
for a checkup and was told that a new cancer genetic test had become available. She proceeded with testing and learned
that she was BRCA1/2 negative…what a relief.
In 2006 my mother’s sister was diagnosed with ovarian cancer at age 44. She fought for three long, chemotherapyfilled years. She died at the age of 47 leaving behind a husband and four young children.
In 2008 another sister was diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of 49. Her oncologist took one look at her
family history and her report that her sister had tested negative for BRCA1/2 in 1998 and he recommended that she test
immediately. He told her that technology had changed and the test was more sensitive now. What the astute doctor was
referring to was the advent of BART technology. This new technology, called BRACAnalysis Rearrangement Test (BART),
detects rare, large cancer-associated rearrangements of the DNA in the BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes. These rearrangements
were previously undetected by standard genetic testing. She proceeded with testing and was found to have a BRCA1 gene
mutation.
This news turned our family inside out. My mother returned to Arlington Cancer Center and retested now with
BRACAnalysis. She is positive. My mom came from a family of six kids; two are negative, four are positive.
Immediately, I wanted to test. I had two young children and we were planning a third. I saw this blood test as a
gift…a gift that allowed me to peek at my cards. It allowed me to do something about all of this worry I lived with. My

sister and I both lived in Omaha, NE at this time. We went for our testing together. Dr. Henry Lynch, at Creighton
University, consented us and sent our testing in to Myriad Genetics. One week later Dr. Lynch called to give me my
results. I am positive… positive for my family’s BRCA1 gene mutation. My sister is negative. It was 2009.
I grieved. I shed my tears….I knew what cancer looked like. Cancer was a normal word in my home growing up. It
shaped my perspective on life and longevity. I knew that I now had up to an 80% lifetime risk of breast cancer and up to
a 50% lifetime risk of ovarian cancer.
I had a choice; continue with the high risk surveillance that I had been doing since I was 25 or choose a more
aggressive path.
I knew what I would do.
I would beat cancer to the punch. I would do things on my own terms. First, I celebrated the gift of knowledge.
The gift that I had been given that could prevent me from ever experiencing cancer myself. My mom and her sisters
didn’t have a say….now I did. Cancer’s winning streak in my family ended now.
I researched and planned….I’m a nurse; it’s what we do. I had a timeline laid out. I was ready. Now living in
Colorado I met with a number of surgeons and plastic surgeons in the area. In July of 2010 I had a laparoscopic assisted
hysterectomy and prophylactic bilateral salpingo-oophorectomy. One year later, in July of 2011, I had a prophylactic
bilateral mastectomy and reconstruction.
My risk of breast and ovarian cancer has been lowered by more than 90%.
This knowledge and the surgeries that I was able to have were not easy but if I had the decision to make all over
again I would do it all again without hesitation. I believe wholeheartedly that It was all so much easier than being faced
with a cancer diagnosis. Choosing this path may not have been easy but has promised me a lot of beautiful tomorrows.
I consider myself lucky. Absolutely lucky. I am lucky to be a Previvor. I am lucky to have amazing family and
friends who made these my journey easier. I am lucky to be a nurse in this field and call all of you my comrades, my
teammates. I am doubly lucky that I get to stand up here in the presence of this incredible group of women who have
welcomed me and my passion into the field of genetic counseling. I get to pay my blessings forward each day in each
patient I get to spend time with. We are all a team and everything we do is for the good of our patients. I thank you for
the jobs you do each and every day and for being here with us tonight.

Jessica Anderson is an advanced practice registered nurse at Invision Sally Jobe (ISJ). ISJ is a provider of imaging services
throughout 13 locations in the Denver Metro area. Jessica is a part of the Risk Assessment & Prevention Program at ISJ
where she works as a genetic counselor extender. She is board certified in Women’s Health and is an Advanced Practice
Nurse in Genetics (ANG-BC).
Jessica is BRCA1 positive. In 2011, she underwent prophylactic surgeries to address her cancer risks. These experiences
are what ignited her passion in cancer genetics and led her to this professional path. She feels very blessed to blend
these two passions to deliver a highly personalized and unique level of care to her patients.
She is a member of ISONG, NCBC, NPWH and Sigma Theta Tau international Honor Society. She looks forward to
furthering her career in clinical cancer genetics. She is a member of the Clinical Cancer Genomics Community of Practice
through the esteemed Intensive Course in Cancer Risk Assessment at City of Hope.

