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TOTAL TRANS   FORMATION

The New York Times Best Selling author of  
Still Alice talks about her life and new book

BY LAURIE BALLIETT  •  PHOTOGRAPHY BY JAY ELLIOTT

Seven years ago, Dr. Lisa Genova found herself a 
divorced, single mom, looking at the options laid 
out in front of her. In the spirit of adventure she 
asked herself, “If I could do anything with my 
life, what would I do?” Genova, who was then 
taking care of her daughter at home after years 
of working in the neuroscience field, decided to 
take a leap of faith and write for a living. 

The Chatham resident’s direct honesty 
seems to be her goldmine, her gift. It appears 
in her writing as well as in her conversation. 
Reading her work feels like you dive directly 
into her soul. You enter into the character’s 
mind so deeply that you feel the thoughts 
are your own. In her second book, Left Ne-
glected, released in January, and now also a 
New York Times best seller, the main charac-
ter experiences a head trauma that leaves her 
unable to perceive anything on the left side. 

“When they are asked to draw a clock, 
they only draw the right side of the clock,” 
explains Genova of those afflicted with Left 

Neglect. The writer’s own story, much like 
that of the main character in Left Neglect-
ed, is a testament to how determination and 
perseverance can help you succeed. 

After earning a B.S in Biopsychology 
from Bates College and a Ph.D. in neuro-
science from Harvard, Genova worked as 
a research scientist before allowing herself 
to dream of becoming a novelist. 

“I’d spend seven days a week addicting 
rats to cocaine or amphetamines,” says 
Genova of her job before writing. She be-
came a strategy consultant with Health 
Advances after Harvard, but left the job 
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your writing career before it starts!”
Genova persisted. She self-published 

on iUniverse, paying $450 with a print-
on-demand book. She gave herself one 
year to market the book. Then seren-
dipity and luck crossed her way. Bev-
erly Beckham of the Boston Globe gave 
Still Alice a favorable review, a rare 
thing for a self-published book. 

Author Julia Fox Garrison discov-
ered Genova through the review, and 
introduced her to her agent. The day 
she signed the contract with the agent, 
she received a call from Simon and 
Schuster wanting to make an offer. 
This enabled her newly signed agent 
to present the book to other publishing 
houses. The book ended up selling to 

Simon and Schuster for ten times the 
amount of the original offer. 

After the first novel sold, Genova called 
Garrison to thank her. In that conversa-
tion, the subject of her next book came 
up. When Genova explained to her that 
she wanted to write something on the 
condition, Left Neglect, there was a 
pause over the phone line. “Lisa…that’s 
what I have,” remarked Garrison, on yet 
another strange coincidence.

Genova writes from the inside out, 
with her characters voicing the world 
from their unique neurologically chal-
lenged perspectives. Her first book was 
written from the viewpoint of a Har-
vard professor whose Alzheimer’s sets 
in at age fifty, and readers advance 
through the disease with the character 
in such a real way that Beckham com-
pared it to a Stephen King horror story. 
The subject catapulted Genova into be-
coming a professional speaker for the 
disease. “Alzheimer’s is world wide,” 
says Genova, whose first book on the 
disease is sold in thirty countries and 
has been translated into more than 20 
languages. 

The high stress life she left comes in 
handy when she needs to tap into that 
sort of energy. Sarah Nickerson, the 
main character in Left Neglected, isn’t 
based on the writer, but “she’s who I 
could have been,” says Genova, of the 
type ‘A’ working mom in the book. 
Genova describes the people she knew 
when she lived and worked in a sub-
urb of Boston. “They were caught up 
in, ‘where do you vacation? What kind 
of car do you drive? How big is your 
house?’” She hopes Left Neglected will 
get people to see what’s important. 

Genova became interested in writing 
on the subject of Left Neglect after read-
ing a story by neurologist, Oliver Sacks. 

to have her daughter in 2000. She had 
planned to go back to work; but by the 
time her daughter was three her mar-
riage ended. For the first time, Genova 
asked herself what she really wanted 
to do in life. She had gone through the 
heartbreaking experience of watching 
her grandmother’s Alzheimer’s dis-
ease, and knew she wanted to write a 
novel about it. Deciding to pursue her 
dream, she made a daily plan to drop 
her daughter off at school and head to 
a coffee shop to write.

“I wish I knew then what I know now,” 
says Genova wistfully. “I could under-
stand the disease as a neuroscientist, but 
couldn’t understand it as a person.”  

The choice to pursue writing Still 
Alice as her full time job didn’t come 
without pressure. “It felt crazy so many 
times. Former colleagues in science were 

becoming professors or were getting 
promoted at other jobs,” she observes. 
After taking the leap to make writing 
her job, she met and started dating Cha-
tham film maker Christopher Seufert. 
The pair is now married and have two 
children together.

Genova’s parents had a summer 
home in Dennis so she wasn’t new to 
the Cape, but it still took an enormous 
leap of faith to move here. In Boston 
she could always fall back on a neuro-
scientist research job. Once she moved, 
she says the choice became, “If I’m not 
a novelist on Cape Cod, then what?” 

She also took acting lessons which 
she now credits as her best and only 
writing class. “In acting I was intel-
lectually learning about writing,” says 
Genova. “Deconstructing our internal 
editor, getting rid of what keeps you 

scared of being honest. I would come 
home and I wouldn’t be afraid to put 
the emotion down on the page.” 

Once Still Alice was completed, 
Genova set goals and timelines for her-
self. She set out to send 100 query let-
ters to literary agents and received so 
many rejection letters that she still finds 
them stashed away in peculiar places. 
In one year, she had heard back from 
four agents. One didn’t respond after 
the first letter, two thought the subject 
of Alzheimer’s was too depressing, and 
the third asked her to rewrite it as a 
nonfiction book since her Ph.D. is in 
neuroscience. 

After her allotted year was almost 
up, Genova decided to self-publish, 
and her husband encouraged her to 
do it. She was warned by one of the 
agents, “Do not do that, you will kill 

Genova enjoys spending time with her son Ethan and baby daughter Stella in their Chatham home.

New York Times Bestseller, Still Alice, 
has been translated into more than 20 
languages and is sold in 30 countries. 
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His story was about a left leg. “The guy 
didn’t recognize that it was his. I want-
ed to know more, I kept thinking, what 
else goes on with this guy? How does 
this person live?” asks Genova.

As she begins writing her third novel, 
about a boy with severe autism, she 
continues on with media appearances 
for Left Neglected. “The book has been 
a great metaphor for what we don’t 
pay attention to in life,” says Genova, 
with baby daughter Stella cradled in 
her arms. “This book is about paying 
attention to what matters.” 

The media tour for Left Neglected, Genova’s 
second novel, continues on and off Cape Cod.  

For more information on the 
author and her newest novel,  
visit www.leftneglected.com.
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