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Introduction

A Beautiful Connection

My older daughter, Ava, was ten when I told her I had cancer. As she struggled to understand what was happening to me, she put her feelings down on paper and wrote a poem but then hid it, too embarrassed to let me see her words. Instead, she showed it to a dear friend and colleague of mine, Sara Haines. Sara and I first met and worked together at NBC, and now we’re lucky enough to work side by side at ABC. We’ve shared a lot of ups and downs over the years, and she’s become like a sister to me and an aunt to my daughters. Sara encouraged Ava to give me the poem. She said, “Your mom needs to read this.” And she was right.

Ava ran up to me one evening in the middle of my chemo treatments and handed me the neatly folded sheet of lined paper.

“Mom, please don’t read this in front of me,” she said as she hurried off to her bedroom and closed the door.

As I began to read Ava’s words, I was overcome with pride. My little girl had so much compassion in her beautiful heart; her empathy and optimism leapt off the paper. The title of the poem was perfect, simple, and powerful: “Better.” What a hopeful word. It stared back at me at a time when I felt the opposite. I was weak, but my daughter knew that I would be strong again. My tears started flowing. The voice of my ten-year-old astounded me as I marveled at her incredible wisdom. Her poem was a message of understanding and encouragement, from daughter to mother.


“Better” by Ava McIntosh

As she walks through the door with her head held up high

And a sparkle in those big blue eyes

That smile is contagious and I don’t know why.

This is her battle, yet she strengthens me.

This is her struggle, and she can’t be free.

This is her worry, but I have no doubt

She will survive without one pout.

She will be strong, stronger than ever.

She’s a fighter just like her daughter

It has to get worse before it gets better…

and trust me it will get better.


My younger daughter, Annalise, was only seven when she had to hear that her mommy had cancer. She spoke to me through her art, drawing me as a princess, as if to make me all-powerful. But at the same time, I noticed how she held on to me a little tighter than before, and I could see in her big brown eyes how much she needed me.

My daughters made me rise up in my darkest moments. I felt stronger, better, just knowing they believed I could conquer this horrible disease. I’ve come to recognize that there is no clearer mirror in the world than the reflection of yourself through your children.

Despite the fact that millions of women share this awful illness, cancer can feel very isolating. I’ve found over this past year that every time I share my story, other women share theirs, and a beautiful connection is made. It’s been a tremendous source of comfort for me, and it’s the reason I decided to write this book. As a journalist, I’m much more interested in telling the story than in being the story. But the fact is, I didn’t really have a choice about going public with my illness—I was tested on live television as a public service, and keeping quiet about the rest of my experience just felt wrong. My passion for journalism is rooted in the notion that by providing information we become stronger, more connected people. My goal is to share not only the daily challenges I faced as a newly diagnosed cancer patient but also the evolution that occurred as I transitioned from patient to survivor…to thriver. I am a different woman than I was before cancer. I am a better mother, wife, daughter, sister, and friend, and I’ve learned so much about myself. Perhaps the biggest lesson was one that I thought I knew yet too often forgot: The truth is, all I really need is exactly what I have right now.


Chapter One

You Want Me to Do What?

I’ve never been a big believer in fate. Too many awful things happen to too many wonderful people for me to accept that there’s a larger plan for “the greater good.” But that said, I have to admit, the events that led to my diagnosis all felt very fated.

I have so many reflections that begin with what if and thank God. What if I had stayed at my previous job at NBC and never switched to ABC? Thank God I jumped networks. What if I hadn’t become a larger part of the Good Morning America family, which happened only because of an unexpected twist in GMA host Robin Roberts’s second cancer battle? I’d filled in for Robin every other week for nearly a year while she was on leave for a bone marrow transplant to fight myelodysplastic syndrome. Thank God I was the one who got to step in. If these things hadn’t happened, I might never have received the email that ultimately saved my life.

—

IT WAS LATE September 2013. I was in the rural Pennsylvania home of Marie Monville, a sweet, pretty young mother of three whose husband had walked into a quiet Amish schoolhouse seven years earlier and gunned down ten little girls, killing five of them and then himself. Marie had written a memoir about her life before and after the shooting, and we were about to do her first network-television interview for ABC News. She had remarried, but she still lived in Amish Country. My producer, Kaitlyn Folmer, and I had driven out the night before and stayed at the Hotel Hershey, a few miles from Kaitlyn’s childhood home. It’s stunningly beautiful country, with horse-drawn carriages and pastoral farms—the last place you’d expect to find such a tragedy.

On the morning of the interview, I was still fine-tuning my questions and follow-ups as the crew finalized their camera positions and lighting. They placed Marie in front of the stone fireplace, and when I saw her there, I was struck by how incongruous it all seemed. This poised young woman in this pleasant house in bucolic Middle America had gone through a hell I couldn’t begin to understand.

We were about to start rolling when I glanced at my cellphone and saw a cryptic message from Good Morning America producer Sandra Aiken: “Can you call me? I have a delicate assignment I need to talk to you about.”

Standing in Marie Monville’s kitchen, I dialed into what we call the GMA rim, and when I was transferred to Sandra she seemed just the slightest bit flustered. “We’re going big for breast cancer awareness next month,” she said. “We’re going to ‘Go Pink’ in a major way, and we want to show women having live mammograms in our mammovan in Times Square.” She paused. “We’d also like to have a member of our GMA team participate, and we’d like you to be that anchor.”

My reaction was visceral. No way, no how. Never gonna happen, I thought. I knew that on-air medical screenings by members of the media, like Katie Couric’s colonoscopy on the Today show in 2000, raised awareness and saved lives. But Katie had a personal connection to colon cancer. Her husband Jay Monahan had succumbed to the disease, and she wanted to demystify a lifesaving test that many people avoid because it’s scary and uncomfortable. This was different. I’ve always prided myself on authenticity in my work, and this wasn’t a genuine personal cause for me.

“Sandra, I don’t think this is something I’m prepared to do,” I said. “I’ve never had a mammogram before, so to have my first in front of millions of people isn’t ideal.”

“I understand completely,” she said. “Let’s talk about it when you get back to the city. Can you hold off on a decision until then?”

I agreed to that much, but nothing more.

—

THE INTERVIEW WAS as intense and emotional as I’d imagined it would be. Just a few years earlier, Marie had enjoyed what must have looked like a perfect life, with beautiful children and a loving husband. But then she had a miscarriage, which seemed to affect her husband even more than it did her. He blamed God, and so he decided to take it out on God’s people—the Amish. She told us about the day he made a special effort to run out to the bus stop to say “goodbye” and “I love you” to their children. Only later would she realize why. This was the morning he had planned to execute his rampage. He had already purchased the ammunition and the rope to tie up his victims.

After reliving all this with Marie, I was glad to have the three-hour drive back to the city to decompress. Thinking about those schoolgirls made me want to run home to mine. I was once again reminded how lucky I was to have my family, my life, and my job. Which is when I remembered Sandra’s call.

As Kaitlyn drove, I called my husband and my mom and talked it out with them. My main concern was that it might be seen as exploitative or “stunt-ish.” I was afraid I would take heat from my colleagues and other media outlets for being part of a story that didn’t feel like it had much to do with me. I also imagined how vulnerable I would feel with millions of people watching me do something every other woman on the planet does only in the privacy of her doctor’s office. I didn’t want to expose myself, literally or figuratively. They both agreed that having a mammogram on live TV was probably not a good idea. Then I decided to call my longtime agent and friend, Henry Reisch.

“Henry, you’re never going to believe the phone call I just got,” I said, and blurted it all out.

“Whoa. I was not expecting that,” Henry said. “Are you going to do it?”

I quickly answered, “Well, I don’t want to, but I’m calling you to figure out if that’s the right answer.”

Henry suggested he ask around his office to see what the reaction was and we could go from there.

I was willing to listen to a few unbiased opinions, but my mind was made up. I had every intention to politely pass on this particular assignment.

—

THE NEXT MORNING was Friday, September 27, and Sandra was waiting for me when I walked off the set. “Can we talk?” she asked.

I was filling in for Josh Elliott, GMA’s news anchor, who was in Afghanistan. Filling in was a large part of my job at the time, serving as the news division’s utility infielder. If anyone from Good Morning America was off, I was on. If a host was missing, I hosted. If a newsreader was away, I read the news. Wherever there was a hole, I plugged it.

At the time, I had a temporary dressing room on the second floor of our Times Square offices, just above the studio where we broadcast GMA. Each of the anchors has a sanctuary where we prepare for the show, get our hair and makeup done, and speed-read a half dozen or so newspapers and our scripts. Sandra walked me up to mine, closed the door behind us, and explained why the producers had chosen me for this assignment.

“You’re forty,” she said. “And you’ve never had a mammogram. That puts you right in the middle of the demographic we’re hoping to reach.”

“Well, not only have I not had a mammogram,” I said, “but I purposefully lost the prescription for it that my doctor wrote me a year ago.” I made air quotes when I said “lost.”

As soon as my ob-gyn had handed it to me the previous October, I stuck the prescription in my purse and forgot about it. Every now and then, as I was digging in my bag for my wallet or my keys, I would find that crumpled piece of paper and feel a pang of guilt for not scheduling the test. Eventually, it conveniently disappeared, probably thrown out with receipts and gum wrappers. I could say that, between my job and my kids, I was simply too busy, but the blunt truth was that I just didn’t want to deal with it. Sitting there with Sandra, I still didn’t feel like I needed a mammogram.

Sandra’s eyes lit up. “That is exactly why you have to do this!”

I wasn’t convinced, but I agreed to think about it a little more.

After Sandra left my dressing room, my day was far from over. It’s my job to stick around and be ready to go on the air in the event of breaking news big enough for us to interrupt regular programming. I also have to update the show for the West Coast if anything changes or develops between the time we go live in the East and when we air out West.

There was no breaking news, so I was answering emails when I saw one from ABC’s executive editorial producer, Santina Leuci. “If you get a mammogram in the mammovan, I will, too,” it said. “Promise. Let’s do it together.” Santina is a force at ABC News. She is in charge of booking all the big newsmakers for the network and she essentially works 24/7, keeping us competitive. I laughed as I read the email. I could see it was not going to be easy to keep saying no.

Actually, I was starting to warm up to the idea, but first I wanted to talk to Robin Roberts, a breast cancer survivor—though she prefers the term “thriver”—to see what she thought about all of this. Robin’s dressing room was just a few steps from mine. I knocked on her door, the one with the ROBIN’S NEST sign on it, and she said, “Come in.”

She had already changed into her sweatpants and hoodie. Nobody is too formal coming and going from the studio—it’s more like yoga pants, tank tops, and jeans. I was still in my skirt and high heels, which at least meant that I was eye-to-eye with her. (Robin is five foot ten; I’m five five.)

Her space was always dimly lit and inviting, but I wanted to make this quick. Though she’d always been cordial, we hardly knew each other. I’d been at ABC for over a year but in large part filling in for Robin, and she’d been back full-time for about a month. In September she’d passed the one-year anniversary of the stem cell transplant she underwent to treat bone marrow cancer, a disease she’d developed as a side effect of chemo.

“You’re a breast cancer survivor,” I started. “And I know that it’s an important cause for you….” I hesitated for a moment, but then I remembered how gracious she’d always been, the notes she’d sent to congratulate me on interviews I’d done. “They asked me to do a mammogram on live television on October first,” I blurted out.

She laughed and said, “Oh, you’re the one they asked!”

“That’s right. Lucky me.”

“I’m glad. I think you’re a good choice.”

“That’s funny, because I don’t feel that way at all. But maybe you can talk me into it. I have no connection to the disease,” I explained, “so it just doesn’t seem right. I mean, if my mom had had breast cancer, or if I had a sister or grandmother who’d gone through it, I’d feel like there was a reason to choose me. I’m afraid it’s going to look like I’m trying to grab the limelight. I don’t want to distract from the message.”

Robin looked at me with a clear kindness that put me at ease. She asked, “How old are you?”

“Forty.”

“And you’ve never had a mammogram.”

“Nope.”

“Amy, that’s the whole point. Listen. Nobody knows better than I do how uncomfortable it can be having people watching you go through something medical. But the power of saving even one life is so remarkable, you’ll never regret it.” She paused, then smiled her amazing smile. “And I can pretty much guarantee it will save a life. Just by you walking into that mammovan and demystifying this test, someone will find out they have cancer who wouldn’t have otherwise.”

I was running out of objections. “But with no family history…”

“Amy, eighty percent of women who have breast cancer have no family history.”

That’s when I got the chills. I get chills a lot, and they usually serve as my internal barometer, forecasting my next move. And that statistic sent a wave from my head to my toes.

“I didn’t know that,” I said.

“See! You can share that, too. You can be that person. You can say, Hey, look, I don’t have a family history, I’m forty, I feel healthy, I’m going to do this anyway. I’m going to do this for me; I’m going to do this for my kids. I’m going to do this for my family.”

Now I was nodding. Such is the power of Robin Roberts.

“I totally understand if you don’t want to,” she said. “And I support you either way. But I just want you to think about it in those terms.”

For a moment I thought I was going to cry, but then I laughed instead. I was surprised at how emotional I was. On some level, I must have known this was a watershed moment.

“Can I give you a hug?” I said. “You just made up my mind. In fact, you made it easy.”

“Sure,” she said, and I gave her a big squeeze. I knew I’d made the right decision, because it felt right. A weight had been lifted off me, the pressure relieved.

I went back to my dressing room and sent an email to Sandra, saying I’d do the mammogram, but I added one request. I asked if I could tape a message to air right before the procedure, explaining why I’d agreed to do the test on live TV.

I still felt like I had to explain myself, perhaps even defend my decision, and here’s why: I had spent nearly twenty years busting my butt, working eighteen-hour shifts, flying all over the world at a moment’s notice, and giving up my weekends and vacations for this career, and I was afraid to make a mistake. I was terrified that someone would think I was insincere—because until my conversation with Robin, I didn’t really believe I needed a mammogram, and to go on live television and encourage every woman my age to do a test that I had no prior intention of taking felt false. I wanted to be as up front as possible.

Once I’d made the decision, I put it all aside and spent a gorgeous fall weekend with my family at our home in the Hudson Valley, about an hour and a half north of the city. On Monday, Kaitlyn, GMA producer Anna Wild, and I took a crew out to do “woman on the street” interviews. “When do you think you should get your first mammogram?” we asked. It was unbelievable. No one knew. Their guesses were all over the place: fifty, thirty-five, thirty, twenty-five.

I asked, “How often should you get one? Every year? Every two years? Every five years?” Again, no one knew! Suddenly I was glad that we were going to inform women all over the country and maybe even change a few lives.

We went to the Roger Smith Hotel in Midtown to shoot my announcement. We thought the intimacy and the soft lighting of a hotel suite, rather than a sleek studio, would better capture what I wanted to say. The photographer was Russ Marhull, who’s a fantastic artist and a great human being. We knew he would capture the perfect visual tone.

I jumped right in, unscripted, and hoped it would be a sincere introduction to the live segment of my procedure. “When ABC producers called me last week and asked me to have a mammogram on live national television, my first instinct was, ‘No way. Never gonna do it,’ ” I said. Russ took a tighter shot. “I’m forty years old. I’ve never had a mammogram. I’ve avoided it, and I started thinking, Wow, if I’ve put it off, how many other people have put it off, as well? I went in to see Robin…and she said, ‘Amy, if one life is saved because of early detection, it’s all worth it.’ So, Robin, this one’s for you.” I ended with a smile.

It’s haunting to watch that clip today and to hear myself say those words before I knew that the life I saved would be my own.

—

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 1, the first official day of Breast Cancer Awareness Month, would be warm and sunny, but I was up long before daylight.

My usual routine was, and still is, to wake up at four, take a shower, and get dressed while my husband, two daughters, and stepson, Wyatt, are all sound asleep. We were living on Prince Street at the time, in a downtown neighborhood called NoLIta—North of Little Italy—and adjacent to SoHo—South of Houston. It’s a busy area, filled with tourists, restaurants, and boutiques, and even at 4:30 A.M. when I walked out to the car, there were usually people on the street, still up from the night before. Good Morning America sent a car to pick me up, and because my commute took place while most people were dreaming, we could usually get to Times Square in less than ten minutes.

I had a hair and makeup team help get me camera-ready by 6:20 A.M., since every time I filled in as news anchor (like that morning) I had to do all the teases for ABC affiliates across the country, telling them what was coming up and trying to get viewers to join the GMA broadcast. Leading up to airtime, I spoke to local anchors in Philly and Pittsburgh and Boston and Detroit—about fifteen different cross talks in all.

I did my first news report at seven. At the top of the second hour, Robin announced, “We’re hearing the word ‘stronger,’ and you are being so strong today, Amy Robach.” She turned to me. “You’re going to go live and have a mammogram. You’ve never had that before.”

“I’m forty, I’m the age, and I have been putting it off,” I said. We were only minutes away from the segment, but first I had to get through the eight o’clock news. I covered the government shutdown—the first in seventeen years—Pope Francis modernizing the Catholic Church, and falling gas prices, eventually ending on a feel-good kicker: the story of a surfer who heroically freed a loggerhead turtle from a potentially deadly fishing line.

Then we headed out to the mobile clinic in Times Square, where breast cancer survivors lined the streets. While I prepared to enter the mammovan, my PSA-like piece aired. I stepped in with my heart pounding, and there was Santina Leuci. As promised, she had gotten her mammogram. As she left the van, just out of sight of the cameras, she flashed her boobs at me. Yes, that’s our beloved, crazy, brilliant Santina. She knew exactly what to do to break the tension. I’m not sure if I ever thanked her for that—so, thank you, Santina, for cracking me up when I needed it most.

I took off my pink blazer and put on a pink hospital gown. Earlier, I actually had to sign some paperwork, because this wasn’t just a TV segment; this was the real deal. I had to indicate where the films were going to be sent and my ob-gyn’s preference for either 3-D or 2-D imaging.

Thanks to Santina, I walked up to the mammography machine with a big smile on my face. The cameras were strategically placed, shooting me from behind and streaming live to the country. Initially, producers had asked me to wear a microphone, but I felt that no one needed a play-by-play—it was pretty obvious what was happening.

Meanwhile, Robin and Dr. Jen Ashton, an ob-gyn and ABC’s senior medical correspondent, were outside the van, discussing the importance of early detection as the live images of my procedure were broadcast. Dr. Ashton is a huge contributor to our coverage of women’s health and schedules mammograms for women every day.

Robin said, “When it comes to mammograms, there are a lot of myths out there and legitimate concerns, as well.”

“I think one of those is about the fear of the procedure. I hear this from women all the time,” said Dr. Ashton.

Meanwhile, I was inside conquering my fear on live television. We had very specific time restraints, so they scanned only one breast (I honestly can’t remember which one), and within minutes I was back in my blazer and stepping out of the van with a huge grin on my face.

“You did it!” cheered Dr. Ashton.

“How was it?” asked Robin.

“It hurt so much less than I thought it was going to hurt,” I said. “It was nothing. My Lasik eye surgery was far more painful!” I was overjoyed to report that the anticipation was far worse than the actual test. It was uncomfortable, yes, but not nearly as bad as I’d feared. On a pain scale of one to ten, it was a two.

Robin turned to the camera. “I gotta tell you, she was so nervous this morning. She is so happy right now. I can just see the relief in your eyes.”

“There are tears in her eyes,” said Dr. Ashton.

“That she did it,” said Robin.

And that was true. I was proud and relieved all in one. I was done. Whew!

Or so I thought.

—

ONCE WE WRAPPED, a producer came running up to me. “Hey, Amy, the technicians just mentioned you didn’t complete the mammogram,” she said. “Before they pack it up, would you like to do the other side?”

I was this close to saying, No, thanks, I’m good, I’ll do it later (as in, five to ten years later), but I felt this nagging Catholic-schoolgirl pressure to finish what I’d started, so I walked up those steps for a second time, put my other breast in several more uncomfortable positions—not in front of the camera this time—and ten minutes later I was heading home. As far as I was concerned, the story was over. I felt positive and I hoped the segment had done some good, but, honestly, I was already mentally moving on to my next assignment.

I had plenty to occupy my mind. I was a regular on GMA, on air three to five times a week, filling in on set, on assignment, or live-wrapping a piece from the studio. I was also a correspondent for World News and Nightline, in addition to working on several specials for ABC’s news-magazine program 20/20. I was on call seven days a week, and I never knew what my day was going to look like, because my routine was whatever the news desk told me it was going to be—sometimes that meant getting up early one day and staying late the next.

Even though I woke at 4:00 A.M. several days a week, I rarely went to bed before 10:00 P.M. When you have three active kids in the house and a husband with a busy career, getting enough sleep is pretty much impossible. My husband, Andrew Shue, is the co-founder of CafeMom, an online community and information site for mothers, and he travels a lot, so we have a tough juggling act most weeks. But we’ve established a fairly smooth routine when we’re not traveling. In the morning, Andrew gets the kids up and ready for school, and in the afternoon, I’m on pickup duty. After-school gets complicated, because on any given day the kids have gymnastics, soccer, dance, voice, writing, and guitar lessons, which requires me to shuttle them uptown, downtown, and midtown. I usually get six hours of sleep a night, which doesn’t really give me the stamina my day requires. I’m not a big nap-taker, but on Thursdays I sometimes pass out before I even know what happened. And come Friday, I am definitely a party pooper, conking out on the couch at eight o’clock while we’re all watching movies. Sometimes I’m out for a full twelve hours. More often, though, I wake up at four, panicked that I’ve missed my alarm clock, and then mumble out loud, “Oh, thank God, it’s Saturday,” and go back to sleep.

—

OVER THE NEXT several weeks, I filed news-of-the-day stories for all ABC platforms, from a Utah woman who gave birth to a healthy baby thirty-nine days after her water broke to convicted murderer Michael Skakel’s new trial and release after eleven years in prison. I also covered the christening of Kate and William’s royal baby, Prince George, and a 20/20 investigation into what really goes on behind the scenes in your favorite watering hole: a “bartender confidential” special.

I wasn’t terribly happy bouncing around from story to story and show to show this way, so I scheduled a meeting with then–ABC News president Ben Sherwood. On October 22, we had lunch at Bar Boulud, one of my favorite restaurants near the studio, and I told Ben I was feeling very lost. “Where do I fit in?” I asked him.

He told me not to worry. “Just be patient. We have a plan.”

I wasn’t entirely reassured. I’m someone who makes lists, who likes to map out what lies ahead, who is always in control. This felt like the opposite.

—

LATER THAT DAY, I started getting emails from my assistant, Marly Faherty, saying, “Please call me ASAP.” Marly is in her early twenties, is smart and hardworking, and has a bright future at ABC. When I phoned her, she told me, “The imaging center that took your mammogram has been trying to get hold of you for days. They tracked me down.”

“Oh,” I said. “I guess that’s the strange number that’s been calling me.” I never answer numbers I don’t know, and I rarely listen to voicemail. I’d also completely forgotten about the mammogram. At Marly’s insistence, though, I phoned them back.

A technician told me I needed some follow-up images. “We see an area on your right breast that requires more testing,” she said.

Even then—when you would think some bells might go off—I felt no fear whatsoever. I remember thinking, This is exactly why I didn’t want to get a mammogram in the first place. It just felt like more unnecessary work—excessive testing for no good reason. I was in complete denial that anything could be wrong, but I gave the imaging center the address to send the films to my ob-gyn.

Dr. Ilene Fischer has been my doctor since I moved to New York in 2005. She’s part of Kips Bay Gynecology and is affiliated with NYU Medical Center. She delivered my second daughter, Annalise, and while I was pregnant she found a benign ovarian tumor pressing against a major artery. She’d probably saved my life, so not only did she know my medical history, I trusted her completely.

“You know, Amy,” she told me over the phone, “this could just be something as simple as calcium deposits. But out of an abundance of caution, we should get you over to the NYU Cancer Center. It’s going to be really annoying, because they’re very thorough, but let’s be extra careful. It is almost assuredly nothing.”

I took Dr. Fischer at her word. Then I dragged my feet about making an appointment. I remember sitting in my office, staring at my phone, knowing I should schedule it right away, but always finding something more pressing to do. I see now that it was such a childlike response: If I ignore it, it will go away. Perhaps it was my way of maintaining control. Perhaps distant distress signals were starting to go off, and I was angry and scared about facing the unknown. But I knew I had to tell my mom. As you might imagine, she didn’t mince words.

“Amy, you need to hang up the phone with me right now and call NYU,” she said. “Do not put this off, not for one day.” But I still did, and she suspected as much. She barraged me with texts, meant to annoy me into action. “Have you made your appointment, Amy?” Then she got my dad to join in—a bit weird, to be honest, to have my father asking about my mammogram—and my brother, as well (that’s when it got really awkward). My mom denies instigating this familial text campaign, but I know the truth. And to her credit, it worked. I only held out for two more days before making the appointment, for October 30 at 11:15 A.M.

—

OCTOBER HAS ALWAYS been my favorite time of year. I love the changing leaves, cozy sweaters and boots, campfires, and pumpkin pies. We have a few autumnal traditions at the Shuebach house—that’s what we call our blended family, mixing Andrew’s last name with mine—and one of them is apple picking. The weekend before Halloween, we grabbed the last of the apples still clinging to the orchard trees near our home upstate. The other tradition is our Oktoberfest party, which had fallen on the previous weekend. We served beer and apple cider, sausages and sauerkraut, and our friends, family, and neighbors all joined in on the festivities. It was a fun and joyful time. I was happy and grateful to be alive. I made a conscious effort to soak it all in, because I knew the next week might be emotionally difficult. Yes, my mammogram appointment was in the back of my head (and in the pit of my stomach), but my next assignment was weighing even more heavily on me.

It was the one-year anniversary of Superstorm Sandy, and World News Tonight had asked me to cover the communities that were devastated by the storm. On Monday, October 28, I was out in the Rockaways in Queens, where Sandy had wiped out nearly every standing structure. Everyone in the area had lost something, and many had lost everything they owned. Sadly, one year later, little progress had been made. In the neighborhood where we were shooting, only one family had actually moved back into their home—just one. What made the story even more poignant was that this was a community of first responders—police and firefighters—and now they were in dire need of help. We were there to shine a light on FEMA’s sluggish pace in providing any assistance for rebuilding. My heart ached as they walked me through their half-redone houses: Some could show me only the foundation where their homes had once been. We went back the next day to do a live wrap, and by the end of it, our entire crew was mentally and physically exhausted.

It was eight o’clock on Tuesday before we all met up back in the city at P. J. Clarke’s, just below the Empire Hotel in Midtown, to grab some dinner and drinks. There were four of us: my two producers, Dave Meyers and Kaitlyn Folmer; Michael Corn, the executive producer of World News Tonight at the time; and me.

When you spend time in these types of taxing situations, where you see people in such desperate need, you have to find ways to decompress. I have incredible relationships with the people I work with in the field, because we’re bonded by those shared raw moments. That night, we all had a few drinks with dinner to unwind. We chatted about work gossip and what I could do for World News Tonight the next evening.

The mammogram never crossed my mind until Michael asked me, “What’s your schedule like tomorrow?”

I checked my calendar. “I have this stupid doctor’s appointment at eleven-fifteen,” I said. “But I should be back in the office no later than one.” I’m sure I said “stupid” to reassure myself, as I had felt a pang of anxiety when I saw the appointment pop up. I mentally shook it off, and we agreed to continue the conversation the following day. He left, and when I went up to pay our bill, the woman behind the bar said, “Your friend already picked up the tab. But he left his credit card.”

“Ah,” I said. “I should probably take it and give it to him. We work together.” I tucked his card into my bag, and we all called it a night.

—

AS I APPROACHED NYU’s Perlmutter Cancer Center on 34th Street the next morning, I felt a slight chill, and not because of the crisp fall air. Walking into a building with the word “cancer” above the door was all it took for my procedure, which I had convinced myself was totally innocuous, to begin to feel sinister. I wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible.

It was a modern building, bright and shiny, but I noticed immediately that many of the people in the lobby were very sick, some in wheelchairs. What really got to me, though, was the presence of a string quartet playing Bach. I knew it was supposed to be soothing and uplifting, but I felt neither. All I could think was, There must be something really serious going on when they bring in a string quartet. It reminded me of that scene from Titanic in which the musicians continue to play as the ship goes down.

I checked in at the desk and then glanced at my phone to find a text from Michael, teasing me. “Hey, Robach, where’s my credit card? I don’t even have my wallet. I can’t even buy food!”

“I’m at this appointment,” I wrote back. “I promise you’ll get your credit card as soon as I get to the office.”

I walked into the elevator and glanced around at the people in the tiny space with me, wondering how many of them had cancer, then pushed the thought out of my head. “Out of an abundance of caution,” my ob-gyn had said. In and out, I told myself. I was there for one more image of my right breast, and then I was heading back to my happy (if frantic) routine.

And yet I couldn’t help feeling slightly vulnerable and alone. Andrew had left early that morning for Minneapolis, to talk about a big ad deal with Target for CafeMom, and just knowing he was thousands of miles away was unsettling. I had told him about the appointment but didn’t mention which day it was until he texted me early that morning from the tarmac. Before Andrew or I take off on a plane, we always send each other a text: “Taking off now, love you, will call when I land.” Today he’d added, “What do you have going today?” I wrote back to tell him about my follow-up exam. Right as the door was closing, he sneaked in a final text: “Let me know how it goes, call me when you get out, love you.” Even if he were in town, I wouldn’t have asked him to come with me—I was a big girl and I could handle it by myself. I did my best to silence the tiny voice in the back of my head that was whispering, What if…? as I rode up.

When I got to the third floor, I only had to wait a few minutes before the staff directed me to a small room, where I changed into a bright-pink hospital gown and slippers. The gown looked more like a robe, and they provided me with a small locker for my things—the whole experience felt a little like going to the spa. If only I’d been there to get a massage.

I sat in a small, intimate waiting room with speakers playing the kind of music you might hear in a yoga studio. The hospital was taking great pains to make us feel relaxed, but as with the string quartet, there was something unnerving about all the effort.

Several women were waiting with me, but the cast of characters kept changing as new patients came in, went in, and left. Except for me. After my screening, they didn’t send me on my way. They asked me to wait, then come back in for another image. I went in for four more sessions, because each time the radiologist said, “I need a better angle,” or “I need a different angle,” and I’d have to contort my breast into new and more uncomfortable positions, and it was becoming downright painful.

I knew the technicians were looking at a specific area, but I honestly thought they were trying to rule out anything suspicious. I’d been told by so many people just how unlikely it was that something could be wrong. I kept telling myself, Okay, so I have calcium deposits. Whatever those are…

Also, one of the technicians had greeted me with “I watch you every morning,” so I thought they might have been overly cautious because they knew I’d had a mammogram on television and they wanted to be above reproach. I also entertained the idea that there could be a technical glitch, something wrong with the machine. Whatever it was, they just couldn’t see what they needed to see, which is why mammograms are imperfect, because they don’t show everything.

After the third callback, I returned to the cozy waiting room, and this time I noticed a familiar face, a woman who, like me, was being asked to go multiple rounds. She was about my age, and she looked at me and said, “Are you nervous? I hate to say it, but I’m getting scared.”

I smiled, shook my head, and replied, “Not really.”

Then she said, “I know who you are.”

I smiled again and said, “Well, then you know I checked the statistics on this.”

She responded, “I know. I know you did a story.”

“I did,” I said. “Less than one percent. There’s at most a one percent chance of having breast cancer at our age. How old are you?”

“I’m forty,” she said. “But I don’t know my family history, because I was adopted, so I’m kind of freaking out.”

“Family history doesn’t matter that much. The fact is, you’re young, you’re healthy.” Then I added, “Chances are, you and I are fine. We’ll laugh about this tomorrow.”

She paused and then said, “I’m not sure I will. I felt a lump, and I really think I have breast cancer.” I tried to think of something more to say, because her expression was so anguished.

“There are also so many false positives,” I began. “You can’t think like that. Focus on the statistics. Statistically speaking, you’re going to be perfectly healthy.”

“Thank you for saying that,” she said, smiling. “I feel a little better now.”

A moment later I got another text from Michael. “Hey, Robach? Are you in the building yet?”

I texted back, “I’m stuck here. I don’t know what’s taking so long. I’m sorry. Do you want to send your assistant down here?”

But the next time I got called in, I didn’t go back to the waiting room. The technician told me that they weren’t getting a clear-enough image, so she had to do a sonogram—which is the point at which my mind shifted away from my iPhone and toward what was happening to me right here, right now. This sounded serious.

Moments later, I found myself lying in a dark room with a cold steel instrument circling my breast. The radiologist kept going over and over and over one specific area. My skin became sensitive, and I closed my eyes to try to control the urge to jump off the table and scream, Stop it! But then I tilted my head to see what was on the screen, and the image was undeniable. The radiologist didn’t need to point out what she then referred to as a “small mass.” It was right there, a dark spot on the screen: a tumor about the size of a marble, growing inside me.

My mind went back to previous sonograms I’d had. They’d produced the first images of the tiny beautiful miracles growing inside me, my daughters. But this was no miracle. This was a nightmare.

The radiologist caught my eye, and then we both went back to looking at the screen. “You couldn’t feel that?” she said. She took my hand and put it on my breast. “You couldn’t feel that?” she repeated.

Sure enough, my two fingers were going back and forth over a lump just beneath my armpit. I had never done a self-exam, but at that moment I wished so much that I had.

I said, “Well, I feel it now.” I wondered if she was actually trying to make me feel worse than I already did. And, a few seconds later, she succeeded.

“We have to do a biopsy,” she said. “I’d like you to stay and do that now. Do you have time?”

“Of course,” I said.

My throat tightened as I continued to stare at the tumor. I couldn’t shake the stark contrast between witnessing new life versus staring down death. Tears welled up in my eyes.

I texted Andrew. “I need to talk to you, I’m getting really concerned,” I wrote. “They’re telling me I need a biopsy, call me ASAP.” So much for the breezy text that I had anticipated sending, letting him know I was on my way back to work.

I wanted to stay positive, so I kept telling myself that this was why some people argued against forty-year-olds getting mammograms: excessive testing, false readings, unnecessary anxiety. I was sure I was living it. It has to be benign, I repeated over and over, as if I were saying the rosary. The statistics were heavily in my favor—99 to 1.

But there I was, alone and scared in my pink hospital gown.

In came another doctor and another nurse. They talked in hushed tones in the corner. It was like a scene from a medical drama on TV right before bad news is delivered, and it really hit me: This was definitely not good.

I had kept my phone nearby in case Andrew got in touch. I was desperate to hear his voice. It buzzed, but it was just a text from Michael’s assistant. “Hey, Amy, I’m in the waiting room. I need to get that credit card.” Are you kidding me? I thought.

Then my phone rang, but this time it was Josh Elliott. We’d become great pals during my time at ABC, and he wanted to vent about something that had happened that morning on GMA. I didn’t want to tell him where I was, so I did my best to have a normal conversation in the middle of this very abnormal situation. The nurse started trying to get my attention.

“Ms. Robach.”

“Hey, Josh, can I let you go? I’ve got a…”

“Yeah, sure. But just one more thing—”

“Ms. Robach,” the nurse repeated. This is something more than calcium deposits.

“No, seriously, I’m at the doctor’s office, and I’m getting these tests, and I’ve been called back about three times now, and I actually have to go. I’m sorry.”

He said, “What?”

I had to hang up, and he immediately started texting me: “Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay.”

But from that moment on, any reality outside that exam room was a world away. My friends, my job, and my everyday life all felt like they were someone else’s as I sat on that exam table, holding my breath.

My heart was pounding, and I was thinking, This really can’t be happening. I was still holding on to hope that they’d tell me it was just something we needed to watch, a mild cause for concern but certainly nothing life-altering. I kept telling myself, It’s not cancer.

Yet another doctor came into the room. She was older and looked like she was in charge, and she consulted with the younger radiologist, who had performed my sonogram. The nurse in the room glanced at me now and then as they talked.

After a few minutes, the supervising doctor gave me a brief smile and nod, then left the room; the radiologist walked over to my examining table.

“We’re going to do a biopsy called a fine-needle aspiration,” she said. “We’ll have the results in about five to ten minutes. Would you like them now, or would you like to wait until you can have someone with you?”

Who could wait when it was phrased like that? “I’m going to want them now,” I said.

She brought in her instruments and explained the
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