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Before We Begin



The great Southern writer Zora Neale Hurston once said, “There are years that ask questions and years that answer.” For me, 2012 was a year that asked a lot of questions. Many of you who are reading this book followed my journey that year. Many of you are experiencing or caring for a loved one with a life-threatening illness. You know the questions that I asked in 2012. What’s that funny bump in my neck? What exactly is wrong with me? How will I find a donor who will be a match? Will the match take? Am I going to lose my momma? How will I survive without my mother? Will this illness kill me? The pain, the pills, the fatigue. Lord, please, give me strength, show my body—which is just falling apart—some mercy, because I don’t know how much more I can take.
         

I’m writing this book because I want you to know how—during the most difficult time in my life—I lived the questions. I want to share with you the people and experiences that helped me make it through, day by day and sometimes moment by moment. In the church of my childhood we were urged to find the good and praise it. I promise you I will not sugarcoat my journey, but I do want to sing a praise song for the love that carried me through. This is a story about the genius of my doctors and nurses and the warmth and generosity of my colleagues. It’s about the kindness of strangers and the strength, humor and comfort of old friends. In Mississippi, where I’m from, there’s an understanding that hard times do not discriminate. My mother used to say, “Everybody’s got something.” This is the story of my something and my road to something better. And my hope is that you will find your better, too.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 1

The Oscars



I was nine years old when my family moved from Izmir, Turkey, to Biloxi, Mississippi. To say it was a culture shock would be the understatement of the year. Even as a child, I took cues and comfort in the images that I saw on TV. There used to be a commercial, some of you are probably old enough to remember it: It was for RC Cola, and I loved the image of the little kid ambling down to the corner store to buy his bottle of soda pop. I remember clutching a shiny dime and doing the same thing. Those first few months in Mississippi, I was often lonely but not alone. It was me and my RC, and I don’t even like cola.
         

The Gulf Coast slowly but surely became home. I was the youngest of four children. Old enough to remember our travels abroad, young enough to become acclimated to our new life in the South. My parents bought a home in Pass Christian. It’s a small town, about twenty miles from Biloxi, with beaches as far as the eye can see. The Pass is just fifteen square miles, but there’s the Gulf of Mexico to the south, the Bay of Saint Louis to the west and to the north, the bayou just goes on and on.

The house that I will always think of as home has four bedrooms, a screened-in sun porch, a piano in the living room and a basketball hoop over the driveway. When we bought the house in 1975, Mom insisted on having a fireplace built in the family room. A beautiful stone fireplace that we never used. After all, it doesn’t get that cold on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. But Mom always wanted a fireplace, and a fireplace we had. Mom was like that. She’d get her mind set on something and that was that.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve gone home to the Pass for the holidays. It’s just not Christmas until I open the door and hear the little bell ring. I brought that bell back home for my mother after I covered the Lillehammer Olympic Games. The jingle it makes when the door opens is one of the sweetest sounds I know. Momma taught me to always treasure a memento from my world travels. Our home in the Pass is filled with beautiful pieces, reminders of all the places we lived when my dad was in the Air Force.

I welcomed in 2012 with Momma at our family home in the Pass. Usually when I entered the house, the first thing that greeted me after a warm hug from Momma was the aroma of something she was whipping up in the kitchen. Not this time. That was the first sign that Momma wasn’t feeling well. She had battled illnesses for as long as I could remember. High blood pressure, heart disease, arthritis and most recently seizures. Momma had begun to suffer TIAs (transient ischemic attacks). That’s when blood flow to a part of the brain stops for a brief period of time. Momma would have strokelike symptoms for an hour or two but then, thankfully, return to normal. It was always so scary when that would happen.

Momma wasn’t the only one feeling ill. I was, too. I didn’t want to worry her, but I had been experiencing a bone-weary tiredness for a couple of months. I kept thinking I’d shake it off and that I would be feeling better soon. I’d been through worse. Or so I thought at the time. Plus I had the Oscars to get ready for the following month.

For the past few years, I’ve been the host of the Oscars Red Carpet Live. It’s like the pregame for Hollywood’s biggest night. Lots of glitz, glamour and movie stars. In 2012, I arrived in Los Angeles feeling a little more tired than usual. Covering the Oscars is exhausting. I usually fly out Friday after Good Morning America. I stay at the hotel that is attached to the theatre where the Oscars are held. This makes it more convenient to go to rehearsals for the show. Plus I don’t have to worry about wrinkling my Oscar dress in the car. I just walk from my hotel room to the Red Carpet.
         

That year I flew out to LA a day early to do a story on Janne Kouri. Janne was told he would never walk again. A freak accident in the ocean in 2006 left him paralyzed from the neck down. His then-girlfriend, Susan, told me the doctor looked her right in the eye and said: “You need to prepare for him never to walk again.” Before the accident, the six-four, 285-pound Kouri was a star defensive tackle on the Georgetown University football team with NFL prospects. His friends gave him the nickname “The General” for his take-charge attitude. His spinal cord was fractured in two places. During the two months he was in intensive care, Janne developed pneumonia and almost died twice. Susan told me there were many times he said to her, “You don’t need to do this. You don’t need to be here.” Susan told me, “I promised him that as long as his heart and his mind stayed the same that I would love him.”

[image: ]


The couple moved to Louisville to work with Dr. Susan Harkema. She helped develop a cutting-edge therapy known as “locomotor training.” The late actor Christopher Reeve, someone I was fortunate to meet, was among her first test subjects. The training teaches the spinal cord how to control motor functions like walking by using repetitive motion. After two months of intensive training, Janne had his first milestone, a little toe wiggle. And in May 2009, Janne took his first steps in three years with the assistance of a walker.

Always thinking of others, “The General” had an idea. He wanted to make this training available near his home in California. With the help of many, Janne raised the funds to start NextStep Fitness, a nonprofit rehab center in Los Angeles where anyone could get locomotor training at an affordable price. Janne was doing something my mom taught me: Make your mess your message. I went to conduct the interview at NextStep, and my jaw dropped when I walked through the door. First of all, it was a large automatic sliding door, and people in wheelchairs were working out in the gym.

  


I never stopped to think that the fitness centers I go to are not wheelchair-friendly environments. I was there for Janne’s most recent milestone: standing for the first time, on his own, without his walker. I loved when he jokingly told me, “I forgot how tall I was.” I and many others did not know what else was about to happen. He and my producer, Rich McHugh, had a little—make that a huge—surprise for us. Especially Susan, who is now Janne’s wife. They married a year and a half after his accident. After Janne stood one more time, he asked Susan to help him. Then their wedding song, “Better Together,” started to play, and they did something they couldn’t do at their wedding. They danced. I melted into tears of happiness. It was so beautiful to witness. This is the moment I treasure most from that Oscars, not chatting up the stars on the Red Carpet.

Spending time with Janne was uplifting. It actually made me stop thinking about how exhausted I was. How could I complain about being tired after witnessing his strength and courage?

Also with me this time at the Oscars was my wonderful girlfriend, Amber. We’ve been together for nearly a decade. Mutual friends set us up on a blind date. I liked the fact that she had no idea who I was. She rarely followed sports, so she never saw me on ESPN, and her office mates at the time watched a different morning show…ouch! She’s originally from Northern California and is extremely laid-back, no drama, no fuss. The main thing we have in common is positive energy. She sees the good in everyone and everything.

When we met in 2005, she worked in the fashion industry. It was a great opportunity for her, and she adored her bosses, Alana and Jackie. Amber has an eye for fashion, but she wasn’t passionate about it in the way the other people she worked with were. I’ll never forget when I was in the middle of treatment for breast cancer in 2007, she announced at dinner: “I quit my job today!” I had only two hairs on my head as a result of chemo, and I just stared at her. She said watching my battle up close inspired her to make changes in her life. She had a front-row seat witnessing how precious life is, and she’d decided she could no longer wait to pursue her dreams. She had hopes of being a contemporary dancer, but before she moved to New York she was in a terrible car accident. A chiropractor and a massage therapist healed her, and she wanted to do the same for others. So she enrolled in the Swedish Institute’s Massage Therapy program, earned her associate’s degree and is now a licensed massage therapist. She has a nurturing spirit and has never been happier.

When it comes to relationships, my parents set the bar very high. They didn’t have to publicly display their love and affection for one another. You knew how they felt about each other by simply being in their presence. What made such a lasting impact on me was how equal they were. Yes, Dad was a career military man and the breadwinner in the family, but he knew that Mom’s contributions were every bit as important. When Mom stepped up and became more active in the various organizations she was involved with, Dad was happy to let her shine. It was her turn, and she had his full support. Amber simply is not interested in the spotlight. We don’t attend many events. As my former GMA colleague Charlie Gibson once said: “When you’re on a morning show, you’re invited to every event but too tired to go to any of them.” True dat! When we do go out, Amber is supportive and proud of me, but in reality we are content to be homebodies.
         

She lovingly stood with me through the death of my beloved dad, Hurricane Katrina destroying my hometown of Pass Christian, Mississippi, and my battle with breast cancer.

In 2011, when I asked Amber what she wanted for Christmas, she said, “I want to go to the Oscars.” She rarely asks for anything like that. As part of my compensation for hosting Oscars Red Carpet Live, the thoughtful people involved with the Oscars give me two tickets to the show. I always have to turn them down, because after being on the Red Carpet I run backstage to begin my work for GMA. In 2012, I was thrilled to be able to give my tickets to Amber, who planned on attending with her good friend Jason.
         

*  *  *


It was a little different having Amber with me during that Oscars broadcast, because I wanted to make sure she was taken care of. She’s very low maintenance, which I greatly appreciate. She knows when I’m on assignment I have to concentrate and focus my energy on work. That’s why she doesn’t often ask to accompany me on trips like this. She has a lot of great friends on the West Coast, so she entertained herself while I worked.

I don’t have a lot of downtime when I’m in LA. I’m meeting with GMA producers and producers for the Red Carpet show. We have many rehearsals and run through the show a few times. But I do manage to have lunch or dinner with friends out there. The day after the Oscars I did an extra shoot with Real Housewives of Beverly Hills star Lisa Vanderpump and, of course, her adorable dog, Giggy. Lisa is such a lovely person inside and out. She has a commanding presence, oozing beauty and femininity. The interview took place at her gorgeous new home. It’s a grand setting: No detail is overlooked or spared. I was impressed that Lisa did all the decorating herself. The master bedroom closet alone is as large as my first apartment, yet this massive house still feels like a warm home. The interview was for an ABC 20/20 special I anchored called “Pet Crazy.” It’s well known how crazy I am for my Jack Russell, KJ (that’s Killer Jack). After the interview, Lisa graciously invited me and my crew to join her and her husband at their restaurant, Villa Blanca, in Beverly Hills. Lisa and her handsome husband, Ken Todd, are so down-to-earth. They included everyone in their lively conversation. Their restaurant is spectacular, sexy and stylish (words I long to be used to describe me one day!).
         

At Ken’s insistence, I had the English Sticky Toffee Pudding for dessert. It’s a family recipe, straight from his grandma Edith. It was my first time trying the British dessert, which consists of a very moist sponge cake and finely chopped dates, all covered in toffee sauce. It doesn’t hurt that it’s also served with a scoop of vanilla ice cream. Actually it did hurt my waistline, but who cares. It is one of the most delectable dishes I have ever eaten.

  


Between my extra shoots and rehearsals I go to the hotel gym as much as possible; gotta look good in that Oscar dress! I usually have the dress picked out before I get to LA. I’m fortunate that designers like to work with me. One year, GMA viewers voted online and picked the dress I would wear. They selected a gorgeous orange gown from J.Crew. I was so proud to wear it among the stars wearing more expensive gowns. After my workout, I like to sit out by the pool for a bit to soak up a little LA sun. I also get a mani-pedi in the hotel spa the day before the Oscars.
         

My Team Beauty, Elena George and Petula Skeete, travel with me, and that makes it all extra fun. Elena, my makeup artist, has won three Emmys and worked with many A-list celebrities. She sees her journey as being more than about physical beauty. She says, “Every day I ask God to give me the creativity and innovation to make women more beautiful than they were the day before.”

Petula, who does my hair, is a little taller than me and is originally from Nevis. Her singsong accent always transports me to a warmer place. Both Petula and Elena love going to the Oscars. The looks they get to create for the Red Carpet are on a whole other level than what they can do for morning TV. Elena enjoys the extra makeup she gets to use on me: longer fake eyelashes, the more dramatic colors. We are a true team. We spend a lot of time together and trust that we always have each other’s best interests at heart.

In 2007, when I was diagnosed with breast cancer, they were both on vacation. It’s rare that that happens. They felt so bad that one of them was not there with me. They vowed right then and there never to be off at the same time. One of them is always with me.

It was all so much fun, but my exhaustion was off the charts. I was so tired, I could barely focus. Truth be known, when I was backstage at the Oscars, I noticed a little lump in my neck. I even asked my producer, Emily, to check it out. When I felt the nodule in my neck, I really wasn’t too concerned. I had a couple of nodules biopsied in recent years and it always turned out to be nothing. I may not have even bothered to have it checked if Amber had not been there. She was the one who insisted something wasn’t quite right with me.

I was about to go on the air for the Red Carpet show when I spotted Amber and Jason. They made such a stunning couple. They made several passes so they could see me in action. It was an incredible year for movies: from Meryl Streep in The Iron Lady to Octavia Spencer and Viola Davis in The Help, from George Clooney in The Descendants to the miraculous underdogs, the cast and crew of The Artist, who helped make a silent film a smash. Angelina Jolie, dressed in a high-cut black Atelier Versace gown, boldly flashed her right leg, and the resulting memes nearly broke the Internet. I knew, even before I set a single high-heeled foot on that Red Carpet, that it would be a wonderful show, full of moments and memories that I would carry home with me.
         

I had been told that one day I would wake up and not even think about cancer. When I woke up that Sunday morning before the Oscars, cancer was the furthest thing from my mind. As far as I was concerned it was in my rearview mirror.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 2

Snowballs



The first thing that hits you when you come back to New York after being in Los Angeles is the weather. No matter how mild the winter is, it’s never as warm and sunny as LA. If the temps are below freezing, you’re lucky if your plane lands without danger or delay. If you’re really lucky, though, when you get back, New York is at its show-off Winter Wonderland best: It’s cold, but not frigid, and the air is filled with big, plump snowflakes that land and rest for a second before melting on your nose or in your hand. On those days, the city is like a movie set or the inside of a snow globe, and when you walk down the street, grown-ups and kids alike are grinning as if Christmas has come all over again. I was lucky when I came back from the Oscars in 2012. It was one of those picture-perfect New York winter days.
         

Two snowy days after I was back from LA, I went to see Dr. Ruth Oratz, the oncologist who had carefully guided me through breast cancer. Ruth has a calm, soothing style. But there is also a fire in her eyes. She’s passionate about her work. She wants the absolute best for her patients, and she travels the world attending conferences to gain the latest information. I did a lot of research and had visited a lot of hospitals before deciding on Ruth, primarily because she treats only patients with breast cancer. Her office is a warm, inviting setting, not located in a hospital. Her chemotherapy rooms are small and intimate, equipped to hold only two patients. Other places I saw were large, cold, sterile environments. I always opt for warm and cozy.

Ruth checked out the lump in my neck and determined it was nothing to worry about. But since I was there, she wanted to draw blood. I had done that on a regular basis, but it had been six months since my last test. Usually after a blood test, I get a call from one of Ruth’s stellar nurses like Beth, telling me that all is fine. But one day passed and no nurse called. Then it was two days. By the third day, I was willing the phone to ring. Then Ruth finally called. “Your counts are a little lower than usual,” she said. “I’m not too concerned. It could be from all the travel, or maybe you picked up a little virus. Let’s wait a couple of weeks and then have more blood drawn.”

Honestly, I didn’t think too much about it. I had a few minor scares since completing my breast cancer treatment in 2008. Thankfully, it always turned out to be nothing. For the first couple of years, I was worried my cancer might return. But eventually, the fear subsided. I just wanted to live life to the fullest, and that was exactly what I was doing.

*  *  *


Before I joined GMA, I spent nearly fifteen years at ESPN, the worldwide leader in sports broadcasting. When I graduated college, I had one goal—become a sports anchor at ESPN. I worked hard to get there, market after market, Hattiesburg to Biloxi, Biloxi to Nashville, Nashville to Atlanta, then eventually to ESPN.
         

ESPN is based in Connecticut, where I still have a home. Once, when I was still at ESPN, there was a giant snowstorm. Schools were shut down. A lot of offices were shut down, too. I thought, “I don’t want to go to work.” I called my friends Jo and Kim and they said, “We don’t want to go to work either—let’s play hooky.” But I was scheduled to anchor SportsCenter. So I called in and said, “Um, yeah, I’m not going to be able to make it. The roads are too bad.”
         

They said, “But Robin, you have a big SUV.”

I said, “Yeah, but I’m…you know, I don’t know how to drive in snow really well.”

They said, “Well, what if we send somebody to pick you up?”

I said, “No, that’s okay. See, I’m Southern and I don’t really want to be in a car through a snowstorm.”

So they gave me the day off.

My friends and I played in the snow all day. Then we went to Naples Pizza and SportsCenter was on. Several people turned to me and said, “Aren’t you…” I just smiled and said, “Yep, but you don’t see me here. You don’t see me!”
         

When I think of my closest friends, like Jo and Kim, they are all from the eighties and nineties. I am most comfortable with people who knew me before I was on national TV every day. They are so amused when folks come up to me asking for an autograph. When someone wants to buy me a drink, my friends like to joke: “Robin can afford it, buy us a drink!”

*  *  *


That February, as I waited the two weeks for my next blood test, I tried to shake off the exhaustion that was my constant companion. No matter how much I slept, I woke up bone tired. It was winter. I wasn’t feeling well and I desperately wanted a sick day. But when you’re on morning TV, there is no calling in sick just because you’re feeling punky and you want to sleep in. Your job is to help all the people who don’t want to get out of bed start their day on a positive, well-informed, entertaining note. You don’t call in because you want to spend the day in your PJs, watching movies in bed. And you certainly don’t call in because you want to frolic in the snow with your friends. Can you imagine how many iPhone videos would show up online if I called in and then went to Central Park to play in the snow with my dog and my friends?
         

Every once in a while, my friends and I gather at my home in Connecticut. Those are fun times when I’ve got my beloved dog, KJ, with me and we all bundle up and go out for a walk. It only takes one snowball to start a fight. Someone balls one up and then it’s on.
         

There’s an art to throwing snowballs. You’ve got to make them quickly and efficiently. You’ve got to aim them with both speed and precision. Then you’ve got to run like the dickens when they start coming your way. With snowballs, you’ve got to be able to dish ’em and take ’em.

After I had the second set of blood work done, I waited for the all-clear call. When Dr. Oratz called, I could tell from the tone of her voice something was wrong. She said, “Robin, you need to see a specialist.” Her words came hurling at me like a dirty snowball, the bad news a block of ice packed in the fresh, soft flakes of her care and concern. But I couldn’t run from the voice at the other end of the phone. I couldn’t dodge the news that was coming my way. I did what we do when we can’t measure the threat or manage our fear. I froze.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 3

MD Say Whaaat?



The next step, the doctors explained, would be to have a bone marrow biopsy. Let me try to explain what I understood. When you’re sick, but you don’t look it and you don’t yet feel it, your body can do a good job of harboring the fugitive illness. A bone marrow biopsy is like a SWAT team sent in to search a high-rise building. If something is hiding, the procedure will find it out.
         

It’s a painful procedure: A long needle penetrates your skin, then your flesh, then the bone and into the middle of the bone. It’s from there that they take out the marrow. It’s the furthest from the outside of your body that you can get to the inside of your body. But it is effective. So as I lay on the table, I willed my mind to not focus on the discomfort, but on the outcome. When this test was over, I would know what was wrong. Maybe I had developed some kind of anemia. Maybe I had caught a bad virus, and because I’d powered through my exhaustion for the Oscars, it had turned into something I now had to address. A severe case of mono would explain both the elevated white counts and the exhaustion.

There’s a story I’ve told before. When I was a freshman basketball player at Southeastern Louisiana University, my coach, Linda Puckett, devised a challenging drill. She instructed the team to stay in a crouched position as we slid all the way around the court. We were not to stand up until we reached a certain point. I was in the middle of the pack as we did the drill. When we were finished, Coach Puckett got right in my face and said, “Hon, you are going places in life.” It turned out that I was the only one who remained in the crouched position for the entire time.

When it comes to the things that matter, like my health, I have a great ability to focus. Back in March 2012, I thought that was all this was about—something in my body was telling me it needed my attention. I was confident that if I focused on my health, went to the doctors, did what they told me, everything would soon be back to normal.

A recurrence of cancer must’ve been nestled in the back of my mind, but my oncologist had sent me to have tests done on my blood cells. If the nodule had been of concern, another tumor developing, then Ruth would have taken the lead. I didn’t think that another round of cancer was what I was facing.

That was the end of March. After my appointment, I headed off for a much-needed weeklong vacation. Amber and I like to go to Key West during Final Four weekend. Where would you rather be when you’re watching college basketball? Inside an arena or outdoors? We opt for the latter. We can position the television in our house so we can watch it from the pool. I’m being very generous when I say pool; it’s about the size of a large bathtub. But it’s great. Actually, it’s perfect.

I treasure my vacations. I don’t have to worry about 3:45 a.m. wakeup calls. No need for me to spend an hour in a makeup chair or get dressed up in the latest fashion. On vacation, if I’m not in my swimsuit, I’m in a pair of board shorts, Kai-Kai flip-flops and a ratty tank top. That’s the beauty of Key West. It’s very laid-back, easygoing. I’ve been going for so many years that I even get local discounts. The only problem is when a cruise ship is in port. The tourists, who aren’t locals, come up and ask for autographs and pictures. I don’t mind, but I enjoy being just an anonymous local so much more.

A group of friends and I have owned a little two-bedroom bungalow in an unassuming neighborhood for years. We have rocking chairs on the front porch and a white picket fence. Our neighbor next door, Tom, gives the best massages on the island. A few doors down, walking distance, is our favorite restaurant for dinner, the Flaming Buoy Filet Co.—you must have the spicy chocolate quesadilla for dessert. And right around the corner from our house in the heart of Old Town is the most authentic family-friendly Cuban restaurant, El Siboney. It’s a hidden jewel and a local hot spot, especially for lunch. Their homemade sangria is out of this world. That’s pretty much how I spend my time in Key West: eat, drink and be merry.

  


My favorite part about spending time in Key West is riding my bike everywhere. We have these old bikes: mine is orange, Amber’s is white, but they both have sweet and cheesy floral baskets. Our bikes are so old you can hear us coming from a mile away—we just squeak, squeak, squeak down the road. We always take the back roads and go past the cemetery. My favorite tombstone says, “See? I told you I was sick.” It’s so much the spirit of Key West that even the gravestones make you smile.
         

But this time it was also Katie Couric week. She had agreed to sit in for me when I was on vacation. I want to make it abundantly clear that Katie and I are good. We like each other and have always had the utmost respect for each other. No problemo whatsoever. Got it? Our show had been fighting an intense ratings war for months, and we were just on the brink of overtaking the Today show, Katie’s former team. Keep in mind they had an incredible 852-week winning streak going. So having Katie as a guest host made news and invited speculation. Plus our network ran endless promos touting her return to morning TV. Perhaps we could have explained it to the audience a little better, but many viewers thought I was going to be fired and replaced by Katie.
         

There was an upside. So many people felt sorry for me and thought that I was going to lose my job, that everywhere we went people wanted to treat us to dinner and drinks. It’s such a wonderful element of the human spirit: how we cheer for the (perceived) underdog. People kept asking, “Are you worried about this?” All I could think was that my back hurt from the bone marrow aspiration and I’m waiting for this call. I thought, “The doctor will call. Like they always do and they’ll give me the all clear.”

It wasn’t until I was back from vacation that I finally got the phone call. It had been a week and a half, going on two weeks, since my bone marrow biopsy. It was so stressful waiting for the results while contending with the postvacation blues. I wasn’t poolside. I wasn’t on my bike. I was back at work, still feeling under the weather and exhausted, waiting for that dang phone to ring.

I’ll never forget it. I was sitting in my den, watching TV and I answered the phone. It was the specialist. The times I’d talked to him before, he’d had a joking manner, which I liked. Right away, I could tell from the tone of his voice that this was serious. I just didn’t know how serious. He went on to describe in medical terms what he had discovered in the bone marrow. Pending further tests, all indications were MDS.

I said, “Slow down, slow down.”

He said, “MDS.”

I said, “I have MS? Multiple sclerosis?”

He said, “No, not MS. Myelodysplastic syndrome, a rare disease that we used to call pre-leukemia.”

I was so confused. “I have pre-leukemia?”

He explained what myelodysplastic syndrome was and how I’d have to come in for further testing. He explained that MDS was actually an umbrella term for a group of diseases that affect the blood and bone marrow. The range of diseases ranged from “mild and easily managed” to “severe and life-threatening.” He said that while MDS presented primarily in patients over the age of sixty, you could be affected at any age. He also said that one of the concerns was that depending on what kind of MDS my system showed, it might develop into a severe form of leukemia called acute myelogenous leukemia, or AML. In AML, the bone marrow revolts on the body entirely, creating clusters of cancerous cells called leukemic blasts that can build up and overtake the healthy cells in your body. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he explained. “What we know is that the preliminary results indicate MDS, and we must begin to act quickly to get as much information about how the disease is presenting itself in your particular case.”

I just sat back on the couch. I was numb. I had no idea what this was. None. Then I went and did the very thing we always tell people not to do—and that’s go on the Internet. The terms that kept coming up, again and again, were: “leukemia,” “bone marrow transplant,” “poor survival” and “dead.”

It scared the daylights out of me. A half an hour before, I’d never even heard of MDS. I was on the computer and I couldn’t even spell “myelodysplastic syndrome.” I was just reading scary fact after fact about the prognosis and survivability. Maybe I was just hitting all the wrong pages, but it was not good. I remember I started shaking. I was alone and I just started crying hysterically. I couldn’t believe this was happening.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 4

#1



I waited until the next day to share the news of my diagnosis with Amber. We met at the gym in my apartment building, worked out with our trainer, Angel, then came back upstairs to my apartment. I was glad I had waited a day; I was calmer and had time to sit with the news for a while. Like me, Amber had no idea what a bone marrow transplant or MDS was. I went over what the doctor had said and what I had read on the Internet. We were both just baffled at the idea that I could have this illness that we’d never heard of, with a treatment we couldn’t picture or really understand. It was so different from the breast cancer diagnosis. We both knew exactly what that was, and we knew people who had beaten it.
         

I explained that the next day I had an appointment with an oncologist, and Amber cleared her schedule to come with me.

“We’re stronger than this,” Amber said, squeezing my hand.

“Whatever this is,” I said.
         

“Whatever this is,” she whispered back.
         

Then she hugged me, and I felt so grateful knowing that whatever was ahead of me, I wouldn’t have to go through it alone. I pride myself on being strong for other people. It’s a gift to have someone in my life that has, again and again, shown that she is more than capable of sharing any load that I have had to bear.

The next morning, it was back to work. After nearly twelve years on GMA, my morning routine is, as you can imagine, well honed. My first alarm clock goes off at 3:45 a.m. Yes, I said my first alarm. On my nightstand, there’s a clock/radio alarm set to the latest hits. With Beyoncé or Lady Gaga blaring, I hit the snooze button. My BlackBerry alarm is set for 4:00 a.m. I purposely place it across my room so I actually have to get out of bed and turn it off. I get back in bed and turn on the TV. I spend a few minutes watching ABC’s America This Morning to get a sense if anything has happened in the world during the few hours I was sleeping. At 4:30 a.m., I take a shower…while listening to my friends on WABC, ABC’s New York station. Shortly before 5:00 a.m., I take KJ out for a quick walk so she doesn’t have to cross her legs until the dog walker comes at nine. I leave the TV in the kitchen on for KJ, and I always wonder: When we mention her name on GMA, does she start barking up a storm? By 5:00 a.m., I am out the door.
         

At 5:05 every morning, I head downstairs where my ride awaits. We’re fortunate that the show sends a driver to pick us up every morning. Actually, I don’t think they trust us to get to work on our own so early in the morning. Dario is my driver. As soon as I climb into the car, he says, “God bless you, Miss Robin!” And I say, “To you, as well.” Then we’re off for the ten-minute drive to the studio, listening to gospel tunes in the car.

Back in spring 2012, Good Morning America was still the number two morning news show. I’m very competitive by nature. I never experienced a losing season in any sport until my senior year at Southeastern. That really stung. At the local TV markets where I worked, I often enjoyed the feeling of being number one. Especially at the station in Nashville, where we won a number of prestigious Peabody Awards and were dominant in the market. And, of course, at ESPN we had no competition.
         

It was different at GMA. We were the perennial underdog to the Today show. I’ve always been proud of the work we have done there, and I never felt as if what we did was second-rate at all. It’s difficult to change people’s habits in the morning. We all have our routines. When I started at GMA, I had close friends who still watched the other show. They had grown up watching Matt Lauer, Katie Couric, Ann Curry and Al Roker, and despite our friendship, they couldn’t change their morning ritual.
         

After I became the third co-anchor with Charlie Gibson and Diane Sawyer, we came within forty thousand viewers of beating the Today show one week. It was very exciting, but that was as close as we came. When our current roster came together, things really began to change. George Stephanopoulos, a gifted political correspondent, joined the show as an anchor in 2009. ESPN alum Josh Elliott joined the show as news anchor in 2011. Sam Champion was our beloved weather anchor, and rounding out the team was Lara Spencer as our lifestyle anchor.
         

The five of us as a team had an undeniable chemistry, and we consistently started chipping away at the Today show. What you see is what you get on our show, and our affection and energy in the morning is real. We really like one another, have fun with one another and respect one another. The audience could sense that. Sam, Josh, Lara and I hung out together a lot after work. George would join us occasionally, but he has two young girls at home he wanted to spend time with.
         

There’s a rush to playing from behind, in seeing the gap shrink week after week. We could feel the audience begin to shift and follow us more and more. We all brought something different to the table. George Stephanopoulos is the grown-up. He’s very buttoned-up, but even he began to loosen up a bit without losing the essence of who he is. Sam Champion has a booming laugh but is serious and compassionate when out in the field covering storms, tornadoes, hurricanes. Josh Elliott is the tall, handsome jock, who melts when talking about his precious little daughter. Lara “I Brake For Yard Sales” Spencer is a bundle of energy who has perfected the art of covering pop news. I am often referred to as being the heart and soul of GMA. I’m serious when need be but not afraid to show emotion and empathy. When I’m asked why we have been so successful the last few years, my response always is the same: It’s because of the team in front of and behind the camera. The audience can tell we truly like each other, and we make others feel good, too. Our goal has remained the same: to produce the best possible program each and every morning.
         

The morning of April 19, 2012, was like any other, except that after the show I had plans to meet Amber and have a follow-up appointment with the MDS specialist. I was nervous; I still didn’t fully understand what MDS was. But at the same time, I was eager to see him again and get more information. Work can be a great distraction when you’re in the early stages of diagnosis. I said a prayer before jumping out of the car and let the day come at me.

I arrived at the studio in my sweats that morning and the first people I saw were our security team: Rich, Tony, Annie and Walter. Sometimes, especially if we are having popular stars on the show, a crowd is already waiting outside at five in the morning. They get a kick out of seeing me with no makeup and bed head.

I headed right to my dressing room. My assistant, Sonny Mullen, waited for me, along with Elena and Petula. My control room producer of three years, Emily O’Donnell, came in a short time later and reviewed the segments of the show with me. Emily graduated from Emerson College in 2005, a writing major and journalism minor. She related to my health struggles, because all four of her aunts on her father’s side have had mastectomies. While Team Beauty worked its magic and Emily ran down what lay ahead in that morning’s show, I thumbed through six newspapers: the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, the Washington Post, USA Today, the New York Post and the Daily News. It felt good to be at work; it took my mind off my upcoming doctor’s appointment.
         

I don’t meditate as much as I’d like to, but there’s a way that the hum and the buzz of a morning TV show forces you to be in the moment and makes you feel profoundly connected to the world around you. If I had been in another line of work, I might well have found myself at 5:30 a.m. in my PJs, Googling MDS and saying, “Woe is me. Woe is me.” Reading the newspaper, listening to Elena and Petula talk and getting ready to greet the show’s special guests helped me connect to how much I love my life and my work. I didn’t know what this diagnosis meant for my future. The truth is, tomorrow is not promised to any of us. But as I sat in my chair, I said a prayer of appreciation for all the wonderful people whom I work with, all the people who help me do what I love to do best: wish a good morning to America.

Our executive producer, Tom Cibrowski, came to my dressing room around 5:45 that morning to go over last-minute changes. Lori Stokes, morning anchor at WABC, was still on the air at that time. She has such great style. Sometimes what she’s wearing helps inspire my outfit for the day. After Tom’s check-in, I quickly got dressed and ate a little something. I’m not really a coffee drinker, but I did eat a boiled egg before the show (not the yolk). Then I took a banana with me to the set to nibble on during breaks.

We had a good show put together for that day. Cuba Gooding Jr. came on and talked about his inspiring new TV movie, Firelight. The cast of The Avengers came on. Superheroes in the studio! A great Nashville band, the Civil Wars, were performing, fresh off their double Grammy win for Best Country Duo and Best Folk Album. Every year I host a country music special—it’s a little-known fact that I used to DJ a country music show in the early days of my career—so I was excited to see them play. One of the many things I appreciate about working at GMA is that no two days are the same. I’ve always had various interests, and being at GMA allows me to indulge my many passions. I’m as comfortable talking about politics as I am about sports. I feel at home everywhere, from the Country Music Association Awards to the ESPYs and everything in between. Maybe it’s because as a proud military brat I grew up all over the world, in different cultures and meeting people from all walks of life.
         

Soon it was showtime. I popped in the main makeup room across the hall to briefly chat with Josh Elliott and Sam Champion. Always good for a laugh or two. Then I headed down the hall to check in with my girl Lara Spencer. It helps to know what we’re each wearing. Want to make sure we’re dressed for the same party, so to speak. George was behind his closed office door prepping for the show. Don’t blame him at all; the hustle and bustle in the hall can be distracting. A humongous elevator took me from the second-floor dressing rooms down to the set where the anchors sit when we open the show…aka “home base.”
         

Every morning, before I walk onto the set, I blow a kiss skyward and I say, “Morning, Daddy, watch over Momma.” Then I go to home base and begin my day. My father passed away in 2004, so the crew has seen me do this for almost a decade.

There have been a handful of times that the morning schedule has gotten disrupted because of breaking news or an unexpected guest, and I’m rushed out to the set and the crew starts yelling, “No, no! You’ve got to go back! You’ve got to go back!” And Angie, our stage manager, whispers to the control room, “Give Robin two seconds.”

I didn’t even notice at first that other people were observing me greet my father and blow him a kiss. But now they look for me to do it. So on the rare occasion when I forget, I rush backstage, look up to the heavens and say good morning to my father.

After greeting my dad, I walked onto the set with a big smile on my face. The usual controlled chaos, as we call it, was comforting. Stagehands who had already been hard at work for hours milled about. I did cut-ins for local morning shows in Detroit, Pittsburgh and New York. It was business as usual that morning. No time to contemplate the uncertainty of my upcoming doctor’s appointment. Or to reflect on all that scary stuff I read on the Internet. I was alive. I was doing what I loved. I had the privilege and honor of being welcomed into living rooms across the country. It was a good morning.

That morning, after we completed the 8:30 hellos at GMA, we were walking back into the studio and our senior executive producer, Tom Cibrowski, said in my earpiece, “I want to tell you first. We did it. It’s official. The numbers are in and we won.” I just started pumping my fist and saying, “Yes, yes, yes!” I didn’t know whether to yell it out loud or wait for Tom to whisper it into the others’ ears. I decided to wait and once we all knew, George, Lara, Sam, Josh and I started jumping up and down like little schoolkids.
         

Yes, even the reserved George Stephanopoulos.

We went back into the studio and we still had twenty minutes of the show to do. We finished the show, and then there was a big celebration in the studio. We were all hugged up. From there we headed to our main office to have a champagne toast. For one blissful moment, I wasn’t thinking about my doctor’s appointment later that morning. There, in that newsroom, looking at all of those faces. I felt so proud of our team. I told the entire ABC News division this was not just about the show, “If you’ve ever answered a phone for GMA or cut a piece of tape, I don’t care if it was yesterday or 852 weeks ago, you’re a part of this. This is just as much about you as it is about the five of us.” I wanted everyone to feel a part of the victory, because they were.
         

I remember Jeffrey Schneider, head of PR at ABC, wanted me to do some more press. I said, “Don’t get me wrong, I’m really excited. But there’s something I’ve got to do.”

I left the champagne toast at the office near Lincoln Center and picked Amber up at her Hell’s Kitchen apartment.

Then we drove to my doctor’s office on the Upper East Side. We really didn’t say much in the car. We were both apprehensive about what the doctor might say. This was the first oncologist that I saw whose specialty was MDS.
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