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FACING A TERMINAL ’

CAN DIA 515
WITH HUMOR AN
COURAGE, THE
ICONIC TV STAR OPENS UP
ABOUT PREPARING
FOR HER FINAL BOW

¢y Johnny Dodd

Allatographs by Joe Pugliese

CBS/LANDOV

“Confronting the truth
will always set you free,”
says Harper (in Santa
Monica on March 2) of
her diagnosis. “At least
it has for me.”
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Valerie Harper has
accumulated more than
four decades’worth of
television memorabilia
during the course of her

extraordinary career, and right now
much ofitis cluttering the dining room
ofthe cozy 1930s Spanish-style bunga-
low she shares with her husband of 26
years, Tony Cacciotti, in Santa Monica,
Calif. Among the keepsakes: the signa-
ture head scarves from her hit series
Rhoda, her four Emmys, and nine neatly
stacked piles of well-worn scripts from
Rhoda and its television forerunner,
The Mary Tyler Moore Show. “I'm just
putting them in order,” she says, point-
ing to the scripts, many of which are
filled with personal scribbles. “This is

“She makes jokes and tries
to make light of it,” says
Harper’s husband, Tony, who
struggles to match his wife’s
determined levity. “She’s the
best friend I've ever had.”

the very first one—the pilot. Look at
how cute this is. There are notes like,
‘dinner with Betty’ ”—i.e., Betty White,
her MTM costar. “They were in the
garage and I just got them out. I don’t
know what I should do with them.”
Until just seven weeks ago, the
unsentimental actress—who hasn’t
even watched most of her own shows—
rarely looked to the past. But now she
iseager toreflect on alife well-lived and
impart the lessons she has learned
along the way. “All my life, people have
had a connection to me because of

Rhoda,” Harper, who seems decades
younger than her 73 years, says of her
beloved TV alter ego, working gal
Rhoda Morgenstern. “Now there are
things I want to share.” What Harper
calls her “transformative moment”
would be catastrophic news for most
people: On Jan. 15 doctors informed
the star that she has a rare and incur-
able form of brain cancer that can prove
fatal in as little as three months (see
box). The disease, which accounts for
less than 2 percent of all cancers, “pro-
gresses quickly,” says Harper’s oncolo-
gist Ronald Natale. “It is a terminal
diagnosis.” The grim finality of it “hit
me like a sledgehammer,” says Harper,
who until now has only shared the news
with ahandful of close friends and fam-
ilymembers. ““Incurable’ is such a con-
ciseword,” she says, her eyes brimming
with tears. “I was terrified.”

Andyetin the weeks since, Harper—a
nonsmoker who successfully beat lung
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cancer in 2009—has resolved to tackle
what little time she has left with the
same wry humor, grace and plucky
pragmatism that has endeared her to
generations of fans. “Cancer makes real
what we try to obscure from ourselves,”
says the candid star, who is fond of pep-
pering her conversation with Rhoda-
esque wisdom (see box). “We spend our
lifetimes thinking, ‘I’'m never going to
die.’ But cancer says, ‘Hey, not so fast.””

In fact, the showbiz veteran had
recentlybeen revving up her career. At
work on her new memoir I, Rhoda and
preparing to take her Tony-nominated
one-woman show Looped on the road,
“everything was going so smoothly for
her,” says Tony. “I thought we were all
set.” Butin August she began noticing a
strange tingling in her midsection. “I
felt this funny little band
moving around from my
back to my waist,” she
recalls. Then in December
she was driving between
errands in Santa Monica
when she suddenly became
violently ill. “My wind-
shield was obliterated with
vomit, and I hadn’t felt
sick,” she says. “Later I
found out that is a bench-
mark for a seizure.”

She visited several doc-
tors and underwent a bat-
tery of tests, but the results
were inconclusive. On Jan.
11 she was rehearsing for
Loopedwhen “the right side
of my jaw felt like I had
Novocaine in it,” she says,
pausing to review the scru-
pulous notes—including
dates, medical information and impor-
tant phone numbers—she has been
keeping in a three-ring white binder
since her diagnosis. “I asked the direc-
tor, ‘Do I sound funny?’ Tony came and
took me to the hospital. They thought
I'had astroke.” But after running more
tests, doctors detected cancer cells in
her spinal fluid, ultimately leading to
the terminal diagnosis. “T held it in, but
I broke down later,” Tony says of his
reaction. “I didn’t want to show her I
was angry and hurt. I didn’t want to

Bride on the Go
More than 52 million
viewers tuned in to

watch Rhoda get
marriedin 1974.‘

Together Again
“I was so comfortable with Mary,”
Harper told PeopLE of her costar

Moore (in a 2000 reunion special).

TV’s Every
Woman

Trailblazer
“One reviewer
called Rhoda
a ‘victorious
loser,’” recalls
Harper (in’75).
“l always
liked that.”

- SitcomMom

" In her new memoir Harper writes that being fired
from her eponymous series Valerie in 1987 after
two seasons was “painful and humiliating.”
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As Tallulah
Bankhead in
her2010
Off-Broadway

show Looped.
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believeit.It’slike acleaverin yourheart.”

Harper herself toggles between
moments of hope, grief and no-non-
sense realism. She has opted to undergo
chemotherapywith adrugthathaslim-
ited success in killing cancer cells
because “I have a fighting chance until
I'm gone,” she says. Still, “I'm well past
my expiration date already,” she con-
cedes, given that the onset of her symp-
toms was more than eight months ago.
With the cancer concentrated in her
brain, an obstruction of spinal fluid is
likely and can lead to severe headaches
and seizures, as well as a loss of bodily
functions and difficulty walking. Ulti-
mately, “the total burden of cancer gets
to such ahigh volume that the body sort
ofbegins to shut down,” says Dr. Natale.

It’s a bleak prospect, but one that
Harper refuses to dwell on. “I don’t
think of dying,” she says. “I think of
being here now.” Famous for her
chronic onscreen dieting as Rhoda, she
laughs at the fact that her doctors have
been encouraging her to gain weight:
“Men have never said that to me!”
Harper also has finalized her will and is
planning final arrangements, which
may include scattering her ashes in the
Pacific. “I've been worried about getting

“My daughter’s been coping
much better than Tony,”
Harper says of only child
Cristina (in 1994, below,
and, right, in July 2011).
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stuff done before this starts affecting
my thinking and clarity,” she says. Last
week she telephoned alocal crematory
and learned that “if I booked it by
Thursday I could save $150,” she says
brightly. “I was thrilled!”

Atthe same time, she admits to grap-
pling with floods of deep sadness. The
past few mornings she has awoken at
4 a.m. and “cried a bit. It can be fright-
ening,” she says. “I think, ‘T don’t want
to go.” But I give myself room to grieve.
I give myself the space to be sad or
angry and then it passes and I can get
back to eating ice cream, which I've
been doing by the pint.” One question
upon which she refuses to focus: Why
me? “Why not me?” she exclaims. “I
don’t get why I should be exempt. After
all, Thave so many resources—fabulous
insurance, the greatest husband. I've
had a good run. What more can I ask
for?” It’s an outlook she has long main-
tained, says Harper’s only child, daugh-
ter Cristina Cacciotti, 29. “My mother
has always embraced life, no matter
how bad things have gotten,” she says.
“I knowwhat’s going to happen, but 'm
not going to focus on the end until it
becomes reality.”

For the most part, her mom is taking

A RareKiller

Leptomeningeal carcinomatosis
is an incurable condition that
occurs when cancer cells
spread into the fluid-filled
membrane—known as the
meninges—surrounding the
brain. Because of the di?ﬁculty
in getting chemotherapy
drugs into the meninges,
treatment options are “few
and pretty poor,” says Harper’s
oncologist Ronald Natale.
Patient survival rates range
from 3 to 12 months. What
makes Harper’s case so unique
is that cancer hasn’t been
detected in any other parts

of her body. “In my 30 years,”
says Natale, “I've never seen

a case like this.”

a similar stance. “You can prepare
yourself and your family, but none of us
knowwhen we’re going to go,” she says.
Born in a New York suburb and raised
Catholic by a Canadian-bred mother
and a lighting salesman father, Harper
studied ballet in New York City and
began her career as a Broadway dancer
in 1959. While doing theater in L.A. in
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1970 she was spotted by a casting agent
and asked to audition for the Mary
Tyler Moore Show role of brash New
Yorker Rhoda, the comic foil and best
friend to Moore’s midwestern Mary
Richards. The show rocketed her to
stardom and led to her own smash spin-
offin 1974. “People still stop me on the
street and ask, ‘How’s Mary?’” says
Harper of the show’s enduring popular-
ity. She also has maintained her long
friendship with Moore, 76. “We’re very
much like Rhoda and Mary,” Moore
told PEOPLE in 2000. “There’s no big
turnaround when the camera is off.”
Harper had yet to tell her dear friend of
her diagnosis but planned to do so in
the coming days. “She is a darling,” she
says of Moore. “We talk on the phone
about her dogs and laugh all the time.”

As a little girl, “I had a picture of
heaven,” says Harper. Today she
describes herself as agnostic and says
that when it comes to her view of the
afterlife, “I see death asapassage.Idon’t
have a lot of certainty about reincarna-
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Valerie’s List

* Forgiveness is ?iving up the wish
that things could be different.

* Don't let your fear today
rob you of a fun life.

* If you're not here now, where
the hell are you?
* I've never been a fan of the

good ol’ days. For me the best
day has always been this one.

* My mom always used to
say, “If you can learn from it,
then do. If not, forget about
it. That was yesterday.”

tion, but I have alot of interest in what
lies ahead.” She is still looking forward,
noting, “I just got a letter from a friend
who’s getting a Congressional Medal of
Honor on April 17. T hope I'm around
then.” As for any bucket-list trips, she
says she’'d prefer to spend her remaining
time close tohome. “The garden sounds

i‘ “We’re moving forward
asacouple,” says

Harper. “We’ve gone
from the notion of
beingidle to talking
about [final plans].”

good,” she says. “I have plants I always
want to pull the yellow leaves off of, but
I haven’t done itbecause so many things
have taken precedence. But I think I’ll
give it one last whack.”

On adeeper level, “I think one of the
many blessings in my life is that I've
learned how to drop bitter resent-
ment,” says Harper. She worries most
about Tony, breaking down when she
talks about him. “He’s a strong guy, but
I don’t want him to suffer,” she says,
lamenting that he can’t stop replaying
the brutal diagnosis in his head. Not
Harper. “She’s always been such a posi-
tive force,” says Cristina.

As another day draws to a close, the
indefatigable actress stops on the edge
ofher lawn to gaze up at the stars glow-
ing overhead. And for the longest time
she just stands there in silence, her
mouth open, almost in awe, almost as
if she’s seeing them twinkle for the first
time. “Life,” Harper whispers, “is
amazing. Live it to the fullest. Stay as
longasyoucan.” @



