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   I would like to dedicate this book to my wife, Dorothy, who is my present. Without her love, understanding, and support, I couldn’t do what I do. I would also like to dedicate this book to my daughter, Jenna, who is my future. If there were no children to pass on the good work to, there would be no hope for a better world.













  



  Foreword




  There is no need to introduce you to the wonderful animal trainer, Bill Berloni, but I will anyway. You know him from training Sandy, the dog in Annie—just the beginning of his illustrious career, which has spanned more than four decades. I had the pleasure of working with Bill on a Broadway revival of Gypsy in 2003, where he trained a dog and lamb for the show. But that’s not the first time we met . . .




  Every year in Shubert Alley we hold our annual animal adopt-a-thon, Broadway Barks, which Mary Tyler Moore and I started in 1996. That first year I remember being onstage and looking up and seeing a familiar face among the volunteers. I said to Patty Saccente, who helps produce the event, “Isn’t that Bill Berloni, the famous dog trainer, standing up there with the dogs?” Sure enough, he was volunteering with the Humane Society of New York, helping to handle the dogs—and he’s been with us every year since! In 2005 we honored him for his great work with Broadway Barks. Bill goes above and beyond with his service to animals, always trying to rescue his animal stars from shelters in order to give them a good life.




  In 2010 he joined us for a concert to raise money for Broadway Barks and Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS. He trained the animals and helped to get them adopted that very night. I’m proud to say he received a 2011 Tony Honor, something he so truly deserved.




  In this heartwarming collection of stories, Bill takes us behind the scenes, allowing us to experience his wonderful adventures firsthand: training animals for stage and screen (from dogs and cats to birds and rats—and even a pig!); working with Broadway greats; and touring the country with animals in tow. From the very beginning, when he trained his beloved Sandy at the Goodspeed Opera House in Connecticut, to the thirty-fifth anniversary production of Annie, and his latest Broadway production, Because of Winn Dixie, Bill Berloni is able to capture the magic of these animals onstage. He truly understands them and what they are trying to convey. But most important, he has their safety and best interests at heart. And speaking of heart . . . his is HUGE. Bill Berloni is a godsend to animals and show business!




  —Bernadette Peters







  



  Preface




  How do you go from a theater apprentice to winning a Tony Honor and being the animal director of a brand new Broadway show? Practice, practice, and lots of dog treats.




  It all started when I was two years old, and my mom and dad asked me if I wanted a brother or sister. I said “a dog.”




  We were living on a small farm in central Connecticut, where my dad, the horticulturist for the city of New Britain, grew flowers and plants for the city parks. It was somewhat secluded and, not having any siblings, the only time I saw other children was at big family events. So Mom and Dad got me a dog—a big, beautiful male collie named Rexie.




  Rexie was my constant companion. Since he was a herding dog, he followed me everywhere and kept me out of trouble. If my mother let me out into the yard and I dared stray toward the woods or the driveway, Rexie would grab me by the seat of my pants and pull me back. I had lots of pets on the farm, so until I went to school, my friends were Rexie, Fritz the cat, and Whitey the bunny.




  Now, when I got to kindergarten I was very shy. I wasn’t used to being around so many kids, and I didn’t know how to interact with them. It wasn’t until we did our class play, Peter Cottontail, that things started to change. I wouldn’t speak or go onstage until our teacher, Mrs. Young, came up with a brilliant idea. She knew that I had a bunny, and she asked if I would bring him in and sit onstage with him. I gladly agreed because I could hold him and talk to him, and he would make me feel calm. So I made my show business debut at the age of four and a half in Peter Cottontail, sitting on the edge of the stage in my bunny suit holding Whitey in my lap.




  It doesn’t sound like much, but I was hooked. From then on, it was living room performances, grade school shows, and high school plays. Although I started college as a business administration major, I soon convinced my parents to let me go into acting. I heard about a famous theater in Connecticut called the Goodspeed Opera House, where they had a summer program for technical apprentices.




  And that’s where the story began.




  Today, the story continues. My wife, Dorothy, and I are creating a new show, the first where a dog will be a lead character. It’s called Because of Winn Dixie, and it’s based on the award-winning book by Kate DiCamillo.




  It’s not an easy process. It took Dorothy several years to secure the theatrical rights to the novel. But she has been persistent and is now the originating producer. Today we have a wonderful creative team and commercial producing partners in place.




  Of course, we remain hopeful about opening Because of Winn Dixie on Broadway. And as for the Tony Honor, you will just have to read on to find out about that one. To me there is a more important lesson. The point of developing the show, and the point of all the stories in this book, is to show the wonderful things that rescued animals can do. In the meantime, as long as I have strength to hold a leash, I will keep working, training rescue animals, and hoping for the day there will be no more homeless pets.
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  Somebody Get a Dog




  I was having the time of my life. I was nineteen years old and had just completed my first year at Central Connecticut State College as an acting major. In the fall, I would transfer to NYU and begin studying with Stella Adler, the legendary acting teacher. And I was returning to the Goodspeed Opera House for my second year.




  Goodspeed is a beautiful Victorian theater built in 1876 on the banks of the Connecticut River. It is dedicated to the American musical and is one of the country’s best regional theaters. I had been there the year before as a technical apprentice—which means I had the privilege of working seventy hours a week for no money, but with the opportunity to be around professional actors, designers, directors, and stagehands. I had done community theater, I had done high school theater, I had even done a little college theater my first year, but nothing is the same as being around professionals. Shortly after I returned in the spring of 1976, I was promoted to a paid position, the first time anyone had gone from apprentice to staff member in the same season. I was proud of that.




  Pride turned to concern when Michael Price, the executive producer, called me to his office. I had seen Michael around and he had always been friendly, but if I was being called to his office, I assumed I was in big trouble
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  Andrea McArdle as Annie and Sandy in the original Goodspeed Opera House production of Annie.
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  for something—and I couldn’t figure out what. When I got there, he looked me in the eye and said, “How would you like your Equity card?” The Actors’ Equity Association is the union that represents professional actors, but there’s a catch-22 about joining: You can’t be a professional actor in an Equity production unless you have your card—but you can’t get your card until you do an Equity show. You have to have someone high up to sponsor you, and now Michael was offering to be my sponsor. Clearly he had recognized my acting ability from a few walk-ons and the way I moved scenery. All I had to do, he said, was find and train a dog for a new show without spending any money. I had never trained a dog before. I didn’t know anything about training a performing dog. But in true show-business fashion, I immediately agreed.




  I left his office, went outside the building, and started jumping up and down with joy. I ran over to the shop and told everybody that I was going to be an actor. I went to the pay phone and called my mom and dad, I called my best friends, I called everybody I knew, telling them that I finally had my big break. But as I calmed down, I asked myself why I’d been given this important job. The answer was simple—no one else wanted it. The show we were going to do was called Annie, based on the classic comic strip, Little Orphan Annie. The dog, Sandy, was a major character, and no one thought you could train a dog to play a major character onstage. At the time, however, I was too naive to know that. After all, I had seen dogs play major parts in movies and on TV, so I didn’t see why it couldn’t be done for this show. What I didn’t understand at that point was that what we see on screen is often the result of days of work, with multiple takes. Onstage, there would only be one chance to get it right—every night and in front of a live audience. It had never been done before.




  Then there was the problem of the budget—or lack of one. No one would lend us a pet for the production, and buying a dog was out of the question. One of the crew suggested the best bet was to try the local dog pounds. So on Monday, my day off, I took the props department’s Polaroid camera and beat-up green travel van and I went dog shopping.




  If you remember the comic strip, Sandy didn’t look like a real dog. He was a big red mutt with blank eyes, pointy ears, a white muzzle, and a big fluffy tail. The creators of the show knew we’d never find a real dog that looked like that, so I was told to get a medium-sized dog of sandy color and no distinguishable breed. Back in 1976, there weren’t many animal shelters like the ones we know today, staffed by wonderful volunteers. In Connecticut at that time, most towns had dog pounds—generally a few pens or cages behind the town garage—where the local animal control officers kept strays. I went from town to town, walking out to look at two or three dogs at a time: skinny, shivering, huddling in the corner, or attacking the bars. I had never seen animals in conditions like these before. Sometimes I would show up and there would be nobody there, and I’d find the dogs with no food or water. As the day progressed and I didn’t find any dogs that met our description, I became more and more disheartened. I made myself a promise—if I ever got a dog, I would rescue it from a shelter.
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  “The first time I saw him, he was sitting in the shadows, not barking or jumping.”




  Photo by Michael Carr




  Late in the afternoon, I ended up at the Connecticut Humane Society, which was a shelter rather than a pound. If you found a stray or couldn’t keep a pet, you could bring it there voluntarily. It looked like a jail—an old brick building with two long extensions that had twenty-five cement-and-chain-link runs on each side of a long hallway. Most of the pounds had no more than three or four dogs. The Connecticut Humane Society had a hundred. As I started walking past the cages, most dogs were jumping and barking, while some just cowered in the corner. The sound was deafening and the smell, overwhelming. I didn’t see any dogs that matched our description, and I was getting more and more depressed. I almost left after going through the first wing, but something said, go down the other side.
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  “If you save me, I’ll save you back.”




  Photo by Michael Carr




  The first time I saw him, he was sitting in the shadows, not barking or jumping. As I looked closer, I could see he was medium-sized, of no particular breed, and although his coat was wet and dirty, it was definitely a sandy color. When I stopped and knelt down, he slowly turned his head over his shoulder and looked at me with the biggest, saddest brown eyes I had ever seen. The card on the front of the cage said simply: 1½ YEARS OLD, MALE, STRAY, NO NAME. I got the attention of the attendant, and I asked him if I could bring the dog out. Over the racket, he yelled: “He’s been pretty badly abused. He doesn’t like people. I’ve got to get a rope to get him out.”




  He walked away, but I couldn’t wait. I knelt again and opened the cage. I stuck out my hand and called, “It’s okay, boy. Come here . . . come here.” He looked at me with those sad eyes for what seemed like the longest time. Then he crept over to me, lay down on the floor, and let me pet him. I smiled and told him everything was going to be okay. I’m not sure when I realized the attendant was standing behind me, his mouth hanging open. The dog looked at him and ran to the back of the cage.




  “He’s never done that with any of us. I can’t believe that he would come up to you. Do you still want me to take him out?”




  I said no. The dog had come to me and wouldn’t come to anyone else. That was all I needed to know. At the front desk, I explained the situation to a disbelieving staff and told them I would be back to pick up the dog as soon as I got approval from the director or producer. They laughed at me. One of the staff said, “Sorry, you’ve got to take him today or we’re going to put him down tomorrow.” That was probably the worst moment of a terrible day. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It had never occurred to me that the Humane Society would kill dogs. I was sure it was a mistake. They must have misunderstood me. They didn’t have to put him down, I told them. I would be back for him if they could only wait. I pleaded with them to give me a little more time.




  “We keep them for seven days and that’s it.”




  I had been upset before; now I was getting frantic. I wanted to save this dog. Something was telling me I had to save this dog. “How much does he cost?” I asked.




  “Seven dollars.”




  I pulled out all the money I had on me: three dollars. I asked them to take it as a deposit. I begged them to lend me four dollars, promising I would be back in the morning. Nothing I said made any difference. Maybe working in that place had hardened them. Maybe they had heard too many people promise to come back and then not show up. Maybe they thought I was crazy. But they weren’t about to bend the rules, even if it meant the dog had to die.




  I was miserable. They were closing in fifteen minutes; there was no way I could get the money and get back in time. I felt like I was condemning the dog to death. I asked if I could go say good-bye. He was still cowering in his cage, but he turned to look at me. All I could say through my tears was, “Don’t worry, it’ll be okay,” hoping that however they put him to sleep, it would be painless and merciful.




  Driving back to the Goodspeed, I decided there was one more chance to save him. If I could get someone to give the approval, we could call the Humane Society that night and get a stay of execution—but when I got to the theater, there was no one around who could give me permission to get the dog.




  My roommate that summer was a guy by the name of John Camp, a fun, upbeat guy who was training a golden retriever puppy. That night as we were lying in our room, John said to me, “What are you so upset about? Just go back in the morning before they open the doors and adopt this dog.”




  “But nobody’s approved him.”




  “So what? If they don’t like him, get him a home, give him away. What’s the big deal?”




  I borrowed four dollars from the other apprentices and crew. The next morning I called up my best friend from high school, Dave Capodeice, and we drove to the Humane Society. We got there at 6:30 A.M. and waited by the back door. The staff was surprised to see us when they arrived half an hour later. We led the dog to the truck and loaded him in. Even though he immediately cowered in the back, I was happy. Dave had his doubts. “This dog isn’t going to work, Bill. He’s terrified, he looks awful, and he’s probably starving.”




  I said, “Well, then, the first thing we should do is get him something to eat.” We stopped at a McDonald’s and I used the last few coins I had in my pocket to buy him a hamburger. When I unwrapped it and tried to offer it to him, he avoided me. Finally, I put the hamburger down and went to the front seat. While Dave and I watched, the dog looked at us, looked at the hamburger, crept up to it, and ate it in one gulp. I said, “Good boy—there you go.” He looked at me and then ran back to his hiding place. Things didn’t get any better when we returned to the Opera House. As the crew members gathered around, the dog kept hiding behind my legs. He wouldn’t let anybody touch him. Everyone thought I had made a big mistake.




  My girlfriend, Jude, who also worked in the props department, said, “He needs a bath, maybe that’ll help.” I agreed, so we got some dish soap and brought him up to the paint sink on the second floor of the scenic shop. He struggled and fought, but as the dirt was washed away, I could see a beautiful sandy coat.




  “What are you going to call him?”




  Up until that point, I hadn’t thought about a name. It dawned on me that it would probably make sense to call him by his character name so he wouldn’t be confused. I said, “How about Sandy?”




  Toweling Sandy dry made us realize how thin he actually was. I took some money out of the prop fund and we went to buy dog food and a bowl. By now, even though he was terrified of everything and everyone, he was starting to stick by me. By the end of that first day he had met twenty or thirty people, had a bath, gone to the Feed & Green store, and come back to the scenic shop. I tied him up in the back of the prop shop, where it was nice and quiet, with a bowl of water and a blanket so that I could get to work building scenery. I would go and visit him whenever I could. He spent the day watching every move I made in the shop.




  The next morning I tied him up to the same place where he could see me while I worked. He was a little less frightened, and the crew was great about going slow around him and trying to make friends. About the middle of the afternoon, I took Sandy over to the theater and tied him to the front of the stage while we did some repair work. I turned around to check on him, and there was Martin Charnin—who had conceived the show, written the lyrics, and was directing—gently petting him. I started to blurt out, “Mr. Charnin, this is . . .”




  Martin looked at me and said, “He’s perfect. This is our Sandy.” Without even asking, I had the director’s okay.
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  The next task was training Sandy to be in the show. In his big scene, all he had to do was come onstage to Annie, lie down while she was questioned by a policeman, then come when Annie called his name. Pretty simple stuff—until you remember that he had to do it onstage in front of hundreds of people.




  There were no books about training an animal for the stage that I could read. All I had to go on was my own experience. I remembered growing up with my collie, Rexie. He did a lot of things without any training. Some of it was instinct—he was a herding dog, so when I was little, he naturally followed me around and made sure I stayed in the yard. Some of it was being part of our family—he loved us, he trusted us, he learned from our daily routine. He knew when I got home from school and would meet me at the bus. And he knew that the sound of the can opener meant dinner.
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  “As part of his training, Sandy went everywhere with me.”




  Photo by Michael Carr




  So, to me, it seemed like those were the two keys to training a dog. The first part would be easier—building on what Sandy did naturally. The second part, particularly with a dog like Sandy who had been abused, was more difficult. He had to learn to trust us, particularly me. He had to learn that he was safe with us, particularly when he was onstage. He had to know that we wouldn’t let him be hurt again. If I could make Sandy think that the theater was his home and we were his family, maybe he could learn to follow our routine, just like Rexie had. That’s what I set out to do.




  Sandy became my shadow—wherever I went, he went. Anyone I met, he met, too. He came to the shop every day, and little by little he got used to the loud noises and banging. Little by little, he got used to all the people in the crew. Every night I would bring him over to the theater and keep him in the green room, where all the actors hang out and take their breaks. He became a regular. During scene changes and intermission, I would bring him up onstage and he would lie there, or he’d stay next to me in the wings, watching the work.




  Things were going really well. Over the next few weeks, I made my debut as a professional actor in a small role in the second show of the season. Sandy was making great progress. And we began work on Annie—we were building the sets, and the cast came up to East Haddam to begin rehearsals.




  Annie was being played by a young actress named Kristen Vigard, who was living in the actors’ house, next door to the tech house where I lived. I changed my routine so that each morning and each evening I would walk Sandy over to Kristen’s room, where she would feed him and pet him. During rehearsals we would get time together to go over our big scene. It would start when I’d say, “Go see Kristen,” and she’d give him a treat. I’d have Sandy lie down while Kristen and I read the lines of dialogue. On cue, he was supposed to run over, jump up, and put his paws on Kristen’s shoulders. As Sandy became more outgoing, he would jump up on people as he greeted them, so all we had to do was encourage this. Little by little I saw a real connection growing between Kristen and Sandy, and I saw him fall into the pattern we wanted. Now all we had to do was make sure he got used to the audience and wasn’t frightened by them.




  What I didn’t realize at the time was that I had already done that. By bringing Sandy to the shop every day and to the theater every night, he’d already become completely comfortable with the noise and action of a live performance.
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  Two weeks before Annie opened, the shop was buzzing as the scenery was being assembled. While I was working in the back, Sandy got in a bit of trouble when he managed to walk across a freshly painted backdrop. The scenic artist got very upset and insisted that Jude get Sandy out of the way. Since the shop was getting more and more hectic, she knew that was the best thing to do. She took Sandy and tied him out under a shade tree with a bowl of water.




  It was a hot, sticky July day. Instead of staying under the tree, Sandy tried to find a place where it was even cooler, in the dirt under one of our trucks. No one knew he was there until my roommate, John Camp, tried to take the truck to make a delivery. As he pulled away, he heard a dog scream. He had run Sandy over. Within seconds, I was running out of the shop. Sandy dragged himself toward me with his front paws, unable to stand, screaming in pain. I picked him up, carried him into the truck, and rushed him to the vet. The doctor saw him immediately, sedated him because he was in so much pain, and said we wouldn’t know anything until he took some X-rays.




  About forty-five minutes later, the vet showed us the X-rays. We had gotten lucky. Because the dirt in the parking lot was so soft, it had given way under Sandy as the truck rolled over him. As a result, nothing was broken, although one rear leg had been dislocated. The vet had put it back into place and said there should be no permanent damage. But, he told us, Sandy was going to need to be on cage rest for two weeks before the bandages could come off.




  We were twelve days away from opening night.




  The vet said it was unlikely he’d be able to walk by then. Before I left, I visited Sandy in the recovery area. He was still groggy from the anesthesia. I opened the cage door and gently petted his head. He opened his eyes and tried to stick his tongue out to lick me. I sat there petting him and crying. I was glad he was alive and would get better, but I didn’t know how to break the news to the cast and crew that we had lost our dog. When I got back to the theater, I reported to Michael Price and Martin Charnin. They were extremely upset. I was told to find another dog—quick. Adding to the pressure, Michael said he was holding Jude and John responsible and would fire them if we didn’t have a dog for the show.




  The next day the vet allowed Sandy to come home. We made a soft bed for him in the tech house and another in the shop, so he could lie down and watch us. Four or five times a day I would pick him up and carry him outside so that he could relieve himself, then bring him back to his pillow.




  I began the depressing process of revisiting all the local pounds, but there were no sandy-colored dogs available. Meanwhile, Sandy was getting restless. Four days after the accident, we were having a hard time keeping him on the bed. It seemed obvious to me that he missed his routine and he missed being with his family. Finally, six days after the accident, I decided Sandy knew best—if he felt well enough to walk, I would let him walk. He was able to limp around on three legs and made it clear he was ready to run and play, even while I was trying to keep him calm. That’s how Martin Charnin found us one day. He couldn’t believe Sandy was walking. I pointed out that he was still bandaged.




  “That’s okay, that’s okay,” he said. “We can leave the bandage on. We can even write it into the script! The audience will really feel sorry for him.” Which they did.




  A week after the accident, the vet examined Sandy again. He called his recovery a miracle. “The only way he could get better this fast is because he really wants to get better,” he told me. “And he wants to get better because of you. This dog really loves you.” He gave me a new Ace bandage and told me to take it off at night when Sandy was sleeping, but to keep it on during the day when he was walking.




  So Sandy went back into rehearsal, limping, but incredibly happy to get back to Kristen and the crew, who were more than happy to make a fuss over him. Every day he got a little stronger, even as things got crazier with opening night approaching. He was perfect during rehearsals, even trying to jump up on Kristen, though we tried to stop him.




  At a summer stock theater like Goodspeed, the most hectic time is the changeover between two shows. You give the final performance of one show on Sunday night, and then the crew works most of the night to take down the old set and build the new one. Monday afternoon, there’s a tech rehearsal, where the actors come onstage and we move the scenery cue by cue, focusing the lights and making adjustments. Dress rehearsal is Monday night. On Tuesday afternoon you have your last rehearsal, and the new show opens that night.
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  Sandy rehearsing his big scene.




  Photo by Michael Carr




  The changeover for Annie did not go well. We had trouble getting the set into the theater and trouble getting it to work. We worked on it all day Monday with hardly a break. The tech rehearsal didn’t start until Monday night—and even after five hours, the complicated set changes still weren’t working right. In fact, we didn’t even finish because it was past midnight and we had to get the kids to bed. After working for thirty-six straight hours, they let us get some sleep, but we had to be back at 8:00 A.M. on Tuesday to prepare for dress rehearsal.




  We worked all that morning on the set. The dress rehearsal didn’t start until Tuesday afternoon, just hours before the show opened. Between the kids not knowing their lines and the set not working, it was one of the worst dress rehearsals we had ever had. But Sandy went out there in his Ace bandage and did his scene. Then, as we took our dinner break, we heard there were severe storm warnings for the area.




  The theater was probably half full for the first performance of Annie. As the overture started, I took the Ace bandage off of Sandy’s leg so the audience wouldn’t see it. When it was time for his scene, Sandy saw Kristen onstage and went to her just like he had in all of the rehearsals. The audience let out a collective, “Awww.” This was new, so Sandy stopped to take a look at the people. Then he went over and lay down next to Kristen while she sang her big song, “Tomorrow.” When his cue came, he trotted over to Kristen, and before she could grab his leash, he jumped up and put his paws on her shoulders. I was astounded. He had remembered what we wanted him to do. He did it for us even though he was hurting. He looked over at me offstage as if to say, “It’s okay, Bill.”




  Unfortunately, the rest of the show did not go as well. A hurricane hit at intermission, and half the audience left. We lost power and had to start the second act using a generator, which lit up only a few lights. The show was going slowly—the curtain didn’t come down till 11:30. We hadn’t even finished building the supports for sets for the last scene, so the stagehands had to hold up the walls. But I was smiling. Sandy had come through for me. The dog no one wanted. The dog that was hours away from being put to sleep. The dog that everybody thought couldn’t do it. The dog that had been run over by a truck just twelve days earlier. He had done everything we had asked him to do.




  The first night of any new show is always a disaster—that’s what summer stock is about. The show was changing every day—we finished the sets, the script was rewritten, new numbers were added, and old ones taken out. Then, two weeks into the run, the creators made a major decision. They decided, in order to get the audience really rooting for Annie, they needed a different kind of performance. They needed a kid who was tougher, with street smarts, someone optimistic enough to survive the Great Depression. While Kristen Vigard was a very bright, talented actress, they didn’t think she could give that kind of performance. So they replaced Kristen with Andrea McArdle, who had been playing one of the orphans.




  After the Sunday-night performance, Martin Charnin took Kristen aside and told her what was happening. She was upset, but like a true professional, she understood it was for the good of the show. Then Martin went to Andrea. With Sandy by their side, he asked her if she would like to take over the role. She said, “Sure.” They started rehearsing that night. We worked all day Monday and all day Tuesday. I was worried because I had spent almost six weeks getting this dog to think that Kristen was the little girl he should love, and now a brand-new kid was coming along. But Andrea had a dog at home and she knew what to do. She hugged Sandy and kissed him and played with him, and in twenty-four hours, not only did she take us all by storm, but she had Sandy falling in love with her, too. By Tuesday night, instead of going out for a treat from Kristen, Sandy was going out to play with Andrea, which was a totally different feeling. At that point things really began to change. The audience started cheering for Annie instead of acting like they were watching a comic strip. We started to feel that maybe this musical had a chance.




  As the season drew to a close, I began to worry about what I would do with Sandy. I was going to be sharing a New York City apartment with two other people from the Opera House. I didn’t see any way that I could afford to take Sandy with me. I thought that my parents would take him, but they already had a dog at home and didn’t want another. I was shocked because I never thought my parents would turn him down. I thought I’d be able to see him every time I came home.




  A week before the show was scheduled to close, the creators told Michael Price they wanted to extend the run. They thought the musical was going in the right direction. Michael said he couldn’t afford it—reviews had been poor, the box office was bad, and the show was over budget. The only way it could continue was if the creators paid everyone’s salary. The creators agreed to pay for a two-week extension. This was another problem for me—I couldn’t stay past September 1. I had classes at NYU, and I didn’t want to miss my first day at Stella Adler’s studio. Patrick O’Leary, one of my friends who would be sharing the apartment, offered to stay, take care of Sandy, and continue trying to find him a home.




  It was very hard, but I slowly started to pull myself away from Sandy. But every time Patrick would lead him away, he would look back at me over his shoulder with those sad, sad eyes. At the same time, we were putting up adoption posters and asking friends and family if they would take him, but we couldn’t find him a home.




  Then I was contacted by one of Goodspeed’s board members, a wonderful lady named Norma Terris. She had been a famous Broadway actress, appearing in the original production of Showboat, along with many other shows. Now she was in her seventies, lived locally, and spent her time promoting animal welfare. She had followed the story of Sandy, and when she heard that I was looking for a home for him, she invited me over for lunch at her mansion on the banks of the Connecticut River. All during my visit, she kept saying that Sandy belonged with me and I couldn’t give him up. No matter what excuse I made, she stuck to her point: “If you really love someone, you’ll find a way to make it work.”




  As I said good-bye to Sandy, I cried very hard. He didn’t understand why I was upset. As I drove away, I could see him in the rearview mirror, straining against the leash as he tried to follow me.




  The night I moved into my fifth-floor walk-up, I called Patrick to see how things were going. He had bad news. Sandy wasn’t eating. He was lethargic. He barely went out onstage, and he was no longer jumping up on Andrea. No one had come forward to adopt him. As the week progressed, things just got worse. On that Friday I got a call from Norma Terris.




  “Young man,” she said, obviously concerned, “this dog is very upset that you’re not there. You must take care of this dog.”




  “But Miss Terris, I can’t afford . . .”




  That’s when she made the best offer anyone has ever made to me. She said, “Young man, I will make a promise to you if you will make a promise to me. I will fund the cost of having the dog with you, if you promise to take care of him for the rest of his life.” At first I tried to refuse, because I didn’t want to take money from a stranger—but she insisted. So, on Saturday, I drove back to Connecticut to do the final shows. Sandy was thrilled—he jumped all over me, knocked me down, and licked my face. On Sunday evening, after the final curtain, Patrick, Sandy, and I got in the car and drove to New York City. I looked down at Sandy lying across the backseat with his head on my lap and thought, Well, if I’m going to be a starving actor, I might as well have a dog that’s going to starve with me.







  



  Chapter 2
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  On Broadway




  In September 1976 I had moved to Greenwich Village in New York and was living my dream: I was a starving actor. I had my Equity card. I was attending NYU and studying with acting legend Stella Adler. I had my dog. Life couldn’t have gotten much better.




  Then in November I got a call from the office of the famous director Mike Nichols. Mike was making his producing debut with the Broadway production of Annie—would I be interested in working on the show? It would have an out-of-town tryout in Washington, D.C., in January 1977, and then open on Broadway in April. It took a while before the shock wore off, and when it did, I realized the only way for me to work with Mike Nichols was to drop out of school and pretend to be an animal trainer. The last time I pretended, I got my Equity card and a great dog out of it. This could be my lucky break.




  A few days later I was in the office of Peter Neufeld and Tyler Gatchell, the general managers for the show. At first, I think they were just as surprised to see this kid walk in as I was to be in a real New York theater office. As we talked, they must have sensed the sheer terror I was feeling. Peter finally came right out and asked, “Can you train this dog?” I told them I had made the whole process up at Goodspeed and had no idea if I could do
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  it again. They said they couldn’t hire a novice for such an important part of the show and asked if I would work with a “real” trainer. “Gladly,” I said. Then they asked how much I wanted. How much? I thought. They were going to pay me? It must have shown on my face, because they realized they had a sucker. They offered me $300 a week plus my hotel in Washington, D.C. Wow! I thought I’d hit the jackpot. Little did I know, the actor’s minimum was $600 a week for chorus, and I was working with a star. But I gladly took it. Even if I did the show for ten weeks, I could finance college for a year!




  The “real” trainer they hired had handled dogs in the military—he was big, bad, and bald. His training method was all about intimidation. He showed me how to use a metal choke collar on a dog—I remember him dragging Sandy away from me and turning quickly and jerking the collar, which flipped Sandy over. I was horrified. I didn’t have the heart to hurt Sandy like he did. Sandy started to shake but didn’t leave his side. In that moment I felt I had made a horrible decision. If this was what animal training was about, I wanted out.




  I never went back to finish the class but learned a lot about how I wouldn’t train a dog. I went back to the general managers and said I wanted to quit because the training was so aggressive. They said they didn’t care how I handled the training, just get it done or they’d sue for breach of contract. I remember calling my mentor, Norma Terris. When I told her about the trainer, she scoffed. “Young man, you don’t need anyone to tell you what to do. You and Sandy have something special. Trust him, and yourself, and it will be fine.” That was the best advice I ever took from a human about animal training.




  The crazy thing is, if you look at the original credits for Annie, this guy is listed as the trainer, even though he never set foot in the theater. I was only listed as Sandy’s owner. That was before we became a hit and they changed the credits.




  The general managers reminded me I needed an understudy in case Sandy got sick. Holy cow; two dogs to train. I had promised myself that if I ever got another dog, I would rescue one. I went up to the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in Manhattan. The first dog I found was a calm, six-month-old puppy that had brown, scruffy fur. He was very cute. He had been a stray, was thin, and they said he had a cold. He slowly walked out of his cage and let me pet him and pick him up. I thought this little guy was sweet and had a personality that would be easy to train, so I adopted him. I thought maybe my luck was changing.




  But the puppy’s cold got worse. Two days later I took him to the vet and found he didn’t have a cold, he had distemper. It was so advanced, the vet recommended euthanasia. I couldn’t believe my ears. It was incurable and he was going down fast, so I had to agree. It was the first time I ever had to make that decision. After it was over, the vet asked if the puppy had come in contact with any other dogs. He had just spent two days with Sandy in my apartment. Fortunately, Sandy had been vaccinated for distemper but we had to wait ten days to make sure he was clear. I was a wreck worrying about him the whole time.




  Rehearsals were getting close. I had Sandy doing his old tricks, but I had no understudy. After visiting shelters all around New York City, I found a healthy red collie mix with pointy ears that looked like the dog in the comic strip. I adopted him and called him Arf.




  When rehearsals began, I was mesmerized. They had brought in famed choreographer Peter Gennaro, added a few more chorus people, and Dorothy Loudon was now playing Miss Hannigan. When Sandy saw Andrea McArdle, he went crazy. He loved her so much. In fact, as happy as Sandy was with me, he seemed even happier to be back in a rehearsal room. As I sat down in the semicircle surrounding the piano and heard the show read and sung, I felt I was a part of theater history being made. Imagine my surprise when I heard Sandy’s part had gone from two scenes to four! A scene had been written where he barks to protect Annie before he gets lost. Then halfway through the first act, after a number called “NYC,” Martin Charnin read, “Sandy enters slowly from stage right, sits center stage, looks right, looks left, and exits stage left.”
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  I almost fell off my chair. Because we had gone against conventional wisdom and successfully put a dog in the show, the creators thought we could do more. Getting Sandy to bark wouldn’t be hard. At Goodspeed, he had shown an immediate dislike for one of the actors when he wore a policeman’s uniform. We could use that by having the actor threaten to take Annie back to the orphanage. Sandy would bark to protect her. The real problem was the big “NYC” cue, which sounded so simple when Martin read it. I couldn’t think of a way to get Sandy to stop at center stage. If I put him in one wing and called him from the other, he was going to come running right to me. Then, one day, I inadvertently dropped a treat on the floor. Sandy came running, skidded to a stop, ate it, then continued to me. Aha!




  I asked Martin if I could get someone to drop a treat onstage as they were exiting, and he said sure. When we used hard treats, they bounced. As a poor, starving actor, I was eating lots of bologna sandwiches for lunch, so we tried that, and Sandy went right for it. When he reached the treat, I would whisper, “Sit.” Someone would make a sound stage right, he would look that way, then I would make a sound stage left, and he would look that way. Finally, I would call him off. It became affectionately known as the “Baloney drop,” which was a play on my last name. That small piece of processed meat created one of the most moving moments in Broadway history.




  We went to Washington, D.C., not knowing what to expect. The cast was excused from dress rehearsal so we could go to the White House and perform for President Carter and all fifty governors. I remember walking up the driveway to the East Room, feeling a sense of pride that I was going to meet and entertain the president of the United States. Then I was jerked back to reality when Sandy pulled on his lead to leave his mark on a tree by the White House lawn.




  The rest of that spring was a blur. Annie was a huge hit and broke all box office records at the Kennedy Center. We came to New York on a cloud. The reviews acknowledged Sandy’s performance, and I became a famous animal trainer at the age of twenty. The other trainer was never mentioned again, and soon the credits were changed. It was all strange and exciting, but Sandy and the kids kept me grounded.




  Andrea and Sandy, of course, became a legendary Broadway couple. For the next year she and Sandy would do eight shows a week, multiple television appearances, award shows, charity events, and countless other public appearances—and because they loved each other, it all seemed effortless. When he was tired, she helped him out; and when she was sad, he’d come over and give her a kiss. (Sandy never kissed anyone except Andrea and me.) Through it all, though, they remained a kid and her dog, and I did my best to keep it that way. Andrea loved practical jokes and was constantly pulling pranks—like the time she made a smiley face with cotton balls and stuck it on the back of “Daddy Warbuck’s” black tuxedo during curtain call. Or the time she brought in a new toy called Slime and shook everyone’s hand onstage with it.




  Sandy had his moments, too. Our original conductor, Peter Howard, opened the show using his favorite old wooden baton. About six months into the show, it broke, and the cast replaced it with a brand-new white one. That night, as Andrea sang the hit song, “Tomorrow,” Sandy noticed something different in the pit. He sat up and started watching this white stick. As it went up, his head went up—as it went down, his head went down. The audience very quickly caught on that he was watching the conductor and started to laugh. And when this white thing didn’t stop, Sandy started doing little “woofs” at it, which happened to fall on the beat of the music. Andrea handled it like a pro, and “Tomorrow” never received as much applause as it did on the night that Sandy sang along.




  For our first year, all the stars got applause when they first entered. One night it was raining heavily, and we held the curtain because the sold-out audience had had such a hard time getting there. As a result, they weren’t in the best mood. When Sandy made his first entrance, he got halfway to Andrea and stopped dead. He knew something was different but couldn’t figure out what it was. I could see him think, Where is all that noise those people make? So he slowly turned his head and looked out into the theater. The audience soon realized Sandy was checking them out and ignoring Andrea, who was saying Come here, boy, over and over. They began to laugh. He stared. They laughed harder. He still stared. They were roaring now. He still stared. They finally applauded, and he went on with the show.




  Of all the celebrities who came to the show, Sandy’s favorite was Benji. Our press agent heard Benji was coming to New York for the opening of his new film and arranged a photo op. His owner and trainer, Frank Inn, was one of the best in Hollywood, and I was a little nervous about meeting him. Sandy did a few behaviors in the show and not much else. I felt that was enough. When Frank and Benji arrived, Sandy went crazy; it wasn’t until Frank said, “Come here, girl,” that I understood why. Sandy was in love, and it took all my strength to hold him back. All Sandy wanted to do was have a love scene with Benji, and I had to put Andrea in the middle with her arms locked around Sandy’s neck to get the picture—which made the front page of the Daily News the next day.




  Frank did a demonstration for us. Benji knew twenty or thirty behaviors, which she did effortlessly. As my self-esteem was running out, I realized that when Frank was not interacting with Benji, she did not move. Andrea had noticed it, too. Benji looked like she was programmed to never take her eyes off of Frank. The more we watched, the sadder we became. After Frank and Benji got in their limo and went off, Andrea hugged Sandy and said she felt so sorry for Benji. “It’s like she has no free will. Sandy may not be as trained as Benji, but at least he’s happy.”




  After we had been running for about a year, Sandy’s understudy Arf died suddenly. I returned from having just walked the two dogs when he began screaming. He convulsed violently and died in my arms in the hallway outside my dressing room. It was very traumatic because the whole backstage area could hear his screams. Andrea and the kids were so upset, we had to hold the curtain for a half-hour to calm them all down. At first we thought it was poison from some deranged fan, but an autopsy showed that a brain tumor had burst in his head. We missed that dog a lot because he was very sweet, and we were sad that he never got a chance to go on.




  A few weeks earlier, I had adopted a stray dog that had been found on Park Avenue. He had been badly abused—someone had poured a flammable substance on his hindquarters and set him on fire. The poor creature was so frightened that he tried to bite any human who came near him. Since this dog looked like a Sandy dog, the woman who found him called me. I knew he would probably be euthanized because no one would want to pay his medical expenses, so I said I would take him. I called him O’Malley after my Irish roommate, Patrick.
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  I brought O’Malley to my vet and the prognosis was bad. He had scar tissue on the base of his tail and legs where he had been burned. He had all sorts of intestinal worms. But the worst news was that he had heart-worms. The medicine used to treat heartworms is based on arsenic—so if the worms don’t kill the dog, the treatment might. My vet successfully administered the cure but said O’Malley would need a stress-free environment for at least a month, to let his heart recover. Fortunately, I had an unfinished basement in the house I had just bought, so I made him a little apartment down there. When I first turned him loose, all he did was hide. I couldn’t get close enough to put a leash on him without him lunging and trying to bite me.




  Finally, after six weeks of him still trying to attack me, I thought it was time this dog learned I wasn’t a bad person. I got an old overcoat and some car-washing gloves and went downstairs. In a very calm voice, I kept saying Good boy. I tried to pet him. As soon as I got close to him, he bit me on the sleeve of the coat and held on. I didn’t run, I just let him bite. He kept at it for an hour and a half. But when he was so tired he couldn’t move, he saw that all I wanted to do was pet him, so he finally let me. And slowly but surely, after that night I could pet him, touch him, take him out, and have others touch him. I knew if he really got scared he was ready to defend himself, but I made sure he was never placed in that kind of situation. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to use him in the show because he had been so abused. But it was like a miracle. Once he learned to trust me and to believe that I truly cared for him, he was one of the best-trained dogs I had. He was so willing to please. I always believe that animals know when you save their lives and are appreciative.




  Anyway, when Arf died, I was left without an understudy. O’Malley was healthy by that time, and he trusted me, but he was still totally untrained. To fulfill my contract, I decided to bring O’Malley in. Our cast was so kind, loving, and understanding, that very soon he learned to trust many people. Within six months, except for the black scars on his hindquarters (which we covered with makeup because the hair never grew back), you’d have thought he was the happiest dog in the world. And Sandy must have known O’Malley needed some extra help, because he never had a problem with him and accepted him as part of our family.




  While the show was running, I rehearsed with Andrea’s understudy, Shelley Bruce, who took over the role when Andrea left. Shelley lived in New Jersey and had grown up with dogs. She had also been with us since the Goodspeed production and was friendly with Sandy. Every Thursday we’d run the show in understudy rehearsal, and Sandy would do his behaviors. When Shelley went on for Andrea, Sandy was a little concerned, but still did fine. Everything went smoothly.




  The time finally came when Andrea had to move on. It was a very sad time for us all. You become like a family, and now one of the kids was all grown up and leaving. We all knew we would see Andrea again, but Sandy was somewhat concerned her last night, when everyone was crying. I’m sure he figured, Those crazy humans are acting up again, and went on.




  The following Tuesday, Shelley came in, and while Sandy did the show, I could see him looking around for Andrea. As the week progressed, he became more and more lethargic; he was missing his first love. Try as we might to play with him, kiss him, and talk to him, he just moped around. Then I remembered the old saying, “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” I had always given Sandy Milk-Bones as rewards in the show, but now I decided I had to up the ante. The theater was next door to the world-famous Gallagher’s Restaurant, where we had most of our parties. Sandy ate there so often, his picture is still on the wall today. We told them the problem and they started sending over their best prime rib. The first time Shelley gave him some, he was a little surprised—but after that, he followed her around like a little lost puppy. We were soon able to eliminate the prime rib because Sandy came to love Shelley for herself.




  One of our more comical moments came with Sarah Jessica Parker, our third Annie. She was one of eight children of Barbara and Paul Forste. Her parents and all the kids were in show business at one time or another. They would often do tours, performing in The Sound of Music or Peter Pan as a family. I was not much older than Sarah’s oldest brother, so they just adopted me like another kid. Sarah had been brought in to understudy Shelley when Andrea left. She was the first kid I worked with who didn’t have much experience with dogs. Her family traveled a lot, so they had never had a dog—they were really cat people. But because of our friendship and her professionalism, Sarah worked hard learning how to relate to Sandy. Of course, Sandy went through another depression when Shelley left, but a little prime rib solved that problem.
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