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It was a busy lunch hour in the famous New York City hotel’s kitchen. Saucepans clattered. The head chef shouted. Cooks chopped, stirred, and sautéed for all they were worth. Tantalizing aromas filled the air. Waitstaff ran in and out of the kitchen carrying trays laden with sumptuous cuisine.

In the background, unnoticed by anyone, a shadowy figure stood in the doorway waiting for his moment.

Nobody paid any attention as the figure threaded his way through the kitchen. Nor did they notice him select a succulent shrimp from a waiting tray or skillfully swipe an elevator key card from a distracted chef. Not a soul caught sight of the mysterious visitor deftly hoisting a covered food tray to one shoulder, entering the elevator with a flourish.

Moments later the elevator doors swished open several floors above the kitchen, revealing the dashing figure of one Hector P. Valenti, self-proclaimed star of stage and screen, who stepped out of the elevator as confidently as if he owned the entire hotel. “Compliments of the house. It’s delicious!” he exclaimed, depositing the tray in front of the security check-in guard, who was so startled he failed to stop Hector from rushing by. When he reached a corridor, Hector’s sharp eyes swept over the posters plastering the walls—

SHOW US

WHAT

YOU GOT!

they proclaimed.

Hector smiled. He planned to do exactly that!

Hector confidently emerged through another doorway and found himself at the front of the long, long, loooooong line of people waiting to audition for the country’s most popular talent show on TV. He didn’t seem to notice the singers and dancers, ignored ventriloquists with their dummies, and paid no heed to comedians or country-and-western bands.

Without giving the competition a second thought, Hector adjusted his top hat and strode straight for the audition area. He deployed a well-placed smoke plume to easily sidestep a second security guard and reappeared directly in front of the producers.

“Next!” a stage manager called, sounding bored.

Hector’s eyes lit up. He straightened his shoulders. It was time for him to shine!

The show’s producer looked just as bored as the stage manager. An even more bored-looking intern aimed a video camera at Hector.

The stage manager finally looked up. “Oh, no,” he moaned. “Not again! We told you last time, Hector—no more!”

Hector swept into an extravagant bow. “That was just my song and dance routine,” he insisted, shooting the producer his most charming smile. “My new act will blow your minds! Prepare yourselves for the dance of a thousand pigeons!”

Hector spun around, dizzyingly fast, and threw open his cape. There, in the folds of his clothing, were a few fluttering pigeons, doing their best to take their cue. Hector’s confidence flickered, but he pressed on, removing his top hat with a flourish to allow one last pigeon to take flight.

THUMP!

Less than three minutes later, Hector landed on a hot, dirty, and very hard sidewalk in Times Square. Feathers drifted around him as his pigeons flapped off to freedom.

One of the security guards who had just thrown him out of the hotel gave him a sympathetic look. “Seriously, dude, ditch the birds,” the guard advised. “You’ve got to find something we haven’t seen before, because whatever that was ain’t working.”

The guard went back inside, slamming the door behind him. To Hector, it felt like someone slamming the door on his dreams.

He climbed to his feet and limped off aimlessly down the street. He used the few remaining dollars in his pocket to buy a shish kabob from a street vendor, only to find it had gone cold. He ate it—that was the least of his worries—and crossed the street to drop his kabob stick into the nearest trash. Preoccupied with the day’s disappointments, Hector almost missed seeing a store he’d never noticed before. It was tucked back along a grubby alley in a building that had seen better days. The sign read:

EDDIE’S

EXOTIC ANIMALS

Hector’s shoulders straightened. He almost smiled. Then he pushed in through the door.

“I’m looking for something unusual but cute,” he told the man behind the counter. “Really cute. And affordable. And it has to fit under my hat while I’m dancing.”

The man shrugged. “We got a special on bird-eating spiders.”

Hector sighed. “Okay, let’s try this again. . . .”

“Boa constrictor?” the man suggested. “Vampire bat?”

Suddenly, Hector didn’t have the strength to explain to this man what the word “cute” meant. He was too tired. Tired of waiting for his luck to change. Tired of trying to convince the world that he was meant to be a star. Tired of scrounging for the smallest break when offers for his remarkable talents should be pouring in. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the cash register—the reflection of a broken man who’d finally run out of luck, of optimism, of hope.

The counterman didn’t notice Hector’s rapidly deflating mood. “Wait,” he said, his dull expression brightening slightly. “I might have a lemur in the back.”

He disappeared, leaving Hector alone with a dozen or so listless animals. The only sound to be heard was an incongruously lively Latin tune on the radio. Hector turned to leave.

But then he stopped. Was that . . . singing coming from one of the cages? He blinked, listening more closely. The voice was melodious. Lilting. Captivating. Absolutely fantastic!

Hector followed the entrancing sound to the farthest corner of the shop. The singing seemed to be coming from a stack of cages there, and when he pushed past them he finally found the source: it was the tiniest baby crocodile he’d ever seen!

The little creature stood on its hind legs, barely a foot tall. Its miniature hips twitched as it sang along to the radio. There was a metal sign on its cage, so old that most of the letters had worn away. All Hector could make out was something that looked like

LYLE

Hector could barely breathe as his dreams came rushing back all at once.

“A singing crocodile!” he exclaimed. “Hector P. Valenti, at your service.”
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A short while later, a taxi turned onto an uptown street and stopped in front of an imposing brownstone. Hector slid out of the back, and little Lyle the crocodile jumped out after him.

For a moment Lyle just stood there gazing up in wonder at the house on East 88th Street. It towered over him, still exuding much of the grand beauty it had possessed when first built many years earlier, although by now paint was fading, bricks were crumbling, and an odd smell wafted from the direction of the trash cans under the stairs. Little Lyle didn’t really notice any of that, though. He had never seen such an amazing place! It was majestic. Compared to his cage at the shop, it seemed like a palace!

He looked up at the man who had rescued him from that sad shop. Hector smiled and swept his hand toward the house. “We’re a family now. Welcome home!” he exclaimed.

Hector pulled out an ornate key adorned with a fancy tassel and turned the lock. Lyle hopped up the steps, each of which was nearly as tall as he was, and eagerly followed his new friend through the door.

There were many more steps inside the house. But Lyle didn’t mind the climb, not one bit. It felt good to move around after being stuck in such a small area for so long.

Finally, he and Hector emerged into the house’s attic. It was a bit dim, dusty, and drafty, but also surprisingly high-ceilinged and spacious. A large window opened onto the fire escape—and a breathtaking view of an endless sea of city rooftops. It was nearing dusk, and a cool breeze drifted in through the open window. Lyle shivered, partly from excitement, but mostly because it was chilly up there.

Hector cracked his knuckles and sat down at an ancient piano. He hit middle C, then glanced over at Lyle with an encouraging smile.

Lyle smiled back. Hector looked happy, which made him feel happy, too.

Hector hit the note again. And again. Lyle cocked his head curiously, as he’d never before heard a song with only one note repeated over and over. Then again, he knew there were lots of things he’d never had the chance to experience while stuck in that shop. Now, perhaps, that was all about to change!

Hector cleared his throat dramatically. Even though he was very young, Lyle was also quite clever, and he was already figuring out that Hector did just about everything dramatically. Suddenly the man began to sing: “La, la, la, la, la, la, laaaaa!”

Lyle hardly heard him. He was shivering harder now. It was much too cold up here! While he didn’t miss anything else about the shop, he was really starting to miss the heat lamp over his cage. He curled up into a ball, then let out a loud sneeze.

Hector abruptly stopped singing. “Wait—here you go,” he exclaimed, jumping up and closing the window.

Then he removed his scarf and wrapped it around Lyle like a blanket. Lyle gazed up at him with a weak smile, more grateful than ever for his wonderful new friend. First, Hector had whisked him away from that terrible shop, and now he was making him feel cozy and more comfortable than he could remember ever being before in all his young life.

Hector smiled back. “Now listen to me,” he began.

Lyle hardly heard him. He felt so contented that his eyes fluttered shut and his mind drifted away on a soft, warm cloud of happiness as the excitement of the day caught up with him—not to mention the exertion of climbing all those stairs. . . .

He was almost asleep when he heard Hector start playing the piano again. Hector had begun singing a loud and boisterous song. Yet beneath the surface Lyle detected hints of something more. His new friend’s voice sounded sad.

Lyle opened one eye. Why did Hector sound so dejected, especially on such an exciting day? He wasn’t sure. But he knew one thing—the song he was playing was fantastic! Lyle loved music—all kinds. Listening to the radio, dancing and singing along to the tunes he’d heard, had been the only good thing about being in that shop. Now Hector’s song filled his entire tiny body with light and joy.

“La, la, la, la,” he sang along, his beautiful voice filling the dusty attic with light and joy as well.

Hector turned and stared at him. Then that selfsame light and joy grabbed him, too. He grinned and started playing again, a little faster this time.

Lyle jumped up beside Hector, the music flowing through him from the tip of his tiny snout to the end of his little tail. They sang together, throwing themselves into the music, heart and soul, their voices harmonizing perfectly. Lyle danced along with the beat, and after a moment Hector leaped to his feet and danced, too, his fingers still flying over the keys.

It was the most fun Lyle had had in . . . well, maybe forever. And the best part? He could tell that Hector was just as happy as he was. Lyle felt like the luckiest crocodile on the planet. Somehow, in this vast, bustling city, he’d found—or, more accurately, been found by—something very special.

A best friend.
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The next day, Hector left Lyle at home and went out to start making his dreams come true. Beyond Broadway—no, beyond off-Broadway—okay, way beyond off-off-Broadway—there was a little theater called the Coney Island Coronet. The owner, Cy, looked dubiously at a poster Hector had mocked up that morning. It featured Hector and Lyle in matching tuxedos.

“If you want the theater, it’s ten thousand a night,” Cy said. “In cash.”

Hector gulped. “Cash may be a challenge.” That was putting it mildly—he was flat broke. But he couldn’t let that stop him, not when success was so close he could almost taste it. He had to find a way to make this work, no matter what it took.

He slid a hand into his pocket and pulled out the tasseled key, staring at it for a long moment. The house on East 88th Street was the only valuable thing he owned in the world. It had been in his family for generations. Was he really willing to risk losing it?

Then again, it wasn’t much of a risk once he stopped to think about it. After all, nobody had ever seen anything like Lyle before. When word got out, he and Lyle would be fighting off offers and swimming in cash. Because Lyle wasn’t just another animal act or card trick. The kid could sing!

And so Hector nodded, knowing there was no other way. He had to take this shot.

“I have something far more valuable than mere cash . . . ,” he told Cy, holding out the key.

Once the deal was struck, Hector knew he had work to do. He hurried home and got started.

He and Lyle rehearsed. They sang. They tap-danced. They did it all over again.

Lyle was everything Hector had hoped for and more. His dancing was almost as good as his singing. And his singing—well, it was nothing short of spectacular!

As the days passed before their big show, Lyle grew—and not only as an artist. Soon he was nearly three feet tall. He no longer fit under Hector’s hat, but that didn’t matter. Their performance would be way beyond any silly rabbit-in-a-hat trick. Or even pigeons-in-a-coat. Nobody had ever seen anything like a singing, dancing crocodile before. Nobody! They were going to be superstars!

Hector was so busy he hardly had time to breathe. He had music to practice, choreography to create, posters to distribute all over the city, and even a crocodile-size tuxedo to design and sew. But he made sure Lyle had plenty of time to relax and stay focused between rehearsals. Hector brought him sumptuous meals, soon realizing that Lyle’s favorite dish was imported caviar. He filled the brownstone’s old claw-foot tub with lavender bubbles so Lyle could spend hours soaking away the tensions of each hectic day. In short, he did everything he could to guarantee that their debut would be a smashing success!

Finally, the
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