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“Welcome to Buck’s Bowties,” said the dapper, little man standing beside the glass display case. “I, of course, am Buck. How may I help you?”

Harry P. Daphney had never seen so many ties. The very pores of the place were clogged with them. Some were kept in heavily-Windex’d trophy cases or on satin pillows enclosed in glass, while others were displayed on pedestals with small, bronze plaques giving little tidbits of Buck family lore: the great-grandfather arriving at Staten Island; opening his first shop, the second one, expanding into New England, the numberless sons with similar-sounding names, the Old World traditions with a modern touch...blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.

“I’m thinking of retiring this little guy,” Harry said, gesturing to the burl of cheap fabric affixed to his neck. “I need a replacement. Something handmade, silk and reasonably-priced.”

Buck took a couple steps forward, his hands clasped together at his chest. “The first two I can do, no problem. But the words ‘reasonably priced’ are not in my vocabulary.”

The man’s accent puzzled Harry —a mongrel mix of Hudson Valley, Virginia Piedmont with just a hint of Boston Brahmin thrown in for good measure.

“I want to look like an Oxford don,” Harry said, reciting the line, word-for-word, as he’d been instructed to do, “not Donald Duck.”

Buck’s ears suddenly pricked up, his eyes narrowing to a stare as he tried to gauge Harry’s trustworthiness.

Harry fought the impulse to cut and run –to abandon this whole ludicrous plan and face Childress and the rest of the New England Ornithological Society armed only with his good looks and his superior knowledge of the North American Whooping Crane.

“I beg your pardon,” Buck said, hooking his thumbs in his horsehair suspenders. “Did you say ‘Donald Duck?’”

Harry took a deep breath and nodded. He felt the icy tendrils of panic creeping up his chest and ribcage, and wished desperately to be released from this purgatory.

The shopkeeper, in contrast, was the image of placid sophistication. He was a petite, tidy gentleman with a walnut complexion and thin, blond hair parted clumsily in the middle, and he wore a fitted jacket, penny loafers and worsted wool pants held up by the aforementioned suspenders. And, of course, a bow tie. It was made of several layers of dyed black goose feathers fastened with a charcoal ribbon and platinum clip. It reminded Harry of a delicate, dark flower the way it seemed to sprout from the man’s well-starched collar, and he wanted so badly to reach over and pluck it.

“I see,” Buck said, stepping into the glow of one of the many Tiffany lamps scattered about the place. “And is it for a specific occasion? A wedding or gala, perhaps?”

That was Harry’s cue. He swallowed in a dry throat and said: “Neither. It’s for a funeral.”

Silence.

A moment later, Buck gave his customer the subtlest of nods and the two started to move towards the back of the shop where a hidden seam in one of the walls opened to reveal a private elevator.

“My apologies,” Buck said, squeezing into the tiny, metal box beside Harry. “It’s a tight fit, but that’s by design. Can’t have big, boisterous crowds coming to visit me in my workshop. It’s bad for business.”

Harry smiled and watched the numbers above the door tick down until he heard a ding and the elevator came to a sudden, jerking halt.

The doors parted and Buck said: “This is it” in an accent that was now 100% Midwestern.

What Buck referred to as his “workshop” was in fact a second showroom, one that perfectly mirrored the shop upstairs: same color scheme, same furniture, same creaky, hardwood floor. The only difference was the absence of security cameras –a detail which Harry noted with some trepidation.

Buck unlocked one of the cabinets and removed from it a handsome, diamond-point bow tie with a gingham pattern and held it up for Harry to see. “Such stellar workmanship,” he said. “Utterly elegant and surprisingly deadly,” and so saying, he gave the knot a squeeze and the far wall was instantly peppered with a half-dozen poison-tipped needles.

Buck walked across the room to retrieve the projectiles, like a darts player at the end of a round. “These bow ties strike a nice balance between fashion and function, don’t you think?”

Harry was speechless. He never imagined he’d actually take his vendetta against Childress this far and now desperately wanted out of this madman’s shop of horrors.

“If you’d prefer something a little more high-tech,” Buck said, picking up the next tie and activating its laser sights, “then this batwing should fit the bill.” He pointed the laser at one of the wall-mounted mirrors and fired. The glass shattered, and Harry jumped five feet in the air.

“Not to worry, friend. You’re quite safe here. The floor and ceiling are fire-retardant and the walls have an anti-ricochet coating. In the thirty years I’ve had the business, I’ve only lost one client in the workshop....two, if you count the chihuahua.”

“What’s the price on that?” Harry asked, sheepishly.

“As I told you upstairs –the words ‘reasonably-priced’ aren’t in my vocabulary.”

Buck took a moment to straighten his tie in front of another mirror. “Goose feathers,” he said. “Dyed with a mixture of sea slug and cuttlefish ink. Simple and elegant. You like?”

“It’s very nice.”

“I deal in objects of sartorial excellence and take great pride in my work.”

“I can see that,” Harry said.

Buck started pulling out drawers. “How does sarin gas strike you? There’s scarcely a better way to clear a room. And it comes with a complimentary respirator!”

“No, really...”

“I’m out of acid-sprinklers at the moment. Sold my last one to a young man just yesterday.”

Harry smiled and nodded and gave other signs of paying attention, all the while his thoughts were fixed on the villain Childress. He felt the familiar burning sensation at the back of his neck, the elevated heart rate and the sudden, rapid drying out of the mouth. He pictured Childress lying prone on some grubby ballroom floor, his brains decanted on his wife’s halter dress, his fellow society members looking on in terror while Harry helped himself to another plate of overdone brisket.

“I shouldn’t have come here,” he suddenly blurted out. “This was a mistake. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

The shopkeeper put down the tie in his hand and raised his head. “A mistake?” he said, as if he’d misheard him.

Harry ‘s eyes were fastened on his shoes. He felt like he’d just told his father he wouldn’t be taking over the family business after all.

Buck shrugged. “Oh, well. No harm done. I’m just sorry you won’t be leaving here today with one of my ties. You would have looked so smart in the Flamethrower.” He glanced at the merchandise on the table, then back at Harry. “Shall we go up?”

Harry’s sense of defeat was palpable. He clenched his fists and raised them to his chest, like a skier about to go down a slope. He felt the spirit of revenge waxing and waning within him while the seconds ticked by and the room grew hotter and hotter until it was like the inside of a greenhouse. Despite his best efforts, he could not compel his feet to move even an inch.

“Yes,” he said, meeting Buck’s gaze. “But first I’d like to tell you why I’m here.”

The shopkeeper raised his hand in protest. “There’s really no need,” he said. “Your business is your own. I’m merely here to serve.”

“His name is Childress,” Harry said, then paused to collect himself. His lip was quivering, and his eyes were shrink-wrapped in tears. “Charles Augustus Childress –the world’s foremost authority on the Light-footed Clapper Rail and the bane of my existence...”

Harry gave a quick synopsis of their years-long feud –the dustups in the letters columns, the barbed reviews, and all the spiteful backroom gossip –before coming to the inciting incident: “It happened a year ago, at the annual NEOS conference in Bar Harbor. I had just finished reading my paper on the migratory patterns of the Bermuda petrel and figured I’d slip out to the parking lot for some fresh air.” Blood rushed to Harry’s cheeks as he recalled the traumatic event. “I was ten feet from my car when they seized me.”

“They?”

“Childress and his cronies. His ‘flock’ as he calls them. Lickspittles and hangers-on one and all.” Harry blinked away tears. “I felt them lay their hands on me and wrestle me to the ground. Then, after stripping off my clothes and placing a firm knee in my back, they carried out their wicked purpose.”

“Which was?”

Harry hesitated a moment, then went on: “First came the oil. Imperial gallons of the stuff! So hot my skin instantly broke out in blisters.” Harry rolled up his sleeve to reveal a hardened patch of scar tissue where the oil had scalded him, and Buck gasped in revulsion.  “The pain was unlike anything I had ever experienced and my cries for help were muffled by the calloused palm of Childress himself.” Harry suddenly went dead-eyed. “Then came the feathers...”

“Feathers?”

“Yes.” Harry’s voice was somber, bereft of feeling. “But this was no ordinary down. Oh, no! These were the feathers of the noble Whooping Crane. The man’s villainy is truly boundless.”

All the color had gone from Harry’s face; he seemed destined for a rendezvous with the floor. Buck led him by the elbow to an empty chair beside the elevator and eased him into it. After a few seconds, he said: “I’m sorry,” and meant it.

Harry looked crestfallen, inconsolable. He tried to stand but couldn’t summon the strength. “What am I doing here?” he asked, slipping further down in the chair. “I’m no murderer. I spent the last twenty years studying birds in an ivory tower, dodging faculty meetings and getting railroaded by those Audubon creeps. The conference is in two days and I haven’t even started my paper on the role of cavity trees in maintaining woodpecker populations.” Harry hung his head. “Go ahead, Buck. Call the elevator. I’m ready to go up now.”

“You know,” Buck said, stroking his chin. “If the object isn’t to kill, but merely to maim or incapacitate, I may have something for you yet.”

“Oh?” Harry sat a little more erect in his chair.

“Unless you’d prefer to just skip the conference altogether? Give Childress and his flock a wide berth. It’d be the most sensible thing to do, I dare say.”

Harry sprang from the chair and puffed out his chest. “Never!” he shouted, taking the bait. “If he thinks he can run me out of my own profession, he has another thing coming!”

A look of undisguised delight played over the shopkeeper’s face. “Very good,” he said. “In that case, I have just the thing.”

It was a burgundy crossover tie, embellished with rhinestone and sequin fleur de lis and came with a gold-plated collar chain and bar. Its design was beyond elaborate, bordering on farcical. As Buck lifted it out of its case and held it under the glare of one of the lamps, Harry found himself suddenly transfixed.

“I call it The Laxinator,” Buck said, turning it over in his hands, QVC-style. “No flying darts or heat-seeking missiles. Once activated, it releases an invisible, odorless gas that causes temporary paralysis of the sphincter muscle, resulting in an involuntary...er...release.”

“It makes you poop?”

“Very embarrassing and no bloodshed. It’s a bestseller,” he added. “And comes with a generous warranty.”

Harry’s eyes went wide. “I must have it!”

“Excellent, I’ll go ahead and box this up for you. Our packaging is entirely recyclable, by the way.”

“I’m curious,” Harry said. “What does your tie do?”

“My tie?” Buck looked taken aback.

“It must have some special function.”

“Indeed.”

“Vaporize customers whose checks bounce?”

Buck grinned. “Very well,” he said. “In that case, let me tell you the whole story, forsaking no detail.” He began pacing back and forth. “A few years ago, I began work on a new tie. An object of immense elegance and staggering power. It was to be my magnum opus, the pinnacle of my career and the culmination of my family’s legacy. But I required a rare material –one found only in the deepest recesses of the Sumatran jungle. I immediately assembled a team of ten able-bodied men and two local guides and set out in search of this most precious ingredient.”

Harry returned to the chair by the elevator, crossing his legs and steepling his fingers.

“It was a challenging expedition,” Buck continued. “Spiders as big as chickens stalked us through their vast networks of silk. There were daily standoffs with wild boar and other territorial creatures. Poisonous plants were ubiquitous, as were the thieving bands of monkeys who descended, unseen, from the treetops, and made off with our food and water canteens. Illness and hunger decimated our party until it was just me and one of the guides left.” He stopped pacing. “I feared we were not long for this world and would soon suffer the fate of our fallen comrades. For the first time in a long time, I prayed. Pathetic, lapsed Catholic that I was, I prayed to god that he keep us alive long enough to complete our mission. I prayed for his protection and guidance in the final stretch of this doomed excursion into the unknown. And then, on the eighth day, when we’d all but given up hope, my prayers were answered.”

“What happened?”

“We found him perched on a vine with a juicy grub clamped in that mesmerizing silver beak of his.” Buck appeared almost to swoon. “It truly was a miracle.”

“A bird?”

“A toucan, or so he appeared to us that day. But my guide and I both knew the truth about this feathery devil. About what he really was.”

“What was he really?”

“I cannot pronounce it in the local tongue. The closest translation, I believe, is Brain Licker. A despised figure of Indonesian folklore, Brain Licker is a sort of cosmic interloper, a creature from beyond the stars who wields an immense influence over the human mind, capable of driving hordes of men mad for its own perverse enjoyment. Depictions of Brain Licker vary considerably. Sometimes it appears as a man, sometimes as an animal. At least once it’s been portrayed as a tree or some other element of the landscape. Regardless of its corporeal state, one constant is its unimaginable capacity for evil.” Buck’s hand moved instinctively towards his throat, then froze and planted itself in a pocket instead. “And here it was in one tiny, colorful package. We knew the bird was merely his outward form. His latest vessel. An interesting choice, all things considered.” Buck shook his head. “It put up a struggle at first and very nearly evaded our nets. But, having come so far and suffered so many indignities and losses, we were determined not to let him slip through our fingers.” He cleared his throat, nervously. “After we captured him and found a path out of the jungle, we made immediate arrangements for the transfer.”

“The transfer?”

“Of the spirit to its new vessel.”

Harry pondered this for a moment, then said, “The tie?”

“Exactly. I thought if I could somehow harness the power of Brain Licker, if I could tap into that vast reservoir of psychic power —the equivalent of a dozen atomic bombs —then I would have the ultimate weapon at my fingertips. Truth be told, the more I indulged in the fantasy, the less I began to view myself as a humble arms dealer and more as a...as a...” Buck’s voice trailed off.

“But how?”

“Nevermind how,” Buck snarled. “The mechanics of the thing elude even my own understanding. Suffice to say, it involved a battalion of shamans and medicine men, and vast, vast sums of money —enough to fund ten Sumatran expeditions. Even then, the chances of success were slim. But in the end, against all odds, we prevailed, and I had my weapon.” Buck exhaled, noisily. “The next challenge was figuring out how to control it. As you may imagine, Brain Licker isn’t the type easily bent to another’s will. I can’t say precisely when I lost control, or whether I had any to begin with, but I do remember the moment I felt the true weight of the thing.”

“Weight?”

“Like a thick, hemp rope around my neck, weighing me down. My albatross, you could say. And every time I tried to take it off, something stayed my hand. Some part of me could not bear to be without it. So I continued to wear it, like a yoke, until at last it had wrested away all sovereignty of mind and body and made me its obedient slave. And, worst of all, I had no one to blame but myself. It was a purgatory of my own making. I had become some demonic entity’s plaything —a ventriloquist dummy, acting out one cruel farce after another.”

“But it didn’t destroy you.”

“No,” Buck said. “Instead, we reached an agreement.”

“An agreement?”

“It could have killed me. Made me claw my eyes out or turned me into an incontinent human vegetable, if it so desired. And I would have been powerless to resist. I was entirely at its mercy.” Buck held Harry’s gaze. “But what would that have achieved? Nothing. And fortunately for me, it was willing to see reason. In exchange for my life, I promised to help it obtain the thing that it most desired.”

“Which was?”

“To go back.”

“Back?”

“To the way things were before the Sumatran mission. Before the shamans, before all of it. To be restored to its former seat of power.”

“Seat of power?” Harry furrowed his brow. “You mean the toucan?”

“After the transfer, there was some discussion about what to do with the old vessel. No one expected the toucan to survive and yet it did, practically unscathed. It was remarkable. Such resilience is unique in the animal kingdom. I briefly considered keeping him as a pet, but then thought better of it. His presence would only serve to remind Brain Licker of what he’d lost and might inspire him to revolt against me. Besides, I needed to recoup some of my losses from the Sumatra mission and was selling off lots of high-value items.”

“I can’t imagine you’d get much for him,” Harry opined. “Even on the black market. Toucans aren’t as uncommon as they used to be. In fact, they’ve recently come off the endangered species list.”

“True, but you’re forgetting that this is a silver-beaked toucan. Exceptionally rare.” Buck crossed his arms and ankles. “Do you know how many are alive today?”

“I don’t,” Harry admitted.

“Four. And once I’d set some well-placed poachers on the remaining three, that number was reduced to one. Needless to say, the value skyrocketed.”

“How clever of you,” Harry said, unable to hide his disgust.

“I certainly thought so. The next step was to put the word out that I had a one-of-a-kind bird for sale and, predictably, offers came flooding in from interested buyers all over the world.” Buck hesitated a moment, wondering for the first time if he’d perhaps shared too much. “It eventually went to the son of a Mexican cartel boss. A very nice young man, and a passionate collector of rare animals. We were in the process of re-acquiring the toucan when, sadly, we learned of his passing.”

“The toucan or the drug lord’s son?”

“Both. It was not a peaceful end, I’m afraid. Caught in the crossfire during a police raid of the family compound. To think of that beautiful silver beak riddled with bullets.” Buck heaved a sigh. “It’s the dodo all over again.”

“I’m sure you were devastated,” Harry said, sarcastically.

“I was, but not as much as Brain Licker. For weeks, I was the avatar of its colossal grief. It had me renting my clothes and tearing clumps of my hair out, all while weeping in a voice that was not my own. I had nearly gone to the grave myself, so intense were Brain Licker’s laments, when the torture finally stopped and I was allowed a brief respite from the suffering.”

“What happened?”

“A miracle,” Buck whispered. “A sighting of a silver-beaked toucan in Northern Argentina, the first in more than fifty years. As soon as I heard, I made all the necessary arrangements. I had to pull many strings and part with a small fortune to make it happen, but it will happen. The purchase should be finalized by the end of the week.”

“Should have gone with a pigeon,” Harry said. “They’re a lot cheaper.”

Buck laid the Laxinator in its nest of tissue paper, sealed the box and secured the lid with an attractive pink bow, then handed it to Harry.

After paying, Harry and Buck took the elevator up to the showroom and said their goodbyes.

“Your patronage is greatly appreciated,” Buck said, giving a sort of half-bow. “And if ever you find yourself in need of my services again, don’t hesitate to drop by. I never forget a face.”

Harry smiled awkwardly and walked out the door.

Buck returned to the counter and began combing through the day’s receipts. After a few seconds, a voice —deep and rasping—wormed its way out of his mouth: “He believed you?”

Buck continued thumbing through the stack of papers, making little notations here and there with a blue pen. “I think so. If he was suspicious, he didn’t show it.”

“You made the switch. I saw you do it.”

“Exactly as you instructed.”

“The man...Childress...must not live.”

“Don’t worry,” Buck said. “There’s little chance of that happening. As soon as Daphney activates the tie, he and everyone in that room will go up in a puff.” He slammed the register drawer closed. “And that, as they say, will be that.”

“You should not have told him,” the voice said, reproachfully.

“What does it matter? Assuming he goes through with it, he and the rest of them will be gone and the final obstacle will be removed.”

“His claim on the vessel must not stand. He must be eliminated.”

“Have faith,” Buck replied. “The plan is sound. After the conference, we’ll have no more trouble from meddlesome ornithologists like Childress. You have my word.”

A silence fell over the little tie shop. The foot traffic outside gradually died away and come closing time, after he’d mopped and dusted and put out the new merchandise, Buck locked the door and went and stood in front of one of the wall-mounted mirrors. He stood there a long time, drinking in his reflection, every detail of the man working in conjunction to bring about a preconceived effect. This was what it meant to have style, to be refined. A gentleman of his caliber was a rarity indeed. Like hen’s teeth or rocking horse poo, or a certain silver-beaked toucan.

The shopkeeper stood there for a very long time.
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In 1993 my father moved us to Exmore, Virginia.

Exmore was old even when it was occupied by Confederates during the Civil War. They spent their days guarding the mouth of the Chesapeake and their nights swatting at legions of mosquitos, surrounded by the same tired brick facades that I first saw from the passenger seat of our minivan. The town sits on a marshy hill, little more than a muddy pile that dried enough to walk on. It’s closed in on three sides by a morass of boggy soil and waterlogged trees. Gnarled roots collect islands of muck that float in silty, stinking pools. The fourth side is the Chesapeake Bay. My brother was sold on the move to Exmore with the promise of sandcastles and crashing waves. That fantasy was washed away by a sunburnt gas station attendant who cheerfully told us that there were no beaches near the town. Further up or down the peninsula there were a few modest stretches of sand, but the shallows bordering Exmore were just muddy banks of cattails lapped by brackish water. My brother was still crying when we rolled into town for the first time.
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My father called himself a "restorative historian". This was a polite way of saying that he didn't have the credentials to get a teaching position or work in a museum, but that he did have enough carpentry skills and knowledge of historical architecture to be dangerous. He also possessed the unique ability to convince even the most tight-fisted parish priest or village mayor into hiring him to restore their drafty church or wreck of a town hall. Most of the buildings my father worked on should have been torn down and have their restoration funds put towards the foundation of a modern replacement, but my father was a genius when it came to preying on the weaknesses of men who have grown to positions of prominence in small, poor towns.
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It wasn’t difficult to obtain a meeting once we’d found a suitable target for our particular grift. We never called ahead, preferring the surprise of showing up unannounced. My father would accept a dark drink from a dusty side table and compliment the occupants of the framed photos on the desk across from him. Then he would start talking. He took his time and paused often to let his points sink in. No need to rush things. Over the course of the next hour he would talk to this man, and it was always a man, using words like ‘tradition’ and ‘service’ and ‘legacy’. He didn’t use these words to describe them, only to reference whatever crumbling pile we sat in, but it was clear by the time his pitch was complete that they might as well be the same thing.
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He understood something in those sun-dried and time worn faces we sought for weeks on end all up and down the East coast. These men had reached the top of their
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