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From the collection Dreamin’ Dreams; A short thriller in 3,230 words.

By

Brendan Gerad O’Brien

Everyone in the village of Ballycumscut thought Leg O’Lamb was a little bit - you know - strange? It wasn’t something you could actually put your finger on, though.

And if you heard people talking about him they’d probably say he was nice enough, really! They’d probably add he was quite friendly too - in his own sort of way. Because he’d always greet you with a cheery hello whenever you went into his butcher shop.

He’d smile, too, of course. But it was always just the mouth. The eyes didn’t smile. They were expressionless. Shiny, slate grey pebbles in a big round face. They would scan you from the top of your head right down to your toes every time they looked at you.

And you could never tell what he was thinking. He had that kind of vacant expression on him.

Someone once joked that he was probably analysing your body mass - comparing it to the animal carcasses that hung on steel hooks all along the wall in the stockroom. You could just glimpse them through the open door behind the counter.

And he knew everyone and their dog! Everyone knew him too, of course. Because Liam Edward Gerard O’Lamb had been our local butcher here in Ballycumscut - a tiny village tucked away in the McGillycuddy Reeks near Killarney - for almost thirty years now.

But did anyone really know him? Did they know what he got up to when the shop was shut? Where did he go? What did he do in his spare time? What deep, dark secret was he hiding in the gloomy recess of his massive walk-in freezer tucked away in that dusty stockroom at the back of his shop? The freezer that no one ever saw him open?

And would they believe him anyway, even if he did tell them?

Because they didn’t believe him when he called into Leary’s pub a few years ago and told Paddy the Pipe he was only having one quick drink because he was on his way over to Lisa Lavender’s place. He was taking her out on a date!

There was a shocked silence for the briefest of moments - then an almighty spluttering into beer glasses and sniggering into the palm of hands.

‘What’s happening?’ Mo Quinn bowed her head towards Leo Fanning.

‘Lego’s going on a date,’ Leo told her to another round of spluttering from the regulars strung out along the bar. ‘With Lisa Lavender!’

‘What?’ Mo’s eyes bulged. ‘I don’t believe him!’

Actually, no one believed him. And they had great fun out of not believing him.

The thing is, Lisa Lavender was a very pretty young woman. Leg O’Lamb is - well, you couldn’t call him pretty in any shape or form. OK, he’s supposed to be very rich according to spotty Kieran Mulcahy who works part time at the Post Office and claims to have seen Lego’s account. But still!

And Lisa Lavender wasn’t just pretty. She was also very bright. She could have her pick of men. Would she really want to be seen out and about with a man like Leg O’Lamb just because of the size of his wallet?

Anyway, we never found out if it was true or not because no one ever saw Lisa Lavender after that. She took off for Australia, according to rumour. Just packed up and went without as much as a goodbye.

And Leg O’Lamb never mentioned her again.

He didn’t mention Kitty O’Hare either, for that matter. She also left the parish rather suddenly after Lego dated her - allegedly - on Christmas Eve the following year.

Then there was supposed to be an Eleanor Flaherty, though no one could remember what she looked like. Whatever happened to her? She also took off.

There was a lot of speculation about those dates, of course. Was it something Leg O’Lamb did? Or was it just the after-shock of spending so much time in his company, listening to his obsessive rambling about meat?

Leg O’Lamb loved his meat. He talked endlessly about it, how to hang it, how to cut it, how to age it, how to cook it. If worshiping meat ever became a religion Leg O’Lamb would be their high priest.

He couldn’t understand why no one else felt the same way. He was totally oblivious to how people’s eyes would glaze over whenever he started drooling over the finer points of a lamb cutlet. You’d think he’d cop on when they said they were just nipping out to the toilet - and never, ever came back.

Anyway, one dull evening back in February, Leg O’Lamb was about to shut the shop and go home when he glanced out of the rain-spattered window at the receding daylight. And he groaned out loud.

The Widow Mariah was lumbering along the pavement towards him.

Bugger, he muttered loudly. But still, a customer is a customer!

His heart sank all the same because he knew exactly what she was going to ask for. She’d gone through the same old routine every time she came into his shop for the last thirty years!

‘Can I have a pig’s head please, Lego,’ she would screech from the pavement before she even reached the shop door. ‘And could you leave the eyes in to see us through the week?’

Gaaaaad!

Or else she would ask for pig’s trotters and would he be so kind as to leave the head on, please!

Of course he’d laugh as if it was the first time he’d ever heard her say it. Because, you see, the Widow Mariah was the mother of the beautiful Eileen Grey.

And Eileen Grey was the love of Lego’s life, ever since that beautiful sunny day when she called in for some lamb chops on her way home from work.

It was the tattoos that did it for him! Eileen wasn’t quiet as big as her mother but she still had a nice round shape to her hips. And she showed an ample amount of bare skin between the waistband of her low cut jeans and the tiny pink t-shirt. When she bent to put her purse back in her bag, there they were. A beautiful vibrant butterfly on one cheek and a dark green shamrock on the other.

Lego was besotted. But he was much too afraid to tell her. Or anyone else for that matter. He just knew what the reaction would be - Lego and Eileen? Are you serious? No, you can’t disguise the look of horror on a person’s face, no matter how fleeting it might be. So he kept his feelings to himself and dreamed that one day maybe ...

But this evening the Widow Mariah didn’t go through her usual routine. Instead she waddled right up to the counter with a strange look on her face.

‘I have a message for you,’ she told him in a gruff voice.

Lego had already started the obligatory laugh right on cue and it took a few seconds to register what she’d actually said.

What confused him even more was the strange way she’d said it. Her voice was usually - he couldn’t quite think of the right words to describe it but it always reminded him of the day he was strolling through the churchyard when one of the battered old slates on the ancient church roof came loose and slithered down, rattling and clattering in the quiet of the afternoon.

And she always ended her sentence with an odd sort of screech, which made him think of the slate flying out over the moss covered gable and shattering into bits against the two-hundred-year old gravestone of the Reverend Pat Curran.

Father Pat was a bit of a local hero back in the dark old days of Irish history. He’d been the local priest but he also administered to another kind of spirit - poteen. According to legend he kept the whisky still under the altar where the marauding Brits wouldn’t look for fear of being struck down with the religion.

He made quite a bit of money out of it as well - for the Church, of course - by supplying it to his parishioners. But only for medicinal purposes, you understand!

Anyway, his demise was a very strange affair to say the least. Apparently his cat discovered the vat of poteen in the vestry and had a really good slurp out of it. Then in its intoxicated state it mistook Father Pat’s flowing ginger beard for a foxy feline. It came at him like an
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