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PART ONE
THE CALLING

CHAPTER TWO
The Gambler

Monday, 4:00p.m.

The air buzzed, high-pitched, then muted as the tattoo gun glided along the skin on the

back of a hand.. Black ink replaced the blue stencil lines. As painful as it appeared, the man

whose hand was being marked – to match his other hand and make a pair of snake-eyed die –

did not flinch. Not a single twitch. He simply brought the smoldering cigarette to his lips and

inhaled a line of white smoke with the calm of a dead man. His placid face empty of worldly

troubles. 

Smoking in a tattoo parlor is not ethical (or wise, from a medical point of view) but

nobody was going to argue with this man. Hostages will argue with the men pointing guns in

their faces over being late to a meeting. Patients will argue with the doctor who gives them



three months to live. Behind his sunglasses, hid the man’s cold blue eyes. Those eyes could be

very persuasive and combined with his air of authority, his righteousness, he denied any

argument from the two men in the parlor. 

Short black hair curled onto his forehead. He flicked ashes onto the floor with casual

ease. The artist, Elroy “Spider” O’Doolin, thought of attempting to start a conversation and

changed his mind. Some people like talking to take their minds off of the feeling or the sound

of the tattoo machine. There are those whose nerves get the best of them and they can’t shut

up. A few spend the entire time crying loudly or silently into their clothes. This man walked

in, said what he wanted and had not said a word since. Which was why it surprised Spider

when his client spoke. He was so startled by the sound of his silk and gravel voice, that his

hand stuttered. 

Thank God he was filling in the black dot on the die, he thought. He wasn’t religious

though he came close to crossing himself.

“Do you know of a place called Forest Hills?” the man in black said.

“Shit yeah, man,” Spider said, pent up nervousness cracking his voice. “A cousin of mine

lives up there, Darren O’Doolin, he’s a mechanic, owns his own shop and gas station. Why the

hell would you wanna go to a place like Forest Hills, Ontario? There’s nothing up there man.

This place.” He swept his hand in the direction of the city outside. “Toronto is where the action

is.”

“I have business to conduct. How would I get there from here?”

“Oh man, lemme see. Okay, go  south on Yonge st, to the Don Valley  Parking Lot, get on

the 401 East to Kingston, then … North on the 115. You’ll see signs for the off-ramp. It’s quite

a ways up though, you’re looking at a three to four hour drive from here to there. What kind of

business you got up there?”

“Shut up Elroy, and finish the tattoo.” The conversation was at an end. The man’s tone

light, his words final, like a bored judge handing out a sentence.

Spider paused for a moment, glancing questioningly at the man sitting in his dentist’s

chair. All of the guys at the Crystal Lynx Tattoo Parlor called him Spider. He shivered and tried



to decide how this guy could know his real name? A tilt of the head and a glimpse of those blue

eyes above the sunglasses’ edge was the only prompting he needed to return to inking the skin

on the man’s hand. He’d seen ice that looked warmer than those eyes. 

Within fifteen minutes the tattoo was done; outlined and shaded. Spider was breaking the

needle with a pair of pliers to show him they only used new needles at the Crystal Lynx, when

the man stood up as he began to explain the importance of what he was doing and put on his

black trench-coat. The man tossed something on the stainless steel table, walked out the door

and climbed into a black 1980 Monte Carlo, peeling away from the curb. He was heading South

on Yonge st. 

Spider picked up the flat object from the table. A playing card from a casino deck. He

knows because the discards have a hole punched through the middle of the deck so they can’t be

brought back and used to cheat. He has a few of those decks at home for poker night with his

buddies. He flipped the card over. Queen of hearts. He saw the floor through the queen’s chest. 

Goose pimples sprung up on his tattooed arms. Turning, Spider stared at the shop’s

piercist, a kid with more metal in his face than the Terminator. “Hey Jake, Did you tell that guy

my name?”

“Just told him your name was Spider.” Jake’s face shadowed with concern. “You feelin’

alright man. You look kinda pale.”

“I’m okay. I think I’m gonna go home and spend some time with my old lady. You be

alright closing up by yourself tonight?”

“No problem, Spider. Go home and relax with your girl. Don’t get pissed at me though if

that baby she’s having comes out looking like me.”

“Screw you Jake.” He grabbed his keys from the office and hurried to the door. The

urgent need to get home stronger with each step. “Have a good night, man. See you in the

morning.”

Spider waved good-bye and walked across the street to parking lot, where his rebuilt and

modified ‘69 Corvette was parked. It was cherry and he hated thinking he was going to sell the

beautiful two-tone convertible. Foot down, Maria had told him: it’s against the law to put your



kids in the trunk, so it was time for a family car. He couldn’t see himself driving a mini-van.

But then again, he’d never thought a woman as wonderful as his Maria would give an ex-con

tattoo artist like himself a second of her time, let alone marry him and have his baby. Some

things in life were worth the sacrifice.

Spider parked the car in the apartment building’s underground garage. He rode the

elevator up to the sixth floor in near silence, the thudding of his heart worse than muzak and

walked down the hall to their two-bedroom apartment. He let himself in, shook off his shoes

and went into the kitchen. Preparations for dinner were spread out on the counter. He called out

to Maria and received more silence as a response. The silence had a weight, like eight tonnes of

loneliness. His stomach groaned in sympathy with the asthmatic rhythm in his chest. 

On the way to the bedroom, he noticed the hall closet door was open. Maria’s coat was

missing. 

The day had picked up an unseasonable chill, while he’d been working on the man in

black’s tattoo. He thought she must have gone out if her jacket was gone. It made sense, he

reasoned. She forgot an ingredient for dinner and walked to the grocery store to get it. 

So he grabbed a can of pop from the fridge and plunked his butt in front of the TV,

changing channels absently until he found the Blue Jays game. The Jays were losing to the

Cleveland Indians. They were always losing to the Indians. 

The phone rang. 

Yelling at the umpire on the tv, Spider pushed himself out of the La-Z-Boy to get it.

Giving the tv screen the finger he picked up the receiver. “Spider speaking.”

Jake was frantic on the other end.

“Hey Jake, slow down man. What’s got you all worked up?” 

Jake’s breathing was ragged and he was tripping over his own words. Spider managed to

figure out he was saying the police had been to the shop and were looking for him. He’d done

his time for accessory to a break and enter, stayed clean since he got out. They shouldn’t even

remember he existed.

“What the fuck do the cops want with me man?”



“It’s Maria, Spider. She was at the grocery store down the street from your house. A

bunch of thugs robbed the place. Maria got caught in the crossfire or something. I don’t know,

Spider. She’s been shot.” 

The playing card with the whole through its heart fell from his hand. He had not known

he’d been holding it.

“I’m sorry, Spider.”
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