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 It was a dark and stormy night. A cliché, to be sure, but also a truism in this instance. The 

rain came down in sheets, keeping the less brave (or foolhardy) residents indoors. Not that such 

an argument took much convincing, given it was 9:30PM on a Tuesday. The roads were lonely on 

the clearest of Tuesday evenings, and despite the transparent feature of any single rain drop, the 

swarms of them assaulting this city made for anything but an observable view. 

 But I was both a fool, and to a lesser extent, hardy. So there I was, hunkered down in the 

back of a grimy taxicab, giving over my life to the poor, working-class schlub in the driver’s seat. 

I trusted that his desire to continue living, which he was risking just to earn the means to do so, 

would overpower the force of nature currently pummeling us. I guess I was hoping he was the 

hardy one. 

 At that particular moment, I would have trusted just about anyone other than myself. 

Soaked to the bone (and perhaps even deeper) during the ten seconds it took me to dash from 

the front door of the building that housed my office into the pre-arranged vehicle waiting on the 

street. The wind was too strong for an umbrella to provide much protection, even if I had owned 

one, which I did not. I was physically miserable, a feeling that was well-matched with my 

frustration at being unable to solve the case in front of me, the one that had consumed and 

bungled me for the better part of three weeks. And I don’t eek out my own meager earnings by 

spending an entire twenty-one days on a single job. 

 Maybe before we go any further, I should introduce myself. I’m Jake Cotton, private eye. 

Standing six foot-nothing on my two feet, a buck eighty (more than I’d ever held in a bank 

account, which like an umbrella, I’d never possessed) in weight, skin and hair as dark as my soul, 

eyes as piercing as the maelstrom surrounding us. What I lack in smarts, I make up for in 

tenacity. 

 Speaking of, it was ten in the city before the cab arrived at my destination. Not that I had 

far to go, but it crawled slower than a toddler heading to nap time under the current conditions, 

driving up my impatience and down the profit I would earn should I ever solve this case. Which 

was looking about as likely as me being named captain of a pep squad. And I neither cheer, nor 

lead. 

 As the cab pulled to a stop, I considered stopping my own progress, staying in the 

backseat until I either died of hunger or the sky cleared, one seeming a lot more likely than the 

other. Especially as I had missed dinner, and I swore I saw an old-bearded man constructing a 

large boat in an empty parking lot on the way here. Or perhaps it had been something entirely 

different. My eyes lied harder than my girlfriend, and played mind tricks as well as she did, too, in 

the current circumstances. 

 Thankfully, this case had nothing to do with said girlfriend, Dame Judy Bench, other than 

a slight connection to my current client and a stronger one to the funding behind it. I loved the 

dame, to be sure, but sometimes I needed a break. Coincidentally, she had recently broken her leg 

skiing in upstate New York, leaving her laid up and me with a break in time to pursue my career, 

struggling as it was, without distraction. 
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 A grunt from the cabbie and a glance at the meter, which was climbing faster than my 

blood pressure, prompted me to chance being swept away once more. That, and a realization that 

the address in question had brought me to some place I could satisfy at least one of the urges 

presently gnawing at my gut. 

 The bell rang tinnily, echoing off the chipped tile and smudged Formica, announcing my 

presence to the half dozen pitiful souls gathered within as surely as the wet wind that blew in 

with me had. I took a moment to wring what water I could out of my trench coat, hanging it 

alongside my hat on the wooden rack near the door. Satisfied it wasn’t about to collapse under 

the weight of my sodden outerwear, a distinct possibility by the looks of it, I headed for the 

counter, though no one was waiting for me there. 

 Sitting on a faded stool, I glanced around the sorry diner, and was immediately sorry I did 

so. Two men in suits in a booth in the far corner looked deep in serious discussion, while a lady 

with too much makeup and not enough dress to be respectable sat a few stools over, clearly not 

deep in any interpretation, though she had a familiar look that made a man want to curl up in her 

arms while she slapped some cuffs on you. Rounding out the patronage, literally, were a middle-

aged chubby man and his equally obese wife. I assumed they were married to each other because 

both wore rings that sparkled more than they did as they avoided eye contact and conversation, 

despite being among the dullest gold I had ever seen. And believe me, I’d seen plenty of dull, 

even if my experience with gold was considerably more limited. They’d also begun to resemble 

each other the way a couple had who had been together too long sometimes did. 

 Before I could wonder which one or more of these people I was here to meet, a waitress 

who looked as cheery as the weather outside was standing in front of me. Her blue dress was too 

wrinkled and stained to be called a uniform, and her hair had given up just as fully, pulled into a 

messy bun streaked with grey. It was no surprise from the waxy skin, marred by more creases 

than her outfit, that her voice sounded like gravel in a blender, by coincidence an apt description 

of the house’s milkshake. I believe she asked me what I wanted, though it was hard to know for 

sure. 

 “Coffee. Black,” I said, reaching into my pocket. “And a slice of cherry.” 

 “Outta cherry,” she replied, not sounding at all apologetic, which I felt she should at least 

attempt if she wanted a tip of the monetary variety. 

 “What kind of pie do you have?” I asked. 

 “Apple.” 

 “Anything else?” 

 “Not pie,” she said sourly, and I was slightly grateful I wouldn’t have to be so when 

cashing out. 

 “All right… grilled cheese, just short of burnt.” I’d been craving something sweet, given 

the utter lack of such in my life at present, but substantial was probably the wiser move if this 

was all I’d be eating tonight. And it likely was, despite the glances I was getting from the 

aforementioned woman on my side of the counter. 

Even had my dame not been in the picture, I was apprehensive, though not as much as 

this rough gal was. I wouldn’t allow myself to be seized and detained by such a Bobbie, though I 
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doubt that’s exactly what she had in mind for me. I got the feeling I wasn’t the type of guy she 

was here for. 

 The waitress didn’t reply verbally, shuffling off on feet as tired as I was to retrieve my 

supper. 

 I could sense my stool buddy about to engage in conversation, a shitty idea if ever I heard 

one, when the large married man gave me an out. “Hey,” was all he said, but it was enough. 

 “Hello,” I replied at once, giving him a second glance. He was third on the list I’d 

mentally made for likely contacts in the establishment. If I was being forthcoming, I hadn’t made 

a very good ranking, but at least I hadn’t put him fifth. Maybe my luck was looking up. 

 “Wanna join us?” he asked me, indicating the table he’d just come from. While I was 

tempted to give the honest response of no, I instead rose and followed him, shooting a quick 

glance at the waitress and a tip of my head to indicate my food should be delivered over there 

instead. She stared back at me with no sign of acknowledgement, leaving me to wonder if I’d be 

eating tonight at all. 

 The man slid into his booth, girth folding both under and over the poor table, and made 

just enough room for me to squeeze in beside him. He could have allowed more space, but 

didn’t. This was not off to a good start, made worse when his stench threatened to push me right 

back off the bench. I persevered, thinking it might be fortunate that my appetite did not, given 

the local cuisine. 

 “You Cotton?” asked the man, though it wasn’t a question. 

 “Maybe,” I replied, earning a snort from the wife and a glare from her husband. 

 “You Cotton or not?” he asked again, even though he knew. 

 “Yes,” I said, not wanting to draw this out any longer than necessary. Rose DeWitt-

Bukater, they were not. 

 “I heard you were lookin’ for Sammy T.” 

 “Might be,” I allowed. “You know where he is?” 

 “I might,” he said. “What’s it worth to you?” 

 “Probably less than you’re hoping,” I said, staying as cool as a cucumber in the freezer, a 

bad place to keep a cucumber. 

 “How about a number?” 

 “Sure. Seven.” She scoffed again, and his scowl went as dark as the sky out the window 

beside him. 

 “Hundred?” he asked. 

 “If you like. I don’t care what number you name, I can’t afford it,” I said. The man 

shifted his bulk, no easy feat in the tight booth, and a fresh wave of his lack of smacked me 

harder than Judy ever had, which was saying something. 

 “Then what are you doing here?” he asked. 
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 “You tell me,” I replied. “If you were aware of me, you should have been aware of my 

nonexistent financial situation. Surely you had something other than cash in mind?” 

 “That would have to mean he had a mind to keep a thought in,” said the woman, 

chuckling at her own joke. Neither I nor the husband were amused. Which unfortunately did not 

dissuade her foot from finding my leg as if I’d given her some sign of interest rather than the big 

red S-T-O-P I was looking at her as hard as I could without attracting the husband’s unwanted 

attention, too. 

 It was at that moment the waitress approached with my grilled cheese. She could see what 

the husband could not, and she laid the plate down even heavier than I deserved with a look of 

disgust I’d probably earned. Then she lumbered back to her post without so much as a sigh. 

 “You gonna eat that?” asked the man when I looked at the plate with as much interest as 

he had in the wife. 

 “Go ahead,” I said, pushing the food his way and silently apologizing for what it was 

about to go through. 

 “Don’t think this counts as a trade,” said the man around half-masticated American and 

white bread. It was true what they said; you are what you eat. 

 “Of course not,” I said. “So what do you want from me?” 

 The man sighed and the wife temporarily gave my lower extremities a reprieve to injure 

his with a kick as hard as her caress on my leg was soft. So, middling. He grunted and scowled 

again, but it was clear who wore the pants in the relationship. I was glad I hadn’t opted for 

shorts, as her pants were merely figurative, and I certainly didn’t crave skin-to-skin contact. 

 “Jesus, Helen. I was getting to it.” 

 “Uh-huh,” she said in such a way that my turning stomach was glad there was nothing 

resembling food within to agitate it further. 

 “This dear wife would like you to take a look-see at her great aunt’s will. See what kind of 

inheritance we can expect, or if we need to do a little more to win her favor,” said the man. “You 

find the will, we’ll tell you where Sammy T is.” 

 “If you want to know, why don’t you just ask her?” I asked. Seemed too simple a job to 

be worth much. Any amateur could get a peek at an old lady’s will. Where there was one, there 

was always a way. 

 “Aunt Gracie, uh, can be a bit sensitive about money matters,” said Helen, casting 

glances at her companion as if he might say something more than she wanted. If I were her, 

anything at all would be more than I wanted from him. 

 “Gracie?” I asked sharply. 

 “Yeah. My grandmother’s sister,” said Helen. 

 “All right. Call my office tomorrow, and I’ll get the particulars. Now where’s Sammy T?” 

I desperately hoped they weren’t going to pull the ‘me-first’ strategy of negotiation. I hated that, 

especially when I could feel this case slipping through my fingers like that grilled cheese was 
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surely slipping through the man’s intestines right now. I wanted to be long gone before it made 

its reappearance. 

 The man looked around, checking for the high-level spies sure to frequent such shady 

establishments. Satisfied such spies were nonexistent this evening, he leaned in close, his foul 

breath aimed right up my nose. “Bucko di Boppo,” he said in a hushed tone. 

 “Bucko di Boppo?” I asked, to be sure I heard correctly. Of all the places Sammy T could 

be hiding, that seemed the less likely, as it was the most obvious. 

 “You hard of hearing?” asked the husband. 

 “He’s not hard at all,” said the wife, checking for herself. She was right, though wrong at 

the same time. 

 “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked the husband, gaze narrowing in a way his waist 

never would. 

 “Thanks for the info,” I said, standing to make my exit not a moment too soon. Several 

moments too late, in fact. 

 “You’d better not screw me on the will,” said the husband. 

 “I wouldn’t dream of screwing either of you,” I said, earning a nasty glare from Helen. 

“I’ll be in touch.” I immediately winced at my choice of words. Tossing money for the dinner I 

didn’t eat on the table, I forced my way into my wet coat and steeled myself to charge back into 

the maelstrom. 

 Thankfully, only droplets remained of the rain, the storm clearing. It had the same effect 

on my head as I mulled over the new information and what to do with it. Bucko di Boppo was a 

known mob hangout. I’d be dumber than a box of rocks that had been held back a grade to go 

rushing in there by myself, but that would have been the first stop the police made, who were 

equally as interested in finding Sammy T. So why would he be there, and if he was, why hadn’t 

they found him yet? 

 I had four blocks to make up my mind, as my feet had already begun heading in the 

direction of the restaurant without waiting for my permission. I’d say it couldn’t hurt to just drop 

in non-threateningly, but I knew that to be factually wrong. It could more than hurt. I didn’t want 

my last meal to be a grilled cheese I didn’t even get to consume myself, but refused to let fear do 

so to me. After all, I had no other leads, and I could probably talk myself out of a bad spot as 

easily as I could talk myself into venturing to one. 

 By the time Bucko di Boppo came into view, mulling over what I’d learned, I had solved 

not just my case, but a couple others besides. As the rain had washed away the grime of the city, I 

was about to clear my slate and get a payday to boot. Maybe a couple. One quick call from the 

pay phone at the corner, and I went inside. 

 The place was dim and nearly empty as I ventured in, taking the Open sign as an 

invitation. Less busy than the diner, a single table was occupied. I could only see a sleeve sticking 

out from the booth, but the cufflink, visible beneath the jacket, was enough. 

 “Hello, Sammy T,” I said, dropping into the booth across from him. 

 “Jake Cotton,” said Sammy T, making my name a curse. He wasn’t far off. 



6 
Privates: Making a Meal Jerome Wetzel 

Copyright 2019 It’s All Been Done Presents LLC. All rights reserved. 
This work may not be reproduced or republished without the express written consent of the publisher. 

 “I thought I’d find you here,” I said. 

 “First time you’ve found anything, from what I hear,” said Sammy T. 

 “You might want to see an Otolaryngologist,” I shot back, barely riled. 

 “A what now?” asked Sammy T, proving he was just as smart as I had assumed. 

 “Let’s get down to business,” I said, perking up as I noticed the plate of spaghetti in front 

of him, my stomach rudely interrupting my classy show down. I tried to ignore it. 

 “We don’t have no business,” said Sammy T. 

 “That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “This can go one of two ways.” 

 “Is one of them the easy way?” Sammy T asked. 

 “For me. I’m afraid neither is easy for you.” 

 “I knew you were afraid of me. I’m surprised you dared show your face here.” 

 “I double dog dare,” I said. “You got another plate of that pasta around?” 

 Sammy T scowled, but gestured to a member of the waitstaff, a bored-looking man, 

middle-aged and balding, his hair disappearing as quickly as any other employees had when I 

entered. It was now just the two of us in the dining area. 

 “What do you want?” asked Sammy T. 

 “Besides a warm meal? So many things. A house in the ‘burbs, couple of kids, a drama-

free life. But it ain’t in the cards for me,” I said. 

 “Don’t make me go fishing for an answer,” snarled Sammy. 

 “Hey, this isn’t war. I didn’t want to interrupt your solitary stare. But I’m trying to keep 

you out of a free cell in the local prison. I got hearts.” 

 ”You’ve got distractions in spades, like a little old maid, but I’m losing patience,” said 

Sammy T. 

 “I can give you thirty-one more, but how about we slap this jack and call her rummy?” 

 “I have no idea what you’re sayin’,” said Sammy T. 

 “Here’s the deal. The police are about to show up, and you’re going to come quietly with 

me. I mean, I guess you could come loudly, but you’re going to come regardless.” 

 “I am, am I? I ain’t that easy,” said Sammy T. 

 “Maybe, maybe not. But you are that smart. Maybe no smarter, but you’ll listen to me 

now,” I said. 

 “Why should I?” he asked, preparing to flee. 

 “Because I can prove you didn’t do what they say you did,” I said, preparing to block 

him. 

 “Then why’re the police coming for me?” 
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 “They don’t know what I know. I’ll set them straight. But you have to do something for 

me first.” 

 “What?” he asked, thoroughly confused, his normal state. 

 “Squeal.” 

 “I ain’t a rat.” 

 “I didn’t say to squeak,” I said. “I said squeal.” 

 “I ain’t tellin’ on nobody,” said Sammy T. 

 “Then you’re gonna be behind bars for a good, long time.” 

 “You said I was innocent. A do-gooder like you gonna let an innocent man rot in 

prison?” he asked. 

 “I never said you were innocent, I just said you didn’t do what they said you did. You got 

a rap sheet longer than that tie you’re wearing, and that’s one long tie,” I said. 

 Sammy T self-consciously smoother his neck ware, then glared some more. “What do 

you know about me?” 

 “I know you’re keeping a sweet old lady safe. You wouldn’t be here, risking arrest, if you 

weren’t.” 

 “Leave my grandma outta this,” Sammy snarled. 

 “I’d love to, but Troy and Helen won’t,” I said. 

 “Who?” Sammy T asked. 

 “Don’t play dumber than you already are,” I said. “Troy and Helen Bartalofski. The 

children of Don Bartalofski, and your cousins. The ones who want to take over the family 

business.” 

 “You expect me to turn on family?” 

 “They turned on you. They sent me here, probably hoping I’d take you out of the way so 

they could get to Grandma Gracie.” 

 “How do you know all this?” asked Sammy T suspiciously. 

 “They were stupid enough to mention Gracie’s will. Gave away their hand,” I said. “Now 

I want to make sure we slap some cuffs on those vermilion palms.” 

 “I told you, I ain’t a snitch,” said Sammy T, less sure of himself. 

 “You’d rather be locked up and leave grandma to be easy prey for your cousins? I doubt 

it,” I said. I could tell I wasn’t sealing the deal, so I changed tactics. “I know they’re dirtier than a 

pig at a mud wrestling competition. Tell a few secrets about them. I’ll bet my friends at the police 

department would be willing to look the other way on some of your minor indiscretions. Let you 

stay here where you’re needed.” 

 “Why you tryin’ to help me, dick?” asked Sammy T. 
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 “I got a grandma myself, and I’d knock the blocks off of anyone who messed with her. 

Besides, I don’t think Gracie is caught up in any of this family business.” 

 “True. She earned her money the old-fashioned way,” Sammy T said. “Whorin’ like a 

respectable woman.” 

 “And look at what she did with the earnings. Opened quite a restaurant.” It was at this 

moment my plate arrived, though it was delivered by three guys with guns instead of the sorry 

server. I was torn. My stomach watered but my mouth ran dry. 

 “Leave him alone, boys,” said Sammy T, waving them off. “Let us eat in peace.” They 

slowly put their pieces away and retreated to the kitchen. 

 “So, you’re going to cooperate?” I asked, picking up my fork and twirling the noodles like 

a ballerina I saw on stage once. Though I was much more into this dinner and show than I was 

that dance. I knew these steps better. 

 “Yeah,” said Sammy T. “If you do one thing.” 

 “What’s that?” I asked around a mouthful of marinara. 

 “Stay here and keep an eye on grandma until I get back from the station.” 

 “Does that job come with free refills?” 

 “All the spaghetti you can eat,” Sammy T confirmed. 

 “It would be my pleasure,” I said sincerely. 

 It was at that moment that the restaurant nearly filled to capacity. Cops streamed in the 

front door, led by a detective known to me, still wearing the makeup and slutty dress of her diner 

deception. At the same time, men in suits armed to the teeth and gums poured out of the 

kitchen, prepared to make a stand between them. I took another big bite of spaghetti, filling my 

mouth to match the establishment. 

 “Jake,” said the detective, Evelyn Knight, with a nod. 

 “Looking good, Detective,” I acknowledged. “You clean up the diner?” 

 “Yeah, already hauled the leftovers down to the station. More than enough for the whole 

squad. How’d you figure it out?” 

 “It was you,” I said. “If you hadn’t been on that stool, I would have never put the pieces 

together. I actually took Troy and Helen for husband and wife at first glance.” 

 She snorted. “Not too far from the truth. I’m pretty sure they have a love child or two 

squirrelled away somewhere.” 

 “I wouldn’t want to be either of their spouses,” I said. 

 “You and me both,” said Evelyn. 

 “He’s going to talk,” I said, indicating Sammy T with a nod. “Do me a favor and go easy 

on him.” 

 “For you, Jake, no problem,” said Evelyn. With this reassurance, Sammy T gave a sign to 

his army, who retreated slowly, exchanging looks of confusion. 
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 “This is a one-time offer, Detective,” said Sammy T. “And keep your questions limited to 

my cousins.” 

 “Depends how much you got on ‘em,” she said. 

 “Lots,” said Sammy T. “I got lots.” 

 And so did I. 
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