
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


Stealing
MacGuffin

 


 


Matthew Kastel

 


[image: tmp_aebb92a1f9bfc80b4cd7ce05a1d8316f_RaBswU_html_6d983126.png]

 


 


Frayed Edge Press

Philadelphia, PA

 


 


 


Copyright 2021

 


 


 



Illustrations by
Bruce Orr

 


Published in print by
Frayed Edge Press in 2021

https://www.frayededgepress.com/

 


Published by Frayed Edge
Press at Smashwords, 2022

 


 


Smashwords Edition,
License Notes

This ebook is licensed for
your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your
favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author and publisher.

 


 


Publisher’s
Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 


Names: Kastel,
Matthew.

Title: Stealing MacGuffin
/ Matthew Kastel.

Description: Philadelphia,
PA : Frayed Edge Press, 2019. | Series: Street smart

series ; 4 | Summary: A
failed screenwriter turned private detective in
Baltimore

has his life turned
upside-down when he’s talked into stealing MacGuffin,

an unusual Tinseltown
memento, from the home of one of Hollywood’s most

infamous
directors.

Identifiers: LCCN
2019955530 | ISBN 9781642510171 (pbk.) | ISBN

9781642510188
(ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Motion
picture producers and directors -- Fiction. | Private

investigators – Maryland –
Baltimore – Fiction. | Theft -- Fiction. | Baltimore

(Md.) -- Fiction. | BISAC:
FICTION / Crime. | FICTION / Mystery & Detective

/ Hard-Boiled. | FICTION /
Mystery & Detective / Private Investigators.

Classification: LCC
PS3611.A88 S74 2019 | DDC 813 K38--dc23

LC record available at
https://lccn.loc.gov/2019955530

 



Chapter One

Some people are
born criminals. Others, like me, are drawn
into criminal enterprise by opportunity. But for now, that was in
my future.

I run a forgettable one-man
detective agency that usually settles for the dregs of detective
work: spying on cheap hotels to catch cheating spouses or
freelancing for insurance companies to expose people on disability
doing things like water skiing. I may not have followed all of
life’s rules, but theft was something I hadn’t stooped to before. I
was about to hit a new low.

I was sitting alone in a
blue-collar bar near the Port of Baltimore awaiting the arrival of
Bert Thompson. Yesterday, Bert had sent me a cryptic email saying
he was in town from Hollywood and had some business to discuss with
me. Bert and I go back to my Hollywood days. That’s right. You
heard me. My Hollywood days.

When I finished college, I fancied
myself an up-and-coming screenwriter and traveled to Tinseltown to
make a name for myself. I got a little studio apartment on Sunset
that I had to bolt myself into at night to keep from getting robbed
by the junkies and streetwalkers who took over the neighborhood
from dusk to dawn.

I lived that way for a decade. To
say that work was sporadic is an understatement. I have a few
things to my credit on my IMDb page but not much. To survive, I
worked all the typical jobs—waiter, light carpentry, cabbie. Then
one day, my father begged me to come help him with the detective
agency he was trying to get off the ground. He’d just been thrown
off the Baltimore PD for being a raging alcoholic. I decided to
chuck show business and moved back home to Baltimore. Six months
later my old man checked out of life, and I was left in charge of a
detective agency, a business I knew almost nothing
about.

Bert, for a brief while, was my
writing partner or the closest thing I had to a writing partner. He
was a good decade older than me and had more contacts with agents
and producers, so I thought we would be a good match. In the end I
did ninety percent of the writing and although our partnership
didn’t produce much more of note than one episode of a mildly
successful sitcom and a made-for-TV movie that never got on air, we
still got some cash for them.

That was ten years ago. But as
fate would have it, within a year of my breaking up the partnership
and leaving Hollywood, Bert hit the big time when he penned an
indie flick about a transvestite who backpacks across Europe and
finds love. It was all the buzz at Cannes. There hasn’t been a day
since that I haven’t wondered what my career could have been like
if I’d stuck with him.

After Cannes Bert got a
seven-figure deal to write the screenplay for a big studio movie,
which promptly flopped at the box office. Since then, Bert raced
through two actress wives, so I imagine most of the money is gone,
especially seeing that his IMDb page shows he hasn’t worked much in
the last few years. Still, he had his moment.

It was a cold fall day, and I
hadn’t broken out my warm clothes yet, so each time the bar door
was flung open, a chill rattled me to the bones. Eventually, the
wind blew in a cold blast from my past in the figure of Bert
Thompson.

Bert was a big man, standing well
over six feet tall and beefy, which made him look strong rather
than fat. We had exchanged a few emails over the years, but it had
been a long time since I had seen him in the flesh. He hadn’t
changed much. He must have been about fifty now, and the only hint
that he had aged since the last time I saw him was some graying
around the temples.

We shook hands and Bert jingled. I
should explain that Bert was one of those men who wore chains and
rings to the point of ridicule. It’s a Hollywood thing, I guess. He
also had a cheesy black mustache that made him look like a
character straight out of central casting for a ‘70s
porno.

We both ordered a beer from the
bar and sat there, side by side. After we clinked glasses to toast
our friendship, Bert got down to business. “I have some work for
you,” he said.

I sat on the edge of my barstool
and salivated in anticipation. “I want you to find Mr. MacGuffin,”
he said, as he sucked the suds off the head of his beer.

I was surprised at how let down I
felt; I thought I had left all my dreams of Hollywood behind. What
had I been anticipating, that Bert had another big studio movie job
and wanted me to cowrite it with him? Still, a missing person case
was nothing to sneeze at. So, I pulled open my notepad and asked,
“When was the last time Mr. MacGuffin was seen?”

Bert scrunched his left eye shut
to think and came back with, “The last confirmed sighting of Mr.
MacGuffin was 1968, give or take.”

I closed the notebook, not liking
where this was heading. “1968? Don’t you think Mr. MacGuffin would
be long dead by now?”
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“Oh, I should explain. Mr.
MacGuffin isn’t a person but a thing.”

“A thing?”

“Well, to be clear, Mr.
MacGuffin is an exact replica of Rudolph Valentino’s erect penis
made when the great actor was still alive. It was made of plaster
of Paris and then painted purple.”

I was beginning to think
that I was about to be stiffed and, before the night was over, not
only wouldn’t I have any work out of this get-together, I would
also end up picking up the bar tab.

“Look. I …” I began,
before being stopped when Bert held up his hand to silence
me.

“This isn’t what you
think. This is a very valuable piece of Hollywood memorabilia that
is worth a small fortune.”

“A valuable piece of
Hollywood memorabilia?” I asked incredulously.

Bert nodded and asked,
“You are aware of who Rudolph Valentino is, aren’t you?”

“Of
course,” I sniffed, a little insulted that Bert would think I
didn’t know the first matinée movie star from the silent era, a
man who could make women swoon from a glance and who died
tragically young in the 1920s, breaking women’s hearts all across
the country.

“When it came to women,
Valentino made Hugh Hefner look like an amateur. He had quality
pussy hanging off of him anytime he wanted.”

I should interject that
Bert wasn’t the type of guy who gave a hot damn about things like
being politically correct or the #metoo movement. That and that
alone may have been his only redeeming quality.

“Well, anyway, what’s a
guy to do? So many women, so little time, right? Only so much of
him to go around. So, as a joke, one drunken weekend with his pals
in Palm Springs, he had six of these erect penises, exact replicas
of himself, made up. This way there would be more of him to go
around. Get it?”

I didn’t really and felt a
little queasy as I took a sip from my draft, but I knew from
experience not to interrupt Bert when he was on a roll.

“Now these replicas
weren’t a secret. As a laugh he actually named all six and would
bring them to Hollywood parties. All of the show business community
knew about them. They were so popular that, over time, he handed
out the penises to friends as a thank you when they did a favor for
him.”

The bar door opened again,
sending a chill our way, and we glanced toward the door before Bert
continued. “Then Valentino dies and, as the years go by, all but
one of these replicas disappear, presumably lost to history
forever.”

“And that takes us to
1968,” I interjected.

“Exactly,” said Bert,
pointing a big meaty finger at me. “Did you ever hear of Pedro
Noboa?”

“Can’t say that I
have.”

“No surprise there,” said
Bert. “He was a minor character actor who did some early TV and was
in some of those horrible B sci-fi movies that they used to make
and show at drive-ins. He was known to have the last existing
Valentino, the one named Mr. MacGuffin. He had inherited it several
years earlier from an older actor he was friendly with when he
died, who was one of Valentino’s pals back in the day. Word was he
kept this priceless piece of Hollywood kitsch on his desk and used
it as a paperweight.”

“A paperweight?”

Bert shrugged as if to say
“to each his own.”

“Anyway, Mr. Noboa was
engaged to get married. In the summer of 1968, his fiancée hadn’t
heard from him in several days and was worried, so she convinced
his landlord to open his apartment door and do a check on him. You
know what he finds?”

I was about to guess, but
Bert didn’t have the patience to wait for my answer and said, “A
dead body. And not just any dead body, mind you. Apparently, our
friend, the character actor, was queer on the sly. They found him
strangled to death, and he was all tied up with the usual B&D
implements and had the words ‘whip me’ written on his
ass.

“It didn’t take Hollywood
homicide long to bust the suspects. It turned out it was a couple
of homo hustlers who were mad that Mr. Noboa didn’t have the cash
he promised them for his night of fun. Legend has
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