
 

 



The Old Guy 

 

by D.L. Morrese 

 

Authors Note: I originally drafted of The Old Guy as a self-imposed 

exercise when I first decided to try writing fiction. A year or so later, 

I got an email from the Orlando Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers 

Meetup group saying that short story submissions were being sought 

for a print-only free publication called Strange Pulp. They were 

looking for the kind of story that used to appear in the old Sci-Fi 

magazines of the last century, and the publisher was paying real 

money ($50 for one-time print rights)! They planned to publish 

these stories in an anthology, which they would provide at no cost to 

people attending the 2012 OASIS Science Fiction Convention in 

Orlando, Florida.  

"I've got a story like that," I said to myself. I brushed up The Old 

Guy and submitted it. Not long afterwards, I got an email from Matt 

Fry, the Strange Pulp publisher. He wanted to buy it! 

The Old Guy ended up appearing in Strange Pulp along with four 

other stories, including one by one of my favorite old-fashioned 

space opera writers, Jack McDevitt. 

 

 

 

 



 

No one in the office knew the Old Guy’s name—no one Lewis 

Korchinski knew anyway, and he had worked for the firm over 

twenty-five years. When Lewis started his first job as an intern with 

the financial management company of Hopewell and Associates, no 

one mentioned the Old Guy anymore than they mentioned the water 

fountain or any other fixture. Lewis, fresh out of college at the time 

with a BA in accounting, thought the private office without a name 

on the perpetually closed door looked conspicuous among all the 

others, which proudly proclaimed the names and titles of their 

occupants on little blue plastic plaques. When he questioned his 

coworker at one of the rowed desks next to his in the warehouse-like 

room occupied by the worker bees, he said, “Oh, that’s the Old 

Guy’s office.”  

No name. Just “the Old Guy.” No one really knew his name or 

his job. As the years went by, Lewis suspected the Old Guy might 

be an actuary or perhaps some kind of financial strategist for the 

firm who reported directly and only to the president of the company, 

but Lewis never talked with him. No one did. The door only opened 

when the Old Guy emerged for a drink from the water fountain or to 

go to the men’s room, and he never spoke to anyone when he did.  

Lewis made an effort once. A simple, “Good morning,” as he 

passed him in the hallway early one Monday, but the Old Guy, a 

tired and dusty looking elderly man with gray hair and an 

unfashionable tweed sport coat, ignored him, as if he regarded 

Lewis as just another piece of office equipment or furniture. Lewis 

never tried again. 

The company transformed the large room of gray desks Lewis 

occupied as an intern into a cube farm of head-high, cloth-covered 

maroon walls years ago. Lewis shared his cube with one other 

financial analyst, a woman named Elizabeth Burke. She decorated 

her work area with pictures of her two children, a small, plastic 

trophy cup proclaiming her the “Best Mom Ever,” a yellow, pottery 

vase filled with artificial roses, and various other personal items. 

Lewis hung a company calendar on his side. Lewis and Elizabeth 

really only shared one common interest—work. 

“Have you been called in yet,” she asked him. He found her 

already busy at her desk when he arrived that morning, wet from his 



walk from the parking lot. The rain began just before he left from 

his one bedroom apartment, and it looked as if it intended to last all 

day. 

“Called in where? For what?” he asked, as he leaned his black 

umbrella against the metal file drawers behind his desk. 

“To Mister Hopewell’s office. I bumped into Bob Griffin at the 

coffee machine a little while ago. He said both he and Joe 

Montgomery got an email late last night. They’re supposed to meet 

with Hopewell this afternoon.” 

Lewis had last checked his work email from home the night 

before. He saw nothing about a meeting. He normally checked it 

again in the morning before he left, but a bit of delay in the 

bathroom and some trouble getting the Windsor knot in his tie right, 

caused him to run late, so he did not have time. “Do they know what 

the meeting is about?” he asked, as he sat down to log onto his 

computer. 

“No.” 

“You didn’t get one?” 

“No. Not yet anyway.” 

Lewis went to fill his coffee cup while his computer went 

through its startup procedures. When he returned a minute later, he 

sat down and opened his email. A meeting request awaited him. He 

confirmed the appointment.  

“I meet with Hopewell today at three o’clock,” he said staring at 

the screen with bemusement. 

“I don’t get it. You’re a financial analyst, Bob is a compliance 

director, and Joe’s a research associate. What could he want to see 

all three of you about?” 

“I don’t have a clue.” The only trait the three shared was gender, 

as far as Lewis knew. He vaguely recalled hearing Bob was also 

single, but he did not know about Joe. This must just be a 

coincidence. Neither of those things mattered to the job.  

Lewis spent the rest of the day working on a risk report due the 

following week. He kept losing his train of thought and made little 

progress. He did not need the appointment reminder that popped up 

on his computer screen. He could think of little other than his 

meeting with Hopewell all day. Except for company picnics or 

“town hall” meetings, he had never met the president of the firm 

before, and he felt anxious about doing so now. 



He considered himself a dedicated worker. He put in long hours, 

seldom broke for lunch, and always received very good performance 

ratings. However, the thought that he might be laid off remained the 

one possible explanation for the upcoming meeting he could not 

dispel. 

He shut down his computer, as company policy required, before 

he left his desk, and he made a quick stop at the men’s room. He did 

not want to risk being distracted later by a sudden need to do so. He 

had just finished his fourth cup of coffee. 

He rang for the elevator, went up two floors, and walked down 

the wide, carpeted hallway toward the president’s office. He passed 

doors to offices and conference rooms, some closed, and others 

open, showing them empty. Portraits of past company presidents 

hung on the walls. Four generations of Hopewells. 

The hallway opened into a reception room. Hopewell’s personal 

administrative assistant looked up at him from her desk and smiled. 

She appeared to be about ten years younger than Lewis and she 

wore a fashionable woman’s business suit of dark blue. 

“Mister Korchinski?” 

“Yes. I have an appointment to see Mister Hopewell at three.” 

Since she obviously expected him, he realized he did not need to say 

this, and he felt embarrassed for doing so. 

“I’m afraid he’s running a bit late, but if you care to take a seat, 

he’ll be with you shortly.” She gestured toward a sofa along one 

wall. The coffee table in front of it held neat stacks of recent issues 

of various business magazines, and he idly picked one up, barely 

glancing at the cover as he sat down. 

About ten minutes latter, the wood door of Hopewell’s office 

opened and Joe Montgomery emerged. He caught Lewis’s eye, 

smiled hesitantly, and shrugged. 

“You can go in now, Mister Korchinski,” the admin assistant 

said. 

Lewis got up from the sofa and made his way through the open 

door of the president’s office. Mister Hopewell sat behind a long, 

wide desk of dark wood, busy making some notes in a folder. He 

appeared a few years older than Lewis, and wore a dark gray suit, 

white shirt, and a red and blue striped tie. Hopewell closed the 

folder, grabbed a different one with his left hand, and stood up. 



“Mister Korchinski.” He smiled and walked over to shake 

Lewis’s hand. “Thank you for coming. Can I call you Lewis? 

Please, have a seat.”  

Lewis nodded, walked over to the conference table Hopewell 

pointed to, and sat down on one of the six chairs facing the floor to 

ceiling windows. Rain still poured outside, and the distorted view 

through the streaked glass made the clouded city look like an 

impressionist painting. The company president took the seat 

opposite him and placed the folder in front of him. 

“I see you have been with us almost twenty-six years now.” 

“Yes. Twenty-six, next September.” 

“Do you like your job?” 

Lewis still did not understand the purpose of the meeting. Did the 

president of the company call him in to ask him just that? “Yes, he 

said. Very much.” His bewildered expression must have registered. 

“I’m sorry. I should have explained why it is I’ve asked you 

here.” Hopewell paused pensively before continuing. “A critical 

position will become open soon and I’m interviewing a few select 

candidates for, well, I guess you could call it promotion potential.” 

An especially loud clap of thunder shook the windows, and 

Lewis glanced up briefly to see the rain grow heavier. “And I’m one 

of those candidates?” he asked, fearing it a stupid question. 

Hopewell nodded. “Can I ask why?” 

“A number of things, really; job performance, of course, 

dedication, tenure and a real passion for this kind of work. I asked 

all the supervisors for recommendations and your name came up on 

a very short list.” 

“Thanks. I appreciate their confidence in me,” he said, and he 

did. “What is the position?” 

“I prefer to leave that unanswered for the moment. Do you mind 

if I ask you some personal questions first?” 

“No, not at all.” 

“Good.” He smiled again and picked up his pen. “What is your 

opinion of our company?” 

Lewis did not have to think about the question at all. He honestly 

believed Hopewell and Associates to be the best financial firm in the 

country, if not the world, and he said so. They were one of very few 

not to suffer a downturn when the dot-com bubble burst or because 

of the mortgage crisis. They sold most of their holdings in internet-



based companies in late 1999 and divested themselves of their real 

estate interests in early 2006. Lewis questioned the wisdom of those 

decisions at the time but company management chose correctly. 

Both bubbles burst shortly thereafter, leaving their competitors 

struggling and answering pointed questions from various State 

attorneys general. 

“Do you have any hobbies, Lewis?” 

“Well, I like to make puzzles, but I don’t suppose that’s really 

much of a hobby.” He did not have any real hobbies, but he feared 

he would sound too dull if he said nothing. His response probably 

did not help. He spent most of his time either working or sleeping. 

He used his relatively small amount of free time to keep up on the 

latest news about finance. 

Hopewell made a note in the folder. “Do you belong to any clubs 

or outside organizations?” 

Lewis responded negatively to this as well, suspecting he might 

be making a poor impression, but he never craved social interaction 

or acceptance from his peers. He took his satisfaction from doing 

what he knew and doing it well. Little else drew his attention, 

probably explaining why he had never married. He had heard that 

employers favored people with outside interests. They thought it 

made them well rounded. Lewis thought it meant they were 

unfocused. 

“Any personal investments?” 

Lewis found himself on better ground with this one. He had 

accumulated a tidy nest egg including savings, a money market 

account, CDs, bonds, mutual funds, and stocks. In addition to his 

company sponsored 401K, he also contributed to an IRA every year. 

He finally got one right, he thought. He did not have specific plans 

for retirement or for spending any of the money. He just liked the 

challenge of investing and watching his balance grow. Perhaps he 

should have mentioned this as a hobby. 

“But no personal involvement in any companies or charities?” 

“No, nothing like that.” 

“What about your family? Tell me about them.” 

Lewis was an only child and both of his parents had died in a 

nasty car wreck five years ago. He told him so. 

“Do you have a girlfriend or significant other?” 



“No.” He had tried a dating service several years ago but without 

much success. He eventually gave up. Women just did not seem to 

find him interesting. 

“Just one last question. Would you be interested in a lifelong 

position with the company?” 

Actually, he hoped he already had one but he said, “Yes, of 

course.” 

“Thanks, I have one more appointment today. You’ll hear from 

me tomorrow.” 

Hopewell stood up, shook Lewis’s hand again, and walked with 

him to the door. 

On his way back to his cube, Lewis saw Joe Montgomery at the 

copy machine in the hallway. Lewis felt outmatched by the taller 

man, who, he must admit, was better looking, younger, and better 

dressed in a style known as ‘business casual.’ He considered his 

own balding head and the suit he wore, which he had bought at 

Target at least five years before. No contest. 

“How did it go?” Joe asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Lewis replied. “Mainly he just asked a bunch of 

personal questions.” 

“Same here. I don’t know what job the opening is, but it must be 

in customer relations. Why else would he ask about our hobbies and 

outside interests?” 

“I don’t know. How do you think you did?” 

“Not bad. I told him about the sports car club I’m the treasurer 

for and my volunteer work at the animal shelter. He asked if I was 

close to my family and I told him I was. We talk and email all the 

time, and we all go down to my parents’ place in Florida every year 

and do the Disney thing.” 

Lewis shrugged and hoped his disappointment did not show. 

How could he compete with a guy like Joe if personality was one of 

the job requirements? He tried being stoic about it. He liked his 

current job, he reminded himself. Until this morning, he never 

considered leaving it. 

He checked his work email that night before he went to bed, and 

again in the morning after he got up—just in case. He saw no 

messages from Hopewell. He brushed his teeth, showered, shaved, 

ate a couple of toaster waffles, and made himself a bologna 

sandwich on white bread to bring in for lunch. When he started his 



Toyota to drive into work, he noticed the ‘check engine’ light stayed 

on. He would need to find time to have it looked at. Maybe 

Saturday. 

When he got to his cube, he checked his email again. Still 

nothing. Elizabeth arrived a few minutes later and asked him about 

his interview. She had already left by the time he got back to his 

cube yesterday. She normally flexed in early on Wednesdays so she 

could take her son to his karate lessons. 

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I haven’t heard back yet.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. At least you still have a job, 

right?” 

Lewis expected she meant to be reassuring rather than fishing to 

see if layoffs were on the table. He forced a smile and opened his 

unfinished risk report. 

Each time the ‘new mail’ icon popped up, he stopped and opened 

it. The one he felt anxious about arrived while he ate his sandwich at 

his desk around noon. He expected a ‘we regret to inform you’ 

message but the email surprised him. Hopewell wanted to see him 

again at six o’clock. He wondered why he scheduled the meeting so 

late. Most everyone else would be gone by that time. The company 

president undoubtedly had a full calendar, though, and probably 

often held late meetings. Lewis did not consider it an inconvenience. 

He would still probably be at work this late anyway. 

He wondered if either Joe or Bob got similar messages. He sent 

both of them emails asking if they heard anything. Neither did and 

neither replied asking if he did. They probably took it for granted 

that if they did not, neither did he. Lewis tried to restrain himself 

from feeling overly hopeful. The email did not say they selected 

him. The meeting could be for a personalized letdown from the boss. 

He left his cube a few minutes before six for his appointment. 

The sound of a few of his coworkers tapping at keyboards in their 

cubes and the constant white noise of the ventilation system were 

the only sounds in the building. He saw no one. When he got to 

Hopewell’s suite, the admin assistant’s desk stood empty. He 

walked past it to the open door of the president’s office and saw him 

sitting alone at his desk. 

“Hello, Lewis. It’s nice to see you again.” They shook hands. 

“Come in please.” Hopewell got up to close the door behind them. 

“Please have a seat.” 



Lewis took the same chair he had sat in the previous day, as did 

Hopewell. A manila file folder rested on the table. 

“I have an offer for you, but before we continue, I need you to 

agree that nothing said in this room this evening will ever leave it. 

Do you understand?” 

The statement caught Lewis by surprise and it made him nervous. 

Apparently, this job would make him privy to very sensitive 

company information. He wondered again about what Hopewell 

thought qualified him for such a critical position, but he nodded and 

said, “Yes, sir.” 

“Good.” Hopewell removed a page from the folder in front of 

him and handed it to Lewis. “Please look this over and if you have 

no questions or reservations, sign it.” 

Lewis took the paper and read the nondisclosure agreement—

short and to the point.  

Anything and everything discussed during this meeting is 

confidential. All policies, procedures, and practices alluded to are 

proprietary to Hopewell and Associates. Any disclosure of this 

information, explicit or implied, could result in termination of 

employment and possible legal action. 

He saw a spot on the bottom for him to sign with his name 

already printed beneath the line. He signed and dated the form. With 

or without the agreement he would never reveal company secrets. 

Hopewell returned the signed paper to the folder. “One of our 

most key people will be leaving us next week. The position is 

unique to our firm, as far as I know, and the person filling it is 

responsible for making critical and overarching policy decisions. I 

would like you to be his replacement. It is a very demanding job and 

it will require your complete dedication.” He paused and gave Lewis 

a serious look. “I do mean complete. If you feel this might be too 

onerous we can stop now.” 

Lewis could not believe he was being offered such a great 

opportunity. The best financial management company in the world 

wanted him to be one of their key policy makers. It sounded simply 

too incredible to contemplate. He was literally speechless, unable to 

reply or do much else other than stare at Hopewell in bewilderment.  

“The job does come with, well, I guess you might call them 

perks; a private office, of course, and even a small apartment here in 



the building. I’m afraid long hours and working on weekends will be 

common. Are you interested?” 

Hopewell did not mention pay but Lewis already made more than 

he spent. The real enjoyment came from taking what he earned and 

using it to make even more money. “Yes, sir. Very much.” 

“Good. We can continue then.” 

Lewis thought Hopewell looked relieved. Maybe he feared Lewis 

would turn down the job once he learned how much time it would 

take, but this only made it more attractive to him. He could only 

imagine what it would be like to oversee the disposition of the vast 

assets of a company like Hopewell and Associates. How could 

anyone want to do anything else? 

“Have you ever wondered why it is our firm always seems to be 

one step up on the competition? Why it is we always know what to 

invest in and when and, more importantly, when to get out? When to 

follow market trends and when not to? 

“Well, because we’re the best.” 

Hopewell smiled. “Yes, but why are we the best?” 

“I never really thought about it, but I assume it’s because we 

have better people.” 

“Our workforce is definitely top notch. There’s no doubt about 

that, but other companies have good people too. What we have 

though is an edge they don’t.” He placed a hand in his inside coat 

pocket and withdrew it, empty. “Do you know what an oracle is?” 

“The software company?” 

Hopewell actually chuckled. “No. Not the software company.” 

“You mean like the Oracle at Delphi then, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, oracles are like fortune tellers, I think. I don’t really know 

much more than that.” 

“The ancient Greeks thought the gods could speak to people 

through oracles. The most famous was the Oracle of Apollo at 

Delphi, but there were others.” 

“Wait, are you saying we have an oracle?” Lewis felt sure he 

must have inferred the wrong thing from what Hopewell said. 

“Well, something like that. Actually, I’m not sure what we have, 

but it is most definitely ancient Greek.” Hopewell put his hand back 

in his pocket, this time withdrawing a black felt bag about the size 

of a smart phone. He carefully undid the drawstring and eased out a 



bronze colored disk resembling a large pocket watch on a gold chain 

without touching it. Lewis went to reach for it but Hopewell grabbed 

his wrist. “Don’t touch it. Not yet, anyway.” 

Lewis put on his reading glasses and looked closely at the side he 

could see. Engraved on the disk were letters, which could very well 

have been Greek, as far as Lewis could tell, and images of snakes 

coiled around the edges. 

“The other side has more writing on it. This is the translation.” 

Hopewell handed him another sheet of paper. 

Face: I hold Trophonius. Seekers of wealth may abide with me. 

Those divided shall be shunned. 

Reverse: My touch is as draughts from the waters of Lethe and 

Mnemosyne so that the past may be forgotten and the future 

remembered. 

What is Trophonius? 

“In Greek myth he was an architect and one of the builders of 

Apollo’s temple at Delphi. There are a couple of conflicting stories 

about what happened after that, but in one of them he went on to 

build a treasure chamber for King Hyrieus. Trophonius may have 

been a son of Apollo, and Hyrieus may have been a son of Poseidon, 

but I think the part of the story that applies here is that when he 

designed the treasure chamber, he left a secret way in for himself so 

he could abscond with a sizable amount of the king’s gold. He 

avoided capture by hiding in a cave, where he purportedly 

transformed into an oracular spirit. At least that’s one 

interpretation.” 

“So you think Trophinus’s spirit is in this, uh, thing?” 

“No. I think the bronze case is just some ancient Greek’s 

explanation for the effect whatever is in here has on people. It could 

be some kind of natural inter-dimensional gateway, or an alien 

communication device for all I know. Whatever it is, the effects are 

certainly real. I believe my grandfather was the first person in our 

family to own it, but I don’t know how or where he got it. He never 

said. It passed down to my father when my grandfather died. It 

should pass to me now so I can take on the duty. I can’t say I looked 

forward to it, but I was willing. Apparently I don’t suit it though.” 

“You don’t suit it?” 

“You could say it doesn’t like me. I can only assume it doesn’t 

find me sufficiently devoted to the accumulation of wealth. It has to 



accept you, you see. If it doesn’t, well, let’s just say the effects are 

unpleasant.” 

Lewis stared at the—he wasn’t sure what to call it, so he asked. 

“I think of it simply as the device. I don’t have many 

opportunities to talk about it, as I’m sure you realize by now, so that 

name serves as well as any.” 

“So the device allows you to see the future?” 

“No, at least I don’t think so. I really don’t know what it’s like to 

the person who holds it. I can only tell you what it looks like from 

the outside. It changes you, makes you more focused but only on 

things related to wealth, as far as I can tell. It doesn’t posses the 

person. He still knows who he is and, in most ways, I think he 

remains unaltered. He won’t, for example, kill or endanger people to 

make a quick buck, unless of course he would do so before, I 

suppose. The most noticeable effects are how he relates to others 

and how he communicates.” 

“Ho so?” 

“Well, for the most part he seems to become entirely asocial. It’s 

like he turns inward.” He paused pensively for a moment before 

continuing. “No, that’s not right. He is still aware of everything 

going on around him, maybe more aware. He just doesn’t seem to 

have the desire to interact with it. He becomes an observer. A very 

intense and extremely focused observer.” 

A memory from a quarter century ago tickled Lewis’s 

consciousness. “The Old Guy.” 

“Yes, my father. He is the current holder of the device.” 

“Why can’t he still do it?” 

“He’s going to die on the Fourth of July or shortly thereafter. A 

sudden heart attack, I believe. Probably in his sleep.” 

Lewis could not formulate a response, not an articulate one in any 

case, and he just sat looking at Hopewell with an openmouthed 

blank expression. 

“How can I possibly know? It’s because he told me, but, because 

of how the holder of the device communicates, it is difficult to be 

entirely certain. This should help explain what I mean.” Hopewell 

handed another sheet to Lewis. “He wrote this about a month ago.” 

On freedom day the seer shall rest. Another needs to pass the 

test. His life drum will beat no more. He passes through Thanatus’s 

door. 



“I think he’s referring to himself as the 'seer' and it’s safe to 

assume 'freedom day' is the Fourth of July. 'Life drum' would mean 

his heart, and a gentle death is implied by naming Thanatus, the 

Greek personification of peaceful death. If it were to be a violent 

death, Keres would probably have been named.” 

“And this is how he always communicates?” 

“When he has something he wants to say, yes. Like I said, he’s 

entirely aware, and he will respond to questions, if he chooses to, 

but seldom more than with a yes or a no. Let me show you a couple 

more examples. The first of these was done in 1999 and talks about 

the dot-com bubble. The second was done in 2006 and refers to the 

sudden crash in property values.” 

The train is broken, motion stops. No wealth can come from 

ethereal shops. 

The mountain falls upon the land. The debts are little more than 

sand. 

“Sometimes we don’t get the meaning quite right and still make 

mistakes, but like I said, this gives us an edge.” 

Lewis felt awestruck. “He saw it coming. He saw it all. What an 

amazing gift.” 

“That is one way of looking at it. Would you be willing to see if 

the device will accept you?” 

Lewis did not have to think twice. 

 

 

When he saw Elizabeth in the hallway the following Monday, she 

smiled at him and said something. It had nothing to do with work, 

though, so he ignored it, went into his new office, and closed the 

door behind him. 

He sat before his new computer and tabbed through the wealth of 

information now available to him. All the research, analyses, charts, 

tables, and information the company possessed fell open to him. He 

took it all in faster than he could have ever thought possible before. 

He saw patterns and pictures in the data as clear as those in a 

completed puzzle, even in cases in which most of the pieces were 

missing. He could feel the course of time, like a current in a river, 

and sense where it flowed. He could feel the banks and he knew that 

flow to be bounded. The river meandered, but it did so along a 

certain and predictable course. He could almost hear the numbers 



calling out advice and warnings. Steer here. See this? Avoid that. 

Warning! Safe haven. They did not speak. They sang. Oh, such 

beautiful music, and more. So much more. 


