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How Do You Start a Flood?
Horace Peabody ran a small plumbing shop in Lufkin, Texas.  Horace had always been big for his age, and had a brutish nastiness that compelled him to bully those around him.  He had been married for his money, by a woman who had paid for her folly with a life of fear and loathing.


Casper Mathews had recently moved to town after finishing his insurance adjustment training program with a major comprehensive insurance company.  Casper was very happy to have his job, with a steady base salary and an automobile furnished by his company so that he could travel to wherever the ill-fortune of the policy holders led him.  Casper did all of the right things that he had been taught, like joining the local Rotary Club, where he met Horace Peabody.  Casper may not have understood each and every rule and regulation of the insurance industry, but he had been trained to smile a lot and to avoid making enemies.  His polite and respectful attitude pleased Horace, who left Casper alone.  This was a plus for Casper.  Horace usually enjoyed belittling and badgering the younger members of the Rotary.


The City of Lufkin was small, but it had a Utilities Department of the first rate.  The water system in town had been extended throughout the city, and for the most part was in good condition.  Harry Hines was the City Engineer, a conscientious worker with much on his mind.  While Harry tried, he was unable to make the constrained budget for utilities maintenance cover all needed repairs.  For instance, the water main running down Fourth Street, past Horace Peabody's Plumbing Shop on Oak Avenue, was shut down at the moment due to pesky leaks.  It was going to take more money than was left in this year's budget to fix, so the needed repair project was postponed until the end of the fiscal year, three months away.  


Horace's plumbing business had suffered as of late.  Lufkin was a stable community, and while very modern, it did not provide Horace with a growing market for his services.  Unfortunately, Horace had a growing appetite for Scotch and the other finer things in life.  This made Horace's outlook on life a little worse than normal, which was admittedly pretty sour to begin with.  His spouse did all she could to keep Horace out of the house, in an attempt to make her life as bearable as possible.  Horace found little to occupy him at the office, as he had difficulty keeping employees, other than a part-time bookkeeper and two temporary plumber’s helpers used whenever work did come Horace's way.


Horace tended to become morose under pressure, and he was currently under pressure.  The IRS had written to say that while they appreciated a joke as much as anyone, they really would like to stop by to discuss Horace's last three tax returns.  Horace's pipe supplier had cancelled all orders, pending payment of some $40,000 for past deliveries.   The part-time bookkeeper had not been in for a month, because she understood Horace's pending economic crunch.  Horace felt that he just could not catch a break.


Somewhere in the recesses of his Scotch-blurred mind, Horace remembered the old saw that God helps those who help themselves.  Reviewing the business assets of his plumbing firm, he came across his insurance package.  Included was a policy for $200,000 covering what Casper's predecessor had humorously assessed as the net worth of the value of the building, materials, and equipment in Horace's operation.  This policy covered fire, flood, and earthquake.  Much of the material in the building (which was of concrete block construction) was relatively impervious to flame.  Lufkin was in the Great Plains, which occasionally experience earthquakes, but realistically Horace felt that the probabilities of such a disaster to be minimal, and more to the point, beyond influence.  That left flood.  But his building was halfway up a small hill, and the nearest creek was three safe blocks away.  It would be hard to imagine a rain heavy enough to back water up to his plumbing shop.  Certainly no event of this nature had occurred in the past 120 years.


Horace got up from his desk and wandered about outside.  There was a fire hydrant tied into the City water system at the corner of his building.  Possibly with a little creative engineering this might provide the source of something wet.  Yet the water main was dry, as we said, due to the need for a maintenance project for which there was inadequate funding.


America is a land of democracy, where each citizen has the right to approach administrative officials to complain if the system is not functioning properly.  Horace took advantage of this right and found the overworked and unfortunate Harry Hines busily at work trying to design a way to keep the City water tower sufficiently supplied over the hot Texas summer.  Horace pointed out that the water main in front on his shop was dry, creating a fire hazard, which was likely to adversely affect his fire insurance rates.  Harry agreed, but asked what he could do, given that the utilities budget was in such sore distress, and that opening this water main would cause leaks.  Horace provided a few pointed suggestions, so Harry agreed to divert water from Third Street to supply water pressure to the fire hydrant at the corner of Horace's shop.


George Petersen had arrived in Lufkin some thirteen years prior, back when the railroad had a regular freight that passed through town.  George didn't work much, but had few living expenses.  He lived primarily off of an economical white port, his favorite fortified wine.  George didn't bother many people, and slept wherever God provided.  Lufkin had some fine parks, with benches guarded by a veteran's memorial statue.


After discussing his water needs with Harry Hines, Horace returned to his plumbing shop.  Back in a corner in a safe place he had a few sticks of dynamite, which he occasionally used in some rural and rocky environments.  Horace had a plan that called for four of these sticks.  He located the water connection from near the hydrant to a sink in his shop, which he calculated would do nicely in his plan to provide the IRS with the money the government felt it needed so badly.


Lufkin is a quiet community, especially at four in the morning.  There is a nice freshness to the air, which is warm in April, but not superheated to the degree that it obtains later in the summer.  Therefore, George was comfortably enjoying the early morning late in the Spring on his favorite bench.  George's bliss was shattered, however, by the sight of a hulking form digging near the corner of Horace Peabody's shop.  George chose turn over and to squeeze his eyelids shut in vain hopes that the form would disappear.  The hulking form dug away for about twenty minutes, but George persisted in his plan of denial.  Finally, George won his battle against apparition, and the hulk gave up his mining and departed.


About four minutes later the peaceful quiet of Lufkin was shattered by a sharp blast at the corner of Fourth and Oak, the location of the above mentioned fire hydrant.  A corner of Horace Peabody's Plumbing Shop gracefully soared about fifty feet into the air, where it stopped and slowly receded back to earth, although quite a bit more spread out than before.  The only human witness to this event was George Petersen.  However, posterity was to be denied this witness.  George was blown off his park bench, and responded by running to Highway 59 leading south to Houston to visit his sister in New Caney.  George hoped that New Caney would prove to be a kinder, gentler place, where hulks don't dig and buildings don't fly.  A kindly truck driver saved George the need to walk the entire distance.


The efficiency of the Lufkin City Water System was demonstrated by a high pressure water spout coming from the pipe connecting the hydrant at the corner of Fourth and Oak to the sink inside Horace’s plumbing shop.  While the gas main was burst by the blast that nobody but George Petersen had seen, the massive quantities of water that poured into the shop precluded the possibility of enough heat in a confined area to set it off.  This kept up for about ten minutes, far longer than was needed for the gas pipeline's safety system to seal off any fire danger.  The only thing that stopped the gush of water was the depletion of the water reserve from the tower, most of whose contents had passed through Horace Peabody's Plumbing Shop.


Early next morning (before either had breakfast), an aghast Horace Peabody immediately contacted Casper Mathews, his insurance agent and adjuster.  Some act of malicious nature had destroyed his Plumbing Shop and all of its contents, which Horace assured Casper were worth far in excess of the $200,000 face value of the policy.  Horace was very adamant about the need for quick resolution.  The flustered Casper quickly rushed to his office to get the needed forms, which Horace watched him fill out between 6:45 and 7:15 a.m.


Harry Hines had been awakened by the blast, as had many in the community.  Harry had learned that much that went on in Lufkin would mean problems for the City Water Department, so he resigned himself to see what it was this time.  It was easy to find the problem at the corner of Fourth and Oak.  At least the leak at the end of the street has stopped.  The expenses of fixing those leaks could be added to the far more expensive project of restoring the water main all along Fourth.  Restoring water to the rest of the city would be a matter of a few hours, as the city well pumps did their best to push water back into the tank.  There would be less of the city to supply, now that the Fourth Street main was gone.


Casper (with Horace on his heels) also came to Fourth and Oak, and also had little difficulty identifying the problems pertinent to his professional responsibilities.  There wasn't much useful left inside Horace's former plumbing shop.  Whether there ever had been was another question.  Horace saw to it that Casper reported that there was.  In response to Horace's question, Casper guessed that the insurance check for $200,000 would be in the mail by Friday.


The Lufkin Chief of Police dropped by after his traditional visit to the doughnut shop.  He knew Horace, and could pretty well guess what was going on.  To follow form, he asked Horace if he knew anything about the events of the early morning hours.  He was not surprised that Horace did not.  He also was not surprised that no one else did either.  He was a little surprised to hear that the insurance adjuster had finished his work so quickly.  Based on the evidence, the Chief was happy to accept the insurance adjuster's report blaming a freak of nature.  This made Lufkin's crime statistics look a bit better.


Just so the reader does not get the impression that there is no justice, let him or her be assured that there is, at least of a type.  Horace decided to drop by his home.  (He had nothing to do at the office.)  He found his wife making breakfast, and made a cutting remark about her coffee.  His wife took offense, and swung a heavy skillet accurately at the back of Horace's head.  Unfortunately (depending upon your point of view), Horace did not survive.  Horace’s wife had planned for such a contingency, and had placed a number of blunt objects around the house for Horace to accidentally encounter.  Horace’s accident too was blamed on natural causes (falling skillet) by the Lufkin Chief of Police, who sympathized with Horace’s long-suffering wife.

While Lufkin lived happily on (with new and improved streets and water mains, and a minimum of paper work), George found a modicum of happiness in New Caney.  His sister provided him a warm and dry room.  She got him off white port and on to white grape juice, which doesn't have the fortification, but provides more nutrition.  George's life thus took a turn for the better, although his sister was very concerned about his recurring nightmares about digging hulks and flying buildings.
