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One of the Key Understandings 

The cadence of the analog clock seemed disjointed somehow. Gone was the typical ticking 

with which I had become so familiar behind the droning voice of the manager. I had just finished 

orientation and was now experiencing my first meeting of the day shift. It was as if for every two 

seconds that passed, one second went back, giving the clock a kind of “tick, tick, kit” sound. The 

room did little to combat my boredom. The faint linger of mineral spirits suggested that the 

meeting room had housed paint supplies in its former life. The only distraction from the now 

nicotined, whitewashed walls was a faded corporate motivational that read, ‘YOU ARE YOUR 

SOLE COMPETITION! ARE YOU WINNING?’ 

 “And if our shrinkage is not addressed,” the manager continued seemingly unaware of the 

monotony of his voice, “I’ll be looking to you managers.” At this he looked directly at me and 

then at my department manager Chris. Chris had an enviable skill. He could appear engaged in a 

meeting, without letting on that he hadn’t heard a word that was said. Today though, he betrayed 

himself. Hanging from his mouth was a plumb line of drool reminiscent of those one would find in 

the hardware department of our store. It sat there frozen in time, and for a moment, I thought it 

was suspended in midair. 

 “Chris,” the manager heaved obnoxiously, “your department’s shrinkage is by far the 

worst in the store. What are you and your staff doing about it?” For a minute, I thought Chris was 

caught, but in one seamless motion as delicate as a perfected pirouette, he came back to life. Time 

started again. 

 “Well sir, as we discussed in our last meeting, the significant errors made in last month’s 

inventory have still not been corrected by head office. I put the report on your desk last week as 
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you requested. You haven’t lost it have you?” His response had a poetic quality in its succinctness. 

It was as if his trance-like disinterest in the meeting’s content was really more of a silent rehearsal 

for an opening night performance. 

 You see, there was no report, nor would there ever be. Chris was, in fact, entirely 

unconcerned about shrinkage or inventory, or anything else related to the financial health of the 

store. What Chris knew was plumbing.  

 “Excuse me sir!” a gnomish, twisted little man intruded. “I said excuse me sir!”  It was my 

first day alone on the floor. As I spun to greet him, the domineering stature of the aisle’s orange 

bays seemed to render him preposterously miniature. His elfish size and the soprano tininess of his 

mousy voice were not what startled me most though; it was being addressed as “Sir!”  

 “Oh I’m sorry. Is there something I can help you with?” 

 “Well I should hope so.” His voice had morphed into a kind nasal nag reminiscent of my 

fourth grade teacher’s. “You see I have an old house that has been converted to city sewers from a 

septic system and my main drain exits about four feet above my basement floor. Are you listening 

to me?” 

 “Uh huh,” I muttered, reading the lifetime warranty advertisement for a pipe wrench 

hanging over his head. “Septic, basement, three feet. I’m with ya.” 

 “I said four feet! Anyway I want to install a bathroom down there for my nephew and I 

need to know, is there a special toilet I should use?” 

 “Not that I know of sir, but let me ask my department manager.” I found Chris in the next 

aisle entranced in, what I recognized from shadowing him the previous day as a discussion about 

the benefits of ABS plastic over brass when installing a waste and overflow kit for a bathtub. From 

my vantage point, I couldn’t hear his words but the choreographed movements of his lips exuded 

the unmistakable projection of confidence. In contrast to the tiny patron in tow, Chris’s coolness 

seemed to shrink the shelving so that even the multitude of fittings seemed more befitting of a 
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hobby-shop specializing in doll houses. He turned my way, recognized the look of helplessness on 

my green visage and suavely removed himself from his immediate conversation. 

 “What’s up? Doin’ alright?” 

 “Yeah no worries. This gentleman has I question that I can’t answer.” 

 Chris turned, shrinking the man even more. “What’s your question sir?” 

 “Well, as I explained to this gentleman,” he whined, “I have an old house that has been 

converted to city sewers from a septic system and my main drain …” When the man finished, I 

noticed a virtually unobservable smirk cross Chris’ face. 

 “Well sir, one of the key understandings we all need about plumbing is that sewage will 

only flow downhill. Therefore, you need to break your floor and install a sewage pit, if you plan to 

install a basement bathroom in an old house like yours. It is not really a do-it-yourself type of job. 

I can show you a sewage pit if you like.” 

 “That’s not what my neighbour told me,” the man retorted, obviously annoyed. “He 

worked at Chrysler and said I could get a commercial toilet that is more powerful.” 

 “Commercial toilets are certainly more powerful sir, but they do require a one inch intake 

and a residential property only has three quarter. Still, a toilet of this variety would not solve your 

problem.” The chess match was on and unbeknownst to him, the little man had already been 

checkmated.  

 “Are there any other men working in this department, perhaps a little older than the two of 

you?”  

 “Sure,” Chris appeased, “Leo is right in the next aisle.” When I found Leo, he was 

stocking the Lego-like wall of furnace filters. A retired truck driver, Leo found his newly acquired 

free-time so constricting that he simply had to go to back work. Spry and nimble for his seventy-

two years, he padded around the plumbing department like a waitress in one of the busy truck 

stops of his former life. 
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 “Is there a question I can answer for you sir? I spend most of time in the furnace aisle, but 

I’ll give it a shot.” Leo’s unassuming nature and utter lack of ego made him magnetic, even to the 

most irate customers. 

 “So, I have an old house that has been converted to city sewers...” he started again, Leo 

intently digesting the details. 

 “Well sir,” as our leader Chris here has taught all of us, “One of the key understandings we 

all need about plumbing is that sewage will only flow downhill. So four feet seems impossible to 

me. You know what though? You should ask Chris about it. He knows more than any of us.” 

 Some time later, after the same monotonous morning meeting I had come to oddly 

appreciate, Chris stopped me midway down the faucet aisle. “Hey man, you busy tomorrow night? 

I’m turning twenty and my buddies and I are heading downtown for the night. Thought you might 

like to come.”  

 ‘Twenty?’ I thought to myself. ‘He’s twenty?’  

 

Quotation Connection: 

"Treat people as if they were what they ought to be and you help them become what they are 

capable of becoming." -- Goethe 

 Goethe’s quotation suggests that when unfair or unsubstantiated assumptions are made 

about the ability (or lack thereof) of others, the perceiver only sees the limitations. In theories of 

cognitive development, this is known as deficit thinking. By contrast, when others are viewed as 

being at their best, chances are far greater that this persona becomes occupied. In the story above, 

the customer is incapable of seeing Chris’ genius because he is too preoccupied with his age. In 

the end, even the retired Leo looks to Chris for expertise in the face of a difficult question. As 

indicated in Goethe’s quotation, when people are known for their strengths, these strengths 

dominate how they are perceived. The lesson then is really that when we choose to see the good in 

others, we see them much more accurately. 


