
 



We were in the belly of the beast, a hundred feet of pure, unadulterated 
trench dug into the belly of some godforsaken suburb. The air was thick 
with the reek of damp earth, diesel fumes, and the lingering paranoia of 
a three-day bender in Phoenix. My business partner, a bloated, 
reptilian beast of a man with a penchant for high-altitude insanity, had 
been muttering something about a "The Rock," a mythical solution to 
the primal chaos of our trade. But I had seen too many "solutions" in 
my day—too many shortcuts that led to nothing but a deeper, more 
profound form of madness. 

 

Our crew was a motley collection of humanity's finest rejects. There 
was Duke, a man whose hands were so calloused they could be used 
to grind down concrete, and Raul, who had a nervous tick that made 

him look like he was 
constantly fighting an 
invisible swarm of bees. 
They were using the old 
way, the primal way: 
shims of wood, 
discarded bricks, and 
whatever jagged chunk 
of asphalt they could 
scrounge up to wedge 
the hulking concrete pipe 

into the manhole opening. The "annular space" was a joke, a glorious, 
sloppy mess of uneven gaps and frantic, cursing gestures. It was a 
monument to the flawed, beautiful imperfection of man. 



 

Then it arrived. Not with a bang, but 
with a whimper, in the hands of a 
fresh-faced college kid from A-LOK. 
He was holding a small, plastic bag, 
and inside were these black, 
hexagonal widgets. "The Rock," he 
said, his voice laced with the terrifying 
earnestness of a true believer. "It's an 
engineered solution to sticks and 
stones." I had seen their holy 
scripture, too, the NPCA guide they 
called "The Guide to Grouted 
Concrete-to-Concrete Connections 
for Soil Tight Applications." It was a cold, precise document that 
spoke of "hydraulically adequate" systems and "watertight 
connections"—a direct, written assault on everything I held sacred. 

 

I stared at him, my mind reeling. An engineered solution? To sticks and 
stones? The very foundation of our profession was being threatened by 
a piece of injection-molded polymer. We saw them first in a brochure, 
scattered like sleek, black dice on the smooth, wet rocks of some 
pristine, impossibly clean creek. "Alternative to Sticks & Stones," the 
caption read. The absurdity of it was a cruel joke. Here in this trench, in 
this glorious, mud-caked reality, we dealt with forces of nature, not the 
quiet, idyllic perfection of a marketing photo. We were facing a force 
that sought to impose order on a world defined by its glorious, brutal 
chaos. 



My business partner, of course, was ecstatic. He saw a way out, a path 
to sanity and profit. The kid, in his pristine white hard hat with the A-
LOK logo, smiled a smile of terrifying earnestness, holding a box full of 
the little black things. "Just turn it to the desired orientation," he 
chirped, demonstrating how the facets of the little black object could 
provide a perfect, one-inch gap. "Precision engineering," he called it. 
The words hung in the air like a death sentence. 

I watched as Duke, with a look of profound betrayal, reluctantly used 
one of the Rocks. It was a clean, precise fit. No more frantic shoving, 
no more cursing, no more glorious struggle. The pipe sat there, 
perfectly centered, waiting for the grout. The work was done with an 
unsettling speed. The madness was gone, replaced by a cold, efficient 
silence. 

"It's a perfect solution," the kid said again, beaming. 

 

But I knew better. I knew 
that the true beauty of the 
work wasn't in its 
perfection, but in the 
glorious, dangerous 
struggle. The Rock was not 
a solution; it was a 
symptom of a world that 
had forgotten how to fight, 
how to bleed, and how to 
find a fleeting, drug-fueled 
ecstasy in the very act of 



survival. It was a lie, a seductive promise of order in a universe that 
demanded chaos. And as the sun beat down on that sterile, perfectly 
aligned pipe, I knew that the real war had just begun. And then, a 
tremor. Not from a passing truck or a shifting fault, but from within. I 
saw it—the light—not in the world, but in the work itself. The Rock, in 
its black, unyielding geometry, was not an end but a beginning. It was 
the moment where chaos met control, where the brutal struggle was 
distilled into a singular, perfect act of engineering. The sweat still ran, 
the dust still flew, but now it was for a higher purpose. A silent, perfect 
harmony. I looked at my hands, not as tools of brute force, but as 
instruments of a terrifying, beautiful precision. The madness wasn't 
gone; it had simply found a new, more magnificent form. And in that 
moment, in the blinding light of the Arizona sun, I was not a man 
fighting the void, but a high priest of its new, geometric order. 

 

 

 

 

 


