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C H A P T E R  1

Chapter 1: The Sunday Fix That Fails by
Saturday

t is Sunday evening, and the kitchen sink is holding two inches of gray

water. You know this water. You have met it before, usually around the

same week of the month, usually after a roast or a pan of bacon.

So you do what you always do. You bail out what you can with a mug. You

fetch the plunger from behind the bucket in the utility room. You pump it a

dozen times, hear the gulp, and watch the water swirl away. For good

measure you pour something from a bottle under the sink, run the tap, and

go to bed feeling capable.

By the following Saturday the water is sitting there again. This chapter

explains why, and what "fixed" should actually mean.

The same dance at the same sink

On a long-running plumbing forum, a homeowner described a kitchen sink in

an old mobile home that simply would not drain properly. It was slow, then

slower. They tried the usual remedies and got the usual short relief. The

experienced plumbers on the thread gave an answer that was simple and

unwelcome. Grease rinsed down with hot water cools partway along the

drain and sticks to the pipe. The slow drain had been building for a long time,

well before anyone noticed it (Terry Love Plumbing Forum).



That exchange is worth reading twice, because it describes most of the slow

sinks in older houses. The problem started long before the first slow Sunday.

The Sunday was simply the day it became visible.

On another forum, a member shared the method that had finally cleared his

clogged drain. Other users replied with their own fixes, each sure theirs was

the one that worked (AnandTech Forums). Nobody in that thread was foolish.

They were all doing what handy people do: trying things and keeping

whatever seemed to help. The trouble is that "seemed to help" gets measured

on the same evening, when the water goes down. Nobody measures it the

following Saturday.

I did the same dance for years in our first house. It was a 1950s place with a

cast iron stack I was frightened to touch. I kept a plunger and a bottle under

the kitchen sink like a fire extinguisher. I thought of myself as good at fixing

that drain. I never asked why I was so good at fixing the same drain over and

over.

Why water going down proves nothing

Here is the uncomfortable part. A drain does not have to be clear to pass

water. It only needs an opening.

Picture the inside of the pipe beyond your trap. Over the years, a layer builds

up on the wall. The water still finds a channel through the middle, and a small

channel will swallow a mug of water, or even a full sink if you give it a minute.

When you plunge, you punch a fresh hole through whatever has gathered at

the narrowest point. The water rushes through that hole and you hear the

satisfying gulp. The wall of the pipe is the same as it was before you started.



This is not a theory about neglectful housekeeping. Research published in

Water Research describes the same thing the forum plumbers described:

grease washed down warm cools as it travels and deposits on the pipe walls

farther along, where it builds up and narrows the pipe44. The City of Raleigh

gives homeowners the same explanation (City of Raleigh). The deposit forms

where you cannot see it and cannot reach it with a plunger.

47% of sewer blockages and overflows are caused by grease from

restaurants, homes and industry, according to U.S. EPA estimates (City

of Raleigh; Clemson University Home & Garden Information Center).



That figure refers to the public sewer, not your kitchen alone. But the grease

in those sewers came from somewhere, and much of it passed through a

house drain first. Your pipe is the first stretch of the same road.

This gives us the one principle I want you to carry through this whole book. I

call it the Saturday Test.

A fix only counts if the drain is still quiet the following Saturday. Judge

every remedy by how long it lasts, not by how fast the water vanishes.

By that standard, most of what lives under the average sink fails. It feels like it

works on Sunday. On Saturday you find out.

What the plunger and the bottle left behind

Each tool in the usual routine leaves something behind, and it is worth

knowing what.

The plunger

A plunger moves whatever is loose at the choke point. That is useful when

something loose is the problem. It does nothing about the layer bonded to

the pipe wall, which is usually the real problem in an old kitchen line. Chapter

21 covers plunging properly, including when it helps. For now, understand

that a good gulp tells you the channel reopened. It tells you nothing about

how wide that channel is.

The fizzing pair



Baking soda and vinegar deserve a brief mention because so many of us were

raised on them. Mixed together, they cancel each other out, leaving mostly

water, carbon dioxide and a little sodium acetate. The fizz produces too little

pressure to push through a real clog (A&A Plumbing, Heating, And Cooling).

Neither ingredient is a surfactant, the kind of substance that helps water

carry grease away. Plumbers warn that the temporary improvement gives

people false confidence while the buildup keeps growing (Drain Cleaning

Spokane). Chapter 11 takes this ritual apart properly.

The caustic bottle

The heavy-duty bottle is the one that worries me most in older houses. Many

drain cleaners contain sodium hydroxide, which is extremely corrosive and

gives off a lot of heat when diluted. It causes both heat and chemical burns,

and tissue damage can keep getting worse for up to 48 hours (ATSDR / CDC).

When the product fails to clear the line, it does not disappear. It sits in the

trap, waiting for the next person to plunge or unscrew something.



Safety, before you touch that sink again: if you

have poured a caustic drain cleaner and the

water is still standing, do not plunge. Plunging

can splash the solution onto your face and arms.

Wear rubber gloves and eye protection if you

must bail water out, never add a second product

on top of the first, and tell anyone who works on

the drain exactly what you poured. Chapter 13

explains what these products do to aging metal

pipe.

The kettle

Some people finish the routine with a kettle of boiling water. In a house with

plastic drain pipe, be careful. PVC drain pipe is generally rated for about 140°F

(60°C), and boiling water at 212°F can soften the pipe, weaken glued joints

and cause sagging that creates future clogs (Engineer Fix). Boiling water can

also crack porcelain sinks and toilet bowls through thermal shock (Yahoo

Lifestyle). Many 1960s homes have plastic repairs spliced into original metal

lines, so you may have both without knowing it. Until Chapter 10, use hot tap

water and nothing hotter.

“



Add it all up. The plunger reopened a channel. The fizz did very little. The

caustic bottle may still be sitting in the trap. The kettle may have stressed a

joint. And the grease layer on the wall is untouched, ready for next week's

bacon.

What a drain that stays quiet looks like

So what are we aiming for? It is easier to describe by what stops happening.

A quiet drain empties a full basin in a steady swirl, without a pause or a

gurgle. It does not smell when you lean over it. It behaves the same in the

week after a holiday dinner as in the week before. Above all, you stop thinking

about it. The plunger migrates to the back of the cupboard and gathers dust.

That quiet has a cash value too. In 2026, a plumber typically charges $100 to

$275 to clear a simple sink, tub or toilet clog. Blockages in the main line or

across several fixtures run $175 to $60019. Chapter 4 does the full arithmetic.

For now, notice that a sink you "fix" yourself every few weeks is a bill you are

only postponing.

Getting to quiet does not require heroics or expensive tools. It requires two

changes of mind. First, stop judging a remedy on the evening you use it.

Second, start treating the drain as something you look after routinely, the

way you change a furnace filter. The rest of this book gives you the habits and

the method, including a monthly routine that takes about ten minutes.

Before you read on, do the exercise below. It takes five minutes and it will tell

you more about your drains than any product label.



Most readers who try this are surprised. The kitchen sink usually leads, and

the gaps between fixes are usually getting shorter.

Take a sheet of paper and write the name of each drain that has

given you trouble: kitchen, bathroom basin, tub, toilet.

✓

Next to each, write the dates you can remember fixing it in the past

year. A rough guess by season is fine.

✓

Circle any drain you have fixed three or more times. That drain has a

coating problem that plunging will not solve.

✓

Note what you used each time: plunger, fizz, bottle, kettle.✓

Keep the sheet. You will use it again in Chapter 24.✓



KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  Apply the Saturday Test to every remedy: judge it by whether the

drain is still quiet a week later, not by whether water drains tonight.

▸  Treat a repeat clog as a coating problem. If you have fixed the same

drain three times, the pipe wall is narrowing and plunging alone will not

change that.

▸  Never plunge over a caustic cleaner that failed. Wear gloves and eye

protection to bail the water, and tell anyone who opens the drain what

you poured.

▸  Use hot tap water, not a boiling kettle, until you know what your pipes

are made of.

▸  Keep your drain log. Knowing the dates of past fixes is the first step to

seeing the pattern.

You now know that the water going down proves nothing, and that

something stays on the pipe wall after every Sunday fix. But what exactly is

that something? How does a little warm grease from a frying pan turn into a

layer hard enough to shrug off a plunger, and why does each clog seem to

arrive sooner than the one before? The answer is hiding on the inside wall of

a pipe you have never seen.


