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      Foreword (Because Every Sob Story Needs One):

      

      Right, you snivelling sod – if you're here, it's because life's kicked you square in the bollocks one too many times, and now you're eyeing up my week like it's a roadmap to rock bottom. Spoiler: it is. I'm Owen Croft, 38 going on 68, divorced (twice, cheers love), sharing a damp Manchester terrace with the goldfish. By day, I snake other blokes' drains for a living; by night, I stare at mine, wondering if dynamite's on special at B&Q. This ain't inspiration – it's a warning: seven days of me faffing, fapping, and fumbling through the void. If it makes you laugh, good. If it makes you weep, order a pizza. At least that'll fill the hole.

      Yours in stagnant solidarity,

      

      Owen (P.S. If you try this at home, don't blame me when the bailiffs show up mid-wank.)

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Monday – The Resurrection of the Undead Arsehole

          

        

      

    

    
      The weekend's corpse is barely cold, and already Monday's risen from the grave like a zombie with a grudge and a grudge-fuck agenda – shambling, insatiable, ready to chew through your flesh and leave you hollowed out by teatime. It's the day that doesn't die, the one that drags its rotting arse across your calendar, stinking of fresh starts you'll never stick to and resolutions that evaporate faster than a fart in a gale. For blokes like me, it's not a resurrection; it's a re-enactment of every bad decision from the night before, amplified by the cruel light of a new dawn that feels more like a death sentence than a do-over.

      

      6:49 AM – Alarm's Wailing Like My Ex's Solicitor

      

      The phone's buzzing on the bedside table like it's got a personal grudge against my eardrums, vibrating across the scarred wood with the ferocity of a cornered rat trying to gnaw its way to freedom. It's not just noise; it's an assault, a mechanical banshee howling demands I haven't the bollocks to answer. The bedside table itself is a battlefield relic: chipped veneer from where I once hurled a pint glass in a fit of footie-fueled fury, a condom wrapper from a date that ended in disaster (hers, mostly), and now this traitorous iPhone, screen cracked like my psyche, demanding I face the day. The room's a horror show frozen in time – posters peeling from the walls like sunburnt skin after a bad holiday, faded relics of a youth I squandered on lager and lads' mags: Oasis in their heyday (ha, like me), a topless Page 3 girl whose tits have more lift than my spirits these days. There's a half-empty bottle of lube gathering dust on the windowsill, a sad sentinel from that particularly desperate Netflix-and-chill session with myself last Bank Holiday – the one where The Irishman dragged on longer than my performance, leaving me blue-balled and bewildered, wondering if self-love's just another word for self-loathing. And there, in the corner, the goldfish doing lazy laps in his bowl, the water murky as my motives, those unblinking orange eyes boring into me like he's got the full backstory on every fuck-up from fresher's week to this very moment. "What?" I groan, voice a gravelly gargle that tastes of stale smoke and stale everything, slapping the phone silent with a palm that's clammy from night-sweats. The noise doesn't die; it bounces around my skull like a pinball in a machine rigged for pain, amplified a thousandfold by the three warm lagers from last night's ill-advised wind-down and the Match of the Day replay that started as a harmless highlight reel but morphed into a three-hour pity party, me ranting at the telly about missed penalties and missed opportunities, tears blurring the scoreline. Bed's a fetid swamp now, no longer a refuge but a reminder: sheets twisted like the noose, knotted in the night from tossing and turning over unpaid bills and unanswered texts from mates who've long since moved on to mortgages and minivans. Sweat-stains map the topography of my failures across the mattress – dark blooms where hope once lay, now just yellowed echoes of exertion without ecstasy. "Just five more minutes," I mumble to the ceiling, its water-marked plaster staring back like a Rorschach test for the damned, but we both know it's bollocks, pure and simple. It's code for "fuck the day, embrace the coma," a secret handshake with sloth that my body's all too eager to comply with, limbs leaden, eyelids glue-trapped, the weight of the duvet pressing down like the accumulated arse of all my ancestors, urging me to sink deeper into the mattress's maw.

      

      8:22 AM – The Great Escape Attempt

      

      The sun's mocking me through the grimy curtains now – a weak Manchester apology for daylight, filtering in like diluted piss, casting long shadows that dance like deranged marionettes across the floorboards warped from years of neglect. Eyes crusted like yesterday's cornflakes, flaking off in gritty protest as I finally haul my carcass upright, vertebrae popping like gunfire in a quiet street. The goldfish, still staring from his bowl, bubbles popping lazily like tiny accusations of neglect, each one a pop of "you forgot to clean me yesterday, you lazy prick." "Alright, you orange oracle of oblivion, I'll sort you later," I rasp, voice echoing hollow in the empty flat, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed where the frame sags under the strain of too many solo somnambulists. Bollocks to brushing teeth – the minty tyranny of Colgate can wait for a man who's already gargled; a swig of Listerine from the bottle on the dresser, swilled around like mouthwash in a suicide pact, then spat into the sink where pubes from God-knows-when float like survivors of a hairy shipwreck, bobbing defiantly in the plughole's porcelain prison. Stumble to the kitchen – or what's left of it after the great curry explosion of '23, when a vindaloo-fueled vomit volcano painted the lino in abstract hues of utter depression – tripping over the invisible ghost of the cat that scarpered with the first wife, his phantom claws raking my shin like a reminder of loyalties lost. "Traitorous tabby," I mutter, rubbing the bruise that'll bloom purple by bedtime, a badge of battles never fought. The coffee machine's jammed again, its innards a tangled mess of grounds and grudges, probably clogged from that time I tried microwaving Heinz baked beans in it during a blackout, thinking "hot beverage or bust." Black sludge it is: bitter as my soul, scalding as fleeting rage, poured into a mug chipped like my chin from a bar brawl in '09. One sip hits like a gut-punch from an old mate – acrid, awakening, and utterly uninvited – and the plot thickens like congealing gravy: call in sick? Feign the lurgy, blame a phantom plague that's "sweeping the nation" (or at least my fevered imagination)? Craft the perfect lie, voice croaky with feigned phlegm: "Boss, it's the lurgy – lungs like sandpaper, arse like a baboon's." Nah, he'd see through it like cellophane on a condom, that nasal Manc twang barking back "Croft, you sound like death warmed up over a Bunsen burner – get your sorry arse in or you're out on your ear, plumbing the job centre instead." Charming as ever, that one, with his comb-over and his clipboard of contempt. So I dress for the dirge: yesterday's boxers (sniff test: pass, barely, with notes of musk and misery), jeans with a mystery stain on the thigh (ketchup from last Tuesday? Cum from a solo session last month? Who the fuck cares at this point?), and a polo shirt that's seen better decades, collar frayed like my nerves, logo faded from too many washes in a machine that's more temperamental than my ex.

      

      11:32 AM – Plumbing the Depths (Literally)

      

      The van's a rolling testament to tardiness and turmoil: McDonald's wrappers breeding grounds for new life forms in the footwell, tools scattered like the shrapnel of my shattered ambitions – spanners and snakes tangled in a Gordian knot of grease and grievance. Rain's pissing down outside like God's personal vendetta against the working class, turning the streets into a slick slide to nowhere, wipers slapping rhythmically like a metronome of monotony. Pull up at Mrs. Hargreaves' bungalow – a squat sentinel of suburbia that's seen more leaks than my love life, its pebble-dashed exterior weeping condensation like the walls have emotions too. Wrench in one hand, optimism in none (what's that, anyway? A fairy tale for plumbers?), I knock with knuckles that ache from yesterday's gripes. She's 82 if she's a day, all cardigans and cataracts, opening the door with a smile that could curdle milk if it weren't already sour from her endless cups of Tetley. "Morning, love," I say, forcing the charm like it's a suppository up a reluctant arse, plastering on a grin that's more grimace than glee. "The toilet's backed up again, Owen. Like your life's going nowhere fast – swirling round the bend without ever dropping off." Spot on, Gladys – you psychic old bat, reading my aura like yesterday's racing form. Inside, the air's thick with lavender and loneliness, a cloying cloud that clings to the lungs like second-hand smoke from a lifetime of sighs; her husband's photo on the mantel, sepia-toned and stern, staring accusingly at my gut as if to say "You call that a belly? Try carrying twins through the Blitz." Down to business in the bog: snake the u-bend, that coiled serpent of domestic doom, its depths darker than my darkest debts. It fights back viciously, spewing a hairball the size of a ferret – grey and gnarled, laced with what looks suspiciously like yesterday's corned beef hash and a rogue rubber from God-knows-when. Metaphor for my soul? Too bloody right – tangled, tainted, and tenaciously refusing to flush clean. Yank it free with a grunt that echoes off the tiles, flush triumphantly as the water swirls like my swirling despair, vortexing the evidence away to the sewers where all good secrets go. "All sorted, Mrs. H. That'll be thirty quid – cash or card?" She pays in coins that jingle like mocking bells in her purse, a relic from a ration-book era, slipping me a Werther's Original as a tip. "For your sweet tooth, dear – melt it slow, like life's little pleasures." Sweet? My teeth are rotting faster than my resolve, cavities carving canyons of calcium collapse, but I pocket it anyway, a butterscotch bribe against the bitterness.

      Home by noon, knackered as if I'd wrestled a kraken in the Mersey, the van's engine coughing to a halt like it's got the same flu I faked this morning. The flat greets me with its usual fug of familiarity: damp walls weeping condensation in rivulets that trace tears down the plaster, post piled on the doormat like unanswered prayers from Jehovah's rejects. Sofa calls like a siren's song – or a succubus, more like, luring me into its faux-leather folds with promises of oblivion. Sink into it with a sigh that's half-relief, half-resignation, remote clutched like a crucifix against the undead day. TV flickers to life, ads assaulting the screen: life insurance peddlers with their polished smiles and promises of "protecting your loved ones from the unimaginable." Loved ones? the goldfish doesn't count – he's got a three-second memory and zero inheritance claims – and the mates? Scattered to the winds of wives and wage-slavery. "Unimaginable," my arse – I imagine it daily, the cold slab, the empty pews, the eulogy that's just "Owen Croft: he tried, sort of.”

      

      3:15 PM – Afternoon Anchor
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