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INTRODUCTION
◆
Help Is Coming. But Not Right Away.
Three in the morning. The silence wakes you.
The refrigerator isn’t humming. The streetlight outside your window is dark. You reach for your phone: the battery is at twenty percent, and the cell signal keeps dropping. It has been raining for two days, and somewhere in the distance a siren wails, then another. You don’t know what has happened. You don’t know how long it will last. And right then—in the dark, still half asleep—you start making decisions.
This book is about those decisions.
Most of us live with a quiet, unspoken belief: if something happens, someone will come. The ambulance will come. The firefighters will come. The power will come back on, the water will run, the stores will open. On an ordinary day, that’s true. The systems we rely on are astonishingly dependable—so dependable that we’ve forgotten they are systems at all.
But a major crisis is not an ordinary day. When a disaster strikes not one home but an entire city or region, every one of those services runs into the same problem: the people who need help number in the thousands, and the rescuers number in the hundreds. Roads may be closed. Bridges may be down. Hospitals may be overflowing. Rescuers don’t arrive more slowly because they don’t care. They arrive more slowly because they physically cannot be everywhere at once. And naturally, they go first to the places where lives are hanging by a thread.
If you’re safe at home, with the windows shut and a little water on hand, you’re not first in line. And you shouldn’t be.
That’s why disaster authorities in many countries—from the US Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to the European Commission—give similar advice: every household should be able to manage on its own for at least a few days. The European Commission explicitly sets a minimum of 72 hours: three full days and nights without power, without tap water, without open stores, and without outside help. Some countries recommend even longer: a week, or ten days. This is not a panicky fantasy. It is the official minimum.
Why 72 hours? Because in many cases that’s a reasonable minimum for organized help to get up and running: roads reopen, water and food distribution points are set up, and basic communications are restored. The first three days are the gap between the moment disaster strikes and the moment the system starts working again. That gap is yours.
The crises that open that gap rarely look like the movies.
In February 2021, a winter storm left millions of people in Texas without power for days—in subfreezing temperatures, in a state where almost no one was prepared for real cold. In July of that year, torrential rain turned quiet rivers in Germany and Belgium into raging floods that swept away houses, bridges, and streets in a matter of hours. In February 2023, two powerful earthquakes leveled entire neighborhoods in Turkey and Syria. None of these places was “dangerous” in the way we usually picture danger. They were ordinary places with ordinary people—until, overnight, they weren’t.
Preparing isn’t a premonition that something bad will happen. It’s an acknowledgment that it could—and that if it does, you’ll be far better off having thought it through in advance than trying to think it through in the moment.
I want to say right away what this book is not.
It is not an end-of-the-world manual. I won’t try to convince you to build a bunker, stockpile weapons, or live in constant fear. Fear is a poor advisor and an even worse companion. People who live with the feeling that catastrophe is just around the corner aren’t better prepared than everyone else—they’re just unhappier.
Nor is it a military manual. You don’t need special skills, expensive gear, or a commando’s fitness. What you need is a plan, some supplies, and a clear head.
Most important of all, it is not a substitute for emergency services, doctors, firefighters, or official instructions from the authorities. When you can call your local emergency number (911 in the US and Canada, 999 or 112 in the UK, 112 in Ireland and across Europe, 000 in Australia, 111 in New Zealand), you call. When the authorities tell you to evacuate, you evacuate. This book is about the time before help arrives—and about how to avoid making things worse while you wait.
So what’s inside?
In Part One, we’ll look at why the first 72 hours are your responsibility, which crises actually threaten ordinary people, and why the first hour often decides everything that follows.
In Part Two, we’ll put together a plan: we’ll assess the risks to your home and your family, decide how you’ll stay in touch when the phones go silent and where you’ll meet, and work out how to make the hardest decision of all—whether to stay or to go. Finally, we’ll take a quick look at the equipment you need and where to find it covered in detail.
Part Three is about the mind. We’ll see what panic does to your body and your thinking, how to stay calm under pressure, and how to make decisions when information is incomplete and rumors are everywhere.
In Part Four, we’ll think about the people around you—children, elderly parents, the sick, pets, neighbors—and about how to protect the home itself during a crisis. A crisis rarely affects just one person, and almost no one gets through one alone.
And in Part Five, we’ll turn all of this into a habit—with a 72-hour challenge at home and a simple calendar that keeps you prepared all year long without taking over your life.
At the end of each chapter you’ll find a checklist. Throughout the text you’ll come across short boxes: “Do This Now”—one action you can take today; “Dangerous Mistake”—errors that can cost you dearly in a crisis; and “Myth or Fact?”—beliefs that sound true but aren’t.
This is the first book in the Ready for Anything series. Here you’ll find the mindset, the plan, and the big picture. The details—what to pack in your go-bag, what supplies to keep at home, how to give first aid, what to do in an earthquake, a flood, a fire, or a winter without power—are covered in separate books. Wherever a topic deserves more space than this book can give it, I’ll tell you where to find it.
One last thing before we begin.
Almost every cover in this series carries the same word: calm. That’s no accident. In disasters, many people die not because they didn’t have a flashlight, but because at the decisive moment they made a rash decision—they drove into floodwater, lit a grill in a closed room, went back into a burning building for their documents. Panic is dangerous in its own right.
Preparing doesn’t make the crisis smaller. It makes you bigger than the crisis. When you know what to do, fear has less room to grow.
This book doesn’t promise that nothing bad will ever happen to you. It promises something more modest and more valuable: that if it does, it won’t catch you unprepared.
Plan. Assess. Act.
Let’s begin.
FIRST PART
◆
72 HOURS—YOUR RESPONSIBILITY
Chapter 1
◆
Why Rescuers Can’t Reach Everyone at Once
Picture a city of a hundred thousand people. On an ordinary day, it has a handful of ambulances on duty, a few fire engines, and a few dozen police officers on patrol. That’s more than enough. On an ordinary day, a hundred thousand people generate perhaps a hundred emergency calls—a car crash here, a heart attack there, a chimney fire on the other side of town. The system is sized for exactly that: many small emergencies, spread out over time.
Now imagine that at three in the morning the whole city is hit at once. A flood. An earthquake. An ice storm that brings down the power lines. Within five minutes, the calls are no longer a hundred a day. They’re thousands an hour.
Nothing in the system has broken. It was simply built for a different world.
The Math of a Disaster
This is the first and most important thing to understand: in a major crisis, help isn’t late because someone isn’t doing their job. It’s late because the ratio flips.
On an ordinary day, there are many rescuers for every victim. In a disaster, there are many victims for every rescuer. One ambulance can carry one badly injured person every hour or two. One fire crew can work one address at a time. One rescue team digging through a collapsed building may stay in the same spot for an entire day and night.
Three more problems pile on top of this simple arithmetic.
First—infrastructure. Rescuers travel on the same roads as everyone else. If the bridge has been washed away, the ambulance can’t get across. If the streets are underwater, the fire engine stops. If trees have fallen across the road, they have to be cleared first—and that takes people and machinery that are in demand everywhere else, too.
Second—communications. When everyone in a region reaches for the phone at the same moment, the networks overload. Emergency call centers have a fixed number of dispatchers. If thousands of people call at once, most of them get a busy signal or a long wait. That doesn’t mean no one is answering. It means thousands of others are waiting in the same line.
Third—rescuers are people, too. The firefighter, the doctor, the police officer—each of them has a family, a home, and children of their own. When disaster strikes, many of them first have to find out whether their loved ones are alive before they can report for duty. Some are injured. Some can’t get to their station. The system’s capacity drops at precisely the moment it’s needed most.
Who Gets Help First
When needs outstrip resources, rescuers apply a principle called triage—from the French trier, “to sort.” It’s simple and unforgiving: help goes first to those who will die without immediate help but can be saved with it.
That means a person with a bleeding artery comes before a person with a broken arm. A person under rubble comes before a family without power. A child who isn’t breathing comes before an adult with a sprained ankle.
Triage is fair, but it is cold. It means that if you’re all right—frightened, without power, without water, but in no immediate danger to your life—you will wait. Perhaps for hours. Perhaps for days.
And that is exactly how it should be.
If you’re healthy and safe, the greatest help you can give is not to need help. Every person who manages on their own frees up an ambulance, a crew, and a phone line for someone whose life is hanging by a thread. Preparing isn’t selfish. It’s the quietest form of solidarity.
MYTH OR FACT?
“If something big happens, they’ll declare a state of emergency and the army will arrive right away.” Myth—at least the “right away” part. Governments really do mobilize extra resources in disasters, including the military. But mobilization takes time: people have to be assembled, equipment moved, roads cleared. The first organized outside help often arrives only after several hours—and in hard-hit remote areas, only after days. That’s why official recommendations talk about 72 hours of self-sufficiency.
Why Three Days
The number 72 isn’t random, and it wasn’t dreamed up by marketers. The recommendation of at least three days of self-sufficiency is a minimum that appears again and again in the advice of disaster agencies across Europe, North America, and Asia. There are two reasons for it.
The first is
What “Your Responsibility” Means
When You Should Call
	someone’s life is in immediate danger;
	someone is seriously injured, not breathing, or unconscious;
	there is a fire;
	you smell gas in a building;
	someone is trapped, swept away by water, or stuck somewhere they can’t get out of;
	you witness a crime in progress.

CHECKLIST: Chapter 1
	☐ I understand that in a major crisis, help may take hours or days—and that this isn’t a failure of the system.
	☐ I know what triage means and why, if I’m safe, I’ll be waiting in line.
	☐ My emergency number and important phone numbers are written on paper in my wallet.
	☐ I know when to call the emergency number and when not to.
	☐ I know what to tell the dispatcher: first where, then what, how many, and what condition.
	☐ I’ve checked whether I can text emergency services where I live.
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