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I’D LIVED IN THIS HOUSE long enough to know every noise it made. The hot water system clicked when the temperature dropped. The timber in the hallway groaned if you stepped on the third board from the linen cupboard. The garage roller door had a lazy shudder halfway down, like it couldn’t be bothered finishing the job unless you held the button until it clunked into place. Normal noises. Safe noises. The kind you stopped noticing — until you were alone enough to hear them again. 

That morning, the kettle boiled a fraction too loud in the quiet kitchen. I poured the water over a teabag, watched the colour bleed into the mug, and stared past the window at a row of fences and rooftops that all looked identical in the pale suburban Canberra light. Somewhere a dog barked. Somewhere a neighbour reversed out of a driveway, the tyres crunching over gravel, the engine coughing once before it settled into a steady idle.

Life continued. That was the dangerous part.

I’d left the news on the night before, the volume low, like background music for a man who didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts. Ukraine again. Russia again. A map with arrows. A solemn-faced presenter using words that sounded clinical until you knew what they really meant. Escalation. Retaliation. Strategic. Tactical. American intervention.

A new phrase had been doing the rounds for weeks — early warning signs — spoken by people who didn’t believe in them. Like superstition. Like reading tea leaves.

I believed in them because I’d watched my wife die of cancer and I’d learned what ‘early warning’ really looked like. It wasn’t dramatic. It was subtle, and it was ignored, and then it was too late.

I picked up my phone and scrolled the headlines. Same cycle. Same cadence. Talks failing. Sanctions. Threats. Another red line. Another ‘unprecedented’. I didn’t need a PhD in geopolitics to recognise a pattern. I only needed a memory. But as I looked deeper, I noticed gold prices continuing to climb. Gold never rose ferociously. This time it seemed there was no plateau. I put the phone down and opened the pantry.

We had food. Enough for a normal week. Pasta, rice, cereal, a couple of tins — beans, tomatoes, one lonely can of peaches that must’ve been sitting there since the Howard government. Nothing wrong. Nothing dramatic. But I wasn’t looking at what was there. I was seeing what wasn’t. No depth. No redundancy. No margin for error.

You could live comfortably on an average income in an average suburb, with an average kitchen, and still be one delivery disruption away from hunger for the first time in your adult life. People thought the shelves were a permanent feature of the world. Like gravity. Like electricity. Like water before a drought. That belief was a luxury.

I closed the pantry and walked to the laundry. The tap dripped once, then stopped. I watched it like it might start speaking. When I was a kid, my father used to say the same thing whenever he watched the weather: Storm’s coming. Back then it was something to complain about. A reason to bring the washing in. Now it felt like prophecy.

I heard the front door open — two quick clicks of the lock, and then the soft scrape of rubber soles on tile. I didn’t move. I didn’t need to. I knew the rhythm of her steps.

Charlotte.

“Morning,” Charlotte called, like she was testing the temperature of my mood from the hallway.

“In here,” I announced back.

She appeared in the kitchen doorway with her hair still damp, a gym bag slung over one shoulder. She was fit in the way people became when they were trying to keep life orderly — yoga, routines, little rituals to hold chaos at bay. She looked at the mug in my hand and then at the television, which was muted but still showing an analyst waving his hands at a graphic. “You’re watching it again,” she said.

“It’s on.”

“With you, it’s always on, isn’t it?”

I didn’t like the edge in her voice. It wasn’t anger. It was something worse — fatigue. The kind that made you start counting exits. I kept my tone even. “I like to know what’s happening.”
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