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Introduction

Everyone knows that playing dead is the best way to deter a charging grizzly bear, and the only surefire way to dispatch a zombie is a well-placed katana swipe to the head. But do you know what to do when normal, everyday disasters strike?


	How should you handle dropping your fancy smartphone in the toilet?

	Who should you call if a tree falls on your roof?

	What do you do if you have a lingering houseguest?



When the unexpected happens, most people are as poorly equipped to handle food poisoning as they are quicksand—possibly less so—until now.

Fortunately, What Do I Do If . . . ? is here to help you solve the far more common, but no less devastating, of life’s little curve balls. So whether you’re dealing with a tire blowout at 65 mph that makes you suddenly realize, “I have absolutely no idea what I’m supposed to do here,” smaller things like losing your ring down the drain, or more serious disasters like being robbed at gunpoint, What Do I Do If . . . ? has you covered.



CHAPTER 1
Matters of Life and Death

You don’t have to go climb Mount Everest or jump out of an airplane at 30,000 feet in order to face deadly situations. Of the fifteen leading causes of death in the United States, accidents come in at number five, just behind lower respiratory disease.

While you could just stay at home in the fetal position—although there’s no guarantee that approach would keep you safe—the far better strategy is to know how to handle yourself, should the unexpected happen. 

I’ve Been Kidnapped

Likelihood of Happening: Low

Ease of Prevention: Moderate

Is Time a Factor? Yes

The idea of a windowless van screeching to a halt and a team of masked assailants pushing you inside may seem absurd, but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen. Although rare, abductions can occur with the hope of ransom, due to cases of mistaken identity, sexual assault, or for no discernible reason at all. But hopefully you won’t stick around long enough to find out what your kidnappers have in store for you.


[image: ] Remain Calm and Analytical

Whether you’ve been kidnapped from your home in the middle of the night or you happened to be the closest person to a bank robber when the police showed up, it’s very likely you are scared, nervous, and pumped full of adrenaline. However, if you want to make it out alive, you are going to have to calm down and regain your composure.

Relax your breathing and focus your attention on the details of your surroundings and the situation at hand. Take mental notes of important information like the physical descriptions of your attackers, your current location, any nearby objects you can use to subdue the kidnappers, or anything else you feel might help you escape or apprehend the kidnappers later.

If you are being taken to another location, try to create a mental map of the route you are traveling so you can ascertain approximately where you wind up.


The World’s Longest Abduction 

On August 4, 1987, a woman dressed as a nurse abducted then nineteen-day-old Carlina Renae White from a New York City hospital, and raised her as Nejdra Nance for twenty-three years. Carlina eventually grew suspicious of her abductor when she was unable to produce important documentation like a birth certificate or social security card. She uncovered the truth by searching missing children databases and discovering photos of herself as an infant.




[image: ] Stay Put or Flee?

Whether you comply with your kidnappers or try to make a break for it will depend heavily on why you’ve been abducted. If you believe your captors intend to ransom you, then you probably shouldn’t risk an escape attempt. Even if your family can’t afford to pay the ransom, the police may be able to work with them to pull together the necessary funds for a sting operation. If that’s the case, your primary goal will be to comply with any request your captors make and do your best to remain calm throughout the ordeal. Remind yourself that, at least for the moment, your life and relative safety are very valuable to the kidnappers. If, however, you feel your captors intend to kill you once they are done with you, then you will almost certainly want to make every effort to get away.

While you attempt to discover the circumstances of your kidnapping, do your best to remain relaxed and civil with your captors. If you are able to establish a connection with one or more of the kidnappers, they may be less likely to harm you later.


[image: ] Wait for the Opportune Moment

If you have little reason to believe that your abductors have any intention of setting you free, you will have to make it out on your own.

To plan your escape, pay attention to any patterns that might form (especially when your captors come and go), and see if there are any failures in their methods of keeping an eye on you. If you are bound, determine all the different circumstances under which they will remove your bindings, such as to eat, use the bathroom, or at specific times of the day to move around. Analyze your captors for possible weak points. Perhaps one guard is prone to slack off while he’s on watch, and has a habit of nodding off during his shift. If one of your captors is particularly sympathetic to you, it’s possible you will be able to use that to your advantage and request an unscheduled bathroom break while the others are busy.

While you plan, get to know the layout of the area in which you are being held as much as possible. Are you on the bottom floor or the top floor? Are there windows that might be unlocked or easily broken? If you do find yourself unbound and unwatched for even a moment, your knowledge of the nearest exits could mean the difference between a successful escape and an unsuccessful one.

Be particularly wary of any changes to their behavior that may indicate they are planning to kill you. For example, if they stop attempting to conceal their identities or if they become particularly violent or indifferent toward you, you should get ready to act.

Once you feel the time is right, put your plan into action and be prepared to modify your strategy as circumstances change.

I’m Having a Heart Attack

Likelihood of Happening: Moderate

Ease of Prevention: Moderate

Is Time a Factor? Yes

When you’re in good health, you probably pay very little attention to the gentle beating of your heart. Which is a good thing, since your heart beats more than 100,000 times a day and you’d never get anything done otherwise. But you might change your attitude if you realize that the next heartbeat could very well be your last.


[image: ] Know the Signs

When characters in movies suffer a heart attack, they invariably clutch their chest before silently keeling over. While sharp chest pain is usually the first sign people recognize when they are experiencing a heart attack, there are several more subtle indicators:


	Pain that radiates from the chest to the upper back, neck, and left arm

	Dizziness or loss of consciousness

	Shortness of breath

	Nausea

	Sense of impending doom

	Erratic heartbeat



While it’s quite common for both men and women to experience those types of warning signs, the symptoms of a heart attack can be more subtle in women. They include:


	Mild chest pain and discomfort

	Stomach pain

	Sweating

	Fatigue



Regardless of your gender, you may experience all, some, or none of these symptoms, so it is important to seek medical attention immediately, even if you are not entirely certain you are suffering a heart attack.


[image: ] Get Help Now

There is a significant risk that you will lose consciousness during a heart attack, so if you are alone it is imperative that you dial 911 and alert the operator of your location as soon as possible. Once you are certain help is on the way, locate a bottle of aspirin and chew one full tablet. Chewing the medication, as opposed to swallowing it, ensures it enters the bloodstream as quickly as possible. The aspirin will help ensure that the clot causing the blockage does not get bigger.

Next, get yourself into a half-seated position on the floor with your knees bent and head and back supported with blankets or pillows. Until help arrives, try to remain calm and breathe normally. If you are able, make sure the door to your home is unlocked so that the paramedics can reach you when they arrive.


[image: ] Minimize Your Risk of a Repeat Attack

Depending on the severity of your heart attack, hospital doctors may provide you with medication or perform open-heart surgery to save your life. While your recovery time will depend on the treatment provided, most patients can return to normal activity anywhere from a few weeks to a few months later. While you may feel tired or weak after you return home, it is important that you gradually begin to move around and perform light household chores to rebuild your strength. However, heavy lifting and strenuous activity should be avoided until your doctor deems it safe.

Once you have suffered a heart attack, you are then at greater risk to experience another episode. You can help minimize that risk by:


	Eating a diet that is low in fat, cholesterol, and sodium

	Exercising regularly

	Maintaining a healthy body weight

	Reducing stress and anxiety

	Quitting smoking



Aside from helping to prevent a future heart attack, taking these steps will also help improve your general health.

There’s a Deadly Pandemic

Likelihood of Happening: Low

Ease of Prevention: Low

Is Time a Factor? No

While natural disasters like tornadoes, hurricanes, and earthquakes kill tens of thousands of people each year, none of them can hold a candle to widespread flu outbreaks like H1N1, or even deadlier diseases like cholera and tuberculosis. With death tolls in the billions, microscopic viruses are easily the most dangerous thing known to man. How can you protect yourself?


[image: ] Educate Yourself about the Disease

No two diseases are alike, and how you protect yourself in the event of an outbreak will depend heavily on the particular illness you are dealing with. While some viruses spread easily through the air, others require direct contact with the blood or other bodily fluids of an infected person.

When you hear news that a deadly virus is spreading in your area, research all the available information you can gather about how the disease spreads, what the symptoms are, how it’s treated, and what your chances of survival are should you contract it. Do not rely on hearsay and speculation, as misinformation can only make the situation more dangerous. Stick to reliable news outlets and official documents issued by medical professionals.


[image: ] Stay Up to Date on Vaccines

Modern medical science has all but eliminated many of the world’s most deadly diseases, and the single greatest contributing factor to that success has been aggressive vaccination programs. While a vaccine is not a 100 percent guarantee that you will not contract the disease, it greatly decreases your risk.

If you are traveling to or live in an area where there is an increased risk of contracting a deadly virus, make sure you are up to date on all the proper vaccines and medications to protect yourself. Many vaccines require frequent booster shots every few years, so do not assume that you are immune simply because you’ve been vaccinated in the past.


[image: ] Stockpile Supplies

Even if you never contract the disease, during a pandemic there’s a significant risk of starvation or dehydration as grocery stores and public works shut down due to widespread panic. While you are still able to safely move around outside, take the opportunity to stock up on nonperishable items like canned goods, dehydrated meals, and plenty of bottled water. Ideally you want to seek out items that do not require any cooking, as your access to gas and electricity may become limited.

Pandemics can last for months, or even years, so you will want to procure as much food as you can adequately store in your home. If the outbreak is short, you can always save your stockpile for another potential emergency. At minimum, you should have at least a two-week supply of food and water for everyone in your household.


[image: ] Stay Indoors and Get Medical Help If Needed

For any infectious disease, the best way to avoid contracting it is to avoid contact with anyone who may have contracted it. Whenever possible, remain inside your home and avoid areas with large groups of people like restaurants, movie theaters, and public transportation. If your employer allows it, consider working from home until the pandemic has subsided.

When you must go outside, wear a protective mask, gloves, and goggles to limit your risk of exposure. Even if the disease is not airborne, the mask and goggles will prevent you from touching a contaminated object and then transferring the virus to your eyes or mouth.

If you begin to exhibit symptoms, immediately call for medical assistance and follow the instructions of medical personnel regarding transportation to the hospital. They may need to send a special unit out to your location to ensure you do not infect anyone on your way to receive treatment.

I’m Attacked by Killer Bees

Likelihood of Happening: Low

Ease of Prevention: Moderate

Is Time a Factor? No

In an attempt to create a new species of bee that could produce larger volumes of honey, Brazilian geneticist and agricultural engineer Warwick E. Kerr crossbred European honeybees with African honeybees in the 1950s. In the decades since, the hyperaggressive result of his experiment—commonly known as killer bees—have made their way up through Central America and currently occupy much of the southern United States.


[image: ] Heed the Warnings

Because it is nearly impossible to tell the difference between a hive of European honeybees and Africanized bees, if you encounter any beehive, the list of things you should do is quite short:


	Leave it alone and walk away.



The list of things you shouldn’t do, however, is far more extensive:


	Touch, poke, prod, or otherwise disturb the hive

	Yell or make loud noise in the vicinity of a hive

	Spray scented perfume

	Handle or display reflective objects like jewelry

	Wear dark clothing

	Swat at or provoke the bees, even if attacked



While European honeybees are relatively docile, failing to adhere to any of these warnings when dealing with killer bees could trigger a deadly attack.


[image: ] Run Like Your Life Depends on It—Which It Does

While individual Africanized bees may be small, a hive of the insects can contain hundreds of thousands of individual bees, each outfitted with a venomous stinger. If they decide to attack, there’s no way you will be able to defend yourself against them. Your only option is to run far and run fast.

While a European honeybee will generally only pursue an intruder up to 50 yards from the hive, Africanized bees have been known to give chase for more than half a mile. If the bees begin to attack, immediately start running. If possible, try to run against the direction the wind is blowing. Your pursuers can fly at a speed of approximately 15 mph, but the wind will help to slow them down slightly.

As you flee, resist the urge to swat at the bees, as this will only serve to agitate them further. Instead, do your best to cover your face with your hands or shirt, provided it does not slow you down. Keep moving until you reach shelter or until you’ve traveled far enough that the bees are no longer pursuing you.


Water Won’t Save You

Many victims of killer bee attacks try to escape the aggressive insects by diving into lakes, pools, or rivers—a strategy that can prove successful against their European cousins. Unfortunately this strategy is ineffective, as the bees simply wait above the water and continue the onslaught when the victim resurfaces.




[image: ] Deal with the Aftermath

Once you are safely indoors, take a look at your body and determine the severity of the attack. When bees sting, they leave the stinger—as well as part of the abdomen—lodged in the skin. The stingers will continue to pump venom into your system even after they have been separated from the bee’s body, so you will want to remove them as soon as possible.

To remove the stingers, scrape an object with a thin, blunt edge like a credit card, knife, or fingernail across your skin and the stinger. This is far safer than using your fingers or tweezers, both of which could squeeze more venom into the body. Do not be alarmed by the sheer volume of stingers, as the average human can survive more than 1,000 stings.

If you worry that you might be allergic to bee stings, seek immediate medical attention. For those who are allergic even a single sting can be fatal.

My Ship Is Sinking

Likelihood of Happening: Low

Ease of Prevention: Low

Is Time a Factor? Yes

Whether you’ve spent your entire life on boats or you are just out for a short whale-watching tour, the last thing you expect is to wind up floating around the open ocean in a life raft—or worse, outside of one. While the chances that your ship will disappear beneath the waves are slim, it’s still a good idea to prepare yourself in case that happens.


[image: ] Take Charge of Your Own Safety

While the captain and crew of the ship will do their best to make sure all of the passengers make it out alive, you are ultimately responsible for your own safety. With that in mind, locate a life jacket and ensure that it is tightly fastened on your body. If you are unsure how it functions, there should be instructions printed directly on the life jacket. Once your life jacket is secured, make sure everyone else in your party is properly outfitted in their own survival equipment. This is especially important for children and the elderly.

Do not go back to your cabin to obtain any personal items, as flooding water could trap you. Instead, head to the deck of the ship and await instructions from the crew. If you are on a large cruise ship, use the stairs and avoid elevators, which could become stuck if the power goes out.


[image: ] Do As You’re Told

If you are traveling with an experienced crew, they should all have completed extensive emergency evacuation training. They know the ship better than you do, and you should listen to them if they tell you to do something—even if you disagree.

Many large cruise ships perform regular evacuation drills with passengers, so follow the procedures you’ve rehearsed if that’s the case. If you don’t already know what to do, pay close attention to the crew and follow the crowd when you’re directed to make a move.


[image: ] Get to a Life Boat

A lifeboat offers you the best chance for survival, as it will keep you out of the water and may also contain food and water to keep you alive should you be out on the open water for an extended period of time. If possible, you will want to get into a lifeboat on the deck, before the lifeboat is lowered into the water. This will prevent you from getting wet, and greatly reduce your risk of hypothermia.

If a lifeboat isn’t available, find a life preserver or other flotation device to throw out into the water ahead of you. Stay on the ship as long as possible before jumping, and be careful not to leap on top of other passengers or onto any floating debris. Once you are in the water, look for lifeboats or large debris that might support your weight to get yourself out of the water and reduce the risk of hypothermia.


You Don’t Need to Be Freezing to Be Hypothermic

Your body cools much faster in water than it does in air, so the risk of hypothermia is much greater if you are submerged in water or you are unable to dry off once you’re out of it. Death can occur in as little as an hour when submerged in 50°F water, and cases of hypothermia have been reported in water as warm as 81°F.




[image: ] Avoid the Sun and Don’t Drink Seawater

Whether you are in the relative safety of a lifeboat or floating on top of a dresser in the open ocean, it’s important to keep reminding yourself that help is on the way and you will be rescued soon.

If you are at sea for several days, do your best to protect yourself from the harmful rays of the sun, and under no circumstances should you attempt to drink seawater. While it may quench your thirst in the short term, it will ultimately lead to dehydration and eventually death. Instead, ration any food and water you may have with you to give yourself the best chance possible to survive until help arrives.

I Can’t Find My Child

Likelihood of Happening: Moderate

Ease of Prevention: Moderate

Is Time a Factor? Yes

Most young animals have a natural instinct to remain close to their parents. Human children, on the other hand, seem to have an innate compulsion to wander off in search of danger. As most seasoned parents will tell you when your first child learns to walk, it’s not a matter of if you’ll lose track of your kid, it’s when.


[image: ] Stay Calm and Search Nearby

It can be easy to assume the worst when you turn around and discover your child isn’t behind you, but there’s a good chance he has not gone far at all. If you take a moment to calmly look around, you may just find your child has begun following the wrong person or has stopped to admire something along your path.

As you look around, call out your child’s name in a calm, even tone. If you sound panicked or upset, your child may think you are angry and be reluctant to come out. If your child is prone to spontaneous games of hide and seek, pay special attention to large objects he might use to hide behind or inside.


[image: ] Alert Security

If you are in a shopping center, theme park, or any other contained location, your first step to being reunited with your child is to alert security that your child is missing. If you were walking in the street or at a playground, immediately call the police and wait for an officer to arrive. Be prepared to provide a detailed description of what your child was wearing, as well as a recent photo, if you have one available.

Whether the search is being conducted by a private security team or a police officer, do your best not to interfere. You should offer any help they may need and be prepared to answer any questions they might have about your child, but do not attempt to take over the search. It may be difficult to stand idly by, but rest assured that everything possible is being done to find your child.


[image: ] Stay in One Place

If you have already designated a meeting place with your child where he should go if you get separated, then head straight there and wait. If you do not have a predetermined spot, then head back to the last place you remember seeing your child and don’t venture too far from that area.

Make sure you give the search team your cell phone number and let them know where you’ll be waiting. That way, they can contact you the moment they locate your child.


Stranger Danger Is Exaggerated

The most recent study conducted by the U.S. Department of Justice found that only 115 of the 797,500 children abducted in a one-year period were taken by a complete stranger.




[image: ] Make a Plan for Next Time

Once you are reunited with your child, take steps to ensure you are both better prepared if you become separated again.

Whenever you go to a new place, designate an easily recognizable area as the “meetup spot” where your child should go if he gets lost. Instruct your child to only seek out police officers or store employees for help, and consider purchasing a cell phone or walkie-talkie to give to your child so he can easily communicate with you if you get separated.

Before you leave the house, take a picture of your child so you have an up-to-date photo. While this may seem excessive, security personnel will have a much easier time identifying him in a crowd if they have a picture of the clothes your child is wearing.

A Volcano Is about to Erupt

Likelihood of Happening: Low

Ease of Prevention: Low

Is Time a Factor? Yes

The earth is home to approximately 1,500 active volcanoes, and that doesn’t even include the vast network of hydrothermal vents—underwater volcanoes that spew superheated water on the ocean floor. Of those active volcanoes, roughly 500 have experienced at least one eruption in modern history. While many eruptions are relatively small, more significant blasts can send deadly gases shooting into the atmosphere and level entire cities in a matter of hours.


[image: ] Have an Exit Strategy

If you live near (or are vacationing in the vicinity of) an active volcano, you should always keep a hazard-zone map as well as proper evacuation procedures with you at all times. These will provide you with detailed evacuation routes, likely lava flow paths, and other valuable information in the event of an eruption.

Determine whether your home, office, or hotel is located in a danger zone, and plan out multiple options for traveling from your most frequented locations to a safer area. Even if you do not believe you will be in immediate danger, it is still important to plan an escape route in case the lava follows an unexpected path.


[image: ] Stock Up on Essentials

Similar to many other natural disasters, volcano eruptions have the ability to knock out power and other utilities for several days, or even weeks. With that in mind, it’s important to have at least a few days’ worth of food, water, and toiletries in your home that you can grab at a moment’s notice should you need to evacuate.

You should also have a few items unique to a volcano eruption, including a gas mask, goggles, and long-sleeved shirts and pants to protect your skin. You’ll want to make sure to have any medications you may need, as well as a small first-aid kit and a battery-powered radio.


[image: ] Listen for Sirens and Stay Tuned to the Radio

Any region prone to volcanic activity will have a network of warning sirens set up throughout the area to alert residents of an impending eruption. If you hear them, immediately turn on your radio or television to determine if you are located in a danger zone and need to evacuate. Most likely, however, you will be advised to remain calm and stay indoors.

Close all doors and windows to protect your home from hot ash and harmful gases. If there’s no immediate threat, move your cars into the garage to keep them operable in case you need to evacuate suddenly.


America’s Hidden Supervolcano

Wyoming’s Yellowstone National Park rests on a magma field estimated to be 50 miles long and 12 miles wide. The last major eruption occurred approximately 640,000 years ago, and scientists speculate that the next one could be 1,000 times more devastating than that of Mount St. Helens in 1980.




[image: ] Get to Higher Ground

Lava tends to flow through low valleys. So if you are stranded outside with no hope of finding shelter, your best bet is to get as high as possible. Due to the danger posed by flying rocks and debris, you will want to try to select a location that also provides you some cover in the form of trees or large rocks you can hide behind. If there is no cover available, crouch down on the ground, turn your back to the volcano, and cover your head with your arms. Once the immediate threat has passed, make your way to shelter as soon as possible to protect yourself from secondary dangers like hot ash and poisonous gases.

I’m Outside During a Flash Flood

Likelihood of Happening: Moderate

Ease of Prevention: Moderate

Is Time a Factor? Yes

Flash floods often occur during or following periods of heavy rain, but they can strike quickly and without warning. While the safest place to be is in the upper floors of a tall building, you may not have that option if you are caught out in the open during a flood. Although a sudden flood can prove lethal, there are steps you can take to ensure you make it out alive.


[image: ] Abandon Your Vehicle

Rising water levels are always dangerous, but the risk of drowning increases exponentially if you are trapped inside a vehicle. The average car can be swept away in as little as two feet of water, so it is imperative that you exit your vehicle as soon as possible. If you wait too long, the pressure differential between the air inside your car and the water pressing against it may also make it difficult to open your doors and escape.

Once outside, slowly walk away from the car with your feet positioned so that you face the direction the current is flowing in. This will allow you to use your legs to cushion yourself if the current sweeps you into any large objects. Next, gradually shuffle yourself away from the path of the water in a diagonal line, one step at a time. As you go, do your best to avoid ingesting any floodwater, which may be contaminated with harmful bacteria.


Water versus Wind

Water traveling at a speed of just 10 mph exerts pressures comparable to wind moving at 270 mph. Even relatively slow floods are still capable of moving large boulders, cars, and other heavy debris.




[image: ] Head for Higher Ground

Now that you have removed yourself from immediate danger, it’s time to make your way to a temporary shelter. While it may be tempting to return home, this may not be the safest location if your home is located in a valley or is already surrounded by water. Instead, your goal should be to find a location that is as high in elevation as possible.
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