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Introduction
Before the dead stood up, I lectured about supply and demand from behind a polished
desk. I drew neat curves, told cleaner stories, and dismissed the mess of life as “noise
around the model.” When the radios sputtered out and the trucks stopped coming,
that noise became the only signal that mattered. Prices didn’t just rise or fall; they
disappeared. A dozen eggs and a pound of flour were worth whatever two frightened
strangers could agree upon while keeping one eye on the tree line. You learn fast
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when your dinner depends on marginal thinking.

This book is a manual stitched to a story—a patchwork, like the market we built. I
write it for the people still counting costs without coins, penciling debts on scrap
plywood, trading bread for batteries by the glow of a cookfire. I write it, too, for the
future archaeologists of our time, who will dig up our tokens and think them crude.
Look closer: each dent and nick is a lesson in what money really is—memory, trust,
and the promise that tomorrow will arrive.

When we first gathered in the empty depot, we had goods but no language to
exchange them. Barter is a blunt tongue. It says, “You have shoes; I have fish,” and
then it argues about the weather. The first innovation was not a shiny token but a
schedule and a place: market day at noon, under the whistle that would never blow
again. Reducing the cost of finding each other—what my old lecture slides called
search frictions—created surplus before we ever struck a deal. The second innovation
was a ledger: chalk lines on a door, a communal memory that traveled farther than
any of us could run.

Trust followed, not as an act of faith but as a system. We made credit as carefully as
we made soup: a little at a time, with ingredients measured by reputation. Deliver on
Tuesday, get scrip on Wednesday, redeem next week in salt, wick, or grain. Default,
and you were not jailed—we had no jails—but you were priced. Your offers drew fewer
eyes; your bids met more silence. Exclusion can be a cruel teacher, yet it taught well.
Repeated games—the economists’ phrase for “we will still see each other
tomorrow”—knitted strangers into neighbors without a single badge or title.

Security was our costliest public good. Bandits taxed without representation, and the
dead ignored contracts altogether. We learned that safety doesn’t come free or
evenly: a watch at the gate, a lantern atop the grain tower, a night’s worth of quiet
bought with someone’s sleep. We tried volunteers, then rotations, and finally dues. We
did not call it taxation at first; we called it “keeping the gate hinged.” Names aside, we
found what every town before us discovered: when benefits are shared and costs are
not, free riders multiply faster than beans in a damp sack. Our solution was simple and
local—account for what is consumed together, and charge together.

We experimented with money because stories alone could not clear our markets.
Chickens clucked too loudly to be a unit of account. Cans of beans were durable but
indivisible. Bottles broke, and promises, when unbacked, shattered even easier. We
minted tokens from brass doorplates and carved notches into bone; we pegged our
scrip to labor hours and to sacks of salt; we argued late into the night about
convertibility, reserves, and how to stop inflation when someone found a forgotten
pantry. Each failure taught us what every textbook hides behind a tidy definition: a
good currency is a truce between what we have and what we hope to make.
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Specialization returned not as a luxury but as a survival strategy. The baker who once
feared numbers learned comparative advantage by feel: a morning kneading dough
created more warmth for the town than an afternoon patching boots badly. The
carpenter bartered for a broken radio and rebuilt it into a dynamo, turning gossip into
electricity. As tasks deepened, output rose; as output rose, appetites grew for more
tasks still. A flywheel of production spun in a place that had no grid, no bank, and no
patience for abstract laws. We thought we were inventing something new; we were
remembering something old.

Throughout this book, you will meet the market not as a place but as a
character—stubborn, adaptive, sometimes cruel, and often generous. You will see how
prices reappeared first as whispers, then as chalk, then as tokens that clinked
convincingly enough to soothe a sleepless night. You will watch a community decide
who stands watch, who mends, who plants, who risks the road, and how the risks are
paid for. You will count costs that never show up on any bill: the courage to open a
stall, the grief priced into a loaf, the insurance policy written in the handwriting of a
friend.

If you came for certainty, you will not find it here. But if you came for a
method—observe, test small, fail gently, share the surplus—you will leave with your
pockets heavier than when you arrived. The chapters ahead are case studies in
making do and making markets, in drawing curves with calloused hands. They will not
teach you how to banish scarcity or silence the dead. They will show you how to turn
scarcity into signals, signals into choices, and choices into a life worth defending.

In time, we learned that money is not the point; it is the path. The point is
coordination—of hands, hopes, and hazards—so that tomorrow’s work has somewhere
safe to sleep. Markets do not save us. People do, by meeting at noon and keeping
their promises when the sun goes down. If you can hold to that, even when the wind
bites and the world moans beyond the fence, you will discover the only currency that
never debases: a community that believes in its own tomorrow.

CHAPTER ONE: The Day Prices Died
The supermarket still hummed, a ghost of its former self, when I first understood. Not
the hum of refrigeration, which had died days ago along with the power grid, but the
hum of human indecision. It was the third day after the broadcasts stopped, the fifth
since the first shamblers appeared on Main Street. Inside the cavernous store, a man
held a pristine can of imported sardines in one hand and a battered, half-empty bottle
of prescription antibiotics in the other. He looked at me, then at the empty checkout
lanes, then at the woman across the aisle cradling a baby and a bag of instant
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formula.

“What’s… what’s this worth?” he mumbled, gesturing between the sardines and the
pills.

I was an economist, or had been, until “supply chain disruption” became “no more
supplies, ever.” My expertise was in abstract models of utility and exchange, not the
raw, desperate haggling over life and death. But even then, the answer was obvious:
whatever someone was willing to trade for it. The sardines, once a gourmet indulgence
at five dollars a tin, were now a protein source. The antibiotics, once a cheap
prescription, were now a lifeline. Their relative values had inverted, violently, without
a single market signal. The price, the invisible hand’s subtle whisper, had been
silenced by a scream.

This wasn't inflation, where too much money chased too few goods. This was the
sudden, total collapse of the medium of exchange. Money, in the form of dollar bills or
bank balances, still existed, technically. But no one wanted it. You couldn’t eat it, drink
it, or fight off a lurker with it. Its utility, its very reason for being, had vanished. The
concept of a universal equivalent, a common measure of value, had evaporated like
morning dew.

The woman with the baby chimed in, her voice thin. “I have a roll of toilet paper, still
wrapped. For the formula. Or… for the pills.”

A roll of toilet paper. Once pennies, now potentially priceless to someone desperate
for sanitation. The man with the antibiotics frowned. The formula was good, but the
baby looked healthy enough for now. The toilet paper was tempting. A luxury, but a
vital one in a world without plumbing.

This was the first true market I witnessed after the collapse. It wasn’t on Wall Street; it
was in Aisle 7, between discarded bags of chips and a tipped-over display of canned
peaches. The "goods" were whatever happened to be scavenged, the "prices" were
determined by immediate, visceral need, and the "currency" was anything that could
prevent suffering or extend life for another day. It was chaotic, inefficient, and utterly
fascinating from a purely academic standpoint, if I could detach myself from the
existential dread.

I watched, mesmerized, as a micro-economy sputtered into being. The man decided
against the formula, opting for the toilet paper, which he bartered for the entire bottle
of antibiotics. The woman, now without formula, looked around frantically. Someone
else, an older woman who had been quietly stocking a trolley with canned goods,
offered a single can of evaporated milk for the formula. A trade was made. The sardine
man, still holding his tin, looked bewildered. He had a valuable commodity, but no
immediate need for anything the others possessed. His sardine capital was illiquid.
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This problem, the "double coincidence of wants," is what every economics student
learns is the fundamental barrier to pure barter. I want your fish, but you don't want
my shoes. So, no trade. Money solves this. It acts as a universal want, a temporary
store of value. But with money gone, we were back to square one, or rather, square
negative one, given the existential threats.

Over the next few days, I saw this play out again and again. Our small town, like so
many others, became a collection of isolated islands of goods. People hoarded what
they had. Trust plummeted. Every interaction was a zero-sum game, a desperate
attempt to acquire without giving up too much. The old social contracts, implicit in
every transaction, were shredded.

I remembered a lecture about hyperinflation in Weimar Germany, where people
burned banknotes for warmth because they were cheaper than wood. Here, it was the
opposite: money was worthless not because there was too much of it, but because it
had no purchasing power. It was inert paper, a relic of a vanished age. The nominal
value was irrelevant; the real value was zero.

We huddled in the old train depot, a collection of survivors who had found each other
through desperate word-of-mouth. There were farmers, mechanics, nurses, teachers,
and a few of us white-collar types who suddenly found our skills utterly useless. My
ability to explain the Phillips Curve meant precisely nothing when someone needed a
splint.

One evening, a grizzled old farmer named Silas, who had lost his entire family to the
initial chaos, brought in a sack of potatoes. He was looking for, he said, "anything
useful." He specifically wanted batteries for a small, crank-powered radio he'd
salvaged. No one had batteries to spare. A young woman, a former librarian named
Chloe, offered him a worn copy of Moby Dick. Silas just grunted. "Can't eat a book,
girl." Chloe looked defeated.

This was a community without a market. We had resources, however scarce, but no
efficient way to allocate them. Everyone was a producer and a consumer, but no one
was an effective trader. The informational role of prices—telling us what was
abundant, what was scarce, what was desired—had vanished. Instead, we had
whispers, rumors, and increasingly, outright theft.

I remembered teaching about the "market for lemons," George Akerlof's Nobel-
winning paper on information asymmetry. When buyers can't distinguish good
products from bad, prices fall, and good products are driven out of the market. Here,
the problem wasn't just imperfect information; it was the complete lack of a common
language of value. Was my can of peaches better than your can of beans? Maybe. But
how much better? Without a benchmark, it was a shouting match.
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Our initial solution was simple: pooling. We tossed whatever we had into a central pile
in the depot. Food, blankets, tools, medical supplies. It was a communal larder, an
attempt to bypass the messy business of exchange altogether. This worked, for a
while, driven by the immediate shared threat and the desperate need for basic
survival. We were a commune, of sorts, by necessity.

But even then, subtle economic forces were at play. Who contributed more? Who
consumed more? The person who scavenged for hours in dangerous territory might
feel resentful if someone else, too timid or injured to leave the depot, ate the same
share. The person who found a working generator felt their contribution was greater
than someone who only found a few cans of soup. This wasn't malice; it was basic
human psychology and a natural sense of fairness, distorted by extreme scarcity.

The free-rider problem, a concept I used to illustrate with public parks, became
terrifyingly real. Why risk your life scavenging if you could get the same share from
someone else's efforts? Why mend a broken tool if someone else would do it and you'd
still get to use it? Without individual incentives, the common pool began to dwindle.

I saw the exhaustion in people's eyes, the growing resentment. The initial surge of
cooperative spirit, born of shock, was fading. We needed something more robust,
something that could acknowledge individual effort and scarcity, something that could
provide a pathway for trade beyond mere desperate pooling. We needed a market,
even if we didn't have money. We needed to put a price on things again, not in dollars,
but in something equally understandable.

One morning, a week into our communal experiment, I saw two men almost come to
blows over a single lantern. One had found it, the other claimed he needed it more for
night watch. Both were right, in their own minds. It was at that moment I realized
pooling was not sustainable. It bred conflict rather than resolving it. We needed a
system to decide who got what, and why. We needed a way to value things, beyond
mere possession.

“We need a day,” I said, my voice echoing in the empty depot, interrupting the
argument. Everyone turned to look at me, the quiet academic. “A day for trading.
Everyone brings what they have, and we find out what it’s worth.”

A few skeptical glances. “Worth what?” Silas grunted. “More dead than alive out there,
and you’re talking worth?”

“Worth something,” I insisted. “Worth what someone else needs. Worth what you need
from them.” I didn’t know it then, but I was proposing the first step toward reducing
search costs. I was proposing the first, crude iteration of a marketplace. We didn’t
have a currency, but we could create a place and a time for exchange. That, I hoped,
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was a start. That was the day we began to sew the first patches of our economic
manual.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.
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