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To Jason.

 

To Lara.

 

And to everyone 
who is facing down the horde.




Heroes non nascuntur, in angustum locum deprehendentur.

 

Heroes aren’t born, they’re cornered.

 

—T. ABRAM COX




Zom•bie Eco•nom•ics

 

Noun

1. The theory that every skill needed to survive a financial downturn mirrors a skill needed to survive the zombie apocalypse.
2. A stripped-down, no-nonsense approach to financial survival.




A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS

This book is not Secrets to Getting Rich Buying Real Estate, or Seven Steps to Winning Big in the Stock Market, or Commemorative Coins: Your Gateway to Financial Freedom. Readers desiring such “solutions” are advised to return this book to its place on the shelf, and perhaps purchase some lottery tickets instead.




PROLOGUE

NO ONE IS COMING TO SAVE YOU

AN INTRODUCTION TO ZOMBIE ECONOMICS

It’s out there.

On the other side of every door and window, there’s a mass of biting, squirming death waiting to pour itself into the house. Day after day, night after night, the clawing and scraping and sickly wet gumming of undead mouths fills the air.

The house is ringed by zombies, and the swarm keeps growing, like flies on wet garbage—too many to fight, too thick to flee.

The moaning is the worst part. It never stops; it just gets louder and louder and attracts more and more zombies.

Little by little, the people inside the house are going insane. From fear, from worry, from the realization that there is no escape.

No one in the house can sleep without screaming, so now, no one sleeps at all.

Instead, they start to count things: the number of potato chip crumbs left inside a bag; the number of water bottles that haven’t been drained, cut open, and licked dry; the number of people in a house that seems smaller and more defenseless by the moment.

And the moaning outside keeps getting louder, and the sirens—from somewhere—are blaring, more out of habit than anything else. It’s been a long time since there was good news—or any news, for that matter. It’s hard to tell if the TV is on some kind of loop, or if there’s just nothing to report.

Televisions still work, at least—someone, somewhere decided that gods be damned, there would be entertainment until the very end. As humanity smokes and burns and finds itself taken little by little into the mouths of the undead, there will be six thousand channels of nerve-racking nothingness—always the same: “Citizens  are advised to monitor this station for updates, and the president has given his assurance that every conceivable measure has been taken to remedy this situation.”

Which is the same as yesterday’s news. And the day before that, stretching back as far as anyone can recall.

Eventually—tomorrow, perhaps, or next week, or maybe later tonight—the front door, held back by scraps of lumber and whatever nails could be found in the basement, begins to give way. Voices scream for someone to get more nails! Get more nails! But there are no more nails. And even if there were, there’s no one left to pound them; every shoulder is pressed against the door, holding back a rising tide of the undead, watching as claws come around the edges—filthy, blood-caked hands grasping and scratching. It takes every ounce of strength to keep the door propped up for a few long minutes, and then, there is a flooding sound, like a million noxious sighs all released at once.

And the house is filled.

Gunshots, screams, and gurgled, gnashing gibberish pierce the din . . . then vanish. And what remains are moans, and the sounds of dirty, shuffling feet.

Another home, another family, another future . . . lost.

This will not happen to you.

 

You will not allow it.

 

You will survive.








What Is a Zombie Economy? 

A Zombie Economy is any financial situation that puts your stability and future in jeopardy. This doesn’t necessarily mean a national recession or a collapse of world banking markets (though such things can certainly have consequences for billions of people). A Zombie Economy can be triggered by something as basic as job loss, or by an increase in living costs. It can come from a massive amount of credit card debt or other outstanding loans . . . or it can simply be a series of terrible, unrelated events that combine to destroy your peace of mind. All of these are personal recessions and depressions. They are your reality, regardless of how well (or how poorly) things seem to be going in the outside world.

A Zombie Economy can have serious (and sometimes long-term) effects: repossession of your car or other belongings, eviction (or the loss of your home), the inability to pay for college, severely damaged credit, and bankruptcy . . . just to list a few. The repercussions can last for years, even decades.

A Zombie Economy is infectious, contaminating and threatening everything it touches. And, like any infection, it can reach a critical mass, accelerating beyond control. What begins in a single home—or industry, or country—can spread, forming a chain of sickness that endangers thousands . . . or millions.

No one is immune.

A college graduate, saddled with student loans and looking for work, encounters a hiring freeze in her industry; behind on rent and car payments, she finds herself looking for any job available, no matter what it pays.

Married less than a year, a young couple find themselves increasingly  arguing about money. As their credit card debt passes $10,000, each accuses the other of overspending, and they begin to consider bankruptcy.

When a traffic accident totals his car and leaves both arms fractured, a freelance carpenter must face three months of unpaid recuperation—along with staggering medical bills and loss of transportation.

In a Zombie Economy, there is a self-perpetuating sense of doom—the feeling that there is no solution; that the sickness is unstoppable and the predator unkillable; the fear that even those in command have little idea how to fix things.

Whatever the size of the outbreak, you must protect your personal economy.1 You must confront signs of possible danger before they can do you harm. Do not wait for the infection to announce itself in horrifying, catastrophic ways. Learn to defend yourself in advance—learn to protect your money and your future from the Zombie Economy.

This is not the time to put your faith in others. This is your survival at stake, and you must make it happen.

No one is coming to save you.

You must save yourself.

 

 

IN THE FOLLOWING pages, you will make decisions. You will decide who—and what—to leave behind to ensure your own survival. These decisions will be financial, but may carry emotional consequences. You must think past these challenges and see the larger picture. Think of your own well-being and that of your loved ones and stand by the choices you make, whatever stress or discomfort they may cause. Any such pain is short-term; the end result of doing nothing, however, is ruin—perhaps permanent ruin. A Zombie Economy is dangerous, and, just like the flesh-and-blood variety, it doesn’t care who it destroys.

Fortunately, you are already armed with a wealth of knowledge for surviving these situations . . . whether you know it or not. This book will help you see your financial issues in terms you will instantly recognize.

Every skill required to survive an economic disaster mirrors a skill required to survive the zombie apocalypse.

Remember that fact at all times, because in your darkest moments, when things seem bleakest, you need to know that there is a way out. There are things you can do.

Starting now. Starting today.

You will prepare.

You will persevere.

You will adapt.

You will survive.

 

 

THROUGHOUT ZOMBIE ECONOMICS, you will see three recurring icons, each of which indicates a specific kind of information:[image: 003]

THE BIOHAZARD ICON alerts you to areas of particular danger—situations or actions that pose a greater-than-average threat to your financial stability.
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THE HEADSHOT ICON draws your attention to tips, tricks, or strategies—ways to make the most of your finances and to efficiently protect and grow your money.

[image: 005]

THE BRAIN FOOD ICON highlights statistics, ideas, analogies, or other information that can aid your understanding and implementation of Zombie Economics.








CHAPTER ONE

THE ZOMBIE ON THE BACK PORCH

WHY OPENING THAT PILE OF BILLS WILL SAVE YOUR LIFE

There are zombies in your backyard; of this, you are absolutely sure. The shuffling and the slow scraping sounds are a dead giveaway.

Or an undead giveaway, your brain replies.

But how many zombies? That’s a different question altogether. For all you know, there could be an army of undead creatures gathering outside your house, waiting to pull out your insides like a horrible magic trick.

There’s a dull bump, followed by an uneven rasping noise—like someone slowly sandpapering the walls.

Could be the wind, you think to yourself.

Or it could be Santa Claus, your brain says. Or . . . it could be all those zombies who ate the neighbors.

 

 

You’re afraid to look through the door’s little window for fear of what might be looking back at you. Instead, you pace, and wait, and wonder what might happen if you just never opened that door again.

You’ve got food (for now), and power (at the moment), and some semblance of protection (you think/pray/hope). The urge to hide upstairs—to get as many doors as possible between you and whatever’s waiting outside—is almost overwhelming. Just for a day or so, you tell yourself, just until things calm down—so I can get a plan together.

You know other people are thinking this way. Hide. Cower. Retreat. Delay. Just for a while.

And you know how all of those people will die. Screaming, running  from room to room, still cowering, still retreating. Crazed from hunger and thirst, weakened from days and months of doing nothing, their last weeks on earth spent hiding in a darkened closet, slowly going mad from worry and despair.

No, you decide. Whatever might happen, you will not stand idly by; you will not be a passive spectator to your own horrible demise.

As if waking from a deep, unpleasant dream, you straighten up, inhale, and pull the pistol from your belt.

You walk toward the back door—toward the noise.



This is the shortest chapter in Zombie Economics, but it’s also the most important. It is the key tenet of surviving the Zombie Economy.

You must open and assess your bills.

Now.

Every one of your bills is a zombie. Every debt, every loan, and every missed payment—they’re ghouls, and left alone, they will attract more of their kind. Final notices bring late fees, late fees bring collections, collections bring judgments, and those judgments will destroy your credit, your safety net, and your future.

Equally bad will be the toll on your state of mind. As long as those bills accumulate, stuffed into drawers and stacked into teetering piles of unopened envelopes, your sense of doom and utter hopelessness will only get worse.

Unless you kill them. One by one. Zombie by zombie. Bill by bill.

We don’t mean “now” as in “later.” We mean “now” as in Now. Right Now. This moment.

There is no time to waste. Every moment those envelopes sit unopened is a moment that drains you of your strength and hope. It’s a moment that makes the zombies stronger and makes you weaker.

You will not allow this.

You will fight. And you will do it Now.

[image: 006]

THE VERY FIRST STEPS

1. Turn off the television. Turn off the radio. Turn off the phone, the computer, and anything else that makes noise.
2. Set aside a small work space. This should be no bigger than a few square feet and absolutely free of anything else. No decorations, no clutter, no stapler. Do not buy a desk. If you don’t have a small table, empty out one whole shelf of a bookcase. This is where you will place financial items you are currently using. (Older and/or resolved paperwork, statements, records, etc., should be filed separately.)
3. Open everything—every last piece of mail. Junk, letters, bills, mystery envelopes from Tulsa—all of it.
4. Sort all of the mail into three different categories: junk mail; bills separated by company; personal.
5. Destroy the credit card offers and the junk mail. These are one and the same. Use a shredder if you have one. If you don’t have a shredder, you are forbidden to buy one. You’ll get one later, as a reward for strong, zombie-killing behavior. Instead, cut up the junk mail and credit card offers. Tiny pieces are best.
6. Place any personal correspondence in a location removed from everything else, such as your night-stand. Remember: This work area is for economic issues only.
7. Take each company’s bills and find the most recent for that account. Keep this one, and destroy the others. This will help to avoid confusion, and will ensure that you’re dealing with the full amount owed.
8. Set aside the bills dealing with absolute necessities. These are items that allow you to live.  Think shelter, food, light, water. Think rent, utilities, groceries.2 
9. Pay the “absolute necessities” bills now. And by “now,” we mean even if it’s two o’clock on a Sunday morning. If possible, pay online. Otherwise, write the check, sign the check, seal the envelope, stamp the envelope, and tape it to the front door. (No stamps? You are to go to the nearest open store, buy stamps—three dozen, at least—and proceed with the mailing.)
10. We’ll wait.


Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam—just like that, you have fewer zombies to deal with, at least for the next thirty days.

Just as important, you’ve turned your decision to survive into action. You’re no longer just mouthing it, using vague phrases like “I want to save money” or “I’d like to get caught up on my bills”—you’ve actually done something. A crucial step, and one that inevitably leads to the next, and the next, and the next.

You’ve killed the zombies on the porch.

As the final zombie hits the ground, at last made immobile by a shot to the back of its head, you start to wonder, How did they get into the backyard? Zombies can’t climb—why didn’t the fence keep them out?

Heart racing, drenched in sweat, standing in the yard with a nearly empty gun, you scan the perimeter, looking for a hole in the fence. Your eyes stop on the gate . . . which is wide open.

As you secure the swinging metal door, you think, Gotta weld this shut.

If only you knew how to weld, your brain replies.

Back inside the house, you slump against a wall. You could sleep for a month. For a year. Forever.

You really ought to do something about that gate, though. You peer at it through one of the bedroom windows.

Windows.

Recoiling, you walk from the bedroom and, standing in the main hallway, turn in a slow circle. You see glass in every direction.

There are windows everywhere.

In the doors, in the walls—every section of the house. Little see-through panes of highly breakable nothing. Your house is covered with them.

And the gate isn’t fixed.

Your heart starts pounding.





CHAPTER TWO

FIND ALL THE WEAPONS; BLOCK ALL THE WINDOWS

KNOW YOUR TRUE INCOME . . . AND WHERE IT ACTUALLY GOES

You take a quick survey of the house’s contents. You’ll be boarding up your windows and doors using whatever you can find lying around. There’s no way you’re leaving your house until those openings are secured; besides, the nearby stores and lumber yards are probably picked clean—or overrun—by now.

Aware of your rising fatigue, you leave nothing to chance. Clutching a few sheets of paper and a thick, black marker, you walk from room to room, listing each area’s weak points. Windows, doors, a window-mounted air conditioner—any place that might allow for easy entry by ghouls (or other humans, for that matter; crises tend to bring out the worst in certain sections of humanity). You double-check your list, knowing that any mistakes might have disastrous consequences later.

Once your tally is complete, you lay out the sheets of paper on the kitchen table.

You have a finite number of supplies: wood, nails, tools—everything must be cobbled together from what is on hand. There’s not nearly enough, so you must prioritize.

Windows first, you think, they’re easily breakable.

You’ve got a lot of windows, your brain says.

Those closest to the ground, you decide. Zombies can’t climb, so anything above ground level can be done later.

Next, that window-mounted air conditioner. You’ll hate to lose it, especially since the power is still sporadically working, and God knows how long you’ll be stuck here, but that’s just a glorified hole in the wall. One, two, three pushes, and that box will fall inward, you think, and after it will come a river of zombies . . . and that, as they say, will be that. It’s gotta go.

Doors. Front door, back door. Can’t board those up, either of them. You’ll have to leave for supplies eventually, and if something does make it through one of the doors, you’ll need the other one to get out. You’ll brace them, at least. You won’t stack anything in front—no sense trapping yourself—but you’ll wedge a chair underneath the handle; you can toss it aside if you have to flee. The door hinges are another weak spot, you think, and you make a note to drill deeper screws into the frame when you have a chance.

You take a breath, review your list, and set forth with your hammer—and your pistol.



In a Zombie Economy, you can easily feel overwhelmed. Stress, confusion, and the constant blaring of the media can conspire to strip you of your confidence and motivation. But you cannot afford this indulgence.

To survive, you must focus and prepare. You want a fortress. But first you must check the walls already in place. This means taking stock of your strengths and, even more important, your weaknesses. You must be aware of your personal situation. That means assessing your real income and your real expenditures.

[image: 007]

You probably don’t make what you think, and you probably spend more than you know. These two pieces of misinformation can cripple your finances if not addressed.



This is also a time to discover what you really owe. Viewed as a whole, your debt may seem insurmountable, but when taken piece by piece, bill by bill, it becomes a problem to solve—and you’ll discover that you can solve it.

You will also be amazed at the ease with which you can cut your expenses. Trimming, reducing, and, in many cases, eliminating these financial “weak spots” will be far easier than you ever imagined, but only when you start taking an honest, uncompromising look at your own financial house.

There are decisions to make, and the first one will be made right now: you must set aside the time to make this chapter work. That means reclaiming valuable hours from the television, the Internet,  and whatever else might keep you in a state of fear-stricken inaction—your head full of anxiety and stress, with no end in sight and no remedy at hand. The remedy is within reach, but only if you pursue it seriously.

Take a moment, make the decision to live, and turn the page.

 

 

This chapter is about identifying your surroundings, your resources, and your weak spots. You must know every nook, cranny, and cubbyhole; any place that might pose a threat . . . or serve as sanctuary. Only then can you begin securing your financial house.

You will accomplish this in three steps:ONE: Identify your actual income.

TWO: Determine if you are overpaying the government in every paycheck.

THREE: Learn how you really spend your money—and where you can stop the leaks.





To survive a Zombie Economy, you must know every aspect of your own financial situation—your assets and your limitations.

That starts with determining your actual take-home income. Most of us think we know how much we make, but the difference between that figure and reality can be surprising . . . even shocking. Start now, with the worksheet on the next page.




STEP 1: Identifying your actual income 

WORKHEET #1: YOUR ACTUAL, PRIMARY INCOME

1. FIRST

Write the dates and amounts of your last six paychecks.

If you earn the same amount with every paycheck, skip to “3. NEXT” and write down that amount as the average.

[image: 008]

Not sure about the amounts? Check your bank records or ask your employer. If there is a Human Resources department or website, that is the first place to check. If not, contact your company’s business office.

Note: If you are self-employed, estimate the amount that you were paid by clients for each of the past six months (or as close to six months as possible). You can calculate this figure using your bank account and check deposits.

If you earn money from tips, see Worksheet #2.

 

2. NEXT

Determine your Average Paycheck. It’s simple math, laid out simply . . . so there are no excuses for skipping this.

[image: 009]

3. NEXT

Determine your Average Monthly Income—what you actually take home in a typical month. Fill out the one line below that applies to you.

 

If you’re paid once a month:[image: 010]



If you’re paid twice a month:3

[image: 011]

If you’re paid every week:[image: 012]



4. NEXT

Does the result (your Average Monthly Income) seem correct to you? If not, check your math. Then double-check your math. If the figure remains the same, you must accept that this is what you make for one month’s work.

 

THE END

Monthly Paychecks, on average = _________________________________

Put circled figure from #3 here and circle it again.

 

NOW, go to Worksheet #3, unless you also make money from tips.



WORKSHEET #2: WHAT YOU REALLY MAKE IN TIPS

Tips are like air ducts: out of sight, but a very real factor in your home’s safety. To obtain a truly complete picture of your structure’s preparedness, you must take such seemingly small variables into account.

This slice of income can be maddeningly difficult to quantify, but chaotic times call for redoubled effort, and this area of your income is no exception. Remember: Vigilance in all areas is necessary if you are to outlast the undead menace.

 

1. FIRST

Fill out this form over the next two weeks. (Hint: Repeat this often. Tip income changes frequently.)
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2. NEXT

Figure out your monthly tip average.
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THE END

Monthly Tips (avg.) = ____________________________________________

Write that figure again. [CIRCLE AMOUNT]

 

HINT: You should keep track of your tips regularly—at least every other month. They can fluctuate wildly due to circumstances beyond your control. It’s also worth asking: Is any one factor affecting your tips (a particular shift, particular route, or a particular section)? If so, can you replicate these high-tipping conditions as much as possible? See ZombieEconomics.com for a chart that makes tracking tip conditions easier.



WORKSHEET #3: OTHER INCOME

You are facing the zombie horde, so you must take stock of every potential weapon, no matter how small. From pistols to pitchforks, everything must be assessed.

So it is with your income. You must make sure you are considering every bit of your financial power. It is your obligation if you are to outlast the Zombie Economy.

This could include freelance work, revenue from investments, or odd jobs. This income must be accounted for—and deposited in your bank account before a single dollar can escape.

 

1. FIRST

List any regular income that is separate from your primary paycheck. Give your best guess, then figure out weekly averages.

4

[image: 016]

[image: 017]

2. NEXT

Convert your Total Weekly Average into a monthly number.5
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THE END

Other monthly income (avg.) = ____________________________________

Write the figure from above. [CIRCLE AMOUNT]



WORKSHEET #4: INCOME SUMMARY SHEET

When in doubt, this is where you look to see your actual, real-life income. To know it. To be able to protect it.

 

1. FIRST

Enter the circled numbers from the past three worksheets here.
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2. NEXT

Add them up. Write below.

[image: 020]

ONE LAST THING

Go to the back of this book, to the “Key Survival Numbers” page. Write the above number (Monthly Income) in the appropriate space.



You’ve just taken a major step forward in Zombie Economics—and overcome a challenge that dooms the less determined. But there are bigger dangers ahead, and the path to safety is not always clear.

It’s time to talk about taxes and withholding.

As with so many elements of Zombie Economics, you understand more about taxes and withholding than you might first realize.

Think of it this way:

When zombies swarm through your city, you see terrified humans engaging in any behavior they think might spare their lives. Nothing is more common—or futile—than attempts to distract the creatures with traditional food. Over and over, you see it played out: man is besieged by the living dead, man frantically throws his supplies and provisions at this writhing, moaning horde, who, of course, steadily advance on the poor human, who now finds himself just as surrounded, but without his food . . . food he must attempt to reclaim later, once (and if) the zombies disperse.

Tax Withholdings6 operate the same way. When you withhold too much, you are, in essence, overpaying your taxes, and throwing extra money at the government . . . money that you will get back later, but without interest, without a bonus, and without any sort of benefit.
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While it is tempting to view a tax refund as a good thing, you have actually lost money in the process. You have, in effect, given the government a free loan and, in the meantime, deprived yourself of interest that is rightfully yours.



Are you withholding too much? Let’s find out. There’s a simple way, and a longer (but more thorough) way. Let’s start by getting some facts down on paper. Head directly to the next worksheet.

WORKSHEET #5: INCOME WITHHOLDING

1. FIRST7

Obtain a copy of your W-4—this is the tax form your employer must file with the IRS. Ask your supervisor or Human Resources department for a copy.

 

2. NEXT

Now, look at line 5 of your W-4: “Total Allowances You Are Claiming.” Write that number below.

 

ALLOWANCES You Claim: _______

 

3. NEXT

Determine your dependents. Respond to each line as appropriate.

 

____ You. Enter “1” to declare that you are, in fact, dependent on yourself. Almost everyone enters “1” here.

 

____ Spouse. Enter “1” if you have a nonworking spouse or domestic partner.

 

____ Children. Enter the number of children you claim as “dependent” on you.

 

____ Elderly parents. Enter the number living with/financially depending on you.

 

____ Others. Enter the number of other people who rely on you to pay the vast majority of their expenses. (Usually, this means they live in your home. This is also relatively rare. If you aren’t sure, check the IRS.gov website for more info.)

 

_____ TOTAL Dependents. (Add the numbers immediately above.)

 

4. NEXT

Gauge if you’re withholding the right amount by answering these questions:Is the number of your total dependents larger than the allowances on your W-4? __________

Do you get a sizable tax refund every year? _________

Do you expect a tax refund next year? ____________





If you answered “yes” to two or more of these, you may be withholding too much from your paychecks.

 

OPTION

If you’d like to












STEP 2: Assessing your cost of living—and what’s left over 



























STEP 3: Assessing your cost of living—and what’s left over 























WHEN YOU HAVE created your list of nonnecessary expenses, look for ways to reduce or eliminate these costs. Some will seem obvious; many, less so:






Don’t Feed Them, It Only Encourages Them: Eliminating Your Credit Card Problem, Once and for All 


















You are now armed with two crucial pieces of information:



Example:
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