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“An extraordinary, life-changing invitation to live life on your terms. With warmth, wisdom, humor, and radical honesty, Christine Platt takes us on a journey back to the essence of minimalism.”
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For the ancestors. Living with less is now our choice.
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afro·min·i·mal·ism

a minimalist life influenced by the African diaspora






welcome to the journey
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Once upon a time, not so long ago, no one could have convinced me that I would one day write a guide that encouraged others to pursue a minimalist lifestyle. In fact, if someone had even casually mentioned my name in connection with minimalism, I would have laughed.

Me? Choosing to live with less? Ha! I was a bargain shopper. A woman who embraced an I-buy-what-I-want-because-I-deserve-it-especially-if-it’s-on-sale philosophy. And I had little desire to change.

Although today I am known as the Afrominimalist, for much of my adulthood living with less was not even on my list of aspirations. I once took pride in my overflowing dressers and closets (yes, plural!) and saw nothing wrong with my life of overindulgence. Paycheck to paycheck, I relished the act of shopping for sport and frequently boasted about my limitless ability to find the best deal. As far as I was concerned, like millions of other Americans, I was living the dream.

I bought things because I could. Because I felt that I deserved to be rewarded. Because I worked hard and had earned the right to purchase whatever I wanted whenever I wanted. Because I believed that certain high-end items were reflections of success and so acquiring designer wares was tangible evidence of my societal standing and self-worth. Because some items were so discounted it seemed criminal not to buy them!

This was the pattern of my life as a mindless consumer who acquired things out of habit or want rather than intention or necessity. That is, until the summer of 2016, the first time I was forced to confront and acknowledge the painful reality of my choices. It was the beginning of a fortuitous season of self-discovery, one that would ultimately lead to a lifelong journey of learning to live with less. Because up until then, I had no clue that I owned over fifty pairs of jeans (even though I only wore the same two pairs). I had mastered the art of ignoring the cluttered bins under my bathroom sink, refusing to own up to my obsession with health, beauty, and wellness products (even though I regularly discarded brand-new containers because I was unable to use them before they expired). And I had no idea that my six-year marriage would soon end in divorce, requiring a move from our spacious, two-story marital property in the suburbs to return to the 630-square-foot condo in the city where I had lived as a single woman.

That summer and the months that followed humbled me. I encountered many seemingly insurmountable mountains of hardship. From the painful acknowledgment that I had a lot of expensive things but little savings, to understanding the consequences of failing to prioritize my needs over my wants, the early phases of my journey to minimalism were trials by fire that forced me to accept my overconsumption and wastefulness, and these truths would inevitably lead to my liberation.

Today my journey continues and I am honored to be considered a leading Black minimalist practicioner in a movement that is predominantly White, both literally and figuratively. I had to learn a lot of things the hard way, but I learned. Which is why I feel well-equipped to be your guide. Because I truly believe anyone can embrace a lifestyle of less.

You can be a minimalist. Yes, you!

Over the past decade, the word “minimalism” has become so trendy, it can often appear to be yet another form of consumerism. Between the allure of simplistic but often expensive furnishings and conflicting (unofficial) rules about how many things a person can own, what constitutes minimalism is not only confusing at times but it can also seem unattainable. Visuals of neutral colors and vast spaces with few expensive furnishings are often presented as the ideal décor. So, it is not surprising that many people have doubts and fears about their ability to pursue and maintain a minimalist lifestyle.

But it does not have to be this way; it shouldn’t be this way.

Becoming a minimalist is not about conforming to a particular design style or simplifying your wardrobe. In fact, focusing on serene, austere spaces can distract from the true practice. Living with less is about being a more mindful consumer. At its core, the practice of minimalism asks us to ensure our belongings reflect our truest selves. Or as I often say, “that we only have what we need, use, and love.”

Despite appearing complicated, minimalism is quite simple. I can say this with confidence because, well, as I shared, I learned the hard way (see previous page). (Or rather, because I made the practice harder than it needed to be.)

Like so many others in pursuit of simplicity, my journey to less began with online searches and admiring photos on social platforms like Instagram and Pinterest. The beautiful images of clean, tidy spaces left me longing for the lives of the seemingly happy people who occupied them. It was difficult not to be taken with the appeal of minimalism and the joy and ease it promised.

Naively, I thought that if I, too, decluttered and embraced the popular Nordic concept of hygge, I could flip the switch from maximalist to minimalist and live happily ever after with less. I mean, how hard could it be? All I needed to do was paint my walls white, find what “sparked joy,” and fill donation bags to ensure I had space for what I truly wanted… right?

Wrong!

Letting go of what no longer served me proved to be an arduous task. As I emptied dresser drawers and triaged kitchen cupboards, there were many times it was hard to not feel as if I had been bamboozled, tricked into trying to pursue a lifestyle that was more complicated than effortless. And there were many more times I wondered if I would ever experience the seemingly mythical benefits that minimalist practitioners promised.

As it turned out, my experience is quite common. Often when people think of minimalism, they imagine placing their belongings in huge piles, smiling as they get rid of things they should have discarded long ago or never accepted into their lives at all. At the end, this process somehow magically results in a spotlessly organized home, complete with clean lines, hygge feelings, and the keys to the good life. If only it were that easy.

Let me be clear: Letting go of unused and unloved items is part of the process of living with less. But the practice of minimalism, what it really takes to achieve and maintain a minimalist lifestyle, involves much more than discarding old T-shirts and buying the perfect storage containers. You can whittle down your belongings to fit into a single carry-on suitcase, but unless you do the work to understand why you had so much stuff in the first place and determine what you truly need, use, and love, you’ll end up back at square one faster than you think.

For this reason, The Afrominimalist’s Guide to Living with Less approaches minimalism through the process of self-discovery, of first learning why you have more than you need and then understanding why it’s so hard to go. So, don’t gather your garbage bags and donation bins just yet. You’ll be doing some inner work before the laborious task of letting go begins.

Perhaps you have already tried to adopt a minimalist lifestyle, with little success. Or maybe you find the idea of minimalism intriguing but have no idea what the practice truly means, let alone how or where to start. Regardless of where you are in your journey, I created The Afrominimalist’s Guide to Living with Less to give you the one thing I found myself longing for when I first began my journey: guidance.

Guidance on understanding why I had more than I needed.

Guidance on what to do in the moment, how to let go, and what to do with the excess.

Guidance on what was to come.

And guidance on how to maintain my new lifestyle.

My hope for you, my dear reader, is not that you come away from this book ready to embrace an Afrominimalist lifestyle (although you are more than welcome to join me!). Rather, I hope that you come to understand that the principles and practice of living with less are pathways to liberation. That minimalism is a tool for self-discovery, allowing you to reveal more of yourself as you continue to grow and make space for the person you are meant to be. It is my hope that this journey liberates you to transform not only your home but your mindset as you choose to live with intention.

Whether you are a dear member of the AfroMini online community or have come across my unconventional guidance by happenstance, I want to thank you for being open to learning about a different approach to minimalism, one that is absent of rules regarding how many items you can own and what color your belongings have to be, and encourages authenticity over aesthetics.

Although you may be tempted to immediately begin the process of letting go, I recommend that you start with understanding the principles of minimalism, which are designed to prepare you for the physical and emotional labor ahead. This includes understanding the psychology of ownership and discovering the root causes of why you have more than you need. These principles will be essential to cultivate and maintain your lifestyle of living with less.

After understanding the principles of minimalism, the physical work of your journey will begin with a four-step process designed to help you let go of anything that no longer serves you. This includes (1) acknowledging that you have too much, (2) learning how to forgive yourself, (3) approaching letting go holistically, and (4) paying it forward with any items that can be used to assist others in need. Then, with helpful guidance, you will continue the beautiful work of defining your minimalist practice and continue the journey of living with less… your way.

Afrominimalism is my curated lifestyle of less, one that is informed by the history, culture, and beauty of the African diaspora. And it is no secret that this is an extension of my life’s work. From my children’s literature to my Afrocentric décor and wardrobe, I am proud to honor the cultural legacies of my people. As such, I would be remiss to not address my community directly in this text.

People of the African diaspora have a history of and continue to endure systematic oppression both domestically and abroad. Additionally, many of our inherited beliefs and habits have a profound influence on our relationship with money and ownership. The State of Working America, the Economic Policy Institute’s flagship publication, highlights several startling statistics, such as the uncomfortable truth that Black Americans spend 4 percent more money annually than any other race despite the fact that they (1) are the least represented race and (2) live in poverty at the highest rate.1 Even though Black Americans are the least represented and economically served population, as consumers they command $1.3 trillion in annual buying power.2 We have significant power as one of the largest communities of consumers, yet our unique experiences are rarely addressed in the predominately White wellness and lifestyle industries.

As someone who struggled with the rigidity and complexity of mainstream minimalism, I now understand that this was largely due to the way representations of this lifestyle fail to include marginalized communities. I believe this shortcoming directly contributes to our community’s reluctance to embrace the opportunities minimalism offers. Although the institution of slavery and legalized oppression after its abolition are significant contributing factors to the wealth gap, there is another rarely acknowledged contributing factor: choice. That is, the choice of where, how, and on what we choose to spend our dollars as well as to save and invest our resources to build generational wealth. But we have the power to change our narratives—for ourselves, our descendants, and the world in which we all inhabit.

Family and culture are the primary purchase influencers among Black consumers.3 Therefore, throughout this guide are callouts labeled “For the Culture” that will address the specific needs and concerns of Black people and be relatable to other marginalized communities. For Black people, this information will highlight the impact of our history and culture, and how it relates to Black consumerism. Others should use these facts to gain awareness, build empathy, and, hopefully, identify ways to help course correct generational inequities.

Yes, this is a book about minimalism. But if we go beyond the surface of the aesthetics and delve into understanding the practice, conversations around spending and wealth are obvious points of discussion. Our individual, familial, and societal histories have collectively influenced our current culture of consumerism.

Again, I welcome you to this journey—your journey. You will experience many emotions, including laughter, frustration, and tears. And do not be surprised if you even express a few expletives along the way! It goes without saying that I believe every challenge you encounter (and conquer!) will be worth it. If you stay the course, I can assure you that learning to live with less will be one of the most liberating, transformative experiences you will have in this lifetime.

Thank you for being here.

Thank yourself for being here.

And welcome to The Afrominimalist’s Guide to Living with Less.






meet your guide THE AFROMINIMALIST
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One of my greatest joys is being a storyteller and so, if you’ll indulge me, I’d like to tell you a story:

When I resigned from my appointment as a senior policy advisor with the U.S. Department of Energy in October 2015, it was a pivotal moment in my professional career, but I had no idea that it would be a defining moment in my personal life as well. I only knew that the time had come for me to leave my “good government job,” and there was little anyone could say to convince me otherwise. I feared that if I stayed in the role just for the cushy salary and benefits, I would never do the work I felt called to do—preserve and celebrate the history and culture of the African diaspora.

Before receiving my juris doctor in 2006, I earned undergraduate and graduate degrees in African and African-American studies. Although today these qualifications are respected and in demand, the world was different a mere two decades ago. There weren’t many viable professions devoted to the study of Black lives outside of academia and becoming a tenured professor didn’t interest me at the time. Still, I needed a livelihood. And I needed it sooner rather than later. I had given birth to my only child while in law school, my beautiful daughter, Nalah, and the added pressures of single motherhood only made success seem more urgent.

I had always been determined. I mean, I was the woman who sat on a medical cushion at the beginning of her second year of law school rather than let recent childbirth force her to defer the entire semester. Pursuing a nontraditional career for my discipline seemed an easy quest. But after being unemployed for several months after graduating law school, my steadfast faith and fortitude began to waver.

When a career counselor recommended that I change my resume to reflect that my academic disciplines were in the social sciences instead of Black studies so employers could focus more on my law degree, I was hesitant. Although these were seemingly small changes, they felt deceitful, if not to employers, then surely to me. Despite the low marketability and job prospects, I had majored in Black studies (and defended my decision) because learning the history of the African diaspora awakened a sense of purpose and being. It was what I loved! But I also loved my daughter and wanted to provide her with stability. Begrudgingly, I revised my resume, and within a month, I received my first job offer from a boutique law firm that focused on environmental justice—I’d be able to utilize my Black studies degrees after all.

Energy and environmental law were still developing sectors, and terms like “renewables” and “sustainability” had yet to become mainstream. However, within a few short years, energy efficiency was at the forefront of climate change and I found myself as one of the few Black women in a booming industry. That meant I could write my own ticket. And I did!

I transitioned from more meaningful plaintiffs’ work into Big Law, where I spent my days and nights supporting demanding partners with million-dollar transactions for wind turbine development, credit swap agreements, and other lucrative project finance deals. In exchange for a higher salary, I was required to meet strict billable hour requirements—a minimum of 2,100 hours a year. Long days and nights became the norm. On the weekends, my toddler often joined me in the office, setting up shop under my desk, where she found joy coloring and watching DVDs. Of course, I felt like the worst mother in the world.

The more hours I worked, the more I earned, and found myself hating the career I once coveted. And I began to seek solace through emotional spending. E-commerce was also a rapidly developing sector, and in addition to shopping in brick-and-mortar stores, I enjoyed the ease and convenience of making online purchases to mask my unhappiness. Every pay period I treated myself, my daughter, and sometimes even family and friends to the latest and greatest indulgences. My rationale was we had earned it—me by working twelve-plus-hour days, my daughter by having to deal with always being the last child to get picked up from day care, and my loved ones by tolerating my hectic schedule and unavailability.

Even though I knew Big Law was an unsustainable way of life for a single mother, I was determined to sustain it for as long as possible. The money was good, and the perks were great (whenever I had time to use the discounted membership at the luxury gym across the street from the law firm). Having the financial means to buy whatever I wanted felt like a dream (even though my work-life balance was a nightmare).

Although I spent a lot of my disposable income, by 2008 I managed to save enough to purchase my first property: a 630-square-foot, one-bed, one-bath condo with a den for me and my toddler, the cutest spot that I could find in a major metropolitan city. It was a small home, but it was ours. And I enjoyed decorating it lavishly, filling every nook and cranny with high-end furnishings. Single motherhood was hard. If I was going to be in struggle mode 24⁄7, the least I could do was surround myself with beautiful things.

Thankfully, I did not have to go it alone for long. In 2010, at an after-work March Madness gathering, I met the man who would ultimately become my husband. Less than a year later, we were married, both of us wide-eyed, first-time six-figure income earners who knew little more to do with our combined wages than spend them.

And spend we did.

Rather than begin our new marital life in my small but affordable condo, we purchased a 2,500-square-foot home and blissfully began doing what we’d always been forewarned not to do: trying to keep up with the Joneses. Hell, we were the Joneses! We drove luxury cars, enjoyed date nights at the finest restaurants, and wore the labels of high-end designers. Weekdays were meant for working. Weekends were meant for indulging.

But even with a partner, work-life balance in Big Law remained impossible. Just when I felt as though I could no longer manage the stress of billable hour requirements, something miraculous happened: Barack Obama was elected the forty-fourth president of the United States. I saw no greater opportunity than serving under his administration and I transitioned from the private sector to government in 2010. I was over the billable hour requirement, over my work serving private organizations rather than underserved populations, so when I was hired to serve as a senior policy advisor at the U.S. Department of Energy, I thought I had finally found my golden ticket. But in time, this role also lost its appeal. That was why it was also not so difficult to leave that six-figure job five years later.

After spending more than ten years working in a profession that paid well but did little to bring me personal fulfillment, I wanted to pursue what I loved. I had recently rediscovered my passion for storytelling, a favorite pastime from my adolescence. As an adult, I realized it was the perfect way to merge everything that I loved: research, writing, and teaching the history and culture of the African diaspora. Becoming an author of historical fiction and fantasy seemed in divine alignment with the next chapter of my life, and I could not wait to spend my days getting rich while living out my purpose. (I held on to this dream regardless of the numerous articles written by actual authors who stated in very plain terms that one wrote for the love of writing, not for wealth, because there are few professions that are more unpredictable.)

After independently publishing my novel, The Truth About Awiti, its surprise success led to me acquiring literary representation. Although it is embarrassing to admit now, I was certain I was about to become the next great American novelist. So, even though our family had little savings, I had few worries. Besides, I had a husband with a stable career—a security blanket that made leaving my own livelihood more comforting.

During the first few months of being a full-time creative, I basked in my newfound freedom from the daily commute and nine-to-five grind. I pivoted quickly, shifting my focus from reviewing contracts to spending my days writing historical fiction. I spent my mornings and afternoons in coffee shops, another fulfilled aspect of the writer’s life I’d romanticized until I realized it was much easier (and cheaper) to make coffee at home. In the evenings, I was determined to be a fully present mother and wife.

I failed miserably at all of it.

After years of conditioning to account for my time in six-minute increments, I found it incredibly frustrating that creativity refused to adhere to my carefully structured schedule. Moreover, my family had new expectations now that I was “home all day.” I began to resent those evenings when my creativity had just started flowing only to have to forgo my attempts at storytelling to transition to the demands of being a homemaker.

But something else troubled me, an uncomfortable truth that became more unavoidable as the months progressed. Home alone for the majority of the day, I was up close and personal with just how much house and how much stuff our family had. Even worse, I noticed seemingly for the first time how much of our space and things we did not need and were not using. The harshest of this reality? Knowing that I was responsible for the bulk of what we owned.

My husband’s wardrobe had long-since been relegated to the closet in his home office (thanks to my shopping hobby). I needed to utilize both closets in our bedroom (in addition to the closet in our guest bedroom!) to hold all my clothing, shoes, and accessories. My then-preteen daughter’s room was filled with more stuffed animals and toys than she could ever play with, as well as miniature furnishings and playthings to ensure her American Girl doll’s life perfectly mirrored her own. Whenever I cleaned her room, I could not help but associate many of her belongings with former Big Law projects—the result of gifts I had given her because I felt guilty for working such long hours.

Everywhere I looked, there was evidence of my years of emotional spending and bargain shopping. There were things left over from my former corporate and government careers. Things that I believed a wealthy Black family living in the suburbs of DC should own. Things that I had acquired simply because a little red sticker told me that I was getting a deal. So. Many. Things. The majority of which none of us needed, used, or loved.

Less than a year into pursuing my dream of becoming the next great American novelist, as I struggled to write and found myself frequently distracted by our clutter, the moment came when I decided I had enough, both literally and figuratively. Little did I know that this feeling of “enough” was my first step to learning to live with authenticity and intention. I was tapping into my superpowers, but I had no idea that to fully harness their potential, I would first have to learn a few valuable lessons: why I had more than I needed and why it was so hard to let go of things that no longer served me. I would have to learn more about the word that always appeared whenever I desperately searched for ways to simplify my life: “minimalism.”
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The Journey Begins

I still remember that Saturday morning in June, a beautiful warm day that beckoned me to spend time outdoors. But instead of making plans to enjoy the idyllic weather, I was preparing to spend the weekend like I had spent so many others before: cleaning. Now hyperaware of our excess, I had also planned to sort through our belongings to see what could be donated. But just the mere thought of the tasks ahead made me anxious.

There was just so much stuff! Our wardrobes were overflowing with clothing, shoes, and accessories. Every room contained unnecessary home goods, tarnishing trinkets, and dusty candles with unlit wicks. Less than two hours into the endeavor, I was exasperated. Rather than spend more time trying to sort through our belongings, I decided it would be easier to purchase more storage solutions to keep everything out of sight. Pacing through the house, hopeful to find places to put additional decorative bins and baskets, I paused.

Was I really about to buy more stuff to hide the stuff that I had?

Nah. It was time for a change. It was time for me to change. And living with less seemed to be the only solution. So, I decided to dig a little deeper into understanding what it meant to embrace the practice of minimalism.

At first, I was intrigued by the concept of living with so few things. Then I became enchanted with minimalists’ personal stories, fascinated by their chronicles of obtaining freedom and autonomy through the simple act of letting go of what no longer served them. Soon I had developed a full-on obsession with small-space living. Image after image, blog post after blog post, I gathered intel from strangers who it seemed had mastered the art of living with less.

I envied the large, barren residences tastefully decorated in neutrals and the tiny houses that managed to contain everything one needed in less square footage than our kitchen. Minimalist dwellings managed to strike a balance that I did not even know was possible, somehow appearing both sterile yet serene. Everything looked so clean! Everyone looked so happy!

“That’s it,” I declared. “I’m done with all this stuff. I am going to be a minimalist.”

There was no need to make a list of pros and cons to aid in my decision making. No need to discuss and seek approval from family and friends. That was how certain I was that living with less was the answer to all my problems.

Life sure looked simpler without all the excess.

Convinced that adopting a minimalist lifestyle was the only sure pathway to escape my overconsumption, I changed my search terms from “minimalism” to “how to become a minimalist.” But instead of finding information on how to make a seamless transition to moderation, there were just more pictures of minimalist décor and personal success stories. To make matters worse, there was little commonality between the latter. If one person declared that a minimalist had to own one hundred items or less, another proclaimed that counting one’s belongings was unnecessary and instead offered solutions on how to create a minimalist aesthetic. Everyone seemed to be an unofficial authority on the subject, offering photographic evidence of their tidy spaces and smiling faces as proof they were doing it right.

The more I tried to learn about how to become a minimalist, the more frustrated I became. For a practice that was supposed to encourage simplicity, minimalism was becoming more complicated by the minute.

How many items could I own exactly? Did I have to replace our home’s colorful, cheerful interior with boring shades of beige? Did I need to throw away all of my home goods? Even the ones that held cultural significance? And what about my books? How was I supposed to own less than a hundred items and keep my beloved collection of literary fiction and historical texts?!

Searching for guidance on how to pare down my attire was not much easier. Every capsule wardrobe collection looked the same—relatively empty closets with a few clothing options that could be mixed and matched to maximize versatility. Even though I rarely wore any of my designer clothing and accessories as a stay-at-home-wife-mother-creative, I cringed at the thought of getting rid of my beautiful timeless pieces in exchange for black-and-white “investment pieces.” Surely I would not miss wearing colorful patterns and prints when I could just embrace a modest, colorless uniform… every single day… for the rest of my life… right? Right?

Doubts abounded, but I was so convinced that if I could just pare down a little more, really, truly simplify, I would achieve the bliss I saw online. If I could just find a pair of shoes that worked for all reasons and seasons, I’d be set!

Honestly, it was much easier to just look at the lives of minimalists, to daydream about the life of simplicity that I wanted. But soon, that, too, presented its own challenges. Although minimalist homes and capsule collections were beautifully understated, whenever I checked the price tags to see if my dreams were within reach, I realized simplicity was expensive! I began to wonder if I was even in the right tax bracket to make such a dramatic lifestyle change.

The more I tried to figure out how I would whittle down our seemingly tens of thousands of things to a mere one hundred items, the more impossible it all seemed. But if I wanted to happily live with less, what other choice did I have but to try? Besides, I would only need to dedicate a weekend to change our lives for the better. There were enough minimalists who declared decluttering a “weekend warrior” mission for me to believe it was true. Two days of sorting through all our stuff to discover what sparked joy seemed like a small sacrifice to gain a lifetime of simplicity.

And so, it began.
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    And Then, Divorce

As the months passed, I dedicated more time to minimalism than I did trying to become a novelist. After a major publisher rejected my second attempt at writing historical fiction, my belief in my ability to be a writer took a devastating blow. Sorting through unwanted clothing and home goods was daunting, but it was less painful than staring at a blank piece of paper with a pen in my hand for hours on end. The process of decluttering was slow, but at least I was making progress doing something.

My daughter’s private school tuition became harder to pay. Credit card bills and installment loans started to lapse. Our finances grew tighter, and well, there’s no problems like money problems. My husband and I were both at our wits’ end. Less than one year after my bold (and very public) declaration on social media to resign from the grind to #dowhatyoulove, I was finally willing to accept defeat. Just as quickly as it had joyfully begun, our façade of being “the Joneses” had ended.

Although my decision to leave my good government job was not the only reason our marriage became increasingly stressful, it was without a doubt a contributing factor. We had known each other less than a year before we got married, hardly enough time to develop a friendship. There had certainly been more good times than bad, which made it easy to mask any unhappiness and unfulfillment during our seasons of plenty. But in the midst of our first major crisis, a toxic mixture of mounting debt, job insecurity, and uncertainty, the reality that we were strangers in our union was hard to ignore. Soon it became clear that my dream of being the next great American novelist wasn’t the only thing that was over. Our six-year marriage would end in divorce. And I had no clue how I would survive the fall.

The decision to file to end our union was ultimately mine, so it was hard for me not to take the lion’s share of the blame. What if I had made better choices? What if instead of purchasing stuff with our disposable income, I had saved? What if I had not romanticized the idea of being a full-time writer, which added the extra pressure of living on one income?

What if? What if? What if!

Even though our divorce was amicable—a true conscious uncoupling that made it easier on our family and friends—it was still a difficult time. Separating two lives that been intended to be one forevermore was complicated. Of course, there was our joint debt and all the things to divvy up. But the biggest consideration was housing.

Already stretched to the limit with my own mortgage and student loans as well as personal and credit card debt when we married, our marital property was solely in my husband’s name. During our marriage, I had rented out my condo and enjoyed spending most of the profit I earned. Without employment, my options for housing during our separation (a requirement for our divorce to be granted!) were limited. In fact, I only had one option—giving my tenant notice so I could return to reside in my affordable little condo.

I never imagined I would have to return to where I started, especially with less than what I had.

When I entered my old-new home, the space felt smaller than I remembered. The tiny den-turned-bedroom that had been perfect for my toddler now seemed an impractical space for a preteen. A mere ten paces down the hall was my bedroom, which was decent in size but still a reflection of the compromises that come with city living. There were none of the conveniences like a walk-in closet or private bathroom. Even worse, the walls were still painted a warm, sunny yellow—a color that did everything but make me feel joyful.

Always kind and willing to do whatever he could to mitigate our unfortunate circumstances, my soon-to-be ex-husband took on the responsibility of continuing to tackle our joint debt. With only monthly child support and a small savings, there would be no hiring of contractors to help manage the upgrades the condo so desperately needed. Still beholden to the mainstream minimalist aesthetic I had come to admire, I chose to refresh the walls in “New Home White” and repainted the entire condo myself, buying one gallon of paint at a time. Thankfully, the color made the space feel newer and representative of a fresh start.

Without enough funds to decorate and furnish the entire condo, I made the motherly sacrifice of taking care of my daughter’s bedroom first. The first night together at our old-new home, she slept peacefully on her new IKEA daybed, her young mind finally at ease in a familiar space. I lay awake for hours, my mattress on the floor as I stared at small slivers of yellow paint around the windowsills in my bedroom, evidence of where I had run out of paint and the budget to buy more.

Seemingly overnight, my journey to minimalism had quickly gone from a conscious choice to circumstantial. Despite knowing my situation was temporary, it felt very permanent and embarrassingly so. The year before, I could buy whatever I wanted and now, I could barely afford and had to ration cans of paint! I could not help but see myself as the protagonist in an ever-developing tragic comedy—the woman with advanced degrees, unemployed with an empty bank account but a closet filled with designer clothing, shoes, and handbags.

I had come across a profound Cree Native American proverb while conducting research for The Truth About Awiti:


“Only when the last tree has been cut down, the last fish been caught, and the last stream poisoned, will we realize we cannot eat money.”



And I could not help but feel the same way about my dire situation. Sometimes I would look in my closet in shame and say aloud, “You can’t eat handbags, Christine.”

Days were a blur of dropping my daughter off at school and returning home to search for employment. During those times I could not bear to read another thank-you-for-your-application-you-are-highly-qualified-but-we-selected-another-candidate letter, I lay in bed and worried how long it would be until I felt stable again.

Every night, I promised myself that as soon as I was on the other side of this seemingly insurmountable mountain of hardship, I would make better choices. I promised myself, I would never be in such a situation by my own doing ever again.

    [image: ]

    A New Beginning

“Just keep living.”

One of my favorite Black folks’ adages is “Just keep living,” which is another way of saying, “This, too, shall pass.” And even though some days were significantly harder than others, that is exactly what I did. I kept living. Which most days seemed to be the only thing I could do.

Despite the embarrassment, there was an unexpected power in acknowledging my role in the decisions and choices that led to my financial difficulties. I spent time reading about the triggers of emotional spending and learning about what it meant to be a conscious consumer. Rather than make plans for what I would buy with my first paycheck, I created a spreadsheet for the bills I would pay off first. Always one to avoid answering 1-800 numbers that I knew were creditors seeking payment, I boldly faced my debt by calling lenders first. After humbly (and humiliatingly) explaining my circumstances, I set up forbearances, deferments, and payment plans.

I was growing. Even though it was slow and painful at times, it was growth. And every little milestone made me proud of the decisions I was making to regain control of my life.

As I kept living, I kept searching for employment. I updated my resume to honestly note my desire to utilize my Black studies degrees. Each rejection hit hard but only made me more determined. Then in late 2017, I was approached with a seemingly perfect opportunity to manage a new university center, the first of its kind, and one that combined my experience in policy, advocacy, and the preservation of Black lives: managing director of the Antiracist Research & Policy Center at American University.
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