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This book is dedicated to my grandmother Melvirdia Shelton.

Grandma is no longer with us, but she will always hold a special place in my heart. [image: ]






Introduction

I’ll begin this book the same way I begin all my YouTube videos: “Good morning, everybody!”

In 2012 I started posting my dumpster-diving adventures on a YouTube channel called Mom The Ebayer. It’s hard to believe, but it now has over 150,000 subscribers. If you’ve never tuned in, I’m a spirited—and spiritual—mother of four. I started dumpster diving in and around Chicago after a parishioner at my church mentioned scoring some surprising finds. My curiosity got the best of me (it often does), and so I gave it a go. On my very first outing, I returned home with a mint-condition playground set for my then eighteen-month-old. Total cost: zero dollars. Not to mention a BlackBerry that I then sold for $400 on eBay (you can find me on eBay at Angelsplace2012). Not bad for a rookie!

That was nine years ago, and, like a growing number of Americans, I’ve been addicted ever since.

You might think dumpster diving is for people who are homeless, poor, troubled, and so on. I’m here to tell you that it’s for everybody. I like to call diving a form of modern-day thrifting. Not only is it economical but it helps the environment by sending less stuff to the landfill. Dumpster diving has helped furnish our home—and given me a wardrobe more fabulous than I could ever have dreamed of! It has created a new income stream for my family through online auctions and has allowed me to provide for those in need through charity. This is an eco-friendly way of living that embodies the spirit of “waste not, want not” that our parents all taught us. I’m determined to make it the norm. And I think more and more people will join the movement when they realize how lucrative it can be. In 2019 I boosted our income by at least $10,000, and 2020 was even better.

In my videos I take my followers on my diving adventures. As I tell them every time, today is going to be an ah-mazing day: “Hopefully we can find something great, but if not, as always, we’ve been blessed, and we’ve been blessed with a lot more.”

If I have questions regarding an item or situation, I’ll ask them for advice or feedback. I share my finds and discuss what to keep, what to sell, and what I’ll be donating to charity. I also share my personal life, the good days and the not so good. My husband and kids (usually!) enjoy participating in my videos. We’re members of The Israel of God church, where my husband, Antwan, volunteers as a teacher. As a person of faith, my larger purpose is to share the belief that we are all part of something bigger than ourselves, and to emphasize the power of giving back. And so our mission statement is quite simple: Faith. Frugal. Fun & Family.

Diving has become my passion, transforming my life in ways I never imagined and helping me see the world in a new light. I’m grateful and humbled to share this passion with you.



As described on Angel’s YouTube channel:



	Antwan

	The man of the house




	Taylor, 19

	Our camera-shy, funny, and caring teenager




	Josiah, 18

	Our laid-back, helpful, and charismatic teenager




	Hailey, 9

	Our princess who has everyone wrapped around her little finger




	Samuel

	Born in December 2019! The new addition to our family
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This is my family. We took this photo on September 6, 2020, dressed in denim and white for our first professional photo with Samuel, the new addition to our family.



The more I dumpster-dive, the more it makes me think about how much some people have, while others are in terrible need. I enjoy diving for the thrill of finding things, but I also love it because, in a small way, it allows me to spread the wealth.

I get such a rush from giving. That’s one of the things I try to highlight in my videos.

Diving in the Time of COVID

As I was writing this book, COVID-19 was continuing to spread across the country and the world. Regardless of what the case numbers are in your area, you should remain vigilant in taking steps to protect your health. The following is taken directly from the CDC website: “Based on data from lab studies on the coronavirus and what we know about similar respiratory diseases, it may be possible that a person can get COVID-19 by touching a surface that has the virus on it and then touching their own mouth, nose, or possibly eyes. This isn’t thought to be the main way the virus spreads, but caution should always be taken.” (I advise caution at all times when dumpster diving, pandemic or not.)

If you are interested in diving, do as I do and always wear protective gear to keep yourself safe (I discuss this in Chapter 3) and bring along wipes and disinfectant.

I don’t know if it’s possible to call it a silver lining, but it took a pandemic to provide the opportunity for many Americans to hit pause and examine their spending habits. The economic slowdown has forced many of us to focus on basic needs and shifted our priorities from the tangible (the latest iPhone, a new sofa) to the intangible (our health, our families, our spirituality). It has underscored the long-simmering issue of income inequality and, I hope, has encouraged more people to see the benefits of acting for the common good. Because everyone is juggling all aspects of life—family, work, school—while spending more time at home, most of us have been rethinking our relationship to our things and our living spaces. Small businesses—a few of which I highlight in the book—have also been forced to pivot in order to accommodate our altered lifestyles. Some of them have even started in response to our new needs and priorities.

If anything, COVID-19 has sort of legitimized the “work” of dumpster diving. I now consider it my full-time job, and whenever people question what I do for a living, I tell them it’s all about a larger mission: The things I gather, whether to keep, donate, or resell, are high-quality, perfectly good items that were left on the street and otherwise headed to a landfill—the ultimate in wastefulness. Through diving, I’ve become a firsthand witness to the excesses of consumerism, and I often marvel at how casually people cycle through the latest trends in fashion, furniture, and electronics. Almost every day I come face-to-face with our throwaway culture, feeling like I’m on a mission to rescue useful, desirable, and life-improving products that other folks have chucked. Again, think about it in terms of ecology and conservation: You can buy the most environmentally conscious product in the world, but that would still be more wasteful than reusing an existing item that has years of life left in it.

It’s true that we Americans do love to buy things. In fact, it practically feels patriotic to pile up the consumer goodies. (Consumer spending happens to constitute 70 percent of this country’s gross domestic product.) But that doesn’t always mean we can afford them. Before the pandemic struck, most Americans were already living beyond their means. According to a 2017 study, nearly 80 percent of American workers were living paycheck to paycheck—and not only minimum-wage workers but those earning $100,000 or more.1 No matter where you are on the economic ladder, you’re probably overspending. It turns out that fewer than half of all Americans have enough savings to cover an emergency expense of $1,000. That’s a slim margin. And yet, in spite of this, we feel compelled to spend and spend—on gadgets, on travel, on this season’s latest “must-have” items.

The past year or so has seen a lot of Americans breaking out of this mode, reevaluating their attitudes toward money and material objects, brought back to that time-honored value of frugality by sheer necessity. When this virus runs its course, will we simply resume our materialistic ways? Quite possibly, yes. But I hope there will be some lasting takeaways from this once-in-a-lifetime experience, as terrible as it has been. I hope we can all keep thinking sensibly about long-term, sustainable purchases. I hope we can remember to practice humility. And I hope we can remember to be kind to one another.

Inspiration: Community Fridges

One of my favorite silver linings of the COVID-19 crisis is how it’s made people more aware of those in need, especially their neighbors. There’s no better example of this than community fridges. You may have seen one appear in your own neighborhood recently. They’re usually colorfully painted, and people stock them with fresh food and drinks. Everyone is welcome to take what they need and encouraged to bring anything extra they might have. Volunteers keep them stocked and clean, and stores and restaurants sometimes add their excess food at the end of the day. Some fridges in places like New York City have expanded to include toys, clothing, and other basic family needs. The response from the community at large has been overwhelming—often the fridges will be empty less than an hour after they’re stocked, which just shows how many people are hungry right now.

It’s worth going online to see if you have a community fridge in your city or town. Sometimes the folks who operate them will upload maps with their exact locations. And if you do have some time on your hands and want to help, they’re always looking for volunteers. It takes a village to keep the fridge full, running, and safe from vandals.






1 How Our Faith Drives Our Diving


One important aspect of my diving involves my faith—my name is Angel, after all—and my church, The Israel of God. I’ve been surrounded by faith literally since my first day on earth, because I was born with ventricular septal defect (VSD), which is a hole between the lower chambers of the heart. I had my first open-heart surgery when I was three months old, and at the time the doctors didn’t know if I would make it. But my name turned out to be a premonition, because I had an Angel watching over me. My walk with God started at an early age, and now I’m living testimony of God’s amazing healing power!

My faith eventually led me to The Israel of God, which has shaped my adult life in profound ways: I met my husband, Antwan, at church over ten years ago. Israel of God teaches the “uncut” word of God, according to the prophets and apostles. We believe in the words as they were written—that God’s will is all there in the text. As a result, we keep feast days and observe the seventh-day Sabbath (from Friday evening to Saturday evening), and we don’t eat any unclean food, as defined in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14 (King James Version). We say that while our faith is Christian, our nationality is Israelite. The Israel of God practices humility and tolerance, and is open to all comers, no matter your race or creed.

Antwan and I each discovered The Israel of God in our own way. I grew up Lutheran, until around age eleven. Then, after my family moved to the South Side of Chicago, my grandmother—who was a big influence on my spiritual life, as she helped my mother raise me—came across an Israel of God pastor while watching TV (its headquarters are in Chicago). She decided to attend a service to learn more about it. She was taken with the church’s community and message. After she came home, she announced we were joining The Israel of God. Because I was a child, I had no choice but to go. But by the time I turned eighteen, I was ready to leave the church. In spite of my chronic health issues—including getting a pacemaker implanted when I was fourteen—I was a typical teenager who wanted to be independent, explore, and have fun. I wanted to see what else was out there.


[image: Image]
Returning to church after maternity leave was a great moment. I finally got the opportunity to introduce Samuel to my church family. In the midst of all the onlookers, I managed to slip away for a quick family photo.



I met Terrell, my daughter Taylor’s father, when I was twenty-one. A few years later we separated, and I was forced to move around a bit, staying with my sister Angela. I was trying to provide a sense of stability for Taylor, but the reality was that I had no control over my situation. During this time, my grandmother continued to try to persuade me to go back to church; she knew I wouldn’t be able to move forward without figuring out where God fit in.

At this point, I got very sick with hyperthyroidism. Because I had been so busy working and parenting, I wasn’t paying attention to my body. I had lost weight, my eyes were yellow, my skin was dry. I was working as a teacher’s assistant, and one day I could barely make it up the stairs in school. I finally went to the hospital, where they discovered my organs were about to shut down.

This medical ordeal was the wake-up call I needed to get my life together. I promised myself that if I got well, I would go and serve the Lord wholeheartedly. I recovered, and the first Saturday after I got out of the hospital, I returned to The Israel of God. Antwan was there reading for the pastor, and I knew at that moment I had to go and meet him. I still remember the name of the lesson: Marriage and Family Conduct. Who knew this lesson would be so instrumental to our life as a blended family?

Speaking of that, some folks have asked me how the kids feel about being a blended family, since it’s an experience many parents will have at some point. I tell them that we had our hiccups at first, of course—Taylor thought Antwan had too many rules!—but now they couldn’t be happier to have a “bonus mom” and a “bonus dad.” Importantly, though, we don’t actually use those terms—nor do we use “step” or “half,” although I understand why some families do. I, of course, feel that Josiah, Antwan’s son from a previous marriage, is every bit as much my child as my other children, and I know Antwan feels the same way about Taylor. So the example we want to set for them is one of valuing every member of the family equally—no “half” measures!
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