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To Mami and Papi, we did it! Thanks for not jumping off the deep end when I told you I was quitting my prestigious engineering career to pursue this crazy dream of twerking on the internet to reggaeton music while teaching mujeres about dinero. Ha! Talk about the American Dream! None of this would have been possible if you hadn’t taken the chance to start a new life in America.


I know that your decision to leave Puerto Rico, nuestra Isla del Encanto, was the hardest choice you’ve ever made, but it opened incredible doors for our family. When I reflect on the incredible privilege I’ve been given to even have the opportunity to write this book, I can’t help but reflect on how different my life would be if you had stayed on the island.


I often think about the lyrics from the song “When You’re Home” from In the Heights, the legendary musical by fellow Boricua Lin-Manuel Miranda: “When I was younger, I’d imagine what would happen / If my parents had stayed in Puerto Rico / Who would I be if I had never seen Manhattan / If I lived in Puerto Rico with my people?”


Instead of being born in a modern-day US colony where 57 percent of children live in poverty and where dreams are so often left unrealized, you left your families, your friends, and everything you knew behind to raise me in the shadows of New York City skyscrapers. It was here where I learned book smarts, and street smarts too. This dynamic environment where people from all over the world come to pursue their dreams served as a constant reminder of the limitless potential that exists in the world, and within me. As the saying goes, if you can make it here, you can make it anywhere. And dammit, we made it!


That decision so many years ago made everything possible for me. I have enjoyed privileges that I never would’ve had access to if you’d stayed. Because you sacrificed so much, I’ve been able to dream out loud. I can only hope to repay you by continuing to live out loud… for us and our ancestors. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. Your love, support, encouragement, and understanding have been my rock throughout this journey.
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FOREWORD



My foray into the personal finance world began in the summer of 2001. Before TikTok. Before YouTube. Before Roth 401(k)s were a thing.


I scored a coveted college internship at Money magazine, where I was tasked with reporting about credit scores, index funds, and private mortgage insurance. Before offering me the gig, the human resources manager called me to be sure I’d applied to the “right” magazine. “You know we also run Time, InStyle, and People?” she said confusedly. Little did she know this was a stepping-stone opportunity, a dream, really, for this nerdy business major with aspirations of becoming a financial storyteller. Plus, it paid $500 a week and included free housing in New York. What fool would pass this up?


For ten weeks, I sat typing away on the thirty-somethingth floor of the prestigious Time & Life Building, the newsroom abuzz with top writers who took the utmost pride in their clever stock columns and profiles of the next issue’s “millionaire next door”… usually a suburban fifty-something dad named Howard who’d quietly built a fortune running a pro bike shop or using his father’s inheritance to buy shares of Amazon soon after it had IPO’d.


But back then, no matter how interesting our coverage was, we—and the vast majority of the personal finance publishers—had a terrible blind spot. I remember my first day on the job when I discovered our target audience: mostly male, mostly white, and mostly soon-to-retire. The face of personal finance in the early 2000s was… how shall I say? Womp, womp.


It didn’t take long to hit me. Here I was, a young Iranian American woman writing for a national financial journal. Who, despite inheriting her immigrant parents’ work ethic and appetite for bargains, had an empty bank account and nothing to show for the thousands of dollars’ worth of Visa debt attached to her name. Who was writing for me and my fellow struggling friends? We’re the ones who really needed the advice, after all. Why shouldn’t we also be aspiring millionaires next door? Why shouldn’t we become savvy investors like Howard?


If only I could just learn how to live within my means, figure out where to save and why the stock market moved the way it did. If only I could learn how to make more money and build wealth. If only someone would invite me to the money club and tell me how it works—and tell it to me in my love language.


So, like any woman who’s stood in a room wondering where her seat is, I dragged in my own chair from the outside. I began to write articles, essays, and books and gave talks around the country for young people, women, people of color, children of immigrants, all equally deserving of financial freedom. I hosted financial programs on television, and today I produce and host a long-running podcast, So Money, which has earned over twenty-five million downloads.


Throughout the years, one missing ingredient was a fellow financial expert whom I could lean on, look up to, and laugh with when the road to upholding the financial dreams and values of women got rocky—because it did.


If only I’d known Jannese Torres then.


If I’d had the privilege of befriending the wise, talented, and so lovable Jannese all those years ago, I’m certain that we’d have been attached at the hip and that we’d have had a lot of fun. When we met a few years ago through the recommendation of a financial editor friend, I was instantly drawn to this radiant woman. I remember watching her live on Instagram in 2020 when she announced quitting her full-time job to pursue her podcast and financial education business. I remember thinking I could watch Jannese all day. “She needs her own show,” I texted that same editor friend who was mutually in awe of Jannese’s ability to summon an audience, instill confidence, and show us the way forward.


What can I say? I’m a gushing superfan. A deep admirer. Jannese and I both understand the financial plights of the underrepresented—although she can break it down and serve up the facts better than anyone I know. She and I understand and respect the importance of building community and how when women make money, when they make more—we all win. The world truly becomes a better place.


Perhaps what I love most about Jannese is the depth and honesty with which she speaks and shares. She doesn’t mince words, as you’ll discover throughout these pages. Whether she’s offering a key story from her own rich and layered life or encouraging us to earn up and close gender pay gaps, whether she’s teaching us how to exceed (expel, even) cultural expectations, invest wisely, or unapologetically forge our own rich paths, Jannese has our backs. She is our guide with big plans for us. She is our woman.


With this book, I am excited to learn and be inspired once more by Jannese. My chair is in the front row—and happily, alongside yours.


Farnoosh Torabi


Host, So Money


Author, A Healthy State of Panic















INTRODUCTION



She’s carrying the heavy weight of her ancestors and their sacrifices.


She’s crumbling under the pressure of being the first in her family to do things they could have only imagined.


She’s trying to navigate this unfamiliar world where, for the first time, she’s seeing that women can earn more than men.


She’s focused on thriving and building wealth, so she doesn’t have to repeat the cycle of working until she can’t work anymore.


Who is this woman? She is me and, if you’re a first- or second-generation Latina, she is likely you, too.


I’m guessing that, if you picked up this book, there is a good chance that somewhere deep down you feel like building wealth is for other people, but not for you. I believe this is because it is very difficult to aspire to what we don’t see. Representation in the Latino community about what wealth looks like is scarce, especially for women. We don’t have many examples of financially powerful Latinas to aspire to, other than the actresses and singers who grace the covers of magazines. I love J.Lo. But I also don’t wanna be J.Lo, ya feel me? Where are the normal women like us who just want more in life and want to learn how to use money to achieve that?


When I began my own journey into understanding the world of money, I couldn’t find voices like mine, mujeres who are talking about dinero in an unapologetic way. So I created an award-winning personal finance podcast called Yo Quiero Dinero. I’m on a mission to help women of color like you level up their lives by becoming FINANCIALLY UNFUCKWITHABLE. What does it mean to be financially unfuckwithable? Here are some examples, all of which we’ll cover in this book:




• You have moved beyond a scarcity mindset and invited abundance into your life at all times.


• You have a clear vision of your overall financial picture and your game plan for hitting all of your goals.


• You are investing in your future while living your best mutha%$&#@$ life NOW.


• You’re making it rain with multiple income streams, because ain’t nobody got time to leave your financial security in the hands of an employer.


• You’re so financially independent that your spirit cannot be irked by a toxic boss or someone’s dusty-ass son.


• You know how to negotiate pay raises, client contracts, bills, and interest rates like it’s your fucking business… because it is!


• You are a generational-wealth-building badass who’s changing the legacy of your familia with the power of money.


• You have a trusted team of professionals in your back pocket who are helping you achieve Rich Tía status.





The System Wasn’t Built for Us


Before we start getting real with your dinero, we need to take a moment to acknowledge what the challenges are for us as Latina women intent on building wealth. Here’s the truth. This whole fucking financial system wasn’t built for us. Don’t believe it? Let’s dive into the evidence.


We Are Paid Less Than White Men and White Women


On average, Latinas in the United States earn 43 percent less than white men and 28 percent less than white women.1 Per data collected in 2020, Latinas earned just 57 cents for every dollar that a white American man made. This pay inequity amounts to over $1 million2 in lost lifetime wages. This discrepancy doesn’t just affect you today, it can affect your ability to build wealth long-term, too.


There’s a common myth that this discrepancy is simply because Latinas tend to be employed in lower-paying professions—but the data shows otherwise. Licensed clinical social worker Caridad Garcia’s experience in the healthcare industry is a case in point.3 After working in the inpatient mental health field for three years at one of the largest inpatient psychiatric units in Miami, Garcia discovered from talking to a new hire that there was a $16,000 pay disparity between the two. The new hire was a white male. When Garcia was hired in 2008 during the economic crash, the hospital had frozen salaries for two years, and then, when they reinstituted them, had only given Garcia a 2 percent increase versus the 5 percent maximum possible. She was essentially still making the same amount of money as when she had first been hired three years prior. To make matters worse, she’d been in charge of seventeen patients on one floor but had recently been tasked with caring for half the patients on another floor and doing insurance reviews for any patients with HMOs (a job unto itself!).


When Garcia discovered while training the new hire that his salary was $16,000 more than hers, she decided to speak with two other social workers she worked with. One, a white woman, told her the new hire’s salary was $7,000 more than hers. The other, a Latina woman, confided that he was making $10,000 more than she was. The new hire had less experience than any of them, so there was zero justification for the pay gap. Unfortunately, when Garcia approached first her manager and then HR, both told her there was nothing that could be done about it. So she left. But before she did, she let them know that it wasn’t just about money, it was about respect. Damn right! By the way, Caridad Garcia now runs her own successful food blog at fatgirlhedonist.com. We love to see it!


As Garcia’s story reflects, often Latinas are paid less than white men even in the same job. For example, Latina nurses earn 27 percent less than white male nurses, on average. Think that higher education is enough to bridge the gap? Latinas are going to college at higher rates than ever before. But education doesn’t eliminate the pay gap either. Latinas with a bachelor’s degree earn an average of 35 percent less than white men.


Mainstream personal finance media ignores the realities of the rapidly growing Latina population. As Latinos, community is at the center of who we are. We aren’t just building wealth for ourselves. We are trying to overcome generations of systemic oppression, poverty, and struggle. The “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” bullshit that is spewed by ignorant figureheads in political spaces is old, tired, and frankly, racist.4 We need real change on many fronts, but we also can’t afford to wait for the government, policy makers, or corporate America to give a shit about fixing the systemic inequities that exist. We’re going to have to learn how to build wealth, despite this big-ass mess. That’s where I come in.


As a first-generation Latina, my mission is to provide you with specific advice that addresses the unique challenges that we Latina women face. We will discuss the systemic and cultural barriers that have kept the Latino community from building wealth in the United States despite the fact that we are the largest minority group in America, and together we’ll find a way to move forward and come into our power.


The problem is clear. Latinas are paid less than everyone else due to several factors, including discrimination, systemic biases, and economic inequality. As mentioned, studies have shown that Latina women earn significantly less than their non-Hispanic white male and female counterparts, even when they have similar levels of education and experience. This wage gap is often referred to as the “Latina wage gap” or the “Hispanic wage gap.”


One reason for this wage gap is outright discrimination. Latinas face discrimination based on our gender, ethnicity, and race. This means that we may be overlooked for job opportunities or promotions, or may be paid less than our non-Latino white counterparts for doing the same job. Systemic biases also play a role in the Latina wage gap. The US workforce is often structured in a way that disadvantages women, and particularly women of color. For example, Latinas are disproportionately overrepresented in lower-paying jobs, such as domestic work or service industry jobs, that offer fewer opportunities for advancement.


Finally, economic inequality also contributes to the Latina wage gap. Latinas are more likely to live in poverty or low-income households, which can limit our educational and career opportunities. If you’re a recent immigrant who is still learning English, you may face language barriers or lack access to resources that could help you succeed in the workforce.


To address the Latina wage gap, it is important that we work toward eliminating discrimination, addressing systemic biases, and reducing economic inequality. We must become active participants in changing the legacy of struggle that is pervasive in our community. Change must start with us.



Money = Options


We are the first generation of women who have access to financial security and autonomy in ways that our mothers could only imagine. Up until the early 1970s, a woman’s application for credit could be denied if a husband didn’t co-sign, which often created obstacles for both married and single women. It wasn’t until the Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA) was passed in 1974 that women were able to get their own credit cards in their own name. This is one generation ago, amiga! It’s our duty to create the abundance in our lives that they were denied. It must be our mission to reclaim all that has been lost, so that we may honor the enormous sacrifices they made for us to be here today.


The very fabric of your DNA is made up of generations of survivors. We come from a lineage of people who have survived colonization, oppression, corruption, discrimination, and more, and yet, we are still here. We know how to fight, and we damn sure know how to survive. We’ve had to fight for everything for so long just to make it to this very moment in history, where we are beginning to see our true potential. It is my hope that, with the knowledge in this book, you will finally be able to shift from surviving to thriving. Because when you’re thriving, you have an unlimited number of options for what your life can become. Money provides you with the opportunity to be an active participant in shaping your world, instead of being a victim of circumstances beyond your control. It provides you with the choice to say no to an abusive employer, or a controlling spouse or family member. It gives you the ability to ensure that your loved ones have access to good healthcare, safe schools, and reliable caregivers. It empowers you to support those who advocate for the causes that you believe in and dismantle those that would seek to keep us divided. And most importantly, money helps you live the life that you deserve.


Mujer, you are powerful. You are capable. You are so fucking worthy of living a life beyond scarcity. And it is my hope that you can begin to create that life.



My Journey


Being a Latina personal finance educator and podcaster was never on my life goals list. But as I’ve learned, life has a way of unfolding in magical ways when you start doing scary shit. My journey as a serial entrepreneur began by puro accidente. Hell, I didn’t even know WTF entrepreneurship was as a teenager. That wasn’t even a word in my vocabulary. As the eldest child in a Puerto Rican family, my instructions were very clear: “Go to school, get a good job, and work there until you’re ready to retire.” That was the road to achieving the American Dream for my traditional Latino parents—and I’m guessing it might be the same message that you got, too.


When you grow up Latino, you have three career options: doctor, lawyer, or engineer. That’s it. We don’t do entrepreneurship. That’s for “other people.” The only Latino-owned businesses that I had ever seen growing up were mom-and-pop stores like bodegas, salons, or restaurants—so I never even considered it. Working twelve-to-fourteen-hour days was not what I wanted to do with my life. I thought being a business owner was just another negative consequence of not having an education or, worse, having some sort of criminal record or legal issue that made you traditionally unemployable. No one who owned a business in my community was wealthy. Hell, from what I could see, they were struggling all the time. They worked a lot, were never home, and, if they got sick, weren’t able to work and the bills didn’t get paid. Listen, ain’t nobody got time for that!


I grew up watching my parents struggle financially until I was in high school, so I knew early on that I wanted the complete opposite of that hardship. I wanted a cushy title, a six-figure salary, and a 401(k) with a match. And I definitely didn’t want a man telling me shit about what I could do with my life. I was determined to become an independent woman with a big-ass house, a bougie car with leather seats, fancy purses, a fluffy dog that I could put in said fancy purses, and lots of money in the bank. Then I’d be happy. I just knew it.


So, I followed in my dad’s footsteps as an engineer and became the first ingeniera in my familia. In 2007, I graduated from college with a degree in molecular biology and chemistry, and I pursued a career in the highly sought-after biotechnology industry. After five years of job hopping and climbing the white male–dominated corporate ladder, I found myself making $75,000 a year in my twenties. I was making more money than either of my parents. And… I was FUCKING miserable.


I was always the only Latina in the room, and usually the only woman. I felt so lonely and depressed, yet I also wrestled with feelings of guilt because I felt like I should be happy and grateful for what I had. For many first-gen Latinas, this feeling is all too familiar. I’ve spoken to so many mujeres who’ve encountered the exact same emotions, and I’ll bet you have too. This American Dream was turning out to be a damn nightmare.


My anxiety was at an all-time high, I was spiraling into depression, and I couldn’t stomach the idea of continuing to do this shit for the rest of my life. I started seriously considering quitting my job and starting over, but then I remembered that Sallie Mae was not gonna give a shit about my existential crisis. My parents were not about to endorse my desire to embark on some whacked-out Eat, Pray, Love journey to discover the meaning of my life.


I knew I had to get a little creative. So instead of yelling “YOLO!” and burning down the office telenovela style, I started a passion project to cope with my quarter-life crisis. I figured maybe I could distract myself a little from hating my life by finding something to keep me busy. I made a list of all the things I enjoyed doing that had nothing to do with work—and I landed on food as my favorite. I love to cook, and I love to eat even more. I’m that friend who researches the cuisine of a place that I’m visiting and organizes a culinary tour so that we can eat every iconic food a city or country is known for. It’s a serious problem. So, I started to cook and post pictures online—or as I soon discovered, I was doing what people called blogging.


Little did I know I was charting a path to freedom.


I centered on the idea of blogging as a side hustle because it would allow me to combine my love of food and my desire for location independence. Blogging was something I could do from anywhere, it allowed me to be creative AF, and it didn’t involve crunching numbers, sitting through boring-ass conference calls, or being mansplained in meetings. Every night after work, I’d race home to cook, shoot food pics, and write up recipes to share with the world. The act of creating something to share with the world was something that I’d never experienced before, and I was instantly addicted. Then came the moment that would change my trajectory forever.


One day in January 2014, I walked into work, got fired, and made the two-hour trek back home in a blizzard with only a severance check, a small box of my belongings, and my tattered dignity. I was shocked at the time, but the panic began to wear off once I realized this was literally the best thing that could have happened to me. After all, I hated that job! I would walk into work every single day at least thirty minutes late, hoping that one day they’d get sick of me and just fire me right then and there. (PS: Manifestation is real! Be careful what you wish for.)


And so here I was, newly unemployed and the lucky recipient of a $12,000 severance check. I was at a crossroads: I finally had the time and a little money to work on my blog without restrictions. This turned out to be the shock to my system that I desperately needed to take a moment to breathe and consider what would make me truly happy. And so, after sulking on the couch for about a day, I put on my big-girl panties and started thinking about how I could turn the blog into a thriving business.


And that’s exactly what I did.


I spent the next three months fully immersing myself in learning everything I could about social media, online content creation, search engine optimization (SEO), photography, how to pitch myself to brands, and more—and things started to take off. I had to go back to a few more unsatisfying jobs, but I never stopped building my side hustles after work. I made a dramatic mindset shift: my paychecks would be my angel investors. I spent years working 9-to-5s and building my businesses between 5 and 9 p.m. (and sometimes later), and eventually, my little food blog that started as a passion project became the ticket that allowed me to achieve financial independence at age thirty-five. Side hustles changed my life: They helped me pay off over $39,000 of student loans in seventeen months, build generational wealth, and would provide me with the opportunity to retire from traditional work decades early. By 2021 I was able to walk away from the corporate grind for good—my side hustles are now my main hustle!


Finding My FIRE


After I was let go from my job, I continued to explore the world of earning money online (something I never learned about in school) even though I had to take another job three months later to keep me going until I was able to make my move. In 2017, I stumbled upon the concept of FIRE (Financial Independence/Retire Early). For the first time, I was introduced to the idea that I could use online entrepreneurship as a tool to escape the rat race. I was HOOKED! I started listening to a ton of personal finance podcasts, devouring everything I could find. I started implementing FIRE concepts into my finances, and in 2021, I achieved financial independence, thanks to my food blog.


Becoming an entrepreneur helped me find a voice I didn’t realize I had lost. When I started my blog in 2013, I didn’t realize I was creating the foundation of a six-figure business that centers around my Latina heritage. I literally get paid to be myself, something I could NEVER do in corporate America.


As a food blogger, homing in on my Latina heritage is how I started to differentiate my content from others in this very competitive space. Initially, I didn’t realize the importance of having a clear niche. At the beginning of my blogging journey, I was creating content and recipes for everyone, and as a result, I was serving no one. After doing some market research and strategizing how to finally get some solid traction, I realized how underserved the Latin recipe space was, especially among the Puerto Rican community that I’m a part of. It turns out there was a large audience of mi gente out there who were looking for creative twists and classic recipes for such Puerto Rican favorites as arroz con gandules and coquito. So I started sharing my Puerto Rican recipes, and that’s when things clicked.


Instead of blending in with the crowd, I started to lean in to my unique heritage, and that has made all the difference. As a woman of color in higher education and the workplace, I have often felt the need to code-switch, which is defined as “the practice of alternating between two or more languages or varieties of language in conversation.” Being a bilingual Latina from an urban environment, I’ve often felt like I had to hide my urban accent, straighten my hair, and never be heard speaking Spanish in a professional environment. That made me shy away from being perceived as too Latina for so long.


This is the first time in my life that I don’t have to shy away from who I am, and I want that for you too. These macro- and microaggressions that affect so many of us cause us to play it SO SMALL. I’m tired of us trying to blend into the crowd. It’s time for you to speak up, ask for what you want, and claim what is rightfully yours. No more hiding, mija. It’s your time to fucking shine.


¿Qué Va a Decir la Gente?


For many BIPOC first-generation kids, much of our drive to succeed stems from fear—and a lot of that fear is placed on us by our caregivers.


We don’t want to be the reason people talk about us and our families. And so, we grow accustomed to being afraid… of everything.


Afraid of starting that business.


Afraid of investing in the stock market.


Afraid of failing.


Afraid of making a mistake.


Afraid of taking a risk.


Afraid of bringing shame to the family.


Afraid of being judged for choosing a different path.


Afraid of speaking up and asking for more.


Afraid of disappointing others by choosing ourselves.


But I want you to know something: Your ancestors did not sacrifice everything for you to settle for the bare minimum. You fucking deserve abundance. You deserve options. You deserve wealth. You deserve to live the life of your dreams, not the life that others dreamed for you. And I want to teach you how becoming poderosa AF with your money can help you get there.


We don’t often talk about money in our communities in a way that allows the next generations to build on these skills. That was certainly the case for me. My parents were constantly stressed about money and so, naturally, I was afraid of it for so long. I avoided thinking about it much, and always felt it controlled my life. It wasn’t until I became an entrepreneur that I started learning about the true power of money, and for the first time, I felt like I’d unlocked the next level of the game of life. I started learning about financial independence, investing, and building generational wealth—all topics I never learned about growing up.


The more I learned, the more I wanted to talk about it with my amigas. The main response: major side-eye and lots of “WTF are you talking about?!”


“My parents say that investing is gambling,” they’d say.


“You can’t earn six figures as a business owner.”


“You can’t quit your job, you’ll end up homeless!”


“But what about your degrees?”


“I don’t trust Wall Street.”


“If you want to be rich, you need to buy a house.”


Sigh.


I needed to find a place where this was a normal topic of conversation, but I couldn’t find it in my peer group. And so, one day, while twerking to the J.Lo and Cardi B song “Dinero” in the shower, the universe planted an idea in my cabeza: Yo Quiero Dinero®—that’s the name of your podcast. I jumped out of the shower, did some quick Google searches to confirm that no one had come up with that yet, and on April 26, 2019, the Yo Quiero Dinero® podcast was born.


The creation of my personal finance podcast was a direct response to a recurring theme I see in the world of personal finance. I couldn’t find anyone telling stories like mine: a first-generation Latina, saddled with student loan debt, stuck in an unsatisfying career, longing for a life that felt more… free. I wanted more time and financial freedom. I wanted the power to create a life that allows me to live and work how and where I want. As an engineer, I was trained to solve problems and see solutions where they don’t exist. And so, the mission became very clear to me.


In just four years, my podcast has become my second business to bring in six figures and has been downloaded over one million times in over 145 countries. We’ve inspired thousands of listeners to get out of debt, start businesses, open investment portfolios, and become the first people in their families to chart a path to generational wealth. We’ve given a whole generation of mujeres like you the permission to create the life of their dreams, and that’s exactly what you and I will do here together in this book.


Remember: No one is coming to save us. We must be the change that we wish to see.


My promise to you is to provide you with smart, specific advice that addresses the unique challenges that we face as Latinas. It is my hope that it encourages you to understand that what makes us different is also what makes us strong—and with the right tools, we can create wealth and financial freedom for ourselves and generations to come.


So let’s get started getting poderosa with your dinero—because money is power, mujer.


Footnotes


1. https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Gender-Wage-Gapm-in-2020-Fact-Sheet_FINAL.pdf.


2. https://nwlc.org/resources/the-lifetime-wage-gap-state-by-state/.


3. https://wearemitu.com/fierce/latina-case-worker-calls-out-healthcare-industry/.


4. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/19/opinion/economic-mobility.html.

















CHAPTER 1



The Struggle Is Real


As a child, I witnessed a dichotomy that so many kids from the hood can likely identify with. The realities of living in a community in which lack was the norm were all around us. I went to a school that greeted us with metal detectors to check if anyone had brought a weapon. We were regularly placed on lockdown, not for active shooter drills, but because of actual gang violence in the area. We’d drive to towns fifteen minutes away and ooh and ah over the million-dollar homes with perfectly manicured lawns. People sitting outside in the spring to enjoy al fresco dining with no worry about being catcalled or mugged. You could walk down the street in the middle of downtown and not once run into someone asking for money on a street corner. It felt like stepping into an alternate universe. It was the first time I realized that there were other options besides struggling. I saw that poverty was the opposite of what I wanted for my life. This is the life I wanted. But how? I got the same message that so many first-gens get: “Go to school and get a good job. Then you’ll be set.” So off I went to college—on a full scholarship, no less! You can blame my habitual inner overachiever.


After graduating, I spent the next five years job hopping and climbing the white male–dominated corporate engineer ladder, and even though I was making $75,000 a year in my midtwenties, I was utterly miserable. I found myself being the token Latina in the room, and usually the only woman, too. I felt so lonely and depressed, and I seriously considered quitting my job and starting over with a new career entirely. I needed something more, so I started creating content online as a food blogger to cope with hating my entire life (hello, quarter-life crisis!). I thought I was taking on a fun new hobby that let me express my creativity in a way that I couldn’t do in a stuffy corporate engineering job. Little did I know I was charting a path to freedom.


Many of us are taught that the only way to earn a decent living is to do what our parents couldn’t: Go to school, get an education, and get a good-paying job with benefits. We think that the only way to become a millionaire is by becoming a celebrity or playing the lottery. My family still plays los numeros religiously, convinced that they’ll be the next ones to strike it rich.


We’re still waiting, and I’m tired of waiting. I’m tired of waiting for our luck to arrive and maybe you are too. We have the power to create our own path to wealth, and it’s so much simpler than you think. You just need the right tools to get you there. In this chapter, we’ll discuss how to identify our money triggers and how they may be rooted in the financial trauma we experienced during childhood and adolescence. We will work through exercises to uncover common themes around money that have formed the narratives we hold today.


Rewriting the Story


Why didn’t anyone prepare us to become financially powerful mujeres? As kids, we’re encouraged to follow our dreams. But then as we grow up, we’re told to be realistic. We’re told that our passions won’t pay the bills. We’re taught to contract, stay small, and avoid asking for what we want. We’re taught to avoid giving people a reason to talk about us and what we’re doing. We’re taught that talking about money is uncivilized or taboo. We’re taught that we must work ourselves into the ground, and that rest is for the lazy. We’re taught that poverty is noble, and that wealth is immoral. We’re taught how to live in scarcity. Fuck that. We deserve to have so much more.


Before we get into the nitty-gritty of making money, let’s first talk about the systemic and cultural barriers that have kept the Latino community from building wealth in the United States, despite the fact that we are the largest minority group in America. The struggle is real, mujer—but self-knowledge is power. Together, we will reshape your money mindset from scarcity to abundance. We will squash your limiting beliefs around budgeting, investing, increasing your income, and building wealth. We will empower you to be unapologetically poderosa with your dinero. We’ve witnessed the impact of financial oppression firsthand with our mothers and our grandmothers. It wasn’t too long ago that a woman couldn’t inherit property, or have her own bank account, or take out a loan to start a business. We’ve watched so many who came before us give up their dreams, because those dreams seemed impossible. It’s time to start rewriting the narrative.


Right now, give yourself the permission you’ve been waiting for to create a life that no one told you that you could have. If we can acknowledge all the internalized limiting beliefs we’ve passed down for generations, we can change the story. If you didn’t learn shit about money, welcome to the club. None of us did, but that changes here.


Money and Stress


Generally speaking, Latinos don’t typically seek help for mental health issues, including those caused by financial strain. A 2020 study1 on low-income Latinas and the relationship between financial stress and mental health found that Latinas are less likely to receive mental health services than non-Hispanic whites or Black American women. And yet, another study found that it is common for Latinos in general to identify economic strain as a significant factor affecting their mental health. They also noted the lack of coping strategies and emotional support systems available to them.


Money is a stressful subject for many Latinos, but especially for us Latinas. I think it has a lot to do with the financial trauma we are likely to have experienced watching our caregivers navigate financial pressures. When I think back to my own childhood, money was always a source of conflict. I know I am not alone as a first-generation Latina in responding to all the financial challenges I experienced growing up by developing a scarcity mindset, the psychological tendency to fear that there isn’t enough (money, resources, etc.). This mindset tells us that, in order to maintain any semblance of security, we must avoid risky behaviors like job hopping, advocating for a salary increase, or investing in the stock market.


My father works as an engineering consultant and has always been the primary breadwinner. When we were growing up, he traveled… a lot. As a result, my mom was perpetually trapped in low-paying jobs without benefits, because she needed a flexible schedule that allowed her to pick us up from school and be there for us while my dad was away Monday through Friday. She gave up decades of benefits like a 401(k) and paid time off in exchange for a flexible schedule. I witnessed her become a prisoner to motherhood in a system that provides little to no help to working parents. I also watched her give up her own hopes and dreams in order to allow me the privilege of pursuing mine, because there was no other choice. It wasn’t until I started driving myself to high school that she began to work full time.


Because my mom carried the heavy load of raising my sister and me, there were frequent conflicts over money in our home that I saw and felt firsthand. Seeing this discrepancy as a child taught me that making money meant sacrificing time with your family. It also taught me that, as a woman, I needed to have my own financial safety net because I never wanted to be in a situation where I was dependent on a partner.


The result of all this stress? I became a freaking hustler. I started working at fourteen years old while still keeping up my good grades throughout school. I got a full scholarship to go to college to study biology, and never looked back. I worked my way through college, graduated with a job in biotechnology as a process engineer, and focused solely on making as much money as possible as quickly as possible. I was determined not to repeat the cycle of struggle that I witnessed as a young child. But I realized in my late twenties that I was pursuing a false goal. I didn’t actually want money. What I really wanted was the freedom to pursue a life that looked completely different than the one I saw my mother live.


These financial conflicts are traumatic; they stay with you until you decide to do the healing work. My mother has told me stories about her first and only time applying for public assistance, after my dad was injured on the job and subsequently fired because he refused to keep working with a broken hand. Money and steady work were constant stressors for my parents growing up, and, as a result, I began to equate it to my parents’ decision to have kids. It took me many years of therapy to realize that one of the reasons I have decided not to become a mother is because I saw motherhood and financial security as completely incompatible. Talk about some deep fucking trauma. Chances are you’ve seen and experienced some traumatic shit when it comes to money, and so if we’re talking about it honestly and openly here, we have to first acknowledge the hard things we likely experienced growing up.


Now, I want to caution you: This is not an invitation for you to judge, criticize, blame, or guilt your caretakers for any hangups you may have around money. As you work through the experiences that impacted your views on money, I encourage you to see this as an opportunity for compassionate inquiry and radical empathy. After all, our parents are not likely to be capable of passing on healthy money beliefs to us unless they have them themselves! When I started to consider the environment my parents came up in as kids in Puerto Rico, I began to stop feeling so much resentment about their inability to pass on financial literacy skills to me. My dad’s mother (my abuela Carmen) had seven kids, and only a third-grade education. She was abandoned by her husband when he moved to New York City with their three oldest children while my dad was still in elementary school. She turned to a solution that many people in Puerto Rico resort to, because there is no other option and good-paying jobs are scarce: entrepreneurship. Always savvy with whatever little money she had, she took her small savings and constructed a corner store on the first floor of her elevated home in Mercedita, Puerto Rico, a very poor suburb of the major southern city of Ponce. Selling cigarettes, alcohol, soda, and other bodega staples helped her keep a roof over her head and support the four children who were left behind. She even put two of her kids through college.


That’s some legendary shit right there.


Yeah, my grandmother didn’t know how to open a 401(k) or buy an index fund, but she taught my dad incredibly valuable lessons that I’m so grateful he was able to pass on to me and that I now want to pass on to you:




• No matter what life throws at you, you can figure shit out.


• You can make opportunities where none exist when you get creative and resourceful.


• You can come from nothing and still make something of yourself.


• You come from an incredible lineage of badass women who survived against all odds.




Moving from Scarcity to Abundance


We are the first generation of Latina women who have access to financial security and autonomy in ways our mothers and grandmothers could only imagine. It’s our duty to create the abundance in our lives that they were denied. It must be our mission to reclaim all that has been lost, so that we may honor the enormous sacrifices they made in order for us to be here today.


Our ancestors survived so that we can soar. You owe it to them to be the brightest, biggest, loudest, most authentic version of yourself, because they couldn’t. Their sacrifices are why you must refuse to stay small. It’s time for you to bring to life all the dreams that they gave up, just so you could live yours.


So, in order for us to make the switch from scarcity to abundance, we first have to understand and uncover our internalized money beliefs. All of our money stories start at the baseline level of the wealth-building journey: financial dependence. As kids, we experience money through our caretakers. If we see our parents or caregivers experience money in a negative way, that can have a direct impact on our own relationship with money as adolescents and adults. This can manifest into financial trauma. What can we do to counter this? We can build the self-knowledge to understand our history and emotions (including stressful ones) around money. We can name it to tame it.




PRACTICE: NAME IT TO TAME IT


In this practice, I encourage you to write answers to the following questions in your own journal or notebook. Try as much as possible to record these messages in the specific language with which they were delivered to you. Keep it real, because this practice will help you begin to discover the subconscious narratives you have about money.




1. What are my earliest memories or experiences related to money? How did they shape my beliefs and attitudes toward money?


2. What are my current financial habits and behaviors? How do they reflect my underlying beliefs and emotions about money?


3. What are my core beliefs about money? Are they empowering or limiting? How do these beliefs impact my financial decisions and actions?


4. How do I define financial success? Is it aligned with my values and priorities, or is it influenced by societal expectations or external pressures?


5. What are my fears and anxieties around money? How do they hold me back from achieving my financial goals or taking necessary risks?


6. How does my upbringing and family background influence my relationship with money? Are there any patterns or lessons passed down through generations that I need to examine and potentially change?








What Is Financial Trauma?


Mujer, you have likely heard much talk about trauma. It’s become a buzzword, and the problem with buzzwords is that they begin to get misused. Trauma isn’t just anything that causes distress or discomfort. The American Psychological Association (APA) defines trauma as “any disturbing experience that results in significant fear, helplessness, disassociation, confusion, or other disruptive feelings intense enough to have a long-lasting effect on a person’s attitudes, behaviors and other aspects of functioning.” One type of trauma that isn’t getting as much attention is financial trauma. Dr. Galen Buckwater, a research psychologist who studies the psychology of money, defines financial trauma as “the physical, emotional, and cognitive deficits people experience when they cannot cope with either abrupt financial loss or the chronic stress of having inadequate financial resources.”2 The key here is that it is chronic, meaning the stress that you experience around your finances occurs over a long period of time. As is the case with any type of trauma, you may experience emotional responses, cognitive responses (like thought patterns or beliefs), and/or physical responses. Financial trauma has many possible causes:




• Inheriting toxic money beliefs from your caretakers


• Chronic debt


• The sudden loss of a job


• The loss of a home


• Unstable income


• A chronic inability to pay all the bills


• Low-wage work


• Entering the job market during a recession




In communities of color, financial trauma can come from a combination of any number of the above circumstances. Maybe you saw your parents swipe credit cards to treat themselves to material gifts as a result of working a grueling job (or even multiple jobs). Maybe you find yourself doing this too, buying that new pair of shoes or taking yourself out for a spa day only to realize you’ve actually added to your stress load. Money can become an unhealthy coping mechanism that spirals you further and further into debt, which causes more stress. It’s the epitome of a vicious cycle.


Our behaviors with money are a physical manifestation of financial trauma we have experienced, and if you don’t learn how to identify those triggers, you will find yourself feeling constantly overwhelmed and powerless over your money.


Signs of Financial Trauma


Financial trauma can manifest in a number of different ways, so this is by no means a one-size-fits-all list. But if you can relate to anything on this list below, chances are you’re experiencing the aftereffects of financial trauma:




• Compulsive or chronic overspending


• Negative thought patterns around money or compulsive budgeting


• Extreme spending deprivation


• Physical stress over social outings or self-isolation out of fear of spending money


• Limiting beliefs around money: “I’ll never be able to afford this,” “I’ll never make more money,” “No one would ever pay me that much for this job,” etc.


• Hoarding excess amounts of money in the bank


• Refusing to invest because you’re scared to lose money


• Feeling excess amounts of guilt when spending money on yourself


• Feeling the need to give away all your money because you “don’t deserve it”




If any of the above feels familiar, it’s time to understand the root causes in terms of the messages you received around money growing up. But amiga, as you do this personal development work through practices like journaling or therapy, I also want you to remember to be gentle with yourself and practice what I like to call Financial Self-Care.




PRACTICE: IDENTIFYING YOUR MONEY TRAUMA


Identifying your money trauma involves recognizing and understanding past experiences or beliefs related to money that have negatively impacted your financial behavior and mindset. Money trauma can stem from various sources, such as childhood experiences, family dynamics, societal influences, or significant financial hardships. These questions will help you begin to identify areas in your life that may have contributed to your money trauma.




1. Have I ever experienced a significant financial loss or hardship that still affects me emotionally or psychologically? If so, how has it shaped my current money beliefs and behaviors?


2. What were the messages or beliefs about money that I learned from my family or primary caregivers? How have these messages influenced my relationship with money?


3. Are there any specific events or experiences related to money in my past that still evoke strong emotional reactions or triggers? How do these reactions impact my current financial decisions and actions?


4. How does my money trauma manifest in my current financial habits or patterns? Do I engage in excessive saving, overspending, or avoidance of financial responsibilities?


5. Have I ever experienced feelings of shame, guilt, or worthlessness related to money? Where do these feelings originate from, and how do they affect my self-worth and financial decisions?


6. How does my money trauma impact my relationships with others, particularly when it comes to financial matters? Do I experience fear, control issues, or conflicts when discussing or sharing finances with loved ones?








Taking Power Over Your Dinero


Embracing your truth as a first-generation individual and acknowledging your lack of learning regarding personal finance is the first step toward reclaiming control over your money. It’s not about where you start. The most important part is the effort you put into educating yourself and making informed financial decisions.


Take this as an opportunity to break the cycle and rewrite your family’s financial narrative. You have the strength to overcome obstacles, the tenacity to learn, and the willpower to take charge of your financial future.


By empowering yourself with knowledge and making mindful choices, you can pave the way for a more secure and prosperous life, not just for yourself, but for generations to come. Let’s start by uncovering your current money story by doing a deep dive into your dinero.


STEP ONE: Tell your money story. The first step to take control of your dinero is to pinpoint what is causing you stress. Use these journal prompts to home in on what the root causes of your financial stress might be. Answer these questions in your notebook or journal; you can also look back at your answers from the previous practice:


When talking about [image: image], I feel stressed because [image: image].


The thought of money makes me feel [image: image].


My money story from my childhood looked like [image: image].


Identifying where your money story starts, and where your money stress comes from, is key to a sustainable practice of financial self-care. This will allow you to give yourself the true patience and compassion you need to sustain you on your journey to becoming poderosa with your dinero.


STEP TWO: Put a “finance date” in your calendar. Once a month, book a “Finance Date” in your calendar. In your notebook or journal, this is the time to review all of your account balances and revisit your current savings and investing goals (or set some new goals if you haven’t started yet). Don’t forget to also check in with any debt, noting if you can find a way to put a little bit more money toward paying it off in the following month. Last, be sure to give yourself kudos for staying on top of it and staying real with your dinero situation.


STEP THREE: Map out your money days. Step three is to map out your money days. Note any paydays on your calendar and take a moment to practice gratitude for your income stream(s). At the same time, map out any dates in the month when bills are due. Rather than dreading these days as if they will be the final nail in the coffin—as they say—visualize how you will pay these bills; for instance, If I hold off on buying this new appliance, I can cover this bill. Remind yourself, I have enough, it’s just a question of timing.


STEP FOUR: Identify your why. We often lose sight of why we are doing what we are doing. In order to keep your drive and motivation strong, it’s important to regularly remind yourself of your goals. Do you want to change jobs? Will it involve short-term pain (a pay cut)? Identifying your big-picture hopes and dreams can help you stay on track. In your notebook or journal, write a paragraph or two describing your financial goals and how you will achieve them. Be sure to write and rewrite these paragraphs as your journey evolves. You got this, amiga!




PRACTICE: DEFINING YOUR WHY FOR WEALTH


Defining your why for wealth involves understanding the deeper motivations and reasons behind your desire to accumulate wealth. It goes beyond the mere pursuit of money and encompasses the core values, aspirations, and purpose that drive your financial goals. Defining your why for wealth is a personal and introspective process. Take the time to reflect on what truly drives you, align your financial goals with your values, and ensure that your pursuit of wealth supports a meaningful and purposeful life. It’s essential to strike a balance between material wealth and overall well-being, as true wealth means more than just money. It’s about having the options to choose what your life looks like.




• What does wealth mean to me personally?


Understanding your personal definition of wealth is crucial. Is it about financial security, freedom, or the ability to pursue your passions? By clarifying what wealth truly means to you, you can align your efforts with your core values and motivations.


• What are my long-term goals and aspirations?


Consider the goals and aspirations you have for your life. Do you want to retire early, travel the world, start your own business, or support causes you’re passionate about? Building wealth can provide the means to achieve these dreams, so it’s essential to identify and connect with your long-term goals.


• How will wealth enhance my life and the lives of my loved ones?


Reflect on how wealth can positively impact your life and the lives of those you care about. Will it provide greater security, opportunities, or the ability to support your family? Understanding the potential benefits of wealth can help you stay motivated and focused on your financial journey.


• What values and principles guide my approach to building wealth?


Consider the values and principles that guide your financial decisions. Are you driven by integrity, generosity, or a desire to make a positive impact on the world? Reflecting on your values will ensure that your pursuit of wealth is aligned with your beliefs and ethics.


• How will building wealth contribute to my overall well-being?


Explore how building wealth can contribute to your overall well-being. Will it provide peace of mind, reduce stress, or increase your sense of empowerment? Understanding the holistic benefits of wealth can help you maintain a healthy perspective and prioritize your well-being along the way.


• How can I use my wealth to create a meaningful legacy?


Think beyond your own lifetime and consider how you can use your accumulated wealth to create a lasting impact. Can you support causes you care about, establish scholarships, or leave a positive mark on your community? Reflecting on the legacy you want to leave behind can add a deeper sense of purpose to your wealth-building journey.




Remember, building wealth is a personal endeavor, and the answers to these questions will vary for each individual. By exploring your motivations and aligning them with your goals, values, and aspirations, you can build a solid foundation for your financial journey and create a meaningful and fulfilling relationship with wealth.








Embrace Your Inner Hustler


This means unleashing the power that’s inside of you. It’s about harnessing the power of your ancestors and owning your ambition to slay the game of wealth creation without losing your sparkle. It’s about tapping into your Latina power, breaking barriers, and hustling smart to make those dollar bills rain. It means recognizing and celebrating the unique qualities, strengths, and cultural values that empower you to strive for success and overcome challenges. It involves embracing your heritage, embracing your identity as a Latina, and utilizing those aspects to fuel your ambitions and goals. Because, amiga, you are a badass!


As a Latina, you have likely faced and overcome numerous obstacles and adversities. Embracing your inner hustler means acknowledging your resilience and using it as a driving force to pursue your dreams, no matter the setbacks or challenges that may arise. Honey, we don’t let obstacles bring us down. We bounce back stronger and show the world that we can handle anything that comes our way! Embrace challenges with a confident strut, knowing that setbacks are just fabulous opportunities for personal growth. Failures? They’re your stepping-stones to greatness, amiga. Keep that head held high and let that mindset slay.


We don’t just embrace our heritage; we rock it! We bring that fiery Latina spirit, with values like hard work, familia, and comunidad, and use them as our secret sauce for success. I want you to celebrate your cultural heritage and the values instilled in you. Embracing your inner hustler means leveraging these values and incorporating them into your personal and professional pursuits.


The ability to adapt, think outside the box, and find innovative solutions is a common trait among Latinas. We are resourceful AF. We can turn any situation around with our quick thinking, innovation, and those incredible skills to find solutions where others see roadblocks. Embrace your resourcefulness and creativity to navigate challenges, identify opportunities, and find unique ways to achieve your goals.


We don’t settle for average; we dream big, and we go after those dreams like nobody’s business. We’ve got that fuego in our souls that keeps us hungry for success and constantly pushing ourselves to new heights. Embracing your inner hustler means recognizing and embracing your ambition and drive for success. It involves setting high goals for yourself, pushing beyond your comfort zone, and continuously striving for personal and professional growth. Take strategic risks that make your heart race with excitement. Dare to go beyond your comfort zone, bella, and remember that fortune favors the bold.


As a Latina, you have the opportunity to uplift and empower others within your community. We lift each other up because that’s how we roll! We share our knowledge, experiences, and successes to inspire our fellow Latinas, showing them that they have the power to achieve greatness too. Connect with powerhouses who can uplift and inspire you on your path to greatness. Surround yourself with a squad of fabulous individuals who lift you higher. Find mentors who can guide you with their wisdom and strut alongside peers who share your ambition. Collaborate and conquer together, reina. When we rise together, the world can’t help but bow down.


Embracing your inner hustler also means taking ownership of your narrative and defying stereotypes or societal expectations that may limit your potential. We don’t fit into anyone’s boxes or stereotypes. We own our stories, break those barriers, and shatter expectations. Flaunt your unique talents, skills, and that sizzling Latina charm. Embrace your cultural heritage, baby, and let it shine as your secret weapon in your financial journey. Own your unique story, experiences, and perspectives, and use them to create your own path to success. We’re unapologetic about who we are, and we’re out to show the world what we’re capable of!


But most of all, make sure that you remind yourself that you don’t always need to be hustling. Part of breaking generational curses means using the power of money to build a life that gives you ample time to rest and enjoy the soft life that our ancestors didn’t get a chance to experience. The fact is that you can’t conquer the world if you’re burned out and tired AF. It’s so important that you establish boundaries that scream “I’m a boss” to protect your precious time and energy. Don’t feel guilty about indulging in self-care practices that make you feel like the fierce queen you are. Remember that even the baddest badasses need (and deserve) a break. Work hard but play harder.


Embracing your inner hustler is all about unleashing your confidence, fierce ambition, and sassy charm to create wealth like a true queen. Remember, you were born for greatness, mi amor. So put on your corona, strut your stuff, and let the world know that you’re on a mission to break generational curses once and for all!


Footnotes


1. https://newprairiepress.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1221&context=jft.


2. https://goop.com/wellness/career-money/are-you-struggling-with-financial-ptsd/.
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