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Dedicated to my family, clients, and colleagues for the trust and support that has carried me through the years




INTRODUCTION

How was your day?” My wife, Kyle, asked, greeting me at the front door with a welcoming smile and already anticipating my typical answer.

“It was amazing. The best day of my life,” I replied, kissing her on the lips.

She laughed. “How is it possible that every single day is that perfect for you?”

“When you’re passionate about what you do and you love the people and the place you come home to, that’s just the way it is.”

It was the only explanation I could offer, and I knew it to be true, especially because we were in the trenches of launching a business from the ground up and it was a wild roller-coaster ride, fraught with rapid inclines, sharp turns, and steep slopes.

There was rarely a reprieve from the chaos. We’d set up shop with three days’ notice and were clamoring to get everything done. Plastic rentals served as our desk chairs; our transaction coordinator doubled as the receptionist; my partner Billy Rose was making runs to the Home Depot to swap out the dilapidated toilet seats, and our office had such horrific parking that I was acting as the valet. If our agents needed to leave, I would literally run downstairs and move cars so that they could arrive at their listings on time. We were a small team but a motivated one. We rolled up our sleeves. Got our hands dirty. And made shit happen.

“Most people would be exhausted and overwhelmed in your position.” Kyle shook her head incredulously. “I don’t know how you do it all and remain so positive.”

She was right. Most people would have been completely stressed out in my shoes. But I’m not most people, and learning to find balance in my life, while maintaining an optimistic outlook, is something that was ingrained in me from a young age.

As a child, my grandfather Abraham taught me this important historical adage: “There are twenty-four hours in a day—eight for sleep, eight for work, and eight for play. It’s up to you to decide how to divide your time wisely.” I’ve carried this advice with me for the last five decades, as I’ve strived to give 100 percent to everything I do, which includes my career, my personal relationships, and the many extracurricular activities that fulfill me.

Striking this balance is often easier said than done, yet I believe that if you lead with confidence and a positive attitude, success is not only achievable but probable, and the possibilities are endless.

This way of thinking originates from my upbringing and being raised by a very loving and supportive Jewish family from the day I was born on June 25, 1970, in Mexico City. Judaism was a big part of my life growing up. Even though we weren’t orthodox, we honored holidays and traditions—imparted by my mother—which I still follow today. My grandparents emigrated, by boat, from Russia, Lithuania, Turkey, and Minsk—fleeing these countries, as so many Jews did in order to obtain freedom—and landed in Mexico, where my parents were born, so I was a second-generation Mexican.

My parents; my sister, Sharon; and I ate dinner together every night, and my father, who’s always had a passion for philosophical books, would talk to us about Dostoevsky and all kinds of existential stuff. So, early on, we were part of these very interesting and educational conversations that taught us we could do anything we put our minds to. The world was our oyster.

But well before I became one of the top ten real estate agents in the country, boasting the most homes sold above twenty million dollars, I had quite a bit to overcome. The first major obstacle I faced was being born with a potentially fatal blood disease called neutropenia, which is when you have too few neutrophils, a type of white blood cell that fights infection and bacteria. At the time I was diagnosed with neutropenia, most people died from it. Therefore, the first six years of my life were consumed by my parents’ fear.

I was their first child and the first grandchild in the family, which meant I grew up extremely nurtured and bolstered, particularly since I had this horrible disease and was at the hospital multiple times a week, if not every day, being poked and prodded and having my blood taken. I basically got away with whatever I wanted because my family didn’t want to upset me.

Incredibly, when I was six years old, after a visit to the Boston Children’s Hospital for a regular blood test, the doctors told me I was cured and that I no longer had neutropenia. It was a medical miracle that set the tone for the self-assured man I was destined to become.

Still, the trauma of those six years took a mental toll on me and are completely blocked from my memory.

It was at this point that my family decided we needed a fresh start, and we relocated from Mexico to Bel Air, a residential neighborhood in Los Angeles, California. We moved there for a few reasons. One was that there was a major devaluation of the peso in addition to other politically motivated concerns in Mexico. Another was so my father could diversify the family textile business he was running with his two brothers and my grandfather. They knew better than to put all of their eggs in one basket, and my father volunteered to pursue opportunities in America—a resolution that allowed my mother to follow her dream of becoming a psychologist. Ultimately, she received her MFCC license, her doctorate, and two postdoctoral degrees in psychology, which had a major impact on me as a young man. I learned through her, innately, an understanding of the human brain, human behavior, and psychology. She taught me how to read people, a skill that led me to become the strong salesman I am today.

But, my impediments didn’t end in our new home. As a result of the constant attention to my neutropenia, it somehow went undiagnosed—until I was about nine years old—that I was legally blind in one eye. I remember the moment I found out like it was yesterday. My mother took me to the pediatrician for my annual checkup, and they tested my eyesight by having me put a piece of paper over each eye while I read the letter chart with the other eye (there were no fancy machines back then!). It wasn’t the first time I’d done this, but, unknowingly, I’d always managed to cheat the system by moving my head to one side so I could see with my good eye. But this time, the woman doing the test told me to keep still. All of a sudden, I realized I couldn’t see a thing with my bad eye. It was completely shocking, not only to me but to my parents too.

What was so astonishing is that my blind eye had never hindered me. From the time I was two years old, I was the most athletic kid around. I could hit the baseball farther than anyone I knew, and I excelled in every sport I tried. There was no reason for anyone to suspect that I could see only 50 percent as well as everyone else.

You’d think I would have listened to the doctor and used the patch she instructed me to wear, in an attempt to strengthen my blind eye, which would have been a possibility if I’d followed the rules. But I was having none of it. I would remove the patch when I went to school and at any chance I got. Eventually, my mother realized that things were not improving and that tough love was the only answer. She took me to the park that afternoon, put patches on both of my eyes, and instructed me to run around and play, which was obviously impossible. I was crying so hard because I couldn’t see at all. Her response to my hysterics was “Do you want to be partially blind for the rest of your life? Wear the patch, Mauricio.”

Remarkably, I still didn’t heed this advice, and my vision remains 20/400 in one eye. Fortunately, as with every other hindrance I’ve encountered throughout my life, I’ve found a way to thrive in spite of it.

This includes the academically encumbering ADD I’ve also endured since I was a young child, which made sitting in a classroom and completing homework assignments especially taxing for me. Because of this, I was not an exemplary student, even though I was very smart and able to absorb all the material. I would score well on exams but then fail to turn in my assignments, much to the frustration of my parents, who didn’t understand why I couldn’t get it done and had to force me to do so in order to help me move on to the next grade level, which was always a relief!

The fact is, I didn’t care about how I did in school. The only thing that mattered to me was my athletic endeavors. That was where my drive and ambition were centered—I was a competitive guy through and through, and I needed to win. (I’m still that way!) Whether it was soccer, football, tennis, racquetball, or any other activity, I would always beat my friends, even if I was down on my knees while they were on their feet, or if I was holding the Ping-Pong paddle with my nondominant hand while they played with their dominant hands.

In high school, I ended up turning my focus to snow skiing in a serious way. I wanted to become an Olympic skier, and my parents supported that. In fact, in 1986, I created the Mexican Olympic ski team. While we didn’t compete in the 1988 Olympics in Calgary, we did pave the way for the next generation to finally send a Mexican Olympic ski team to Albertville in 1992.

With this accomplishment under my belt, I decided to return to Mexico for my senior year. I’d been at a small, private Jewish school through junior high and had transferred to a public school with a better athletic program for part of high school, but it was not a good fit for me. So I went to live with my cousin Sammy’s family in Mexico—Sammy is my age and has been my best friend all my life. He was the one who suggested that we do our senior year together at the American School Foundation in Mexico City and my parents gave me their blessing.

By some miracle I ended up graduating, though not exactly on time. I walked in the ceremony, but I did fail algebra my senior year, so I had to go to summer school at Beverly Hills High School in order to finish. After struggling through that, I knew I needed to take a beat before applying to college.

In light of this, Sammy and I embarked on a one-year sabbatical through Europe and Israel. Our fathers gave us each five thousand dollars and said, “Come back when the money runs out,” which was about thirteen months later. We stayed in three different kibbutz communities in Israel for about seven months. Then from there, we backpacked through Egypt and Europe for another six months. We slept in hostels and on trains; I’ll never forget one specific “hotel,” where the rooms were two dollars a night. A far cry from the suites I stay in now!

Regardless, it was the experience of a lifetime, which went a long way in developing my street smarts, as we were forced to communicate and negotiate in languages that were foreign to us. Seeing the world like that and absorbing the history made a lasting impression on me. Even though I was never a good student, I can still quote Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Napoléon Bonaparte, which proves that just because you don’t excel academically doesn’t mean you’re unintelligent or that you can’t possess a thirst for knowledge.

Along these lines, upon our return, I ended up enrolling in Santa Monica College, which was a junior community college, where I remained for two years. I still had no idea what I wanted to do career-wise and was much more interested in going surfing in the morning and skiing in the afternoon. Yet it was the first time I actually enjoyed learning in a formal capacity, because I was able to take classes that appealed to me, such as business law, accounting, and economics, and this allowed me to get excited about a vocation outside of athletics.

After two years of college, all of my friends still had two years left to go, and I was at a crossroads. I could either continue my education at a four-year school or go directly into the workforce. This timing happened to coincide with a major recession, and my dad called me up and said, “Listen, I’m kind of sick of taking care of you while you’re bumming around and, now with the current financial challenges, it’s not the same world it was before. You need to either get a job or go to school, but I’m no longer supporting you being a pseudo athlete or just having fun.”

I knew he was right. And since my parents had supported me in every way possible throughout my entire life, instilling me with the confidence that—despite the obstacles I’d had—I could achieve anything I wanted, I chose to forego any further schooling and join my father’s textile company, which my grandfather had started and I planned to take over one day. It was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.

The moral here is that you have to do what’s best for you and for your future. And if you’re lucky, as I was, your family will encourage you to follow your passion. I carry this belief with me to this day. Without question, my wife, Kyle, and I have always provided our four daughters with copious amounts of confidence and love. We want them to feel like they can do anything and that they deserve to do anything. You want to become president of the United States? You absolutely have the ability to make that happen.

Being raised with this level of devotion was an invaluable gift my parents bestowed upon me, and I’ve passed this gift along to my own children. Just knowing that the sky is the limit has allowed me to continue to grow and prosper in ways I never imagined I would, and I want the same for them.

It’s mantras like this one, which span my fifty-two years of life, my thirty-plus years as a businessman, and my twenty-seven years as a husband and father that will fill the pages of this book. It’s part memoir and part career and leadership manifesto, and my hope is that it will inspire aspiring entrepreneurs and self-starters across all industries. My objective is to embolden those who are ready to work hard and are prepared to meet adversity head-on, which I’ve done and still do every day. Success doesn’t materialize overnight. It requires endless stamina, grit, and dedication, and I will share what it takes to achieve everything you want and then some.

I’ve experienced a lot of highs and lows, both professionally and personally, to get where I am today as founder and CEO of The Agency—an industry-disrupting real estate firm. Since we launched in 2011, The Agency has ranked among the Inc. 5000 list of the fastest-growing private companies in the country for five consecutive years, and we’ve grown to employ nearly 1,500 agents across seventy offices in eight countries. I’ve represented some of the world’s most significant properties, including the Playboy Mansion, the first house in LA to sell over the $100 million mark, the Walt Disney estate, and residences owned by Michael Jackson, Michael Jordan, and Prince. But these achievements haven’t come to me through luck or without stumbling blocks along the way.

I’ll take you through what it was like to join my father’s business, start my own fashion brands, work for—and ultimately part ways with—my brother-in-law Rick Hilton’s company, get fired during a recession, find my career passion, and launch The Agency. Each chapter will center around a specific piece of wisdom I’ve learned, and I’ll expand on the insights gleaned from those takeaways.

Of course life isn’t only about business. This book is also about flourishing in my personal life. I’ll talk about what it means to be a loyal husband and an attentive father and discuss the challenges of maintaining a solid, twenty-seven-year marriage while trying to be a present and loving dad, as I also worked tirelessly to build my career.

Last but definitely not least, I’ll reveal my fundamental principles for those who are determined to chase their dreams, achieve success in business and life, and improve their overall well-being.

If there’s one thing I can say for sure, it’s that when one door closes, another door opens. You have the ability to create opportunities for yourself and make lemonade out of even the most sour lemons. This is something I focus on every single day, and I hope you will too.




CHAPTER 1 PLAY HARD, WORK HARDER


A dream doesn’t become reality through magic; it takes sweat, determination and hard work.

—Colin Powell, sixty-fifth US secretary of state



Building on my grandfather’s sage advice to find balance in life—eight hours for sleep, eight hours for work, and eight hours for play—my decision to leave college after two years and join my father’s textile company felt right. School just wasn’t for me, but once I’d taken various business classes, it became clear to me that pursuing a career in sales was my calling. Given my outgoing personality and my ability to understand people, I knew it would be something I was good at. The big question was: What was my path going to look like? I thought the best way to answer that and to get my feet wet was by working for my father and learning everything I could from his vast experience.

THE VALUE OF A PENNY

One of the first things my father taught me was the importance of margins and that every cent, as opposed to every dollar, counts. This may sound like a deliberate exaggeration, especially when you’re thinking in terms of real estate sales in the millions, but in the textile industry, a penny—or even a fraction of a penny—can make a big difference in profitability.

I’ll never forget selling piece goods for roughly ninety-six cents and my dad telling me I had to battle to add two more cents to the price. I would explain to him that the buyer was tough and that I’d already negotiated.

I’d ask, “Why are you making me go back to him for a couple of cents?”

And he’d sit across the desk from me and do the math. Then he’d say, “Come back to me when you have a deal for ninety-eight cents.”

Two cents! It sounds crazy, right? Well, think of it this way… let’s pretend I was selling 150,000 yards of fabric, multiplied by two cents. That’s three thousand more in profit for one order. When you consider the fact that we were selling two million yards a month, which is two million yards times twelve months times two cents, all of a sudden we’re talking about $480,000. And if you can somehow up that two cents to five cents, you’re bringing in $1.2 million extra annually. Translation: My father was completely justified in pushing me to fight for the increase, as insignificant as it may have sounded to me.

Today, I use this same lesson, but I apply it to real estate. I teach all of my agents that lowering their commission by 1 percent, or even half a percent, in order to give the seller or buyer more money and, therefore, get a deal done may not seem like a major concession, but it can amount to big money for our firm in the long run. Check this out—let’s say a successful agent brings in $40 million a year in sales, which—with a 6 percent commission—means they make $2.4 million. If they lower their commission to 5 percent, suddenly they’re only making $2 million, which is a major loss, especially if you start multiplying that by all the agents who work for us. For this reason, I instill in them my father’s method of doing things—which is to negotiate for every decimal point. There’s no reason to drop from 6 percent to 5 percent immediately. Even half a decimal point could be the difference in millions of dollars, and that money goes directly to our bottom line. It has zero expenses attached to it.

Understanding value from that perspective is a message I’ve carried with me in all aspects of my professional life.

A SALESMAN IS BORN

Of course there’s a lot more that goes into becoming a great salesperson than margins. One of those things is figuring out how to bring in new accounts and, also, handling accounts that are challenging. My father was not someone who believed in nepotism and—now that two of my daughters work for me—neither am I. My dad always gave me the toughest accounts and had me running all over Los Angeles to drum up new deals so I could help him grow the business. If you don’t have to roll up your sleeves and get your hands dirty, you’re not going to appreciate the “high of the sale” when you do achieve your goal. I remember how amazing that adrenaline rush felt in the very beginning. I’d get in my car after landing an order, turn up the music, and dance! It became an addiction for me, and I couldn’t stop. I still feel that way to this day.

I believe that if you’re a strong and motivated salesperson you can sell anything, because selling is not about the product. It’s easy to study and amass knowledge about whatever product you’re selling. But, in order to really succeed as a salesperson, you need to:


	Read the room. This in essence means read the people. What are they looking for? What are their goals? Their needs and wants? What kind of energy do they have?

	Don’t rest on your laurels. Continue to deliver excellent service, even once the deal is done. You can’t fall off after that, because real estate is a relationship-based business, and you’re only as good as your last sale. The moment that contract is complete, the client is free to work with another agent, which is not what you want. So it’s very important to let your client know that you care by staying in touch with them. That’s how you win their business back the next time they’re looking to buy or sell a home and, also, how you receive referrals from them in the meantime.

	Be a chameleon. Understand how to communicate in various circumstances. It’s critical that the person who’s buying from you is able to trust you and believe that you’re knowledgeable about the product you’re selling. For example, if it’s fabric, you want to know if it’s going to shrink. And, if so, how much is it going to shrink? Or will it stretch out? And how much is it going to stretch? Is the color going to bleed? It’s essential to be prepared to answer every question you can think of.

	Listen. Sometimes you literally need to close your mouth and stop yourself from speaking. Clients want to feel heard. Often they need to feel heard in order to move forward. Many salespeople don’t get this, and because of that, they’re unable to read the room, which always ends up backfiring.

	Love what you’re selling. If this doesn’t come naturally in your chosen field, you have to find some aspect of it that drives you—beyond the financial return. So, while real estate is my ultimate passion, when I was in the textile industry, my mind was solely focused on that, which made me fall in love with it. And, I promise you, the textile industry is tough. My clients would scream at me regularly, specifically when there were crazy deadlines to be met, which there always were… which leads me to my next point.

	Take things in stride. Even at twenty-two years old, when I was being yelled at by maniacal fifty-year-old men about delays in the textile business, I didn’t let it bother me. I would allow them to vent, and when they got tired of ranting, I’d respond calmly and close the deal.



Clearly, over the course of my career, I’ve learned a lot more about sales, but this was an eye-opening start for me and, in many respects, it only got easier from there.

TIME IS MONEY

It sounds so simple, right? And you hear people throw this expression around casually, which—in its most basic form—means when you waste time, it can be costly. When you’re in sales, this saying denotes how productive or unproductive you are. For example, there are plenty of people who have nine-to-five jobs and receive a fixed annual salary, which isn’t going to change whether they’re completing the tasks at hand or surfing the Internet. With salespeople, it’s completely different. For me, when I’m not selling, I’m not making money, which means I’m actually losing money I could have been bringing in. In light of this, the most important word in my vocabulary is efficiency. I consider it a lifestyle that applies to both my professional and personal lives. As everyone in my family will tell you, I repeat this word over and over. I may use it when I’m teaching my daughters to make the best use of their time when selling homes or when we’re all getting ready to go to the airport for a vacation. If you’re standing in front of the mirror for an extra twenty minutes debating which pair of jeans to wear, that’s wasted time. If you lay out your clothing the night before—that is efficient.

THE ENTREPRENEUR BUG

Becoming a salesperson is one thing. Catching the entrepreneur bug is quite another. The two can exist independently or together, but the latter requires the determination to find new and lucrative opportunities. For me, they’re absolutely cojoined. Yes, selling was an immediate passion. But expanding was an even greater passion and one that I couldn’t deny.

A perfect example of this is the time I was at a textile show selling piece goods for my father’s company, and one of our customers suggested I check out a fashion brand called 90265. He said they were a very small company and that they needed help. He then introduced me to the owners, who shared that they were only selling about $300,000 per year and that they needed to grow in order to make money and stay in business. As it happened, their clothing—which was women’s activewear—was being made from the fabrics
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