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To my wife, Lauren —


Your constant faith in me has been the steady beat behind every chapter of our wild adventure.


Through the late nights, the big risks, and all the uncertain roads, you never flinched—you just smiled and said, “let’s go.”


You’re my partner in life, in business, and in every bold dream we dare to chase.


Thank you for standing by me, dreaming with me, and always letting your freak flag fly right alongside mine.


This book—and the life we’re building together—is as much yours as it is mine.


Love you more than I can say with words,


Anthony A. Luna




 


PART I


Learning Excellence from the Streets to the C-Suite




 


INTRODUCTION




You cannot teach a man anything. You can only help him discover it within himself.


—GALILEO GALILEI





If you had told me when I was growing up as an at-risk kid in LA’s Harbor Area that I would be the CEO of a property management company before the age of forty, I might have laughed at you (in fact, I definitely would have laughed at you). As a youth, I first had to even believe I could escape my circumstances, that I could see a life beyond gangs and drugs, a life where I could maybe help others.


Eventually, I dreamed of seeing myself as a leader—I wanted to make a difference in the lives of others like those who helped me see a future beyond my circumstances. I had once imagined myself leading a nonprofit like the Boys & Girls Clubs of the Los Angeles Harbor, but never in the world of for-profit business.


The story of how I became the CEO of Coastline Equity, a commercial and multifamily property management firm, has as much to do with values as it has to do with business—and it is the story I will share on these pages. Yes, I learned the business inside and out (and I love to problem solve!) from mentors and through experience, but it would all be meaningless if I was not living my purpose and beliefs. And those beliefs and principles, in turn, drive our reputation for property management excellence, and drive strong profits, because our values engender trust and loyalty. It all works together.


I never would have gotten to where I am today if my journey had been about myself alone. Instead, it has been about how my success can improve the lives of others and build stronger communities—because despite my background of poverty, I saw firsthand how the selflessness of a few could change the lives of many, and that inspired me to dream beyond my circumstances. No matter what is happening in the world around me, I am committed to making a difference through the work I do every single day. Every step of my journey has been fueled by the belief that we can create something greater together. I was mentored by people who shared that same vision. Now I want to share my commitment with you.


Along the way to my position at Coastline Equity, I like to think I learned from the people, obstacles, and triumphs along my journey—from mentors to people who were challenging to deal with, from the difficult circumstances of my childhood to the twists and turns no one, least of all me, could have predicted.


I now see the values I developed are part of the fabric of our company. Property management is a demanding business. It’s not nine-to-five but is instead a twenty-four-seven business that requires nimble problem-solving, outside-the-box thinking, systems and processes that work, and the right tech—all of it—to achieve excellence. But excellence is not possible without that commitment to principles. Ours are:


• Listening and communication


• Ethics and integrity in all we do


• Owner mindset


• Quality of life


• Building a legacy


The principles are not just the bedrock of our company—they’re the foundation of my life. My wife and I live this approach to excellence with compassion in everything we do because, at the end of the day, property management is not just about buildings and transactions; it is also about people. The tenants, the owners, our team, and the communities—we’re all interconnected. Every decision we make impacts lives, and we never lose sight of the fact that behind every property is a person, business, or family relying on us.


I am a person of my word—or more than my word. Therefore, equality, responsiveness, and respect are at the heart of how we do commercial real estate and property management. Through my personal experiences as an at-risk youth living for most of my early life in Section 8 housing, I learned that everyone deserves a safe and comfortable place to live and work; everyone deserves their essential rights to be respected. We must approach the properties we own or manage, and the tenants we lease to, with curiosity, respect, and responsiveness. When we put these values front and center, we do our part in building communities where we can all be proud to work and live.


In addition, we manage properties for people for whom their real estate portfolio is their legacy—a long-term investment for the generations that follow. Our commitment to property management excellence ensures their properties maintain and grow in value, while we take the worry from them. And we believe that excellence isn’t about status—it’s about showing up every day and doing the right thing, even when it’s hard, even when no one’s watching.


I share my personal journey in this book because I think it demonstrates how these Property Management Excellence principles came to be the core of our business. But I also share because I think you can build wealth and success in your real estate portfolio without abandoning your principles—and your business and community will thrive because of it, not in spite of it.


If you’re reading this, it’s because you want to build something better. You want to grow your portfolio without compromising your values. You want to lead a team, not just manage a building. You want to do work that matters.


So let’s get to work.




 


CHAPTER 1


Where the 110 Ends




The greater the obstacle, the more glory in overcoming it.


—MOLIÈRE





If you do not live in the Los Angeles area, you may not know that everything is divided by freeways and highways—and most of them are in gridlock constantly. It is not easy to get from point A to point B. But the neighborhood where I grew up in San Pedro is literally where the highway ends.


When I grew up—as well as most of my friends—we didn’t leave San Pedro because there was really no way to get out of town. Los Angeles has a historically terrible public transportation system, and in many ways, we were cut off from the rest of the city. San Pedro was a blue-collar town in the 1990s and mid-2000s. There is a beach, but none of us went there as kids. At that time, it was not clean because it is part of the Los Angeles Harbor, the number-one port in the country and the number-two port in the world. Today, San Pedro remains a densely populated, working-class neighborhood undergoing a kind of renaissance and transformation of its own.


I had plenty of other strikes against me other than being from the “wrong side of town.” I grew up in a single-parent household. My dad was a drug addict and a gang member and drifted in and out of my life. I always yearned for that interaction with him, but it never really happened—most of the time, there were many empty promises. My mom, in my early years, really tried to figure things out despite our circumstances—but it was not easy.


I remember the first home we lived in on Section 8 housing. A small white back house in San Pedro, tucked behind another, with an alleyway as our backyard. At night, the air was filled with the sharp pops of fireworks and the echo of gunshots, often indistinguishable from one another. As a kid, I never really knew which was which. I just knew to stay inside.


In the kitchen, my mom was working her magic. With food stamps stretched as far as they could go, she found a way to fill our home with warmth—making meals that honored her Italian roots and the Mexican recipes she had picked up from my dad’s family. Simple dishes like fideo or homemade sugo over pasta became comfort food for me and my siblings—meals that said, We’re okay, even when times were tough. That was her way of fighting for us, of anchoring us in love and heritage, even in the chaos.


There was a short period of time during which we were in a domestic violence shelter because my father was physically and verbally abusive. We ended up in that small white house thanks to the Section 8 program. It wasn’t glamorous. But it was home. It was our normal. I saw the worst of the worst landlords while growing up in Section 8 housing, and some others who had compassion and tried to treat residents with decency. I experienced firsthand what treating people with respect and dignity meant—and it informs my business to this day.


I never saw a particular career path when I was young—it was hard to even imagine getting past the end of the 110. In my elementary years, I can vividly remember thinking, “I don’t want to go to jail; I don’t want to go to prison.” I had no visions of entrepreneurship or owning a company, just of wanting to avoid entering the justice system. That system seemed a rite of passage. Every man, in my child mind, had to go to jail or prison because every man I knew had been in jail or prison. The male figures in my friends’ lives—they all had been in and out of prison. Every male figure who was in my life, including my dad—and by then, a stepdad, who at least improved our quality of life—was in and out of jail.


So how did I end up here? I am hoping that this book will educate people on property management and real estate investing—but I also hope it shows the immense power each of us holds to make a difference and create real change. Even in the toughest circumstances, we can nurture excellence and rise above. Around fifth grade, I had an incredible teacher who believed in me before I even believed in myself, and I could feel that. I can remember her telling my mother in a parent-teacher conference that “Anthony can go to college. It’s something that he is capable of doing, and I can see him going to get an MBA and going to grad school.”


I honestly don’t think I really knew or fully understood what college was or realized that there was another option other than jail and prison. In fact, there were many options and a whole wide world beyond the end of the highway—I just didn’t know how to reach them.


At the time, I was a member of the Boys & Girls Club. I had been a member my whole life, but I didn’t become very active until this period. Then I started going every single day, starting in middle school through high school. I was there five days a week, and if they were open on the weekends, I was there too.


That’s where all of my positive male role models came from. By now, as I mentioned, I had a stepdad. We went from being very poor to having a noticeable difference in our quality of life. For the first time, we had name-brand soda in the house and plenty of food, even toward the end of the month when finances used to be leaner. We went to Disneyland.


Things started to change, but not for the right reasons—he was a drug dealer. While I know he tried to take care of us, this was not the kind of role model I needed. Instead, the Boys & Girls Club provided tutors, then mentors, and then as I grew older, I worked there tutoring the younger kids and developing my leadership skills. The Club was the center of my world.


When high school came around—as it happens for many adolescents—my life got trickier. When I was younger, I was a top student, earned good grades, and was part of leadership programs, and even in high school, I was very active in the community, very active with the Boys & Girls Club. But in high school, I also developed a new love—I began DJing. I learned to DJ at the Boys & Girls Club and fell in love with hip-hop and fell in love with music. I think that love of music that speaks to us also is a hallmark of adolescence as we start to figure out who we are.


Lyrics mean so much to teens that we think our favorite rappers or singers are speaking directly to us and what we are going through. Hip-hop did that for me. However, these parties that I was throwing or DJing at did not always have the best environment. I didn’t see it then, but I was heading down a dark part of my journey.


My mom would give me a hard time if I brought home a C—but there were all kinds of activities going on around me that could get me in much worse trouble. Every day, Monday through Thursday, I worked at the Boys & Girls Club as an employee, tutoring younger kids. I still loved the Club.


On the weekends, I worked at the fish market, and then when I was done at the fish market, I was out DJing. I was working a lot, and I was constantly distracted. I also think, in hindsight, I wasn’t on anybody’s radar, so to speak (I also now know I’ve been diagnosed with ADHD like so many entrepreneurs). I see now how that ability to do so many things and multitask is a superpower. But the rigid structure of school was also a problem for me—I struggled to focus.


I was surrounded by chaos at home and on the streets. But I was taking AP classes—because I did now understand that college might be a ticket for me out of the end of the 110. I was really pushing myself most of the time, but I’d frequently cut the classes that bored me. I was walking a very fine line—without much margin for error.


Meanwhile, Mike Lansing, the CEO of the Boys & Girls Club I attended, had a vision for a program that he wanted to develop called College Bound. At that time, fewer than 50 percent of kids who were going to my high school were graduating high school on time, let alone going off to college. Kids who were going to the Boys & Girls Club had even worse rates of graduation than that.


So he developed a program called College Bound based on this idea of, first, getting us to graduate high school, and second, getting us to understand that postsecondary education was attainable and teaching us how to get there, how to find financial aid, and how to apply for scholarships. I was in one of the first graduating classes of College Bound.


The program showed me in a more concrete way that college was attainable. I attended all the workshops and classes at the Boys & Girls Club that taught me how I could get there and which classes to take. The Club had to fill that role for me—because my school counselor did not believe I could go on academically and informed me I should just be OK with going to a trade school. I think the trades are wonderful—but I remember being really discouraged and going to the Club after school and saying that my school counselor had told me to give up my college dreams. Let me tell you, an amazing woman who had worked for the Boys & Girls Club for years blew a gasket. She made sure I took the classes I needed and that the colleges wanted to see on my transcript.


There were also two other people who were kind of the mom-and-dad figures of the teen center at the Boys & Girls Club. Hilda and Leo were the director and assistant director of the teen center. Leo was one of the people who taught me how to DJ, and Hilda ran all the leadership programs. I spent every day with them. Every weekend. They took us places and exposed us to new opportunities, and Leo began to mentor me in ways that showed me what it meant to be a man in society. It wasn’t about the activities they could provide. It was about their time, the sense of belonging they nurtured and care they showed.


Before we as a society were ever talking about toxic masculinity, Leo was having those discussions in different ways, about how to treat a partner and how to go on a date and how to be respectful and how to iron your shirt and how to put deodorant on. So few people realize how much they learn by osmosis and being part of a world where those skills are a given.


To me and my friends at the Club, they weren’t.


In San Pedro, there was a lot of gang activity, and my dad and my stepdad were affiliated with the Mexican gang in town—which at the time was having racial tensions with Black gangs. However, I grew up at the Boys & Girls Club, and at that time, most of the members were Black, and they were my friends. I tried to straddle two worlds. I can recall seeing fights and people being stabbed, and I saw a drive-by near the Club.


But that Boys & Girls Club was our safe space, and they protected us. We knew how to get there fast. It wasn’t far from our school—five blocks—but in that five-block span, shootings happened, stabbings happened. It was not a good time to be living in that area. We learned to move quickly and just get to the Club.


Finally, there was a big fork in the proverbial road of my future—and which way I would go was not a given. During my senior year in high school, I was applying to colleges. By this point, I knew I was going to college, but again, I was still living that fine line. I was DJing at big parties—and throwing them too. I was also sneaking into twenty-one-and-over clubs to DJ when I was way too young. I was doing my best to stay out of trouble—but I seemed to always find ways to put myself in environments where that could easily change.


Then there was a party that I got asked to DJ at in the fall of my senior year—and it was a party that was bound to have problems. It was being hosted at a house that was bound to have members of the Mexican gang attending. Meanwhile, I always attracted a Black crowd through my friends and classmates. Race relations in San Pedro were not good, and times were fraught in that regard.


Sure enough, a huge fight broke out, and several people pulled out guns and knives. Multiple friends were shot and stabbed—and one of my good friends, L.T., was murdered that night.


The police arrived, sirens and lights flaring, and I was suddenly a witness to my friend’s murder. I understand needing to keep me there at the scene, but I was seventeen at the time—and I had watched my friend bleed out, completely traumatized and stuck at the scene, still staring at his lifeless body. I remember calling my mom, distraught, and telling her what happened.


As I was saying, in real emotional agony, “Someone from the Mexican gang killed L.T.,” I heard my stepdad loudly in the background on the other end.


I could hear him saying, “Get off the phone. He needs to stop saying that out loud. Get him off the phone!” I was breaking a gangland code.


The next week was when I was supposed to pick the school where I was going to college. It should have been a time where I was looking forward to the future. However, in that same week, as I was trying to choose my future, I also had to go to L.T.’s funeral. It all blurred together. I was grieving, I was scared, I was angry—I was a mess of traumatic emotions.


So feeling like my home was no longer safe, knowing the streets where I was growing up were unsafe, and needing to get away and make a fresh start, I decided to go to Chico State, which was as close to the Oregon-California border as I had ever been—eight hours away.


Far enough to get away from my past.


Around this time, I met an unlikely man who would help me process everything I had been through. He took the anger I had over the murder of my friend—a murder still unsolved to this day—and really took what could have been fuel to keep fighting, a fuel to keep finding trouble, and instead channeled that in a way for me to focus it into a positive. And this was a local police officer.


In San Pedro, there was a local cop, Joe Buscaino, who was what is called a senior lead officer (he later served on the city council). He was the type of police officer in the LAPD who had boots on the ground in the community, was doing community building, and had a pulse on what was happening in town. He was a cop who often came to the Boys & Girls Club, and I had met him before, but I didn’t have a great relationship with him and kept my distance from him. Given my dad’s and stepdad’s backgrounds, police were not people I felt comfortable around.


After my friend’s death, Joe approached me and said, “I’m starting to put this group together, and I’ve heard you’re really angry with LAPD about what happened that night and how they addressed it.”


This group (which Hilda encouraged me to join) was going to be a community advisory board for the police department. There was already an adult community police advisory board, called Community Police Advisory Board (CPAB), and it was all over LA for every division.


This was in the mid-2000s, and Joe wanted teens in the community to have a voice. Tensions with the police ran high. I was not sure at all that I wanted to be involved—and I explained specifically why. I told him I had been kept at the house where my friend was killed, and I wasn’t allowed to leave, and they also did not cover the body.


Joe very empathetically explained why and how the incident was handled that way from the law enforcement perspective. Our deep conversation did not change the fact that it was a horrible event, and it wasn’t going to bring L.T. back, but it did help me to see that there was more to the investigation than I understood at the surface. Speaking with him helped me logically understand things. Then he said, “Can you imagine if you actually got to help the department fix some of those things that you experienced?”


I thought about it and said yes. This is an approach I still believe in—being part of the solution rather than only complaining about the problem. I started participating and helped Joe not only launch teen CPAB in San Pedro in the harbor division but also actually spread across the entire LAPD, and by the time we were done, the idea was spreading elsewhere too. After graduation, I traveled with Joe to Atlanta to go speak at a conference about teen CPAB and how it was helping transform Los Angeles and helping keep teens engaged in a positive way with the police. Joe became a pivotal mentor in a really tough time for me.


He would bring me and some of the other teens on teen CPAB to city council meetings and say, “By the way, you have five minutes on the docket—I’m not speaking … you are.” Here was someone teaching me more leadership lessons and skills. To this day, public speaking is not difficult for me.


When it was time for me to leave for college orientation, Joe asked if my mom was dropping me off. I explained that was not possible and that I would be taking buses—it would take me probably a dozen hours to get there, with transfers and stops. Joe really felt he or someone should drop me off and get me settled, but I was used to figuring things out on my own.


To me, though, that concern was such a powerful act of compassion.


However, despite being hours and hundreds of miles from the streets of San Pedro, the trauma stayed with me. It took a while for me to get used to this little rural college community, and for many months afterward, I was unhappy there. I still had all the fear and had night tremors from the whole experience of that horrible night and other experiences from my childhood and teenage years. I was always looking over my shoulder and always feeling like something bad was going to happen. It took really close college friends and fraternity brothers telling me, “You’re fine here. You don’t have to always be on guard. You don’t have to always look over your shoulder.”


I could not know it then, but these experiences—all of them, good and bad—were already shaping who I was going to be as a business owner (eventually) and community leader. My experience with housing insecurity and the sanctuary I found at the Boys & Girls Club helped me understand that everyone deserves a safe and comfortable place to live, work, and grow.
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