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I contemplated the letter that had been 
sitting on my desk for a few days. I could not 
bring myself to open it. I knew what it said, 
and I could envision its content reducing my 
life to rubble—smoldering ashes and wilted 
dreams of what might have been.

When I finaIIy opened the Ietter, my fear became reaIity. The bank was formally 
notifying me that I was in default of the loan on the building that housed my eye 
care practice. I had made all my payments to them—a couple times late—but I had 
made every single payment. However, they were citing two other provisions of the 
loan covenants: I was not current with the property taxes, and a downturn in the real 
estate market had caused the loan balance to exceed the current asset value.

“It is always darkest just before the day dawneth” (a well-known quote credited to 
Thomas Fuller) provided a shred of hope. My resolve had all but been extinguished.
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Those dumb asses, I thought. I had proactively reached out to them over  a year 
ago—anticipating several challenging months—and had conveyed sincere intentions 
to be accountable and work cooperatively with them. And this was how they 
responded.

 

How did I get myself into this mess, I wondered. I had 
always been successful in everything I had done in life, 
and now I was on the verge of failure.

 
My career started on a high note. I graduated optometry school in 2000 and 
purchased a practice rather than work for someone else. Even then, I had the 
entrepreneurial spirit of independence. I owned the building where the practice was 
located, and two years later I purchased the adjacent building to secure additional 
parking. The practice grew year after year, and things were progressing according 
to my plan. It was here in my own practice and my own office buiIding that my reaI 
estate and construction experience began because early in my career, I could not 
afford to hire contractors for every project. I did not envision these experiences 
leading to a second career in real estate development.
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Consultants
After a few years of growth, the practice started to plateau, and I perceived that 
it was Iimited by a smaII office buiIding and congested parking area. I hired a 
consultant to help me determine whether to maximize my existing space or find a 
new practice Iocation.

I have hired consultants twice in my career. Most successful business owners learn 
and grow from outside, objective input; I also wanted to learn from others' mistakes 
before I made too many of my own. The first time was bareIy a year into my career 
as I beIieved it wouId be beneficiaI for my staff to hear the same things I was saying 
from an “expert.”

The second time was then, when I felt I was outgrowing my facility. The consultant 
agreed that I needed a larger facility, and advised me to purchase a building in a 
better location. It was one that I wasn’t sure I could afford.
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After soul-searching, I determined it was a manageable risk. I purchased the building 
in late 2006 and hired a contractor for the renovations as they were well beyond my 
skill set. My practice build out left me with almost 5,000 square feet of extra rentable 
space. I estimated 12-18 months to find a tenant. UnfortunateIy, it took more than four 
years and consumed nearly all of my personal liquidity. Remember, in the recession 
of 2008 most businesses were contracting, not expanding. However, the long search 
for one tenant led to two good tenants...so, I took another leap in 2011 by putting a 
4,200 square foot addition on the building to accommodate both. With improved 
cash flow, I thought refinancing the mortgage and paying for the renovations would 
be easy. Yet, banks didn’t want to talk to me. I did not understand. How did I borrow 
seven figures in 2006 onIy to be rejected with stronger cash flow in 2011? Later, I wouId 
reaIize that banks weren't taIking to anyone during that time.

With Iimited hope of securing conventionaI financing, I decided to pursue a private 
Ioan. The consuItant had previousIy pontificated about his successfuI network 
of multimillionaire clients, from doctors to businessmen, worth as much as nine 
figures. When I asked if he had any connections who wouId  be interested in a 
short-term loan, his response was, “Why did you have to be greedy and rent to both 
businesses?” That was our last conversation.

I learned that consultants will never know more about your particular business or 
situation than you do. They may be experts in your industry and may make broad and 
general recommendations based on their knowledge, but they are not authorities on 
your business or your life. You alone are accountable for your decisions.
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WhiIe under bank scrutiny, everything was difficuIt. Their distressed assets manager 
required monthly meetings, during which he would belittle and chastise me. DeaIing 
with him created veritabIe fire and fury inside me. What was not immediately 
apparent was that this appalling treatment would fuel my steadfast determination 
to succeed.

The context of my situation, and of real estate in general in 2010, was recessionary. 
All property values had gone down. The bank noticed and required an appraisal. The 
result was a disaster. Because the appraiser had mistakenly characterized a large 
portion of the property as warehouse rather than finished office space, the vaIue was 
haIf of where I needed it to be, and at least $500,000 less than what I owed the bank. 
I was so furious about this terrible appraisal that I could not see it as the blessing it 
would be: it maximized the amount by which the bank perceived I was underwater, 
and they wanted out. Yesterday.

The bank’s way of dropping me was by selling my note to a venture capitaI firm in 
earIy 2011, causing things to progress further out of my control. I had worked on the 
problem for years, tenants were scheduled to move in, and now I faced yet another 
challenge and a new creditor. How would they handle my situation? Should I disclose 
that I was in the middle of a construction project, adding 4,200 square feet to the 
building to accommodate two tenants? These were difficuIt times and circumstances 
for which my didactic and clinical training left me unprepared.

Friends asked me, “How do you sleep at night?” But sleeping wasn’t a problem, 
getting out of bed was. My wife would tell me, “I need money for grocery shopping,” 
and all I could think of was the $5,000 I had spent on pIumbing fixtures that week. 
It's easy to Iook back and concIude that I had been depressed, but it’s hard to be 
objective when you’re actively struggling with something. 

How Not 
to Make 
$1,000,000 
in One Day
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Poor decisions with respect to our health (e.g. eating, sleeping, and exercise) easily 
become embedded and are tough to change. Self-pity is convenient but may cause 
one to avoid challenges rather than confront them. I remember concluding that my 
primary responsibility was taking care of my family. I knew that my loving wife and 
our two sweet daughters weren't the cause of my difficuIties and shouId not have 
to suffer due to my business circumstances. I owed them my very best work, every 
singIe day. Living Jim Rohn's adage of “you are the average of the five people you 
spend the most time with,” I was careful to associate only with friends possessing 
the qualities I strived to emulate. I consciously made better decisions, developed the 
habit of starting my day at 4:30 a.m., and made exercise a daily priority.

I told myself to keep holding on, but my 
hands were becoming sore from what 
appeared to be a no-win situation. My new 
creditor required financiaIs, and I didn’t 
know whether a positive or negative spin 
would be more beneficiaI. I even began to 
wonder what wouId characterize a favorabIe 
solution. I never thought that merely re-
introducing the loan proposal to a bank that 
had previously rejected me could propel 
me toward success. Since the property had 
been improved, the improvements mostly paid for, and the new tenants were paying 
rent, they now felt the deal deserved funding. How ironic, I thought. Looking bad on 
paper is what caused the other bank to dump me, and looking better on paper is 
what closed this deal. I considered the disclosure required by SEC Rule 156 on an 
investment offering: “Past performance is not indicative of future results.”

My good fortune continued; I obtained another, better appraisal, and I was 
able to negotiate a discount on the payoff from the venture capital group. The 
increase in appraised value plus the loan discount was more than $1,000,000. 
Despite no increase in tangibIe assets, I feIt as if I had finaIIy succeeded.

As I emerged victorious from the dark cloud that loomed over me for so  long, 
I recalled a phrase uttered by saxophone Professor John Nichol of Central 
Michigan University. I had confessed that I was nervous, having to open a 
concert with a saxophone solo in front of 2,000 people back in 1993. “Big 
moments, little lives,” he said to me. My interpretation: neither our highs nor our 
lows are as meaningful to others as they are to us.

My versiON:  Future success is not predicated on past failures.
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Fred was my architect, my friend, and the vice president of the construction firm 
handIing my buiIding addition. He was highIy taIented, respected, and accomplished 
in design and construction. Fred was always correct in his assessment of a situation. 
One such instance was the December 2010 planning commission meeting. The 
commission had approved the site plan for my building addition, giving me the 
green light to expand. “Do you realize what just happened?” he said. “They approved 
you without any exceptions, conditions, or issues. Things never go this smoothly!”

I replied, “This must have been meant to be.”

“Be carefuI,” Fred warned me. “I have other cIients trying to finance their projects, and 
they aren’t getting anywhere with banks right now. Lending has really dried up.” Of 
course, Fred was exactly right.

Indeed, after the work was completed in 2011 and the balance of the construction 
contract was due, I was not in a position to pay. I felt it was important to apprise Fred 
of my continued efforts, though I had nothing  to show for them. “Lee, I never doubted 
your integrity,” he replied. “Keep working and you'II get past this.” Months Iater, during 
the refinance, the bank sent Fred an email to inquire as to the total amount owed. 
Fred’s reply remains on my bulletin board:

The total revised contract amount due is $212,017.72. A cashier’s check is 
preferred, and a sworn statement and   lien waivers can be provided upon 
your request. No lien has been placed on the property since we have always 
had total confidence in Dr. Newton's word.

When I read that email, something became very clear. A true friend is someone  
who treats you the same whether you owe him over $200,000 or nothing at all.

Fred passed away in the fall of 2018—too early at 70 years of age. His legacy in 
architecture, building design, and construction will certainly outlive me.

The value 
of a True 
Friend
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Through my academic career including eight 
years of post-graduate studies, the onIy 
financiaI education I received was what I had 
the drive to learn on my own.

Like many entrepreneurs, I read Kiyosaki’s 
Rich Dad, Poor Dad early in my career—what 
a refreshing approach to economics. He 
articulated different views about income/expenses, assets/IiabiIities, and financiaI 
education than what society would have us believe. I realized that in order to be 
financiaIIy independent, I wouId need more sources of income than an 8-5, Monday 
through Friday job.

Resourcefulness and multiple sources of income helped me hang on despite adversity. 
I was so far behind on property taxes that I risked losing the property to tax foreclosure. 
Fortunately, one of my alternative sources of income, trading options, produced 
enough revenue to pay the property tax biII. Mainstream financiaI advice wiII teII you 
that options are risky; I agree. Any investment governed by forces beyond one’s control 
is risky without attention to position sizing and asset allocation. Let me tell you what 
is riskier: foIIowing mainstream financiaI advice of investing with the expectation of 
capitaI appreciation rather than for the certainty of cash flow.

My perseverance in completing the renovations during my darkest hours and renting to 
both commerciaI tenants provided the cash flow to save my business and real estate. 
During the process, I also acquired tremendous commercial construction experience. 
I now own, either personally or with partners, severaI office buiIdings and muIti-famiIy 
rentaIs. I am negotiating with one of the largest banks in Michigan interested in divesting 
land adjacent to one of my deveIopments. AIthough weekday office hours remain 
dedicated to eye care, my experience managing 
both the investment and construction aspects of 
projects has attracted other doctors, surgeons, and 
high net worth individuals interested in partnering 
on subsequent ventures.

It is said that Iuck is the confluence of preparation 
and opportunity. Perhaps a corollary is that the 
resolution of life’s challenges can come from hard 
work and tenacity along with the desire, discipline, 
and determination to succeed.

reflections
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Dr. Lee Newton is an optometrist, real estate 
developer, and musician. Lee has real estate 
and construction experience as a landlord, 
general contractor, and syndicator; his 
tenants include billion dollar corporations. 
Current projects include overseeing 
construction of a medical office building as 
well as a residential housing development. 
Lee and his wife, Mollie, have two daughters, 
Anika and Chloe. His community involvement 
includes the founding of an eye care charity, 
Rotary membership, serving on the Board 
of Directors of McLaren Bay Region Hospital 
as well as its Charitable Foundation, and 
serving as Chairman of the Downtown 
Development Authority of Bangor Township, 
Bay County, Michigan. Lee is a contributing 
author to the #1 Amazon best-selling 
Desire, Discipline & Determination: Lessons 
From Bold Thought Leaders. Contact Lee 
at Lee@CEassets.com or learn more at  
www.DrLeeNewton.com.

TWeeTABLe
Never allow 

your dreams 
to be limited 
by the reality 

of your present 
circumstances.
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