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Michael Levine was living the American dream, before his life was thrown into a downward spiral when he entered into business relationships laundering money for drug dealers. His is a riches to rags and back to riches story – one that has seen the clean-cut and bespectacled husband and father lose his family and lavish lifestyle for the sparse confines of prison and then start a long journey to rebuild his name, career and relationships with his daughter and two sons.
Born and raised in Miami, Levine played sports and attended private schools where he was an exemplary student rewarded for good conduct. He earned a law degree from the University of Miami - where he specialized in tax law – and he also gained a CPA license before starting and growing a private practice in South Florida following graduation. Business flourished, and Levine lived with his wife and three children in a 7,000-square-foot waterfront estate with a tennis court and a swimming pool.

From the outside, Levine appeared like the model of success. In reality, the clean-cut and bespectacled businessman was involved in transactions with clients that would send his world unraveling to the point where everything he worked for was lost.   
In the United States, illegal drug traffic is a multi-billion dollar activity, and dealers smuggle the cash out of the country the same way they smuggle the drugs into the country with assistance from legitimate business professionals such as accountants, attorneys and bankers.
Levine does not fit the stereotype of a man involved in the illegal drug trade. Yet he spent 17 months in a federal prison for laundering money for drug dealers before rebuilding his life and becoming president of Murton Roofing in Miami. 
In 1986, Levine was one of 11 people indicted in what was called a $30 million drug trafficking and money laundering ring by a federal grand jury in Miami. Among them was Randy Lanier, who finished 10th in the 1986 Indianapolis 500 and was named Rookie of the Year.

Levine diverted money from the United States to off-shore banking institutions and shell companies in the United Kingdom, Panama, the Isle of Man and the British Virgin Islands. When the proceeds were brought back to the United States, following his clients’ instructions, he would purchase real estate and material possessions for his clients.

“I had never been in trouble with the law and found myself in a situation where I thought I was on the line, but instead I was crossing it,” Levine said. “Today, I speak to law school students about ethics. You learn ethics from classes in school, but it takes a real life situation to determine what you will do when you’re presented with an X amount of money. The question is whether you will cross the line.”
Not all of Levine’s clients were drug dealers. Most, he says, were legitimate business professionals seeking his guidance for legal transactions. Others imported drugs and brought the cash to Levine.

“I shared a building with an attorney who had certain clients who needed assistance forming companies offshore,” Levine said. “He said that I might as well do it rather than someone else since it was a steady revenue stream.

“Personally, it was not a conscious decision that I was going to launder money,” Levine said. “I was in the tax field and corporate field, and I would get professional referrals from people who asked me to form corporations for clients.”
Clients never told Levine their occupation, Levine says.

“I never talked to them about what they did for a living and the source of their money. Additionally, I was never involved in their organizations,” Levine said. “By the way they dressed and handled themselves – combined with the amount of money they had – it was reasonable to presume that their funds were derived from illegal sources.”

“I looked at it as if it was none of my business what they did, and where the money came from. As long as I didn’t know, I thought I would be OK,” he added. “Looking back, I think that if I was in a practice with other lawyers, I likely would not have become involved. But I was on my own, and I was trying to build a successful career, and I had the pressure of a young family to support.”

Levine needed assistance to divert the money to offshore accounts and establish shell corporations. He returned to his alma mater, went to the law library and located the name of a company specializing in tax shelters. This is how Levine met Patrick Diamond, who deposited the money from Levine’s clients into financial institutions on the Isle of Man off the coast of England, where bank secrecy laws were particularly strict. Levine developed another contact – accountant Shaun Murphy - in the British Virgin Islands, which also had strict bank secrecy laws.
“A typical transaction involved a client approaching me and saying here is a certain amount – such as $150,000 – and I need this in my overseas account,” Levine explained. “At that point, I would call either Shaun Murphy or Patrick Diamond and they would come to the United States. I'd have that money in my safe deposit box, go to the safe deposit box - sometimes with Mr. Diamond or Mr. Murphy, sometimes not – give them the case containing the cash in my office, and they would bring it back to their respective destinations themselves.”
In the United States, Levine would also invest his clients’ money into boats, and residential and commercial real estate among other possessions. Overall, he dealt with millions of dollars in assets purchased with drug proceeds.
Levine says he did not recognize the severity of the world he had entered until the day he was leaving for a meeting with Diamond in London and read the Miami Herald.
“There was an article that was in that day’s newspaper about Scott Errico (one of his clients) and how he had murdered someone,” Levine said. “It was then I realized what I was truly involved in. All of a sudden, the person who was in the paper was my client, an alleged murderer.”
The paper trail created by Levine’s dealings with Errico, Diamond and Murphy led to his eventual felony conviction. In 1983, Errico and Diamond – who were introduced by Levine – met in New York City and boarded a flight to London with hundreds of thousands of dollars stuffed in suitcases. A bulk of the cash was deposited into a bank on the Isle of Man. Diamond began to educate Errico about hiding his money. On Errico’s numerous trips to London, Diamond established fake corporations with Errico as the hidden owner. On one such trip, Scotland Yard was watching. Through surveillance, they recorded several meetings between Errico and Diamond.
In 1985, Errico was stopped by Scotland Yard at Heathrow Airport. He was brought to the Cannon Row Prison and questioned about drug dealing and the source of his money. Diamond was also arrested and led detectives to the British Virgin Islands and the island of Tortola, to Shaun Murphy’s office. Armed with a search warrant, investigators seized Murphy’s files, which identified him as one of the main individuals for laundering drug money from the United States. 
Scotland Yard notified the Drug Enforcement Administration, which in turn contacted United States Customs and the Internal Revenue Service. Like Diamond, Murphy specialized in taking cash and converting it into the accounts of fake, offshore corporations. Government agents from two countries threatened Murphy with prosecution, so he revealed everything he knew. Levine was one of the men he identified.
“I remember when I first realized I was in serious trouble,” Levine said. “It was April 16, 1986. I arrived at my office and was confronted by several DEA, FBI and IRS agents.”

The feds served Levine with papers to appear before the grand jury. As part of a plea bargain, he cooperated with federal prosecutors, explaining “what I did, who was involved and how the deals worked.”

 “I was facing up to 25 years in prison,” said Levine, who was 32 at the time. “All of the sudden, I realized there was a chance I would spend some of the most important years of my life – and my children’s lives - behind bars. I was heartsick at the prospect of not being there from them and watching them grow up.”

Levine pled guilty to money laundering and was sentenced to 30 months at Eglin Air Force Base. He served 17 months. In prison, he kept a detailed daily diary, took to diesel mechanic classes and served as an assistant to a Colonel at the base. He was also the camp’s number two tennis player, and he learned how to string racquets.
In the time before his conviction – and during his prison sentence - Levine’s world crumbled around him. His marriage, which was already strained, ended. His wife served him with divorce papers when he was in prison, and he hired an attorney for his divorce while behind bars. His once healthy bank account was reduced to nothing as was his relationship with his children when his wife no longer allowed him to talk to them. In addition, his mother and stepfather eventually divorced because of Levine’s troubles. His biological father died when Levine was nine years old.

“Initially, my stepfather - who was a father to me – said he would sign the $1 million bond, but when the time came for him to sign it, he bailed,” Levine said. “From that moment on, he vanished from my life, and his marriage to my mother ended.”
He was eventually transferred to a halfway house in the Little Haiti section of Miami, where he started the next chapter of his life. Levine’s wife divorced him while he was in prison, and upon his release, he filed for bankruptcy. Along with having no money and few possessions, he was also disbarred and lost his CPA license.

“I had a choice to make,” he said. “I could wallow in self-pity or make the best of it and start over. I chose the latter.
“If you had a job, could leave the house on weekends,” he said. “I was looking for any job. The Murtons (who owned a roofing company and had been a previous client of Levine) hired me in 1989. I started at $250 a week and gave 25 percent to the halfway house.
“I bought a cheap car and one of the first things I did was visit my children,” he added. “I wanted more than anything to reestablish our bond, which took a lot of work and commitment.”

Murton Roofing was an ideal fit for the new chapter in Levine’s life.

“It was a good match,” he said. “They knew roofing, and I knew how to operate the business side. They didn’t judge me and the fact that I had a felony conviction. They gave me a chance, and I wasn’t going to let them – or myself - down.”

He met Lisa, the woman who would become his second wife when he was still residing at the halfway house. The couple was introduced by a mutual friend at the law firm where she worked as an attorney. They were married in 1991.

“I later told my wife’s parents I imagined it was a parents’ worst nightmare hearing about me,” he said with a laugh. “I could imagine my wife telling them, ‘He’s Jewish, has three kids, and, by the way, he’s a convicted felon, just got out of prison, has no job and is bankrupt.’ Fortunately, they embraced me into the family, and we have a great relationship.” 

Levine gradually rebuilt his life after his release from the halfway house. He regained his CPA license and poured himself into his new career at Murton, managing the business operations. The Murtons were so generous to Levine that they paid the $25,000 fine that accompanied his sentence. He then pursued his goal of regaining admittance to the Florida Bar. It was the Murtons who funded Levine’s application. 

“Achieving that is a painstaking process. Few people ever get reinstated after being disbarred,” Levine said. “I wasn’t interested in getting reinstated so I could practice law again. I wanted to regain what I had lost. I wanted to restore this not only for me, but for my three children from my first marriage, and my new family. Lisa was very supportive through this process.”

Levine applied for reinstatement, and took and passed the bar exam, but his application was rejected. Undeterred, he applied again, and took and passed the bar exam again. He even received a letter of recommendation from Lothar Genge, the federal prosecutor in Levine’s case. The long wait ended when Levine was reinstated to the Florida Bar in 2005, the same year he was named president and stockholder at Murton.
“I don’t know of anyone else who has taken and passed the bar exam three times and then readmitted to the bar after two decades,” Levine said with a grin. “It was a rewarding achievement for me.

“I went from a man who had never been in legal trouble – a man who had a great life, a great family and a successful career – to someone who found himself in prison and lost everything,” said Levine, who has three children with his wife, Lisa, and still maintains a close relationship with his three children from his first marriage. “Since then, I have strived to show that I made a mistake, and that I became a better man as a result.”  
