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“

I was arrested in Los Angeles

on Martin Luther King Day, near my
home in Malibu. I phoned my office
in Calgary to get bail money.
The bank said, ‘Hey, wait a minute,
he’s been arrested for money
laundering… can we give him any
of his money?’ So great,
you mean I can’t get at a measly
$5 million in bail money?
I can’t even buy groceries?

”

the fall and rise and fall of

JOHN LEFEBVRE

HELP US CELEBRATE OUR THIRD ANNIVERSARY: Go to Page 37 for your chance to win an Eisenbergs’ leather chair and ottoman

R O C K I N ’ RO B I N H O O D
As the U.S. Department of Justice looms ominously, bearing down on John Lefebvre’s good name,
possessions and freedom, the Calgary lawyer/Internet millionaire/alleged money
launderer/philanthropist/musician heads into a famous L.A. studio to record his dream album
written by B i l l R e y n o l d s

i

t’s late June and I’m cruising along Santa Monica Boulevard in a white
Toyota Sierra van with Calgary philanthropist John Lefebvre in the driver’s seat. Or is that lawyer John Lefebvre? Or alleged gambling racketeer John Lefebvre? Or singer-songwriter John Lefebvre? Or just my old
friend John Lefebvre? He’s telling me all about Jan. 15, 2007, the day the
U.S. Department of Justice (DoJ) charged him with “conspiring to transfer
funds with the intent to promote illegal gambling.”
“I was arrested at my home in Malibu. I was just sitting down to drink a
cup of tea around nine in the morning when the doorbell rang. The lady from
the FBI said into the intercom, ‘You have to come to the door immediately.’ I
stood there, staring at the floor for a few seconds—I was struck dumb—and
then went and answered the door. They came in, three FBI agents and two
federal marshals, and put me in handcuffs. Then they took me back down the
stairs to my dining-room table and started asking questions.
“In the squad car on the way to the L.A. Metropolitan Detention Center, I got hold of Marion Bankes, my assistant. I said, ‘I’m arrested on serious charges. I need help. I need you to talk to some lawyers for me.’ She
was gobsmacked. My office in Calgary tried to get bail money, but then the
bank guy said, ‘Hey wait a minute, he’s been arrested for money laundering… can we give him his money?’
“So great, you mean I can’t get at a measly $5 million in bail money?
You mean I can’t even buy groceries?”

B ac k i n M ay, af t e r r e ad in g about his arrest for alleged money
laundering through his Internet company, Neteller, I had e-mailed Lefebvre,
wondering if he might remember me from our University of Calgary days.
Sure he did, he said. I told him I had heard through mutual friends that he
was about to record an album in L.A. with a clutch of heavyweight session
dudes, including Al Kooper, the guy who played organ on “Like a Rolling
Stone.” Lefebvre said that’s right. He’d been looking at various locations to
record his music for some time. But after Manhattan-based U.S. Magistrate

Judge Gabriel Gorenstein confirmed the original bail decision—$5 million in
cash; passport confiscated; confined to the central district of California, except to fly to New York for interviews with U.S. attorneys and FBI agents—the
choice became L.A., L.A. or L.A., take your pick. Instead of wasting away in
Margueritaville, Lefebvre devised a plan. While deciding what to do about
the charges—plead guilty and accept the resulting jail sentence and fine, or attempt to fight the charge—he might as well be “living the dream” of recording
an album of his own songs.
I told Lefebvre I wanted to come down and watch him record in the studio, catch up and talk about his legal difficulties. He said he’d have to clear it
first with his A-list producer. Weeks went by. No word. In a last ditch effort, I
sent one more e-mail. Lefebvre responded: “Come on down. Either Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday next week, June 26 to 28, will work.” I told him
I’d have to get approval for the cost of a last-minute flight to L.A. from my editor. He e-mailed back right away: if it would make any difference he would
pay my way down. “Travel up front,” he ordered. “I insist.” I told him my editor might be a little concerned about my subject paying for my flight. I
phoned her and we struggled over the potential conflict of interest. We decided that if it was the only way I could get face-to-face time with Lefebvre, it
would be okay. We would just have to be up front about everything.
I told Lefebvre it was a go and that I wasn’t out to do a hatchet job. I said
that he’d had a pretty interesting story arc going even before the FBI started
investigating Neteller. He had been U of C Students’ Union President,
then a U of C law graduate, then a lawyer hanging his shingle in Sunnyside,
then a busker for spare change at C-Train stops, then an Internet company
co-founder, then a millionaire, then a philanthropist. “That’s about it,
except for when I did time in Bowden jail,” he added, describing the eight
months he served out of a one-year sentence at the beginning of his adult
life. “In 1968 I sold some acid to a cop who was dressed up like a hippie. I’d
just come off the world’s champion acid trip, ripped out of my skull, and all
of a sudden I was in jail.”
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There are lots of ways of looking at the fall and rise and fall of
John Lefebvre, and one prism is that of the rock ’n’ roll Robin Hood,
who steals from the stupid and gives to the worthy. He has
done privately what our governments have been doing for years.

I told Lefebvre that I’d have to talk to him about his arrest, his bail terms,
his conversations with the DoJ—at least the ones he could talk about anyway.
“I’m okay with that,” he said. “I just want to get my side of the story out there.”

I mu ll o ve r L e f e b vr e ’ s w il d f a ll a nd r is e and fall as I fly
from Pearson International in Toronto to LAX on June 26, grab a cab up
Interstate 405, exit on Santa Monica Boulevard, hang a left on Butler Avenue and reach my destination, the Village. Lefebvre welcomes me with
his natural ability to make everyone feel at home inside his protective aura.
He’s a large man of 56, still wearing his hair as long as it was during his campus days. His stomach protrudes more than it did the last time I saw him,
and the locks have gone grey, but he’s the usual gregarious ball of energy.
“Look at this!” he says excitedly, pointing to a gold record hanging on the
wall commemorating the recording of “Angie” by The Rolling Stones.
“Steely Dan recorded here, man!”
Studio D, where Lefebvre’s been recording on weekdays all month long,
was once a restaurant. It was transformed in 1979 specifically for Fleetwood
Mac to record its double album, Tusk. There are still two washrooms in the
studio, “one for Stevie Nicks and one for everyone else,” manager/booking
director Brooke Boyle tells me. Tough luck for Christine McVie, the supergroup’s other female lead singer. “That’s so Stevie could leave her lines out,”
someone in Studio D quips. During Lefebvre’s stay, Kelly Clarkson came
and went. The week before, he breezed past Coldplay’s Chris Martin, a.k.a.
Mr. Gwyneth Paltrow, sitting on a step yakking on his cell.
Lefebvre has just finished recording 25 originals and four adaptations of
songs made famous by Dusty Springfield, The Beach Boys, Leonard Cohen
and The Beatles. The heavyweight hired help includes producer Brian Ahern (Emmylou Harris’s producer and former husband, who also turned
“Snowbird” into a hit for Anne Murray), keyboardist Patrick Warren (Aimee
Mann), drummer Jim Keltner (Little Village, Bob Dylan), bassist James
Hutchinson (Bonnie Raitt), keyboardist Matt Rollings (Lyle Lovett), keyboardist and arranger Glen D. Hardin (The Crickets, Elvis Presley, Gram
Parsons). “When these guys are behind you,” says Lefebvre of Ahern’s handpicked unit, “it’s pretty hard to fall down.”
Even to someone as accustomed to his windfall as Lefebvre now is, the
Village’s atmosphere is rarefied. He can afford to pay to soak up the studio’s storied history, hoping the odour of pop success that permeates the
building will linger over Studio D while he’s here. To anyone with common sense the sessions must seem like an elaborate, expensive vanity project—what else could they possibly be?—but Lefebvre seems determined to

make them mean more. He’ll hire the best music lawyer he can find, and
the best music publicist he can find, to market his project. He’ll go out on
the road to promote his album—if the DoJ will let him.
For all the late-blooming, starry-eyed ambition in which he now indulges,
and for all the nouveau-riche lifestyle he has accessed in the past few years,
Lefebvre is a surprisingly earthy millionaire. He owns a few of the expected
toys, such as his pair of Malibu houses, a silver BMW Z8 in the garage and a
seven-foot Boesendorfer grand in the living room. And he has a house, a refurbished music pub and a 1984 Cessna Citation II waiting for him on Salt
Spring Island, his real home. Yet money seems not to have changed his attitudes toward life and politics. Even the seven deadly sins seem not to have affected him egregiously, although he admits his doctor recently ordered him
to cut out his fondness for fine wine.
Lefebvre’s lawyerly training—he has let his card lapse—compels him to
question and analyze most everything around him. He occasionally employs
the parlance of the ’60s, still believing in many of the hippie ideals of his generation. Lefebvre has given away millions of his electronic-transfer dollars to
causes he believes in, including the University of Calgary’s Arts Faculty, One
Yellow Rabbit, The Dalai Lama Center for Peace and Education and his
friend Jim Hoggan’s Desmog Blog, designed to expose industry lobby fronts
masquerading as environmental groups. He tells me the David Suzuki Foundation has dubbed him the largest donor to environmental charities in the
history of Canada.
There are lots of ways of looking at the fall and rise and fall of John
Lefebvre, and one prism is that of the rock ’n’ roll Robin Hood, who steals
from the stupid and gives to the worthy. He has done privately what our
governments—federal, provincial, civic—have been doing for years: using
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gambling proceeds from voluntary taxation models such as charity casinos, video-lottery terminals, lottery tickets and the like for good causes.
Lefebvre’s inclination to make money and put it to good use has been evident since we met. In the late 1970s, when I was station manager at the U of
C radio station, Lefebvre spearheaded the passing of a law ensuring independent status for campus media. A decade later, he played a crucial role in
reconfirming a favourable result for CJSW in a student-referendum result
that had been interfered with by scrutineers, thereby granting the campus
station significant student fees in perpetuity—the running total since 1987 is
probably now around $1 million.
The next morning we’re sipping an espresso mixed with a dark roast coffee in Lefebvre’s Malibu home. He asks me what I’ve been up to since my
CJSW days. I show him the latest copies of the Ryerson Review of Journalism, a
student-produced non-profit magazine sold on newsstands across the country. Intended to be Canada’s watchdog on the watchdogs, the magazine is
the product of the final-year university courses I teach. He flips through, notices some pages of advertising, and asks if it makes money. I tell him it makes
some, but not enough to break even. In fact, it loses about 30 grand every
year, give or take.
“I can get behind that,” Lefebvre says.
“Well, you should read it first, shouldn’t you?”
“Well, I will, but I don’t have to. You say it’s a good thing and that’s good
enough for me. The quality will vary from year to year depending on the
quality of students, right? So I’m not going to base my decision on this particular year but the whole concept, right?”
Later, when he writes the Review a cheque for $25,000, he says, “You
think I’m showing off, don’t you?”
I tell him, no, not really, not when he’s worth tens of millions. With that
kind of wealth it’s like having a bird’s-eye view of the world, of having that
feeling of being disembodied, of not being distracted by the quotidian, of
seeing over things others can’t, because the scale of your means has so
vastly changed.
No, I’m more concerned about my own conflict of interest. Lefebvre
warned me, “Don’t let this affect what you write about me,” but the offer is
fraught with perceptual problems any way you hold the hot potato. I’m
haunted by the conflict—the Review could really use the support—all the
way back to Toronto, but it turns out I needn’t have been. It is against university policy to accept money from someone in trouble with the law, no
matter how well intentioned and genuine the offer.
But Lefebvre’s impulsive gesture is a routine demonstration of the kind of
guy he is. He gets excited about the things his money can do. He likes to
think he can change the world for the better. Although he feels like he himself hasn’t changed much, he does admit, “I do rely on the money to some
extent for my self-esteem—I’m not perfect.”
Lefebvre’s personality may not have changed all that much, yet his enormous wealth cannot help but affect all of those around him, friend or foe. It’s
difficult for me to avoid thinking about this fact over the next two days.

L e fe bvr e t ur n s n or t h on to U.S. Highway 101, the Pacific
Coast Highway (PCH). We’re heading toward his home, or homes actually,
in Malibu. His producer Ahern is staying at the one worth $11 million and
I’m hanging with Lefebvre at the other one, seven doors down. He purchased the latter a year and a half ago for around $13 million, besting a bid
from a wounded Jennifer Aniston, still recovering from her loss of Brad to

Angelina. His recent $1-million reno, including the purchase of 290-yearold Mongolian rugs, gives it a rustic and unpretentious look, almost like
nothing was done to it—which was Lefebvre’s intent. The houses sit on a
several-kilometre stretch of Malibu coastline, southwest of Pepperdine University and away from the PCH, which runs north of the mountains. On top
of the ridge, high above Lefebvre’s comparatively modest abode, sits
Cher’s gaudy compound. Lefebvre says he’s always wanted to invite the
aging pop star over for drinks—“I like Cher!”—but is also a little afraid of the
reception he might receive.
There is no highway-traffic noise on this stretch of Malibu Road, which is
why the prices are so steep. “All you hear in the morning,” says Lefebvre, “is
the birds.” And the crashing surf, of course. He thinks his house is worth
about $15 million now, but he hopes to sell it off at $17 million. Or, more precisely, he hopes the U.S. government will sell the seized property off at that
price, as part of the restitution a guilty plea might entail. As we head toward
Malibu on the PCH, past innumerable million-dollar beach houses, Lefebvre continues the story of his January ordeal.
“The transfer guards, they were mean and surly and carried around
sawed-off shotguns. I was thinking to myself, ‘Jesus, can’t we just try to act
civilized here?’ But then I thought better of saying anything.
“About three hours after I was shipped out, my lawyer [Vince Marella]
showed up with bail papers. He came down to the municipal jail and asked
for Lefebvre. They said, ‘Lefebvre… Lefebvre? We don’t have anybody
named Lefebvre.’ And Vince said, ‘Well where is he then?’ And they said,
‘Don’t ask us, ask the federal marshals.’ And Vince started freaking out…
like, where is the guy?
“I was in Oklahoma by that point, but I couldn’t phone anyone. You can
dial out but I only had cellphone numbers, and you can’t dial out to cellphone numbers. And I had Vince’s office number in L.A., but it was afterhours and on message.
“I had to trust that they would figure out where I was, and Vince did eventually. So here’s my $850-an-hour Beverly Hills lawyer, flying out to meet me
at FTC Oklahoma City with a $5-million cheque. I fly in and I’m in shackles;
then two days later I’m in the front row of a Southwest airplane on my way
back to LAX and they’re offering me Champagne and orange juice.”

For a c ompany accus ed of money laundering, Neteller has an
ironic origin: a car wash. In 1997, Lefebvre acted as corporate real-estate
lawyer for his future Neteller partner Stephen Lawrence, who was developing a strip mall in the Midnapore area of Calgary. Lawrence leased out all of
the storefronts but one, the cash-only car wash. Eventually he hired Jeff
Natlund, a teenager who spent his days filling soap dispensers and emptying
loonies from the coin box, and his nights surfing the Internet. When
Lawrence discovered Natlund was a computer geek and sometimes, using
his dad’s credit card, cruised legal gambling sites based in Costa Rica, he
asked him if he might be able to whip up a blackjack program. Don’t see why
not, the kid replied. What about roulette? Sure, why not? Lawrence began to
investigate whether a real business opportunity could be realized out of this
technology. Eventually, the two new partners realized the most vulnerable
point in any online-gambling chain was its secure money-transfer system, or
lack thereof. Lawrence and Lefebvre created Neteller in 1999 as a way to
solve that problem.
Neteller, like PayPal, is a payment-processing company that specializes
in electronic monetary transfers. Most of its business derives from U.S. cus-
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tomers who, using the Internet, gamble at offshore casinos. Or, at least, it
used to be. Three days after the DoJ simultaneously arrested Lefebvre in
Malibu and Lawrence in the U.S. Virgin Islands, Neteller vacated the
American market, kissing off 65 percent of its business.
To offshore legal gambling sites, situated in places such as Costa Rica
and Antigua, Neteller was a godsend because it guaranteed all transactions.
If credit-card fraud were perpetrated, Neteller bailed out the bookie agents
by reimbursing the credit card company. In the pre-Internet, pre-electronic
wallet days, bookies ate their bad debt, which, according to Lefebvre, was in
the 15-percent range.
On the other side of the transaction, to U.S. gamblers Neteller was also a
huge progression. Once customers had cleared the e-wallet company’s security they could keep track of multiple lines of odds right up until an hour or
two before Sunday NFL game time. In the old days, gamblers had to wire
money to bookies at least a couple of days in advance. If they won they might
wait weeks for a cheque to arrive in the mail. Neteller could deposit winnings
instantly into customer accounts, and users then could turn around and use
the same Neteller money to bet on the late Sunday afternoon football games.
Gamblers loved the immediacy.
The system was virtually foolproof because Neteller developed its own set
of security regulations. If you wanted to gamble online using the service, it
would happily open a $250 starter account for you. If you wanted to move up
to the next level, though, say $1,000, Neteller wanted to know everything
about you—your real name, your real address, your credit-card number, your
social-security number. Plus it wanted a copy of your telephone bill with your
current telephone number, which a company representative would then
phone to make sure you answered. Neteller successfully built a customer base
made up of U.S. citizens who understood, liked and were serious about gambling. In fact, the company’s security was good enough to flush out phony
gamblers, and on a couple of occasions alerted the DoJ accordingly. A commendation from the DoJ hangs on a wall in Neteller’s Calgary office, thanking
the company for its help in catching money launderers.

I n a p r e s s r e l e as e da te d Ja n. 16 , 2 0 0 7, Michael
Garcia, U.S. Attorney for the southern district of New York, stated:
“Stephen Eric Lawrence and John David Lefebvre were arrested yesterday
in connection with the creation of an Internet payment services company
that facilitated the transfer of billions of dollars of illegal gambling proceeds
from United States citizens to the owners of various Internet gambling companies located overseas.” Mark J. Mershon, assistant director-in-charge of
the New York office of the FBI, added his stentorian thunder to the release:
“Internet gambling has become a multi-billion-dollar industry that derives
a major portion of its revenues from United States citizens. A significant
portion of that is the illegal handling of Americans’ bets with offshore gaming companies, which amounts to a colossal criminal enterprise masquerading as legitimate business.”
Garcia pointed to evidence suggesting the company founders knew
what they were doing was wrong: “At the time that the defendants took
Neteller public, … the company’s directors … conceded that they were risking prosecution by the government of the United States under existing or
future federal laws.”
Neteller wasn’t the only international company caught by the DoJ’s
radar gun. In 2006 it also went after U.K.-based companies Betonsports
PLC and Sportingbet PLC, and Antigua-based WorldWide Telesports Inc.

In addition, once the U.S. Congress passed its Unlawful Internet Gambling
Enforcement Act in October 2006—which definitively made it illegal for
American citizens to gamble using electronic-wallet systems like
Neteller’s—the DoJ had more legal ammunition to seek out these moneytransfer concerns. The obvious question is why Lefebvre didn’t see it coming. He says, “We didn’t believe they would prosecute.”
There was some logic for thinking this way. The new law clearly stated
that a 270-day rollout period would be in effect, during which time the U.S.
Attorney would prescribe the conditions for the application of the new rules
for each payment company’s prevention and prohibition of restricted transactions. Lawrence and Lefebvre, even though they were no longer involved
in the running of the company, were arrested 94 days after President George
W. Bush signed the new law into effect, one-third of the way into the rollout. It
turns out that the FBI, in mounting a sting operation with a “co-operating witness,” had placed Neteller under its microscope at least since June 2006.
The DoJ’s war on Internet gambling extends back to the early part of the
decade. PayPal, and its owner eBay, for example, forfeited $10 million in a
civil suit for processing gambling transactions. Up until that point, PayPal
had been Neteller’s competitor. There were actually many competitors—major banks, such as Citibank and Chase Manhattan, and major credit-card
companies such as Visa accepted transactions from American customers
that were directed toward offshore gambling casinos. The feeling was: if I sit
in Cleveland and wager money at an online casino based in Antigua, I’m
gambling in Antigua, not in the U.S. This apparent loophole gave businesses
sufficient justification to accept the processing-fee revenues, which would
have been somewhere in the two-percent-per-transaction range.
And it probably would have continued, if not for Elliott Spitzer, the current Governor of New York. When Spitzer was Attorney General of the
state he decided to go after the mainstream companies over these gambling violations. He was the one who put pressure on PayPal, which forced
eBay’s hand. The parent company decided it didn’t need the hassle and
vacated the gaming market, which at the time amounted to eight percent of
PayPal’s business. Spitzer also fined Citibank $100,000 and forced it to
commit substantially more to gamblers-anonymous charities. Then he
went after PayPal again. And so on.
Throughout this period, the Canadian-based Neteller Inc. developed a
new strategy. By 2003, it had transformed itself into the Isle of Man-based
Neteller PLC and was preparing to trade on the London Stock Exchange’s
Alternative Investments Market. Before floating stock on AIM, though,
Neteller advised potential investors that it did not have a presence in the
U.S., but rather had a contractual relationship with the U.S.-based company JSL Systems (owned by Lefebvre). JSL transferred U.S. funds to
Canada, where Neteller maintained a Calgary office and processed customer accounts. The prospectus conceded that money held in the U.S. was
“vulnerable to freezing orders by state and federal prosecutors,” yet investors decided the risk was manageable.
Neteller’s 2004 public offering was an instant smash hit, with company
equity passing the $2-billion mark at its high point. Lefebvre and Lawrence
both owned significant percentages of company shares and, over time,
cashed in chunks of their holdings. According to the Financial Times, for example, the pair sold one stake in November 2004, netting £85 million ($170
million at today’s rates). They have both since left the firm, but remain minority shareholders, retaining 5.5 percent and 5.9 percent, respectively.
Then came the 2006 U.S. gambling law, which was designed to shut
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With that kind of wealth it’s like having a bird’s-eye view of
the world, of having that feeling of being disembodied, of not being
distracted by the quotidian, of seeing over things others
can’t, because the scale of your means has so vastly changed.

now bust foreigners with a law that wasn’t on the books when the alleged perpetrators committed the alleged crime. Like the Fantastic Four’s Reed
Richards, the DoJ started to reach out, way, way out, and grab hold and not
let go until it shook online-gaming entrepreneurs down for their cash and
maybe their freedom, too. Just ask Calvin Ayre, the Saskatchewan-born-andraised mastermind behind the offshore gambling lifestyle site, Bodog.com.
He has stated publicly he will not be flying near U.S. air space any time soon.
Not everyone was pleased with the DoJ going after the two Canadian cofounders of Neteller, men who had ceased to be chairman and CEO before
the new gambling act had been passed. The Globe and Mail published an editorial four days after the January arrests that read in part: “While the U.S. authorities would like to paint [Lefebvre and Lawrence] as criminal masterminds, the fact is that they have broken no laws in either Canada or Britain,
where their company is based. Instead, they have run afoul of the hypocritical U.S. desire to restrict gambling on the Internet while allowing it to flourish
at home, where it produces billions of dollars in tourism and tax revenue.”
Indeed, on gambling sites there has been much cynical grumbling about the
U.S. forcing out international companies simply to give its own gambling
business interests time to build competitive models.

down access to these untouchable offshore businesses. Through international treaties with various departments of justice, the U.S. DoJ decided it
could indeed move on companies and directors of companies it perceived to
be breaking U.S. laws, whether or not they were actually located in the U.S.—
and, significantly for Lefebvre and Lawrence, whether or not these directors
of companies were actually current directors or not. Most departments of justice would be compelled by the treaties to comply; only under the most egregious of circumstances—if the U.S. wanted to extradite an alleged lawbreaker
on the basis of, say, race—would a treaty signatory not feel obliged to help.
Suddenly the DoJ’s long arm of the law—even though it was simply following the enacted legislation (Internet gambling is illegal), and sentencing
(20 years and everything you own)—seemed to grow special powers. It could

W h il e th e Do J l oo ms om in ou s l y, bearing down on Lefebvre’s good name, his possessions and his freedom, the man himself is elated
at having set himself up in style to record his own music with the highest calibre of musicianship available. Back in Studio D, he starts working on “Independence Day,” his bittersweet ode to the U.S. He barks out words John Mellencamp-style. It sounds strident and the lyrics—Lefebvre plays his love of
L.A. and the U.S. against his rage at the current Washington administration—
sound dumber than they should. They require a subtler delivery, one that
nudges and winks at the listener rather than preaches. Ahern suggests a more
conversational, wry tone, which Lefebvre interprets as Dylanesque. Suddenly, it’s as if the Voice of a Generation is in the studio.
Lefebvre is a studio neophyte, of course, but he listens and learns under
Ahern’s guidance. Not always without protest: when the producer suggests
another change of direction, Lefebvre says, “Well, okay, Brian—after all, it
is your album!”
“Hey, it’s my reputation that’s on the line here,” retorts the man with the
music-industry bona fides and enviable Rolodex.
Lefebvre admits the musicians were a little skeptical about what Ahern
had gotten them into when they started recording in early June. “Well, more
than a little skeptical, truth be told.” Keltner and company didn’t come be-
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“You have to think of it as a speed trap. A radar gun is set up.
Visa speeds by… whoosh. Mastercard speeds by… whoosh.
Chase Manhattan speeds by… whoosh. Neteller speeds by…
zap! Everyone was speeding, but Neteller got caught.”

cause Lefebvre was some rich guy who wanted to pay a lot of money to rock
out; they came because Ahern asked them to come. After a while, though,
they started to say things like, “Hey John, that was a pretty good tune.” And
later: “Jeez, that was a good one, too… how many you got, John?”
“All the guys told me they were willing to come back and add parts or
whatever I need,” says Lefebvre. “They might not have said that at the beginning, but they did by the end.”
Lefebvre had a stockpile of songs, but wrote another dozen specifically
for the sessions. It’s enough material for two albums, not one. The songs
range from country weepers to full-on rockers, but overall his sound falls in
the roots-and-country quadrant of rock and pop. His voice has a twang and
can be forceful, if a little on the thin side. There’s a likable, Mark Knopfler
kind of rusty, well-worn tinge to his delivery, although his voice is not so
deep. He’s looking to sell his album, plus a DVD of band performances
recorded in his Malibu living room, next spring.
By early evening, Lefebvre’s friend Hilary and I are relaxing in the studio’s lounge. She’s just arrived from Salt Spring Island, where she and Lefebvre met. Suddenly, Lefebvre bursts into the room, still perky and energetic
seven hours into the day’s work. “Sorry I left, Hilary. I had to take that call. It
was Vince. They’re ready. It’s going to be the tenth, the sixth or the third,
whichever suits Vince.”
He’s referring to July 10th, 6th or 3rd. Lefebvre has been co-operating
with the U.S. attorneys and is set to plead guilty. His ordeal is almost over,
which must be a relief. Yet the possibility of being saddled with hard time
has also become less of a chimera and more fact.
The recording session sputters out, and now Lefebvre wants dinner.

We’re meeting his daughter Emily and her boyfriend Padraig at Nobu,
about a three-minute drive from his house in Malibu. Emily is the 26-year-old
product of Lefebvre’s second marriage, and attends Trinity College in
Dublin. She’s a Ph.D. classics student and teaching assistant, while Padraig’s
an IT guy. They’re back on North American soil to attend a wedding and see
Emily’s relatives.
I know nothing of the world-famous Nobu. Hilary didn’t either, until her
kids shrieked when she told them where she’d be dining tonight. “This place
is pretty popular,” Lefebvre says nonchalantly as we walk toward the entrance. “You might see celebrities and that sort of s--t.”
We’re seated for our 8:30 p.m. reservation, and Lefebvre asks for the multicourse omakase menu, or chef’s choice. Our wisecracking server brings on the
cascade of dish upon dish upon dish of ornately, exquisitely prepared sushi.
After just over two hours, the onslaught halts. My favourite is the one shaped
like a gigantic winged insect. You eat it whole; Lefebvre demonstrates, and I
obediently follow, cheerfully swallowing what looks to be an oversized locust.
Lefebvre estimates one-third of the people he brings here tell him it’s the greatest restaurant they’ve ever been to; the rest say it’s fantastic.
As the dessert plate is served, Emily and Padraig return to the subject of
celebrity, specifically Cindy Crawford and her nightclub-impressario husband, Rande Gerber. For our first hour or so, they had been sitting at the
next table; typically, I hadn’t noticed. Hilary says what first caught her eye
was this extraordinarily good-looking man. Later, I look it up and find out,
yes, it’s true, Gerber used to be a model. Almost as an afterthought, Hilary
adds that the 41-year-old Crawford is still a very beautiful woman.
Our fast-talking waiter reappears. “Was everything all right, John?”
“Except for it being too much food it was perfect,” Lefebvre replies.
“Thank you.”
We head back to the house. Lefebvre, Hilary and I are in the Sierra,
while Emily drives Padraig home in her dad’s Z8. She’s moseying along in
the gorgeously sleek sports car, below speed limit. Lefebvre smirks and says,
“Guess it’s too bad dad’s following her.”
Once we’ve settled back in the living room, Lefebvre pulls out CD-Rs of
the day’s rough mixes. We listen to the new tunes at high volume to see how
they play outside the pristine confines of the Village’s studio walls. Some
sound muddy because they haven’t been mixed properly, but others are already pretty good. Emily sprouts an incredulous look when she hears dad do
his Dylan imitation on “Independence Day.”
I sit back, listen and let my thoughts drift. I remember my earlier conversation with Lefebvre that day, sitting in his kitchen, looking out at the beach
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and the Pacific Ocean, watching a mud shark basking close to the surface.
The surf was loud—Lefebvre estimated that on his 50-foot-wide lot, with any
given wave, up to 70 tons of water could crash in front of his house. A pert,
corporate-looking woman jogged by. Lefebvre told me he could set his
watch to her daily 7 a.m. regimen. Trying to answer the $100-million-dollar
question—“Why Neteller?”—he said, “Everybody was doing it—the banks,
the credit-card companies, other payment-processing companies.”
“But it was the Neteller founders who got nabbed on criminal charges.”
“Yes,” said Lefebvre. “You have to think of it as a speed trap. A radar
gun is set up. Visa speeds by… whoosh. Mastercard speeds by… whoosh.
Chase Manhattan speeds by… whoosh. Neteller speeds by… zap! Everyone was speeding, but Neteller got caught.”
“So was it a case of the DoJ going after the little guy?”
“Maybe,” said Lefebvre, “but that doesn’t matter. The fact is, I was guilty.”
Sure enough, about two weeks later, on July 10, Judge Kevin Castel in
New York accepted Lefebvre’s guilty plea. The DoJ press release said, in
part, “During the course of the plea allocution, Lefebvre admitted that, during the time he operated the Neteller Group, he learned that laws in the
United States prohibited certain funds transfers for the purpose of promoting
gambling, and as a result, he knew his conduct was wrong.” Lawrence entered his own guilty plea on June 29.
Lefebvre’s sentencing was originally scheduled for Nov. 1, although it
now appears the date will roll over to April 2008. The DoJ has demanded
that he be partially responsible for paying $100 million US in restitution. It
has also recommended a jail sentence of up to five years, although Lefebvre’s co-operation with U.S. attorneys and FBI agents may affect this

amount. Those penalties will be decided upon down the road, but for now
Lefebvre has met the DoJ’s other crucial condition: that he admit guilt.
Lefebvre is philosophical about his current imbroglio. “Being busted
when I was 17, doing time when I was 18, was a big part of what prepared me
for this,” he says. “I knew by the time I was 19 that there wasn’t much difference between the guys who were in jail and the guys who were not in jail.
There’s no big dividing line.”
But there is a legal dividing line, and Lefebvre realizes he is on the wrong
side of that line. It is a shame, but maybe, for the guy who said publicly when
he donated that $1.2 million to the U of C in 2005—“Art is a way for people to
step up and express themselves as human beings; every time you do that, it
makes you a better person”—it’s worth the price of a mid-sized Hollywood
film and his freedom.
“Independence Day” stops playing on Lefebvre’s living-room stereo and
I wonder about his chances for freedom. I think about the wry lyric he sings—
“I know it’s not in style this year but/ I love the U.S.A./ I hope they get a government there/ That feels the same way”—and remember one of the many
anecdotes he told us in the studio the day before:
“So I’m talking to these DoJ guys and they’re asking me why I quit
Neteller, and they want me to say something like, ‘Well, I’d been breaking
the law and now I realize I have to stop.’ But instead I’m telling them, ‘Well
look, I worked hard, made a couple of bucks and now I want to get on with
my life. My partner Steve, he’s different. You know, some guys just want to
be Warren Buffett…’ ”
“ ‘Yeah,’ says one of the FBI guys, not missing a beat, ‘and some guys
just want to be Jimmy Buffett.’ ” S

