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Passport To The Underworld?

Arrested in a nudist colony on suspicion of murder.  Life probably cannot get much lower, or more bizarre, than this.  But then, for Amy Dechant, life has often seemed littered with tribulations.

Amy was born in the post war boom of the late 1940s, in the state of New Jersey.  But for her, the abundance of the fifties managed to pass her by.  Childhood was not a great time for the young girl.  At just nine years old, she was orphaned, and subsequently was brought up by her aunt and uncle.  By the age of seventeen, Amy was married, the first of her two husbands a High School sweetheart.

But if love was not often a great success for the young woman, despite her slight frame and attractive appearance, then she did show a talent in other fields.  Notably, as a businesswoman.  Basing herself in the world of cleaning services, she showed a propensity to set up companies, grow them and then move on to larger, more successful enterprises.  Such schemes did not make her a millionaire, but they gave her a financial independence as she was maturing through her thirties and beyond.

But, by the early 1990s, Amy was getting tired of life in chilly New Jersey.  She longed for a more consistent climate, for a new home.  Somewhere that her talent for business could be developed even further.  But, where to go?  Her friend, Claudia McClure, had an idea.  She was now living in Las Vegas, Nevada, and thought this might provide an ideal location for Amy.  She knew that her friend enjoyed a lively social life, was fond of a gamble or two at the poker table – and there are few places in the US more able to provide those kind of thrills than Las Vegas.

‘She didn’t know where she was going,’ Claudia recalled later ‘so I said “Why don’t you come to Las Vegas. I think you’d love it here.”’

Amy did, and at the age of 45 found that her friend was absolutely correct.  ‘Las Vegas was right for me it offered opportunity, it had a very good climate for small business.’ She recalled.  Not only was that climate right for her sun tan, right for her love of a night at the poker table, but it was also ideal for her business ventures.

There can be few cities in the world where the need for a good, reliable business in the field of cleaning is more pronounced than Las Vegas.  Amy got her latest venture underway.  Soon the contracts were flooding in.  She needed to expand and took her friend Claudia on to work with her.  But she needed even more staff, and next employed a man called Bobby Jones.  Many who knew him had little time for Bobby.  Police would later refer to him as a gopher; with all the independence of thought of such a creature.  It soon became apparent that Bobby was in awe of his successful boss.  That developing dependence would be something he would come to regret.  Yet as good as her business skills were, and as successfully as she was flourishing in Las Vegas, that other side of Amy’s life, the romantic one, was still a mess.  

She entered into several relationships.  None of them delivered stability, and frequently she would have a number of boyfriends at once.

Clifford L Linedecker is author of ‘Blood in the Sand’, a book chronicling the complex case of Amy Dechant.  ‘She was a natural businesswoman,’ he said.  ‘She started one business after another and they were successful.

Yet Linedecker also identified that other side of her personality: ‘While she was doing this she was manipulating one or two or three romantic situations and she managed to balance everything of once.’  But it was a strain.

However, her business was going from strength to strength.  She secured a contract at the Las Vegas airport, McCarran International, there to clean the private planes of the rich.  Next, she won the right to clean the carpets and upholstery at the MGM in Las Vegas itself.

But it was when she was spending a night in a Las Vegas Casino, gambling at a Texas Hold ‘Em poker table, that a chance meeting would send her life spiralling upwards until it reached an apex, and from there to plummet back down to earth.

It was the fall of 1995 and another player at the table had a notable appearance.  Savagely large – weighing in at around three hundred pounds – was a quiet, round faced man.  He was a little younger than Amy (three years, she would later discover) but looked ten years older.  His hair was long, tied back in a pony tail and grey white.  Bruce Weinstein was a man previously married, but now on his own.  A man who seemed to take little care of his health and body.  A man who was clearly a wealthy individual.

He and Amy struck up a conversation, and found they got along.  They arranged to meet again, and the friendship strengthened.  When Bruce introduced her to his five-year-old daughter, Jacqueline, the bond grew quickly.  Soon, it would begin to turn from friendship to love.  But Bruce had another less desirable side, beyond that of his excessive eating.  

He was part of a family business, one established for many years with branches not only in Las Vegas but also California.  It was not the most noble of organisations.  Bruce Weinstein ran the Las Vegas branch of his family’s gambling cartel.  An illegal one, at that.

Bruce was building a large new home for himself.  And he quickly persuaded Amy that she should move in with him.  Once the mansion was complete, she sold her own condo – bought (with much pride) when she had established herself in Las Vegas. 

Amy held mixed feelings about the move.  She was fond of Bruce’s children, fond of Bruce himself.  But she was also an independent woman, a success in her own right with a burgeoning career and a thriving business of her own.  She knew that there would be compromises if she gave up some of her freedom.

‘I was having fun and making money and to be honest with you I didn’t want things to change.  I knew that if I moved in with Bruce things would change,’ she said later.  ‘But he needed me.’

At the time she spoke those words, Amy was incarcerated in the Southern Nevada Women’s Correctional Center; she ended her sentence with self-deprecating irony:

‘I’m just a sucker for someone who needs me sometimes.’

The idea that Bruce needed Amy was shared by a number of people.  The first impressions made on Bruce’s mother, Sylvia White, were positive.  She saw that Amy helped him to control his diet, to eat sensibly.  The weight just fell off the large man.  Twenty, thirty, forty pounds were lost.  Claudia also noted the positive effect that Amy was having.

‘I think she was the best thing that happened to him in a long time,’ she said.

Bruce held a very close relationship with his mother.  He would visit her every day; would telephone her in the morning.  To have her approval of his new relationship meant a lot. To both of them.  

‘She was watching over what he ate, making sure he was eating properly.  So, I thought that she cared for him and was taking care of him,’ said Sylvia.

But if the caricature of the criminal mind with the close tie to his mother is too much of a cliché in this case, there is no doubt that Bruce sailed close to the wind.  Paul Bigham was an LA Police officer involved in the investigation that would soon be needed.  He noted the illegal nature of the Weinstein family gambling business but saw that it had always just operated below the interest of the law.  It is a fine line for a busy police force to know whether to make the decision to watch, infiltrate and investigate an operation that, while illegal, didn’t seem to be doing too much harm.

Amy, though, had discovered that maybe there was more to the dealings of the Weinstein family than the police were aware.  ‘Let’s just say it had some very cruel collection methods and being in the business for twenty years, let’s just say they were very good at it,’ she observed.

But, facts are facts and supposition is supposition.  There was no doubt that Amy’s involvement in Bruce’s life should have extended it.  Should have reduced the risk of heart disease, of diabetes, of cancer that his excessive and poor-quality eating was rapidly increasing in his body.  

Yet that good would, at least in the eyes of the authorities, soon change to become the worst kind of evil.  As is so often the case with murder, there are very differing accounts of what happened in the late hours of July 5th 1996.  The absolutes surrounding that long night are minimal, the circumstantial evidence manifold.

Bruce Weinstein was a creature of habit.  His day would start early, and he would always be up and active by the time the gambling lines opened at 6.30am.  He would check on these, then phone his mother.  The end of the day would be as predictable as the beginning.  Weinstein had few friends, those running the darker side of the gambling world in a city like Las Vegas rarely did.  Not proper friends, anyway.  He would perhaps take a turn at the tables in a casino on the strip – just as he was doing on the evening he met Amy – but it was rare that he was not home and in bed by 9.30 at night.  

So, when by 8.30 on the morning of July 6th Sylvia had still not heard from her son, she was seriously worried.  That anxiety was heightened by the fact that Jacqueline had spent the night with her grandmother.  Bruce was besotted with his young daughter and would never fail to check that she was happy and well.

Sylvia could wait no longer.  She phoned Amy, and the story she received did not satisfy her.  Amy said that Bruce had gone out the night before with a friend, he had left at about 11.00 and that he might be back today, or he might join her on their planned trip to Lake Tahoe.  She said that she was in the shower when the friend called so she did not know who it was, but that there was nothing to worry about in the arrangement.  It did not ring true to Sylvia – going out on the spur of moment late at night was just not the kind of behaviour her son, so rigid in his routine, displayed.

She decided to head straight over to the house.  She arrived to find Amy cleaning the stair carpet, rubbing at its deep white pile.  At the bottom was a small collection of her son’s belongings:  his favourite sandals, it was rare that he did not wear them; his cell phone, a tool a bookie is never without; his wallet.

Sylvia’s doubts were heightened, but Amy seemed as normal; relaxed, chatty and at ease.  It was an elaborate performance hiding her true inner turmoil.  When Bruce had not shown up by the next day, and had made no contact with his family, Sylvia feared the worse.  Anybody associated with the gambling industry shared their world with unsavoury types.  Somebody running an illegal outfit of the kind operated by Weinstein was even more exposed to the underworld.  Sylvia feared that her son had been abducted, that a ransom note would appear at any moment, or a phone call she both wanted, because it said her son was still alive, and equally dreaded because it identified him as being in serious danger.

But when nothing was heard the next day either, Bruce’s brother reported him as a missing person.  The police were unimpressed.  A forty something man, wealthy and well able to look after himself, not seen for just a little more than two days?  He could be anywhere – a spur of the moment holiday; an admission to hospital for a condition he did not want to share; a twenty-four-hour bender or locked in one of the many casinos that graced The Strip.  Most likely of all, he was shacked up in some hotel room with a woman – something he did not want his girlfriend or his mother to find out.

Details were taken, but nothing was done.  There were many, many higher priorities with which the police department had to deal.

But after two more days, there was still no sign of Bruce.  No communication, no message of any sort - welcome or not - had been received.  In a state of complete anxiety his family hired a private investigator to try and find him. Michael Wysocki set to work immediately, starting with a detailed search of the Weinstein residence.

But he could find no sign of a struggle of any kind, no evidence of any blood – indeed absolutely nothing to suggest that Bruce Weinstein had done anything or had anything done to him that would contradict the words of his girlfriend.  It seemed like the police were right, and there was no missing person here.  The bookie might have disappeared, but there was no reason to suspect that he would not turn up again any time soon.

Yet still niggling away at the back of Wysocki’s mind was the conviction from Weinstein’s mother and brother that something had happened to their family member.

‘They thought he was being held for ransom, that somebody had him,’ the Private Investigator recalls.

Then, on top of this, was the fact that Weinstein had left his cell phone behind.  To stop checking on the lines that fuelled his income would be so out of character for the creature of habit that it really raised concerns.  Failing to contact his mother was also such inexplicable behaviour that Wysocki continued to search for clues.  Then there was Amy.  She seemed too relaxed about the entire matter.  Too in control.  Surely, after three days, four days, five days she would be exhibiting some evidence of uncertainty.  Some worry or at least curiosity? She was claiming, after all, that while Bruce had left with the mysterious friend on the evening of the July 5th, they had been planning to meet in Lake Tahoe on the 6th.  Now it was the 11th July.  Yet Amy appeared totally unflustered about her boyfriend’s whereabouts.

As she said, he was a bookie, used to handling large amounts of cash.  In fact, he had created a home made safe in the bedroom.  He had cut a section out of the wall, and behind it stuffed the takings he had made.  Then, the security of the money was completed by pushing a chest of drawers in front of the cut-out section, the portion of wall put back in place.

There were frequently very substantial sums stored there.  In fact, during the time in question, there was more than $100000.  To Amy, this explained his failure to take his wallet.  While he had left his American Express card behind, which was unusual, he was a man whose business dealings were frequently shady.  Who was not to say that he had with him a significant amount of cash?  Further, there are more ways to stay in touch with a business than through a cell phone?  She gave off the aura of a person not at all concerned.  It was a powerful performance, but as the days developed the cracks in it began to appear.

This was the point that Wysocki made the discovery that would change the case forever and see it escalate into a full-scale murder investigation.  He was looking once more around the bedroom when he chanced to take another look at their bed.  This time, he went to town, stripping it of sheets and pillows and flipping the mattress over.  There he saw a deep hole, one whose edges were burned – just as would likely have occurred had it been made by a bullet.

It was the tipping point.  Alongside the wallet, cell phone, change in behaviour and length of time Bruce had been away, the damage to the mattress provided the final clue that this was now a matter for the police.  Wysocki reported his findings, and the police themselves now decided it was time to get involved.

They suspected Amy from the start.  Although there was no blood visible in the house, forensic tests quickly showed up, in blue ultra violet light, that a body had been shot then dragged down the stairs and through to the garage.  Amy was called in for questioning about a week after the police started their investigation, and Officer Paul Bigham explained how her behaviour struck officers as unusual.  ‘It was an unusual interview to say the least,’ he said, ‘Amy Dechant came to the interview with a collection of handwritten notes.’  He went on to say that such behaviour was unique in his experience.

But Amy had her own, plausible explanation for attending the interview with notes.  She was a very self-disciplined woman, somebody who in her business life always had matters sorted and organised.  She had taken notes because she wanted to make sure that everything she needed to say was said; that nothing was missed in the stress of the occasion.

And what she actually did say threw the case wide open.  Her story to Sylvia White had been only a fraction of the truth.  According to her testimony there had been a visit while she was in the shower late in the evening of July 5th.  But it was not a friend, rather four hitmen with associations to the Mob.  Three had taken Bruce to the bedroom, while one had grabbed her from the shower, and loosely tied her up.  She heard a shot, but her guard told her not to worry.  ‘We don’t hurt women or children,’ he said.  But he promptly contradicted his reassurance, saying that if she mentioned what she had heard, both she and Bruce’s young daughter Jacqueline would be killed.  The mob-men ordered her to clear up the mess they made from moving the body.  After that, she should say nothing.  Not to anybody.  

She told police that she was terrified the mob would carry out their threat, so she stayed quiet.  They did not believe her.  And nor did Weinstein’s family.  The woman who had seemed so good for Sylvia’s son was now, she believed, the person responsible for his death.  But in terms of evidence, the police had virtually nothing that was concrete.  They did not even have proof that Bruce was dead.  Amy was allowed to leave.  Which she did, quickly.

And then, on August 11th several miles out of town a couple of hikers found a body buried under a pile of rocks and stones.  It was quickly identified as that of Bruce Weinstein, and he had been shot in the chest.  The police moved in to speak further to Amy, but she had gone.  It was several weeks before a report came in from Maryland.  A speeding car had been stopped and the officer had made the link between the sought-after woman and the driver.  Amy was returned to Nevada.

Police identified that she would have needed an accomplice, and soon evidence was pointing towards the gopher himself, Bobby Jones.  Prosecutor Edward RJ Kane adopted the term to describe the weak-willed man.  ‘Jones was a gopher who did what any gopher would do,’ he told TV’s ‘Snapped’ investigative programme when it reported on the case some years later.

But evidence linking Jones to the crime was not easy to find.  Although he would later get a five-year sentence for aiding and abetting the killing, the evidence against him was circumstantial.  A friend had identified that Jones once held a gun similar to the one that had been used to complete the assassination.  Jones had suddenly, inexplicably, come into a substantial amount of money.  He had also left Las Vegas and moved to Mexico.

The evidence against Amy, too, was no more than circumstantial.  She was arrested, spent a couple of months in remand while a substantial bail figure was set.  But her lawyers argued successfully that the police had little on which to hold her.  The bail was reduced to $5000, which she paid and left town.  When she failed to turn up for a Grand Jury hearing a week later, she became a fugitive.

Amy knew that her case was getting a lot of media attention.  The story of a bookie living on the edge of the law, a man rolling in money, murdered by, it would seem, his new girlfriend was one that appealed to the more sensationalist elements of the media.  Indeed, Amy would soon appear on TV’s ‘America’s Most Wanted’ programme.

But she was a resourceful woman.  She bought wigs and adopted disguises.  She got herself a camper van in which she lived, travelling from place to place.  Then, one night she was in Florida, looking for a place to rest up. She had been on the run, evading detection, for over a year by now.  She saw a sign for a nudist camp and decided to go there.  Unfortunately for her, she was recognised by a guest and the police moved in to arrest her.  

Inside her van was found the disguises, over $100000 in cash and research paperwork on the laws of extradition from various countries of the world.  To police, it was further proof of her guilt.  To run from the law when under suspicion of murder, or afraid of the mob, might be reasonable.  But the research into extradition seemed too planned, too deliberate.  Even for a woman as organised as Amy?  To her, the reason that she fled was simple: ‘I was just terrified, all those people were following me. 

‘I felt isolated, no one to turn to.’

But the arresting officer in Florida, Charles Frank Scavuzzo, did not believe her: ‘She said she was trying to avoid the mob but, in my opinion, she was trying to avoid law enforcement,’ he argued.

This time, no bail was granted. The trial generated massive interest, with a packed courtroom day after day.  Yet still the data the prosecution garnered was purely circumstantial.  And the defence believed that they had compelling counter evidence to present.  They demonstrated that it would simply not be possible to carry out the killing, dispose of the body and, crucially, clean up all the blood of which police had found hidden forensic evidence in the time between Bruce returning from work, and Sylvia arriving the following morning.  Even with help.  But the prosecution too believed it held evidence on which the jury would convict. The District Attorney Edward Kane said: ‘For somebody to panic and run just because they are under investigation for a homicide is one thing, to run with a potful of money, disguises – there’s no way to explain that to a jury.’  

With nothing more than speculation, the prosecution team claimed that Amy had had an argument with Bruce over money, and something had snapped within her.  That was why she had killed her boyfriend.  As simple as an argument over money.

And that was the story the jury believed.  In October 1998 Amy Dechant was convicted and sentenced to two life terms in jail, without the possibility of parole.  The story should have ended there, but another twist or two was still to play out in this extraordinary tragedy.

Amy Dechant continued to protest her innocence, and her attorney, Daniel Albregts, fought on.  He believed a terrible miscarriage of justice had taken place, and that was down to the actions of the police and prosecutors.  ‘This wasn’t an investigation with an eye towards who did it, but an investigation with an eye towards proving Amy had done it,’ he argued.  He claimed that police had not given any credence to the idea that she was running from both the police, whom she feared would lead to her false imprisonment and the mob.  The consequences of running into this group were even worse than being caught by the authorities.

Albregts argued that the entire action of the prosecution side had been spent trying to force through a conviction, at any price, rather than find the truth.  He continued to argue that not only did the police have no hard evidence on which to base their case, but they had no motive either.

Amy supported this: ‘I had my own money, I was a very independent person.  It is laughable to think I was a black widow.’

And as quickly as May 2000, just eighteen months after the conviction, the Supreme Court overturned it.  A witness, a former member of the police department, had called the mob story a ‘fairy-tale’; it was a term picked up again by the prosecution team later in the trial.  The defence had objected, but the judge over-ruled them.  Supreme Court judges decided that the term was prejudicial, and non-evidenced.  The trial judge should have acted, but he did not.  A retrial was ordered.

But before that could take place, Amy accepted a
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