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CONFESSION OR COINCIDENCE?

“Why I Killed Stripper Beauty: Boyfriend’s Secret Murder Diary.”

The words jumped off the front page of the New York Post. In a murder case full of shocking headlines, this “exclusive” was the topper. It alleged, in no uncertain terms, that not only had Paul Cortez killed Catherine Woods, but he’d also written down his confession in a “secret” diary.

The first line of the story by Laura Italiano was: “He had to save Catherine Woods from sin—by slashing her throat,” and it went downhill from there, at least for Paul.

Anyone who knew Paul well understood his obsessive need to write down his innermost thoughts. His mother said he’d been doing it since he was a little boy. Paul’s friend Jaki Levy was very familiar with the journals. Paul had often let him read them. “I’ve read his poetry before,” Jaki said. “It’s very, very easy to take a piece of poetry or whatever it is and interpret it in a million different ways. I believe someone went into his diary and looked at it and said, ‘Oh, look at this journal entry. This is his confession right there.’ You can take it out of context. It’s very easy to do.”

Jaki thought the whole thing was ridiculous. Detectives, however, didn’t think the journals were ridiculous, not at all. They were especially keyed up about one phrase buried in a diary. It read: “She wipes clean the shaft that cuts her throat.” Authorities thought that was just too close to the reality of how Catherine died.
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PART I

THE MURDER


New York and, I suppose, Los Angeles are cities where people come to fulfill their dreams. People come here from other nearby cities. They come from rural America. They even come from foreign countries: all for the purposes of success, whether it be in the arts as actors, as musicians, as painters, as businessmen. They come to Manhattan because this is one of those places where you can find wealth and success and fame.

The evidence will show that Catherine Woods was one such dreamer.

Manhattan Assistant DA

Peter Casolaro
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The Last Phone Call




Megan Wilkins will never forget the time of that last phone call. Cell phones are like that. They make it easy to go back and see exactly when you spoke to someone and for how long. On that night, November 27, 2005, Megan, a pretty blonde with long, straight hair, was in a coffee shop in Columbus, Ohio, when her best friend, Catherine Woods, called.

It was 5:41 p.m., and neither woman knew it, but twenty-one-year-old Catherine Woods had barely an hour left to live.

Catherine was one of Megan’s friends from high school. They’d both graduated in January 2002, six months early. But while Megan and her classmates from Worthington Kilbourne High School were still making post-graduation plans, Catherine was already off and running, to New York City, determined to become a professional dancer, a dream her parents said she’d had since the age of three. She wanted to dance on the Broadway stage—or as close as she could get to it.

“She just wanted to be a star, the light on the stage,” Megan said. “She wasn’t the background person or the second person. She wanted to be the person that everybody went to see.”

No doubt, Catherine looked like a star. She was five feet, seven inches tall and was obviously in tip-top shape. But it was not her body that made all the men stare—it was her gorgeous face. She was the epitome of the Girl Next Door, if only the girl next door was a stunning brunette. Catherine didn’t really look as exotic as Angelina Jolie, her favorite actress, but she loved when people said she reminded them of Jolie. Katie Miller, another longtime friend from Columbus, had been in Ohio dance productions with Catherine and had noticed the effect Catherine had on those who watched her perform. All eyes were drawn to her, so much so that the other dancers onstage felt they were fading into the scenery. Katie, a pretty, clean-cut midwesterner, admitted to being envious but not in a mean-spirited way. “I wanted to say, ‘Hey, I’m here, too,’” she joked.

Catherine’s clear blue eyes were almond shaped, giving her that doe-eyed, sexy-but-innocent look that cannot be manufactured with all the makeup in the world. And her lips, Catherine’s lips were something else: curvy and full and, as the expression goes, just waiting to be kissed. She had it all going on and she knew it.

“You’re talking about somebody who was very comfortable in her own skin,” Megan said. “She knew she was pretty. Every time she passed by a mirror—and she was always looking in a mirror—she’d be like, ‘Oh, I’m so cute.’”

It was not unusual for Megan and Catherine to talk on the phone a lot, sometimes several times a day. That Sunday night, the last time Megan spoke to her, Catherine was on a high; “happy and cheery” was how Megan described her. It was the weekend after Thanksgiving and Catherine had chosen to spend the holiday in New York, with her roommate and on-again, off-again boyfriend David Haughn, who was then twenty-three years old. They’d been living together for nearly three years.

David, a tall aspiring hip-hop artist, was also from Columbus. On a first meeting, David can come off as a bit strange. He has a sweet-but-dumb nature, bringing to mind Lenny from the John Steinbeck classic Of Mice and Men. David is five-ten but appears bigger, and it was probably no accident that he had recently scored a job as a doorman at an upscale Manhattan apartment building. It’s also one of the things Catherine liked about him: He looked like he could provide protection.

Catherine’s introduction to New York was rough, and maybe subconsciously, she was looking for someone to take care of her. She had just turned eighteen years old, in July 2002, when she moved to the city. She didn’t know a lot of people, and after winning acclaim for her dancing in Columbus, her life in the Big Apple was filled with rejection, as it is for any young performer. It was not surprising that for all her talent, she was getting cut at one audition after another. In New York, thousands of young, talented, beautiful dancers were chasing the very same dream as Catherine. “It was a wake-up call for sure,” said Mary Rose Bushroe, one of Catherine’s dance teachers from Columbus.

On a visit home back in the summer of 2002, Catherine, Megan, and some other friends were approached by David Haughn, who knew Megan’s boyfriend, Zach. David was then selling home-produced rap CDs in the parking lot of a pool hall called Quarter Flash in East Columbus. He was immediately taken with Catherine. “She just seemed real nice. And I was like, ‘Wow,’ you know? I’d never seen this girl before. You know? She’s beautiful,” David said. “I knew she wasn’t from around here but I definitely knew, like, she’s beautiful and, you know, I didn’t know her as a person then.”

He got her phone number and the two bonded over their respective dreams, each seeing in the other a kindred creative spirit. It wasn’t long before David began driving to New York on weekends to visit Catherine, and in September 2002, he blurted out that he wanted to move to the city full-time to be with her and try to make it in the world of rap music. Megan remembers when Catherine gave her the news: “She was like, ‘I’m so happy.’ And I remember the phone conversation. She was like, ‘He’s going to live with me. He’s moving. He’s giving up everything. I’m so excited!’”

So was David, who said, “I just kinda gave my boss the two weeks’ notice, rode that out, saved up a little bit of money, packed my stuff up in this car I had. Just crammed it, packed full. I really didn’t know what was gonna happen. But I knew, you know, I knew she was there. That she was worth it.”

On the surface, they seemed an unlikely couple. The energetic and outgoing Catherine was from a middle-class home in Worthington, a leafy suburb north of Columbus, while David, introspective and socially awkward, had spent a lot of his youth in foster homes after his mother was convicted of solicitation, child endangerment, and trafficking in cocaine. He and his younger sister were reunited years later by their father, who unfortunately died of natural causes not long after giving them a taste of what a stable family life could be like. For David, it was a cruel reality check, and he seemed to be searching for someone else to love when he and Catherine crossed paths in that parking lot. David readily admits that Catherine became his whole world. “I looked up to her, almost like a parent,” he said.

But Catherine leaned on David, too. He became her best buddy and confidant in New York, someone who would not judge her, whom she could trust to do almost anything she needed. “I felt real comfortable around her,” David said. “She felt real comfortable around me. I could speak to her about anything and really be myself. And I think that’s what I liked about her the most, that she accepted me for who I was.”

Catherine could have attracted better-looking guys with more money, but that wasn’t the point. She knew that she’d never find anyone more dedicated to her than David. He doted on her, running errands at a moment’s notice. Whatever she wanted—a Starbucks cappuccino, an apple, a frozen dinner—she’d ask David and he’d go fetch, almost literally. He also would often drive her to work in the beat-up silver ’87 Olds Cutlass that he somehow managed to keep in Manhattan, a city notoriously unfriendly to cars. Catherine’s friends loved him like a big teddy bear. “We all love David,” Catherine once said to Megan. “He’s like a brother to me.”

With David and Josie the Chihuahua, Catherine built a secure little family for herself in the big city—at least for a time. She was happy, and even though she wasn’t getting any jobs on or off Broadway, she was at least honing her craft. She took advanced jazz and ballet classes at the Broadway Dance Center on West Fifty-seventh Street, taught dance classes to children, and blended into city life, working out at various gyms and drinking coffee nonstop. “It was her one drug,” Megan said. Catherine’s parents, Jon and Donna Woods, joked that they knew she’d become a real New Yorker when she began to wear all black and started yelling at cabdrivers.

As symbiotic as Catherine and David’s relationship was, it wasn’t perfect. After two years of living with him in typically cramped New York apartments, Catherine began complaining to friends that she was still paying most of the bills. She was teaching dance, working at a spa, and getting a one-thousand-dollar-a-month stipend from her parents, but until he got his doorman job, David wasn’t contributing much at all. Sometime in the fall of 2005, David moved out at Catherine’s urging, but he didn’t have a lot of options. He stayed with a friend in Suffern, New York, about forty minutes north of the city, but there were days when he was practically living in his car. He was depressed, and Catherine knew it. She told friends she still loved him and felt responsible for him, and after two weeks, she welcomed him back into her one-bedroom apartment at 355 East Eighty-sixth Street, a safe Upper East Side neighborhood.

They agreed to be friends, not lovers. That arrangement seemed to work better for Catherine, and thanks to his new doorman job, David began contributing more money for rent and expenses. He also began earning extra money dog-walking for people who lived in the apartment building where he worked, and when those residents went out of town, David would keep their dogs in the apartment he shared with Catherine. In fact, that Thanksgiving weekend, he was taking care of a black Labrador.

After he moved back in, David spent his nights on the futon in the living room, while Catherine slept by herself in the bedroom. David knew she was dating other men but he ignored it, so long as he could be a part of her life.

“She never brought nobody home if she was datin’ somebody,” David said. “I think she respected me. She wouldn’t of done that. I knew the way we were going about it wasn’t a bad thing. We were best friends and that’s pretty much it.”



On the phone that November 27, Catherine told Megan how David had prepared her a Thanksgiving feast in their small kitchen. It was a good time, but Catherine definitely wanted to spend Christmas back home with her friends and family in Columbus, and was already making plans. She said things were better with David, and then she began talking about how she’d spent that day, a Sunday. She and friend and co-worker Christina Dupont had explored alternative religions. They went to a service at a small independent church called the Creative Light Church, on Lafayette Street in downtown New York, and then later went to a Spiritual Expo.

As Catherine talked, Megan was driving, having left the coffee shop where she’d been, to meet her sister at her sister’s boyfriend’s house. Megan pictured Catherine “sitting on the floor of her living room right in front of her huge mirror and doing her makeup and getting ready for work.”

Megan knew the drill. She’d spent the previous summer living with Catherine and David. “It was tiny and cramped,” Megan said of their apartment. “It was a little overbearing at times, but I bought an air mattress and slept on the floor.” Maybe it was the close quarters or maybe it was just seeing how Catherine was living in New York, but the two friends seemed to grow closer than even during that visit. Megan even worked with Catherine in the job Catherine euphemistically referred to as “the restaurant” when speaking to her mother, Donna.

“Are you working tonight?” Megan asked that Sunday.

“Yeah, I’m going to work, but I wish I didn’t have to,” Catherine said. “Wouldn’t it be great if you could just sit at home, watch TV, and get paid?”

“I wish,” Megan said.

“Yeah, me, too.”

The two friends talked a bit more, but back in Columbus, Megan had arrived at her destination. She told Catherine she had to sign off but promised to call her back.

The time was 6:03 p.m. The clock on Catherine’s life was winding down. There were only minutes left.

While she’d been on that twenty-two-minute phone call with Megan, someone had been calling Catherine’s cell phone, and Catherine had a pretty good idea of who it was. A friend named Paul Cortez had wanted to get together with her that day, but it had never happened. She took forty-five seconds to check her voice mail and then hung up. She didn’t call Paul back, and that was the last time she’d ever use her cell phone.

David, who had been “messing around with my beat machine,” says he was still in the apartment at that point. He’d told Catherine previously that he would drive her to work. “I’ll go get the car while you’re getting ready,” he said.

“Okay, that’s fine,” she said before turning back to her mirror to apply the final touches of makeup. She was wearing a tan top and a pair of gray sweatpants. She would change into her uniform once she got to her job.

Her shift was to begin at 7:00 p.m.
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Total Rage




The building where Catherine Woods lived with David Haughn at 355 East Eighty-sixth Street is an average New York City apartment building in many respects—a small, four-story building with no doorman and little glamour. Actually, their living space was pretty typical of the way a lot of New Yorkers live: a small apartment off an unadorned hallway. The building is located on Eighty-sixth Street between First and Second avenues, a big two-way thoroughfare with a lot of pedestrian and car traffic. A thousand or more people walk by the building on any given day. The surrounding stores—a supermarket, a locksmith, a corner diner—are, again, average for a New York City neighborhood.

But Catherine’s building is a bit unusual because the entrance is not right off the sidewalk. Instead, the front door is set back a few dozen feet, in an alley. That is not a desirable feature, because tenants are slightly hidden from view when entering, making them more susceptible to muggings and other crimes. And in a place like New York, any alley attracts its share of homeless people. To keep out the riffraff and increase security, the building’s management company erected a lockable wrought-iron gate at the entrance of the alley. A buzzer and intercom system on the gate allows visitors to buzz the building’s residents to let them in. The problem, as any New Yorker knows, is that in a city where ordering in takeout is preferable to cooking, the stream of deliverymen in and out of a residential building is nearly nonstop. Many deliverymen don’t speak English and will ring every buzzer to gain access. The result is that residents, tired of the constant buzzing, buzz anyone into the building without asking who it is.

Catherine’s building did have a locked front door beyond the gate, but some residents later said it was often broken.

The building is in an enclave called Yorkville. Back in the nineteenth century and even into part of the twentieth century, Yorkville was a mostly German area, but there are few signs of that now. Rupert Towers, an apartment complex that was once the site of the old Rupert Brewery, is nearby, and so is Gracie Mansion, the elegant official residence of New York City’s mayor, which sits on the East River. Most New York mayors are happy to call the mansion home, but not then-mayor Michael Bloomberg, a billionaire with his own elegant mansion just a few blocks away.

While there is petty crime in Yorkville, murders are unusual.



Eyewitnesses to a crime are notoriously unreliable, and as this case proved, so were some of the “earwitnesses.” No one saw what happened to Catherine Woods, but at least four people heard her final moments. While there was some discrepancy about when they heard what they heard, one thing is certain: Not one of them called the police.

Catherine lived in apartment 2D, and the residents of apartment 2H, right next door, heard the screams first. They later reported the screams happening anywhere from 5:45 to 6:00 p.m. The problem was that at that time, Catherine was known to be speaking to Megan Wilkins. Cell phone records prove definitively that their twenty-two-minute call ended at 6:03 p.m. Nonetheless, Jessie Danzig and Amy VanDeussen of apartment 2H, whose wall abuts Catherine Woods’s living room wall, reported that they were watching television when they began to hear what sounded like a child screaming. They hit the Mute button so they could hear better, and listened to what sounded like furniture being moved about. The last thing they heard were the sounds of dogs barking. That was unusual because the tenants of 2D were usually very quiet, and so was their tiny dog. The screams stopped after a few seconds, and Danzig and VanDeussen went back to watching television.

Andrew Gold, who lived directly above Catherine Woods, in apartment 3D, was having a phone conversation with his then-fiancée, Donna Propp, when he heard the screams. He’d been watching television when he took the call and was sitting facing the cable box, staring at the digital clock—it was 6:18 p.m. when the call started. He’d muted the sound on his television and was about five minutes into his conversation, he recalled, when he, too, heard a woman’s scream, coming from downstairs. “I heard a scream and then I heard scuffling,” he said. “It sounded like a scuffle, and I heard a dog barking and then I heard another scream and then I heard a thud and then nothing.”

His girlfriend, on the other end of the phone, also heard the commotion. After hearing the first scream, Gold said to her, “Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” she said. “What is it?”

“Shh, be quiet.”

Then they both heard the barking, the scuffling, the second scream, and the thud. The second scream was “louder and longer” but lasted only about two seconds, Gold said. He and his fiancée listened for more sounds but heard nothing. They spoke for a few more minutes and then ended the conversation. Gold had an appointment a few blocks away, at 6:45, so he was very conscious of the time.

“Right after I got off the phone, I went outside [into the hallway] to see if there was anything going on because it was not normal to hear what I heard,” he said. “I went out, looked around to my left and my right. I didn’t see anyone sticking their head out. I actually went out and looked out the window on Eighty-sixth Street to see if there was any fire engine, something. There was nothing. Then I went to the banister and looked up and down, down from the second floor to the fourth floor, and I yelled out, ‘Is anyone out there?’ and there was nothing. So I figured there was nothing going on.”

He said he left the building by 6:40 but saw and heard nothing else.



Inside apartment 2D, a horrendous struggle had taken place. No one knows how the killer managed to get past the locked gate and front door, but police do know that the door to Catherine’s apartment was unlocked. More than a year later, Manhattan Assistant District Attorney Peter Casolaro told a jury his account of what happened that night.

“The attack,” he said, “was total rage. It was extreme violence. The moment [Catherine] opened the door she got pushed back into the bedroom. The bed is pushed in front of the door [by the killer] so she can’t get out and she’s attacked in the far side of the room. We know that she puts her arms up, because of the cuts all over her arms, her wrists, the stab wound through her, and then we know the attacker’s still in front of her attacking, because he puts the knife right through her mouth.

“Surely that must have weakened her and stunned her so that her attacker could now get behind her and cut her throat for the first time. Now, how do we know that? We can look at this [a crime scene photograph] and we can see that all of the blood is on her shirt, a tremendous concentration of blood on the front of her shirt. If she were on the ground when her throat was cut, you wouldn’t see this tremendous concentration of blood on her shirt. But if she’s standing up, a lot of it, as it spurts out, is going to end up on the front of her.

“Then we know she probably fell to her knees. And how do we know that? Again, look at the enormous concentration of blood on the ground and you see the middle part of her body, there’s hardly any blood at all.

“So she fell to her knees after she bled significantly and then we know almost certainly that the killer must have cut her throat again. And how do we know that? Because we see that she falls forward and she hits her hands on the bookcase. You can see her handprint right on the bookcase. She grabbed the bookcase as she fell down. So she’s probably on her knees at this position to reach the bookcase at that level. And you’ll see it in the other photograph that shows the whole bookcase. And then she falls on the ground and we know the killer stood on her back and held her down while she bled to death. We know that because the footprints are on her back.

“So this is not a robbery. This is not a burglary. This is not an accident. This is the product of extreme rage and total overkill. We also know that she put up a struggle but we know she didn’t harm the person because look at her hands. The only thing on her hands is her own blood and the only thing under her fingernails is her own blood.”



For all his exactitude concerning the crime scene, Casolaro neglected to mention a few heartbreaking details that are apparent in the crime scene photos. There on Catherine’s bookcase shelf was her beat-up stuffed rabbit, Hop-Hop, a gift from her parents for her first Easter, when she was only nine months old. And Catherine was a reader; the bookcase was filled with the types of books any urban young woman might read: Prozac Nation; Bitch; Valley of the Dolls; Girl, Interrupted; Crazy; In Her Shoes; Good Grief; and Angels & Demons.

Her bloody handprint, as Casolaro suggests, is visible on the bookshelf, right beneath the book Lucky, by Alice Sebold, a memoir by the author of The Lovely Bones, a groundbreaking novel that tells the story of a young girl’s murder, narrated by the young girl. Lucky is the true story of Sebold’s survival after her own rape.

But there was no luck—or mercy—on that day in that apartment for Catherine Woods. Her jugular vein had been cut and she died a ghastly death, suffocating on her own blood. In crime scene photos, her beautiful eyes are open wide, looking incredulous at what is happening to her in those final moments. The killer left this spirited, vibrant young woman soaked in blood and lying facedown in a corner of her tiny bedroom. If he had looked down at her before he fled, he would have seen the tattoo that was visible on the small of her back: LOVE is all it said.
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There Was Blood Everywhere




Brad Stewart lived in apartment 2J, on the same floor as Catherine. Though he says he heard nothing, he did notice something amiss when he went out to walk his two Huskies at, he says, 6:00 p.m. Again, the timing seemed a bit off, given the circumstances of everything that had happened in apartment 2D. It would be up to the police to piece it all together and make sense of it. But Brad never wavered from the time he says he noticed something was wrong. At 6:00 p.m., he says, he was on First Avenue, just down the block from his building, when he saw a dog off its leash, a black Lab that Brad immediately recognized as the dog belonging to David Haughn. The dog seemed frightened, but Brad caught up to it, brought it back to the building, and went out again to walk his dogs.

Meanwhile, David, who knew Catherine had to get to work by 7:00 p.m., was hustling back to pick her up. Catherine worked about forty blocks to the south, a ten-minute drive on a Sunday evening, when traffic, even in Manhattan, was light. David’s car had been parked only about a block away, and as he turned left onto Eighty-sixth Street from Second Avenue, he dialed Catherine from his cell phone. “Usually I would call Catherine to let her know I was coming on the block and usually she would come down or let me know she was getting ready and she would be down in a second,” he said.

This time, however, she didn’t answer. Cell phone records would later show the time of that call to be 6:47 p.m.

David made a U-turn on Eighty-sixth Street so his car would be pointing west, the direction they’d have to drive. Unable to find a place to park, he pulled the car over to a space near a fire hydrant not far from the front entrance of 355 East Eighty-sixth Street. “I tried to call her again and there still wasn’t an answer, so when I didn’t get an answer, I didn’t think anything of it,” he said. “I just figured either she was still getting ready or something, so I go up to the buzzer.”

He left the car running and buzzed the intercom on the front gate a few times, but Catherine didn’t answer. “I just remember thinking, well, either she is coming down or just kind of confused,” he said.

David went back to his car, shut it off, and returned to the front gate, where he ran into Brad Stewart, who was just then coming back from walking his dogs. “Hey, your dog got out,” Brad told David.

“What do you mean?” David asked. “What dog?”

“Your black Lab. Your black Lab got out and was running down First Avenue.”

Brad told David that he’d chased the dog down and had brought him back upstairs. At this point, the two men were walking side by side up the stairs. When they got to the second floor, David saw the black Lab had again escaped from the apartment and was now in the hallway. He thanked Brad and brought the Lab into the apartment with him. “I was still kind of confused how the dog got out,” he said. “I walked into the apartment and the door was still unlocked…. I remember seeing my Chihuahua on the edge of the futon looking right at me. I let the Lab in and closed the door behind me. I passed the kitchen and see the bed pushed all the way up against the doorway.”

The bed, which was on wheels, was normally pushed up against the far wall of the bedroom, but now it was blocking the doorway completely. “You couldn’t get through, and there was blood everywhere,” David said. “I remember seeing the walls, seeing the floor, and things were all over the place, and I see Catherine lying on the floor and I was just numb. I didn’t know if it was an accident or what it was. I really didn’t know. I was just in shock.”

Catherine was lying on the floor on the far side of the bed. The room was awash in blood; it was spattered all over the walls and in heavy pools on the floor near Catherine. David had to have climbed over the bed to get to her. He had just walked into a horror movie, but there was no walking out. “‘Baby, baby wake up,’” I said to her. “‘Are you okay? Are you okay?’

“I was scared to touch her but at one point I had grabbed the back of her shirt and tried to move her and lift her a little bit, and I couldn’t get no movement out of her. My first instinct was to call 911. I had never seen so much blood in my life.”

Just before 7:00 p.m., records show, David dialed 911. He was not overly excited; he was not crying. When the police and others later heard the tape, they couldn’t agree. Some thought he sounded upset; some thought he was strangely unemotional. At times, he talks directly to Catherine, imploring her to be all right.


David: I just came home from…My girlfriend, I couldn’t get her…there’s blood all over the apartment. I don’t know what happened. [to Catherine] Baby girl, Catherine. Catherine, baby girl. Oh, my goodness, I don’t know what happened.

Operator: Is she there? I want to know if she’s alive.

David: Okay, hold on. Okay, hold on. I don’t even know if she’s alive. There’s blood everywhere. Oh, my goodness.

Operator: Okay, give me your location, where you’re there.

David: 355 East Eighty-sixth Street.

Operator: And this is in the head, right?

David: And she’s unconscious. We need to get her to wake up. I don’t know if she’s alive.

Operator: Okay. Hold on.

David: Catherine. Should I move her? Should I try to—

Operator: Don’t—don’t touch her. Don’t touch her.

David: No. I did touch her, so—

Operator: Okay. Don’t touch her. You’re inside, right?

David: Yeah, but I just walked in. My car’s parked out by a fire hydrant. I was picking her up for work.

Operator: Okay, you’re in apartment what?

David: I’m in apartment 2D.

Operator: 2D as in David?

David: Yes, yes.

Operator: And that’s on the second floor, right?

David: Yes, yes.

Operator: How old is she?

David: Twenty-one. She’s twenty-one.

Operator: Okay. Don’t hang up, please.

David: Okay, I’m not. Catherine! Oh no.

Operator: Did you do CPR?

David: I—I—I don’t know how. I—I don’t—

Operator: Okay, I’ll tell you. EMS is on the phone.

David: You know what I just seen?

Operator: What—

David: Somebody was in here. Somebody did this, there’s blood—there’s—there’s boot tracks on the bed. Oh my goodness, there’s boot tracks on the bed.

Operator [talking to EMS operator]: Okay. Unconscious female. He just walked in, and his girlfriend is unconscious, blood all over the house.

Operator 2: Okay, so how old is she, sir?

David: She’s twenty-one years old.

Operator 2: Okay, she’s not breathing?

David: I—I can’t get her to be conscious. I’m scared to move her. I—

Operator 2: I need to know, is she breathing? Sir, it’s very important.

David: Okay, I will check. I will check right now.

Operator 2: All right, sir.

David: All right. This is crazy. It’s crazy. Oh my goodness.

Operator 2: So what I said before, did you check the pulse on her neck?

David: She’s facedown.

Operator 2: Can you put up—can you turn her on her back? Is that possible?

David: The bed was pushed up. I definitely can move the bed. Everything is kind of a mess. Catherine. Catherine, baby girl. Catherine, baby girl. I’m scared to look at her.

Operator 2: All—all right sir. 355 East Eighty-sixth Street. Hello?

David: 335 East Eighty-sixth Street, yes, apartment 2D. Catherine, baby girl. Baby girl.

Operator 2: Okay, so [unintelligible] 2D like David, right?

David: Yes, yes.

Operator 2: Second and First Avenue.

David: Yes.

Operator 2: All right, sir. We’ll be there as soon as possible, okay?

David: Want me to stay on the phone?

Operator 2: No, you can hang up, sir.

David: Okay.

Operator 2: Okay, sir. Thank you.

Operator 3 [speaking to the other operator]: It looks like—it’s a crime.



David says he was spooked and could not be in that apartment by himself for even another second. He walked into the hall and knocked on the door of Brad Stewart’s apartment. Brad’s girlfriend, Julia Jeon, answered. David was beside himself. “Something happened in my apartment,” he told her. “There’s blood everywhere. She’s not breathing.”

“Who, the dog?”

“No, my girlfriend. I think she’s dead.”

“Oh my God,” Julia said. “Have you called the police?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

They both walked down to David’s apartment, and as soon as he opened the door, the black Lab bolted again. David could see how frightened the Lab was, “like it literally did not want to be in that apartment. It was trying to get down the stairs.”

David showed Julia what happened in the apartment, and the moment she saw all the blood, she immediately turned and walked out. “I’ll never forget the look on her face,” David said.

Julia ran back to her apartment to get Brad. “Our neighbor is hurt,” she said.

Everything was in chaos. Neighbors who heard the commotion were beginning to come out of their apartments. Dogs were barking. The black Lab had run downstairs already and Josie the Chihuahua, who had been lying next to Catherine, chased after the Lab. David went down to the mail room to bring the dogs back and heard static from police radios. Cops and the paramedics were at the front door. David let them in.

“I was only gone for about twenty minutes and she’s all cut up,” he told them. “I think she’s dead.”

Julia was back in the hallway watching David carefully. She noticed that he did not have any blood on him and that he seemed genuinely upset. “He looked dead, like he was in shock,” she said.
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Prime Suspect




Police Officer John Sheedy was one of those who met David at the door, along with Warren Lau, a paramedic who’d been on many emergency runs in his career. Sheedy and his partner had responded because they’d heard a call on the police radio for help in what the NYPD refers to as “an aided case,” meaning simply that somebody needs help. They were only a few blocks away so they got there fast, in under five minutes. The time was now 7:07 p.m.

Sheedy, Lau, and their partners followed David up the stairs through the building’s red-and-white hallways and into apartment 2D. The adrenaline was flowing. For a cop, entering a strange apartment is like stopping a car on a highway—it’s never “routine” because anything can happen. You’re never sure what you’re walking into, especially when the guy meeting you is saying there might be a dead woman inside. Sheedy braced himself but also took the measure of this skinny, blond guy showing him the way: “White male, a little taller than myself, so I would say maybe five-ten, slim build, and he was maybe in a state of shock, disbelief. He was very flushed.” If it was a homicide, this guy could be the murderer. Sheedy noticed that David was “calm,” calmer than Sheedy felt inside.

The apartment was no more than four hundred square feet but, at least initially, there didn’t seem to be anything amiss. But that’s because Sheedy was looking into the living room. The bedroom was to the right, but he had not looked there, not yet.

“Where is she?” Sheedy asked David.

He pointed to the right, into the bedroom. “On the other side of the bed.”

The EMTs took the lead. There were four paramedics in all: Lau, Kenny Guzman, Raphael Mohammed, and Claudia Salazar. They rushed past Sheedy, but at the bedroom doorway they stopped. The bed blocked the door. “When I saw the bloody walls,” Lau said, “I looked to see where the patient would be and I couldn’t see her. We were asking each other, me and my partner, ‘Where’s the patient?’ So we looked around. We were getting ready to move the bed but we were afraid that the patient was under the bed, so we climbed over it.”

Lau immediately noticed what David had told the 911 operator—there were reddish-brown footprints across the bedsheet.

The footprints concerned Lau; he knew those prints would be important to the murder investigation. What he didn’t know was that the boots he was wearing—the Sketchers Cool Cat Bully II boot—were the very same style that had made those footprints. The only difference, it would turn out, was that Lau wore a size seven and the bloody boot prints were size ten and a half.

Once they spotted Catherine lying on the other side of the bed, they lifted the bed on its side so that it was vertical and pushed it up against the wall near the doorway, away from where Catherine was. This way, they had some room to work.

Sheedy watched from just a few feet away. “I saw a female laying on her right side,” he said, “but twisted at the torso so that she was facedown, full of blood, and then blood on the walls, blood everywhere. The paramedics turned her over so they would be able to see her face, and at that point we just saw the huge laceration on her neck and there was no life left.”

David stood next to Sheedy and watched the paramedics work. He seemed calmer with other people there and never turned away from the scene. The EMTs flipped Catherine over. Her body was still warm, indicating that the murder was very fresh. “We checked for breathing, if she had a heartbeat, pulse. Nothing,” Lau said. “We checked for any other injuries and pretty much stopped as soon as we saw the cut.”

The paramedics told Sheedy two things he already knew—this woman was dead and she had obviously been murdered.

Sheedy’s police training kicked in. “We secured the crime scene, which means we brought everybody out.

Myself, the male that met us at the door, the EMTs, and the paramedics—they all had to stay right in that hallway.”

Lau observed David. “He seemed somewhat scared and in shock,” he said.

Sheedy closed the door of 2D behind them and called for his supervisors, letting them know that the Crime Scene Unit and detectives were needed. The first responders conferred in the hallway and looked at their watches. Catherine Woods, just twenty-one years old, was pronounced DOA at 7:10 p.m., barely an hour after she’d finished speaking to her high school friend Megan Wilkins.

All eyes were on David. No doubt, he was the prime suspect.








PART II

THE INVESTIGATION


Here this girl is, dead on the floor in her bedroom, and she has a family out there and they don’t even know that she is dead.

NYPD detective Steven Goetz
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Enemies?




Detective Steven Goetz was working the 4:00 p.m.–to–1:00 a.m. shift that Sunday. He’d been a cop for sixteen years and had the New York accent to prove it. Goetz has a way of speaking that just screams NYPD. Tall and good-looking, he doesn’t let his guard down around civilians or the media, saving his compassion for the families of the victims. At the time of Catherine Woods’s murder, he’d only recently been promoted to detective and was eager to take the lead on a big case, which is why he jumped when he heard about the murder on East Eighty-sixth Street.

Goetz and his partner, Detective Donna Torres, had just finished interviewing a witness in another case and were on their way back to “the one-nine,” the Nineteenth Precinct station house, on East Sixty-seventh Street, when they heard the call.

“I can remember the night like it was yesterday,” Goetz said. “Usually you don’t get calls like this. Patrol had transmitted over the radio that they had a homicide on Eighty-sixth Street.”

He turned to his partner. “Did I just hear what I think I heard?”

Goetz asked the dispatcher to repeat it, and it came through loud and clear: homicide on Eighty-sixth Street.

“Most of the times, you don’t hear that on the Upper East Side,” Goetz said. “Over the past decade, the amount of time that I have as a police officer, crime has definitely declined. Although there’s millions of people who live in New York, especially Manhattan, you don’t hear about these things every day. New York is a very safe place to live.”

You couldn’t miss the address on Eighty-sixth Street. Emergency lights from patrol cars and ambulances were lighting up the night. Goetz walked into the building and got a quick fill-in from Sheedy, who introduced David Haughn as the dead woman’s roommate.



Goetz looked at David carefully. “Usually in a case like this, the first person you look to is the closest person to the victim, and that was David Haughn,” he said. “He looked like he was in shock. He was obviously a suspect, but I can say that he was definitely in shock. He had the appearance that he couldn’t believe what he just saw.”

As Goetz says, David was wearing “baggy jeans that hung down past his sneakers.” Goetz spotted blood on the bottom of David’s jeans and told the patrol officers to keep an eye on David while he, Goetz, went into the apartment. New York cops exude a hard shell of “been there, done that,” but Goetz admits he was taken aback by the amount of blood in Catherine Woods’s tiny bedroom. “It was a brutal scene, just a violent struggle,” he said. “The manner in which she was killed was just absolutely horrible. There was a violent struggle and there was a lot of anger involved. She definitely did try to fight for her life. Catherine was lying on the floor with large amounts of blood. With sixteen years as a police officer, never in my life have I seen anything so violent. There were footprints in blood, marks on the walls. We just obviously had to find out who did this. It’s gotta be some type of rage, some type of jealousy.

“Because of the manner in which she was killed and the apparent struggle that she put up and the amount of anger that someone must have had to kill her, they had to know who she was. They had to know her personally.”

There was a photograph of Catherine in the apartment, and Goetz could see for himself how beautiful she had been in life. What was she doing living with this weird skinny guy he’d just met in the hall, the guy who seemed all frayed edges? Goetz moved out into the hallway to question the kid.

An experienced cop, Goetz knew enough to let the suspect do all the talking, so he kept it simple: “What happened?”

“I left for about twenty minutes to get my car and when I came back, I found her like that. I was trying to call her but she didn’t pick up. I mean, I don’t know.”

“Did she have any enemies?”

“No,” David said, but a second later he did think of someone when Goetz asked the question a different way.

“You know anybody who may have done this?”

“She was having a problem with some guy. His name is Paul, Paul Vincent. He was kind of stalking her.”

David told Goetz that Paul’s CD was in a bag David had left in the living room. Goetz went to get it. The singer’s phone number and photo were on the CD. In the photo this “Paul Vincent” had long hair, was good-looking, and appeared to be smirking.

It was another lead, but Goetz wasn’t about to let this David guy off the hook so quickly. The detective needed to question David thoroughly, and that meant getting him away from all the neighbors and the excitement of the crime scene. “I’d like you to answer some questions, but not here. I need you to go down to the station house and I’ll catch up with you, okay?”

“Okay,” David said.

Two female police officers escorted David outside and into a waiting police car. He wasn’t arrested and they didn’t cuff him. On the way downtown, David pulled out his cell phone and called Catherine’s parents, Jon and Donna Woods. David had met them many times and had even stayed with them when he and Catherine had returned to Columbus for various holidays. David tried calling them twice but they didn’t answer, and he didn’t leave a message.

Back at the crime scene, Detective Goetz was thinking along the same lines as David. Goetz knew the way the New York media operated, and this case was going to be a monster. It had everything: Upper East Side address, beautiful white female dancer from out of town with her head nearly cut off, a boyfriend who might or might not be the murderer, a potential killer on the loose. His thoughts turned to Catherine’s family. This was going to be brutal on them, and he had to make sure they at least knew she was dead before the hyperaggressive New York reporters beat him to the punch.

Goetz called his superiors. Someone needed to get in touch with the Columbus Police Department. Goetz wanted them to hand-carry a message to Catherine’s parents, asking them to call him in New York. Part of any homicide investigation was to find out more about the victim, to determine who would have wanted to kill her.

Goetz needed to find out more about Catherine Woods, a lot more.
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Columbus




Sunday evenings at the Columbus, Ohio, police station located on the far north side of the city are often quiet, but the night of November 27, 2005, was unusually so. Cold weather, not to mention endless football games on television, kept people indoors during the Thanksgiving weekend. Out of bars and out of trouble. Patrolman Darren Egelhoff, a seven-year veteran of the force on duty that night, welcomed the break. He remembered a time when homicides in Columbus were a rarity; when the hours on his beat were spent breaking up domestic disputes and cleaning up after traffic accidents. No more. Columbus had grown, and so had its murder rate. That year, 105 people would be murdered in the city, averaging 2 every weekend. So when Egelhoff got a call from his dispatcher just before nine o’clock that evening, it wasn’t the report of a murder that surprised him, but rather where it had occurred: five hundred miles away, in New York City.

Egelhoff was directed to call Thomas Ryan, a detective assigned to the Nineteenth Precinct of the NYPD.

Earlier that evening, Ryan told Egelhoff, a young woman had been stabbed to death inside her apartment on the East Side of Manhattan. Why Ryan was calling about a murder in another city soon became clear: the murder victim, only twenty-one years old, had grown up in Columbus, and someone had to notify her parents. Ryan knew it was only a matter of time before the New York tabloid press got a whiff of the murder, and he didn’t want the parents to get the news from an insensitive reporter. Ryan had to be the one to tell them, and he wanted a Columbus police officer to be right there in the Woodses’ home when he gently broke the news to them over the phone.
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