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FOREWORD




With all the talk about living in the moment and the power of now, how easy it is for some to pretend that complicated, stressful, or traumatic events we live through as children and adolescents have little to do with the way we come to live as adultsthat early chapters in our life stories dont really influence the chapters we are writing today, much less those we will pen tomorrow. We are, the most zealous behaviorists would argue, masters of our own destinies, with only bad habits to break, unfettered by unconscious psychological conflicts and dynamics.

Yet the story of every individual I have evaluated in fifteen years as a psychiatrist, several of them while specializing in forensic psychiatry, belies that sort of pure here-and-now reasoning. In every instance, from cases of major depression and panic disorder to those involving seemingly inexplicable and horrifying violence, I have been able to connect the dots back to complicated, stressful, traumatic, or catastrophic events in a persons recent or much more distant past.

When I offered my views on Scott Petersons psychological makeup on Catherine Crier Live, for example, I didnt limit my exploration of Petersons psyche to the events of December 24, 2002, the day he killed his wife Laci and her unborn son Conner. I didnt restrict it to the five years he and Laci had been married. I looked all the way back to the barren psychological landscape of his childhood, a childhood that included severe emotional deprivation that rendered him unable to form genuine human connections or feel real empathy for anyone. Making sense of Scott Petersons monstrous deeds required unearthing the ways in which he, himself, was psychologically murdered.

It is no different, in the final analysis (to borrow Catherines apt title), in the case of Susan Polk, who murdered her husband Dr. Felix Polk. Because, as Catherine makes so clear and compelling in the pages that follow, the story of that murder has roots not only in the couples tumultuous marriage and impending divorce, but deep in their pasts as well.

Susan Polk was only fifteen years old when her mother took her to Felix, a psychologist, for treatment, but already she bore the psychological scars of being abandoned by her father and alleged abuse as a child.

Felix Polk had traveled his own rocky psychological terrain. He bore scars, including debilitating anxiety and depression. He had tried to take his own life.

How did Felix Polkwho many describe as a very intelligent and insightful manmiss the way in which his desire to be safe from critical and controlling women led him to romance his vulnerable, teenage patient? How could he not see the perfect storm gathering from the day he first met her and imagined her as his lover? Didnt he wonder whether prior trauma, not genuine affection, was the reason she didnt object to his request that she sit on his lap in later sessions? Did he really believe that, as a slight, average-looking man in his forties, he was the lucky recipient of pure love from a pretty teenager? How could he not see that in having sex with her and marrying her he was violating the most sacred boundary between doctor and patient, that he would be the rightful heir to all the repressed, primitive, churning rage she harbored toward the controlling and abusive men in her life? Was he so narcissistic as to believe he could contain it, rather than be destroyed by it?

And how did Susan Polk, with all her intellect and familiarity with psychological lingo, miss the fact that the murderous intent building inside her was not only meant for Felix, but for her father and her brother and for God knows who else? How did she not realize that the stabbing of her husband was the culmination of her fury at those forces she believed had deprived her of personal freedom? How did she not see it would lead to the ultimate surrender of her libertyto life in prison? How did she miss the fact that her three sons would be effectively orphaned, left without a father (as she had been), abandoned by their mother (as, in many ways, she was).

How did Felix and Susan Polk not see all of this?

The answer is that they were lost in a drama neither really understood nor controlled. It was a drama that, like so many, was built on powerful and painful events and themes from the past, about to seep into and commandeer the present. It was bigger than either of them, a juggernaut.

So it takes Catherine Crier, possessed of fierce intellect and unbridled curiosity about human emotion and behavior, to reconstruct and tell the tale for us, to take us into a murder investigation and find a story not only of violence, but of desperation, passion, and betrayal. How lucky that the work should fall to her. For no viewer of Court TV could hope for a better host, and no reader of true crime could hope for a better guide.

Final Analysis is Catherine Crier at her best. In these pages, she delivers what I and so many others have come to rely on her for: her trademark legal and psychological insight into the human condition, and how it can turn deadly in an instant.

KEITH ABLOW, MD







     

PROLOGUE




Mom fuckin shot dad with a shotgun! fifteen-year-old Gabriel Polk shouted into the receiver. His older brother, Adam, was on the other end of the phone line. Yeah, fucking crazy bitch! We still have an apartment house. We still have an apartment. We get income. We are [inaudible]. We can keep it, I think. Dad left us a pile of [inaudible]. Thats for sure.

Gabriel had been up all night, speaking with police after finding his seventy-year-old father dead, bathed in blood on the floor of the familys pool house, about 50 feet from their home in Orinda, California. It was 10:15 AM on October 15, 2002, and the teen had just completed a lengthy interview with detectives from the Contra Costa Sheriff s Office when he was told that Adam was on the phone.

Yeah. Fuckin crazy bitch! I stumbled in on dad, he explained. No, no. She just shot him in the fuckin chest. Fucking crazy bitch. I had to call 911 and shit. They have like our whole house under police inspection or something.

What the hell is wrong with her? I hope they give her the fucking death penalty[inaudible].

The sound of footsteps prompted the boy to end his conversation abruptly.

Peering into the cramped interrogation room, an investigator asked, Are you still on the phone?


No, Gabriel shot back. He was naked from the waist up. He had been so upset at the sight of his dead father in the pool house that he had left the residence barefoot, wearing only a pair of shorts. His usually bright brown eyes were bloodshot and framed by dark circles.

Did the trauma guy say what we are going to do? the officer asked.

Just bring a sleeping bag, Gabriel shrugged.

Yeah, for right now. We are going to have to get you a sleeping bag and a pillow. And we will resolve this as soon as we can.

I would like to know what is going to happen to us financially, Gabriel said.

Financially? the officer repeated. What do you mean? It seemed an odd question coming from a boy whod just discovered his father murderedparticularly when the boys own mother was the prime suspect.

Gabriel then brought up an apartment complex the family owned in San Franciscos East Bay. I dont know what is going to happen right now, but I would like to hold onto that because we need a source of income.

Twelve hours earlier, it had been a very different Gabriel that police encountered at the familys sprawling hillside compound on Miner Road. Then, he was a nervous wreck, out in the street with a phone and a flashlight, afraid that his own mother might come after him.

As the sheriff s officers arrived at the scene, he was unable to answer many of the officers questions. All he knew was that his father, Frank Felix Polk, was dead, and he was certain his mother had killed him.










    
PART I

A DEATH ON MINER ROAD







     

Chapter One

UNETHICAL BEGINNINGS




Susan sat quietly in the passenger seat as her mother parked the car in front of the yellow clapboard house on the corner of Ashby Avenue in downtown Berkeley, California. She and her mom were right on time for her first session with Frank Felix Polk, the Alameda County psychologist that school officials had ordered her to see.

For several months in the fall of 1972, Susan Mae Bolling had been playing hooky from Clayton Valley High School in neighboring Contra Costa County. At fifteen, the willowy brunette did not fit the profile of a truant. Recently, she had been called to the principals office, not to be admonished, but to be congratulated for her score on the standardized IQ test.

The principal was so excited he could barely contain himself. It was almost embarrassing how he gushed over the ninth grader with the genius IQ. News that the quiet freshman with the long, curly hair and hazel eyes was the schools top scorer spread quickly through the student body, and Susan soon found herself a celebrity of sorts. Being the center of attention was not something she was comfortable with; she was awkward, reserved, and even a bit withdrawn. Being hailed as gifted, however, made her feel powerful. Suddenly, she was recognized as a person with superior qualities, and everyone at school was making a fuss over her. She felt extraordinary, even a bit conceited.


Susan decided she no longer needed to study. Why waste time when she was a genius? Instead of homework, she spent her after-school hours doing what she really enjoyedreading, looking up words in the dictionary, doing crafts, and watching Dialing for Dollars, a fast-paced television game show.

Then she simply stopped going to school.

It was not something she planned. It just sort of happened. It all began the day of her ninth grade math test. She had not studied and could not bear the thought of tarnishing her genius reputationso she just skipped school that day.

Things snowballed from there. At first, she attended classes intermittently, but soon she was falling behind. Being a genius wasnt enough if she didnt attend classes.

Then it happened. She received an F on a math test.

Realizing she was in trouble, Susan went to her teacher. He was kind and attentive, immediately offering her extra help. Their impromptu session was helpful, and the teacher told her to come back. But Susan didnt follow through. All of a sudden, everything seemed too hard.

The walk to school was too long, especially on the days that the neighborhood bully and his buddies were on the street. At the time, Susan was living with her mother and older brother, David, in a two-bedroom apartment in Concord, an area of the East Bay about forty-five minutes outside San Francisco. She didnt feel safe in their blue-collar neighborhood, where gunshots were not uncommon, and thered been several murders in the hills behind her house. The little girl who lived next door had been struck in the head by a stray bullet and needed surgery to have it removed. Susan had babysat for the child several times and was horrified when her father came by to share the news. It made her nervous to pass the older boy and his friends, and she didnt like the way they looked at her.

Even at school, she didnt feel safe. During her first week at Clayton, a girl jumped her, and then several others joined in, shoving her repeatedly, until a teacher intervened. Susan was convinced the attack was racially motivated, and that the girls at the mostly black and Hispanic high school were jealous that some boys had taken a liking to her. She was trim and attractive in a natural sort of way, with porcelain skin, hazel eyes, and long curly hair the color of dark chocolate. Staying home with her books and visiting the imaginary world of David Copperfield was infinitely preferable to the anxiety of traveling to school and the realization that she was falling behind in class.

It wasnt that Susan didnt want to go to school; she loved to learn.

She just couldnt muster the courage to leave the house anymore. When she did, she felt physically ill, as if she would faint from heart palpitations and shortness of breath. She wanted the feeling to stop.

For more than a month, Susan intercepted letters from the high school attendance office, inquiring about her excessive absences. When her mother finally learned that she had been skipping school, she didnt ask why. Helen Bolling simply followed the recommendation of the school guidance counselor to have her daughter evaluated by Frank Felix Polk, a licensed clinical psychologist who specialized in the treatment of adolescents and families.

Susans stomach was aflutter as she trailed her mother up the steps of Dr. Polks clapboard house. His office was to the left of a small waiting area; the double doors were ajar, but there was no one inside and no receptionist to greet them. After waiting for some time, Susan and her mother returned to the car. The psychologist was apologetic when Mrs. Bolling phoned to question his absence, and another appointment was scheduled.

On the second visit, Susan was just as uncomfortable, but as it turned out, she was off the hook again. Polk, who went by the name Felix, seemed more amused than sorry that hed double-booked for their new time slot and asked Mrs. Bolling to reschedule once more. Susan didnt really have much choice; because of her truancy, the school required that she be evaluated by this doctor.

Her mother didnt even park the car on their third visit to the Berkeley office. She double-parked on Ashby Avenue until she was sure the therapist was available. A million thoughts ran through Susans mind as she climbed the steps of the yellow house for a third time. What if the psychologist is really handsome, she worried. She would not be able to speak to him. She would be too shy to open up.


Dr. Polk requested to speak privately with Mrs. Bolling before meeting with the teen. Susan waited anxiously in the small reception area as her mother disappeared behind the offices heavy double doors. It was a long fifteen minutes before her mother summoned her to join the conversation.

The sparsely furnished room was dim with only one window located high on the wall, almost to the ceiling. There was a small kitchenette in the rear of the space. Standing awkwardly near one of the dark leather chairs, Susan remained silent as the psychologist and her mother continued their discussion. She felt relieved at the sight of the fortyish and not so handsome doctor. He was not particularly tall, about 5[image: ]9[image: ], 160 pounds, and his prominent nose, kinky brown hair, and thick lips were not what she had envisioned.

No problem, she mused to herself. She could never be attracted to such a person.

Her mother finally left the room. Feeling awkward and insecure, Susan glanced around, and then focused on the casually dressed professional. She didnt like the way he was looking at her.

At fifteen, Susan realized that boys were eyeing her differently. They seemed interested in a way she had not experienced. Yet a flirtatious look from one of her male teenage friends was one thing, while a similar look from her new psychologist was quite another. He looked more than twice her age.

Susan stared blankly at the tanned, older man when he asked if she had anything she wanted to discuss. I dont feel like talking.

Thats okay, the psychologist soothed. Ill talk for you.

Felix Polk spoke in a slow, deliberate tone. His gravelly voice had a faint accent, almost like a lisp, that was more pronounced when he said certain words.

Susan sat, watching his movements and listening to him speak. There was something about this man that caught her interest. He seemed to know how to pay attention to a young person. Slowly, she began to feel at ease in his presence.

What do you like to do at home? he asked.

I like to read, Susan told him.


Her response seemed to intrigue the psychologist. Dr. Polk appeared genuinely impressed that Susan was currently reading Dostoevsky, Chekhov, and Tolstoy, and his interest appeared sincere. She felt flattered when this successful, professional man who was much older, and certainly wiser than she, gave her compliments. Suddenly, Susan felt important and smart. Dr. Polk was twenty-five years her senior, yet she felt the two had made a connection.

Their subsequent sessions were better. Talking about books was easy for Susan. Reading had always been a passion, a way to escape the drudgery of life, and the pain of her absent father, her working mother, and her frustrated, rageful older brother.

Just like her truancy, Susan kept her sessions with Dr. Polk a secret. The therapist had instructed her not to disclose their discussions, and she agreed. She liked the idea of knowing things that nobody else knewnot even her mother.

Already, Dr. Polk had told Susan that she was a lot like him. She was shy, withdrawn, and self-conscious. She wasnt crazy, just quiet.

It was her mother who was crazy and a bitch, he announced.

Polks assessment had huge appeal to Susan. She had been protective of her mother and had defended her vehemently to her father. Her parents had divorced when she was five years old. But at fifteen, she began blaming her mother, Helen, for the way her life was going.

Susan was angry that they didnt have more money and that she didnt have better clothes. Their tiny apartment was furnished with items her mother purchased at Good Will, while her closet was full of old clothes and other items from a secondhand boutique. Susan wanted to live in a nicer house and go to a better school with people who were smarter, people who were more like her. Faulting her mother for her unhappiness, as Dr. Polk suggested, was a good tactic, and Susan latched on to the idea. Her new therapist would often speak aloud what she was thinking, as if he could read her mind.

Susans resentment of her mother ran deeper than that of a typical teenager toward a parent. Her feelings were heightened by her mothers lack of understanding and her constant excuses for her brothers erratic behavior. Helen Avanzato Bolling was a no-nonsense type. The fiery, tiny-boned woman stood barely five feet tall. On her own since she was fourteen, she was extremely street savvy. She had supported herself for several years before marrying Theodore Dickson Bolling Jr., an undergraduate student at San Francisco State University in downtown San Francisco.

In February of 1956, not long after the couple married, Helen gave birth to a son, David. The following year, on November 25, 1957, Susan was born. At first, life was agreeable, and Helen stayed at home to raise the two children. But everything changed shortly after Susans father announced a desire to attend law school. When they married, Susans mother made herself a promise not to interfere with her husbands aspirations. Faced with this decision, Helen didnt stand in his way.

The choice was a costly one. Theodore Bolling was hardly ever home. His day job, followed by his studies at Southwestern University in downtown Los Angeles, ate up all of his time. His absence was difficult for Susan, who adored her father and his rare but sweet attention.

To soothe her children, Helen Bolling made promises. Someday daddy will be out of school, and things will be different, she assured them. Then youll have a real daddy.

But that time never came. As Helen soon learned, her husband had begun an affair that progressed rapidly. Upon completing his studies, Theodore Bolling asked for a divorce. On August 28, 1962, he was admitted to the State Bar of California, and his final departure came shortly thereafter.

Helen was devastated, but little Susan was inconsolable.

The divorce destroyed Susan and, according to her mother, the child was left with an empty hole she could never seem to fill. After the split, Helen quickly rented out the small house shed won in the divorce settlement, relocating her children to a cheaper apartment in East Oakland. It was the first of several moves, each of which forced Susan and David to disconnect from their peers and start over.

Instead, Susan turned to books. They are my friends, she told her mother. When Susan did finally fall in with a group of girls in junior high school, Helen Bolling let it be known that she did not approve of one of the teens. Her criticism sparked additional friction between mother and daughter.


Like Susan, David had also been labeled as gifted. Yet he, too, had stopped attending school. When he wasnt locked away in his room reading science magazines or building homemade rockets in the basement, he was taunting Susan, threatening her and pushing her around.

David fell in with a bad crowd while the family was living in Concord. Susans mother tried to intervene and, at one point, even sublet their apartment and moved her children to a better area in downtown Oakland to get him away from the rough neighborhood. To Susan it appeared that her mother was pacifying her brother despite his bad behavior, while punishing her for trying to escape his persecution. With her mother at work much of the day, Susan was an unprotected target for Davids rage.

Susan tried to tell her mother what was going on, but her cries for help seemed to go unnoticed; after all, it was the Dr. Spock era when hands-off parenting was encouraged. Nevertheless this method was backfiring. What Susan really needed was strong parental supervision and intervention, but Helen Bolling was not capable of such discipline. With Susans dad now raising his new family in Sacramento, the kids had no other role model, and his presence in their lives was inconsistent and fleeting.

As the torment with her brother escalated, Susan could no longer bear the burden that home life placed on her. With nowhere else to turn, she ran away from home. Her mother was furious and reported Susan as a runaway. She allowed authorities to place the twelve-year-old in juvenile hall to teach her a lesson. More than two years later, Susan still hadnt forgiven her mother.

On her fourth therapy session with Dr. Polk, the therapist asked Susan if shed be willing to try something new and radical.

Would you consent to be hypnotized? he asked. I think you have various memories of trauma in your past. Do you want to dig those up?

Cool, Susan thought. The idea of being hypnotized sounded intriguing.

Even if she wanted to say no, she didnt feel she could. Dr. Polk was a psychologist. He knew what was best for her, and besides she had read that it really wasnt possible to put someone under hypnosis. Regardless, she would do whatever he asked.


Susan watched eagerly as Dr. Polk strode to the small kitchen in the rear of the office and poured something into a teacup.

This will relax you, he said in a nurturing voice, handing Susan the steaming liquid.

The scent was hauntingly familiar. Yet as she drew her first sip, she didnt recognize the taste. Feeling very mature, Susan relaxed into the big leather chair. Sipping from the cup, she felt a warm sensation and began to feel sleepy.

Dr. Polks gravelly voice sounded like a dull hum. He instructed her to count backward from ten.

She methodically followed along. Tennineeightsevensix

Susan! the psychologists raspy voice startled her awake. It felt as if only seconds had passed since shed sipped from her teacup. Yet the office clock had advanced forty-five minutes. Glancing over at the coffee table, Susan observed that her teacup was empty, and her mouth had a funny taste.

Uneasiness swept over her as she struggled to recall what had taken place. The last thing she remembered was counting backward. Now it was time to leave.

What happened? What did we talk about? she asked, feeling a sudden pang of mistrust. How come I cant remember anything?

Dr. Polk appeared nervous and avoided her gaze. Rising from his chair, he escorted her to the door.

He would see her again in two days.

Susan still does not know what occurred during the hypnotic session. She later claimed that, from that day forward, she felt afraid whenever Felix Polk was around.



Not long after Susan began her therapy, she was arrested for shoplifting some clothing from a local store. The probation officer assigned to her case took an instant liking to her but also recognized the signs of an adolescent at risk: Delicate and frail, the girl appeared in need of mothering.


It was clear that the teen was troubled but punishment was not the answer. What Susan needed was mental health counseling, and her probation officer told the judge as much. This girl was too fragile for the juvenile detention center, the officer argued, not to mention the fact that there were some pretty tough kids in there. But her opposition did nothing to change his mind, and the judge sentenced Susan to one month in the Martinez lock-down facility, a place filled with delinquents, mostly teenage runaways.

During her time there, Felix Polk went to visit Susan, and his visit upset her. Seeing him reminded her of their hypnosis sessions. It was unsettling that she could not recall many of the details, and she believed there were things going on that were highly irregular.

She had been sent to Dr. Polk for an evaluation. He was supposed to help her anxiety, the panic she was feeling every morning before leaving for school; but now, she was locked away with a bunch of degenerate runaways. All her life, she tried to be a good girl. She primped to look pretty and remembered her manners, yet here she was in a place for delinquent youths.

How had her life become so unmanageable?

The only thing she could do now was run away again. She wanted to be free of Felix, her mother, and everything else in her teenage life. One afternoon, she escaped from the juvenile facility. It wasnt hard; a number of kids had done it. Susan simply hitched a ride with someone in the parking lot. She went to a friends apartment in Trestle Glenn, a nice Oakland neighborhood.

It was fun staying with her girlfriend who was engaged to a navy man. The two never made her feel like a third wheel when she joined them on their dates. To the contrary, she felt part of a unit, something she had never experienced. The apartment was peaceful, and Susan felt normal for the first time. She had companionship, someone to share meals with, to talk to. It was the happiest she had been in a long time.

After a month on her own, Susan decided to return home and placed a call to her mother. Helen Bolling was now living in a small house she purchased for twelve thousand dollars in a community south of Concord. With its large homesteads and centuries-old eucalyptus trees dotting the rolling green hillsides, the unincorporated city of Orinda was a definite step up for the family. At the time, Orinda was still a farming town with orchards covering much of the landscape and no main shopping district. The home Helen had purchased was in the low-rent section of town, across the tracks from fancier, more expensive homes nestled in the hills.

Helen was surprised to hear from her daughter. Uncertain how to proceed with Susans desire to return home, Helen immediately called Dr. Polk to find out if her daughter could come back without being rearrested.

There were indications that Helen was aware Dr. Polk was employing some unusual techniques during the sessions with her teenage daughter. Susan had confided that shed sat on Dr. Polks lap during one appointment. The approach sounded a bit unorthodox, but it was the early 1970s in Berkeley, California. Things were pretty fast and loose. For Helen, the doctors behavior could well be part of a new trend in adolescent therapy. In the back of her mind, she may have sensed that something was going on between Dr. Polk and her daughter, but for whatever reason she did nothing about it.

Dr. Polk said he would take care of everything.

As promised, Felix Polk wrote a letter to the court explaining why Susan Bolling had run away and received permission for her to come home. In exchange, the court mandated that Susan return to her therapy with Dr. Polk and attend a continuation school to complete her ninth grade studies.

Ironically, the psychologist whom Susan had been sent to see for a simple evaluation had somehow become the person responsible for her freedom.

Felix Polk, it seemed, was going to be a powerful force in Susans life.







    

Chapter Two

MORTAL COMBAT




On the night of October 13, 2002, floodlights broke the darkness and illuminated chunks of the brick walkway that led to the guesthouse of the Polks rambling Orinda residence. Set high in the hills on a steep slope, the house had several levelswith two bedrooms, including the master suite, on the top floor. Another bedroom and a laundry area were one floor below. The main living area and a home office were situated on the first floor.

It was sometime after 10 PM when forty-four-year-old Susan Bolling Polk climbed the flagstone steps to the guesthouse, built adjacent to a free-form swimming pool. Flashlight in hand, she entered the small redwood cottage through the living room door. Inside, her husband of twenty-one years sat reclined in an oversized leather chair. It was a brisk night, yet Felix was clad only in a pair of black briefs, seemingly engrossed in a novel, The Company, about the CIA.

At seventy, the doctor was still in decent shape; he was tanned and toned from the long jogs that were part of his regular routine. Tired and worn from his nearly 800-mile roundtrip drive to Los Angeles that day, remarkably he was still awake when Susan came to speak to him that night. Aside from the redwood paneling, the rectangular living room of the pool house looked somewhat like Felixs old Berkeley office on Ashby Avenue, with a couple of leather chairs and a busy tapestry rug of reds and blues. The couple had done little to update the sprawling property since purchasing it for nearly $2 million eighteen months earlier. In an attempt to realize Felixs dream of living in the now-wealthy suburb of Orinda, the family had overextended themselves financially and the monetary pressure was adding to the already stressful home life.

Within minutes of Susans entry into the cottage, the couple was arguinga common occurrence ever since Susan announced four years earlier that she wanted to leave the marriage.

Youd better think of the consequences, Felix had warned her in an annoyed voice at the time. Youll never get the kids! Youre not fit!

Her husbands angry retort hit a nerve with Susan. His words were like an assault. Felix had always been a kind of Svengali to Susan, and she believed everything he told her. She thought that he had the power to commit her if he wanted to, and for Susan, there was nothing scarier than being put in a mental institution. She had already been committed once to the Kaiser mental facility when she was fifteenand shed never go back again.

Susan had spent much of her life trying to keep her anxiety and panic under control. She had managed to run a household, raise three boys, and take care of the familys personal finances, yet throughout their marriage, Felix repeatedly threatened to play his trump cardto proclaim that she had a mental illness and have her locked up. It was never clear to Susan that she was sick, but she was unwilling to take the chance that such a diagnosis might be believed.

The Polks oldest son, Adam, who was currently a sophomore at the University of California in Los Angeles, had been in high school when the fighting began. To him, the solution was obvioushis parents were a mismatch and should separate. As far as he was concerned, the two fed off each other like children who both wanted to be right. Things were not as clear-cut for the couples middle child. Initially, Eli had inserted himself into the melee in hopes of mediating a settlement, but he soon found himself over his head, and the constant bickering began to take a toll on the teen. While his loyalties to each parent shifted constantly, Eli frequently found himself drawn into his parents routine altercations. During one fight, hed intervened to defend his dad from what he perceived as unwarranted behavior by Susan. He became so angry that he hauled off and punched Susan in the face, leaving a scar on her lip that remains to this day. On that October night, he was at the Byron Boys Ranch, a juvenile, minimum security facility about thirty minutes away in the hills of the East Bay, where he was serving time for a parole violation.

The youngest son, Gabe, was ten years old when the craziness began. He was the most vulnerable of the three boys. Almost immediately, he aligned himself with his mother, probably because she was the parent most often at home. His dad worked long hours, and when he was around, he would read or spend time in his bedroom. Gabe agreed with his mothers assessment that his father was a monster and not stable enough to care for Gabe and his brothers. Now Gabe stood 5[image: ]9[image: ], with almond-shaped brown eyes and close-cropped dark hair. He was muscular, yet significantly leaner than his two older brothers.

When she first broached the topic of divorce four years earlier, Susan told Felix that she would strike a compromise with him: She would remain in the marriage until the boys reached eighteen. This was unacceptable to Felix, who protested that Susan was the center of the family, and without her, everything would fall apart. Nevertheless his words rang hollow because his behavior demonstrated that he saw himself at the center of it all, with everyone walking on eggshells around him. Soon after rejecting the compromise, Felix made his hypocrisy clear when he confided to his youngest son that he didnt want the marriage to end, not only because he loved his wife, but more important, because he didnt want to be alone in his golden years.

In truth, Susan loved him in her own way. He was her savior, a man who knew everything and whose word was law. For over twenty years, he had controlled her decisions, dictated her behavior, and micromanaged every aspect of her life. Though his actions were often overbearing, they seemed to be undertaken to help and potentially heal her. It was for this reason that he supported her education and funded her college degree, but despite this encouragement, he did not want her working outside the house once she received a diploma. Susan cared for the children, while cooking, cleaning, and managing the couples finances. Like his first wife, she even kept the books for Felixs practice. After the couple wed in 1981, she also cared for Felixs daughter, Jennifer, from his first marriage, while Jennifers mother completed her doctoral studies at Northwestern University.

By the time she was thirty-five, Susan had had enough. She wanted to go out into the worldto break free of his controlling grasp. She was tired of being told what to do and wanted to make her own decisions, to find her own friends. For too long her social world consisted primarily of Felixs patients, relationships that most therapists would have avoided, yet Felix encouraged. In fact, Susan found it odd that Felix had no real friends, only patients and colleagues.

She was increasingly intolerant of his close friendship with a former patient. What had started out as twice-weekly counseling had morphed into an affair-like relationship, with the patient an invited guest to family birthdays and holidays at the Miner Road compound. It was not immediately clear why her husband had taken such a fancy to this woman; she was older than Susan and not particularly pretty. Nevertheless, she put Felix on a pedestal, Susan thought, even going so far as to enroll in courses at a local college to be a psychologist, just like her doctor.

In her new role as therapist, the woman joined Felix in deciding that Susans mother Helen was crazy and not fit to share in the familys holiday festivities. That Felixs former patient, also a tenant in one of the Polks Berkeley apartment complexes, was making decisions for the family angered Susan.

Then there were the gifts. Sheila was spending an inordinate amount of money on presents for Felix, with a pair of expensive gold cufflinks that cost upwards of $1,000 among the offerings. Unfortunately, these lavish gifts were not the most disturbing aspect of their relationship. A few years earlier, Susan had supposedly walked in on the two embracing in a way that was not a hug but a kiss that spoke volumes to Susan about the possible nature of their friendship.

But Felixs former patient was not the topic of their pool house argument that October night.

Susan was enraged that Felix had slyly gained control of the Orinda propertyand won temporary custody of their fifteen-year-old son, Gabrielwhile she was out of state looking for a place to relocate. Also, he had succeeded in getting her monthly alimony payments reduced from $7,000 to $1,700, a sum too low to live on, and certainly not enough to afford the condo she had just put a deposit on in Bozeman, Montana. Additionally, Felix had filed papers several months earlier that demanded Susan get a job to help support her and Gabriel, although she hadnt worked since 1979 when she did part-time bookkeeping for his burgeoning private practice.

Once inside the pool house that Sunday night, it wasnt long before Susan and Felix were exchanging heated words once again. But this fight would end quite differently from the others.







    

Chapter Three

THE MORNING AFTER




On Monday October 14, Susan began her morning routine as if it were just another day. The forty-four-year-old mother possessed the rare ability to disguise troubling thoughts, a point reinforced by Gabriels later statements that she appeared calm and relaxed when she drove him to school in nearby Walnut Creek that morning. Like his mom, the teen had been ordered to attend a continuation school after hed stopped attending the ninth grade at the public high school in Orinda.

After dropping him off at Del Oro High School, Susan claimed she went directly home and spent the remainder of the morning chasing down the familys yellow Labrador, Dusty, who was loose in the neighborhood. In fact, she had the dog in the car with her when she returned to pick up Gabe at school around 12:30 that afternoon. The dog even joined them for lunch at Baja Fresh Mexican Grill in the neighboring town of Lafayette.

As far as Gabe was concerned, his mother was acting perfectly normal during their meal at the fast-food grill. They stopped at a local drugstore to buy some acne medication for his teenage complexion. It wasnt until they returned home, and Susan promptly announced that she needed to run another errand, that the teen grew suspicious.

It didnt make sense to Gabe. Why didnt she complete her chores while they were out?

The car keys jingled in her hand as Susan ran back out to the silver Volvo and took off down the driveway. She later told police that she went to Blockbuster Video to return an overdue movie and pick up another film, Scooby Doo, for Gabe. As Susan left for town, Gabe went to the home gym the family had set up in a small outbuilding adjacent to the pool house. He planned to attend a baseball game with his father that night, a date made the night before during their drive back from Los Angeles. Though it was Columbus Day, Felix was going to see a few patients that morning, but he assured Gabe that he would be home by 3 PM, in time to make it to Pac Bell Stadium for the playoff game between the San Francisco Giants and the St. Louis Cardinals.

By late afternoon, Gabe began to worry. Though Susan had returned home just before 3 PM, Felix had not returned or even called to say he was running late. In addition, there was something odd about the way his mother was acting. She was doing housework and preparing dinner as usual, but despite the normality of it all, her behavior just didnt feel right.

Gabe placed a call to his dads office. There was no answer. By seven-thirty, he had made at least a half-dozen calls to his fathers phone numbers with no success. It was time to go downstairs and find his mother.

Mom, wheres Dad?

I dont know, Susan replied coolly.

Gabriel didnt like the way she answered the question. She fluttered her eyelidssomething he had seen a million times. This reaction usually accompanied a lie. Gabe repeated the question to see if she would do it again. She did. Now he was certain that something was wrong, but he wasnt sure what to do, so he decided to go back upstairs and wait one more hour. If his dad didnt turn up, he would call the police.

Just before 9 PM, Gabriel questioned his mother once again. Wheres Dad? he demanded.

I dont know, Susans eyelids flickered.

Wheres my dad? Gabriel barked at her. Where is my dad?

I dont know. Have you seen him? Have you talked to him?

His mothers odd responses were annoying him. She had been acting strangely for a long while, ever since a family trip to Disneyland five years earlier during which she had an emotional breakdown, Gabriel thought to himself. It had all started at dinner one night, as she cried and told the whole family she suddenly remembered that her father abused her as a child. With everyone seated around the table, she recounted the events in some detail, insisting that her mother and older brother had abused her as well.

That same evening she claimed to recall that her parents had murdered a police officer and buried his body beneath their home. The stuff she was saying sounded crazy, and Gabe had looked to his dad for answers. Felix excused her behavior, explaining to his sons that their mother may have been molested as a child and was experiencing what he termed repressed memories of the events. These allegations have never been substantiated and have been denied by all parties.

After the Disney trip, Gabriel was told that a doctor examined his mother and had deemed her sane. This seemed to be the case; Susan appeared perfectly normal most of the time. Yet, 20 percent of the time, to quote Gabes older brother, Adam, she was just nonsensical, even scary. Gabriel had seen more of that behavior of late. In fact, just five days earlier she threatened to kill his father if he didnt transfer $20 million into her bank account, a sum he most certainly did not have. She had promised to blow his brains out if he didnt give her the money.

Gabe heard these threats by eavesdropping on a call Susan placed to his father during her drive back from Montana on Monday, October 7. She threatened to shoot Felix with a shotgun if he didnt move into the pool house and let her live in the main house with Gabriel, a warning that sounded real enough to the teen.

The warning also sounded real enough to Felix. Eventually he became so frightened that he called the police, arranging to have them come to the house for Susans return, but after hours of waiting, the officers left the property, instructing Felix to call if trouble arose.

It was after 11 PM when Susan pulled into the driveway in Elis Dodge Ram truck. Gabe and his dad were on the couch watching TV when his mother strode into the living room.

After a brief discussion with Felix, Susan slept in the master bedroom, and Felix stayed in the spare bedroom/office on the first floor. Things seemed okay until Wednesday, October 9, when Felix returned home to find that Susan had enlisted Gabriel to help her move all of Felixs belongings to the redwood guest cottage. The first few minutes after Felix entered the house were riddled with tension, and Gabe had no idea what would happen. He began to relax when his parents sat down and engaged in a reasonably civilized conversation. Susan told his father that she did not want him to stay in the main house, and shortly thereafter their discussion turned to the recent court hearing while she was in Montana in which his father had won custody of him and control over the Orinda house. A Superior Court judge signed the order on September 27, 2002.

Not surprising, things quickly heated up, and at one point, Susan asked that Gabe leave the room. He didnt move; he just stayed on the couch watching a program on the giant-screen TV his mom had bought when his dad had first moved out in November 2001. It was one of the first big purchases she made on her own without Felixs approval, since he had long opposed the idea of an entertainment center in the living room. Still, Felix enjoyed it in Susans absence.

Gabe grew worried as his parents voices began to rise. He heard his father tell Susan that if she threatened him, he would call the police. Suddenly, his dad began yelling, then grabbed the phone. But he returned the handset to its receiver and tried to speak calmly to Susan. Still, the threats continued. When Susan whispered something in Felixs ear, he jumped up and dialed for help. Gabe was too far away to hear what she said, but it was clear from the look on his fathers face that it was serious.

Gabe watched his father enter 9-1-1 on the phone.

Can I talk to somebody about a domestic dispute, please? Felix said.

Okay, whats going on? the dispatcher on the other end of the line inquired.

Ive been residing at 728 Miner Road with my son. And my wife came and kicked me out of the house, and I am not interested in being kicked out of the house.

Okay sir, is your wife there at the house with you?

Shes right here.

Okay, is it physical?

No, its not physical but its


The dispatcher jumped in, but shes kicked you out the house.

Well Im standing in the house, but she says I have to leave, which Im not going to do.

Was there a reason that she gave why you have to leave?

Felix responded curtly. There was annoyance in his voice, as if he expected the dispatcher to know the problem and understand the urgency. The mere fact that he was dialing 911 was sufficient. She was living away, she decided to come back, he blurted. I have custody of the kids, I have legal custody of the kids and

Okay, do you live there? the dispatcher didnt need the particulars, just the reason why this man felt he needed emergency personnel at his home. Are you guys still married or are you separated?

Were still married.

So you both live there?

No, she vacated, and I took over the house, and take care of Gabriel the kid here, and weve been living here.

Have either of you been drinking? Using drugs?

No.

Are there any weapons in the house?

I dont know. Youd have to ask my wife. She has a shotgun, Felix replied matter-of-factly.

The dispatchers tone took on a new urgency. Your wife has a shotgunas in shes holding a shotgun?

No. Felix replied with no further explanation.

Shes got one in the house? the dispatcher pressed on for information.

I dont know where it is. Probably in the car.

You dont know if its locked up or not then?

I dont know anything about it. Youll have to ask her. But I feel at risk.

As patrol units were dispatched to the scene, the operator continued to question Felix about what seemed to be a potentially threatening situation at 728 Miner Road. So you said she vacated? Now did she move back in?

Felixs responses were brief, perhaps because Susan was standing beside him. She moved to Montana, and she came back, actually to pick up her things and move back to Montana, and while I was at work, she moved me out of the house.

When police arrived, they found Felix and Susan seated at the granite breakfast bar in the main house having a quiet conversation. Both parties appeared calm, yet Felix was annoyed that his wife had moved him out of the house. He insisted the officers ask Susan to leave and provided a copy of the signed order giving him sole custody of the Orinda residence. At one point, he told the officers that his wife had a shotgun, a claim that she immediately denied. In response to the officers questions, she explained she had been in Montana and recently returned to be with her sons, Gabriel and Eli. But after an argument with her husband, she had moved his belongings to the pool house, where she insisted he remain.

To the officers, the situation appeared to be under control. Even the teenage boy who had witnessed his parents fight assured them that there had been no physical contact or threats made. It was almost midnight when police advised Felix to find another place to sleep that night. He didnt have the right paperwork to force his wife to leave, and it would be best for him to stay elsewhere until he and his wife could sort things out with the court.

Shortly thereafter, Gabriel and Felix left for the nearby Lafayette Park Hotel. Gabriel insisted on joining his father, who had been a frequent guest of the hotel, visits which led to rumorsalbeit unsubstantiatedthat he entertained women friends there while married to Susan.

The following morning, Felix drove Gabriel to school in the familys beat-up blue Volvo sedan. That afternoon he called police from his hotel room, determined to regain control of the house.

I was living there, and the officer [whod come to the house the previous night] said that unless I had a court order indicating that I had use of the house, I couldnt continue to live in the house, he calmly explained to the operator. I do have that court order now and I want to talk about implementing that court order.

It was after 7 PM Thursday evening when Felix phoned police for a second time, requesting an officer be present while he and Gabriel went inside the Miner Road residence to fetch some of their belongings. Questions over Felixs paperwork remained and it appeared he and his son would be spending a second night in Room 304 of the posh, hillside hotel, a standard room with two queen-size beds, French furnishings, and ample books on the shelves.

When officers met Felix at the base of the driveway after 7:30 PM, they informed him that he would need to be prepared to make a citizens arrest if his wife refused to leave the premises. Felix was visibly hesitant and asked if they would be able to speak to his wife first, but, in the end, it didnt matter. As it turned out, Susan was not at home when Felix went to the front door with the police. Instead, he found a note posted there. It read:


Dear Felix,

You do not have a signed court order. By law, I have 10 days to respond from date of receipt of proposed order. I received it today. Adam and I are at the movies.



Susan

PS You are welcome to stay in cottage tonight.



The police watched as Felix tried to enter the residence only to find that Susan had changed the locks, leading them to advise Felix to follow up with his attorney in the morning. In the meantime, Felix returned to the Lafayette Park where he spent the remainder of the night.

While he should have remained at the hotel until things with Susan were resolved, he opted for the cottage. Despite his fears and the repeated advice of his attorney, Felix moved back into the pool house that Friday morning. Meanwhile Adam and Gabriel stayed in the main house with their mother. Though it was a risk that could lead to confrontation, Felix felt it was necessary so that he could spend time with Adam who was home from UCLA for the weekend.

It was yet another decision he would regret. In fact, in a letter dated September 23, 2002, his attorney, Steve Landes, had expressed frustration with Felixs inability to protect himself. For more than a year, he fought to get Felix to proceed with the divorce. Getting actual financial information out of you is like pulling teeth, Landes wrote in the letter. I dont know why you call me and tell me you need to be protected and yet you ignore the most basic stuff I need to give you this protection.

You give me the impression that you feel Im harassing you when I ask for this stuff, but I cant really proceed without it. How well we do in this case depends on both our efforts. I wont even raise the issue of how often you have ignored my advice.

On the evening of Saturday October 12, Felix took his sons to a horror film, The Ring, and afterward, he spent a second night in the Miner Road guesthouse. At the crack of dawn the next morning, Felix drove Adam back to UCLA and Gabe went along for the ride.

Felix and Gabe stayed to watch the Sunday afternoon Oakland Raiders football game on TV before beginning the four-hundred-mile drive back to Orinda sometime after 3 PM. During the trip, Gabriel sensed his dad was worried about his mothers repeated threats, but these concerns were not strong enough to entice Felix to find alternate accommodations. Distracting each other with idle talk about sports, they decided to attend the Giants playoff game the following night.



It was almost 8 PM on Monday, October 14, and still, there had been no word from his dad. As Gabriel climbed the steps to the guesthouse, the darkness enveloped him. There were three entrances to the cottage, but he was hesitant to go in, scared of what he might find. The door he triedthe one everyone usedwas locked, and he didnt check the other doors. Besides, there were too many light switches and he could never figure out which switch worked which light. He returned to the main house and went back upstairs to his room where he stayed for about an hour, trying to figure out what to do; he was beginning to think that he would need the police if his dad didnt turn up in the next hour.

It was exactly 9 PM when Gabriel dialed 911 to get the number of the Orinda police departments nonemergency line. Even though his gut told him something was wrong, he didnt want to make a fool of himself by calling authorities if there was nothing to report. He would try to locate the officer who had come to the house several days earlier to see if hed heard anything. Perhaps his dad had been in a car crash, he thought.


Nine-one-one, said the female dispatcher who answered the call.

Hi, can I get the nonemergency number for the police department?

What is it that youre reporting?

Um, I just need to talk to an officer there, Gabe said.

Okay, about what, sir, the dispatcher asked.

Do I need to tell you?

Yes, you do. You called me on 911. We dont give out numbers on 911. Its for emergencies only, and I can maybe help you on this line depending on what you need to report.

Fine, Ill just call the police department, Gabe said.

Okay, thank you.

Grabbing a flashlight, the teen went back downstairs with the phone number for the Orinda police department tucked in his dark-colored shorts. On his way out the door, his mother stopped him.

Why did you call the police? she asked.

I didnt call the police! Gabriel snapped, and continued outside to the upper carport where his mom kept her car. The house had two driveways; Susan preferred the one at the top of the property that was reached by a neighboring street, while Eli and Felix used the lower one that was accessible from Miner Road. Gabe wanted to check Susans Volvo wagon for any traces of his father. A grisly thought had crossed his mind: maybe his mother had used the car to transport his dads dead body somewhere. But upon inspection, the car yielded nothing out of the ordinary.

What are you doing? his mother yelled out to him.

Nothing, he called back. Gabriel was barefoot and shirtless as he walked down the steps to the cottage in an attempt to hide from his mother. With the main door locked, he went to another door that faced the house, entering through the galley kitchen and proceeding down the narrow darkened hallway to the balcony area that overlooked the living room. Shining his flashlight into the blackened space, he saw his father lying on the ground with blood covering his near naked body.

The sight was too much for the fifteen-year-old boy, who quickly left the cottage and shut the door behind him.

Gabriels heart raced as he returned to the main house. Without saying a word to his mother, he rushed to the bedroom, grabbed the cordless phone and ran back outside, sprinting up the path that led to a hidden area of the property where the family kept the trashcans. He could hear his mother calling as he ducked behind the wooden carport that housed her Volvo. He dialed 911.

Barely seven minutes had passed since he first called that number. He recognized the female dispatchers voice when she answered.

Uh, murder, he blurted out.

There was a moments hesitation, as if the dispatcher was processing the declaration. Where at?

At 728 Miner Road.

Okay, what happened? she asked, switching on the police radio to alert units in the field. Orinda is one of five unincorporated cities in the county that contracts patrol services from the Contra Costa Sheriff s Department.

Um, I think my mommy mom shot my dad.

You think your mom shot your dad? the dispatcher repeated.

Yeah.

Okay, stay on the phone, Im going to connect you to the fire department. Do not hang up, the officer instructed.

There were several beeps, and then ringing, as the call was transferred to the fire departments emergency line.

Its a possible shooting, the sheriff s dispatcher said, briefing her counterpart at the Contra Costa Fire Department.

Okay, whats your name, sir? the fire dispatcher asked Gabe.

The teen spelled it twice.

Wheres your mom at now?

Shes still in the house, the teen responded breathlessly.

Does she still have the gun?

I believe so.

Where is your dad at?

Hes dead, Gabe shot back.

Where is he at, do you know?

Hes in my cottage.

In your cottage?

Yeah.


Does your mom still have the gun?

I believe so.

Do you know when this happened?

No, no idea.

Do you know where your mom is in the house?

No, I dont.

How do you know shes still in the house?

Because I was just in the fuckin house, the teens voice was beginning to waver, as though he was fighting back tears.

Okay, where are you now?

Im outside, Gabes voice grew softer.

Okay, whats your moms name?

Susan. Shes got a mental illness.

Whats her last name?

Polk.

How old is your mom?

There was no response.

Gabe. Gabe? Are you still there? The dispatcher asked.

The line went dead.

Gabriels attention had shifted to the sound of a door opening. He could tell it wasnt coming from the main house. Peering around the carport, he was certain that it was his mother opening then closing the door to the guesthouse.

Hey, did you see that? she yelled up to him.

Gabe didnt respond. He wanted to get as far away as possible. Bolting down the hill and onto Miner Road, he flagged down an arriving fire truck. Panting furiously, he remained with the firemen until police units arrived just after 10:15 PM.







    

Chapter Four

SHES CRAZY




It was after 1 AM on the morning of Tuesday, October 15, 2002, when Contra Costa Sheriff s officers Jeff Moule and Jeffrey Hebel finally sat down with Gabriel Polk in a small interview room at the Field Operations Bureau in Martinez. They had left the teen alone in the tiny space for nearly thirty minutes, watching and recording his movements on the hidden video camera in the ceiling. Gabriel still had no shirt on.

The officers who would be interviewing him were members of the countys Criminal Investigative Division (CID). They were responsible for follow-up investigation of all reported felony offenses in the 521 square miles of the unincorporated areas in the county. Before placing the visibly shaken teenager in a patrol car, they performed a gunshot residue test on him to determine whether he had recently discharged a firearm. The test was negative, and now they needed some answers from the distraught teen.

Gabe told the officers that his mother was crazy and delusional, and that she had tried to buy a shotgun after threatening Felix during the Montana trip. Although Gabriel was pointing the finger at his mother, the officers were reserving judgment. It was standard protocol to look at everyone in a homicide investigation, and the teenager was no exception. He was not under arrest, but he remained under scrutiny.

Officer Moule took the lead role in questioning the boy. He started with some background information.

Right now, you are going to, whats the name of the school you
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