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Chapter One Harriet Pearl Shapiro — Orphan


“The truth is you can be orphaned again and again and again…and the secret is, this will hurt less and less each time until you can’t feel a thing.”

— Chuck Palahniuk



“911, what is your emergency?” asked the dispatcher on the other end of the phone. “My mother. She’s dead,” Timothy Roman calmly stated. Several hours later, B-movie queen, Susan Cabot, was found by responders in her Encino mansion master bedroom. Her headless body was in eerily good condition, lying flat in a purple negligee. If it weren’t for the blood bath found inside the room, she would have looked as if she were just peacefully sleeping—from the neck down.



Susan Cabot was born “Harriet Pearl Shapiro” on July 9, 1927, at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Brighton, Massachusetts, about five miles from her Boston home. Her parents, Philip and Muriel (Shortes) Shapiro, were of stout Russian-Jewish heritage; both were born in Russia and migrated with their respective families to America’s Northeast in the early 1910s. The two met in their small Jewish community in Chelsea, Massachusetts, and after a traditional courtship, married on March 9, 1924. Philip was twenty-three, and Muriel was twenty-one.

The two made their newlywed settlement in Dorchester where Philip, who had worked as a grocer in Chelsea since his early teens, took a position as a hardware salesman. Muriel worked as a part-time bookkeeper and tended their rented one-bedroom in the newly built apartment house on Johnston Rd. The Shapiros of Dorchester seemed to have a bright start in eclipsing their own cramped childhoods of scarcity… at first.

Philip and Muriel were both hard workers, and like their families of origin, zealous in their Jewish faith. They were active in the Temple Ohabei Shalom, then located on Union Park Street in Chelsea. Muriel was beautiful, with dark hair and eyes, and had quite an elaborate skincare routine passed down from her mother, Tillie, that involved weekly egg yolk facials. Though dutiful in her bookkeeping position, housework, and physical appearance, she was also prone to sways of emotional faintness, which irritated Philip’s pragmatism. The two were known to have frequent (and loud) disputes in their Johnston Rd. one-bedroom. With the feather-thin walls of their apartment house, other tenants heard the angry crescendos of Yiddish clearly and often.

In 1926, Muriel became pregnant with their first child and on July 9, 1927, gave birth to Harriet Pearl Shapiro. Muriel quit her bookkeeping position to care for the wispy, black-haired baby girl who didn’t seem to grow even an inch her entire first year of life. Philip and Muriel both were of petite proportions, and Harriet Pearl was no different.


Boston’s Dorchester

Boston was founded in 1630 as the central hub of Puritan colonization in the separatists’ New England establishment. Because of the unique topography of what was originally called “Shawmut Peninsula,” Massachusetts’ capital city is fixated on Massachusetts Bay, which helped initially establish it as a prosperous commercial seaport in the 1700s.

Boston has been a central figure in American history since its founding, with some of the most legendary events in the nation having marched right through its Market Square. American colonizers regarded the city as the commonwealth’s epicenter during the American Revolution that saw the Boston Massacre, the Boston Tea Party, and Paul Revere’s infamous midnight ride.

Railroad systems in the American Northeast were constructed in the mid-1800s, and Boston had its own innovative system of tracks by 1842, along with its own steamship line in the estuary of Boston Harbor. During the blaze of the Civil War from 1861 to 1865, Boston served as a Union base with a strong abolitionist presence. Boston financially mobilized Massachusetts state troops to fight in favor of reunification under abolitionist policies.

During the Reconstruction Era, subways and streetcars moved into Boston’s downtown district, which served to bolster manufacturing efforts in the city’s industrialization throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s.

Boston may be considered a “small town,” according to its size and traditions, but it has long been a progressive political, educational, and socioeconomic giant in its culture and accomplishments. As the seat of Suffolk County, the city has been home to some of the most legendary writers, inventors, social reformers, and political figures of American history. Among many others, Boston gave our world the genius of John F. Kennedy, Clara Barton, Alexander Graham Bell, Edgar Allan Poe, Robert Frost, and Harvard University.

The six-square-mile area of Dorchester was originally its own city built over the Neponset River. Boston officially established it as a Bostonian district in 1870. The turn of the twentieth century’s industry boom brought a vast influx of immigrant workers of diverse heritages into the metropolitan area that Boston was becoming. Much of that population settled in Dorchester, and the once “little village” began developing into “Boston’s streetcar suburb” with a melting pot population of Irish, German, Latino, Italian, and Russian inhabitants. Along with the laying of streetcar lines and the establishment of manufacturing plants came three-story apartment buildings, referred to as “tightly packed triple-deckers,” constructed to house the vast influx of workers and their families.

In 1920, Boston’s population had grown to well over 740,000, with many of that number residing in its developing urban areas. For its 48.4 square mile region, the city was electric with industry, diversity, and oppidan congestion, especially for the migrant working class of which the Shapiros were a part.

Philip and Muriel were active in the Jewish immigrant community of Dorchester and lived and worked in a loud, lively hub of working middle class. Their days and nights folded over on each other in blurs of Muriel’s faded print dresses and smoky nights of Philip and his poker buddies around their kitchen table. The melding of Philip’s hard-nosed pragmatism and Muriel’s emotional fragility in the vacuum of working-class volatility proved unsustainable. Their individual approaches to their oppressive reality more than burdened the other and the ears of their triple-decker neighbors through feather-thin walls.



The Yellow Wallpaper

After Harriet’s birth, Muriel’s mental state deteriorated. Her lifelong depressive proclivities were stirred to manic undulations with the dance of undiagnosed postpartum depression. In an era that had little understanding of the condition and its ramifications, there were no resources or support systems for Muriel in her suffering. Philip was sympathetic toward Muriel’s state, to a point, but having no context for such things, he began to shut her out more and more with each escalating “episode.”

It is unknown how long Muriel’s postpartum depression—and eventual psychosis—lasted, but long enough to cause serious upset for the entire household. She and Philip had dug their way into a patterned hole of fighting from which neither could climb out. Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 1892 groundbreaking short story The Yellow Wallpaper was becoming the Shapiros’ untoward reality.

In the feminist classic, Gilman’s narrator spirals into insanity within the symbolism of the deteriorating “yellow wallpaper” of her rented room. Muriel was one of the millions of reflections of Gilman’s frightful tale of the female plight after childbirth, for she too could have echoed Gilman’s words: “I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time… Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able, - to dress and entertain, and order things.”

Despite Muriel’s condition that seemed only to deteriorate as the months passed, there were fleeting happy moments for Harriet, though most were experienced outside of their one-bedroom in the Johnston Rd. triple-decker. Muriel was just as particular about little Harriet’s appearance as she had been about her own, often dressing her in “store-bought” cotton frocks and almost fanatically arranging her toddler curls. On a rare holiday, the family of three (plus Harriet’s favorite Teddy Bear) day tripped to Boston Harbor Beach, where she fell in love with its picturesque view and the temporary spell of calm it seemed to cast over her usually feuding parents. Though the trips were infrequent, they became some of the most treasured of Harriet’s whole life.

By her first year in primary school, Harriet was more than accustomed to her parents’ almost nightly brawls and the hollow winces of their aftermath. After what seemed like hours of their quarreling, stonewalling, and quarreling again pattern, Philip would often blaze out the door with that familiar, sharp slam behind him echoed by Muriel’s wails. Harriet was always left alone to tend to her mother’s frailty in the fallout of her parents’ contention.

Harriet had been given a lonely, confusing charge at the young ages of four and five in emotionally caregiving for her mother.

One particular night, when Philip stormed down the steps of their Johnston Rd. triple-decker, he made good on his years of threats, and didn’t come back. When his usual, chilly return the next morning or next evening didn’t come, Muriel began to panic. For days, Muriel vacillated between hysterics and catatonia, wondering when and if he would come home. She was angry, then panicked, then angry again, fearing Philip had been hurt, killed, or had finally gone through with his frequent threats of desertion.

In her grievous abandonment, something in Muriel’s psyche resigned. Almost forgetting she had a child, she let everything around her mount in squalor while Harriet was left to care for herself. The Shapiro apartment was eerily quiet through its feather-thin walls as neighboring tenants noticed little Harriet coming and going on her own for several days. After the landlady paid their room a collection visit for overdue rent, she phoned the state office. Authorities found Muriel, in her dejected state, unfit to care for Harriet, and both Shapiro women were taken into state custody. Muriel was taken to Gardner State Hospital about sixty miles outside of Boston, while Harriet was state-stamped “orphan.”

Muriel had two sisters who also lived close to the Shapiros’ Johnston Rd. home, but neither were interested in taking Harriet to raise. Philip made good on his threats of leaving Muriel and Harriet that time; he moved to Connecticut and never looked back. He eventually remarried and started a new family and career while the state took over the identities of Muriel and Harriet. Muriel was barred with only “yellow wallpaper” to occupy her, while Harriet fell into the brutal cogs of Massachusetts’ foster care.



Foster Care

The foster care model goes back to biblical times, as does its convoluted reputation. In America’s early 1900s, however, independent social agencies began forming in metropolitan areas to place orphaned or abused children with vetted families in part to “clean up the streets” that saw a growing population of displaced children.

Eventually, the government obtained control over those agencies thereby establishing the scaffolding of what we know today as the federal child welfare system.

In the 1930s, foster care wasn’t far removed from its “orphan train” days in which displaced children were packed together in train cars and ferried across America’s farmlands to be placed with surrogate families, many of whom just happened to need more hands for their rural spreads. The orphan train, established by independent philanthropic entities and the early aid efforts of social reformer Charles Loring Brace, was essentially a rolling orphanage scouting for placement homes for children found wandering urban streets or sleeping on piles of refuse in back alleys. Those placements of gloried emancipation from gutter life, however, were often just as bad or worse than the gutters themselves. The orphan trains often unknowingly delivered their trusting little riders to homesteads that saw them as nothing more than slaves. The movement lasted from 1854 to 1929 when child welfare laws changed, and of course the Great Depression struck down loads of social reform efforts due to lack of funds and staff. During the seventy-five years the orphan trains ran, more than 250,000 children rode the rails in search of “home.”

Much like foster care itself, the orphan train movement has a similarly sordid legacy, as this philanthropic effort to aid children in dire circumstances often went awry due to insidious intentions of certain parties of authority and the insurmountable nature of it all with limited resources in such an era. Compared to the orphan train and institutionalization, however, foster care placements (which were often local) was an innovative idea. Regional foster care placement seemed more manageable for government agencies compared to the traditional brick-and-mortar orphanages that came with their own hosts of issues, and fleets of iron horses carting children around the country like freight. In the Northeast in the 1930s, local family placements for local children in state custody became the preferable governmental strategy. Children like Harriet were, theoretically, able to find “home” often within the cities in which they were born, which, like most things, came with both advantages and disadvantages.

Classic literature has long since glorified the orphan experience with Charles Dickens’ “Oliver Twist,” J.M. Barrie’s “Peter Pan,” and Mark Twain’s “Tom Sawyer” among the most recognized. More contemporary media are replete with similar examples of orphans who champion beyond their difficult beginnings and find some corner of nobility as a result.

Media’s lovable paladins in more recent years such as “Matilda” and “Harry Potter” who eventually rise above all their family of origin dejection are relatable, resilient icons whose survivalist plights have drawn sympathies from audiences for decades. The realities of an orphaned child’s plight, however, especially in the 1930s, weren’t as splendor laden as classic or contemporary creatives suggest. Harriet was just one of the millions who privately labored on in loneliness baring no magic, no heroism, and no shining triumph that righted all the wrongs of feeling unloved.

Harriet was old enough to remember the routine and “comfort” of home (however dysfunctional it might have been presented to her) along with both biological parents before the Shapiro family’s dramatic rupture. Being physically taken from her home must have felt, in a way, like a kidnapping to someone so young. She surely watched in infernal horror as her mother was taken in one direction by authorities and she in the opposite. Neither knew exactly where they were being taken or if they would ever see each other again.

Beginning from roughly age six, Harriet was shuffled in and out of countless foster homes throughout Massachusetts, though she eventually was placed with a family in The Bronx, New York where she claimed to have done most of her growing up. She suffered myriad cruelties at the hands of both foster care workers and families with which she was placed— namely by the “father figures.” From six to seventeen, Harriet was shuffled from home to home with only tattered fragments of an identity; she rarely felt she was more than a one-dimensional portrait of a poverty-stricken orphan nobody really wanted. Her transient existence gave way to what was later diagnosed by her psychologist, Dr. Carl Faber, as post-traumatic stress disorder after so many early developmental years of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse. Harriet once said she had always longed to be an artist, but due to her complex childhood, which she never publicly elaborated on, she had been “sidetracked.” Author Laura Wagner opined that, “ ‘sidetracked’ was an understatement: It was more like a detour through Hell” for Harriet.

It isn’t clear how long Harriet’s birth mother, Muriel, was institutionalized, but by 1939, she had been discharged and shared an apartment with her mother, Tillie, in Brooklyn. Muriel began working in bookkeeping again after her stay at Gardner State. Though she may have tried to locate Harriet after her discharge, because of the primitive nature of the foster care system at that time, it may have been next to impossible.

Muriel and Harriet didn’t reconnect until years later, but during most of Harriet’s teenage years, in and out of New York borough foster homes, she was only about forty miles from her mother’s new life, whether she realized it or not.



Never Home

Most of Harriet’s so-called “homes” were within tenement housing, a term which lends itself to a picture of provincial 1930s and 1940s “New York slums.” The skinny, low-rise apartments or “tenement buildings” were erected in block systems in part to accommodate the immigration wave of the late 1800s. These structures were uniformly designed with compact quarters and back alleys separating units. They were initially built without electricity or plumbing, though eventually New York state housing authorities modified tenement amenities and included windows and fire escapes for each apartment.

Tenements in The Bronx were not altogether unlike Boston’s “triple-deckers” where Harriet spent her first few years of life. In 1940, there were nearly 400,000 housing units in The Bronx, and because of the borough’s population of 1.4 million, it wasn’t uncommon for multigenerational families of six or seven to live in a cramped 300sq ft. apartment. For many tenement dwellers, home felt like a bricked box with no room for fresh air, individuality, or at times, even dignity. Though public housing was introduced to New York City in 1936, thereby doing away with the traditional “tenement” dwelling, remnants of those ill-famed structures and their cultural implications lasted far beyond 1936.

Most sources say Harriet lived in at least eight different foster homes (though one source says fourteen) between the ages of six and seventeen. The conditions of those homes were plausibly as bad as bad could get. Not only was Harriet, almost in an instant, thrust from lower middle class to abject poverty, but also from the Shapiros’ small Dorchester nest she was thrown into an industrial metropolis with its relentless noise, smog, and shoulder-to-shoulder urbanite strangers.

She and her transient homes were unkempt with meager (or at times completely absent) basic necessities. Food and clean water were as scarce as privacy, with seemingly endless apartment units bunched in dirty bricked boxes.

The New York winters were too cold without enough heat, and the summers were too stuffy without enough ventilation in Harriet’s lean-to tenement residences. At best, she was lonely with these temporary families that weren’t truly hers, and at worst, scared for her very life.

Her teen years were blurs of back-alley clotheslines, often cold, meager rations called meals, and eternal chimney soot.

Unfortunately, some families during and immediately following the Great Depression saw the novelty of foster care as a way to make a quick buck at the expense of the child or children they were assigned. Much like today, foster families were often given a stipend by the state to help provide for the needs of the children in their custody. Some abused this system, and foster children were nearly worse off in-home than they had been before. When Harriet most needed love and parental tending, she found only bruises and perpetual shame.

Lost in the dungeoned cycle of constant transition, Harriet made one disastrous move after another. With every move, she, in a sense, felt orphaned over and over again. This cycle was often facilitated by the same traumatic narrative: Harriet would settle into a new placement with the embers of hope that just maybe this one would “be different.” Those embers, however, quickly turned to cold ash with the realization that, once again, she was seen only as an indentured servant and/or a sexual conquest for her latest foster father figure. She was often awakened in the middle of the night by a large, slinking figure by her bed with devilish intentions she had no way of resisting. The stinging familiarity of those nights and clefted secrecy of the following days slowly drained Harriet of any remnants of self-dignity or personalistic wholeness. Sometimes she was removed from these homes for her safety, other times she was “given back” to the state for “another try.”

Regarding her early days in that dichotomous cage of abuse and neglect, Harriet’s decades-long psychologist, Dr. Carl Faber, said on the stand in her murder trial: “She had extreme irrational terror, as abused children and war veterans do, about these experiences, and was in and out of psychotherapy her whole adult life.”

One of the most fragmenting aspects of Harriet’s early years in and out of many different families was how her identity was forced to conform to whatever reality she was housed within at the time. Harriet was immersed in myriad religious, political, and ethnic worldviews during her years in foster care. While she later embraced elements of the “well-roundedness” that came from such exposure, as a child, the constant change was confusing and dehumanizing for her.

She was often covertly expected to deny her family’s ethnoreligious Jewish heritage and adopt whatever religious preferences her hosting foster families had. As a child, she pledged allegiance at various points to both Protestantism and Catholicism due to the corresponding beliefs of her host families. Harriet was only able to tease out her own personally held beliefs once she reached middle age and had run the gamut of spiritual enlightenment from Buddhism to Atheism. The years between were full of existential qualms of the mystical that left her torn between her family of origin’s Judaism and the smorgasbord of religious dogmas presented to her by her substitute families.

While residing with a middle-class Catholic family in The Bronx, teenage Harriet became intrigued by the Catholic doctrine and its ritualistic set of practices. It was all a little overwhelming to Harriet as she sat in Mass each week, but since she heard Psalm 27:10, she listened a bit closer to the homilies: “Though my father and mother forsake me, the LORD will receive me.”

Among the most curious elements of mass to her was the stoic, mini-malistic presence of the nuns. The sisters and what they stood for seemed odd to young Harriet, but also a curious salve. The vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience taken by the Catholic nuns theoretically appealed to Susan in part because of the safety, predictability, and structure the Church would provide under those agreed-upon terms and conditions. Compared to the rat-infested, sexually violent homes she was surviving within, the clear, clean, minimalist picture of the sisters was incredibly appealing. They represented a sturdy lifeline in her gray spiral of constant change and constant victimization. Besides, nuns have always been known for their compassion toward orphans, and compassion was something Harriet had been deprived of for years. She studied these beacons from afar for weeks, and through study of Scripture and prayer, she finally got up the nerve to pledge her own allegiance to the Church.

She approached one of the sisters after mass and blurted out her intent to become a nun. The sister was apparently caught off guard by the young girl’s sudden and impassioned interest in a convent-lifestyle, and coolly asked why she wanted to become a nun. Harriet only had stutters for an answer, and the nun patronizingly shooed her on with a simple: “I don’t believe this is for you.”

That encounter with an ecumenical agent of God deeply affected Harriet. It felt like yet another rejection and an echo of the message everyone seemed to have for her of “sorry, we have no place for you here,” which was the antithesis of Psalm 27:10.



Marty

Harriet was shuffled through her adolescence both home by home and school by school from Boston to Manhattan to Queens and finally The Bronx. She never stayed anywhere long enough to put down true roots, so close friends were scarce except for Marty. Martin “Marty” Sacker was the only semi-constant through her New York moves. There are conflicting accounts of how they initially came to know each other, but a best deduction is they were either schoolmates (despite their age difference) and/or neighborhood friends.

Much like Harriet, Marty was also of a Jewish immigrant family. The Sackers migrated from Poland to The Bronx before Marty was born in 1923. Aaron Sacker, Marty’s father, worked as a blocker in millinery on the outskirts of Clinton Street’s infamous “Millinery Row.”

Though Marty was four years older than Harriet, he was one of the only stable figures in her life perhaps ever. He and his family had lived in the same apartment for years with little change to routine or dynamics. What the Sackers found to be ordinary drudgery, Harriet found to be a shining refuge.

The last two of Harriet’s home placements in New York lasted longer than any had before, so she was able to engage more regularly with school in the same location for more than just a few months. In high school, she became interested in the fine arts of drawing, painting, sculpting, music, and dramatics. She became involved in theatre and found her vocal genius in elective musical studies. Fine arts and the humanities became the means by which she began rising above the anguish of her formative years.

Much like today, foster children generally remained in state custody and assigned home placement(s) until age eighteen. In some parts of the country during the 1930s and 1940s, a child did not reach his or her legal adulthood until age twenty-one. For many in the foster care system, their placements felt more like indentured servitude than a forever home. Whether Harriet merely had a few more months before her sentence within the cogs of the foster care system would end, or a few more years until she made it to twenty-one, she had had enough of back-alley everything.

Just a few weeks after her seventeenth birthday, as a means of escape more than passion, Harriet married

twenty-one-year-old Marty Sacker on July 30, 1944, in Washington, D.C. When Harriet took “Sacker” as her new last name, she also took “Susan” as her new first.

By 1944, Marty was working full-time hours in dual careers: interior designer by day, painter by night. Marty lived and breathed the bohemian scene of Greenwich Village, and introduced Susan to the cabaret culture of the 1940s, which offered copious expressionistic opportunities for her own artistic skills.



Greenwich Village

Located in the heart of Manhattan, Greenwich Village has been a neighborhood steeped in history and cultural significance since its sixteenth-century origins. Dutch colonists tended the once Native American marshlands of Manhattan and in 1712 settled the village of “Grin’wich.” The still rural Dutch colony was characterized by its rich farmland and sprawling colonial estates and became an agricultural oasis of the Northeast. Later in the nineteenth century’s Gilded Age, the little farming village began developing into a bustling urban epicenter—making it an oasis of a different kind.

In the early 20th century, Greenwich Village became synonymous with artistic expression and sociopolitical liberation. The little Dutch colony had, by 1900, become known as a multicultural enclave simply called “The Village.” Artists like Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Willem de Kooning found The Village to be soul-inspiring in their artistry. The neighborhood also played a pivotal role in the Beat Generation movement of the 1950s. Writers such as Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg frequented coffeehouses like Cafe Wha? and The Gaslight Cafe, where some of the most profound artistic and literary works of the entire twentieth century were developed.

Greenwich Village’s rich history extends far beyond its artistic legacy, of course. It was at the forefront of “scandalous” social movements such as women’s suffrage and LGBTQ+ rights. In fact, it was in this neighborhood that the first gay rights organization in America, the Mattachine Society, was founded in 1950.

Today, Greenwich Village continues to be a vibrant hub for creativity and progressive thought. Its charming streets are lined with historic brown-stones and iconic landmarks like Washington Square Park and Stonewall Inn. Despite undergoing gentrification in more recent years, Greenwich Village has managed to preserve its unique character while embracing modernity.

When Marty and Susan lived and worked in The Village, it was far removed from its farmland days. It remained an oasis for millions, however, who longed for the fertile soil of intellectual and artistic liberation. The subculture nurturance offered by The Village was a welcome well-spring for the Sackers.

Marty and Susan took out a modest New York City flat walking distance from The Village’s Bleecker Street while Susan finished high school. She became involved in Northeastern regional theatre and toured as far as Maine with several little theatre productions. After she graduated in 1945, she mirrored Marty in taking on dual careers: artist by day, singer by night. With Susan’s flourishing artistic talents, as an eighteen-year-old newlywed, she worked in an independent publishing house in Greenwich Village designing illustrations for children’s books. She also snagged a nightly singing gig for The Village Barn’s floorshow. Susan earned her spurs in drinking, smoking, and performing in one of the Northeast’s most unique venues, described by The Brooklyn Daily Eagle as “New York’s only country nightclub” (1939). The Village Barn was a renowned hotspot in which a number of well-knowns got their start, including Judy Canova, Don Cornell, and the Hartmans.

Susan was always of the short and slender persuasion, but in her youth, bony may have been a more accurate categorization, though “petite” was the more polite. Susan’s black hair, brown eyes, and almost supernaturally perfect teeth had always been among her most arresting features. Her signature black hair had never known a pair of scissors until her mid-twenties. Hygienic luxuries such as haircuts hadn’t been of priority in her transient childhood. As a teenager, when she first showed interest in cutting its thick length, one of the more conservative Catholic families she had been placed with vehemently opposed the “vain” inquiry. As a Greenwich Village hipster in the late 1940s, however, having jet black hair long enough to sit on was “cool” to the dive crowds of “alternative pop culture.” The free-spirited artists of Greenwich Village often “scandalously” fostered many of America’s counterculture movements. Artistically, socially, and politically, The Village was set apart with a guild vibe that became a haven for those, like Marty and Susan, who had something stuck in their blood they wanted to express and didn’t have the sense of franchise within more traditional grids to do so.



Susan Cabot

The Village Barn was where “Susan Sacker” gave way to “Susan Cabot.” Writer Trav S.D. theorized on her choice in stage names: “My guess is that her professional name is a kind of satirical eye-wink about her humble origins. The Cabots were one of the principal Boston Brahmin families, as distant from her own early circumstances as could be” (2022).

The Cabots were a prominent family in Boston during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, known for their involvement in various industries, including shipping, trade, and finance. The family played a significant role in the development of Boston’s economy and helped establish the city as a major commercial center. Their wealth and influence allowed them to participate in philanthropic endeavors, vastly contributing to the growth and improvement of the city. Today, the Cabots are remembered as influential figures in Boston’s history with a still-celebrated legacy. Susan chose a solid last name in reinventing herself, because who wouldn’t want to be associated with a family like that?

Susan went on to attend college in New York, where she became even more captivated by the fine arts and humanities as she majored in music and art. In her music classes, she continued refining her voice and became proficient in the art of singing from a music theory perspective of performance. Music was a unifying entity for Susan, and something she remained passionate about throughout her life, often referring to it as “her first true love.” “This thought has been expressed again and again, but it can never be said enough that music is a language common to all nations of the world,” Susan said, “It transcends the barriers of politics and ideologies. The romance and the joy of life lie in being friends, and this is a sentiment best expressed in music.”

In addition to her standing gig at The Village Barn, Susan sang in more traditional New York nightclubs—those without the wagon wheels and cowgirl routine. She embraced the sequined jazz scene of Greenwich in the late 1940s, giving her a well-rounded vocal seasoning. Whether they knew it or not, in “Susan Cabot,” dive crowds were being entertained by an operatic hopeful, not just a cabaret pair of legs tied to a decent set of vocal cords. In her musical training, Susan’s dream became to study opera in Italy, across the world from her childhood traumas and their forlorn residuals. She longed for so much more than her mother had in domestic survival. Susan was a creative spirit with infinite, operatic aspirations far beyond the impoverished silhouette of dishes and clotheslines she remembered consuming the households of all her foster placements.

The first few years of the Sackers’ marriage were among the steadiest and most healing of Susan’s whole life. The couple, like any, had their strained dynamics, but Susan had finally definitionally plateaued to “plenty.” There were plenty of basic necessities, plenty of artistic opportunities, and plenty of “home” to push her beyond the mere survival of before. Marty wasn’t perfect, but he sure beat the hell out of the gray slums of youth with their daily neglects and nightly abuses.






Chapter Two California’s No Italy, But It’ll Do


“The first rule in opera is the first rule in life: see to everything yourself.”

— Dame Nellie Melba



Through the Sackers’ artistic connections, Susan was introduced to casting director Max Arnow who, throughout the Golden Era, became iconic in his work with A-listers like Ronald Reagan, Kim Novak, Shelley Winters, and Kay Francis. Arnow was also instrumental in casting for MGM’s classic Gone with the Wind. It was nearly voltaic for Susan to be professionally pursued by him after he noticed her at The Village Barn. After all, he was the one who gave the world both Humphrey Bogart and Katherine Hepburn, so he knew talent and potential when he saw it.

In 1947, Arnow got Susan her first on-screen role. She played a “restaurant patron” at the Club 66 in Henry Hathaway’s noir Kiss of Death for Twentieth Century Fox. Susan was technically an uncredited extra in the Oscar-nominated production, but shared the screen with Victor Mature and “newcomer” Richard Widmark. Several segments were filmed in New York, and Susan can be seen at a table next to the main characters while they use a Club 66 table in a tense exchange. Susan’s profile and long, black hair are seen as she giggles over drinks with the men at her table. For a screen-green twenty-year-old, it was a start.

By 1950, Marty had transitioned from interior designer to full-time work with the Federal Security Agency while he continued freelancing as a painter. Susan continued in her illustrative work in the
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