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Steve Sbraccia loves being a news reporter for the 
NBC-TV affiliate in Raleigh, North Carolina, but not 
as much as he loves his wife, Susan, their daughters, 
Mackenzie and Morgan, and of course their dogs, 
Corey and Max. In the last five years, the Sbraccias 
have completely transformed their lives, making 
moves and changes they never could have imagined 
even 10 years ago. What brought about such a drastic 
lifestyle change?

Like most good stories, this one starts when boy 
meets girl…

tHiRD timE’S tHE CHaRm

> When Chicago native Susan Rist walked into the 
newsroom of a Boston radio station in 1975 to start 
her stint as a news writer, Steve Sbraccia (then a 
reporter at the station) immediately thought, “ ‘I’m 
going to marry her.’ For me,” he recalls, “it was love 
at first sight.”

Until that moment, Steve, who grew up in Dedham, 
MA, had doubted he’d ever get married. It can be 
tough to meet “the one” when your work schedule 
requires that your dates take place in the middle of 
a weekday, and you are escorting the ladies around 
town in a car littered with police scanners. The  
beginning of the end usually came when Steve said, 
“There’s a fire in Fall River. Wanna go?” 

For Susan, the thunderbolt was not quite so quick to 
strike, and her early days with Steve gave her pause. 

“She spent a good five years laughing at me,” says 
Steve. 

Steve was a patient man. Susan left Boston for Little 
Rock, Arkansas, to cover then-Governor Bill Clinton. 
She came back to Boston, then left again for another 
job in Tennessee. She finally returned to Boston to 
stay, and Steve was still there. 

“The third time I figured, OK, it’s either three 
strikes and you’re out, or if we’re gonna make it, we’re 
gonna make it now,” he says. 

After a decade of on-and-off dating, Steve proposed 
on Valentine’s Day, 1989. At first, Susan laughed at 
him. “Then I looked at his face and saw that he was 
serious,” she says. They married that same year.

“I chased her for ten years,” he says.
“Isn’t that the saddest thing you’ve ever heard?” she 

tsk-tsks.

a tHREE-alaRm WakE-up Call

> Susan and Steve’s lives were very career-centered. 
Susan spent years as a journalist covering the courts, 
and she became increasingly fascinated by the justice 
system. Eventually, she decided she wanted to be an 
active part of it. She chose Suffolk University Law 
School to satisfy her intense interest in criminal law, 
not just because of Steve’s warm memories of his un-
dergraduate days at the College of Arts & Sciences, 
but because the location and program offerings al-
lowed the couple to continue living the busy, hectic 
lives on which they both thrived. 

Both Susan and Steve agree that because they 
learned from working professionals at Suffolk, they 
were quickly thrust into career opportunities and en-
vironments that most students wouldn’t experience 
until after graduation. Attending Suffolk allowed 
both to hit the ground running, career-wise, and 
played a major role in their subsequent professional 
successes. Plus, because the School is located in the 
heart of Boston, Susan was close to the courthouse 
and the city’s legal center, and Steve was close to the 
cultural, political, and business activity that made his 
career in broadcast journalism exciting and fulfilling. 

“We had a joke that we would see the same crimi-
nals,” Steve says. “I would see them first when they 
got arrested off the streets, and she would see them in 
court on the back end.”

Following law school, Susan went straight to the 
prosecutor’s office and quickly rose to be presiding 
district attorney in Dorchester. She ran the district 

court, with about a dozen people under her direction 
and an “intense” and “incredible” caseload. Steve con-
tinued his broadcast career, making the jump from 
radio to television. Inspired by his Suffolk professors 
to help the next generation of broadcasters, he also 
started teaching journalism at Emerson College. 

“We were defined by who we were in our jobs [in 
Boston],” says Steve.

“We defined ourselves that way,” Susan reminds 
him. 

Soon their daughter Mackenzie came along. They 
balanced their careers and parenthood with the help 
of a nanny, but five years later, when daughter Morgan 
was born, Susan felt it was just too much. She left the 
prosecutor’s office and began doing defense work on 
her own schedule. 

At the same time, Steve was working the morning 
show at WCVB-TV, named the best local television 
station in America by the New York Times in 1981. 
His regular shift was 4:00 a.m. to noon, but if a story 
broke after 11:00 p.m., Steve would be called in to 
cover it as well.

“I had half-a-dozen police scanners in the bedroom, 
probably a hundred channels cranking in the night,” 
Steve says. “I would sleep through it, but it got to the 
point that I’d get an elbow in my shoulder and she’d 
say, ‘I think there’s a three-alarm in Somerville—you’d 
better get up!’”

Despite two children, stressful jobs, crazy hours, 
and little family time, the Sbraccias didn’t view their 
lives as atypical; all their friends in Boston were living 
the same way. They were making good money, and 
they owned a beautiful, three-story Victorian home 
in Newton. 

So how did a Chicago girl and a South Shore boy 
go from being a Northeast power couple to whistling 
“Dixie”?

a moVing ExpERiEnCE

> Susan has accomplished a lot in life. She’s earned 
her bachelor’s, master’s, and JD degrees. She’s been 
a journalist, a prosecutor, a defense attorney, a wife, 
and a mother. That’s quite a list of achievements for 
a woman of 47.

But Susan is also winning her battle against cancer, 
and ironically, that fight has brought the Sbraccias to 
the most contented point in their lives.  

Five years ago, an older friend with a history of 
cancer in her family was urged by her doctor to get 
a colonoscopy. Seeing how terrified her friend was, 
Susan offered to go along for support, and in a move 
of solidarity, decided to undergo the test as well. At 
42, Susan was years away from needing a baseline 

WHEn you SPEnD youR nIgHtS In tHE MIDSt oF DRougHt, 

MuRDER, AnD PoLItICIAnS, It’S nICE to CoME HoME AnD JuSt 

WALK youR DogS. 

“the one question he 

posed which made 

me decide to do the 

chemo was, ‘How 

would you feel if this 

comes back and you 

can’t say you’ve  

done everything you 

can do?’”
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colonoscopy, and wasn’t anticipating her results to be 
of any concern.

“Hers was clean and mine wasn’t,” she says. “And 
you know immediately, because they just stop what 
they’re doing and tell you to go see your doctor.”

The doctor told Susan he thought she had a stage 
III tumor and he had to operate immediately. 

Luckily, the doctor was wrong. Although it looked 
as if the tumor had been growing for eight years, 
Susan was only in early stage II. The tumor had not 
breached the bowel walls and was completely visible 
and accessible, so the surgeon was confident he could 
remove it all. 

 “If I hadn’t helped my friend and gone for that test, 
I wouldn’t have lived long enough to undergo my own 
baseline colonoscopy,” Susan says, shaking her head 
at the irony of the situation.

There was some disagreement between the surgeon 
and oncologist about what Susan should do next, so 
she opted for chemotherapy. There is an 85 percent 
survival rate after surgery in stage II, and chemo-
therapy adds an extra two percent. “But when it’s your 
life you’re talking about, that’s two more percent,” says 
Susan. “The one question he posed which made me 
decide to do the chemo was, ‘How would you feel if 
this comes back and you can’t say you’ve done every-
thing you can do?’ ”

For Susan, the chemotherapy was the worst part of 
the whole experience. As the six months of treatments 
wore on, there were many days when she was unable 
to get out of bed. At the time, Steve was working the 
evening news shift, and in addition to the frequent 
overtime required for the job, he had taken on the 
cooking, childcare, and housework at home while 
Susan recovered. Because she is a private person, 
Susan had not shared her illness with many people 

outside her family, so the Sbraccias were handling all 
these challenges on their own. 

To make things worse, their health insurance cover-
age was spotty, and they were left with massive hos-
pital bills. Steve realized that if the cancer came back, 
they might not be able to pay the bills and keep the 
house on a single income, at least not in the Boston 
area. Susan came to the conclusion that even when 
she could go back to work full time, she didn’t want 
to. She wished to spend more time with her children 
and enjoy being a wife and mother. 

“We had been tossing around the idea of relocating 
for a while, but it was a nebulous thing,” says Steve. 
“Before Susan got sick, I was thinking we could buy 
a house somewhere, rent it out for a while, and then 
when I turned 60 we’d move down there and we’d 
have a mortgage-free existence.”

As luck would have it, a former colleague of Steve’s 
was an anchor at a Raleigh television station then, 
and he convinced Steve the area might make a good 
home. The couple flew down to spend a week living 
like the natives. 

For Steve, the move to North Carolina would be 
what most in the broadcast industry would consider 
a leap backward. He would be leaving a prestigious 
ABC-TV affiliate in a top-10 television market for a 
small station with the (now defunct) WB in the 29th 
market. 

“This was not how I envisioned ending my career in 
Boston, but I had to do it,” Steve says. “I got a cold slap 
in the face, a little wake-up call, and realized there are 
other things in life besides a career; you ought to take 
care of and spend some time with your family.”

Steve says he would have given up journalism and 
worked at Home Depot if it meant being able to 
spend more time with Susan and the girls; although 

he hoped to find a reporting job in Raleigh, he was 
prepared to make a career change if necessary.

Once the decision was made, fate intervened once 
again. Steve had a phone interview with a news di-
rector at a former colleague’s news station, but there 
were no openings at the time. Just minutes after the 
interview, however, a reporter quit, and Steve was of-
fered the job. The Sbraccias were ready to make their 
move.

gonE to CaRolina…

> North Carolina is not Boston, and for Steve and 
Susan, that’s simply perfect. 

The motto for the Sbraccias’ new hometown, Apex, 
is “the peak of good living,” and nothing could be truer 
for the entire family. In March 2006, the small sta-
tion Steve had been working for closed shop, but the 
following week he signed on with the local NBC-TV 
affiliate. He now works weekdays from 3:00 p.m. to 
11:00 p.m, so his schedule gives him time with his 
wife and their daughters during the day and on week-
ends. Susan is substitute teaching in the county’s ele-
mentary schools and was recently sworn in to practice 
law in North Carolina. Mackenzie is just 10 minutes 
away from the stable where she attends horseback 
riding several times a week, and Morgan is a devoted 
gymnast. 

Steve is enjoying a new kind of fulfillment in his 
work assignments as well, since local TV news in the 
Raleigh area generally has a more relaxed, magazine 
style of journalism.

“There’s less crime down here than in Boston, but 
when it does happen it’s usually these big, major sto-
ries. They don’t chase every little thing down here,” 
he explains. “I get more of my choice of stories to do 
down here. Maybe because I’m a little bit older now, 
and the run and gun was probably going to get a little 
stale, I can see myself getting as much satisfaction 
doing these kinds of stories, as opposed to doing every 
shooting and homicide.”

The Sbraccias have been Tar Heels for four years 
now, and they love it. They are thrilled that North 
Carolina is so child-focused, and both Susan and 
Steve are grateful to be able to spend quality time 
with their girls every day. They don’t miss the cold 
weather, or the harried work lives, or a historic home 
where no single repair job took less than several days 
to complete. Neither misses anything in Boston other 

than their friends, and possibly Building 19. Any sec-
ond thoughts about the move were quickly eradicated 
when North Carolina’s first Trader Joe’s opened only 
minutes from their house. Susan and Steve now find 
joy in driving their girls to the school bus stop, wait-
ing for dinner to finish cooking in the smoker, daily 
walks and bike rides around their American Arts 
and Crafts-style neighborhood, and board games on 
Sunday nights. 

Susan has been in remission for four years and is 
just a year away from being considered “in the clear.” 
The girls are growing up and they need her less, so 
she is thinking about practicing law again, although 
she doubts it will be full time. 

 “When you are looking at the possibility of not 
being here, that changes your perspective on how 
you’re going to do what you’re going to do,” she says. 

pinE ConE StEW anD DEER piE

> It’s not the sunflowers that greet you at the curb, 
the rocking chairs on the front porch, or even Max 
and Corey’s chipper barking that lets visitors know 
they’ve entered a happy home. Friends who drop by 
are immediately drawn into the family’s lives, and 
Steve’s and Susan’s accomplishments outside the 
household fade into the background. Although their 
home office is immediately on your right when you 
enter the house, you probably won’t notice it. While 
it holds Susan’s diplomas and Steve’s “Wall of Shame” 
(a career’s worth of photos, awards, press passes, and 
other mementos of his life in the news business), your 
hosts will hustle you through the entryway into the 
heart of the home, the family room. A photo of Steve 
with Harry Reasoner and Sean Connery in the back-
ground during Pope John Paul’s first visit to the States 
hardly seems important when you can play with the 
dogs, spend time with the kids, compare notes on 
which grocery stores are best, and discuss the 1903 
Steinway piano that no one plays. 

The Sbraccias haven’t been back up north to visit 
yet, although friends often ask when they’re moving 
back. 

“To all our friends up north: life’s pretty good down 
here. It ain’t all pine cone stew and deer pie,” declares 
Steve. 

“I told you to stop saying that!" Susan scolds play-
fully. “People are going to read this and then every-
body will be moving down here!” S

“I got a cold slap 

in the face, a little 

wake-up call, and 

realized there are 

other things in life 

besides a career.” 

“When you are 

looking at the 

possibility of not 

being here, that 

changes your 

perspective on 

how you’re going 

to do what you’re 

going to do.” 
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