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Nelson Rockefeller’s other woman — and me

Sage Stossel is an Atlantic contributing writer and author of the children’s book “On the Loose in Boston.’’

sage stossel

By Megan Marshall

I t was bound to happen. as soon asMeganMar-
shack’s name hit the headlines again recently, a
friend wrote to check in withme. This time, the
news was of the otherMegan’s death, at age 70—

my age, too. For amoment, my friend toldme, she
thought i had died.

Back in 1979, whenMeganMarshack and i were 25-
year-olds and her namewas in the news in connection
with nelson Rockefeller’s death, there weren’t many
otherMegans, let aloneMeganMarshacks orMegan
Marshalls. That was beginning to change. The publica-
tion in 1977 of colleenMccullough’s “The Thorn Birds,”
with its heroineMeghann cleary, australia’s bestselling
novel of all time, followed by the star-studded aBcmini-
series of the same title in 1983, spawned thousands of
pint-sizedMeghanns orMegans orMeagans.

But it would take those girls a couple of decades to
grow up and experience anything like what their name-
sake had been through: a doomed love affair with amar-
riedman.Meaghann of “The Thorn Birds” fell for a
catholic priest married to the church.MeganMarshack,
as published rumor had it, was living it out in the pres-
ent with her boss, former vice president and four-term
new york governor nelson Rockefeller, married to an-
other woman. The circumstances of his death nearmid-
night on a Friday in January 1979 instantly became the
subject of prurient speculation:whywasMegan, rather
than his chauffeur as the first reports claimed, with him
in hisManhattan office when he suffered a fatal heart at-
tack? she would not answer the question, and no one
was ever able to find out.

in addition to sharing a name,MeganMarshack and
i had eerily similar resumes. i was born and raised in
california, too; i was living on the East coast as an as-
piring journalist; i’d worked at one time as
a research or “staff assistant,” asMarshack
was initially identified, to amuch older fa-
mousman.was it any wonder that many of
themostly male editors i interviewedwith
for full-time work in the late 1970s and ear-
ly ’80s simply couldn’t believe i wasn’t the
MeganMarshack?wouldn’t MeganMar-
shack, after all the scandal, want to alter her
name?

But she didn’t. i admired that about her,
even as i sometimes cursed her for standing
in the way of my own career. i didn’t get
those jobs, only leering grins across the pro-
spective boss’s desk and invitations to
lunch. could they see insideme? Did they
somehow know that i, too, harbored secrets likeMegan
Marshack’s? Onlymine weren’t as romantic as the ones
alluded to in the obituaryMarshack wrote in advance of
her death, which seemed to hint at her feelings for Rock-
efeller: “won’t forget, can’t regret,” she concluded, quot-
ing the song “what i Did for love” from “a chorus
line.”

From today’s perspective, my predatory paramours
could fill a #MeToo court docket: the recently divorced
college professor who luredme into bed one night near
the end of the semester after i’d spent the evening
babysitting his son; themusic teacher, a well-known

concert artist, who felt for my bra clasp as i sat at the
keyboard; and yes, the then-famousman,my employer,
with whom i’d had amonthslong, dubiously consensual
affair. he punchedme in the arm and then stomped on
my foot as i tried to break off the relationship, at last
more frightened by him than about wheremy next dol-

lar would come from.
was it this that causedme to commit to

a freelance working life, to writing books
alone inmy office at home rather than con-
tinuing to seek full-time jobs? at least at
first, MeganMarshack provedmore thick-
skinned than i was in braving her far great-
er portion of lurid curiosity. i was relieved
to learn, in reading her obituary, that she’d
remained inManhattan after Rockefeller’s
death, working for cBsnews, covering the
sarajevowinter Olympics in 1984 and oth-
er international and domestic stories as a
reporter, and then as the “hard news pro-
ducer” for late night local news. But in
1998, the year the clinton-lewinsky scan-

dal broke, she retreated to california to write for the
PlacervilleMountain Democrat. had the press begun to
hound her again as another young woman’s name domi-
nated the headlines in a shockingmash-up of sex and
politics?

i knew Placerville from childhood— oldhangtown,
they called it, for a triple execution carried out in 1849
at the height of the Gold Rush. it was wheremy family
stopped to stock up on provisions en route to summer
vacations in the sierras — a good place to settle, i could
imagine, if you wanted to write for a small town news-
paper that wasn’t going to fold and to live among people

who didn’t care about your East coast past. Themoun-
tain air was clear, and forest fires not yet a serious risk.
shemarried a colleague, and they had two decades to-
gether, until her husband’s death last year in a car acci-
dent. Marshack’s own death in a nursing home from liv-
er and kidney failure suggests she experienced some
hard times.

“The deepest feeling always shows itself in silence;
not in silence, but restraint,” wrote the poetMarianne
Moore. The lifelong silenceMarshackmaintained about
her relationship with Rockefeller, even if possibly sealed
with an nDa and a check drawn on a robber baron’s leg-
acy, spoke of an old-fashioned affair, set in aManhattan
brownstone, conducted in a fur coat and with DomPéri-
gnon, and carried on over a period of years with “the
most caring and considerate boss i’vemet”: that crea-
ture of the irretrievable past, a liberal Republican.

how civilized, even enviable! nothing like the sexual
hazing i experienced at 18 and 20, the price of admis-
sion to the workplace for all toomany young women
then. nothing like the Oval Office tryst that derailed
Monica lewinsky, as she has lately written; or the porn
star coupling of the only former president to have been
found guilty of rape in a court of law.

i’ve never publicly identified the offenders inmy
past, not wanting to revisit the vulnerability i felt 50
years ago.wouldn’t it be nice to thinkMeganMar-
shack’s silence concealed somethingmore noble: love?

MeganMarshall is the author of three biographies,
including “Margaret Fuller: A New American Life.” Her
essay collection, “After Lives: On Biography and the
Mysteries of the HumanHeart,” will be published in
February.
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Similar names, very different lives: One of these women, Megan Marshack, left, unofficially landed a
former vice president. The other, Megan Marshall, officially landed a Pulitzer Prize.
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