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			Now there are some things we all know, but we don’t take’m out and look at’m very often. We all know that something is eternal. And it ain’t houses and it ain’t names, and it ain’t earth, and it ain’t even the stars…everybody knows in their bones that something is eternal, and that something has to do with human beings.

				—Our Town
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			1.

			“EVERYTHING MOVES”

			 

			THE EXPOSITION

			This book is called This Is Chance! It was written by Jon Mooallem, published by Random House, edited by Andy Ward.

			It tells the story of a single catastrophic weekend in a faraway town, and of the people who lived through it: ordinary women and men who—when the most powerful earthquake ever measured in North America struck, just before sundown on Good Friday, 1964—found themselves thrown into a jumbled and ruthlessly unpredictable world they did not recognize. They would spend the next few days figuring out, together, how to make a home in it again.

			The name of the town is Anchorage, Alaska—a blotch of Western civilization in the middle of emptiness. In those days, the state of Alaska was still brand-new and often disregarded as a kind of free-floating addendum to the rest of America. But Anchorage was Alaska’s biggest and proudest city, a community whose “essential spirit,” one visitor wrote, “reached aggressively and greedily to grasp the future, impatient with any suggestion that such things take time.” It was a modern-day frontier town that imagined it was a metropolis, straining to make itself real.

			
			That determination made it difficult for those living in Anchorage to recognize how indifferently the city they were building could be knocked down—to imagine that, early one Friday evening, the very ground beneath them might rear up and shake their town like “a dog shaking an animal he’s killed,” as one man later described it. Even while the earth was moving, the ferocious strangeness of what was happening to Anchorage was hard for people to internalize or accept. Buildings keeled off their foundations, slumped in on themselves, split in half, or sank. Four-foot-high ground waves rolled through the roads as though the pavement were liquid. A city of infallible right angles buckled and bent.

			It wasn’t as though, before the quake, people in Anchorage pictured these things happening and dismissed them as impossible; they just never pictured them. They couldn’t. More to the point: Why would they? Like all of us, they looked around and registered what they saw as stable and permanent: a world that just was.

			But there are moments when the world we take for granted instantaneously changes; when reality is abruptly upended and the unimaginable overwhelms real life. We don’t walk around thinking about that instability, but we know it’s always there: at random, and without warning, a kind of terrible magic can switch on and scramble our lives.

			As LIFE magazine would put it afterward, struggling to explain the hidden volatility that caused the quake, “Somewhere, the earth is quivering all the time.”

			

			—

			
			THIS FIRST CHAPTER OF the book shows an afternoon in town one month before the disaster—by way of introduction. The date was Sunday, February 23, 1964; the time, just before one p.m.

			All of Anchorage, it seemed, had gathered on Fourth Avenue for the last day of Fur Rendezvous, a weeklong winter carnival that enveloped downtown. Fur Rendezvous was one of the longest-running traditions in a community that didn’t have many traditions yet, something for the burgeoning city to look forward to in the coldest, loneliest stretch of winter. Over the years, the exposition’s organizers had kept heaping on more activities and amusements until, by now, Fur Rendezvous had swelled into a kind of ramshackle Mardi Gras of the North. There were auctions, craft markets, concerts, carnival rides, pony rides, go-kart races, ski races, a beard-growing contest, and a homemade fur hat competition. There were beauty pageants and dances, and appearances by out-of-town celebrities like “television’s first flying cowboy,” the “King of Organ Sounds,” and a dog purported to be the actual Lassie, who had jetted into Anchorage in her own first-class seat. The Girl Scouts were selling cotton candy. The Boy Scouts were selling hot dogs. The Mormon Church was also selling hot dogs. And this year, Fur Rendezvous was proud to present its first-ever judo tournament.

			That Sunday afternoon, everyone had come out for the races. The deciding heat of the World Championship Sled Dog Races was about to start, the finale of each year’s Fur Rendezvous week. Dog mushers would dart along a twenty-five-mile trail through the streets of Anchorage, then east into the foothills of the Chugach Mountains and back again—starting and finishing right here, on Fourth Avenue, in the heart of downtown.

			
			After a week of excitement, the orderliness and decorum of the crowd was beginning to fray. Spectators spilled far beyond the bleachers set up on either side of the road. Kids clambered up a sprawling mountain ash tree to get a better view, moving rambunctiously, snapping off limbs. At one point, a chagrined city employee counted eighty adults standing on the roof of the log cabin in front of city hall. “They have estimated the crowd at twelve thousand people,” announced a debonair man named Ty Clark, covering the races for local radio station KENI. “Twelve thousand people!” Clark sounded astonished—but more than astonished, pleased. All afternoon, in fact, he would have an almost superstitious tic of emphasizing for listeners how very big this event in Anchorage was, and the formidable bigness of Anchorage in general. “This is the one time of year—the only time of the year,” he noted, “that we ever get that many people into the business district of Alaska’s largest city.”

			KENI’s live coverage of the sled-dog races had become its own big and freewheeling tradition, stretching far beyond what seemed possible for a small-market AM station in the middle of Alaska at the time. The station had virtually its entire staff—thirty-two people—working that Sunday and was broadcasting from nine different locations along the route, as well as from its helicopter, the KENI Kopter, circling overhead. They’d also deployed a couple of television cameras to simulcast on KENI-TV, Anchorage channel 2. And for the first time, KENI was relaying its coverage of the races to the small town of Cordova, 150 miles away. “It gets bigger and better every year!” Ty said.

			
			Ty was anchoring the broadcast from the starting line on Fourth Avenue alongside his boss, Alvin O. Bramstedt, who had helped launch KENI in 1948, then taken over the station and aggressively built it up. KENI was now the flagship of Alaska’s largest radio network, Midnight Sun Broadcasters Incorporated, which included sister stations in Fairbanks, Ketchikan, and Juneau. Bramstedt, the network’s president and majority owner, had become one of Anchorage’s most prominent businessmen. Around town, everyone knew him as “Bram.”

			He was a tall and polished-looking man, despite the rheumatoid arthritis that had been breaking down his body since his twenties. At forty-six, his hands were craggy and stiff. He hobbled instead of walked; his legs were like lumber. Still, he never complained. He seemed to move through the city in a vapor of his own cheerfulness and sincerity, verging on sappiness. His faith in Alaska’s future was unconditional; his love of America, and belief that it must beat back the threat of communism, was absolute. (Bram was convinced that at least one or two of his staff at KENI were Soviet spies; it wasn’t that anyone seemed particularly suspicious, but he took for granted that the Russians were infiltrating American media, and these were just the odds.) And though Bram reveled in competition—for years, he’d been paying his young son fifty cents an hour to watch Anchorage’s only other television channel and make a list of every commercial, so that KENI might poach its advertisers—his main rival had also been the best man at his wedding and remained one of his closest friends.

			Bram had always considered broadcasting more of a public service than a business. It was the cornerstone of any decent democracy, with a responsibility to educate the public and the capacity to bind a community together. KENI reflected those ideals. It was arguably the most successful of Anchorage’s five commercial radio stations and clearly the one most enmeshed with civic life. Its headquarters were a city landmark, housed inside the grand Fourth Avenue Theatre building in the center of downtown, with the KENI television tower shooting skyward from the roof and visible for blocks. The station’s newscasters were well-known personalities and zipped through town to run down breaking news in the KENI Kamper, a squat camping trailer retrofitted into a mobile studio.

			
			They were covering a city still in the process of inventing itself. Anchorage had been established only fifty years earlier, in 1915, when a couple thousand workers arriving to build the Alaska railroad pitched a huddle of tents on the shores of Ship Creek. The population had exploded at the start of the Cold War, sparked by military buildup at the army and air force bases north of town, but it wasn’t until 1959, when the territory of Alaska became America’s forty-ninth state, that the society Alaskans were building started to feel more secure. Before long, Anchorage was being described as the fastest-growing city in America, possibly in the world.

			By early 1964, the population in and around the city had grown to nearly a hundred thousand people—almost half of Alaska’s total. There were two daily newspapers, a couple of movie houses, and, mixed among the seedy bars and motels on Fourth Avenue, a few genuinely upscale restaurants and businesses, including the fourteen-story Westward Hotel. Even as some people still lived in crude, homemade shacks or surplus military Quonset huts, an impressive ridgetop enclave of stylish, upper-middle-class homes had recently risen on the city’s western edge: a bona fide suburban-feeling neighborhood called Turnagain by the Sea. Still, it was becoming obvious the economic boom that had started with statehood was petering out, and it was unclear whether anything truly sustainable had taken hold. The state’s big oil strikes wouldn’t happen for another five years. For the moment, the city’s entire economy still seemed to run mostly on optimism and pluck. It was easy to worry that Anchorage was a bubble that could pop, if it wasn’t already silently deflating.

			
			A mix of aspiration and insecurity had started to color everything happening in Anchorage. Each new construction or business opening came to feel monumental—a bit more proof to people that their community was real. The new J. C. Penney building downtown, completed one year earlier, felt like an especially dignified arrival. It was one of the first major chain retailers to believe in Alaska enough to build in the state, and nothing, apparently, signaled a sophisticated civilization rising out of the wilderness like a five-story department store full of undergarments and blenders. “There is no doubt that civilization is rapidly enveloping Anchorage,” Bram insisted in a recent on-air editorial, as though saying so frequently enough ensured it stayed true. “A tent city in the Ship Creek flats a few short years ago is now a sprawling metropolis.”

			Bram often delivered a kind of fireside chat for the community, called “News in Depth,” to open or close the evening news. In the run-up to this year’s Fur Rendezvous, he had used one of those segments to take stock of the astonishing evolution he’d witnessed in Alaska since broadcasting his first sled-dog race twenty-four years earlier. He summarized the role of sled dogs in the settling of the territory—how they carried mail and information across the vacant landscape, like living precursors of KENI’s radio waves—and paid florid tribute to them as “aristocrats of the unbroken trail.” Bram found, in both the sled dogs and the men who mushed them, a metaphor for life in Alaska, even in these modern times—for the spirit of cooperation and persistence that living there still required, for the “courage and stouthearted stamina” that drove Alaskans forward. Alaskans understood, Bram argued, that they were “all in the same harness,” pulling together.

			
			Now, with eight minutes to go before race time downtown, Ty Clark reminded KENI listeners that Bram would be giving an encore reading of that editorial at the annual Mushers Banquet that evening. “And let’s be truthful about it,” Ty told his boss. “You received a lot of requests for copies of that, did you not?”

			“That’s true,” Bram said bashfully. “No copyright, either. I just give it away to all my friends!”

			The two men had an easy rapport. Bram was the folksy and nostalgic one; Ty was looser, a decade younger, and probably the most bacchanalian member of KENI’s close-knit fraternal order. One weekend, after the station’s staff packed onto a small plane to cover a sporting event in another town, they spent the flight home drinking champagne and singing “Tiny Bubbles,” and it was Ty who led the choir, staggering up the aisle to refill everyone’s cups. At the sled-dog races, Bram teased him on-air for being KENI’s “playboy.” “He really doesn’t work for a living,” Bram said. “He just sort of hangs around.”

			Still, Bram liked Ty. He respected him. And this would make it difficult, a few years later, when Ty’s drinking finally got to be too much and Bram had to fire him. Bram was no teetotaler. His friends at the station couldn’t keep covering for him. And after Bram let him go, no one else in Anchorage seemed eager to hire him, either.

			
			Bram died first, in 1991. Ty would pass away two years later, at age sixty-six, after a diagnosis of liver cancer. “I wasn’t surprised, really,” he confessed, shortly before his death.

			He had resurrected his radio career in a small community on Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula, where he hosted a call-in show called Sound Off for twenty years. His cancer was inoperable—it ate into his lungs, gallbladder, kidneys, and abdomen, too—and he refused chemotherapy. He had no inclination to travel anywhere, or see anything new. “I just want to do the things that Ty Clark has always done,” Ty said.

			He kept doing Sound Off every morning until, one morning, he didn’t.

			

			—

			“OK, THERE WE GO!” Ty hollered gleefully. “It’s one o’clock—dog-mushing time!”

			A countdown blared over the public-address system, riling the dogs. Then the pistol fired and the mushers, released in staggered starts, went streaking down the center of Fourth Avenue behind a noisy blur of fur and legs. Anyone who’d managed to find a place to sit on the roadside stood up. Then, one by one, the dog teams turned right on Cordova Street and sprinted out of view.

			From there, the race wound through the city’s eastern neighborhoods and skirted the campus of Alaska Methodist University. The new liberal arts school was not yet four years old and preparing to graduate its first full senior class: fifty-one students. The university’s founders imagined their new institution, without irony, as a “Harvard of the North,” a cultural hub that would enrich the entire city by forwarding the ongoing Alaskan project of opening unexplored frontiers; in Anchorage, they felt, the last remaining frontiers were intellectual and artistic. That February, the city’s community theater troupe was rehearsing a production of Our Town in a converted lecture hall on campus. A half century later, a woman who’d worked on the crew as a student at the university would lean back in her easy chair, search her imperfect memory, and swear that if you crammed into a particular window near the theater, you could spot the dogsled teams shooting by as they headed into the mountains.

			
			Our Town was being directed by the school’s speech and drama professor, Frank Brink. For nearly twenty years, Brink had been the eccentric impresario of Anchorage’s bustling community theater scene. One of his actors called him “our Moses of the stage.” He was insatiable and prolific, staging everything from Shakespeare to Fiddler on the Roof, and managing to produce as many as fifty plays and readings in a single year, all with casts of untrained locals. Every Christmas, Brink also performed his own one-man adaptation of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, broadcast live on KENI-TV. It was his gift to Anchorage, he said, and a beloved holiday tradition. He wore a tuxedo and bifocals and played twenty-six different characters by himself.

			Our Town was Brink’s favorite American play. It was written by Thornton Wilder and follows ordinary life in a small New England town at the turn of the twentieth century. Like this book, it has three acts, set on three different days.

			
			The plot of Our Town is slow-moving and sometimes dismissed as hokey—a piece of simpleminded Americana. But those who know the play intimately, like Brink did, understand that there’s a chastening edge to Wilder’s script—beginning with his invention of the “Stage Manager” character, who speaks directly to the audience throughout the evening, narrating the story.

			The Stage Manager is a cryptic creation; the most basic stuff about him can’t be immediately discerned. Does he live in the town? Apparently. He knows the other characters onstage and chats with them freely. Yet he also knows that everything that’s happening around him is theater. He tells the audience so right away, in the first lines of his opening monologue. Wilder even left blank spaces in the script for the actor to fill in, so that each production of Our Town could be personalized for the community performing it. When the play opened in Anchorage, for example, Brink’s Stage Manager was supposed to say: “This play is called Our Town. It was written by Thornton Wilder; produced by the Alaska Methodist University Theater; directed by Frank Brink.”

			That Sunday, as the dog teams pounded by, opening night was one month away. Brink would be putting on the play over Easter weekend.

			

			—

			AS THE MUSHERS DOUBLED back from the foothills toward Anchorage again, a part-time reporter for KENI named Genie Chance was parked in her two-door Chevrolet, with a PRESS placard in the windshield, staking out the radio station’s checkpoint at the top of Cordova Hill.

			
			She was relieved she’d made it in time. Genie was the only woman covering the races for KENI and had been given a complicated assignment by her bosses that afternoon. She’d started the day at this same spot. But once the first wave of mushers passed and she’d broadcast her play-by-play, she had to pack up her vehicle and scramble to a checkpoint farther along on the route—threading through the traffic choking several miles of icy roads—before the dog teams plowed by her again. Then, while the mushers traversed the mountain trail and headed back toward the city, Genie had to do it all over again, in reverse, returning to her first checkpoint in time to describe them tearing toward the finish line on Fourth Avenue.

			Somehow, she managed it. In fact, she’d made it back with time to spare and was now taking it upon herself to enforce some kind of fuzzy perimeter around the race course. The crowd had parked haphazardly on the shoulder of the road. Kids were milling absentmindedly in the way. “Please, please get off the trail!” Genie pleaded with the crowd. “Keep all children off the trail!”

			Genie had moved to Alaska from Texas with her husband and three small children five years earlier—“just to see for ourselves,” she would later explain, “if it really was the great land of plenty and opportunity that everybody said it was.” She was thirty-seven years old, lithe and bewitchingly beautiful, with short, wavy blond hair and high-cut bangs. Her expression often slipped, reflexively, into a solicitous smile or a sly half smirk, each one carrying its own charisma.

			“I’m one of those people with an insatiable curiosity who wants to understand in depth what someone else is doing, thinking, or talking about,” Genie wrote. Professionally, she was relentless—a newshound—and, since taking the job at KENI a year and a half earlier, had transformed herself into an industrious roving reporter. She ranged all over the greater Anchorage area, covering crime, courts, and city hall, and ventured farther afield as well. She reported from crab boats, missile sites, military training camps, and Inuit villages; when a party of polar bear hunters went missing or a bush pilot crashed, Genie would embed with the Civil Air Patrol and cover the search. One night, while recovering from pneumonia, she dashed to the scene of a building fire and had to be talked out of climbing one of the fire ladders with her tape recorder. Sometimes, she turned this reporting into copy for one of the station’s male announcers to read, but often it was her own voice on the air, relayed live from the VHF radio unit in her car. She was said to be the first female newscaster in the state. In Anchorage, one of her coworkers wrote, everyone knew “that when something happens, their Genie will be right there, on the spot, night or day, telling them all about it.” Her voice was part of the fabric of daily life in the city. So was her signature sign-off: “This is Genie Chance, KENI News on the Go!”

			
			She frequently disarmed the people she interviewed, or flat-out intimidated them; she was a woman who bore the conspicuous burden of always being fully and unflaggingly herself. But that unappeasable grit was often mistaken for pushiness or nastiness—a working mother wasn’t supposed to be so driven. Many of the men at KENI dismissed her as stuck-up, or dramatic, or incapable of laughing at herself—so they made a pastime of teasing her. “She was kind of obnoxious,” one colleague would remember. “Her attitude was, ‘Don’t bother me.’ ”

			
			Genie tried to be gracious and stoic, to do what was expected of her without complaint; this, she believed, was the only way to defuse the discomfort of the men around her. At the end of the sled-dog races that afternoon, she would sign off by thanking not only all the KENI listeners and spectators, but Bram and Ty, too, “for allowing this little gal to be a part of the biggest broadcast crew ever assembled for a special events broadcast in Alaska!” She was also sure to thank her husband, Winston—“for his permission.”

			In retrospect, Genie was snared in a paradox a lot like the one in which the city of Anchorage found itself: insecure enough to feel like she still had something to prove, but also impatient, because she knew she was proving it. Even later, after the earthquake, when she became briefly famous around the world, The Washington Post would celebrate her as “an Alaskan housewife and mother of three children who does a man-sized job with a radio microphone.”

			Eventually, when Genie died, Alaska’s governor would order flags in the state to be flown at half-staff. Right now, though, she was merely waiting—parked at the top of Cordova Hill, watching the dogsled trail below for the first flash of action. Finally, the two leading mushers emerged from the woods, neck and neck, and barreled onto the open road below her. Each man leapt off his sled and began sprinting alongside his dogs on foot, to lessen the animals’ load as they pushed uphill. The crowd got louder. The KENI Kopter beat overhead. Genie was shouting now—she had to. Her voice was brittle with anticipation, about to break. “Everybody stay back!” she hollered. “Here they come!”

			Sometimes the future falls open without warning. The earthquake, when it came, would knock people’s lives off-kilter with such brutalizing abruptness that its power seemed to reverberate forever. Some people, like Genie, would find their lives oriented differently in its aftermath. Others would discover their entire worldview had changed. More than half a century later, an attorney in Anchorage would explain, “Even now, I can look at this solid ground out my window and know it’s not permanent. It can change anytime. It just moves. Everything moves.”

			
			Anyway, this is who everyone was, and where everything stood, before what it stood on moved.
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			2.

			“GOING IN ALL DIRECTIONS AT ONCE CONSTANTLY”

			 

			A LONG DAY WINDS DOWN

			Genie Chance sat at the typewriter in her bedroom, returning a letter from an acquaintance in Juneau. She was stealing some time alone before fixing dinner for her family. It was Good Friday evening, a little before five thirty—the beginning of Easter weekend. Her long day appeared to be winding down.

			Genie had set out for Anchorage’s Public Safety Building that morning around seven a.m., like she did every morning, to sift through the police department’s overnight logs and booking slips, looking for news stories. For all the freedom and conviviality that life at the far edge of the continent fostered, parts of Anchorage still retained an unruly frontier-town atmosphere, and every morning, Genie found herself sorting through fresh reports of assaults and robberies, or flare-ups at the bars on the rougher end of Fourth Avenue, where the city’s most troubled and impoverished residents hung out and drank. “We had two murders in one week,” Genie had joked in a recent letter to her parents back in Texas. “No armed robberies for some time, though. This town must be getting tame.” One recurring phenomenon, she noticed, involved men getting drunk, convincing themselves their wives had cheated on them, and shooting them. “Alaskan divorce,” she called it.

			
			The rundown at the police station that morning was relatively un-dramatic. There had been a car accident and a botched liquor store holdup. An ambulance had shuttled a teenager with a broken arm to Presbyterian Hospital. A man named Hans Shade had been taking out the garbage when a larger man, whom he’d tussled with two weeks earlier, stepped out of the shadows, said “Hey fella,” and stuck a pocketknife in Shade’s side. And a fifty-eight-year-old transient man, looking for a place to spend the night, had walked into the police station and proposed he be booked on a charge of public drunkenness. When the cop working the counter asked if the man had any alcohol on him, he said, “No, but if you’ll wait just a minute, I’ll take care of that.” Then he disappeared and returned swigging a bottle of wine.

			Genie scrawled all the details in her notebook and threw together a report. Typically, she’d go outside to the parking lot, patch into KENI from the VHF unit in her car, and summarize the overnight crime for the early morning newscast. Then, around eight o’clock, she’d head to work at the station’s studios, six blocks away.

			Officially, Genie worked at KENI four hours a day, returning home when her two younger children came back from school for lunch. But as a news reporter, she was constantly on call and was, by now, “accustomed to being in the middle of everything,” she wrote. She felt a certain jolt whenever her telephone rang at an odd hour, or a tinny voice called for her on the two-way radio in her car, or her Message Mate, the primitive pager the station’s engineers had outfitted her with, began to buzz. Even when there wasn’t any breaking news, Genie would often leave her children in the afternoon and go back to KENI anyway, to take on extra projects. Lately, she’d been ghostwriting some of Bram’s “News in Depth” commentaries. It was an opportunity for Genie to write more expressively, to research and spotlight causes she believed in or poke fun at the ineptitude of local politicians. Those editorials felt personal to her, even if Bram wound up delivering them on camera, and she could feel her writing getting sharper and more confident as time went on. Bram seemed to be noticing, too. “Jean Chance! Great!” he’d scrawled in a note to her, passing on an appreciative letter from a viewer—which was encouraging, even if Bram had misspelled her name.

			
			Recently, Bram had returned to the KENI studios from a two-week trip to the Lower 48 and asked for a word with Genie. He’d been at a Federal Communications Commission conference in Seattle, he explained, and had hit it off with one of the FCC commissioners. It paid for a station owner like Bram to cozy up to the government regulators, so when the commissioner mentioned he was from Bonham, Texas, Bram leapt at the opportunity to tell him that his newsgirl at KENI, Genie Chance, was from that same small town.

			It turned out that the commissioner—his name was Bob Bartley—was a friend of Genie’s father, and had impressive things to say about her family. Her father was a judge; they weren’t wealthy people, but educated and well regarded in that part of Texas. It seemed clear to Genie, from the way Bram recounted the story, that the respectability of her roots had surprised him; he hadn’t necessarily expected Genie to come from people who knew people like FCC commissioners. She also recognized the leverage this connection gave her with her boss, and intuited exactly how she ought to play it. “Oh, I forgot all about Bob being an FCC commissioner,” Genie told Bram. She was careful to sound nonchalant, which impressed him even more.

			
			Bram went on. To endear himself to Bartley in Seattle, he’d played up Genie’s tremendous talent and importance at KENI, and the respect everyone at the station had for this capable daughter of Bonham. But it was as though Bram had performed some kind of sorcery on himself just by saying that out loud, because he’d apparently returned to Anchorage convinced that Genie was tremendously important to KENI, and feeling that he should be capitalizing more on her talent. He explained to Genie that he was planning an expansion of the Midnight Sun network’s news-gathering operation and wanted to send her on regular trips down to Juneau to cover state politics and the legislature. He would broadcast her reporting from the capital on all of Midnight Sun’s radio stations, across the state.

			Genie felt vindicated. Also, annoyed. (“I’ve been with him two years,” she later wrote. “He knew what I could do.”) Still, she couldn’t possibly travel as much as Bram was proposing. As ambitious as she was, her husband and three children came first. That evening, when she told Winston about the conversation, she was already searching for a diplomatic way to turn the promotion down.

			Winston Chance Sr.—Big Winston, as Genie often called him—sold used cars, though not particularly well. He was a brawny and good-looking man, with humongous, meaty bear paws for hands. “They were kind of an odd couple,” a friend would remember. “She was so bright and wonderful, and he was…just a big, good guy.” Few people outside the family knew Winston well, but at home he was affectionate and playful—as long as he wasn’t drinking. Genie’s sisters told her they wished they’d married a man like Winston: He helped cook. He did laundry. He loved to dance. Sometimes, on school holidays, he’d take the kids with him to the car lot so Genie could work without disruption.

			
			Winston was proud of Genie’s career, even as he was starting to find himself in the vulnerable position of being outshone by his own wife. The previous summer, for their sixteenth wedding anniversary, he bought Genie an unconscionably expensive portable tape recorder, hoping it might encourage her to tackle freelance projects that were more ambitious than her daily news reports for KENI. And only a few weeks after Genie started working at the station, when she was invited to fly along with smokejumpers fighting a wildfire and spun into a panic, it was Winston who, in his own bullheaded way, bucked her up and got her out the door. “If you’re going to play the game with the big boys, you have to act like one,” Winston told her. “Don’t complain and don’t ask for special treatment. If they can take it, you can too.” Ever since then, if Genie felt her courage faltering, she’d repeat those words to herself.

			In the end, Winston encouraged Genie to take Bram’s promotion, despite the time away from home it would demand. “We’ll still be a family,” he said, “and we’ve always managed to stay one somehow.” Still, she’d had that conversation with Bram two weeks ago, and they hadn’t discussed the new job since. After returning from Seattle, Bram immediately got swept up preparing for another, bigger trip, and Genie, not wanting to force the issue, figured they’d return to it as soon as he got back. Bram was traveling to Japan this time, as part of a goodwill and trade delegation of Alaskan businessmen. They’d departed for Tokyo early that Good Friday morning.

			

			—

			
			GENIE FED ANOTHER SHEET of letterhead into her typewriter. Once she got writing a letter, it was hard to stop. Her days were harried and split awkwardly between home and work—“I’m sure there must be times that it appears that we are going in all directions at once constantly,” she’d written to her sister earlier that week—and hiding out upstairs with her typewriter before dinner, sitting under her hairdryer, felt like an indulgence. Writing letters was as much a way for Genie to collect her thoughts as to share them. Most often, she wrote to her parents in Texas and her two sisters. But even now, typing this letter to a government employee in Juneau, whom she’d only recently befriended while reporting a story, she had shot off on a long, emphatic tangent. Genie was letting loose with inside jokes and mischievous nicknames for the man’s coworkers, reeling off homespun aphorisms and paraphrased bits of Shakespeare. She was clacking away, charging onto a fourth page, when her thirteen-year-old son, Winston Jr., appeared at her bedroom door.

			Wins had a problem. He had his swimming class the next morning and had forgotten to buy a copy of the Red Cross lifesaving manual he was supposed to bring. The bookstore downtown, the Book Cache, didn’t close until six o’clock, he told Genie. And it was about five thirty now. They still had time—if she would drive him.

			
			Genie looked up from her typewriter. Wins was a sweet boy, gangly, with thick glasses. He’d spent the previous weekend moping around the house, disgusted with himself because he hadn’t made the Junior National Honor Society. He had actually made it—the school counselor had just asked Genie to keep it a secret until the day of the induction ceremony—but the episode laid bare the very essence of Wins: he was sensitive, determined, way too hard on himself. And right now, he was most likely reprimanding himself for forgetting to buy the swimming book more effectively than Genie could.

			Still, it was maddening: Genie had just been downtown with her daughter. In fact, they’d been two doors away from the Book Cache, at J. C. Penney, browsing the girls’ separates department. “Well,” Genie told Wins, exasperated, “I’ll finish my letter when we get back, and we’ll get down there. But please, for heaven’s sake, when you have to have something, don’t wait till the last minute. You’ve known for a week you had to have it!” She stood up from her desk and threw on a skirt and sweater, leaving the unfinished letter in her typewriter as she headed downstairs.

			Genie’s eleven-year-old son, Albert, was watching television in the living room, and preferred not to budge. The science fiction puppet show Fireball XL5 was just starting. “We shouldn’t be gone more than five minutes,” Genie told him. Big Winston was still at work, and Genie’s youngest, eight-year-old Jan, was at the neighbor’s house. “If Jan comes home,” Genie instructed Albert, “she’s to stay here with you until we get back.” Then Genie pulled on her boots and parka and marshaled Wins into the car.

			The three kids were accustomed to taking care of themselves, and Genie was impressed by how dependable and grown-up they were becoming. Several months earlier, while Genie slept off the pain of a major dental surgery, she’d been moved to discover a different Chance child at her bedside, peering at her over a book, each time she flitted back into consciousness. The three siblings had decided to take shifts, keeping watch to make sure the ice packs didn’t slide off their mother’s cheek.

			
			Whatever pride Genie took in their self-sufficiency was also undercut by guilt. She knew her kids were growing independent out of necessity, because she wasn’t around as much as other mothers were. Genie had worked other jobs in the years she and Winston had been married, but she’d never given herself over to her work the way she did now at KENI. And while she was growing accustomed to grinding against tradition, she didn’t do it cavalierly, or without apprehension. She worried about what kind of mother she was, and what kind of example she was setting—particularly for her little girl, Jan. “I’m out having the time of my life,” Genie confessed in a letter to her mother, “but what will it do to her?”

			Down in the Lower 48, a swirl of pent-up energy and angst was overtaking American life. The stasis into which the country had settled after World War II seemed to be coming undone, jerked apart by stresses and inequalities that had been building under the surface for years. It was, that Good Friday, only four months since the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and six weeks since The Beatles made their American debut on The Ed Sullivan Show. Congress was debating a new civil rights bill. Dr. Strangelove was in theaters. The Feminine Mystique was on bookstore shelves.

			One historian would describe the shifts overtaking American society in 1964 as “seismic.” But Anchorage was fifteen hundred miles away from the rest of America; the city was relatively conservative, still intent on proving it was part of the American mainstream, not defying it. Alaskans had a habit of describing national news as happening “Outside,” as though the lives they were living in Alaska, and all their struggles, were playing out inside some separate, self-contained enclosure: a fragile snow globe out of which they gazed longingly, perched on America’s highest shelf.

			
			And so, though Genie recognized she wasn’t necessarily suited to her time, it didn’t yet occur to her that she might be ahead of it, either. “Feminism” wasn’t a word she used; her ambivalence about work and family seemed to feel like a problem unique to her. Isolated, innocent moments could trigger self-doubt. One afternoon a few weeks earlier, Genie had been upstairs at her desk, typing another letter, when she heard Jan in the kitchen, offering the neighbors’ kid, Lee Dresie, some chocolate chips for a snack. Lee was dumbstruck. In the Dresie house, he told Jan, chocolate chips were ingredients for making cookies; you didn’t just eat them straight out of the bag. “Well,” Genie heard Jan say, “we eat them this way.” She was lecturing the boy. “You see, my mother is not like yours! She doesn’t stay at home and bake cookies. She works.” Then, Jan added proudly, “She’s Genie Chance!” Jan said this as though it really meant something, and Genie seemed both amused and unsettled by whatever, exactly, Jan thought it meant.

			The next morning, Jan said it again, just as haughtily—only this time, to her father. The family was eating breakfast, watching through the kitchen window as their neighbor scraped the ice off her husband’s Cadillac before he left for work. This was the custom among many Anchorage wives, apparently, but in the Chance home, the roles were reversed: Big Winston warmed up the car for Genie.

			
			“Honey,” Winston asked her, “if I get you a Cadillac like that, would you scrape the ice off and warm it up yourself?” There must have been a tinge of melancholy or disgruntlement in Winston’s voice, because before Genie could answer, Jan interjected to remind her father that he was actually very lucky: “It’s not everyone who gets to warm up the car for Genie Chance!”

			It was funny, but uncomfortable. And in hindsight, it might feel ominous too, since, after the earthquake, the more successful Genie became, the more Winston seethed. But at the time, Genie put the burden of Jan’s precociousness, and Winston’s uneasiness, on herself. It felt to her like a confirmation of her own insecurities—evidence that she’d been straying too far from her family. “I guess I better spend a little time being Mrs. Winston Chance, wife and mother, or that little girl won’t know what’s important in life,” she wrote.

			The boys, meanwhile, were growing embarrassed by her as they came into their own as young men. During the final stretch of the sled-dog races last month, Genie had lost herself in the excitement and simply started moaning “Oh” and “Yes” into her microphone as the mushers passed—awkwardly enough that another KENI broadcaster appeared to make a sly, off-color crack about her breathlessness on the air. She was relieved her sons had been away on a camping trip and hadn’t heard the outburst. “I think Wins is convinced his mother is a nut,” Genie confessed. “Albert is not quite sure.” But Jan, she added, “Jan is on my side.”

		

	
		
		
			
			3.

			“THIS IS AN EARTHQUAKE”

			 

			A SAVAGE, GRINDING ROLL

			Snow was falling as Genie turned right on C Street and headed downtown to the bookstore with Wins. The city was quiet. Most people had already left work for the start of the holiday weekend. The Salvation Army had just concluded its Good Friday worship. Volunteers at the Third Avenue Elks Club Lodge were coloring Easter eggs for their upcoming hunt. And with a couple of hours until curtain time for Frank Brink’s Our Town, one young actor was alone in the theater at Alaska Methodist University, tidying the costume closet beside the stage. It was 5:36 p.m. The traffic light turned red as Genie and her son approached the intersection of C Street and Ninth.

			The car started bucking as soon as Genie’s foot touched the brake. “Oh no,” she said, disgusted. She assumed she’d blown a tire. She already resented having to run this errand for Wins, and now she steeled herself for more hassle. Genie gripped the wheel. Wins held on to his seat beside her. For a moment, they bounced violently, without speaking a word.

			
			The shaking relented. Then, suddenly: a forceful, heaving jolt. It knocked the traffic lights out; power in Anchorage was gone. The motion turned merciless, omnidirectional. The initial shuddering swelled into what one report described as “a savage, grinding roll.” The electrical lines overhead started snapping like whips. Wins’s eyes went wide. “What is it?” the boy asked. Genie looked over her shoulder, toward the mountains. She tested another theory, less surely this time: “It must be a hard wind,” she said.

			Genie rolled down her window and heard a cacophony of clanging. She looked across the street. A line of cars parked at the service station were bouncing into one another and separating again. They looked like a grotesque accordion, Genie thought, opening and closing. A man and two women came out of the liquor store to her left. They did not seem to be walking, exactly, but lurching. Then they fell down.

			Genie’s car was hopping more ferociously now, leaving the ground, edging into the adjacent lane. She tightened her fists around the steering wheel to keep it from jerking. She worried the car might be flipped on its side. Outside, the three pedestrians were back on their feet. The man was trying to protect the two women at a corner of the building out of which they’d just blundered, hugging each one to an adjoining wall and clinging to the brickwork to brace himself. But then the building swayed away from the three of them—the building itself moved! Genie watched it bending left, then right. And as it did, she saw a crack open in the masonry over the man’s head, then reclose.

			The world and everything in it appeared to be convulsing. Genie’s eyes were seeing it, but her mind couldn’t organize all the discordant information into a coherent story. Suddenly, through the windshield, she watched the road

			
			
			

			—
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