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Dedicated to our families for their love and ongoing support.
We love you.

—Passengers of Flight 1549



You don’t choose your family.
They are God’s gift to you, as you are to them.

—DESMOND TUTU



———



To Monica, Anna, and Jenny;
and to Bruce and Shirley

—William Prochnau and Laura Parker
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Seventy-five Tons over the Bronx

THE FIRST 9-1-1 CALL CAME AT 3:29 P.M. A RATTLED VOICE, CHAFED BY A strong Bronx rasp, overwhelmed the operator with a burst of words:

“Yeah, I’m witnessing an airplane that is going down.… It’s on fire.…”

“Where are you, sir?”

“… Oh my God …”

“Where are you? …”

“… I don’t know where he’s going to fall. It’s gone now. Oh my God …”

“Where are you? …”

“In the Bronx. Oh my God. I heard a big boom and he came straight over us. Oh my God … Wow.”

The unidentified man, standing at an obscure tenement street corner, caught only the briefest glimpse of the aircraft before it disappeared behind the buildings, but he got a good look: “It looked like an Airbus plane, a big plane.… Oh my God … Wow …”

Eight blocks away, at Middle School 45, vice principal Joy Smith-Jones heard the same explosion and looked up to see the seventy-five-ton aircraft passing above the nearby Bronx Zoo and still heading north.

Moments later, a New Yorker near the George Washington Bridge saw a plane now heading south and “flying really, really low.” His first thought was “not again.” Michael Sklar, commuting to his home in Fort Lee, New Jersey, just across the river, thought he was hallucinating when he “saw a jet so low over the bridge.” He “waited in dread to hear a boom and see a fireball” after the plane disappeared out of his sight.

Twenty-five miles away in Westbury, Long Island, at the control center that handles New York’s major airports, flight-controller Patrick Harten had cleared the runways for an emergency landing of the troubled craft at either LaGuardia Airport or the smaller Teterboro Airport, a few miles west into New Jersey. Then came the last communication from the cockpit: “We can’t do it. We’re gonna be in the Hudson.” Harten, a ten-year veteran, was sure he had heard a death sentence. The controller quickly lost radio and radar contact with the plane as it disappeared below the tops of Manhattan’s skyscrapers and one thought riveted into his mind: He would be “the last person to talk to anyone on that plane.”

In this day and age, the first sign that an airliner might be descending toward any major American city—but New York City, of all places—flashes instantly through secret government channels around the country, alerting authorities to activate a range of contingency plans. On this January day, word moved immediately to the Transportation Security Administration’s fifth-floor security center in Northern Virginia, where officials were going over plans to prevent air or rocket attacks on President-Elect Obama’s inauguration, just five days away. It sped simultaneously to the FBI, the Homeland Security Department, a dozen other agencies, and cross-country to the North American Aerospace Defense Command headquarters in Colorado Springs. The thirty people in the duty room fell dead silent, listening intently to the loudspeaker updates about the plane’s behavior. Early reports said that a light plane was in trouble; then, that birds had struck one engine, then both, of a commercial carrier shortly after takeoff from LaGuardia.

Briefly, according to the New York Times, officials considered one of those post-9/11 contingency plans—the launch of supersonic fighter-interceptors to shoot down the plane, though that thought was quickly discarded: With the plane already well below the profile of New York’s choicest skyscraper targets, it was far too late.

More important, and far more quickly than the government could have reacted, it became preeminently clear that the pilot was maneuvering for an attempted water landing in the Hudson River. The mere attempt at a water landing could save hundreds or more lives on the ground of the most densely populated island in the world. It would also give the 155 terrified occupants of the fatally crippled aircraft—now descending at more than three times the normal sink rate—a dice roll’s chance of coming out alive.

In the next ten seconds the shimmering white US Airways Airbus A320, Flight 1549, bound until minutes earlier from New York’s LaGuardia Airport to Charlotte, North Carolina—now an unlikely glider—continued toward its lumbering collision with the Hudson. Thousands of New Yorkers watched from their high skyscraper windows in Manhattan and riverside condos in New Jersey. Within moments television mesmerized millions around the nation, then billions around the world, as what seemed certain to be a most awful catastrophe in a string of calamities become a different story altogether—one with a sorely needed happy ending.

Few remembered the most deadly crash in one of the rivers that encircled their island. Almost fifty years to the day, in February 1959, an American Airlines Lockheed Electra prop jet (an airplane built in the transitional era between propeller flights and commercial jets) plowed into the East River while trying to land at LaGuardia. Of the seventy-three people aboard, sixty-five were killed. Given the national mind-set in January 2009, if people had known of that disaster, few would have imagined the possibility of a less catastrophic outcome.

The America of mid-January 2009 was not a happy place. In the previous several months, one disaster after another had battered folks around the country until many were downright scared. Jobs were shed, pensions and savings gone. The bottom had fallen out of housing prices, taking with it the security blankets of most Americans’ largest “savings accounts.” The stock market had lost almost half its value. The bulwark of the traditional American way of life—that solid, sturdy, conservative bank on Main Street—had gone to Las Vegas with the people’s money and lost big. The country was still fighting two wars. For most Americans, the national mood was as bleak as it had ever been at any time in their lives.

If ever the country—and the world—was ready for a feel-good story, it was ready on January 15.

Then Flight 1549 hydroplaned into the icy gray river somewhere around Fiftieth Street, a few blocks beyond the southern end of Manhattan’s Central Park, disappeared briefly in its own spray, and magically bobbed back into view seemingly intact. The river quickly ate up the speed of the aircraft’s 150-mile-an-hour crash landing, ripped off its left engine, and gracefully turned it almost 45 degrees, pointing its nose at midtown Manhattan. Poetically, the plane seemed to be taking a slight bow to its stunned audience—the city that makes legends, New York.

The first words and pictures went out within minutes by way of the new technological and sociological phenomenon, Twitter. But the plane also was positioned in such a way so that the first passenger out the door and onto the wing could have waved to the old-line media giants of the world—the newspapers and the television networks—already bustling into gear for the story they yearned for as much as the public.

One of the people inside the plane, a man who seconds earlier was absolutely certain he would soon be dead, described the pure perfection of that moment: “This happened within sight of where nine-eleven occurred,” William Wiley, a computer specialist from Johnson City, Tennessee, said. “And it was such a message of hope.”

A previously unknown fifty-seven-year-old pilot, Chesley B. Sullenberger, became an overnight hero for so deftly putting a Hollywood ending on one of the shortest but most remarkable flights in aviation history. Rescue teams from both sides of the river, the nobles of the 9/11 tragedy, quickly began plucking the passengers of Flight 1549 out of the icy water.

As televisions all over the world flickered to the compelling scene, unseen dramas still played out.

With the first passengers emerging—jumping into the water, clambering onto the wings and into rafts—a sixty-five-year-old Baltimore lawyer stood in the far rear of the plane in icy water up to the top of his necktie. Stunned that he had survived the crash, he now felt certain he would drown as the aircraft sank tail first.

His was just one of the 155 stories this remarkable day.


1
Come Fly with Me

NEW YORK AWOKE THAT THURSDAY MORNING IN JANUARY TO A STORYBOOK scene—Manhattan in a snowstorm; the flakes whipping almost sideways through the skyscraper canyons and a bright coat of white blotting out all of mankind’s gray. Storybook, that is, if you were hunkered down and had no intention of flying.

Arctic air had also brought in the winter’s coldest day, with early-morning temperatures in the low teens and single-digit wind chills. Ice formed around the edges of the Hudson and floes halted ferry traffic in the northern suburbs upstream.

Along the Avenue of the Americas, Tripp Harris bent into the wind as he bucked his way to get his morning coffee at Starbucks. The one-block walk seemed like a mile. A technological adviser to banks, he had flown up the night before from Charlotte, North Carolina—“Wall Street South,” as his hometown, a burgeoning banking center, had become known. For the past four months, the banking calamity had helped keep US Airways, which had a financial calamity of its own, flying almost at full capacity on its premier north-south runs.

Harris, one of the modern “road warriors” who racked up miles with back-to-back business flights, had scheduled a single morning meeting at Citibank. He would make the turnaround in twenty-four hours, less if he was lucky. Knowing the kind of mess the snow would make of LaGuardia, New York’s ancient but conveniently located airport, Harris had booked the five o’clock on US Air. With a little luck and the hole card of his frequent-flier status, he’d push for an earlier one—Flight 1549, a two-hour, home-for-dinner flight to Douglas International.

Not far away, a few blocks east of the Waldorf, in a window seat at the Café Basil on Third Avenue, Beverly Waters, another Southerner, born and raised just south of Charlotte, drank in the scene with pure joy. She loved the snow, “the flakes were big and Christmas-y,” and she thrived on watching the sidewalk drama, too. With their long, rapid strides, the native New Yorkers moved through the storm as if it didn’t exist, and nothing else did, either. Beverly had had a successful business trip but she was ready for home and her family. She was a nervous flier, but she hadn’t joined the Xanax set yet. Her boarding pass—seat 21E, Flight 1549—sat snugly in her purse.

All around the metropolitan area that morning, others were making the choices that would place them on the flight of the decade.

In the historic little town of Goshen, New York, an hour and a half north of the city, the woman who would be Flight 1549’s most senior citizen, eighty-five-year-old Lucille Palmer, took a midmorning call from her son: “Why are you going down there today? The weather is terrible,” he had said. Her great-grandson was down there and it was his first birthday, that’s why. And though she couldn’t get around very well without her walker, she’d have her daughter, Diane Higgins, with her. In any case, a little thing like turbulence at thirty thousand feet didn’t bother her a whit. Neither did snow. She was Brooklyn born, and Brooklyn tough.

Bill Zuhowski left Mattituck, Long Island, just before 7:00 a.m. with six inches of snow on the ground, no match for his ’03 Chevy Silverado. His flying plans didn’t include Charlotte, though. He was headed for an 11:30 Spirit Airways flight to Myrtle Beach, where he planned to celebrate a buddy’s birthday. Zuhowski didn’t fly much, sticking close to his job at a Long Island swimming-pool company. But he intended to drive the sixty-five miles down the Long Island Expressway to the Manhasset Station, ride the train the last fifteen miles to LaGuardia, and be wearing his shorts in Myrtle Beach by mid-afternoon. Best-laid plans …

The snow turned the LIE into a mire of fender benders. By the time Zuhowski parked the Silverado, his train had left. Grabbing a cab, he made it halfway to the airport before he discovered that his ticket was still in the truck. When he finally showed up, his flight had not left; it had been canceled. But the snow had let up and his dreams of a warm weekend in Myrtle Beach remained alive when his pal promised to pick him up in Charlotte. Zuhowski booked a rear seat on US Airways Flight 1549, which still showed on the reader boards as a 2:45 p.m. departure, although not many LaGuardia veterans thought that meant much.

LaGuardia is an urban airport, not one of the modern exurban jetports with long, multiple runways and a lot of give and take. It has two stubby crisscross runways, seven thousand feet each, with three of the endings over water. Despite its limitations, LaGuardia remains a favorite for New Yorkers and visitors alike. The airport was born in good New York fashion, and that is why, with luck, you can take a cab to midtown Manhattan and get there in twenty minutes. Back in the 1930s, the city’s legendary mayor, Fiorello LaGuardia, flew home one day with a ticket marked: Destination New York. The plane, as usual, put down in New Jersey. Enough is enough, stormed the mayor of the greatest city in the world, and by 1939, New York had not only its World’s Fair but its own modern airport, then considered the greatest advancement in aviation design and eventually named in honor of the hell-raising mayor.

Seventy years later LaGuardia has become the most congested airport in the country, a takeoff or landing occurring every forty-seven seconds. It also has the most flight delays. Add a snowstorm and not only do New York skies close down but most of the Northeast corridor goes with it. The delays on the morning of January 15, 2009, averaged two hours and fifty-eight minutes until the sun broke through around noon. Then flights began to open up, though they were still running late. Early birds and latecomers leapt at the chance for a spot on US Airways Flight 1549, the beleaguered, twice-bankrupt airline’s mid-afternoon mainstay to one of its hub cities, Charlotte.

The group joining Harris and Waters and Palmer and Zuhowski at LaGuardia was as great a cross section of modern America as New York could produce. It was also a group of people weighed down by all the woes of a world teetering on the edge of economic collapse. Twenty passengers were from the Charlotte-based Bank of America, just a small contingent of the company’s weekly commuters to New York, there to work on the government-driven merger with failing Merrill Lynch, which had gone through four months to the day earlier. “The merger from hell,” they called it in Charlotte, forcing a square peg into a round hole.

Some, out of date and out of tune, thought of a flight from New York to Charlotte as Babylon to the Bible Belt. In 2009, you couldn’t get much further from reality. Charlotte had long since become the second largest financial center in the country. Its skyscrapers didn’t stretch as high as those in New York, but sixty stories can scrape some blue and, in good times, a little green. At the start of the financial crisis, the city’s banks counted their assets in the trillions, not billions, although some of the zeroes had started peeling off, along with the hopes and futures of many of the people flying that day. More than one of the bankers on board was carrying his résumé—out of self-defense. The layoffs in Charlotte had been extensive. House prices were plunging, pensions disappearing, worries soaring higher than bank stocks had ever gone. On January 15, BoA shares dropped to a midday low of $7.35, heading to half that price a month later and down from their onetime high of near $55.

The circumstances at Charlotte’s other major bank, Wachovia, which had just been bought out of certain bankruptcy by Wells Fargo, were even more tenuous for the flying merger transition teams. Three Wachovia executives were returning on the flight after another round of trying to mesh the inner wheels of their bank with the mysterious turns of Wells Fargo’s.

Charles Spiggle, an executive in leveraged buyouts and acquisitions, was heading home. Spiggle was a top dog at Wachovia. But, like millions of Americans at that time, he and his wife had already had their family meeting, cut their discretionary spending, and tried to imagine what their alternatives might be.

“Yes, we were worried,” Spiggle said. “Not petrified. But we didn’t know then what was coming. We had had eighteen months of a credit-market meltdown.”

But the people coming together at LaGuardia were a cross section in many other ways, too.

A who’s who of Flight 1549 ranged all over the map:

A gangsta rap, hip-hop music producer from Miami, Raymond Mandrell

A Jordanian Arabic-language specialist from the United Nations, Heyam Kawas

Salespeople of everything from patio doors to newly organized financial plans to intricately sophisticated software

Department-store buyers picking over a shattered New York apparel market after a disastrous Christmas season

One of the country’s leading professional drag racers, Chris Rini

A dreaming young singer from Australia, Emma Cowan

Young lovers, one a veteran of twenty-seven months in Afghanistan

A Charlotte bride-to-be thirty days away from her wedding

Two copilots from other airlines deadheading to their own next stations, Derek Alter of Colgan Air and Susan O’Donnell of American Airlines

Several students, including a med student researching hospital jobs in the big town, Alberto Panero

A NASCAR executive, Amber Wells

A television executive whose network had filmed the story of September 11’s United Flight 93, the hijacked airliner brought down in a fiery nosedive by passengers who fought back, Billy Campbell

Two New York–based Japanese traders, Hiroki Takigawa and Kanau Deguchi

A computer specialist born in India’s Silicon Valley, Balaji Ganesan

Add in three small children—one a nine-month-old lap passenger—a personal trainer, a Feldenkrais practitioner, a nurse, a teacher, a cartographer, a waitress, lawyers, students, retirees

The passengers of Flight 1549 would be anybody and everybody.

•   •   •

THREE HAD SAT in on the taping of the David Letterman show the previous night, when the sardonic late-night comedian made two airplane-crash jokes before turning serious to reveal that the day marked the ninth anniversary of the quintuple-bypass surgery that gave him what he called the “gift of life.” In granting him the miracle of the extra years, he said, the gift also gave the world his five-year-old son, Harry. None of the three passengers would remember the airplane jokes. They would remember the “gift of life.”

No group in the crowded US Airways terminal bounced around more happily than six golfing buddies, including a father and son. They all hailed from the little New England crossroads town of Chicopee, Massachusetts. Heading for a long-awaited vacation in Myrtle Beach, the same Spirit Airways cancellation that sent Bill Zuhowski to US Air brought them over, too. They wrestled a bargain price out of the airline by using Flight 1549 to Charlotte as a connection. To celebrate, they headed for the bar. There, over the first drinks of the vacation, they worked out teams and settled the courses they would play, all the things weekend golfers do. Before leaving, Jeff Kolodjay, the de facto leader and son in the father-son team, phoned his wife and told her he had just finished the best ten-dollar beer he’d ever had.

Another group that drew attention in the crowded waiting room was a gang that came to be known later as the “Belk Six.” Named after the “Oceanic Six” who went down in a plane crash in ABC’s hit series Lost, the five women and one man were buyers scouting out junior miss clothes for Charlotte’s Belk Department Store, a home-owned enterprise that had grown to include three hundred stores throughout the South. The women were dressed as if they were about to enter a stretch limo for a Manhattan party instead of the coach section of an Airbus to North Carolina. The group would stand out anywhere. They worked a-mile-a-minute, high-pressure Manhattan-style jobs, cracked wise and sharp-tongued as they went.

One of their managers, thirty-five-year-old Lori Lightner, statuesque at six foot one, stood with her long black hair coming down over a full-length black down coat and fashionable black boots. The only Belk man, thirty-seven-year-old Michael Leonard, seemed a little pudgy for the group—five foot ten and about two hundred pounds—but he stood out in one other distinct way. “I am about as politically incorrect as you can get,” Leonard said. “I think I am the only straight-male buyer in junior misses in the entire country. That must mean I’m good.”

Laura Zych, a comely five-foot-ten new arrival to the group from Fargo, North Dakota, did not look like anyone from the Fargo we know and love. Just before boarding, she sat alone eating lunch at a table next to the golfers. When they got up to leave, one of them stopped at her table and wondered if he could ask her a question.

“Of course,” she replied.

“We have a bet at our table,” Rob Kolodjay, Jeff’s father, explained. “Are you a model?”

Zych smiled, even blushed a little, and then said, “Thanks, but I’m not. I work in the apparel/fashion industry.” Flattered, she giggled to herself all the way back to Gate 21, where boarding was beginning almost forty-five minutes late—not bad for a snowy day at LaGuardia.

Brian Moss, a thirty-five-year-old business analyst for Bank of America, remembered he had to call his ex-wife about their daughter. With all the merger travel, they had made a deal that he would try to get home in time to pick up their six-year-old from after-school care. He called to tell her that the snow had cleared and flights were taking off, adding one of those lines you wish you’d never said: “If you don’t hear from me by five o’clock, that means the plane went down.”

Moss shrugged about it later. So it goes. “I thought it was pretty witty at the time,” he said.

At the entrance to the jetway, US Airways made the usual last call for a handful of standby seats yielded by no-shows. Brian Siegel, a BoA executive who runs their golf sponsorships, arrived too late to join the standby list. No chance. But as he was making a phone call nearby, he heard names being called for the last seat. “Mary Jones, please step to the ticket counter.” No one showed. “William Smith.…” No one showed.

Finally, Siegel walked over and interceded in the reading of the names.

“Sounds like you’ve got a seat,” he said.

“Aren’t you lucky?” the ticket agent replied. “One left.”

Siegel could feel the heat of glaring eyes near him. But no one embarrassed him out of it.

“I really hate to say it because it sounds like such a cliché,” Siegel said later. “I travel so much, but there’s always that thing about the last seat. There’s always the thought.… But I decided long ago I wouldn’t play that game. If I don’t take it, something will happen on the next flight.”

Meanwhile, a day that had started bad was turning worse for Martin Sosa, a Greenwich Village architect, and his wife, Tess, who were headed to Charlotte because of a family emergency. They had just suffered the indignity of security officials insisting on checking their nine-month-old infant’s baby food, jar by jar. Sosa couldn’t believe it. “Do you want to go into a private room for the inspection?” the inspectors had asked. Private room? thought Sosa, thoroughly annoyed. It’s just baby food!

Sosa’s muttering did not speed up the process. Fifteen minutes later the family moved on with growing anxiety.

The delay made them—father, mother, nine-month-old Damian, and four-year-old Sofia—still later for a flight on which they weren’t even seated together. With luck they would find passengers who would switch with them once they boarded.

On the tarmac outside Gate 21 stood the Airbus, tail number N106US, gleaming in the winter sun with its classic US Airways colors—snow white with a touch-up of red and blue. The plane had been flying for ten years and was about to make its 16,300th takeoff.

The European A320 was a handsome and symbolic airliner, built by a consortium of nations that effectively ended America’s and Boeing’s domination of the worldwide commercial aircraft industry.

As the passengers entered the cabin, turned right and headed toward their seats, most had no sense of a tattered airline or a tattered airline industry, although both were true. The coach passengers jockeyed their way down a single aisle of cleanly upholstered deep-blue leatherette seats, three on each side. In first class, the seats—heavily sought after by the road warriors—were arranged two on each side for a total of twelve seats in three rows. The Airbus was a flying cigar canister, no place for a claustrophobe, but it did its job well and looked pleasant enough.

In the aisle, Martin and Tess Sosa worked the crowd hard for a seat switch but were only partly successful. Bill Zuhowski, the young man who made the long drive from Mattituck in his Silverado eight hours earlier, yielded his seat to the father so he could be next to Sofia. But Tess Sosa couldn’t get anybody to budge. Later, other passengers said they had never seen so many heavily traveled men bury their faces in their newspapers as she approached. Her anxiety rose and both she and Martin implored the flight attendants to do something.

“I can’t order passengers to change their seats,” flight attendant Doreen Welsh said evenly.

Even so, tempers flared briefly.

Michael Leonard remembered watching the scene unfold and telling Lori Lightner just before he buckled in two rows behind her: “Whenever I fly with my two girls, I can be a real jerk with the airline people.”

“You can be a real jerk any time,” Lightner replied, cracking wise in the Belk Six way.

Then all were buckled in and the passengers could feel the tug of the pushback from the gate. Suddenly, Tess Sosa unbuckled and started into the aisle, as if she wanted one more chance. This time Welsh spoke sternly: “Sit back down.”

The plane began the slow maneuver toward the runway.

The happiest members in the Sosa family were the children. Damian began nursing. Sofia pulled at her father’s arm.

“Are we flying yet, Daddy?” she asked. “Are we flying yet?”

“Not yet,” her father said. “Not yet, Sofia.”

Flight 1549 moved into eleventh place in line for takeoff.


2
“One Thousand One, One Thousand Two, One Thousand Three”

MINUTES LATER, FLIGHT 1549 NEARED THE TURN ONTO RUNWAY 4-22, Air Traffic Control allowed one last Northwest Airways jet to squeeze in front, and then Chesley Sullenberger, with his co-pilot, Jeffrey Skiles at the controls, finally had his aircraft on the runway and rolling. The time was 3:25 p.m. and thirty-three seconds. The pilot radioed a terse “Good day” to Air Traffic Control and then, seven seconds later, “Cactus fifteen forty-nine, seven hundred feet climbing to five thousand.”

Passengers sitting on the left side of the plane had two quick passing views. None recognized the first, and few the other. The first was the amorphous patch of the East River where the Lockheed Electra had gone in disastrously fifty years earlier. The second was Rikers Island, the largest penal colony in the world and holder of fourteen thousand New York City prisoners. Rikers was also home to several thousand Canada geese who had adapted to civilization better than their neighbors—so well that these birds had altered their intrinsic nature. They no longer migrated but found life on Rikers plentiful and easy enough to stay year-round. Some had grown as heavy as twelve pounds. It was nice to be a homebody. Their migrating cousins could grow to that weight, too, and with their powerful six-foot wingspans fly more than a thousand miles a day.

According to a Gallup poll, one in five Americans has a fear of flying, and almost half are at least somewhat uncomfortable with it despite the irrefutable evidence that it is about one hundred times safer than driving a car. With Charlotte a little under two hours away, those who were and those who weren’t nervous settled into their differing routines.

Just behind Tess Sosa, in the window seat 20F, Amber Wells had never thought of herself as one of the twenty percent who were afraid. Intimately involved with the opening of the NASCAR Hall of Fame in 2010, she flew often; “nervous flier” didn’t fit the NASCAR image. A deeply religious, thirty-four-year-old, five foot six blonde—and a Southerner in every way—she had long ago set a routine for all her airplane flights: She always picked up a quick-read gossip magazine to lull her into catch-up sleep. But first she had one other resolute flying habit. Having heard that the first two minutes are the most dangerous moments, she began each trip by silently counting off the time and she did it again now:

One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three.…

One row ahead, sitting in the aisle next to Tess Sosa, Hiroki Takigawa, a Japanese trader based in New York, was a step ahead of Amber. He is one of those fliers—“I love flying,” he says—so comfortable, he nods off immediately. He attributes this tendency to the motion, the droning of the engines, the escape from the endless demands of the office, and mostly, to the slight drop in his blood pressure as the plane begins to pressurize.

Farther up front, Joe Hart was fuming, rather than sleeping. A self-described “sarcastic salesman” with a temper that flared and deflated almost as quickly, Hart was going through one of his furious moments. He traveled so much that, even after the debacle just ahead, he would fly thirty-six flight segments with US Airways in the next three months alone. He had Chairman’s Preferred status in US Airways’s mileage club and free miles stacked as high as an A320. That, Hart thought, should have given him an upgrade to first class. Instead, he was stuck in economy—in a middle seat, at that!—and found himself staring straight ahead from 7B, past the bulkhead, into first class, where a uniformed American Airlines first officer, Susan O’Donnell, was deadheading in “Hart’s” first-class seat, 3D. Goddamn! All the money I spend on this bozo airline and a non-revenue has my seat?! I’m gonna write a letter! Then he took a deep breath, said Screw it to himself, and looked past the shoulders of his seatmate, Casey Jones of Bank of America, out the window into the pale winter-blue sky. What a great day for flying, he thought. Hart had a short string but he also loved to be in the clouds.

In the first-class cabin Denise Lockie sat in 2C next to Mark Hood, a tall and personable ex-Marine who had fought in Desert Storm. Both executives for high-powered companies, their jobs made both of them workhorse fliers who logged more than 100,000 miles a year. Lockie had sat down chattering excitedly about the events coming up in Washington—five days till Barack Obama’s inauguration! But Hood had failed to share her enthusiasm. “What’s he ever accomplished?” he had countered. Whoops, Lockie told herself, politics and religion.… She changed the subject and the two row mates began a friendly conversation. They had even bet on how long the takeoff would be delayed. Hood won with thirty minutes.

Back in coach Martin Sosa, still upset and never at ease in airplanes—“Man was not meant to fly,” he’d say—had fought to wedge his six foot one, 250-pound frame into the tiny middle seat 23B. Sitting space shrinks to near misery level in the back of planes that are owned by thread-poor airlines, few more so than the fleet of US Airways, which advertised itself as an “à la carte” company that charged for coffee and Cokes and had announced plans to begin charging for blankets and pillows packaged in a seven-dollar “Power-Nap Sack.” A free soda and a pillow wouldn’t have comforted Sosa, anyway. But his daughter, in the window seat beside him, bubbled with a child’s untainted joy at the roaring climb into the sky. Sosa put on all the cover a father could manage. “Now we’re flying, Sofia,” he said and hugged her. “We’re up in the air.” Then he glanced forward toward Tess and Damian. Maybe when the plane leveled out, someone besides the young man would understand.

Wells counted on.

…. one thousand twenty-seven, one thousand twenty-eight, one thousand twenty-nine….

Commercial flying is not a social event, unless you are the golfers or the Belk Six or the handful of couples on the plane. Some of the Charlotte-bound passengers knew one another but were scattered throughout the cabin, and even many of the squadron of Bank of America merger workers were strangers to one another. The road warriors, buried in their laptops, can fly a million miles without remembering a single fellow passenger’s face. More laid-back travelers stuff wires in their ears and zone out with music. Normally, the passengers on a flight like 1549 would walk into Douglas International about 5:30 in the afternoon and never think of their fellow fliers again.

There are a couple of places on an aircraft where this isn’t true. One is the cabin’s dreaded last row—number twenty-six on that Airbus A320. When the computers dump you in the sardine row, it can seem like the curse of Icarus as you are trapped between the bulkhead in back of you and the seat backs of row twenty-five that invariably land in your lap.

Vallie Collins, a cheerful twice-a-month business flier from Knoxville, didn’t really deserve 26D. But the computer spat it out as the last aisle seat on the plane. She had front-of-the-cabin elite status for all her miles on her regular airlines, Delta and Northwest. But her favorites wanted $800 more for a ticket than did “à la carte” US Air. Hey, we’re in a recession, she thought, and settled for the back of the bus.

When Collins had reached the back row of the rapidly filling aircraft, she glanced past the empty middle seat to the man at the window, Brian Moss of Bank of America. In the way of all airline passengers in these pack-the-plane days, they rolled their eyes at the unlikelihood that their happy situation of a missing third traveler would hold. But when the doors closed and Flight 1549 began its pushback, the middle seat remained empty. Collins grinned from ear to ear. “This must be our lucky day.” She noticed Moss was reading a gliding book. “Are you into gliding?” she asked. “My husband went gliding just a few months ago.”

“Nope,” Moss said. “Never been. Hang gliding is my hobby.”

They chatted briefly. Then they were back inside themselves, Collins pulling out a USA Today and taking a bite out of her Power Bar, not thinking any more about gliding, as fifty thousand pounds of thrust from two roaring turbofan jet engines easily lifted them in a steep climb over Hunts Point and the Bronx, and toward home.

•   •   •

ACROSS THE AISLE, three women, all in their late thirties and all regular fliers, but of quite different moods about it, had squeezed themselves into seats A, B, and C.

Irina Levshina, a Russian-born cartographer for The Nature Conservancy in New York, had the window seat. She loved the over-the-horizon views, perhaps because she had come over the horizon from her youth. Shortly after arriving in the United States for graduate school thirteen years earlier, she met the man who would become her husband. Now she was flying beyond Charlotte to Las Vegas to meet him after a business conference. But that morning she had almost canceled the trip. She didn’t consider herself superstitious but something had told her not to fly that day. She couldn’t put her finger on it. The feeling was powerful: Don’t go. In the end, she decided she was just being silly. Her husband would be so disappointed….

Next to her, Tracey Allen-Wolsko, also from Bank of America, had wedged herself into 26B, already having prepped herself with “my friend, Mr. Xanax” and made sure her flying medal—St. Patrick on one side, “Protect This Plane” on the other—was stored safely in her purse.

Wolsko is a thoroughly modern, professional woman. But flying terrifies her. Years earlier she had had a hair-raising moment on a small commuter plane that got caught in the wash of a large jet near Atlanta. Her plane pitched to the left and dropped suddenly. The pilot overcompensated, causing the craft to pitch right and farther down before pulling out. Not a word emerged from the cockpit, but after a hard landing in Atlanta, the passengers were met by a troop of concerned airline officials. Younger then, she continued on the second leg to New Orleans after getting herself “dead drunk,” as she put it. She tried twice more to fly after that, and then quit her job and took a five-year hiatus from airplanes.

Now Wolsko was trying again. But she made no pretenses that she was any less uncomfortable: Flying still scared the dickens out of her. When she had come aboard Flight 1549, she had turned to Levshina and asked if she minded pulling down the window shade. “I hate to fly,” she explained. “I don’t like watching takeoffs.”

She thought Levshina looked at her strangely. But Levshina shrugged and told herself, I see New York often enough, and she would have plenty of time for the views later.

Right about then, Doreen Welsh, the flight attendant, came by and Wolsko flagged her. “Is this your first flight today?… How are the skies? … Are they bumpy?” Then she added sheepishly, “Just a heads-up. I don’t like to fly. I’m a little nervous.”

Welsh, a veteran of multiple millions of miles in thirty-nine years as a flight attendant, smiled at one more nervous passenger and said, “Don’t worry, flying makes me nervous, too.”

Vicki Barnhardt, a traveling mom whose young daughter was eagerly awaiting her return, arrived last to take the aisle seat, 26C. Her business associate, Dick Richardson, now seated ahead of her in 18F, had wanted to stay over because of the snow. But she won, or maybe it was eight-year-old Samantha, back in Charlotte, who won.

Moments later, as the plane continued its climb, Wolsko sat, elbows tight to her sides and eyes closed, silently repeating what she calls her takeoff meditation—an ommm that lulls her through repetition, It will be okay, it will be okay, it will be okay.

…. one thousand forty-three, one thousand forty-four, one thousand forty-five….

Scattered among the rows of deep-blue seats of the Airbus were far more than one jittery passenger, more than one with stranger premonitions than Levshina’s, more than one with nightmares that carried into the takeoff, and at least one with a previous flight experience that would have grounded many travelers.

Pam Seagle, a level-headed forty-two-year-old marketer for BoA, virtually had to talk herself into making another air commute to New York. Seagle has had only two air-crash dreams in her life. The first came in 1996, when her subconscious vividly saw a rising commercial jet explode in midair, its red tail plummeting into the sea in flames. The next morning she told her husband, who worked for US Airways at the time. Red tail? That’s TWA, and they have a terrific safety record, he said, trying to mollify her. Two nights later, TWA Flight 800 blew up off Long Island, its bright red tail section falling into the sea. It was one of the most spectacular and long-investigated catastrophes in aviation history. The Sunday night before this Thursday in January, Seagle had her second dream—so clear and terrifying that she had to turn around and walk away from the check-in counter for a flight to Atlanta she had set for the next day. Then the bank wanted her to go to New York, so by Tuesday she had steeled herself, and as she gazed out the window on this routine takeoff, she felt as if she had inoculated herself against her nightmare—one safe trip up, one to go.

Tess Sosa had had her dreadful dream in the hospital after little Damian was born, nine and a half months earlier. He was a little older in the dream, and the airplane they were flying in crashed horribly into the sea. Sosa had never been an anxious flier. But the hubbub over the seats, the silliness of the baby food investigation, the crowds, the separation of her family, all combined to make Tess Sosa one nervous flier indeed.

Others had had bad days, too. Alecia Shuford, another BoA commuter, made her usual takeoff call to her husband. It somehow seemed more important this time. She had spent an inexplicably bizarre morning in New York, one she still doesn’t understand. She woke up early, filled with unidentifiably ominous feelings, enduring them all day and acting on many. At 6:30 a.m., she began taking cell-phone pictures of herself and sending them home, something she had never done before. She took one in the hotel bathroom and framed it in funereal black. “It’s the eeriest picture I ever sent to anyone.” Her husband told her later that it looked like an obituary and it “creeped him out.” She made preflight calls to her two children and told them to listen to their Daddy, that he did a good job while she was away. “It was a really weird day,” she recalled later.

The man seated directly over the right engine of Flight 1549, Eric Stevenson, had as much reason as anyone to feel a few twitchy nerves. Twenty-two years earlier, Stevenson had been in a takeoff climb much as now, but over the Pacific Ocean leaving Los Angeles, when the pilot of the Boeing 767 mistakenly turned off the engines. The plane nosed into a harrowing plunge for more than a minute before the pilots were able to relight the engines five hundred feet above the water. Eric was twenty-three at the time and remembers looking into the eyes of the man next to him, thinking This is the last person I’ll ever see. The returned look had the same terror in it. Now, though, no thought was farther from his mind as Flight 1549 bulled higher over the Bronx.

…. one thousand fifty-seven, one thousand fifty-eight, one thousand fifty-nine….

By mid-January of 2009, the United States had passed through almost twenty-nine months without a death in a commercial aviation accident, a record run. Still, with thirty thousand commercial takeoffs a day, one has to wonder if any of those flights leaves without its share of passengers harboring premonitions and frightening dreams and those Rx standbys of modern flying, Xanax and Ambien
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