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      Who is the third who walks always beside you?


      When I count, there are only you and I together


      But when I look ahead up the white road


      There is always another one walking beside you.


      Gliding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded


      I do not know whether a man or woman


      —But who is that on the other side of you?


      —T. S. ELIOT, THE WASTE LAND


   

      FOREWORD BY VINCENT LAM


      John Geiger and I met and traveled together in the Arctic—the vast, icy, and beautiful landscape of the explorers. It is one

         of the places where men and women have sought to make lonely and difficult journeys to discover both the place and themselves.

         It is in such conditions that the Third Man has often appeared to comfort and assist lonely travelers. When John first told

         me about the Third Man phenomenon, and that he was writing a book to explore this subject, I recognized the topic immediately.

         I had experienced it myself.

      


      My encounter with the Third Man occurred during my premedical studies. One winter, over a span of weeks, I faced a succession

         of daunting exams encompassing a huge range of material. I felt that I must perform flawlessly, and would otherwise ruin my

         chances of being admitted to medical school. During those weeks, I did nothing but study, eat, sleep, and write exams. Outside,

         it snowed steadily. Even when I slept, I dreamt of molecular biology and biochemistry, so that I never woke refreshed, only

         anxious to open the books again. I developed a sort of tunnel vision about my life, because on these exams hinged my course

         grades, upon which rested my prospects for medical school, and that was a great part of my sense of self-worth and hope for

         my own future.

      


      One evening, after a long day of intensive studying, I was completely exhausted by both the complexity of abstract information

         and the level of detail that I was trying to absorb. I decided to take a shower. In the shower, I sensed a presence. It did

         not alarm or frighten me because, like many in this book, I knew immediately that the presence, or Third Man, wished to help

         me. I felt that my guardian angel had been sent by God to guide me at a difficult time. The angel spoke to me and gave me

         advice. It offered practical suggestions about how to conduct my daily life, how to learn, and how to manage my emotions.

         The angel did not promise admission to medical school, but reassured me that things would work out as they should, that I

         should have faith.

      


      I decided to record some of this valuable advice. I got out of the shower, sat down at the computer, and wrote several pages

         of guidance that was directly dictated by the angel’s voice. I saved these words on both the hard drive and a floppy disk,

         went to bed, and had my first restful sleep in weeks.

      


      Strangely, when I went to look for those pages of advice, to review what I had been told, I could not find them. I distinctly

         remember having saved the file in two separate locations because of its importance. My computer had not crashed. Nonetheless,

         I could find no trace of the dictation of my angel. As with others in this book, my angel departed when I was back on the

         right track. The rest of my exam period went smoothly. I continued to study intensively, and felt more peaceful doing so.

         I scored high marks and went on to medical school.

      


      Humans are inclined to be connected to one another. We seek the company of friends and family, we congregate in towns and

         cities, and the groups we belong to—our communities of faith, our co-workers, and our neighborhoods—form part of our sense

         of self and place. Yet, despite these social inclinations, there are journeys that humans make that are difficult, and undertaken

         either alone or in small groups. Some of these challenges are sought voluntarily, as in the case of grueling, long-distance

         voyages to remote parts of the world, and in the practice of some traditional spiritual quests. Other such journeys spring

         unexpectedly upon those involved, precipitated by mishap in the outdoors, or by cataclysms such as the attack on the World

         Trade Center on September 11, 2001. What happens to people who are tired, afraid, alone, and have no choice but to address

         their threatening situation? This fascinating book explores the ways in which some are helped by a welcome presence.

      


      My visit from a Third Man, whom I believe to be my guardian angel, occurred within a personal moment of crisis, rather than

         in the grueling physical circumstances described by many of this book’s subjects. This sits well with John’s argument that

         the Third Man likely occurs more commonly than we recognize, and is not limited to extreme travel and exploration.

      


      As a physician, I am trained to understand and work with a certain biological, empirical reality. In one sense, we are a collection

         of muscles, bone, neurons, and other bits and pieces that can be measured and observed. Yet, in many ways, knowing the mechanics

         of the human body reminds me of the reality that the sum of the parts do not make the whole. Our experience as people may

         occur literally just beneath the surface of our skin, but a simple knowledge of anatomy is not sufficient to explain the everyday

         phenomena of consciousness or thought.

      


      As a writer and as a person, I know that human experience is very real, and yet anyone would be hard-pressed to weigh or measure

         the dimensions of love, anger, fear, or pride in the way that the mass of an organ can be measured. Certain complex experiences—the

         quiet pleasure of watching a stunning expanse of sky, the excitement and satisfaction of reading a wonderful book, the strength

         of religious faith—are at once concrete and utterly ephemeral. They are part of the mystery of being human, the wispy territory

         in which we exist somewhere between our ambitious science and our daily frailties. In the mysterious gap between our knowledge

         of biological mechanisms and our everyday experience as people, we find that things occur that are not easily explainable,

         but are no less real for that.

      


      The Third Man is one of these phenomena. It is something that happens when people are placed in difficult circumstances, often

         when their very survival is at stake. Amazingly, despite the harrowing situations in which it often arises, most judge the

         experience to be valuable and positive—for many, a life-affirming force. The Third Man Factor is an account of both physically amazing voyages and personal discovery at the extremes of human experience. The Third Man

         speaks to both the ways in which we are fundamentally alone, and to the ways that as humans we always contain the possibility

         of relationship with others. It reassures us that even in the worst of times, help may come.

      


   

      CHAPTER ONE


      The Third Man


      RON DIFRANCESCO WAS AT HIS DESK at Euro Brokers, a financial trading firm, on the eighty-fourth floor of the South Tower of the World Trade Center in New

         York when the plane struck the North Tower opposite him. It was 8:46 A.M. on September 11, 2001. There was a loud boom, and the lights in the South Tower flickered. Gray smoke poured from the North

         Tower. At impact, all the stairwells in the North Tower became impassable from the ninety-second floor up, trapping 1,356

         people. Some waved desperately for help. Most of those who worked at Euro Brokers started to evacuate the building, but DiFrancesco

         stayed. A few minutes later, a terse announcement was broadcast over the building’s public-address system. An incident had

         occurred in the other building, but “Building Two is secure. There is no need to evacuate Building Two. If you are in the

         midst of evacuation, you may return to your office by using the reentry doors on the reentry floors and the elevators to return

         to your office. Repeat, Building Two is secure….”

         

            1

         

          DiFrancesco, a money-market broker originally from Hamilton, Ontario, telephoned his wife, Mary, to tell her that an airplane

         had hit the other tower, but that he was fine and intended to stay at work. “It was tower one that was hit, I’m in tower two,”

         he told her.
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          He tried to focus his attention on the screens of financial data on his desk. Then a friend from Toronto called. “Get the

         hell out,” he said.
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          They spoke briefly, then DiFrancesco agreed. He called a few major clients and his wife, Mary, again, to tell them of his

         change of plans. Then he began walking toward a bank of elevators.

      


      At 9:03 A.M., seventeen minutes after the first impact, the second plane hit. United Airlines Flight 175, traveling at 590 miles an hour,

         sliced into the South Tower, igniting an intense fire fed by up to 11,000 gallons of jet fuel. The Boeing 767, carrying fifty-six

         passengers, two pilots, and seven flight attendants, had been commandeered by al-Qaeda terrorists after taking off from Boston’s

         Logan International Airport en route to Los Angeles. It struck the building’s south face between floors seventy-seven and

         eighty-five. The plane banked just before it slammed into the building. The higher wing cut into the Euro Brokers offices,

         while the fuselage hit the Fuji Bank offices on the seventy-ninth through eighty-second floors.

      


      DiFrancesco was hurled against the wall and showered with ceiling panels and other debris. Brackets, air ducts, and cables

         sprang from the ceiling. The building swayed. The trading floor he had just left no longer existed. DiFrancesco entered Stairway

         A. The South Tower had three emergency stairwells. Fortuitously, he had stumbled on the only one that offered hope of escape

         for people above the zone of impact. The stairwell was shielded from destruction by an enormous elevator machine-room on the

         eighty-first floor, where the nose of the 767 hit. The elevator equipment covered more than half the floor space, and had

         forced the tower’s architects to route Stairway A from the center of the building toward the northwest corner—the farthest

         point from the impact zone.
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          DiFrancesco was joined by others in the stairwell and all began to descend. The stairwell was smoky, lit only by a flashlight

         carried by Brian Clark, an executive vice-president at Euro Brokers and a volunteer fire marshal on the eighty-fourth floor.

         Three flights down, they encountered a heavy woman and a male colleague who were coming up. “You’ve got to go up. You can’t

         go down,” the woman insisted. “There’s too much smoke and flames below.”
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      They debated whether to ascend, and either wait for firefighters or a rooftop rescue by helicopter, or persist with their

         descent, risking the smoke and flames. Clark shone his flashlight into his colleagues’ faces, asking each, “Up or down?” They

         heard someone call for help. Brian Clark grabbed DiFrancesco by the sleeve. “Come on, Ron. Let’s get this fellow.”
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          The two men left the stairwell and fought through debris on the eighty-first floor to locate the person. But DiFrancesco

         was soon overcome by smoke. He had a backpack, and held it over his face in an attempt to filter the air. But it wasn’t helping,

         and he was forced to retreat. Gasping for air, he decided to ascend, hoping to escape the smoke. He climbed several flights

         but at each landing, when he tested the fire doors, he discovered they were locked. A mechanism designed to prevent smoke

         from flooding the building had malfunctioned after the impact, preventing any of the doors, even on designated reentry floors,

         from being opened. He continued to climb, and eventually caught up with some colleagues from Euro Brokers, several of whom

         were helping the large woman. She had convinced all of them that the best escape route was up the South Tower. But as DiFrancesco

         continued up, the stairwell became more crowded. All the fire doors were locked. He guessed he had reached the ninety-first

         floor of the 110-story building. Ron DiFrancesco is normally unflappable. He is a money-market broker in a high-stakes business

         that demands steel nerves. But he is slightly claustrophobic, and with the intensifying smoke, he began to panic. He thought

         of his family, that he had to see his wife and children again at all costs. He determined that he was “gonna make it out.”
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          DiFrancesco decided to turn around and start back down. This time, the situation was much worse. Thick smoke poured up the

         narrow stairwell.

      


      He groped his way down, unable to see more than a few feet ahead. He stopped at a landing in the middle of the impact zone,

         on the seventy-ninth or eightieth floor. Overcome by the smoke, he joined others, about a dozen people in all, some stretched

         out facedown on the concrete floor, others crouched in the corners, all gasping for air. They were blocked from descending

         further by a collapsed wall. He could see panic in their eyes, and fear. Some were crying. Several began to slip into unconsciousness.

         Then, something remarkable happened: “Someone told me to get up.”
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          Someone, he said, “called me.”
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          The voice—which was male, but did not belong to one of the people in the stairwell—was insistent: “Get up!” It addressed

         DiFrancesco by his first name, and gave him encouragement: “It was, ‘Hey! You can do this.’”
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          But it was more than a voice; there was also a vivid sense of a physical presence.

      


      A lot of people made split-second decisions that day that determined whether they lived or died. What is different about Ron

         DiFrancesco is that, at a critical moment, he received help from a seemingly external source. He had the sensation that “somebody

         lifted me up.”
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          He felt that he was being guided: “I was led to the stairs. I don’t think something grabbed my hand, but I was definitely

         led.”

         

            12

         

          He resumed his descent, and soon saw a point of light. He followed it, fighting his way through drywall and other debris

         that had collapsed, obstructing the stairwell. Then he encountered flames. He recoiled from the fire. But still someone helped

         him. “An angel” urged him along. “There was still danger, so it led me to the stairwell, led me to break through, led me to

         run through the fire…. There was obviously somebody encouraging me. That’s not where you go, you don’t go toward the fire….”
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          He covered his head with his forearms and continued down, now running. He was singed by the fire. He believed the flames

         continued for three stories. Finally, he reached a clear, lit stairwell below the fire, on the seventy-sixth floor. Only then

         did the sense of a benevolent helper, one who had been with him for five minutes, end. Said DiFrancesco: “I think at that

         point it let me go.”

      


      When he was making his way down, he passed three firefighters climbing up the stairs. “I’m having trouble breathing,” he said.
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          He was told he would find help at the bottom. DiFrancesco continued down as fast as he could, finally reaching the plaza

         level. He headed for an exit, but was stopped by a security guard who told him it was too dangerous. He looked out in horror

         at the falling debris and victims. He was directed to another exit. He walked back through the concourse toward the northeast

         exit, near Church Street. He was still in extreme danger. Fifty-six minutes had passed since the plane hit. The impact had

         severed many of the South Tower’s vertical support columns. The heat from the explosion and fire had weakened the steel trusses.

         The floors of the crippled building began to “pancake down” in a floor-by-floor collapse. As he approached the Church Street

         exit, DiFrancesco heard an “ungodly roar.” He saw a fireball as the building compressed. He doesn’t know what happened next,

         and was unconscious for some time after his narrow escape, waking up much later at St. Vincent’s hospital in Manhattan.

      


      Ron DiFrancesco was the last person out of the South Tower of the World Trade Center before it came down at 9:59 A.M. The South Tower collapsed in ten seconds, causing a ferocious windstorm and massive debris cloud. According to the official

         9/11 Commission report, DiFrancesco was one of only four people to escape the building from above the eighty-first floor,

         the center of impact for United Airlines Flight 175.

         

            15

         

          Moments before the tower collapsed, New York Police Department officers within the building informed dispatch that they had

         encountered a stream of people descending a stairwell at the twenties level. None of those people survived, but it is believed

         they were descending from above the impact zone, in which case they had followed DiFrancesco’s lead, but not immediately,

         and even a few seconds later would have been too late. To this day, DiFrancesco cannot understand why he survived when so

         many others did not. But he has no doubt about the reason for his escape. A man of deep religious conviction, he attributes

         it to a divine intervention.

      


      THE EARLY MORNING WAS PERFECTLY STILL and silent. James Sevigny, a twenty-eight-year-old university student originally from Hanover, New Hampshire, and his friend

         Richard Whitmire set out to climb Deltaform, a mountain in the Canadian Rockies near Lake Louise, Alberta. They ascended an

         ice gully, or couloir, in bright late-winter light on April 1, 1983, roped together and using ice screws in their climb. Whitmire,

         a thirty-three-year-old from Bellingham, Washington, was in the lead and at one point cut some ice loose. He yelled a warning—“Falling

         ice!”—to Sevigny below. The ice catapulted safely past Sevigny, but was suddenly followed by the collapse of a snowfield above

         the couloir on the north face. A tremendous roar broke the silence, and the bright light was consumed by instant darkness.

         An avalanche swept the two men nearly two thousand feet to the base of Deltaform. Sevigny was unconscious almost from the

         moment the avalanche hit. Whitmire might have escaped had the pair not been roped together.

      


      Sevigny regained consciousness, he guessed, an hour later. He was severely injured. His back was broken in two places. One

         arm was fractured, the other had severed nerves from a broken scapula and was hanging limply at his side. He had cracked ribs,

         torn ligaments on both knees, suffered internal bleeding, and his face—broken nose, broken teeth, and open wounds—was a mess.

         He had no idea where he was and what had happened to him. At first he thought he might be in Nepal, where he had spent six

         months trekking a few years earlier. Sevigny had finished his master’s degree and at the time of the accident was basically

         a “climbing bum,” living out of his Volkswagen. It took a while for him to recognize the mountain, but gradually Sevigny remembered

         the climb, and struggled to his feet to look for his friend. Whitmire lay nearby, and from his misshapen body, it was clear

         he was dead. Sevigny lay down beside him, certain he would soon follow. “I figured that if I fell asleep, it would be the

         easiest way to go.” He lay there for about twenty minutes. Shivers were gradually replaced by the sensation of warmth brought

         about by shock and hypothermia, and he began to doze off. He realized there was no vast gulf separating life and death, but

         rather a fine line, and at that moment, Sevigny thought it would be easier to cross that line than to struggle on.

      


      He then felt a sudden, strange sensation of an invisible being very close at hand. “It was something I couldn’t see but it

         was a physical presence.” The presence communicated mentally, and its message was clear: “You can’t give up, you have to try.”

      


      It told me what to do. The only decision I had made at that point in time was to lie down next to Rick and to fall asleep

         and to accept death. That’s the only decision I made. All decisions made subsequent to that were made by the presence. I was

         merely taking instructions…. I understood what it wanted me to do. It wanted me to live.
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      The presence urged Sevigny to get up. It dispensed practical advice. It told him, for example, to follow the blood dripping

         from the tip of his nose as if it were an arrow pointing the way. As he walked, he kept breaking through the crust of the

         deep snow, and was almost unable to pull his feet back up because of his injuries. Part of the time he crawled. The presence,

         which stood behind his right shoulder, implored him to continue even when the struggle to survive seemed untenable. And when

         it fell silent, Sevigny still knew his companion was close at hand. Because of its enormous empathy, he thought of the presence

         as a woman. She accompanied Sevigny across the Valley of the Ten Peaks, to the camp he and Whitmire had started from earlier

         that day, a point where he hoped he could find food and warmth, and perhaps help. Such were his injuries that it took all

         day to make the crossing of about a mile, and his companion was with him every step of the way.

      


      When he reached the camp, Sevigny could not crawl into his sleeping bag because his injuries were too severe, and he could

         not eat because his teeth were broken and his face was swollen. He could not even light the stove. He sat down and, from the

         position of the sun, realized it was late afternoon. He believed that in a couple of hours he would be dead, after all. “I

         recall knowing I was about to die, pathetically, in a fetal position in the snow.”
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          He had always felt that he might die while climbing, so it came as no real surprise, but he thought about how devastated

         his mother would be. Then, at once, he thought he heard some other voices, and called out for help. There was no response.

         It was at that moment that he felt the presence leave. “It was gone, there was nothing there, there was no presence. There

         was no one telling me to do anything and I could tell that it had left.” For the first time since the avalanche, he was overwhelmed

         by a sense of loneliness:

      


      What I thought then was I’m hallucinating, the presence knows I’m dead, and it has just given up on me. But as it turns out,

         those were people, and they did come up. One of them skied out and they flew me out that night in a helicopter. In fact, the

         presence had left because it knew I was safe.
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      Allan Derbyshire, who was in a party with two other cross-country skiers, heard a faint cry: “Help! I’ve been in an avalanche.”

         Had Derbyshire not heard him, Sevigny would have been left for the night, and would almost certainly have died, as there were

         no other skiers or climbers in the area. Derbyshire found him “staggering around in bad shape…. I got the impression that

         his condition was critical.” Despite that, Sevigny was “quite lucid when I asked him what had happened, although he was obviously

         weak, soaked in blood, and in shock.”
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          Sevigny, however, made no mention of his unseen companion. In a newspaper interview, Banff National Park rescue specialist

         Tim Auger later said Sevigny “was lucky both to survive the fall and then be discovered by cross-country skiers who happened

         to be in the area.”
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          Sevigny understood there was more than luck involved.

      


      THE OPENING TO THE UNDERWATER CAVE was barely wider than her shoulders. When she slipped through, Stephanie Schwabe entered a world few have ever seen, a world

         of absolute darkness now brilliantly illuminated by her lights. The crystalline walls of the cave glittered like jewels. Bone-white

         stalactites and stalagmites reached out toward her as she swam deeper and further into the Mermaid’s Lair, on the south side

         of Grand Bahama Island, to her destination, more than 300 yards away and 98 feet deep. For all its strangeness, it was a routine

         dive for the forty-year-old underwater explorer rated by Diver International magazine as one of the top divers in the world—except for the fact she was alone.

      


      Usually, Schwabe dived with her husband, the British cave explorer Rob Palmer. He was an expert on the Blue Holes of the Bahamas,

         a system of spectacular submarine caves that includes the world’s deepest known Blue Hole, a vertical cave given its name

         because the water of the cave is much darker than the blue of the shallow water around it. It is a world of skeletal calcite

         appendages and vast hidden cathedrals, inhabited only by small colorless species of sea life, many unknown to science.

         

            21

         

          Even today, most of the caves remain unexplored. The Mermaid’s Lair, an extensive horizontal cave, was an exception. It had

         been explored previously by Palmer and Schwabe together, but not this day. Palmer was dead. He had failed to surface after

         a dive in the Red Sea earlier that year. Schwabe was left to continue alone their challenging and dangerous work, researching

         the water-filled Bahamian cave systems.

      


      It was late August 1997, and Schwabe, a geomicrobiologist, was there to collect sediment samples for another scientist who

         was studying dust from the Sahara Desert that, centuries earlier, had been carried by winds across the Atlantic Ocean and

         deposited on the floor of the Mermaid’s Lair. The day had already been unexpectedly eventful. When she was driving out to

         the dive site, Schwabe had been forced to stop by a poisonwood tree that had been blown down by a storm the day before and

         was blocking the road. It took all her strength to push it aside, and in the process she suffered serious skin irritations

         from alkaloids in the sap. She decided to continue, however, and having reached her destination, climbed into scuba gear and

         began her dive, focused on collecting the samples and exiting quickly.

      


      Once she reached the floor of the cave, she spent half an hour diligently gathering the red dust samples. When she was finished,

         Schwabe packed her equipment away and for the first time since she had reached the spot, lifted her eyes. She suddenly realized

         that she could not see her guideline. She searched for it, at first calmly, but then with increasing anxiety, but could not

         find it. Cave diving is technically challenging. Unlike other forms of diving, in an emergency, the diver cannot ascend directly

         to the surface, but often must swim horizontally, sometimes through a maze of narrow passages. The guideline is vital to get

         safely out of such complex submarine cave systems. It is literally a lifeline. Without it, a diver can quickly become disoriented,

         eventually run out of air, and be asphyxiated.

      


      Schwabe experienced a growing sense of panic. She immediately realized her mistake. When she dived with Palmer, she often

         relied on him to serve as her guide. On this dive, she had inadvertently fallen into the same old pattern, and lost sight

         of the line. “I had based my dive on the unplanned assumption that he was there.” But he was not there and had not been for

         months; she was alone. She checked her tank gauge, and realized that she had only twenty minutes left. Schwabe’s panic turned

         to anger. She flew into a rage, furious at Palmer for his death, her sense of loss as palpable as the terror she felt. Angry,

         too, at herself for “being so stupid”—making an elementary diving mistake that threatened now to claim her own life. “For

         all intents and purposes, at that moment, I had given up on life. I was ready to leave this world. I was so depressed and

         I missed Rob so much. I had had enough of the pain.”
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      Then, at the height of the rage and sadness, Schwabe said, “I suddenly felt flushed and it seemed like my field of vision

         had become brighter.” She vividly felt the presence of another being with her. There was no doubt in her mind that someone

         was with her in the cave. She believed it to be her dead husband. She heard his voice, communicating mentally with her. “All

         right, Steffi, calm down. Remember, believe you can, believe you can’t, either way you are right. Remember?” It is something

         Palmer used to say to her all the time, acting as an invocation to her inner strength. Schwabe was stunned by the intervention,

         but it was a help to her, and she did calm down. She sat there on the floor of the cave, “trying to get a handle on why my

         brain was going this route.” About fifteen minutes had passed since she realized she had lost the line. Time was running out.

      


      When she looked up again, she did so with renewed resolve and calm. She methodically scanned the cave. She thought she saw

         the flash of a white line. Simultaneously, she felt as if the presence had gone. Schwabe was alone again in the cave. She

         looked up once more to where she caught a glimpse of her guideline, and she saw it again. Schwabe immediately swam up to the

         line, and followed it out. Eventually she saw the blue entrance, where light filtered into the cave. She thought to herself,

         “Today was not a good day to die.” She felt as if she had been saved by a presence she was sure was her deceased husband.

      


      *   *   *


      RON DIFRANCESCO’S ENCOUNTER IN THE SOUTH Tower of the World Trade Center, James Sevigny’s at the foot of Deltaform, and Stephanie Schwabe’s in the Mermaid’s Lair

         of Grand Bahama Island—each may sound like a curiosity, an unusual delusion shared by a few overstressed minds. But the amazing

         thing is this: over the years, the experience has occurred again and again, not only to 9/11 survivors, mountaineers, and

         divers, but also to polar explorers, prisoners of war, solo sailors, shipwreck survivors, aviators, and astronauts. All have

         escaped traumatic events only to tell strikingly similar stories of having experienced the close presence of a companion and

         helper, and even “of a sort of mighty person.” This presence offered a sense of protection, relief, guidance, and hope, and

         left the person convinced he or she was not alone but that there was some other being at his or her side, when by any normal

         calculation there was none.

      


      There is, it seems, a common experience that happens to people who confront life at its extremes, and strange as it may sound,

         given the cruel hardship they endure to reach that place, it is something wonderful. This radical notion—that an unseen presence

         has played a role in the success or survival of people who have reached the limits of human endurance—is based on the extraordinary

         testimony of scores of people who have emerged alive from extreme environments. To a man or woman, they report that at a critical

         point they were joined by an additional, unexplained friend who lent them the power to overcome the most dire circumstances.

         There is a name for the phenomenon: it’s called the Third Man Factor.

      


      Stressed minds are capable of playing some interesting tricks. When I was seven I experienced something I have always wanted

         to experience again. I was on a field trip with my father, K. W. Geiger, a geologist who was working for the Research Council

         of Alberta, surveying the bedrock topography of southern Alberta. It was a sweltering summer day, and we were walking along

         a fringe of unbroken grassland near the top bank of the Oldman River. We climbed up a steep, dry embankment. There was a faint

         perfume of prairie rose bushes in the still air. I was following my father when I was stopped dead in my tracks by a rattlesnake,

         coiled and ready to strike.
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          The noise was not calming, like a baby’s rattle, but had a buzz of urgency about it. The snake was under a protruding rock

         that might have been a den. Most alarmingly, it was between my father and me. My father had passed by it and was standing

         above me on the embankment.

      


      I am unsure today exactly what happened next, and how much of my memory is real, and how much is a child’s overactive imagination.

         But I do remember it all very clearly. There was a moment of sheer terror. Then suddenly there was a physiological shift of

         perspective. I felt detached from my immediate situation, and surveyed the scene from another, impossible angle. I was two

         people in two places at one time. I saw my father and I saw a child, a child who could only have been me. If not me, then

         who? Yet I was seeing it all unfold from a distance, as an observer. Time seemed to slow. And yet it was all over in an instant.

         My father grabbed the boy with one arm and, with what seemed like superhuman strength, pitched him over his shoulder and out

         of danger. It was an unforgettable experience—one that could not possibly have happened as I remember it. Or could it? All

         I know is that in my memory of the incident, when I count, there are not two, but three people there.

      


      Then, years later, while reading Sir Ernest Shackleton’s narrative South, I came across his strange report of an unseen presence that joined him during his escape from Antarctica after the expedition’s

         ship, Endurance, had been crushed by the ice. This is the most famous of all these encounters. It was Shackleton’s experience that gave the

         phenomenon its name: the Third Man. When I started looking, I soon found other, similar reports. They were different from

         my own experience. Wilfrid Noyce explained that difference in his book, They Survived: A Study of the Will to Live. Noyce, a brilliant and fearless climber, described how he was struggling over the Geneva Spur of Mount Everest without oxygen

         when he experienced a “sense of duality”: “I was two people, the upper self remaining calm and quite unaffected by the efforts

         of the panting lower.” My own childhood experience, obviously triggered at a much lower threshold, seemed like just such a

         sense of duality. However, in more fully developed instances, Noyce explained, the phenomenon strengthens and “the second

         self sometimes puts on the clothing of another human.”
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          It has happened, again and again, high in the mountains, in the open sea, in the frozen wastelands of the poles. Noyce considered

         it a “second self.” But there are many other theories. Some say the Third Man is proof of the existence of guardian angels.

         Some say he’s a hallucination. Some say he’s real. What is going on here?

      


      It amazed me that these stories had never been collected in a single place, and so I began to assemble them. For five years

         I contacted survivors, read through old handwritten journals, combed through published exploration narratives and survival

         stories. Sometimes, all the conditions seemed right for such an experience, but there would be no mention of it in any published

         account. Then, when I would approach a survivor—such as the British climber Tony Streather, who narrowly escaped death on

         Haramosh in the Himalayas—I would discover that it had happened again. An unseen being had intervened to help.

      


      The stories only grew more astonishing, and I began to realize that I had a kind of natural history of adventure in the making,

         a record of all the disasters that can befall man on ice, mountain, sea, land, air, and space, all linked by the mysterious

         appearance of a Third Man. I came to see not only that I possessed this inventory of human response to extreme peril, but

         also that I had a record of what it takes to survive. What follows, then, are some of the most remarkable survival stories

         ever told. We share a vicarious fascination with tales of those who cheat death, but here the stories all add up to something

         more. Only by reliving such exploits is it possible to answer the question: Who, or what, is the Third Man?

      


      Where possible, I have organized the accounts by the type of endeavor: polar explorers, mountaineers, solo sailors, shipwreck

         survivors, aviators, and astronauts. I should also say here that these represent only the best of the stories. I have collected

         many more than this, and have chosen to anthologize the additional stories online. The website, 

         www.thirdmanfactor.com, is not only a repository for these stories, but also will serve as a place where anyone can post either their personal experiences

         or stories they themselves have read or heard about.

      


      Drawn from all these examples are vital clues—the five basic rules that govern the Third Man’s appearance and invest the experience

         with meaning. These rules are the pathology of boredom, the principle of multiple triggers, the widow effect, the muse factor,

         and the power of the savior. Together, they help to explain the onset of the Third Man Factor. But they are causal in nature;

         they do not explain his origins or where the power comes from. Over the years, various theories have been proposed to explain

         the Third Man, and running concurrently with these, interspersed among the chapters of the book, are accounts of the search

         for an explanation. These attempts at understanding are themselves a record of man’s changing conception of himself. They

         begin with the guardian angel, followed by the sensed presence and the shadow person. As clerics and then psychologists, and

         finally neurologists, theorized about the phenomenon, the trend has been a gradual reduction from the outside in, from God,

         to the mind, to the brain.

      


      Whether any of these explanations is, finally, enough to account for the Third Man mystery you will have to wait and see.

         But in compiling these stories, one thing, at least, became clear to me. The Third Man represents a real and potent force

         for survival, and the ability to access this power is a factor, perhaps the most important factor, in determining who will

         succeed against seemingly insurmountable odds, and who will not.

      


      Biologists have a term for the boundaries that the physical world imposes on human beings: “limit physiology.”
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          At some definable point, as conditions change, humans can no longer succeed, and at a more critical point, they can no longer

         survive. It is a formula based on a series of scientific measurements. For example, an increase of only nine degrees Fahrenheit

         to core body temperature causes fatal heatstroke, or at minus fifty-eight degrees Fahrenheit bare skin freezes in a minute.

         “To state it plainly, rarely does one person survive under extreme conditions when another dies simply because the survivor

         has greater will to live,” wrote Claude Piantadosi in his study The Biology of Human Survival.

      


      And yet, in these stories—in situations where success appears to be impossible, or death imminent—something happens. There,

         amid the anxiety, fear, blood, sadness, exhaustion, torment, isolation, and fatigue, is an outstretched hand—another existence,

         proffering a “transfusion of energy, encouragement, and instinctual wisdom from a seemingly external source.”
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          A presence appears, a Third Man who, in the words of the legendary Italian climber Reinhold Messner, “leads you out of the

         impossible.”
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      CHAPTER TWO


      Shackleton’s Angel


      FOUR MEMBERS OF THE TRANSGLOBE EXPEDITION, under the leadership of Sir Ranulph Fiennes, pitched their camp at the foot of Ryvingen mountain on the south polar ice

         cap and braced for the desolation of an Antarctic winter. They set up their prefabricated huts, insulated with nothing more

         than cardboard. They erected their radio hut about fifty yards from the generator hut, which itself was twenty-five yards

         from the main hut that would serve as the expedition’s winter home. They secured radio masts against the blasts of wind, and

         by the following month, February 1980, were ready for the onset of the Antarctic winter, with its twenty-four-hour night and

         temperatures that plunged to minus thirteen degrees Fahrenheit. Here, at the edge of the Antarctic plateau, some three hundred

         miles inland, they would have to withstand winter’s assaults for eight months before Fiennes could attempt what had been done

         only once before—by the British polar explorer Sir Vivian Fuchs in 1957–58—and cross the continent of Antarctica, part of

         a longer journey around the world on its polar axis using surface transport only.

      


      As base commander and radio operator, Fiennes’s wife, Virginia, Lady Fiennes—called “Ginnie”—was the expedition’s conduit

         to the outside world. She was slightly built, spirited, and resourceful, and had the ability to “make big men quake in their

         boots with a flash of her bright blue eyes.”
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          When ice buildup on the antennas, coupled with the fierce winds, tore the two-foot-long metal screws from the ground, allowing

         the antennas to flap freely, Ginnie Fiennes was the team member responsible for the repair. She struggled tirelessly and without

         complaint in the blizzards, a flashlight in her mouth, untangling wires. With time, the constant demands caused her to get

         overtired, and the hours spent alone, outside in the darkness, and inside her cramped radio hut, contributed to a general

         feeling of unease. In the frequent blizzards, she often had to drag a sledge loaded with recharged batteries to the hut from

         their living quarters, while clipped to a safety line. The relentless cold and wind, and the uninterrupted polar night, either

         pitch-black, or lit faintly by the aurora or by moonlight, over the many months, compounded the agitation and introversion

         that accompanied their profound geographic isolation.

      


      In May, another team member, Oliver Shepard, mentioned casually to Ginnie that he had heard footsteps following him from the

         generator hut. He attributed this to his imagination, but he was not the only one who experienced a sensation of unseen company.

         At one point Fiennes herself came into the main hut and told her husband, “There’s something there.” He protested, but she

         insisted, “I don’t mean a danger but… a strong presence.”
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          The sense abated, and the situation returned to its routine, but then, during a storm in June, she again felt something close

         at hand: “It came round behind the radio shack and followed me back down the tunnel.” The entity was not menacing, but it was unsettling.

         Ranulph Fiennes believed his wife was “frightened that she might see it.”
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          He started accompanying her, hauling the sledge, and would stay in the radio hut with her. He never encountered anything,

         and she never felt the presence when he was with her. However, the stresses were only compounded as the Antarctic winter wore

         on. In October, Fiennes described Ginnie as “dog-tired and hallucinating…. From time to time she heard babies crying in the

         darkness and someone whispering incoherently from close behind her.”

      


      By October 28, the worst weather had passed, and Ranulph Fiennes’s three-man team set off using snowmobiles on their Antarctic

         crossing. Ginnie Fiennes and Simon Grimes, who had flown in to the Ryvingen camp, remained behind temporarily to maintain

         the vital communication link until a planned relocation. The camp now also served as a base from which air support could haul

         fuel for the snowmobiles as the expedition neared the South Pole. At one point, Grimes went alone to visit the radio hut,

         which was then in the process of being closed up. He wrote in his journal: “No sign of Ginnie’s ghost, a presence which she…

         felt during the winter…. A youngish man, I gather…. Not malevolent, just there. The long solo nights in the hut must have

         enhanced her perception.” Grimes described it now as “an empty hut with an aura. I sealed it up as I knew I would not want

         to go back up there.” Before he left, he noticed some graffiti that Ginnie had scratched on the wall, using three different

         pens—at different times, he presumed. He found the words “rather scaring in a way”:

      


      As whistlers’ and gibbons’ cries


      Screech in the ears


      The ghost of Ryvingen


      Burst into tears.


      “Why have you come to disturb me


      after these many years


      I will haunt and will taunt you


      And drive you away.”
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      Ginnie Fiennes experienced a phenomenon not uncommon on the Antarctic continent. The first south polar expeditions described

         cases of sailors who, “working in the dark have incontinently flung down their picks and shovels and have refused to leave

         the ship again without companions,” wrote Raymond Priestly in his pioneering examination of the psychology of exploration.

         Studies have shown that the extreme cold experienced in polar regions itself has a limited impact on the psychological state

         of those who winter over. Instead, the research shows it is monotony—coupled with isolation and solitude—that accounts for

         much of the stress encountered at Antarctic stations. This is not unexpected. Human beings are a social species—so social

         that solitary confinement is considered the cruelest punishment, so social also that even in solitude, “we address our thoughts

         and acts to some infinite Socius [companion] who will understand and approve.”
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      Antarctic winters are spent in conditions of being alone together, that is, in a small group in acute social isolation. Studies

         have revealed the existence of a “third-quarter phenomenon” experienced by people working in such environments. There is a

         quantifiable drop in mood and morale after the midway point of a prolonged stay in isolated places, such as high Arctic weather

         stations and Antarctic scientific stations.
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          This low ebb occurs during the third quarter of a stay, regardless of whether the stay is five months, a year, or some other

         period. While not generally severe enough to cause psychiatric disorders, some people do develop symptoms of what’s called

         “winter-over syndrome.” Typically, this includes mild to severe depression, avoidance, apathy, irritability developing sometimes

         into anger, chronic insomnia, difficulty concentrating, and in some cases the “Antarctic stare,” a dissociative state not

         unlike that triggered in victims of disaster or war,
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          in which “thoughts drift from current reality into a vague absence that even the individual cannot always recollect.”
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          Such conditions also invite experiences like that of Virginia Fiennes.

      


      In May 1986, a young psychologist, Jane Mocellin, interviewed men living at the Argentine Antarctic base of Esperanza, as

         part of a study of human responses to living in polar and other extreme environments. Her research took an unusual turn when,

         through informal talks, she learned that some of the men had encountered a presence at the base, a fact subsequently confirmed

         by the resident medical officer.
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