
‘Mind you, Squires,’ Craw ended, ‘there’s a part of her knew damn well it was all baloney. That’s where you come in. That’s where your fieldman is ever at the ready. Oh yes! We’re keepers of the faith, lads. When it shakes, we stiffen it. When it falls, we’ve got our arms out to catch it.’ He had reached his zenith. In counterpoint, he let his voice fall to a mellow murmur. ‘Be the faith ever so crackpot, your Graces, never despise it. We’ve precious little else to offer them these days. Amen.’


All his life, in his unashamedly emotional way, old Craw would remember the applause. 


Her debriefing finished, Phoebe hunched forward, her forearms on her knees, the knuckles of her big hands backed loosely against each other like tired lovers. Craw rose solemnly, took her notes from the table and burnt them at the gas ring.


‘Bravo, my dear,’ he said quietly. ‘A sterling week if I may say so. Anything else?’


She shook her head.


‘I mean to burn,’ he said.


She shook her head again.


Craw studied her. ‘Pheeb, my dear,’ he declared at last, as if he had reached a momentous decision. ‘Get off your hunkers. It’s time I took you out to dinner.’ She looked round at him, confused. The drink had raced to her head, as it always did. ‘An amiable dinner between fellow scribblers, once in a while, is not inconsistent with cover, I venture to suggest. How about it?’  


She made him look at the wall while she put on a pretty frock. She used to have a humming bird but it died. He bought her another but it died too so they agreed the flat was bad luck for humming birds and gave up on them.


‘One day I’ll take you skiing,’ he said, as she locked the front door behind them. It was a joke between them, to do with her snow scene over the bed.


‘Only for one day?’ she replied. Which was also a joke, part of the same habitual repartee. 


In that year of turmoil, as Craw would say, it was still 


The Honourable Schoolboy,  John le Carre.
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BEYOND COINCIDENCE

by Martin Plimmer and Brian King

Daily Mail, Saturday, February 21, 2004
The crossword that revealed a loved one’s death. 

The lost coffin that found its own way 3.500 miles home.

And the novel that described the Titanic disaster.. 14 years before it happened.

Do these extraordinary stories show a hidden force is shaping out lives?


THREE years ago, ten-year-old Laura Buxton wrote her name and address on a luggage label, attached it to a helium balloon and released it into the clear blue sky above her garden in Blurton, Staffordshire. The balloon floated 140 miles until finally coming to rest. The garden where it landed, in Pewsey, Wiltshire, belonged to another little girl — also named Laura Buxton, and also ten years old.

Coincidence? Or something more? Before you answer, consider these three stories.

Stuart Spencer had been a widower for three years in January 2000 when his daughter gave him a 1,000-piece jigsaw of a paddle-steamer on the Norfolk Broads.

As Stuart fitted a last piece into place, he recognised a figure sitting at the boat’s stern. It was none other than his much-missed wife Anne, snapped unawares on holiday six years previously.

In Berkeley, California, Mrs Willard Lovell was reduced to despair after locking herself out of her house. For ten minutes she tried frantically to find a way back in. Then the postman arrived with a letter. Inside the letter was a key to her front door. It had been sent by her brother, Watson Wyman, who had recently stayed with her and taken the spare key home by mistake.

Businessman Alfred Smith was driving home in El Paso, Texas, when he found a motorcycle patrolman, Allen Falby, breeding to death from a ruptured leg artery after hitting the back of a truck. Smith used his tie to fash​ion a tourniquet and saved Falby’s life. Five years later, Officer Falby was on night patrol when he was called to the scene of a car that had crashed into a tree. He arrived to find Alfred Smith slumped unconscious in the car — and bleeding profusely from a severed artery in his leg. 

Falby used his first aid training to apply a tourniquet and staunch the flow. As he put it later: ‘One good tourniquet deserves another.’

In our dull, rational world, sto​ries like these send a pleasurable shiver down our spine. They enthrall us precisely because they seem too unlikely to be true. That they have happened — against all the odds — gives coin​cidence a power that, by turn, unsettles and delights.

Douglas Adams, author of The Hitchhiker’s Guide To The Galaxy, used to tell a strange tale that happened to him at Cam​bridge railway station. While waiting for a train,~ he went into the cafe and bought a packet of biscuits and a newspaper, then sat at a table.

No sooner had he done so than a stranger sat down next to him, opened the bag of biscuits and started to eat them. Adams might have been forgiven for punching him on the nose. Instead, the author recalled: ‘I did what any red-blooded Englishman would do. I ignored it.’

STUDIOUSLY avoiding the other man’s gaze, he started to eat the biscuits himself. To his amazement, the stranger kept tucking in as well. Both men alternately removed biscuits from the packet until it was empty.

Finally, the stranger got up and left. An irritated Adams picked up his newspaper to do the same — and spotted his own identical packet of biscuits hidden beneath it, unopened.

‘Somewhere in England there is now another man telling the exact same story,’ Adams observed. ‘Except he doesn’t know the punchline.’

As this anecdote shows, even simple coincidences — two strangers buying identical pack​ets of biscuits at the same time, then sitting down next to each other to eat them — can produce strangely beguiling outcomes.

But some coincidence stories have an extra element of weird​ness that hints at more than a kind of cosmic joke. 
Consider the experience of actor Anthony Hopkins, who some years ago was cast in the lead role in the film The Girl From Petrovka. The film was adapted from a novel by George Feifer. Hopkins was keen to buy a copy of the book, but despite searching in several London bookshops failed to track one down. Disappointed, he started his journey home. On the way he noticed an open parcel on a seat in London’s Leicester Square Underground station. He half-suspected a bomb and inspected it with cau​tion, but it was a book: George Feifer’s The Girl From Petrovka.

EXTRAORDINARY, you might think — but the strange series of events did not stop there. A short while later, meeting Feifer in Vienna, Hopkins showed the author the book. Astonishingly, Feifer recognised it as his own personal copy, heavily annotated in the margins, which had been stolen from his car in London two years previously. What gives such strange events their fascination is the sense that somehow, for reasons unknown, fate has singled us out for special attention.

Intellectually, we may believe that coincidences are the result of chance — events, objects and thoughts slung together by the wind — but because they res​onate so intimately we feel sure there is more to them. And who’s to say, when the results have a profound effect on our lives, that we are wrong?

Look at what happened to an ordinary Englishwoman named Margaret Muir. During the war, she struck up a friendship with a serviceman in Cairo. It could easily have become a far deeper rela​tionship, but as both were married they took things no further. After the war they saw each other every two years, over lunch, to catch up on each other’s lives. They were still attracted to each other, but now both had families. Fourteen years went by, and the meetings had grown less fre​quent. One day, Margaret experi​enced a strong urge to ring her friend. She hadn’t seen him for a long time, but decided it probably would not be wise. So she occu​pied herself with a crossword instead.

One of the first clues she solved was: ‘Where a tree and a metal will meet.’ The answer was ‘ashore’. This made her pause: her friend’s name was Ash. She reached for the telephone, but once again resisted the urge.

A subsequent clue was an ana​gram of the word ashore: ‘Vocally sick, anagram of six across’. As she hit on the answer — ‘hoarse’ — the desire to telephone her friend became irresistible.

She picked up the phone and dialled his office. His secretary answered. ‘I’m sorry, but Mr Ash died two years ago.’

Margaret was shattered by the news, but needing to know more she dialled the number of a mutual acquaintance. ‘Yes’, they said. ‘We should have told you. He had cancer of the throat. Before he died he got hoarser and hoarser.’

Margaret found the incident astonishing. A rational woman, she cannot explain what hap​pened. ‘It continues to baffle me in my 70s,’ she says. 

A sceptic would deny the signif​icance of this experience. They would say it was pure chance the crossword clues that day related to something so important to her. But most of us find it hard to be so dismissive. Coincidences of this kind are compelling because they appeal to the innate human need for order and pattern. They give meaning to our lives, where too often there is none.

Some of the most uncanny coinci​dences concern lost items that mysteriously return to their owners. Months after accidentally flush​ing her antique bracelet down the lavatory, Barbara Hutton of Wood​ley in Berkshire was in a jeweller’s when a man brought in a bracelet to be valued.

It was the very one she had lost. The man had found it while work​ing in a sewer.

During World War I, a U.S. sol​dier’s troop ship was torpedoed off the French coast. The man sur​vived, but lost all his possessions.

In America, after the war, he was by the seashore near Brooklyn when he found a shaving-brush cast up on the shore. It had an Army number on the back. Extra​ordinarily, it was his. 

Occasionally, the patterns that coincidences form are frightening rather than reassuring. Take the case of a British cavalry officer named Major Summerford, a man whom coincidence — or destiny — pursued with unrelenting vigour.  Summerford’s troubles began while he was fighting in the fields of Flanders in the last year of World War I. In a storm, he was knocked off his horse by a flash of lightning, and paralysed from the waist down.

AFTER the war, he moved to Vancouver in Canada where, six years later, light​ning again struck him, paralysing his right side. Two years later, the Major was sufficiently recovered to take walks in a local park. One summer’s day in 1930, he was hit by lightning yet again. He was permanently paral​ysed and died two years later.

Bad luck, you might think — were it not for the spine-chilling fact that, four years later, Major Sum​merford’s tomb was struck and destroyed... by lightning. Yet another coincidence? Or some​thing altogether darker?

Malign patterns like this seem to hint at sinister forces far beyond human understanding. In Japan, a kimono successively owned by three teenage girls, each of whom died before she had a chance to wear it, was believed to be so unlucky that it was cremated by a priest in February 1657.

As the garment was being burned a violent wind sprang up, fanning the flames and spreading them out of control. The ensuing fire destroyed three-quarters of Tokyo, levelling 300 temples, 500 palaces, 9,000 shops and 61 bridges, and killing 100,000 people.

On a smaller but equally sinister scale, ponder the unlucky coat worn by two 18th-century broth​ers, Jabez and Daniel Spicer, of Massachusetts. Daniel was wear​ing the coat when he was shot and killed by two bullets in 1784.

Three years later, Jabez was wearing the same coat when he too was killed by two shots. The bul​lets passed through exactly the same holes made by the bullets that had killed his brother.

Now, be truthful. Knowing this story, would you feel safe going into battle wearing that same coat? No, probably not — and such feelings are sometimes best respected. 
In August 1995, Lisa Potter was walking with her mother when they came to the Moots Lane railway crossing in Essex. Lisa’s father had been killed there 11 years previ​ously and her mother refused point-blank to walk any further. Lisa decided it was time her mother got over her superstition and tried to encourage her across. As she stood on the crossing a train suddenly approached and hit Lisa, killing her in front of her mother.

FOR good or ill, coincidences like these seem rich with meaning. But, if they are, where do the messages come from?

Are they sent from some univer​sal intelligence, gods or aliens? Do they arise, as some believe, through a psychomagnetic field thrown up by our own minds?

Such questions have occupied philosophers and scientists for centuries. Paul Kammerer, an Aus​trian biologist of the early 19th cen​tury, believed coincidences are manifestations of a much larger cosmic unity, a force as powerful as gravity that brings things together by affinity.

He called his theory ‘seriality’. And if we believe him, coincidences such as Laura Buxton’s balloon, or Anthony Hopkins’s book, are glimpses of a hyper-connected uni​verse, of whose web-like workings we are only vaguely aware.

Kammerer’s ideas were taken up by the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung. 

Intrigued by the coincidences related to him by his patients, Jung used the term ‘synchronicity’ to describe what happens when two events seem linked by some deep, meaningful bond — even though the laws of cause and effect say they aren’t connected. His most famous example concerned a patient in the grip of deep emotional problems who came to his consulting room and began recounting a dream about a scarab beetle - an ancient sym​bol of rebirth. As she spoke, they were dis​tracted by a tapping at the window. Jung opened it and in flew a beetle that looked just like the one in the woman’s dream. The event felt so symbolic that the woman was shocked from her despon​dency and realised she could control her own condition. As a result, she experi​enced the very kind of rebirth the scarab dream had signified. 

COINCIDENCES such as this seem like nature’s way of restoring order to an otherwise chaotic universe. (!!)
A classic instance occurred after the death of Charles Francis Cogh​lan, one of the greatest Shakespearean actors of the 19th century. 
Coghlan was born on Prince Edward Island on the east coast of Canada in 1841. He died suddenly in 1899, while performing in the port town of Galve​ston, Texas, in the south-west of the United States, and was buried in a local cemetery. The following September a great hurri​cane struck Galveston, hurling huge waves against the cemetery and shatter​ing vaults. Coghlan’s coffin was washed out to sea and left to the mercy of the deep.

Thousands of miles away, in October 1908, fishermen on Prince Edward Island saw a long, weather-beaten box

floating ashore. It was Coghian’s coffin.

Incredibly, after nine years and 3,500 miles at sea, the great actor’s body had found its way home — drifting out from Galveston into the Bay of Mexico, rounding Florida into the Atlantic, then travelling north to the very island where he had been born. His remains were duly reinterred near the church where he had been christened.

For a modern-day example of synchronicity, examine what hap​pened to Allan Cheek, the founder of Corgi Books. Early in his career, Cheek realised that his employer was planning to swindle an investor. He refused to get involved, resigned from his job and imme​diately drove 180 miles to Paign​ton in Devon, where the unsus​pecting victim lived. The man was stunned to hear Cheek’s warning and seemed unsure how to respond. ‘Well, it’s up to you’, said Cheek. ‘I’ve done all I can.’ And he drove home.

TWO years later he was working in London for the new British subsidiary of an American publishing company that had got itself into serious trouble. It planned to shut down the British operation, but Cheek argued it could be saved. He had to work his miracle on a shoestring, so the first thing he did was to move the company out of its expensive suite of offices and find another, cheaper base. He made an appointment to view three poky rooms over a garage in a Kensington mews. The rooms were cheap — but even so, he couldn’t afford them. He followed the landlord down the stairs and out into the cob​bled street. They’ll do,’ he said, ‘but there is one small snag. I can’t pay you any rent yet.’ He explained his predicament, hoping against hope that the landlord might share his faith in his near-bankrupt company.
The landlord was silent for a while then, to Cheek’s surprise, asked him again what his name was. ‘Did you go down to Paignton two years ago to warn a man he was about to be swindled?’ he asked.

Cheek said he had. ‘That was my brother,’ declared the man. ‘But for you, he would have lost his life savings. Move in when you like and pay me when you can.’

Through this unlikely series of events, the highly successful Corgi Books empire was born.


But just how surprising is all this? We all live in a fast-moving world, leaving behind us a com​plex trail of comings and goings. If it were possible to map all human activity, drawing links between friends and acquain​tances, strangers and bystanders, wherever their lives intersect, you would soon have a planet-sized tangle of lines, growing ever denser with trillions of intersections. Each intersection is an associa​tion waiting to be noticed as a coincidence.

Bearing this in mind, are such experiences as Allan Cheek’s really so remarkable — or is a rational, mathematical explana​tion possible?

Mathematicians, it turns out, are keen to prove that many of the events we view as coincidences are not so mind-boggling at all. Much of our amazement, they say, stems not from ‘miraculous’ events, but our own imperfect understanding of the laws of probability.

Let’s take a simple example: our surprise when we meet someone who happens to share our birth​day. With odds of 365 to one against, it doesn’t seem this should happen too often.

Yet the (rather complicated) mathematical formula dictates that you only need 23 people in a room for there to be a better than 50 per cent probability that two of them will share a birthday. Try it next time you’re at a party and see what happens. More dramatic coincidences have also been subjected to math​ematical scrutiny. Dreams that come true, for example, appear to be an incredible coincidence. But are they really so significant?

Statistician Christopher Scott has worked out the odds of dreaming of a friend’s death the night it happens, basing his calculation on 55 million people living an average of 70 years, and during that time having  just one dream about a friend’s death. 

By factoring in a National death rate of 2,000 every 24 hours, Scott reckons that – simply by the rules of chance — an accurate death dream will occur in Britain about every two weeks.

Of course, it is human nature for accurate dreams to be widely reported and frequently retold, while less prophetic dreams are forgotten.

ONE of the most famous of all coincidence stories connects the lives and deaths of American presi​dents Abraham Lincoln and John F. Kennedy.

Both men were murdered while in office, and the list of parallels between their lives — catalogued by many books, newspapers and internet sites — makes eerie reading.

• Lincoln was elected president in 1860. Kennedy was elected in president in 1960, exactly 100 years later.

• Both men were involved in pro​moting civil rights. Both were assassinated on a Friday, in the presence of their wives.

• Both were killed by a bullet that entered the head from behind.

  Lincoln was killed in Ford’s The​ater. Kennedy met his death while riding in a Lincoln convertible made by Ford.

• Both men were succeeded by vice-presidents named Johnson who were southern Democrats and former senators.

• Andrew Johnson was born in 1808. Lyndon Johnson was born in 1908, exactly 100 years later.

• Assassin John Wilkes Booth was born in 1839. Assassin Lee Harvey Oswald was born in 1939.

• Both assassins were Southern​ers. Both were murdered before they could be brought to trial.

• Booth shot Lincoln in a theatre and fled to a barn that was being used as a storeroom. Oswald shot Kennedy from a warehouse  and then fled to a theatre.

What does all this mean? What twist of fate linked these power​ful, ill-fated men? Could Kennedy’s destiny in some way be predicted by the fate that befell his predecessor?

Sceptics are unimpressed. They seize on the fact that this oft-repeated list of links contains one glaring error.

John Wilkes Booth was actually born in 1838, not 1839, destroying his perfect 100-year symmetry with Lee Harvey Oswald.

But does that one mistake inval​idate all those other coincidences? For on closer examination, the list only scratches the surface of the strange connections between the two assassinations.

Consider the fate of the two killers. Both were stopped and questioned shortly after the shootings, but then allowed to go on their way before being arrested later.

Each was then gunned down under a blaze of lights, while sur​rounded by their captors. In each case, they were killed with a sin​gle bullet from a Colt revolver, fired by a lone gunman.

Then there are the presidents’ wives. Neither woman was injured as their husband was killed at their Side, and both cra​dled the dying man’s head in their hands. Each had to wait while doctors battled in vain to save their husband.

Both women had married at the age of 24. Both had three children, and both had a child die while they were in the White House.

Finally, look at the names involved, Lincoln and Kennedy each contain seven letters. Andrew Johnson and Lyndon Johnson each contain 13 letters. John Wilkes Booth and Lee Harvey Oswald each contain 15 letters. And so on.
Each detail seems inconsequen​tial in itself. But added together, and stripped of any minor errors and distortions, they still form a web of connections that takes some explaining. 
Equally baffling is the way that  the sinking of the Titanic was foretold with uncanny pre​science in a book written some 14 years in advance. In his 1898 novella The Wreck Of The Titan, or Futility, American writer Morgan Robertson fore​shadowed the Titanic’s sinking in 1912 in amazing detail, from the month of the disaster (April) to its cause (hitting ice). 
The Titan of the story, like the Titanic, was the largest craft afloat and viewed as ‘practically unsink​able’. It had also been equipped with the minimum number of lifeboats, which could carry only a fraction of its passengers. From the opulence of the ship’s fittings to its tonnage, length, the number of passengers and crew, even the speed of impact - again and again, Robertson anticipated reality almost exactly.  In particular, his descriptions of the sinking - from the frenzied warning cry of ‘Ice ahead! Iceberg! Right under the bows!’ to the sound of the ship’s rivets snap​ping under the strain - coincide quite chillingly with eye-witness accounts of the Titanic’s fate. He even got the site of impact right: starboard side forward. Had a mysterious force - even God himself - guided Robert​son’s pen? Or was it, after all, just chance? Before you opt for the second choice, bear in mind another story of life imitating art. 
In 1884, a ship called the Mignonette was swamped by a hurricane 1,600 miles out in the South At1antic. In their panic to board the lifeboat, the crew of four were unable to salvage any provisions or water except two small tins of turnips. Ravaged by thirst and hunger, they survived for 19 days before the captain decided their only hope was to kill and eat the cabin boy, 17-year-old Richard Parker, who had gone delirious after drinking sea water.

They survived on Richard’s remains for 35 days until finally being rescued. The resulting court case horrified Victorian Britain, and all three men were sentenced to six months’ hard labour.

AND the twist in the tail? Half a century before the grisly events, in 1837, Edgar Allan Poe wrote a novel called The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. This book told of four ship​wrecked men who, after many days’ privation, drew lots to decide who should be killed and eaten. The cabin boy drew the short straw — and his name was Richard Parker.



SOME of the strangest coincidences of all are to be found as patterns of numbers in the Bible.

Psalm 118 is the Bible’s middle chapter. .Just before it, Psalm 117 is the Bible’s shortest chapter. Just after it, Psalm 119 is the longest. The Bible has 594 chapters before Psalm 118 and 594 chapters after Psalm 118. If you add up all the chapters except Psalm 118, you get 1188 chapters. If you take the number 1188 and interpret it as chapter 118 of Psalms, verse 8, you will find the middle verse of the entire Bible – ‘It is better to trust in the Lord than to put confidence in man.’ Some would say that this is the central message of the Bible -  and not just numerically.


1

