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Advance Praise for Fluke


“A tour de force of masterful writing that weaves together simple and not-so-simple mathematical notions of probability and statistics into various intriguing coincidences from fact and fiction, explaining with nuance various strange phenomena. Mazur’s book will teach you some of this mathematics, leaving you quite equipped to understand the role of chance in your life without resorting to magical thinking.”


—Gizem Karaali, editor of the Journal of Humanistic Mathematics


“The chances were very slim that you’d ever read this blurb. A simple-minded calculation puts the odds at about 50,000 to one against. Yet . . . here you are. How weird is this seemingly far-fetched coincidence? Well, dear reader, you’ve picked up the right book to answer that question.”


—Charles Seife, author of Zero: The Biography of a Dangerous Idea


“Joseph Mazur’s Fluke walks the reader, hand in steady hand, through the weird and dangerous landscape of extreme probability, distinguishing cause from correlate and phenomenon from mere coincidence.”


—Jordan Ellenberg, author of How Not to Be Wrong: The Power of Mathematical Thinking


“An exciting addition to the ranks of books exploring the mysteries of chance and coincidence in the vein of The Black Swan and The Improbability Principle.”


—David J. Hand, professor of mathematics at Imperial College and author of The Improbability Principle


“Fluke is going to surprise you as a lay reader. You will learn, for instance, that DNA matching is not always clear evidence of guilt in court, and that meeting an acquaintance on your only trip to Disneyland may not be as unlikely as you thought. Mathematician Joe Mazur has written an excellent book, where he shows that probabilistic outcomes are often non-intuitive and unexpected.”


—Florin Diacu, author of the award-winning book Megadisasters: The Science of Predicting the Next Catastrophe
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Introduction


MY UNCLE HERMAN once packed a year’s course on metaphysics into a single short sentence: Everything that happens just happens because everything in the world just happened. He was lecturing me at a very impressionable time in my life, when my other uncles, his younger brothers, were teaching me how to read a racing form, hoping to bring me into the family gambling pastime. I was just ten years old at the time, and didn’t know what to make of Herman’s baffling adage. For years it was a recording in my brain, incubating there, replaying, until sometime in early adulthood when its meaning finally hatched. As a child, I was always questioning why certain things happened and others didn’t, and as for most children, the answers came through repeated circulations of what-ifs.


Herman’s younger brother Jack was knocked unconscious at a high school boxing match, and for the rest of his life he suffered from headaches and some kind of mental health disorder judged serious enough for him to be committed to life at an asylum. He got weekly shock treatments at Greystone Park, a place that at once upon a time was officially called the New Jersey State Lunatic Asylum. Even the name of his treatment was shocking—electroconvulsive therapy. For half of Jack’s life he endured the agony of those brutal jolts going through metal plates tightly sandwiching his head. One can only imagine what that horrid experience was like, a torture like no other, worse, he said, “than being continually stung by a million hornets.” Each shock lasted no more than a nanosecond, but its beastly memory dawdled to return shuddering aftershocks.


Except for the stubble of gray whiskers covering his pockmarked cheeks, Jack never came across to me as strange. He had the best jokes, the warmest genuine smile, and the best adventure stories—told as if they actually happened.


So, my ten-year-old mind spent some time pondering the what-ifs of timing, as if the knockout was the real cause of all of Jack’s abnormality, and as if I could turn back the clock to have one of my favorite uncles live a normal life. What if he had been sick that day and hadn’t gone to school? What if his boxing opponent had been sick that day, or . . . what if Jack had knocked out the other guy first? Two special events coincided at one moment of time. They always do, of course. But the knockout was the result of a direct hit to the head at the precise moment when Jack’s guard was just too low to protect him. Too low, and too slow.


My childhood was filled with what-ifs in hopes of amending unpleasant timings, but the most poignant one happened shortly before my thirteenth birthday. I was on my way home from school, riding my red Raleigh three-speed bike along a flat cracked concrete sidewalk, when a stone hit the spokes of the front wheel and ricocheted to the door of a parked car. I braked and turned to see who had thrown it. At that moment the world suddenly turned red. I could still see. It was as if my stunned brain had not yet processed what had happened. Through the blood rushing from my eyelid I could see a boy across the street ready to throw his next stone. He didn’t seem to understand that he had already hit me in the eye. I screamed and fell to the pavement, not fully grasping what had just happened. The next moment I remember is sitting up in a hospital bed with my left eye bandaged, learning that I would probably never again see from that eye. Those what-ifs were so strong that it took years for them to calm down. When I put the quandary to my mother, she gave me the consolation that I was lucky that the rock had not hit my skull and dumbed my brain.


“Could it really have dumbed my brain?” I asked, as if my mother knew something about neuroscience.


“Yes, of course,” she answered. And I took that as clinical certainty.


But my mother’s consolation didn’t stop the what-ifs from doomed efforts to bring back the sight of my left eye. What if the rock’s trajectory had veered off by one degree? What if I hadn’t stopped to look around? What if that first rock hadn’t hit the spokes? A few years went by before I learned that luckless coincidences are the battle scars of life. Like the wrinkles of an old face, they are the high scores of an active life, the markers of the roads taken. Life itself is an endless sequence of flukes and coincidences leading to some successes, some failures, some embarrassments, and some pleasures. We shall never really know the fortune and misfortune milestones along our roads-not-taken. Our decisions at forks and crossroads in a tangle of flukes and coincidences settle our destinies, to maximize our pleasures and minimize our failures in the face of all that life throws at us.


Coincidences make magnificent stories. We take them as surprising events, marvel at their rarities, and ignore any sensible explanations, even though many of the finest can be explained as mathematically predictable. Tell a coincidence story at any social event and you have all ears at attention. Why? Because, in this enigmatic galaxy, it transmits a strong sense of inclusive human connectivity, encourages evidence of existential significance, and validates our longing for individuality.


This book is a collection of bewildering encounters and phantasmagorical stories that remind us of how enormous and how small the world actually is. It includes practical mathematical methods for appraising a story’s likeliness and examines the nature of coincidence frequency to explain why coincidences deceptively surprise us when they happen. It tours the early development of mathematical tools for understanding randomness, subsequently leading us to think about coincidences as consequences of living in an enormous world of a large number of random possibilities.


There are two classic problems that give us mathematically proper ways to gauge coincidences. One is a counterintuitive poser: the birthday problem, which tells us that in any group of twenty-three people the odds are better than even that two people in the group will have the same birthday. The other is the monkey problem, which asks: if given a large enough amount of time, could a monkey, randomly hitting the keys of computer keyboard, write the first line of a Shakespeare sonnet? These two problems, along with the law of large numbers, the theory of hidden variables, and the law of truly large numbers, give us a reasonable understanding of why coincidences happen far more frequently than we expect. This last law, the law of truly large numbers, is a philosophical adage, and the central argument of the book. In a nutshell it tells us that if there is any likelihood that something could happen, no matter how small, it’s bound to happen at some time. It’s not a theorem that can be proven. After all, I used the phrase “bound to happen,” which is as ambiguous as any phrase can be. But it gives a sense of just how common coincidences are.


The book is in four parts. Part 1 presents a small group of coincidence stories to ponder before attempting to understand the frequencies of coincidental events. Each story represents a whole class of stories that have similar analytical features. Part 2 covers all the mathematics you would need to know to be able to understand the central argument of the book. In Part 3 we return to the ten representative stories of Part 1 to analyze their frequencies to find that absolute randomness, as a theory, is not the same as absolute randomness in the real, physical world. Part 4 gives us a fun chance to explore those coincidences that defy analysis, such as odd and tragic stories of incriminating DNA evidence, lucky scientific breakthroughs, rogue market bets, ESP wonders, and coincidence plots in fiction and folklore. Each chapter in Part 4 is fairly independent of the others.


When you reach the end of this book, you will be looking at the mysteries of coincidences through a curious lens focused on how they happen, and how they preserve their wonders. This book will not only reveal the surprises behind those frequencies to explain why coincidences happen, it will also change the way we see things. Most of our daily events or circumstances don’t come to us in simple ways, but are connected to so many other events and circumstances that are beyond our notice. Any single event is a result of many others, along with complex concepts beyond our reach. So, though I will use mathematics to explain why some coincidences happen, I will also accept—and, at times, argue for—some notions of fate, when rational explanations seem weak, and concede that it sometimes feels good to believe that there is a grand plan governing that which we cannot explain.


Although I do admit to crushing the impression that coincidences are rare, it is never my intention to quash the mystiques and charms of a good story. If I shatter the aura of anyone’s coincidence encounter, it is done only to appraise it from a mathematician’s viewpoint. I have no wish to thwart the seeds of great storytelling. You could argue with me over the question of destiny or fluke, and might even convince me that no one knows enough about the universe to say definitively whether coincidences are mysteriously fated by some deeply significant design. I might even agree with you that flukes, by definition, have no rational explanation for happening. But the mathematics is real and clear. Coincidences happen far more often than we think, mostly because we live in a larger-than-imagined world with over 7 billion people making decisions every second leading to an unimaginably vast number of dependent outcomes. It gives us a causality universe that is unimaginably vast and complex, a place where unlikely events happen simply because there are so many possibilities and so many of us available to experience those possibilities. Things coincide by mere chance alone, without any apparent presence of cause, although apparent is one of those tricky words whose meaning is hard to pin down.


We all have our personal stories of coincidence. Mine inflates to coincidence status, simply because it takes on an importance to me. Meeting my wife on Moratorium Day in 1969 in a crowd of a hundred thousand people on the Boston Common seems astonishing to me because it was momentous in the decisive path of my life. Such events in life compel us to wonder about the what-ifs of decisive timings: what if I had stopped to tie my shoelaces during the march to the Common while two hundred marchers passed ahead of me, or what if I had entered the Common just 10 yards to the north? But is that really a coincidence, or just a happening told in hindsight?


So far, I have used the word coincidence twenty-four times in this introduction as an acceptable synonym for “a chance happening,” or more narrowly, for a convergence of characters or objects in time and space. Until now, I have assumed its meaning to be self-explanatory, but to be more precise, let’s agree on this more formal definition.


            coincidence \ n–s: A surprising concurrence of events or circumstances appropriate to one another or having significance in relation to one another but between which there is no apparent causal connection.1


Somehow, the colloquial use of that word tends to drift to an interpretation that ignores the part that requires surprise and also expects any cause to be nonapparent. For us here, we maintain that any coincidence must have a presence of surprise and, if there is any cause at all, it must be one that is nonapparent. A coincidence’s surprise is closely tied to its nonapparentness of cause. When we use the phrase nonapparent cause, we simply mean that there is a cause that is unknown to the general public. Coincidences do have causes. So, yes, the question of relativity emerges: to whom is it unknown? For our purposes, we will assume that by general public we mean the person who experiences the coincidence as well as anyone who is told the story.


Fluke, on the other hand, has a similar meaning without the caveats of surprise and apparent cause.


            fluke \ n-s [origin unknown]: an accidental advantage or result of an action: an extraordinary stroke of good or bad luck.2


And serendipity is restricted to positive events.


            serendipity \ n: The occurrence and development of events by chance in a happy or beneficial way.


Almost all stories are told through a series of events—meetings of characters and objects—happening in some time. Oedipus kills a man on the road to Thebes and thus through a chain of events he sleeps with his own mother. What’s the apparent cause there? It’s the chain, each link with an apparent cause. It’s worth noting that every coincidence is a chain of events with each link causal, even in the real nonfiction world.


Neil Forsyth, the literary essayist and professeur honoraire at the University of Lausanne, calls the coincidence chains “the delight in the unexpected.”3 He is referring to fictional coincidences in Dickens, but that delight in the unexpected is true in the real nonfiction world as well. It comes from a deep need and strong desire to make sense of the odd unfamiliar, a need that was once-upon-a-time fundamentally vital to human understanding and protection from the unknown.


For many of the most surprising coincidences, their nonapparent causes might be too deep to ever be discovered. It’s easier to believe they are unexpected than in the fact that extraordinary stuff just happens; it’s more comforting and promising to our own prospects. In any case, they do amuse us.


The sum 13 + 53 + 33 happens to be 153. Is that a coincidence? The cause is not apparent. It is possible that there is no cause at all. Or consider this thoroughly random sequence of sixty digits:


458391843333834534555555555555


185803245032174022234935499238


We might be suspicious of that continuous string of 5’s in the middle. Those 5’s might be “hot,” but the mathematics tells us to be not so surprised. It even predicts that such a sequence of equal digits will happen far more regularly than we think.


Coincidences are omnipresent. It all comes down to noticing. Just before writing this introduction, I was vacuuming too close to my 2,262-page dictionary. As always, to protect its thick binding, it was open to a page a bit beyond the middle. The vacuum head suddenly sucked in a whole page. Consoling myself, I thought, “Will I ever really need page 2072? Not likely.” Less than an hour went by before I went to look up the exact wording of the entry for serendipity. You can guess what page that word was on. When you write a book on coincidences, you notice more than ever.









PART 1
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The Stories


                   Coincidence


                   It starts as true story,


                   first wondrous, and rare,


                   then colossal collisions


                   of galactic affair


                   strikes with so much surprise,


                   we’re confused between thoughts


                   that it might be just fluke


                   we believe in a lot,


                   and what if it’s not.


—J. M.


LIFE IS FILLED with expectancies, to-dos, and benign pleasures, but bewildering encounters and phantasmagorical stories give the blisses of being alive. Here is a browsing of just a few accounts of how our world is both enormous and small, and of how we come to distinguish flukes from coincidences. We shall return to these stories in Part 3, after we have some machinery to illuminate their hidden quantitative elements.









Chapter 1


Exceptional Moments


REMEMBER THAT TIME when you were leisurely strolling along a street in a foreign city, Paris or Mumbai perhaps, and bumped into an old friend you had not seen in a long time? That old friend that you bumped into: what was he doing there in your place and time? Or remember that moment when you wished for something and it happened just as you wished? Or the fluke of hard luck you had when everything went wrong during your vacation because of unfortunate timing? Or that time when you were astonished to meet someone who shared your birthdate? They were times when you must have had a sudden feeling of synchronicity that shrank the universe, an illuminating transformation that magnified your place in the cosmos. You felt part of an enlarged and centered circle of humanity with just a few persons—or perhaps just you—at that center.


Did you ever pick up a phone to call someone you hadn’t called in a year and, before dialing, hear the person on the line? It happened to me in 1969. Thinking about it, it seems more likely to happen than not. After all, a whole year had gone by—365 days when it didn’t happen. Add to that the number of days the year before, another year when it didn’t happen. And add to that the number of days from then to now. It never happened again. Now we are talking about a serious amount of time when the coincidence did not happen.


Imagine this story. You are sitting in a café in Agios Nikolaos on the island of Crete, when you hear a familiar laugh at a table in a nearby café. You turn to look at the person, a man. You cannot believe that he is your own brother. But there he is, unmistakably your own brother. He turns toward you and he is as surprised as you. It happened to me in 1968. Neither one of us knew that the other was not back home in New York or Boston.


Or imagine this. You are browsing used books in a bookstore far from home when you come across a book you remember from your childhood. You open it and find your own inscription. It is a copy of Moby Dick with your own name on the inside cover and your own marginal markings throughout the book. It was a book you had in college. It happened to a friend who told me that he was browsing the shelves of a used bookstore in Dubuque, Iowa, a city he had never been to before.1


In 1976 my wife, my two children, and I had been touring through Scotland, when on one snowy day our Vauxhall car broke down in the small town of Penicuik. A mechanic at the only garage in town told us that the problem was our alternator, and that it would be three days before he could replace it. We headed to the nearest pub, hoping to spend the night. The publican was a man of few words, but when we told him that we were from America, he livened up to proudly say, “Next week we will have someone from America coming to sing. You probably know her. I don’t know her name, but there is a poster downstairs.” He brought us to a large poster announcing a stovies night2 concert by Margaret MacArthur.


“Margaret MacArthur!” my wife and I exclaimed simultaneously. “She is our neighbor. We know her very well!”


The publican nodded, and with blank countenance muttered, “Thought you would.”


America is truly a small country.


There are moments when we are struck by magnificent coincidences. They are the foci of nature’s web of associations because, especially in the solitude of this digital age, we want to fit into the intimidating world with a sense of self, an identity, a purpose, and a feeling that some parts of our lives have destinies. Daunted by the chilling vastness of the forever-expanding universe in an endless space and time, it is reassuring to know that we are more connected than we think, or that the universe lines up for us.


With any coincidence story is the question of whether there is something in the universe that perturbed time and place enough to trigger the coincidence and conceal its cause. Some people have questioned whether there are metaphysical connections. Some say that there is oneness in this universe, an energy that we cannot be aware of, a force that changes our patterns of behavior, a knowing something that we do not know.


Causality is the Western way of interpreting the meaning of events. Nineteenth-century Western causality had a strict classical physics view that the laws of nature govern the movement and interaction of all observable objects. If the variables of the present state are precisely known, then the future is completely predictable. In other words, any predictions of the future are tied to whatever we can know of the past and present. However, by the early twentieth century, with the invention of quantum mechanics, Western philosophy took a radical shift of viewpoint: observable objects are driven by non-observable events of the quantum world, governed by simple, wondrous rules. One such rule claims there are no roads not taken. Every particle is ordered to follow not just one path, but also every possible path with a probability that depends on the path. Predictability, in that quantum mechanics point of view, is limited to probabilities that an object will be somewhere on each path and in a particular state. In other words, careful observation of exactly what happened in the past only gives us uncertain probabilities of what might happen in the future.


Of course, there is always the question of what causes one person to choose a path forward. We are not talking about the mechanical path of an object. Why did you, dear reader, choose to read this far into this book? You have free will that has almost nothing to do with classical physics, or the path of observable objects, or the new physics. The coincidences of this book are related to decisions that people make, roads taken and those not. Human decisions are a matter of free will, where neither relativity nor quantum mechanics come into play, although there are always other strong external influences. We decide on a path. Someone else decides on a path. Then, bam! The paths meet, and we have no apparent cause. The problem with apparentness is that it requires an observable object traveling on an observable path. So, unless there are brain-wave connections between distinct individuals, free will trumps all quantum influences.


There is also the Eastern way, however. The Chinese, for instance, have their Tao, in which opposites cancel out to make the whole and total picture. In it the nothingness is also part of the whole. A block of stone can become a sculpture defined by the remaining stone and the stone that has been carved away. It is surely a different way of thinking. And still the Tao belief is certainly different than any theology that looks at the world as if everything in the world, from cells of organisms to subatomic particles of minerals, is prearranged from the time of creation, and laws governing causality can be broken only if ratified by God’s will. The Taoist believes that coincidences are in the sympathy of all things, and for that reason all events in the world stand in one relationship beyond any causality and any appearances. In other words, there are no flukes. But that same Taoist also believes that underneath there is a hidden rationality. The revered Tao Te Ching, now some 2,500 years old, tells us:


Heaven’s net is wonderfully vast and enveloping;


Though wide-meshed, nothing slips through.3


Just as all parts of a whole work in harmony to complement one another, so, too, all events in the world stand in one meaningful relationship with the whole, which is in central “meaningful” control.


Walt Whitman also told us that we have some connection to the All, and that there is a moral purpose and intention that we are forced to follow unconsciously. He put it this way:


            As within the purposes of the Cosmos, and vivifying all meteorology, and all the congeries of the mineral, vegetable and animal worlds—all the physical growth and development of man, and all the history of the race in politics, religions, wars, &c., there is a moral purpose, a visible or invisible intention, certainly underlying all . . . something that fully satisfies . . . That something is the All, and the idea of All, with the accompanying idea of eternity, and of itself, the soul, buoyant, indestructible, sailing space forever, visiting every region, as a ship the sea.4









Chapter 2


The Girl from Petrovka and Other Benign Coincidences


            What connection can there have been between many people in the innumerable histories of this world, who, from opposite sides of great gulfs, have, nevertheless, been very curiously brought together!


—CHARLES DICKENS, Bleak House1


IF YOU LEAVE your house, a great many encounters and happenings are possible. The probability of each may be small, but when we group them together and ask for the probability that at least one of them will happen, the likelihood goes up. These stories are just ten of many that effectively represent ten characteristic classes. They will be analyzed in Part 3.


Story 1: The Girl from Petrovka


Class: Lost, unlikely to be found, objects accidentally found by someone deliberately looking for them


One of the most celebrated coincidence stories involves actor Anthony Hopkins. After being cast to play the part of Kostya in a movie version of The Girl from Petrovka, Hopkins spent some time searching for the novel in bookstores near London’s Leicester Square Underground station. Unsuccessful in his search and about to return home, he noticed a book lying on one of the benches of the same Underground stop. It was not just a copy of The Girl from Petrovka, but the lost copy belonging to its author, George Feifer.


It is a truly bewildered story. I should be forced to concede that this one would be so foreign to any reasonable theory of the frequency of coincidences that I should have to congratulate the story for escaping any explanation. But in truth it does not escape analysis. George Feifer told me the true story himself: He had used a copy of the American edition of The Girl from Petrovka to highlight words that required British translations for the UK publication of his book. He submitted his translations to the British publisher and checked them on the copy plates. One day he met a friend in Hyde Park Square and gave the friend his marked-up American edition. In a daze of the moment, the friend put the book on top of his car and, late for an afternoon meeting with a girl, speedily drove off. On seeing Feifer on the movie set, Hopkins told Feifer that he found the book at an Underground stop. I wrote to Hopkins for his side of the story. Predictably, he never replied.


Story 2: Jack Frost and Other Stories


Class: Unexpectedly found familiar personal objects not searched for


A comparable story involves writer Anne Parrish. According to the original telling (a story very different from the many floating through cyberspace), while in Paris, after attending Mass at Notre-Dame and visiting the bird market on a sunny June Sunday in 1929, Anne and her husband, industrialist Charles Albert Corliss, stopped at Les Deux Magots for lunch. Leaving Charles alone with his wine, she strolled the bookstalls along the walls of the Seine. It was not unusual for her to spend hours rummaging rows of books on long tables. On that day, she found Helen Wood’s Jack Frost and Other Stories. After a short haggle with the bookseller, she paid one franc, ran to her husband who was still sitting with his wine, excitedly put the book in his hands, and told him that it was one of her favorite books when she was a child. He slowly turned the pages. After a few moments of silence, he handed the book back to her opened at the flyleaf where penciled “in an ungainly childish scrawl, was: ‘Anne Parrish, 209 North Weber Street, Colorado Springs, Colorado.’”2 It had been her book when she was a child.3


Story 3: The Rocking Chair


Class: Requiring reasonably precise time and space and not human chance meetings


A coincidence has to be more than a story forced to give a surprise or to hide its cause. Here’s one that happened to me some years ago. My wife was pregnant and her aunt told her that she must have a comfortable rocking chair for nursing the newborn baby. She sent a check to cover the purchase of a new rocking chair. My brother had the perfect rocking chair, and my wife and I found that same chair at a furniture store in Cambridge. It was uncommonly wide, a Shaker design with thin black spindles and a high back. But the chair was not in stock, and so we asked that it be delivered to my brother’s house in Cambridge when it was available for delivery. We would pick it up from there and bring it home to Vermont at our next visit. Some weeks later my brother and his wife were hosting a small gathering. Someone sat on their rocking chair, and the entire chair collapsed underneath him, breaking to pieces. Embarrassed, my brother courteously told his guest not to worry. At that precise moment the doorbell rang and our new chair was delivered. One can only imagine the surprise at the party, when my brother took the golden opportunity to console the guest by saying, “Oh, that’s fine; we just called for a replacement.”


Story 4: The Golden Scarab


Class: Dream coincidences in somewhat generous time and space


A young woman patient was telling Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung of her dream about a golden scarab. We have Jung’s version: “While she was telling me of this dream I sat with my back to the closed window. Suddenly I heard a noise behind me, like a gentle tapping. I turned round and saw a flying insect knocking against the windowpane from outside. I opened the window and caught the creature in the air as it few in. It was the nearest analogy to a golden scarab that one finds in our latitudes, a scarabaeid beetle.”4 Jung goes on to say, “We often dream about people from whom we receive a letter by the next post. I have ascertained on several occasions that at the moment when the dream occurred the letter was already lying in the post-office of the addressee.”5


Story 5: Francesco and Manuela


Class: Chance meetings of humans in precise timing and space


My wife and I were in a van riding along the hairpin road that cut through la Costa Smeralda, the eastern coastal hills of Sardinia, high above the clear emerald waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea. They were breath-halting moments when our Italian driver was gesticulatively pointing out historical sites while turning his head back and forth for quick peeps of the dangerous curves ahead and glances at passengers in the backseats. We were spending some time at Studitalia, an Italian language school in Olbia, a picturesque small port city on the northeast coast of Sardinia. It was a weekend. And—as it happened every weekend—the school had offered its students an excursion immersed in Sardinian culture and beauty. The driver was Francesco Marras, the school’s director.


A student sitting in the front passenger seat asked him when and how the school started.


“Well—” he began his answer, thinking about the story he was about to tell as the van wigwagged from one side of the road to the other seconds before the next curve. “When the school opened just three years ago in 2010 there was only one student.” In a typical Italian way, he used his right hand to illustrate his story, and his left to blithely steer the van.


And so, we learned how on that opening day Francesco went to the lobby of the Hotel de Plam to meet the school’s first student, Manuela from Madrid, for an orientation excursion, which involved a boat trip to the magnificent Isola Tavolara, an enormous flat-topped rock island some 3 miles offshore. Since Francesco and Manuela were early and their boat was late, they went off to a café for a drink. They sat for an hour, chatting in Italian. Manuela talked about where she lived in Spain, about her work, her boyfriend, and her interests. Francesco talked about the school. Soon Francesco began to wonder why Manuela would want to take Italian when her command of the language was quite excellent.6 When he finally asked about the level of Italian she expected to learn at the school, the mix-up became clear.


“Learn Italian? Why, do you think I need Italian lessons?” she asked.


The confusion lasted several more minutes before Francesco realized that Manuela was the wrong Manuela, who had expected to meet in the hotel lobby someone by the name of Francesco!


They both returned to the hotel lobby to find the other Francesco interviewing the other Manuela for a job she neither expected nor wanted.


Why is this story so surprising? Because it has been humanized as a story with a place and time, specific names, a colorful character who seems to be telling the truth. Intellectually, we are not fooled. We know that with large numbers of possibilities these encounters happen, and that they are not so unusual.


Story 6: Albino Taxi Driver


Class: Chance meetings of humans under generous timing and generous space


These stories and others like them are more common than we generally think. We are told such stories, and many of us have experienced them. Just the other day I met a woman who told me a wonderful story: In Chicago one day she got into a taxi driven by a man with albinism. Three years later she got into the same man’s taxi in Miami. “Now, what are the chances of that?” she asked me. Yes, this is a wonderful story, but let us deconstruct it. Taxis frequent particular neighborhoods. The woman is an executive of a private equity firm, someone who often takes taxis in different major cities. Taxi drivers that do not have albinism are not as distinguishable; so, a person who uses taxis often, might expect to hail a taxi without noticing that the driver is familiar, unless that driver happened to be a person with albinism. Still, I would agree that we should indulge in some sort of fascination with the fact that Miami and Chicago are 1,200 miles apart.


Story 7: Plum Pudding


Class: Associations with familiar objects


And here is another story about a doorbell ringing to announce a coincidentally surprise visitor. I learned this one along with several others in L’Inconnu: The Unknown by early twentieth-century astronomer Nicolas Camille Flammarion.7 It’s one of those double coincidences, the kind that brings some astonishment, and then a new surprise happens to top it, turning it into a triple coincidence.


Flammarion writes that Emile Deschamps, a celebrated nineteenth-century poet, told this tale. Deschamps was a young boy at boarding school in Orléans, France, when he met an English émigré by the curiously non-English name of M. de Fortgibu. Dining at the same table, M. de Fortgibu suggested that the young Deschamps taste a dish that was almost unheard of in France, plum pudding.


For ten years Deschamps, having not seen or heard of it again, forgot about his discovery of a plum pudding that oddly contained no plums. Ten years later, passing a restaurant on the boulevard Poissonière that displayed the strange pudding on its menu, Deschamps was reminded of M. de Fortgibu. He ordered a slice, but was told by the counter ladies that a certain gentleman had ordered the whole pudding. One of the women turned toward a man in a colonel’s uniform who was eating at one of the tables.


“M. de Fortgibu,” she called out, “would you have the goodness to share your plum pudding with this gentleman?”


Deschamps didn’t recognize M. de Fortgibu.


“Of course,” M. de Fortgibu answered. “It would give me great pleasure to share a part of this pudding with the gentleman.”


It wasn’t likely that he recognized Deschamps, either.


Now, that should have been the full coincidence, but it was not. Some years passed. Deschamps had not seen or thought about plum pudding. And then one day he was invited to a dinner at the home of a lady who announced that an unusual dish was to be served: a real English plum pudding.


“I expect a M. de Fortgibu will be there,” he joked.


The evening of the dinner arrived. A magnificent plum pudding was served to the ten guests seated while Deschamps told the coincidence story of M. de Fortgibu and the plum pudding. Just as Deschamps completed his story, everyone heard the doorbell ring and M. de Fortgibu was announced.


You and I would think this was all planned. Deschamps thought so. Perhaps the dinner host had used Deschamps’s little joke to build a joke of her own. But no! It gets even more interesting. By this time M. de Fortgibu was an old man who walked with a cane. He walked slowly around the table looking, for someone in particular. As he came close, Deschamps recognized him. Surely it was he.


“My hair stood up on my head,” Deschamps said on relaying this story sometime later. “Don Juan, in the chef d’oeuvre of Mozart, was not more terrified by his guest of stone.”


But Deschamps was not the person the newcomer sought, It turned out that M. de Fortgibu (the same) was also invited to dinner, but not that dinner. He had mistaken the address and rung the wrong doorbell. It was a triple coincidence that must be so rare that you would think that the chances of its happening in one’s lifetime must be staggeringly close to zero. Yet it did happen, if we can trust M. Flammarion.8


“Three times in my life have I eaten plum pudding,” Deschamps reflected on his confounded experience, “and three times have I seen M. de Fortgibu! A fourth time I should feel capable of anything . . . or capable of nothing!”


Flammarion, the respected astronomer who has lunar craters, Martian craters, and asteroids honoring his name, was a collector of coincidences. As he was known for being a collector, people sent him their stories. He collected hundreds. Some quite astounding! Many were sent to him anonymously from all parts of the world, so it is very hard to trust their truthfulness, even though he does say that some had multiple witnesses, that some had a sincerity he vouches for, and that others have “all the marks of good faith.”


Story 8: The Windblown Manuscript


Class: Coincidences dictated by natural causes


The most remarkable coincidences are those of Flammarion’s personal experience. One is a captivating story that suggests that there are some miraculous forces looking out for us, chance perhaps, or unknown forces that parallel those of nature. He was writing his eight-hundred-page popular treatise on the atmosphere.9 It was to become his definitive work. At the end of the nineteenth century it was very celebrated both for its detail and its accessibility. Just at the point where he was busy writing the third chapter of the fourth section, a chapter about the force of wind, the most extraordinary thing happened. It was a cloudy midsummer day. He was in his study. One window, facing east and overlooking some chestnut trees and avenue de l’Observatoire, was open. Another window faced southeast with a magnificent view of the Paris Observatory, and a third faced south onto rue Cassini. He had just finished writing: “Les vents de nos climats, qui nous paraissent si capricieux et si variables, vont nous laisser apercevoir derrière eux les règles auxquelles ils obéissent” (The winds of our climates, which appear so capricious and variable to us, will let us see behind them the rules which they obey).10 A sudden southwest gale blew open the window overlooking the observatory, lifted the leaves of his manuscript—a whole chapter—from Flammarion’s desk, and carried them off to the street below. Some fell among the trees and some scattered toward the observatory. Worse yet, a soaking downpour followed. That was the first coincidence of that day.


Flammarion realized that it would have been useless to go searching for all his missing pages. He wrote, “To go down and hunt for my pages would seem to me to be time lost, and I was very sorry to lose them.”11 What happened next was truly astonishing. A few days had passed when a porter from Librairie Hachette, the publisher of Flammarion’s books, a mile from his apartment, brought him all the missing leaves.


Story 9: Abe Lincoln’s Dreams


Class: Dreams that come true


Abraham Lincoln told this prophetic dream to his wife, Mary Todd, one night at dinner, shortly before he was assassinated.12


“About ten days ago I retired very late. I had been up waiting for important dispatches from the front. I could not have been long in bed when I fell into a slumber, for I was weary. I soon began to dream.” Lincoln then went on to say that in his dream he had left his bed to go downstairs. He may have actually done so.13 Downstairs—presumably in the White House—he heard a group of mourners sobbing. From room to room he searched for the mourners, and though the rooms were lit, he couldn’t see any. Yet the sounds were all around, as if the mourners were invisible in each room. Even though it was an alarming dream, he wondered about the meaning of it. When he came to the East Room, a corpse in funeral garb was resting on a catafalque, with several soldiers standing guard. Mourners were standing all around, weeping. The corpse’s face was covered. “Who died in the White House?” he asked one of the soldiers. “The president,” answered the soldier. “He was killed by an assassin!”


The crowd then began to wail so loudly that Lincoln awoke from his dream. He said that he did not sleep more that night and that he had been haunted by that dream ever since he had it.


“That is horrid!” Mary said. “I wish you had not told it. I am glad I don’t believe in dreams, or I should be in terror from this time forth.”


“Well,” said Lincoln in a very somber voice and with a glum face, “it is only a dream, Mary. Let us say no more about it, and try to forget it.”


He had other premonitory dreams before almost every event of the war. There were repeated omens of a Union victory: One happened the night before the Antietam victory, and another a few nights before Gettysburg. There were others preceding Sumter, Bull Run, Vicksburg, and Wilmington. One happened on April 13, 1865, the night before he was shot at Ford’s Theatre. It was a very vivid one. During the day of April 14, General Grant informed the cabinet that he was awaiting General Johnston’s surrender. Lincoln, in his deep and confident voice, then said, “We shall hear very soon, and the news will be important.” When Grant asked him why he thought so, Lincoln said, “Because I had a dream last night; and ever since this war began I have had the same dream just before every event of great national importance. It portends some important event that will happen very soon.”


It seems that all the dreams he talked about were prophetic. Johnston surrendered to General Sherman on April 26. The war was finally over. And the man who dreamed these dreams was no longer alive. Three days after Lincoln’s assassination, Gideon Welles, the secretary of the navy, a man who was present at Lincoln’s last cabinet meeting, wrote these words in his diary:14


            Great events did, indeed, follow, for within a few hours the good and gentle, as well as truly great, man who narrated his dream closed forever his earthly career.


Lincoln’s last cabinet meeting was called for 11:00 a.m. on Good Friday, April 14. Frederick Seward, the assistant secretary of state, was at that meeting. He wrote about the meeting in Leslie’s Weekly, a newspaper illustrated by wood engravings and daguerreotype photography:


            The conversation turning upon the subject of sleep, Mr. Lincoln remarked that a peculiar dream of the previous night was one that had occurred several times in his life,—a vague sense of floating—floating away on some vast and indistinct expanse, toward an unknown shore. The dream itself was not so strange as the coincidence that each of its previous recurrences had been followed by some important event or disaster, which he mentioned.


                 The usual comments were made by his auditors. One thought it was merely a matter of coincidences. Another laughingly remarked, “At any rate it cannot presage a victory nor a defeat at this time, for the war is over.”


                 A third suggested: “Perhaps at each of these periods there were possibilities of great change or disaster, and the vague feeling of uncertainty may have led to the dim vision in sleep.”


                 “Perhaps,” said Mr. Lincoln, thoughtfully, “perhaps that is the explanation.”15


Story 10: Joan Ginther


Class: Good and bad gambling luck


How should we think of the luck of a woman who wins a lottery four times?


July 14, 1993, Joan Ginther walks into a Stop N Shop in Bishop, Texas, buys a few Lotto Texas scratch-off lottery tickets, and wins $5.4 million. That’s local news.


The same woman walks into a minimart some years later, buys a few Holiday Millionaire scratch-off tickets, and wins $2 million. Texas news.


Two years go by. She buys a few Millions and Millions from the Times Market on US Highway 77 in Bishop, and wins again! Another $3 million! National news.


Another two years go by. She walks into the same Times Market, buys fifty dollars’ worth of Extreme Payout, and wins another $10 million. Now it’s international news! “Who is the lucky four-time lottery winner?” John Wetenhall of ABC World News asked one week later.


The odds of that happening to a particular person are 1 in 18 septillion, so unlikely that it should happen to that person only once in a quadrillion years.


Some people believe that Joan Ginther, a retired mathematics professor with a PhD from Stanford, had gamed the system, cheated in some way, or perhaps cracked the lottery’s algorithm that determines where winning scratch-off tickets are shipped. Others felt that she had won by clues from displayed numbers that give information about which cards are winners. But many of the people of Bishop, a little farming town of 3,300 inhabitants, believe that “it was Joan’s reward from God.”


Such multiple wins are rare, yet not surprising to statisticians who know that rare events will happen just by chance: Winning a lottery four times is a rarity when considered as a per-person event, but is a reasonably common event when considering the larger population. In fact, the odds are quite good that wins like Ginther’s have a good chance of happening in a population of almost 320 million Americans. Her wins seem striking only because we are viewing them as happening to one specific person, Joan Ginther.


Considering that there are twenty-six major legal lotteries in the United States alone, with ticket sales of over $70 billion by people who play frequently, a four-time win is not only bound to happen, but should happen fairly often over the years.16
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