
Magic or Coincidence: How 
make-believe can help us keep 

our heads. 
It’s not head-in-the-clouds; it’s feet-on-the-ground.


Out on a walk in the Sussex countryside, you think of your late grandmother who always wore 
red. As if by ‘magic’, a Peacock butterfly lands on your arm. ‘It’s her!’ you think; you feel; you…
know? But of course it’s not her, it’s just a coincidence.


	 	 	 	 	 	 <>


As we blessed a friend’s memory at her Buddhist funeral, rain clattering on the tin roof of the art 
space she curated, the congregation, eyes closed tight, imagine her bathed in light and shooting 
up to the heavens. The blessing ends, we open our eyes, and the rain stops abruptly; sunlight ex-
ploding through the roof hatch. Eyes prick. Hairs stand on end: Something other-worldly is among 
us.


But what is ‘other-worldly’ really? Is all this not happening here - in this world? In this world of war 
and fear and screaming babies and work and a thing called money and sunsets that sometimes 
make us cry? Why does magic belong to somewhere else?


I’ve thought a lot about magic over the years, the word supernatural nagging at me. 


When ‘magical’ things happen I feel something stir within; something mystical that I can’t put my 
finger on. It makes me wonder if I’m a witch or something, before swiftly deciding that I am in fact 
an idiot with an exhausting imagination and must find rational, explainable answers to life’s mys-
teries before I completely lose my mind. That is of course assuming that my mind is supposed to 
be a rational, explainable and controllable entity.


When I was a child, my friend and I would 
leave food and tiny cups of water in the vari-
ous cavities and nobbles of old trees. We in-
sisted we knew exactly what the fairies liked 
to eat, and when we found the next day that 
the offerings had disappeared; we declared 
victory over the apathetic adults that pa-
tiently escorted us to these fairy kingdoms. 
‘It’s all in your head’ they’d say, fondly.


Well, yes. It is. But the food was still gone.


And before you mutter ‘badgers and foxes, 
obviously’ - I am not suggesting (at thirty-five 

years old) that fairies live in the old oak trees 
of Norleywood. I am suggesting that perhaps what happens to our minds (and therefore our be-
haviour) when we witness magic, might be the magic.


Some years later, that same friend and I hid a load of barbies in the bushes at the end of the 
garden and brought my little cousin down to see.


“Oh Look!” we all said “Can you see the fairies?” pointing out the dollies in the undergrowth. 




“Well, I can’t see anything” said her dad. 


Clever. Very clever. I’ll never forget the look on her face - that moment was hers. It was magic to 
her; and, as we watched her smile with delight; to us too, it turned out.


In Justin Hopper’s wonderful book ‘Old Weird Albion’ (which I heartily recommend reading) he 
talks a bit about the phenomenon of crop circles, citing former ‘Circlemaker’ Dr Rob Irving’s re-
search into the combining of crop circles themselves with a place’s legends, history and archae-
ology. Widely accepted to be man made, these circles still maintain just enough mystery around 
them to make us wonder, question, think, and most importantly - go looking. “If you put a circle 
out in the middle of a field” Irving says “Even just a simple circle, the people that are in it are 
thinking that just by being there, they are in some way special. It’s a separation from all the people 
who just drive along the road and don’t bother to go there. There’s a game going on, a game of 
enlightenment.”


When we open our eyes, and in fact all of our senses, to the world; could it be that we will find 
magic in abundance? Not because imps and elves walk among us, but because we are listening, 
watching the world as it is; a world whose tiny, insig-potentially-significant flutters are passed by 
and over every day that we live in our heads and in our phones. So when, eyes up for a fleeting 
moment one day, your father’s favourite bird comes to eat the cake crumbs from your plate and 
your stomach flips with nostalgia; with feeling; with love, you might find yourself leaving your 
phone at home next time you walk to the shops because there’s a nice cat to stroke at number 24 
and it makes you feel good. You might find yourself taking your shoes off when you get to the 
grassy bit of the park because it feels nice. You might find yourself watching for the magic and 
finding the supernatural is natural. You might find yourself - present. And these days, we know (if 
not from our own experience, from all the wellness bloggers and meditation apps) that the key to 
happiness is to be present. So might this agnostic witch-wannabe suggest that magic does exist 
- in you, in this world; right here, right now. The more of us looking for it the better, apparently it’s 
pretty powerful.




As you can probably tell, I look for meaning in all sorts of things, especially etymology, so I’ll end 
with this:


Coincidence (21st century) : a remarkable concurrence of events or circumstances without ap-
parent casual connection. 

Coincidence (17th century) : occupation of the same space. 

Whatever you believe or don’t believe, everything that has lived and died on this planet is still here 
in some form; rock, sludge, energy or otherwise. It’s a coincidence that a Peacock butterfly 
landed on my arm when I thought of my grandmother one afternoon: Although she is long dead, 
we are occupying the same space.



