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Two of the lesser gods appeared at a Quandary table and shook hands with their eyes.


“First Q rotation?” asked the elder, noticing the younger’s widened pupils.


“Yep” he replied, looking up from the table. “You been around here long?”


“Seems like forever” quipped the immortal. “I’ve dutied at all the games, of course, but I always seem to gravitate back to this one. Must be the magnetic fields…” And although there was 


a genuine fondness in how she stroked the vibrant dome of air above the table, he figured this for another of boredom’s puns and offered “Shall we begin?”


She slipped her little finger into her mouth and lathered it with her tongue. Then she reached out to dip it in the swirling vapor pool beside the table. A graceful pivot of her wrist and she’d scooped up a whorl of dust, spinning around her finger. She was showing off, even though she knew he could hardly appreciate how difficult it was to snag one so quickly, let alone with such finesse. But he surprised her. 


“Beautifully done!” he commended, making her glad to see he was intent on enjoying himself.


“Lucky draw!” she celebrated, as she deposited the tiny cyclone in the field above the table. “An intellectual -- we’re bound to get a good long run out of this one…”


“How can you tell?” he asked, staring intently at the soul.


“Just look at the wobble” she answered. “Oh, this one has plenty of hooks, you can be sure, and all arranged in an orderly fashion. It gives them that distinctive waver. `Course the pool is a bit biased toward them anyway –“	


“Say, I’ll bet you’ve even pulled a genuine philosopher or two in your time!” he said. And, though he may have been patronizing, she chose to indulge herself. “Nothing like `em!” she nodded. “A real marathon. Although `most any academic will do. Like they say: ‘higher the education, greater the vacillation!”


She opened the box of stringers and offered him first pick. 


“Religious types can be good too” she went on. “Not the dogmatic ones, but… doubting 


priests, passionate Buddhists, stuff like that. Go on for days!”


She raised the sleek, gold stringers that she had selected and asked, to be polite, “Shall I go first?” 





He bowed to her seniority, and watched as she slid the stringers, in a line and from opposite directions, into the field and its little twister of dust, until they all but met in some silent, central place. Feeling them catch in that node of solidity that she had called a ‘hook’, she smoothly pulled them apart, stretching the fine, sticky lines out to equatorial poles of the spherical field, and just beyond. She squeezed both stringers and the tiny, barbed rings at their tips expanded, fanning the ends of the lines into flattened discs. Then, with synchronous flicks, she released them. They slapped back against the field’s surface, and held, pinning the lines taut.


“They like to think it starts in the head, or at least in the heart” she said. “But that’s very rarely the case. The strongest opening move is always the gut. Get `em all strung up before they even know there’s a problem - just a hint of nausea and the vaguest sense that something isn’t right.” And then she spoke aloud, in a voice of pronouncement:





“Privilege holds only the promise of power.”


 

















After pausing to give it its due, he asked, “Has the aphorism always been a part of the game?”


“From the beginning” she nodded. “A soul can’t be caught in a quandary unless, at some level, it can grasp the implications. That’s why we rarely get nonhumans in the pool.”


“But surely” he wondered “animals experience conflict, even show indecision - the rivals’ dance of fight and flight, the fearful attraction between potential mates…?”


“Of course” she said. “But what turns conflict into a quandary is what the conflicted make of it. Animals aren’t what they think they are (except perhaps for a couple of apes and maybe an occasional dolphin); they just are what they are, feel what they feel, choose what they do and go on. Humans have this whole other preoccupation with ethics and explanations. And that,” she grinned, whetting her stringers like a fork and knife, “that’s where we get ‘em by the balls!”


	“’By the balls…’” he ruminated. “Do you find that the sexes differ? In their susceptibilities, I mean.”


	“Less than you might think,” considered the goddess, “and a lot is culturally entrained. But there is, I think, a fundamental difference in response…”


	“I remember hearing” he said, “about some experiments done with infants. A string was rigged to their toe, so that kicking their feet would cause a mobile over their cribs to dance. Once they had learned this and were merrily kicking away, the experimenter would detach the string and watch what the babies would do.”


	“Sounds like some gods I know…” she smirked.


	“Anyway, it turned out that the boy babies would get angry and kick longer and more vigorously, while the girl babies would, before very long, just stop and cry.”


	“Yes, that’s just what I meant –“ she began.


	“So the males” he concluded “are bold and tenacious, while the females are fearful and easily deterred.”


	“Funny” she replied, “I would have said that the males are self-centered and inflexible, while the females catch on quickly to shift their strategy and negotiate with the character pulling the strings.”


	At first taken aback, to his credit his eyes then sparkled. 


“And what sex is this one?” he asked.


	“Child, you are new to this business, aren’t you?’ she chuckled. “How did you originate?”


	The young god was suddenly shy. “Hope” he said. 


It made her moan, for a moment, in envy. Then she looked at him more closely. “No wonder” she said, and smiled. 


	He felt her smile and raised his eyes. “How about you?” he asked.


	The venerable goddess grew pensive. “It was a long, long time ago” she said. “Despair, from such a distance, just looks like irony. But here, take your turn –“





	He considered the spinning soul for a moment, and the ripples of disruption that pulsed from the lines that suspended it. Then he lifted his silver stringers and, slipping his tongue out between his lips, eased them into the field. A grin spread across his face as he felt the field’s hum in his fingertips, and his brow shot up when, pushing deeper, the fierce little wind caught at his instruments. He was aiming lower than she had, and a soft grunt of satisfaction escaped him when he finally sunk his probes into the hidden node. Then, with a powerful thrum he dragged them apart and all of a motion snapped the strands in place. Then he said aloud:





“Jealous appetites often leave stomachs empty.”
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“Well!” she said, impressed with his technique, if a bit daunted by his directness. “I’d say that got its attention!”


“The adage is the hard part” he said. “How do you keep from sounding like a fortune cookie?”


“You don’t” she laughed. “But it doesn’t matter. They always consider it profound `cause they hear it in their own heads.”


Standing back, he considered his work: a taut and shimmering line, orthogonal to the one that she had strung.


“So” he said, “a gonad’s a gonad, I guess, regardless of gender.”


“Got that right” she replied. 


	“Sometimes I feel pity…” he began.


	“You’re not in Blessings now, boy!” she cautioned him abruptly. “You had better curb that compassion. This is a Quandary table, remember.”


	“No, no, I know!” he said, raising a palm. “It’s just that I wonder, sometimes, how they could have gotten it all so wrong.”


	“And to just which of their myriad muddles are you referring?” she asked, indifferently picking her tooth with a golden stringer. 


	“About us! Can’t they see? The things they call ‘acts of god’ – earthquakes and tornadoes and such – are precisely those things over which we have no control.”


	“They’re children” she shrugged. “They have to think someone is in control.”


	“And yet, the powers we do have, our very existence, we owe to them.”


	“Well --” she conceded, a trifle piqued, “its true, whenever a human places faith in an idea, a god is created, or a pre-existing one instantiated, but –“


	“Exactly!” he interrupted, unafraid of the truth. “We are, each of us, merely a belief, with the powers granted to us by the believer!”


	“If we’re going to do this” lectured the pedagogue, revisiting an ancient argument, “let us be precise. As you yourself pointed out, we don’t have many of the powers they tend to attribute to us. We don’t need to, as long as they believe we do. Ours is the power of ideas. That’s why this game works so well. They think their minds are in our control, and so they are.”


	“It thinks, therefore I am” he mused, staring at the soul. This was all still, to him, a revelation.


	It only made the goddess impatient. “My turn” she said.





	The table, really a ring on legs, girded the spherical field at its 45th parallel, which meant it could also be accessed from underneath. Her stringers vertically aligned, she delved into the field from above and below, entering the whirling funnel through its gaping mouth and its tightly coiled tail. The upper stringer reached in deeply, seeking the lower. When they both pierced the lowest node, it hauled the line back up and out, scratching a tatter from each node along the way. The lower stringer was meanwhile dragged, stripping the spinning socket, ‘til it popped out below. When the ends were fastened with a final jerk, she said:


	


			 		“Failure loves to lie.”
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A bit surprised at her vehemence, he asked “Are any ever injured?”


	Amused at the intimation that she had been over-zealous, she settled back to tell some horror stories. “Sometimes, from the moment of selection, the little spinner’s in trouble” she began. “My pinkie technique was designed to ease and titillate - I figure sliding into the trap ought to be some fun. But I’ve played with gods that had no respect - yahoo cowboys that’d plug in a thumb, or even a phallus, and, like as not, pulverize the plumb in the process!”


	“Quick way to end the game…” he said darkly.


	“Indeed” she agreed. “I’ve seen gods - and not just males mind you - set up extraordinary torque, and then snap the lines –“


	“But that’s against the rules!” he protested naively.


	“Damn straight” she said, “and for good reason! I’ve seen spinners get sliced in half! I’ve seen them coiled so tight they couldn’t breathe, or given such slack they end up gagging on the tangle. I’ve seen lines stretched so taut and so diametric, that the poor soul was torn asunder…”


	“But…” he stammered.


	“And no one can tell me we don’t have a hand in disease --” she went on, but then paused, sympathizing with his distress. “What’s to stop us?” she asked, more gently. “We are inevitable products of the human imagination. And, to paraphrase the bard, ‘what mind can do, that dares mind attempt!’” 


	“But where does all the malice come from?” he asked.


	“Its not always out of malice” she pointed out. “Its true that some gods originate in anger, in hatred, in envy, suspicion, greed - and it indelibly colors their play. But damage can sometimes also be done by those forged in cooler fires - boredom, cynicism, laziness, pride; not to mention the tortured sources, fear, and, yes, even despair --”


	“But I thought the rotation system was designed to eliminate the effects of source. Any god can be instantiated at any game, whereupon they simply follow the rules--”


	“Is that what they’re telling you cadets these days?” she snorffed. “What a pile of horse pucky! Every god has a type, a goddonality, and it will always influence his or her moves. Plus, surely the stories I’ve been telling illustrate that the rules, the very point, of the game is often lost on these clowns.”


	“So it would seem,” he frowned, “given that the object, as I understand it, is to keep the game going indefinitely, always striking a balance. Its a game of subtleties, really…”


	“Damn right!” she grinned. “And remember, if the spinner makes a decision on your turn, you lose. So lets see if your last move was just beginner’s luck, or if you really can prolong this party –“ 





	So he bucked up, and plucked, most delicately, from the twin, uppermost nodes, plying the difficult crossed-tips technique with deftness and a natural grace. Like resilient sap, the lines from the ductile nodes were stretched, down and across to the contra-lateral sides. Pinning them in place secured an immediate redistribution of forces. It was an intelligent move, drawing some of the turbulence that had accumulated in the lower field up and in to the high, calm center. Plus, the goddess was sure, where the two lines crossed they ran confluent; she was very impressed. And he pronounced:





				“Cooperate and share the power!”
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“A positive note, perhaps” she said ” but you’ve hardly done it a favor.” And they both considered the tightly controlled havoc that they had wreaked. The distortion was now a complex pattern of interfering waves that had set up counter-currents, eddies around the lines, that spiraled out, horizontal and oblique, seeping away from the soul.


Sensing her cohort’s lingering distress, she said “They do volunteer for this you know.”


	“You mean they want to be strung up?” he asked, incredulous.


	“They put themselves in the pool…” she replied.


	“But why?”


	“It serves their purpose” she said. “It gives them a reason to try, a chance to choose, a way to succeed or fail. It lets them see, and show, who they are in the face of opposition.”


	“But aren’t the earthquakes etc. opposition enough? Why create a conflict?”


	“For many” she mused “civilization has muted the heroic challenges of nature. I suspect they’re bored.”


	“But the game goes back much farther than that” he reminded her, dissatisfied. “And the earliest humans weren’t insulated from the random winds of the wild.”


	“And thus, the first gods were born!” she said, grinning at how it had come back around. “They had to account for the forces apparently aligned against them - or for them - and, in their self-centered way, figure out what they’d done, or might do, to deserve such treatment.”


	“Yes, but that’s still not all the way back to the source” he pressed. “To enter into a quandary at all, one has to be able to recognize oneself as an agent, as a being with the power to decide.”


	“As a member, in fact, of a community of deciders” she agreed, “since many a node was precipitated by what others want and believe.”


The young god was quiet then, thinking. "So," he said, nodding at the tethered soul, "instead of bringing all this about, perhaps it is we that get brought about."


"What do you mean by that?" she asked uneasily.


"Just that perhaps this particular pool is filled with the souls that tend to invoke the continuum of hope and despair."


"So...?"


"Well, here we are, thinking that the rotation is arbitrary, volunteer on our part, when, in fact, we show up where we are called."


This time it was she who was quiet.


"But it is we who do the stringing--" she insisted, suddenly uncertain.


"We serve their purpose - you said so yourself." His simple courage appalled her. "It's not at all clear to me who is in control..."


"No?" she said, with strained bravado. "Then get a load of this!” And she went straight for the heart.





The pulse, being nowhere as emphatic as in the heart, set up a rhythm in the relevant node that the stringers would have to accommodate. Counterpoint was dramatic, but she opted for elegance instead, approaching in synchrony. Her own fears of impotence had her out to generate pain, and though initial contact was more traumatic in the pop of contraposition, she knew if she matched the oscillation, she would get a far better grip. She lingered a bit in the palpitant node, a momentary intimacy, stringers just apart, throbbing in unison, before she wrenched them away. She liked to imagine the heartstrings as hot, their stretch a searing, their antipodal moorings, high and low, cauterizing the sphere. She knew how much she cherished such pain, and secretly believed she bestowed an entrancing gift. 





	"Fools expect fairness," she pronounced, "the faithful try anyway."











It was a very convincing display, and he was confused. Plus, he had somehow sensed the heat, and wondered about the nodes. "How do the hooks come to be?" he asked.


"They are condensed concerns," she said, "stationary shoulds, congealed in time while all the rest keeps turning."


"But they feel so different in different locations."


"Naturally" she said. "Their content varies. Some are internalized sanctions, others suppressed desires, still others are insecurities, some coddled, some denied. Some date back to infancy, and are layered, like a pearl, through time, enveloped by fear and need. Others may be new, still tender, grudges, longings, wounds --"


"And every soul has them?" he asked.


She paused for a beat, and said “Actually, no." He looked up, surprised. "Its exceedingly rare, but once in a great while, by random error, a true spinner enters the pool."


"You mean you’ve actually seen a free-spinning soul?!" he marveled.


"They do exist" she confirmed, "and brother, they are something! They're clear - more like a whirlpool than a tornado - and they make the field just shine! But there's no way to string them up. They don’t delay. For them, every moment's a choice and a glad surrender."


"But all the rest” he sobered again “can be. . . stymied."


"The rest" she scoffed "blunder, and freeze, and rationalize, and make for excellent sport."


"And yet they do, eventually, decide." He was seeking reassurance.


"They do disappear from the field" she  conceded. "But I suspect this mainly occurs not `cause they succeed, but `cause one of us fails. A poorly-strung soul can be so off balance, it topples into action."


"But you, for instance, are quite adept - yet surely some have chosen on your turns."


"Those who adhere to a catechism, and don't care what you say" she admitted. "Or those who just can't take the pressure, and blindly leap to flee. But such as these act to resolve, rather than resolving to act, and gum up the field with residual angst long after they seem to be gone.”


"Still, you must have seen, in your eons of play, a few clear cut decisions --" he persisted.


"Mostly” she shrugged “they just gradually fade from the field."


"But they can choose, can’t they?” he demanded. “I mean, it is possible for them, at some point, to exercise the capacity to deliberately decide?"  


"Quandaries collapse" she said, refusing to commit. "Who’s to say why?"


"But I need to know!" he said, and she knew he meant it, as he wheeled a determined glare on the now slow-turning soul.





He slid in, but held back, lingering in the tremoring field, just short of the sluggish vortex. The silver stringers resonated in his sweaty grip, sending out stress ripples, danger signals, that amplified the shimmer of dissonance. When even his teeth were buzzing, he breached the swirl, but the reverb drove him back. Then he persisted and found the node, tight as a balloon, and popped it. He started to pull out, but dove back in, out and in, faster and faster, pumping the bellows, obsessed. She watched the frantic oscillation with a certain apprehension; if the soul should come to a stop, he would forfeit the game. But after a time he slowed, stumbled in the rhythm, and finally stretched his lines. And he pronounced:





"You've got to break it apart, if you want to build it new." 
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"Well, aren't you the audacious little demiurge!" she grinned, although she was shaken. “I would never have pegged you as an inducer of the panic attack.”


	“I kept the balance” he frowned defensively, staring at the quivering soul with a mix of frustration and concern. “I just thought if I raised the stakes...”


	“You don't have to tell me!" she said, cocking a grin. "All the best players do it; striving to make deciding, at once, both utterly impossible and absolutely necessary - just to see if the soul will draw the line, take a stand. They call it 'goading as you pin'. Its the only way to make a loss a win.”


	"I guess what I really wanted to know" he confessed, even to himself, "was whether its the tension or the tenet that does it. You think they make use of our pithy pronouncements, don't you?"


	"I do assume" she finally conceded "that the occasional rational soul will, eventually, work out the entailments of such premises and make what it believes is the right choice."


	"And yet, it seems to me" he said, taking a sudden turn, "that rational thought serves mainly to account, after the fact, for what feels right. Or to assign blame for what does not. 'Ethics and explanations' I think you called it."


	For a moment her jaw hung ajar. 


	"What if" he went on quickly, "decision making is not intellectual, but dispositional? Suppose a decision is not a deduction, but a triumph of bias, a prosperous motivation, an ascendant need."


	"But" she protested, his truth thrumming in her ears, "actions of the intellect can feed or starve such needs… Consider how construal can shift the salience of potentially triggering input. Or how articulating just the right pair of conflicting obligations can maintain the must-do/mayn't-do bind. 


Or how a really good, logical argument can, in itself, feel right, tipping the motivational scales."


	"So" he twinkled, proud that he had her off balance, "even metaphors like us can motivate, as long as we're invested with belief?"


	"Why not?" she challenged. "Its the same sort of belief - well, nearly - that they get from experience. They see themselves believe, just like they see themselves do. And just as believing in the ground allows them to walk, so too believing in choice allows them to decide."


	"I don't believe in choosers" he said, letting the other shoe fall. "I don't think decisions are made at all; they simply occur. Any perplexity must eventually shift, down to a more stable state, a simpler configuration. Agency consists of noticing. . ."


	"Wait --" she floundered, having lost the ground. "I thought that earlier we agreed that a quandary required an agent?"


	"Agency is less required, I think, than diagnostic, symptomatic of what it takes to get strung. They anticipate, reflect, intend, and thereby determine how the lines get lashed. Agency is merely the ability to attend the interplay, assess the inclination, and construct a coherent excuse or appropriate plan."


	Thinking she had him there, she pounced "A ‘plan’! But plans, by definition, occur before their enactment!"


	"Of course" he countered, unperturbed. "But seeing it coming, even priming the system to receive it, is still not the same as causing a thing to occur."


	"Then what of the resolution to act?" she pressed, in one final effort ."Saying ‘I will do’ and then doing. After all, their prefrontal cortex is busy just before they behave --"	


	"Its not a resolution, its a realization," he said, "sensing the inclination and proudly predicting the fall. People always, only, do what they want. Choice lies in what they think about it."


	She blinked at him once and then slowly turned back to the soul. Slipping her stringers in for one more go, she addressed it, for the first time, directly. “Is this what you want?” she asked.





Poof! 
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