
1st Place winner in the 2015 Edition of Short o Words (Adult Author Competition) 
 

Paradox 
by Karen L. Hamp 

 
(Inspired by Photo #1 – Twisted) 

 

 

 Margo surreptitiously took out her smartphone and took a picture of the sculpture 

sitting on the table. She was early for her first lesson, and the dance studio was nearly empty. 

She looked around and was sure no one had observed her. And even if they had they might 

simply think she was admiring the piece. 

 The truth is, she was stunned by it; still feeling shaken a she replaced the phone in 

her purse. Her first glimpse of the object had sent shivers of grief, and longing through her, 

echoing the very reason she had walked in these doors – a wish to get rid of that grief.  

 She glanced toward the sculpture again, slightly more composed. She clearly saw it as 

a couple in some kind of dance position. A teaching aid, she guessed, appropriate to a dance 

studio. But there was so much more to it for her. The abstract shape fairly screamed 

communication, bonding, intimacy and partnership. She had nearly forgotten the feel of 

those things, although she noted her body had not forgotten the longing. She continued to 

admire the richness, the depth there, feeling hope for her own life. She thought the artist was 

a genius to contain such depth in a simple form. 

 Tearing herself away from both the visual and kinesthetic absorption, she began to 

feel enthusiasm, or at least curiosity, about the evening’s class. It was a class in East Coast 

Swing, a form of ballroom dancing. The longing evoked by the sculpture had whetted her 

appetite for the evening. She suddenly noted other students gathering. She had missed their 

appearance while absorbed. She noted a couple, some singles and even a foursome. 

Neighbors or good friends, no doubt. 

 During the class, her experience with her first partner was nothing like the sculpture, 

disappointing those inner longings. Her second partner was caring and quite good looking. 

Her breath caught. He moved well to music, and enjoyed dancing, but she soon distinctly 

felt like a fill in for someone else in his life – just an object. He was kind, polite, a good 

listener, and sadly, quite removed.  



 The lesson ended for the evening and Margo’s eyes sought the object of her idealism 

and desires as she reached for her coat. Catching the sculpture in the periphery of her vision, 

her hands stilled on the coat zipper, and her inner being moved once more toward passion 

and emotion, evoked by the renewed sight of the object. She laughed at herself. “On some 

level, I have fallen in love, found the mirror image for the longings of my heart. I have found 

my soul mate”. She looked down at her hands and found them where she had left them, - on 

the zipper of her coat. She carefully finished the task of zipping. 

 Her attention momentarily flashed back to her afternoon counseling session Her 

counselor had remarked that her image of relationship was distorted and her history showed 

that she mistook control for love, and compassion for commitment. It was how she got 

tangled up in inappropriate and co-dependent relationships. He reiterated the lies she had 

believed and the distortions she had lived in her significant friendships and relationships. He 

then commiserated with her on the difficult road ahead – learning new patterns and 

unlearning old in the process of restructuring her visions of love and relationship. 

 Just then the dance instructor interrupted her reverie. He was flawlessly polite and 

friendly, telling her he hoped she would be back. She hesitantly asked him about the 

sculpture, assuming she would hear echoes of her own admiration of it.  

 With her question, he glanced at the shape, and then looked away She thought she 

saw a pained look, hesitancy in his eyes. He started to speak, and she had a sudden impulse 

to cover her ears, or leave before he answered her question. “I should remove that”, he said. 

“It is a reminder of a painful past for me. You see, when I first saw it, I thought it beautiful. 

Later, after I bought it for its beauty, my partner responded to it with pain, and wanted it out 

of our home so I brought it to the studio. Do you see how one half is tightly grasping the 

other? Do you see the grasped one bending backwards and away, wanting space and 

freedom? In this piece, each half bends the other out of shape. If you see them as human, 

one will have a broken back, the other cannot move without losing control. It is a very 

painful configuration for both. And the rigid material locks them into these positions for all 

time. Eternally painful”.  He was almost angry looking, as if he were a part of what he 

described, as if he were remembering what is was like. “I didn’t see any of that until she 

pointed it out to me”, he finished. “Then I couldn’t unsee it.” 

 As Margo listened to his words, the very antitheses of her perception, she retreated 

into silence, and withdrew mentally from the studio The immensity of space between what 



she had seen and what he had described seemed …unbridgeable. She suddenly hated him for 

destroying her dream, her vision, what had recently seemed perfection to her.  

 She turned and stumbled out the door, reeling, struggling with space, time and 

identity. Vignettes of her vision, and his played tug of war in her head. The war turned 

violent, as the inner clash deepened, and then dreamlike, she saw her counselor rising out of 

the smoke and the flames of battle. “Choose one version or the other Margo” he 

commanded. She was sure she had screamed “No” out loud in response.  

 She reached her car and drove home shutting out the battle, and carefully 

concentrating on the traffic and her route. At home, she readied herself for bed, carefully 

stepping around any traces of tonight’s scene, now pushed deeply inside. She remembered 

what her mother had taught her. “If you are confused, Margo, and want clarity and truth, 

you can ask the angels for help. They will visit during the night, bringing light, love and 

answers.” She was counting on that to be true – tonight!  

 She slept, and dreamed of the sculpture. She suddenly saw in a flash – both visions 

were true. She saw that there didn’t need to be a battle at all. Her face and muscles relaxed, 

even in sleep. She could clearly see that there were many choices and conclusions, none right 

or wrong. Her entire view of life shifted.  

 She awoke feeling spacious, settled and more mature. She faintly remembered the 

dream, and strongly felt the results. She now understood that all of life could be lived that 

way. “Life is so often paradox, and there are always more than two alternatives” she thought. 

That sculpture, now a vision of both beauty and pain, might also be some plumber’s vision 

of a sink trap, or even the result of extreme heat from a fire in a hardware store. Just because 

I don’t see it a certain way doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Perception and truth depend on the 

moment, the mood, the material, the history, and the person observing.” In her mind, she 

glimpsed her mother, her counselor and her God smile.  

 “Next week I will go back there to learn to dance, not to sculpt a rigid, changeable 

shape for my love or life.” 

  


