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…it was, me, my stupidity, unable to navigate through the most blatant of 

sarcastic remarks. During our last few incarnations, Elizabeth had been growing 

more impatient with what she considered to be my new eccentricities. Her latest 

matter-of-fact personality was rooted in an early performance on one of those silly 

IQ tests, landing her a MENSA card at the age of nine and an identity that rested 

on filled-in bubbles and one hundred percents. For her, there was only one proper 

answer for any given problem, and she was confident in her ability to discern it. 

But sure, I was guilty of much more than merely talking at Elizabeth on the 

car ride home. The silence following my poor attempt at a diversion morphed into 

a music I alone could hear. I should have been ashamed that I forgot about her so 

quickly. I turned off the radio, sensing the neighborhoods of Phoenix were in tune, 

and I was right. Even with the unusual snow flurries that evening, I rolled all the 

windows down and listened to the musical score of the telephone wires.  

Connecting house to neighborhood, city, country, they mostly ran in fives and 

sixes; anything more was a crescendo. Though the only written notes were 

occasional birds and shoes left dangling by the lace, I heard the music, and it was 

an atonal emptiness of sorts: each line was an instrument or group of instruments, 

taut near the wooden poles and dipping in the middle for the tenor of the baritones; 

the tempo lentissimo with the slowness of the drivers. At stoplights, I studied the 

patterns of the lines down the block, trying to hear into the future. If our tires 

slipped on the ice as I drove us home too fast, it was only because I couldn’t wait 

to hear the ending. 

After Elizabeth went to sleep, I worked throughout the night transcribing the 

notes I’d seen. I recorded the music that resulted. In the morning, I stood up from 

my studio equipment and stretched out the knots in my back. Outside, pink light 

from the pre-morning sun washed over the traces of snow on the pecan and piñon 

pine trees in our back yard. Since our life together in eighteenth-century India, we 

mostly drank tea for breakfast. But now I needed something stronger. Even 

through the hiss of the steam from the cappuccino machine, I was able to hear 

Elizabeth on the other side of the house place the bedroom phone back into the 

receiver.  I made a second drink and headed upstairs. 

“I thought you could use one of these,” I said, walking into our bedroom. 



Horton  Syncopation Literary Journal Volume 2, Issue 2 

 2 

 

“Why didn’t you come to bed last night, Adam?” Her shoulders slumped 

forward, and disheveled curls danced across the side of her forehead. 

“What happened?” I asked. “Who called?” 

“You and your damn ears,” she said, forcing the faintest of smiles.  “It was 

one of the other teachers. Her car has broken down and she needs a ride. I’m going 

to have to leave a little early.” 

I don’t know why I did it, maybe I was tired of the discrepancies in our latest 

marriage, that depressing zone between expectation and experience, but I took the 

coffee out of her hands and placed the cup next to mine on the bedside table. She 

let me pull her body into my chest, and it felt like we were still that pair of young 

lovers back before the Amazon had been “discovered.” I didn’t mind that her 

elbow accidentally bruised my sternum; it was just good to hold my wife again. 

“I have to get cleaned up,” she finally said, breaking the reverie. I had no 

right to object. I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate, tried to fight against 

the shame threatening to overwhelm me. Her shower lasted two minutes—she 

refused to waste water since our last incarnations survived the Dust Bowl—but in 

that brief period of time, a mere one hundred and twenty seconds, I made an 

important decision. 

I headed downstairs and turned the monitors and laptops back on. While the 

machines booted up again, I could hear Elizabeth upstairs as she blow-dried her 

hair, brushed her teeth, and applied cucumber-melon lotion to her face and hands.  

I listened to her as she slipped on her jacket from the hanger. She walked quickly 

down the stairs, each step taken without any bounce; she came through the living 

room and stood inside the doorframe of my studio to say goodbye. That sliver of a 

moment marked the last turning point in this, our final marriage together. 

“I know you need to run,” I said, “but before you leave, can you listen to 

something for just a minute?  I wrote it last night.” 

“Adam, I have—.” 

“It’ll only take a second.” I opened the appropriate file on my computer and 

turned on the speakers. The piece started out with fifty simultaneous telephone 

conversations, each in a different language. A baritone clarinet slowly dropped in 

with the melody I’d seen last night in the telephone wires. The notes were 

staccatoed rather than sustained, and I filled in the silent spaces with a backdrop of 

arpeggiated electronic blips. I used a vintage analog synth, a primitive machine, to 

create a Barbie-like ring tone, and I filtered in the drone of electricity and plate 

tectonics to create microtonal collisions along the way. The piece ended with a 

lone French horn holding that last B minor for three full beats. 

The composition might not be for everyone, but it was an honest reflection 

of how I’d recently been interacting with the world around me.  I wanted to open  
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up and be honest with Elizabeth about it.  The music was a metaphor in that the 

individual notes were searching for a way to come together, but the piece never 

quite managed to achieve this unity. 

The whole thing was over in less than ninety seconds, and it took at least 

that long for Elizabeth to say, “How could…” 

 

 

 

“The Final Incarnation” will appear in D. Seth Horton’s story collection On a 

NASA Flight to Heaven (TCU Press, 2024). 
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