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      Early evening was Sara’s favorite time of day. Winter or summer. Home or work, or on vacation. No matter where she was or what she was doing, an elemental and vital part of her relaxed when the hour hand pointed straight down.

      This six in the evening found Sara in her vast, nearly empty office building, almost at the end of her workday. The door to her small office open as usual, music playing through her computer’s speakers as always. She could walk across the whole tiny room in five quick steps, but the pale wooden desktop had no need to accommodate anyone’s coffee cups or elbows but her own.

      Cream-colored walls held her own artwork, the shelves her own silly toys and mementos. No calendar, not this month, but one featuring classic electric and acoustic guitars would return in a few days.

      The option to turn off the harsh overhead light in favor of a sweet lamp shaped like a tree branch–complete with a cardinal perched in the leaves–was one of the best parts of having her own space at work.

      But not nearly as important as having the music.

      The small cubicles and shared desks out on the main floor offered no such escape from glaring light overhead and cramped workspaces with barely enough room for a monitor and a mouse. A few other late-workers from the day shift in the huge medical records center lingered, huddled over transcriptions or translations. The low murmur of one-sided phone conversations so prevalent during the day had vanished, leaving only sporadic office chit-chat.

      The night shift on the data entry side wouldn’t arrive until eight or later, leaving Sara and a handful of others to enjoy the lull.

      The one thing she did envy about the main floor that she didn’t have in her office was a wall made of windows. Right now, the setting October sun transformed the bland walls and empty tan cubes into a red and orange and purple wonderland, glittering with islands of coffee mugs and monitors at just the right angle to return the light.

      A scene Sara’s father would have wanted to paint, to transform into one of the visions he saw in his head. Visions in Blue by Ultravox flitted through her mind, but only for a second. From 1983, the same year she was born.

      Sara caught herself still staring into the strangely enchanted space when a low chime interrupted her computer playing Beck’s The New Pollution. Her mind filled in the details as she turned back to her right-side monitor. From Odelay, his second proper album, released in 1997. She’d been waiting on that batch of new patient records to import so she could verify the integrity of the data, but that was no excuse to sit and let her mind wander.

      She shook herself, clicked through the notifications of record mismatches, and focused on the left monitor while the import continued. Thousands of new records wouldn’t be much good to anyone if Sara didn’t finish designing the tables for them.

      Beck giving way to Gordon Lightfoot made her smile at the little surprises of her own music playing on random. If You Could Read My Mind, album of the same name.

      “Hey Sara? Got a minute?”

      She turned to see Jake, her supervisor for the last few months. Her belly flushed warm at his grin and his gorgeous eyes. Elton John’s Blue Eyes fanned the flames in Sara’s middle until she was afraid her chest and neck were turning red with the heat.

      She hit pause on the Gordon Lightfoot, afraid that would only make her skin’s overreaction even worse.

      “Sure, Jake. What’s up?”

      He leaned against the open door, crossing his arms.

      “I was trying to think of a song, but I can’t remember enough of it for Google. My sister wants only music from the year I was born for my fortieth birthday.” He rolled his eyes, but now he was blushing. Sara thought it was just about the sweetest thing she’d ever seen. “Smile while you can, Ms. Don’t Bother Making a Fuss about Me Turning Thirty-five. Anyway, the song. A lot of saxophone and guitar, and something about a street, maybe?”

      “Baker Street,” Sara said with no hesitation. “That’s Gerry Rafferty.”

      At Jake’s raised eyebrows, she knew her cheeks were blazing. She should have pretended to think about it, at least. She usually knew better.

      “Wow. You really do have a music computer in your head. That’s amazing.”

      His smile seemed real, though, and he wasn’t trying to back away.

      “Yeah, it comes in handy from time to time.”

      “I hope you can make it to the party. Let Sis know if she makes a mistake?”

      Men at Work sang out a warning in Sara’s mind before she answered too quickly. It’s a Mistake.

      “I won’t say a word if I notice, at least not to her. But I’d love to come.”

      He nodded, grinning again.

      “About got that new batch of data sorted? Have to make sure the weekend crew has something to keep them busy.”

      Sara chewed her lip, determined not to quote Loverboy of all things to her boss who she had a huge crush on. Even if Working for the Weekend seemed too perfect to ignore.

      “Just cleared them to process through. They’ll be ready before they get here at eight.”

      “Great, thank you. Night.”

      Sara waited until he was out of sight, and hearing range, before she closed her eyes and sighed. It was about time for her to pack up and head home herself, especially if she was going to act like a goofy schoolgirl. Stupid Girl by Garbage popped up in her mind to try to make her feel bad, shoving her too close the dangerous ground of the early 90s. She only shook her head.

      She couldn’t afford to react to such a weak opening attack, and certainly not so early in the day.

      Worse would be along before this day turned into tomorrow.

      Much worse.

      Not wanting to risk even the quick walk out to her car without protection, Sara had her earbuds in and her mind on modern things before she closed her office door. Lady Gaga and Poker Face established the current century again, and reminded her of a lofty goal to work for with Jake.

      Just play it cool, is all. If she could manage to not act like a dork, they could keep building up a friendship. Sara hadn’t had many friends over the years. So even if it never turned into more, it would be worth it.

      She gave in to her mind’s slightly dirty demands once she was in her sedan with the doors closed, queuing up Roxy Music’s More Than This on her phone and through the speakers. Sara liked their 70s music better most of the time, but For Your Pleasure would likely set off Jake-centered daydreams too distracting for rush hour.

      Sara’s father had gotten her into all this music from before she was born. He’d pretty much installed the music computer in her mind that Jake and so many other people had been impressed by. Everywhere she’d ever worked, the word somehow got around and people asked her about songs constantly, but Sara didn’t mind. She liked the safe reminders of her dad.

      She may have been born with the computer, really, but her father had at least installed the software and optimized it for music. The massive database she’d been filling as long as she could remember. Anything that changed after that hadn’t been his fault.

      She shook her head, muttering under her breath.

      “Not now. Not while you’re in this traffic.”

      She took advantage of a dead stop on the highway and called up Jimi Hendrix and Crosstown Traffic to distract herself.

      Keeping the calendars out of her office helped some with this dreadful, painful month. Same with turning off the displays on her phone and her computers at work. Even if she’d followed her occasional impulse and spent all of October in some sort of technology and communication void, she’d know.

      Some part of Sara knew exactly what day it was.

      Every single year.

      Smashing Pumpkins took over in her mind, insisting Today was what she needed to hear no matter what her phone was playing. No matter what she didn’t want to be reminded of. Sara changed to the radio, deciding this was an ideal time for her regular expeditions into new music. Nothing like concentrating on learning new songs and lyrics to keep things under control.

      That was one of the things that made her mother’s suggestion of getting into computers, into IT, so appealing when Sarah was finishing up high school and at loose ends of what to do with her life. Always something more to learn. Safe ways to direct her concentration. Different tasks and technology to lose herself in.

      New ways to try to direct and quiet her mind. Constant changes.

      The clatter and jangle of commercials only opened new cracks in the layers of shields in her mind, so Sara switched away from radio. Bowie’s Changes replaced the noise, slipping her into a less frantic mental gear just as she accelerated out of the slow crawl of commuters and onto her exit.

      She missed the days when she could volunteer for overtime to keep herself out of trouble. When she’d worked grunt level jobs with managers and co-workers who were always desperate to find someone to fill in, overnight if she was lucky. One problem with getting promoted was people depended on her for certain hours of the day. Her skills were too specific now to change her hours around so drastically.

      And Jake would notice if she volunteered for a data entry shift. He’d be concerned about work flow for her vital database administration work, sure. But he and Sara had gotten close enough that he’d ask questions she had no desire to answer.

      She pushed the gearshift into Park in front of her cookie cutter white house with black shutters, grabbing for her earbuds before the music cut off. Keeping something playing at all times was her best defense today, the only way she’d found to minimize the pain.

      Silence gave that music database in her mind too much freedom to torment her at will.

      George Michael’s Freedom 90 was uncomfortably close to the year Sara would spend the next several hours struggling to avoid. But it would work to keep her occupied on the walk from the curb to the sidewalk to the boring white front door.

      The oddly shaped isolated cul-de-sac gave her privacy, but it kept her from the distraction of neighborhood greetings or gossip on a night like this. When she could really use the small talk for a change. Her mind played along for a while, reminding her that the year was only in the song title because Wham! had a song with the same name only five years before.

      A much happier time in Sara’s life for certain, 1985. Not many memories lingered from her third year, but they were all good ones.

      Watching her father practicing his guitar and singing, learning song after song. Her mother home as much as she could be from her early law practice. Both of them delighted and laughing and applauding when Sara started mimicking her father, singing along as best she could.

      Her own high-pitched voice and little girl lisp belting out Take Me Home, Country Roads burst out of her memories, drowning out the music in her ears as easily as she’d drowned out John Denver and her father on that night still so crystal-clear in her head.

      She had to try three times to get the key into the lock with shaking hands, adding more scratches to an already scarred brass surface. She dashed inside and slammed the door, leaning against it and trying to catch her breath.

      Not quite eight o’clock, and already it started.

      Sneaking through, slipping past, spilling over. Even with the earbuds, having its way with her before the night really got started.

      Sara felt a cold, hard certainty that singing as loud as she could wouldn’t help her this year.

      Most of the time it did. She’d bought this relatively isolated house so she could do just that. Turn the music up as loud as it would go and sing herself hoarse, often until the sun rose on the morning of October 25th and she had a whole year to recover.

      That’s what she’d expected to do tonight since tomorrow was Saturday. Get through the dreadful anniversary and move on. But if pumping songs almost directly into her brain with earbuds wasn’t going to help tonight, neither would a sonic assault from speakers and a stereo that cost more than her car.

      She tried anyway, connecting her phone and holding her breath until Chicago and Saturday in the Park filled her living room. She’d never heard her father playing this one, only singing along if it played on the radio. Not enough guitar to catch his true interest.

      Of course anything past 1991 should
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