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What people are saying about


Daylight Saving Time


A remarkable read about one man’s quest for happiness and fulfillment in the years he has left…an authentic and moving narrative with fittingly beautiful and powerful writing.


International Review of Books


With deeply woven, reflective writing, Berner takes cues from the events in his life, the seasons, and the natural world to craftily bundle a layered personal narrative that can only come from the power of growing older. Berner shows not only the meaning of his former years, but also the promise of those sure to come with the arrival of the first day of spring. Daylight Saving Time speaks wisdom from the heart.


Nancy Chadwick, author of Under the Birch Tree: A Memoir of Discovering Connections and Finding Home


Daylight Saving Time raises metaphysical and personal connections about the passing of time and the examined life. The author skillfully delves into both.


Marc Frazier, author of Each Thing Touches


A touching, introspective exploration of life as we age. Author David W. Berner offers his account of how he, in the wake of a heart attack, began to view life—a life we often take for granted—with a new and profound perspective. Daylight Saving Time is an exploration of what it means to truly live and grasp the beauty of life before it’s gone.


Ryan Lindner, author of The Half-Known Life: What Matters Most When You’re Running Out of Time


David’s writing stimulates the mind and the heart, managing to mix the profound with everyday experiences, finding beauty in it all.


Martin Wells, author of Lost for Words


An engaging contemplation of the deeper issues in the midst of everyday life.


Kirkus Reviews


A philosophical inspection that captures the psyche of the aging soul … adopting Proust-like attention to the details of pivot points, moments in time, and experiences unique to and representative of the ‘season of light.’


Diane Donovan, Midwest Book Review
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For Dian Cécht, the Celtic god of healing









The years teach much which the days never know.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson









Author’s Note


When I was a young man, it never occurred to me that anyone would grow old. Not my parents, my grandparents, and certainly not me. Time’s passing is not a thought for the mind of the innocent. Still, reality catches up with you. Maybe it is when the first gray hair arrives, or when a knee buckles, or with the purchase of a pair of reading glasses, or when you ask the waitress to repeat the dessert choices for a third time, or when you realize how much you hate driving at night, or when the number of pills you take doubles, or when you start going to bed at sunset. Or maybe, more profoundly, when you have a heart attack at the age of 56, the same age as your father’s nearly fatal attack.


With far fewer years in front than behind, I wonder about what it truly means to grow older. Don’t we all wonder? We’ve never passed this way before. Maybe one should consider it an adventure.


When I began writing these words, the hope was to try to understand the journey, the unfolding of a life, to document it in the very moments that it was happening, piece by piece, day to day. To help see it, I chose a period of the year that some call the season of light, the space between the shifting of time, between Standard Time and Daylight Saving. It is a manmade phenomenon, yes, but it is also a remarkable period in the yearly ritual of preserving illumination, the darkest time on our calendars; yet we bravely stretch toward the equinox, toward something brighter, something beyond.


Like aging itself, what ended up on these pages are the small increments of a path that is nearly unnoticeable, so much coming in little surprises and unforeseen awakenings, frightening experiences, moments of celebration and resignation, sorrow, and delight, mixing like the chemicals of a mad scientist. And on a Sunday in late March, a week into a new spring, a wet and heavy snow began to fall, a leftover from a misplaced winter, a season not yet willing to let go.









Prologue


Something was wrong. Still, I kept asking questions, taking notes. I was weak, sweating, my breathing labored. Desperate to sit down. But there was work to be done, a deadline, and so I kept at it.


There had been a shooting overnight in a residential neighborhood on Chicago’s Northside, a part of town where crime of any kind was unusual, and I was talking to those who lived on the street where a man had been shot. My editor called. He wanted something on the story for the top-of-the-hour newscast on the radio station where I had been freelancing. After completing the interviews, I leaned against the outside of my car to write my report on my notepad and edit the recording. Heavy sweat rolled over my temples, and my chest began to cramp and tighten.


I sent the story to my editor and told him I needed to end my day. I was not well.


To drive myself home was my intention, but I could proceed only a few blocks at a time, pulling over to rest my head on the steering wheel. After a deep breath, one taken with alarming difficulty, I turned the car back on the road and knew then that I would not be going home.


In the hospital emergency room, two young doctors stood over me, both half my age. One with a clipboard, the other poking and prodding, listening to my chest through a stethoscope as I lay in bed.


“We think you’re having a heart attack,” he said, smiling. “But you came in at the right time. You’re a poster child for what you’re supposed to do.”


Oddly, the news did not alarm me. Maybe it was the doctor’s unexpected smile. Maybe I didn’t fully understand. Maybe the reality of a heart attack made no sense. It should have. My father suffered one that nearly killed him when he was my age, exactly my age. Fifty-six. When he first had pain in his chest, he dismissed it as simple indigestion caused by eating a breakfast sweet roll too quickly. In hours, he was in an operating room, being prepped for bypass surgery. Someone has a heart attack in the United States every 40 seconds. He had been one of them. And now, I was one of them, too.


As nurses wheeled my bed down the hall to the room where doctors would insert a stent in my heart, I telephoned my then girlfriend, telling her where I was and what was about to happen. I asked her not to worry and to call my sons. Let people know. I wanted them to know.


The surgeon asked if I wanted to watch.


“I can do that?” I asked.


Through the groin, a probe was inserted and snaked through my upper leg to my chest to my heart. On the equipment’s monitor I could see the gray shadow of my pumping muscle and the surgeon’s instrument.


“In a moment, you’re going to feel a lot better,” he said.


With uncanny precision, he cleared the plaque and inserted the stent. I could see it happening, all in shades of gray, as if watching one of the early video games that you played from a primitive black-and-white electronic console.


“How’s that feel?” he asked.


Transformed and still alive.


Heart attacks are America’s number-one killer. They happen when blood flow to the heart is suddenly blocked, the heart is denied oxygen, and if not treated quickly, the heart muscle begins to die. With immediate treatment, you may be able to prevent or limit the damage. Most people who have one survive. I was lucky. No damage. I was given no restrictions. Just a few weeks of rest. But what had happened that day would stay with me for a long time.


About a month after surgery, during a follow-up with the doctor, I told him I had been out on my bike.


“Is it bad that I rode 12 miles the other day?” I asked.


“You did what?”


Maybe a little early to do that, he said, hesitating slightly, seemingly to be sure he was addressing my question in a measured tone. But I felt fine, I told him. Just be careful, he said.


Living was what I was determined to do. Holding on tight to the years that remained was everything. Some would see the heart attack as a wake-up call, a reminder of the human will. And it was, and it is for many who struggle moving on after a health scare. I didn’t initially find myself in that category. Instead, I carried on a bit too bravely, unknowingly attempting to ignore the fragility of life. What I needed more was psychological healing, the awakening to the clarity of life’s most precious purpose. I was detecting more lines on my face. More gray in the remaining hair. I would now be taking more medication. But I keep climbing the mountain, believing the view must get better with each step. What do you do with what you see from way up here? Do you simply take a photograph, or do you dive into the horizon with everything you’ve got?


I didn’t think there was any real choice.
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I awake dreaming, unable to sleep. The time change has shifted my rhythms, body, and mind. It may have been the late night and the cocktails at Clinton Street Social Club. Something made with rye whiskey. My digital watch reads 5:30 a.m. but I am unsure if what it displays is the old or the new time, if the hour on my watch has shifted on its own.


My wife sleeps at my side in the downstairs bedroom of her daughter’s place. It is a good home in Iowa City, not far from the football stadium, a short drive to the downtown, a half-mile easy walk to the Sidekick coffee shop, a new place that is said to be lined with ceiling-high bookcases. Discovering new coffee shops is a hobby, of sorts. I could go now. Are they open early on a Sunday? Instead, I use the bathroom and return to bed and stare into the dark. Book titles bounce in my head. It’s in the mist of my mind, something about aging, about time. Something on how one reckons with change, the inescapable turn of the earth and sun that none of us escape. Not that we would necessarily want to, not that anyone wants to, yet we are designed, it seems, to fight against it in small and big ways.


Some exercise might shake me into balance, a practice I’ve tried to stay with, albeit sporadically, since the heart attack several years ago. So, I step to the next room and do 20 pushups. They’ve come easier since I started this routine two weeks ago. Nine was hard last week. Now, I’m performing more than double this. I squat into a chair and stand, and do it again, over, and over. Twenty-five. I try to touch my toes but can’t. Still, I pull forward to the ground and feel the muscles awaken. The body resists but I battle back. I can’t find anything sturdy enough to wrap an exercise band around. A door doesn’t shut tight enough to hold the strain. I use the leg of the long TV stand and sit on the floor, twist the band around it twice and begin, snapping the band toward my chest. It is not tight enough for the best resistance, so I do more than my usual 20, over and over, with tightness in my chest, stomach, arms, and the middle of my back until I am out of breath.


“Good morning,” Leslie whispers.


In the murky light, we hold each other for more than a minute, saying nothing.


“Are you going soon?” She asks this as others in the house, including the dog, are still sleeping.


“I am.”


“What time is it?”


“I think it’s a little after six, but I’m not sure.”


“You should go.”


I want to read first, Patti Smith’s M Train, and recline on the oversized couch and turn on the book light attached to the back cover. Smith writes in small bites but with a keen sense of observation and heightened awareness of the singular moment. Self-awareness discovered right in front of you. I finish one chapter, only a few pages.


The titles of books unwritten, of jacket cover descriptions, come again to me. But who would read it?


I now remember the dream. I’m with two people I do not know, and we sit at a long table. My phone is in the center and a former publisher of two of my books is on the other end by the phone’s speaker. It is a negotiation at some level, and no one is happy. There is no argument, but instead there is disrespect; tension fills the room, something ugly in the unspoken. Another dream is recalled. It is a worry dream. In the real world, my younger son and his wife drove to Milwaukee last night from their home outside Chicago to see a concert. Part of this true story is the dream—reality and fantasy mixing. In the dream, my heart beats with unease as I wait for a phone call from a police officer, a call from an emergency room doctor, a call that never comes.


From the window, I see hints of the sun struggling with the clouds, and there is no wind, as the trees are still. I throw water on my face, pull on my wool cap, and layer up for the chill. There is no notebook with me on this trip. Writing longhand at the coffee shop—a slower, reflective process—might do me good this morning. Maybe the shop sells little Moleskines. Do I have a pen? With my laptop and Patti’s book under my arm, I walk along Melrose Street, a slight uphill climb past small homes that appear to be stuck in the 1970s. There are few cars, fewer people. A man rides his bicycle, bundled in a heavy coat and ski mask.


The coffee shop is at the end of a new modern complex of offices and condos. The sign nearby calls it luxury living, far different than the homes nearby. The café is sleek, clean, and neat. As advertised, books line two walls, floor to ceiling. The shelves are labeled with large, handcrafted signs—Nonfiction, Young Adult, Animals, Fiction. There are emerald-colored sofas facing each other, and a modern coffee table sits between them; a fancy new version of checkers is in the center. A long line of black tables and chairs is across from the counter a few feet away, and to the right, a play area for kids with a wooden toy train and more chairs. I like coffee shops without play areas, preferring the tattered and worn, exactly what this café is not. The concept of the place, I had been told, is to build a community for readers and thinkers, and yes, families and children, too. There is no WiFi.


A young woman is alone with her laptop at a small table at the far end of the shop. Another is behind the counter, and to the right, near the children’s area, is an older woman with a spray bottle and a hand rag. She cleans the toys that have been left scattered on a large play table.


“Good morning,” she says.


“It is a good morning, isn’t it?”


I’m not sure why I say that.


I order a latte and pay, and while waiting, I browse the books. Two volumes of The Best Time We Ever Had are at eye level, Claire Lombardo’s big book of family. I interviewed her before a small crowd at the Hemingway Birthplace Home in Oak Park not long ago when the book was first released. She is an Iowa Writers’ Workshop graduate. They are proud of her here.


“Where do you get your books?” I ask the older woman as she continues to clean.


“She gets them from bookstores and online.”


I had thought maybe they had been donated.


“I’m a writer,” I say.


This seems such a pretentious, silly statement. Anyone, many say, can be a writer these days with some time and money.


“I’m visiting family in town. I’m from Chicago.”


“What do you write?”


There’s the book coming out next year, the one about walking my dog and the history of the literary walker. I tell her, too, about my fiction, a little about the memoirs. But I cut myself off. I don’t like the way I sound, talking about myself.


“What’s your name?”


I tell her. But leave out the W, the middle initial. I use it because there’s another David Berner out there. I don’t know why I delete this from our conversation. The writer in me carries the W with purpose. The other part of me does not.


“Okay. Well, she might be popping in later,” she says, referring again, I assume, to the shop’s owner.


“I’ll be here for a little bit.”


I don’t expect to meet her.


Light is now rushing through the large windows. The morning has fully arrived, despite the manmade recalculation of time. And at my small table, the tiniest one in the shop, I find on my phone the notes made earlier this morning—ones I regrettably could not write in my forgotten notebook—open my laptop and lift the coffee to my lips. There are two hours to read and write before a big breakfast with the family. On the café’s speaker system “Blue Velvet” is playing—Bobby Vinton’s version, the number-one hit from sometime in the early 1960s. The Bobby Vinton from my hometown, Pittsburgh, the town I left decades ago. The song is a sad one of lost love and longing, of time misplaced, of regret and wounds that won’t heal. So many people have cried to that song, sitting alone, and wondering what if, and considering those who have moved on, believing all heartache can be healed with time. Time—that great healer. Time—that thief of our most precious moments. Time—the only thing in the end that truly proves what matters.


Today, on this early November morning, everyone in Iowa has had one more hour added to their experience, more time for living, a chance to recover 60 minutes. It is Standard Time now, and everywhere in homes and apartments all around me the clocks are being adjusted to reflect a new reality, a manmade illusion. So, with this new hour all mine, I read, drink this good coffee, and write, and before long I walk the busier street back to the house as the world awakens and there are so many places to go.
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This is the city of Algren, the city of Sandburg’s shoulders. Hemingway lived in a Northside apartment in this town for a time. It was a brick row house on Dearborn Street. I hope to see it again sometime, stand in front of it. Sherwood Anderson lived in a boardinghouse in Chicago, becoming a writer only after suffering a nervous breakdown and abandoning his business career. I walk on the gray streets of these men, this city, wearing a favorite coat, an old olive-green barn jacket. If I could wrap myself in this garment every day—in July humidity or February freeze—I would be content.


Before awakening, I had dreamt of my sister, the anniversary of her birthday two days before. In a few weeks, I will be 63. She would have been 57.


When Diane comes in my sleep, she is always laughing. The laugh is all I have. I own nothing of hers. No clothing. No favorite coffee mug. Not the stainless-steel lighter she carried. Her ashes are stashed under my nightstand, what remains of them after scattering handfuls of dust at the bottom of mountains where she skied and had hoped to ski, and inside Heinz Field, the home of her beloved Steelers. I also have little of my dead mother or father. There is Mom’s wedding ring, and her Dickens-esque Christmas carolers—the ones crafted at a ceramics class when I was a boy. I have her prized recipes, a binder of words and photos she constructed for me as a gift when I moved to my first apartment after college. There’s Dad’s charcoal drawing of a Great Dane, framed and resting on a bookshelf. I have his wallet and an old worthless Timex watch. I wear his onyx ring. Still, much is missing, most significantly and strangely, the dates of each of their deaths. The anniversary of my sister’s birthday is November 2nd, and I forever acknowledge the birthdays of my father and mother—May 17th and August 1st—but the calendar days marking their deaths have been lost, continually forgotten. It was early in December for my mother, and it was February, I believe, for my father. Wasn’t it summertime for my sister? I am not sure of any of it. The exact dates, I have learned to reject.


Earlier this morning, before heading to the city, I carried my notebook and a book to the shed behind the house where I write. I scribbled some notes and random thoughts in the quiet, words about my sister. My old guitar, the nicked and beaten Yamaha, leaned against the east wall and I found myself drawn to it. Two different chord progressions had been knocking around in my brain for a few days. I ran through both and found something new in each one, a tempo and a phrasing in the nonsense lyrics. I must remember this. I find myself forgetting more often than not these days.


When I returned to the house, my wife was awake.


“I think I need to go west,” I said, drinking coffee at the kitchen counter.


“I have always been pulled west. You know that about me.”


“New Mexico. Wide open spaces. I think that’s it.”


She smiled.


On the train to the city, my notebook on my lap, I continued the earlier stream of thoughts, writing fragments, drawing stars with my pen next to the words I wanted to recall. I wrote a haiku, a Monday ritual:


the vanishing hour


brittle brown under my boots


the season of sleep


The train wailed as it made its frequent stops. There was a man on his computer filling in the blanks of a spreadsheet; a woman chattering through her Bluetooth earpiece, something about a difficult client; a young man with an oversized backpack sleeping with his head against the window, and another reading the news on his phone, maybe a story about another Trump tweet in an upside-down world.


Now, here I am, walking from Union Station. There is a bite in the air, but the sun is bright. I stop in a grassy, tree-shaded corner on the campus of an office complex next to one of the world’s tallest buildings to take a phone photo of my boots on fallen leaves, a companion to the haiku. All around me, there is an unforgiving rush. If one were to stop walking, the conveyor could malfunction, and bodies would tumble. No time for anything but to match the pulse, and so I step up to the city’s demands, an attempt to beat the ticking clock, the mechanism that mocks the sun. In this contemporary world, we no longer look to the heavens for guidance, for there are other means to mark our days in a modern life.


At the coffee shop with the high windows and the stone front where I plan to write for a few hours before walking the three blocks to my college office, I order a black coffee in a ceramic mug, and unpack my notebook and laptop from my bag. In an interior pocket there is a tattered paperback of Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet. I came to this book late in life, not as a young man and certainly not as a poet, but instead as someone in his forties who had been searching, the way a poet might. For years, I had hoped that carrying Rilke’s words near would somehow help me understand what has always rumbled in my gut, a burning inside that sometimes unnerves me, but also keeps me alive. Twenty years later, Rilke’s book with its faded dog-eared pages remains within reach, and I am still searching, no longer to discover but instead to mark the path of the years. And now, from my chair in the café and through the big window, I see the many faces passing by—the faces of men and women chasing life. A light snow begins to fall, and in an instant, I no longer wonder what has been, or what is to come, but wish instead to understand only what is.
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