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Praise for October Song

October Song is a beautifully authentic memoir that reminds us that there are no time limits on dreams, creativity is boundless and nothing in life is finite when we let go of our self-imposed rules. By sharing an intimate phase of renewal, Berner reaffirms what we already know, but too often forget, that age is just a number when we value the journey over the destination.

Michelle Burwell, Windy City Reviews

With his gift of a no-holds-barred writing style—raw, honest, confessional—Berner succeeds, once again, as a master storyteller. Music can tell the story of our past. Lyrics evoke memories; melodies make the heart thump like it did on a first date. October Song brings the reader through a mix tape of life, as Berner tells his tale of new love while traveling through landscapes and time. Each chapter reads like a beloved song.

Geralyn Hesslau Magrady, Lines

October Song strikes all the right chords; the high notes and the low notes of a life’s journey—the losses, the lessons, the loves. Composed with tenderness and affection, Berner’s heartfelt and ultimately life-affirming joyride teaches us that you’re never too old to roll down the window, crank it up and belt it out.

Randy Richardson, Cheeseland: A Novel

October Song is about and for all who wonder if it’s too late to follow a dream. Through his easy conversational tone, David W. Berner shares his heart and soul as if we were curled up together, sipping hot chocolate in front of a fireplace. Like a favorite song, that warm fuzzy feeling lingers on well after the story is done.

Viga Boland, No Tears for My Father

David W. Berner takes the reader beyond the mid-life crisis to what comes next: rebirth via newfound passion for music, travel, life and a special someone. October Song is a touching story that will inspire anybody of any age searching for meaning in their lives.

Mike O’Mary, Wise Men and Other Stories
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For the girl in the story
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There’s nothing you can do that can’t be done.

— The Beatles, “All You Need is Love”




Chapter 1

It was late in the fading light of the first day of the long trip, somewhere on the Tri-State expressway about forty miles southwest of Chicago. With one hand on the steering wheel and the other on my phone, I fiddled with my iTunes playlist, trying to find Dylan’s “Subterranean Homesick Blues” in the mess of my music library.

“Relax, babe,” I said, smiling.

“How’d you think I’d feel about you if you killed us,” Leslie grumbled, more nervous than upset.

The car had swerved a bit but I’d stayed in my lane. Leslie insisted I’d been trying to text someone, probably my son, but I’m pretty sure I was looking for that song, one of Dylan’s most lyrically creative tracks, the one with the snappy rhymes and the jazzlike, stream of consciousness lyrics. It’s been said that Dylan was probably inspired to write the song after reading The Subterraneans, Jack Kerouac’s novel. That may not have been true, but I liked that kind of artistic association, so I was going with the story.

“It’ll be all right,” I said.

“Relax, babe? Really?” Leslie laughed. “Not exactly relaxed when you’re all over the road.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I guess it wouldn’t be good to die before we get started.”

“Let’s at least get a few hours in before you endanger our lives,” she said.

I put my phone in the cup holder between the seats and touched her leg.

“I am so happy you’re here.” Keeping my eyes on the highway, I kissed the tips of the index and middle fingers of my right hand and planted them on her cheek.

“Me, too,” she said. “It’s so cool.”

Two month ago, I entered a songwriting contest. It was a complete whim. I had set up a Google alert on my computer for anything connected to writing or writers, as I had published a couple of books, and every morning I was emailed a list of articles or blog entries connected somehow to those two subjects. One morning the alert sent me a Web announcement for Rapunzel’s 12th Annual Songwriting Contest. Now, I play guitar. I’ve written some songs, mostly for the fun of it, nothing serious, although I take the writing seriously. I put my heart into it, but I’d never sold a song or professionally recorded one. But you know how this goes: everyone who has ever played guitar has dreamed of being a rock star.

I used to play in a band in my early twenties and performed at some coffeehouses and bars with another guitarist. Rich was more of a lead guy; I was more rhythm and picked a little. We liked the same music—Dylan, Stephen Stills, The Eagles. I’m sorry now to say we even played some America. The lead singer, Dewey Bunnell, sounded like a less-harsh Neil Young, and the band’s debut album was pretty damn good. They turned lame and sappy after that, but hey, America was big at the time. Our band got pretty good, too, but of course we were never going to be stars. Hell, we were happy to get a gig at a dive saloon on a Friday night. The songs I wrote back then were folky, the same kind of material I wrote in college. The benefit to those kinds of songs, at least back then, was that the songs sometimes impressed girls. In the two or three years after the undergraduate years, I wrote maybe one or two others. They were nearly always about where I was in my life at the time, personal songs about a relationship I was in or about to end. When I look back at those years now, writing those songs was like writing entries in a diary.

It was thirty years until I wrote another song.

Marriage, kids, Little League practice, and my career as a reporter took priority over any silly rock ’n’ roll dream. The Fillmore East would have to wait. The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame would have to wait. I had a bathroom to paint, a yard to mow, and kids to pick up at school.

Then, after a divorce and a career shift from daily reporter to teaching college, I found myself in Florida, writing at Jack Kerouac’s house in Orlando.

I was a lucky guy. Somehow, the members of the board of the Jack Kerouac Project liked the personal story I sent them about a brief and unexpected encounter with Muhammad Ali at Chicago’s O’Hare airport. The story was about how my father’s dream of being a boxer had shown up in the DNA of my children, especially my youngest, Graham. From the time he was ten until he was about seventeen, Graham wanted to fight. When my father was a teenager, he boxed with his school buddies in the basement of his parents’ house. Graham watched a lot of boxing and mixed-martial arts on TV. My dad had shown him the traditional boxer’s stance, where to keep his fists, how to punch. And then, coming down the corridor at Terminal One at O’Hare one morning while waiting for a flight for a getaway to Oregon with my kids, there was Muhammad Ali. There’s poetry in that. So, I wrote about it. It all fit together somehow. And the board of the Kerouac Project thought so, too. So much so that they awarded me a writer-in-residence opportunity, a chance to write for a couple of summer months in Kerouac’s home, an old tin roof Florida cottage where he pounded out The Dharma Bums on a manual typewriter late into the night. During my time there, I worked on a manuscript of my own but also wrote a few songs, the first attempt in decades. Kerouac’s humble little house was such an inspirational place; it had such an artistic vibe emanating from its walls. It coaxed me to pick up the guitar and compose again. I also was at the end of a relationship with a woman back in Chicago. That gave me some material for at least one song. I wrote another about a cross-country road trip I had taken. All road songs are good ones, right? But the one I thought really stood out was the third one, a song about my two sons. They were teenagers at the time: one in high school, the other in college. I won’t get into all the details, but they had been struggling with school, finding their own way, some health matters, life stuff. And while they wrestled with it all, I was some 1500 miles away in the middle of Florida. I thought “A Better Day” had a nice rhythm and positive, relatable lyrics. And it seemed perfect for Rapunzel’s competition.

A few years later, back home in Chicago, I wrote another song, a love song. It was for Leslie. We had been together about three months when I composed “Under the Moon.” I was compelled to write it, the same way I was compelled to write the one for my boys. At that time, my sons had not yet heard “A Better Day.” They would have felt ridiculously self-conscious if I played it for them. But the song for Leslie, well, I had to sing that one to her in person. I’ll admit, I was nervous; worried I might be opening up my heart too much too soon. But she didn’t run or hide when I strummed the guitar and sang the lyrics to her for the first time. That was a good sign. I hadn’t looked into the eyes of a woman and sung a song like that in a very long time.

“Who does this kind of thing?” Leslie asked, after I played. I sensed she might have been a little overcome by the gesture, this old guy with the diminished singing range, picking his way through minor and major chords.

“I guess I’m not a guy who hides his feelings,” I said. “That can be either wonderful or a complete disaster.”

She kissed me and appeared as if she were holding back tears. Chalk one up for the romantics in the world.

So, there I was with two decent songs. One fresher than the other, but in both cases I believed I’d put together a pretty good combination of words and music. No Lennon and McCartney stuff, but not bad. Plus, I had already made MP3 files of each, crudely recording the songs using a Radio Shack microphone and a little mini recorder and stored them on my computer. Nothing special. It was just a way to have a record of the music, a lazy way to compose, really, so I didn’t have to transpose the music with chords or scales.

I attached the music files to an email addressed to Rapunzel’s and hit SEND.

I hadn’t thought it through much. It was just some silly contest and what was Rapunzel’s anyway? Maybe just some shabby bar in a remote part of Virginia and maybe this contest was nothing more than an Appalachian version of The Gong Show, that 1970s TV program that mocked awful amateur performers. After sending the email with the songs, I forgot about the competition.

Three weeks later, I received a response.

“I’m a finalist. One of my songs made the cut,” I told Leslie over the phone. I was perplexed, somewhat astonished, and skeptical. This contest must be nothing, just some crappy, regional thing put together to spike beer sales at the dive that was Rapunzel’s. And who really would pick one of my songs? Really? There must be a hundred applicants who were a lot more talented than me?

“There are thirty finalists, and all of them—including me—are being asked to come to Virginia to perform live,” I added.

This was ridiculous. Nuts. What was I going to do? Travel some 700 miles to play a three-minute song in front of a bunch of drunks in a bar?

“You have to do this!” Leslie said, without hesitation. “You simply have to go.”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re going,” she insisted.

“I think I need to find out more about this place, the contest, and everything,” I said, continuing with my doubts. “It just seems a little crazy.”

I sounded like a sad, old man. In my twenties, I would never have questioned traveling there and performing my song. I would have driven to Peru to sing music I had written. But at fifty-seven, I was wary, cautious. Could I get time off from my freelance reporting work at CBS Radio in Chicago, and a day or two from the college where I taught? What would it cost? Is this worth it? Why should I do this? This is stupid.

But just as I was questioning the idea, I was also thinking about whether my guitar needed new strings and how to best work in some practice. One of the songs, the one about the boys, I hadn’t sung in years. Still, I could pull it together with some concentrated effort, right? Hell, I used to do this all the time. I’d memorize chords, licks, and lyrics every week for all those gigs decades ago. Hemingway wrote in A Farewell to Arms: “Old men don’t grow wise. They grow careful.” I did not feel old, and certainly did not want to be careful.

I got on the Internet.

I googled Rapunzel’s. I googled Lovingston, Virginia, Rapunzel’s hometown. I googled the Blue Ridge Mountains. I googled music in western Virginia. I googled famous songwriting contests. I watched YouTube videos. And I found enough to make up my mind.

The area around Charlottesville, Virginia, just north of Lovingston and Rapunzel’s has been a hub of indie musicians for years. The Dave Matthews Band is from Charlottesville. They got their start in the region. Maybe they even played at Rapunzel’s in the early going, who knows. Guitar players, fiddlers, harmonica and mandolin players have flocked to central Virginia to play in music-lover bars, taverns, and on stages big and small. One might describe the area as a mini Nashville, at least the way Nashville once was when it was still friendly to songwriters. Rapunzel’s was said to be a welcoming place for musicians. Plus, it appeared relatively famous. It not only had local wines, local beers, even espresso, and shelves littered with secondhand books, but it also had an elevated stage, a solid sound system, and an honest-to-goodness professional recording studio. Like the Empty Bottle in Chicago, maybe even The Troubadour in Los Angeles, Rapunzel’s was the spot for new, emerging, evolving artists; a folky, alternative country mecca in a small town just east of the Blue Ridge Mountains, in the heart of Virginia’s wine country; a big red barn of a building, dusty and funky and rough around the edges, and absolutely, superbly magnificent.

“It looks pretty legitimate,” I explained to Leslie. “Rapunzel’s has some weight in the music community, it seems.”

“So then, you are going?” she asked.

I suddenly felt so very young, the way I did when Rich, my old guitar friend, and I were booked to play our first gig at a coffeehouse on the campus of Clarion State College in Pennsylvania; young like I did when my college girlfriend agreed to drive with me to Florida over winter break; young like I did when I wrote one of my first songs in a cabin in Cook Forest in the Allegheny Mountains during a weekend getaway with college friends, a song I was proud of even though it was an annoying, entirely corny, John Denver-esque ode to the wilderness.

“Would you go with me?” I asked.

“I most definitely would go with you!” Leslie said.

That did it.

Still, there was one thing I needed to tell Leslie before any details could be worked out on whether to fly or drive, when we’d leave, or how long we’d stay.

“Good news and bad news,” I said. “The good news is I’m a finalist, of course. I told you that. The bad news …” I paused. “They didn’t pick your song.”

Leslie laughed. “What’s with that?”

It didn’t matter. She was still going and so was I.

We had five hours of driving before we’d reach the first night’s hotel, a Holiday Inn Express in Washington Courthouse, Ohio, a town I didn’t even know existed until I mapped out the two-day route to Lovingston. It would be our first hotel of a five-day trip that would include endless driving through mountain towns, lots of wine, startling scenery, and more than two dozen original songs, one performed by a middle-aged guy with an old Yamaha six string resting on his knee, and his best girl cheering him on from the front row.
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It was late when we pulled off to a rest stop somewhere in Indiana, just past the towering and eerily futuristic wind farms in the dreadfully flat terrain near Chalmers. As I waited for Leslie to return to the car, I caught my reflection in the rearview mirror. Who the hell is that guy? Time had so altered what I was seeing and so changed the man who was looking back. In that moment alone in the parking lot in the cool darkness of a late October evening, I detected echoes from so many years ago. There before me was the image of a young man with wavy, shoulder-length brown hair, and wire-rimmed glasses like John Lennon wore, checking himself out in the car’s mirror just before heading into a neighborhood tavern and a stool near the bar to play America’s “Horse With No Name” and maybe a melody of his own, something he wrote late one Saturday night in his dorm room. All he had to do was find the courage to share it with the beerdrinking crowd, who, although barely half-listening, was secretly longing to hear something special.


Chapter 2

There were salty tears in the corners of my eyes.

“Girl from the North Country”—Dylan’s song of longing and past love—appeared in the random playlist on my iTunes library and quietly played from my car’s speakers as we traveled somewhere along the gloomily flat terrain near the border of Indiana and Ohio. I had a lot of Dylan in my playlist.

“What the hell is it with me?” I asked, not expecting an answer. We were getting closer to Dayton now. We’d missed an exit and had to circle back to point the car toward I-70. I had spilled gasoline on my sweatpants—my comfortable driving uniform—when I carelessly overfilled the tank somewhere near Indianapolis. I had to change into jeans, the pair I had planned to wear for the performance. The little Nissan had no traditional trunk, so I tossed the saturated sweatpants on the floor in the backseat and for a hundred miles, the vaporous odor assaulted the inside of the car.

“You’re just clumsy,” Leslie answered, jokingly.

“It’s not that. Not the pants,” I said.

“I’m confused. Are the pants making you high?”

I laughed.

“No, it’s the damn song,” I said, turning up the volume a bit.

Leslie listened.

“It’s just you. It’s who you are,” she said.

“I’m not sad. I don’t long for some girl ‘from the north country.’ But songs like this make me cry all the freakin’ time,” I said.

Leslie reached for my hand and laced her fingers in mine.

Joni Mitchell’s “A Case of You.” Ray LaMontagne’s “Jolene.” Graham Nash’s “Sleep Song.” Dozens of others. Songs of yearning. I find myself singing the words and quietly crying. Not bawling, just a little whimpering. I’m not lovesick. I’m not longing for something. It’s just the echoes, those cruel echoes of the past, past loves, people now gone from a life. Every love has left a mark, all the way back to middle school. I too am left with tenderness, like the inky sting of a tattoo artist’s needle when he is done. It started in middle school. Her name was Michelle. Dark, shoulder-length hair, the walk of a ballerina, toes pointed outward, always a straight back. Michelle had good posture. She was quick to laugh. And if a seventh grader is truly able to exude elegance, she could. She sent me notes in class. Her friends told me she “liked” me, and I was her puppy love slave. But it wasn’t actually Michelle that turned me to mush. It was the idea of Michelle.

Elton John’s “Madman Across the Water” now played from the car’s speakers.

“Now there’s a song I don’t remember ever tearing up over,” I said. “‘Tiny Dancer’ maybe, but not ‘Madman.’”

Leslie looked out of the passenger window. “You’d tear up at ‘Jingle Bells.’”

“Harsh!” I laughed, and changed the subject. “How far?”

Leslie looked at the map on her phone. “It’s a ways to … what is it again? Washington Court House?”

“Strange name for a town,” I said. “Can you keep going a little longer with that smell?”

“I kind of like it,” Leslie said, her eyes still focused out the window and on the lights in houses in the distance. “Reminds me of motorboats, the ones all around when I went to Wisconsin on vacation as a kid.”

“What if I snore tonight?” I grinned.

“I brought swimmer’s earplugs,” Leslie laughed.

“Geez, I’m that bad?”

“Just being prepared, baby.”

Leslie tightened the grip around my fingers and pulled my hand closer to relax it on her leg. With my other on the steering wheel’s remote audio controls, I lowered the volume of Elton John’s song of loneliness and mistaken madness to allow the whir of the wheels to overtake the music and fill the car’s compartment.

I never wondered why lovely Michelle from middle school liked me. Not that I was an overly confident kid or anything, I just figured this is how things went. Girls reached out to boys that made them laugh and didn’t look too hideous. I could tell a stupid joke pretty well, and I looked okay. I had a mop top, a Beatles-esque haircut with bangs swooping across my forehead. I wasn’t awkwardly shy and I made friends pretty easily. I remember our first kiss. It came behind the west wall of the school. It was a Friday afternoon after classes had let out and I was waiting for my bus. No one could see us. It was just a peck as innocent as a Disney movie. We hung out with friends at her house on the weekends, gathering on the big side porch, and listening to albums by The Grass Roots on her portable record player, “I’d Wait a Million Years” blaring out of little speakers. Michelle and I kissed a lot more over the next two years, groped a bit, both of us terribly self-conscious about it. But we were a couple. Classmates recognized us. We went to school dances together, she wore a dime-store ring, I attended her dance club performances and she came to see me in school plays. Then, unexpectedly, her parents insisted we split. Michelle left a note inside my locker, a neatly folded handwritten goodbye letter with a small red heart drawn on the outside.

In many ways, Michelle—or the idea of Michelle—has shaped every relationship I’ve had since then, sometimes in a big way and other times small. Whatever that was—love, infatuation, innocent desire—it still rises from my memory like it was yesterday. But every woman I have loved since still tugs at the strings Michelle left hanging from my heart. The ashes of that long-ago relationship, those remnants, permanently settled in a deep corner of me and jump up into view like the heads in the Whac-A-Mole game. All I need is a good song to set me off.
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Washington Court House, Ohio, is a town of about 14,000 people, a suburb of Columbus. It is said to have a number of historic buildings, some of them on the National Register. The town’s website promotes the downtown as cute and quaint, like hundreds of other towns. There was a story on the site about how the place had an unusual pattern of streets. All of the town’s roads ran northeast–southwest and northwest–southeast instead of the typical north–south and east–west. The founders apparently set it up like this so the big white county courthouse would be in sunlight every moment of the day. Sunlight was long gone when we drove off the highway. It was somewhere around 9:30 at night, and the exit off Route 35 that would have led us to downtown Washington Court House was midnight black. If I remember correctly, all we could see just off the highway was a big store—maybe a K-Mart or Wal-Mart—a gas station, our hotel—the Holiday Inn Express—and a place called Dakota’s Roadhouse, a chain restaurant. A few cars were parked outside, but not enough to prove the place was open.

“Aw, Dakota’s,” Leslie sighed. Dakota was the name of her Labrador-Chow mix.

“This looks like our only option in the big metropolis,” I said. We were hungry and I hoped Dakota’s was still serving. At this point anything but McDonald’s would have done the trick. Fast food felt like the wrong choice to end the night. Greasy, salty, heavy. Not good.

I stepped from the car and walked to the door while Leslie waited. If the restaurant wasn’t open, it would be Lay’s potato chips and AriZona Ice Tea from the gas station. Dakota’s door was hard and heavy, made of solid wood. It didn’t squeak when it opened, it growled.

“You serving food?” I asked the hostess behind the takeout counter, a girl who looked too young to be in high school.

“Yep, still open. Food until midnight,” she said, flashing a cheerleader grin.

I gave her one of those silly thumbs-up gestures, something your not-so-cool uncle might do.

“Good to go,” I said to Leslie, sliding into the driver’s seat. I parked the car and hung the still stinky, gasoline-soaked pair of sweatpants on the outside rearview mirror.

“You don’t think someone will steal them?” Leslie asked.

“Gasoline pants in the middle of bum-fuck Ohio?”

Dakota’s had some sort of theme going, but I’m just not sure exactly what it was. It seemed an odd mix of Western, cowboy, rustic farmhouse, and sports bar. In the entranceway was a nearly life-sized, black-and-white photograph of John Wayne dressed in chaps, vest, and Stetson hat, a publicity shot from an old movie. On the opposite wall were drawings and photos of Wild Bill Hickok and Annie Oakley. When we followed the hostess to our table, I saw a huge banner for the Cincinnati Bengals hanging over the bar, and on the wall next to the beer taps was a neonlike electric sign with an orange flashing Bengals’ helmet appearing to hang from the R in Budweiser.

“Bengals’ country?” I asked the twenty-something waiter, knowing the answer.

“Yeah, they’re a big deal around here,” he said, handing us menus. “I’m from Texas, so, whatever.”

“Steelers’ fan,” I whispered.

“Don’t matter to me,” he replied, with his slow drawl. “But it does get a little crowded in here on Sunday. A lot of orange.”

I ordered a beer. Leslie asked for a big glass of water. Behind her and to my right, a few booths over her shoulder, I could see two men in their fifties, about my age—gray haired, balding, and beer bellied—slopping down mugs of beer, each with an empty glass next to him, leftover suds sliding down their insides. I hadn’t missed their expressions when the two guys slowly watched Leslie walk by as the hostess seated us, their eyes following her like some lusty synchronized optical exam. And now one of them was ogling her again. I caught his eye and locked in. He quickly diverted his stare, knocked back a few big swallows, pretending he’d really been watching the TV over the bar.

I had never fought over a girl before. Not to
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