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Michael Harding is an author and playwright. His creative chronicle of ordinary life in the Irish midlands is published as a weekly column in The Irish Times. He is the author of five bestselling memoirs, including Chest Pain and the award-winning Staring at Lakes, as well as three novels (Priest, The Trouble with Sarah Gullion and Bird in the Snow) and numerous plays for the Abbey Theatre, including Una Pooka, Misogynist and Sour Grapes.
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Praise for Michael Harding

‘Harding is a self-deprecating and winsome writer whose bittersweet musings on middle-age, loneliness and the search for spiritual enlightenment … are leavened by an incredibly dry and unforced wit’

Metro Herald

‘Often funny, occasionally disturbing and not without its moments of deep sadness, Harding has peeled back his soul and held it out on the palm of his hand for all to see’

Christine Dwyer-Hickey

‘A repository of modern man’s deepest fears, Harding emerges as something of an embattled hero for our times … It’s rare for a memoir to demand such intense emotional involvement, and rarer still for it to be so fully rewarded’

Sunday Times

‘Hilarious, and tender, and mad, and harrowing, and wistful, and always beautifully written. A wonderful book’

Kevin Barry

‘I read this book in one sitting … Beautifully written … Staring at Lakes gives us permission to be lost, sick, sad, creative, happy and compassionate – in short, to be human’ Mary McEvoy,

Irish Independent

‘This memoir grabs you from the outset and holds you right to the end. His language sings’

Deirdre Purcell

‘Written in lyrical prose, it provides a compelling insight into the turbulent emotions that rage behind so many of the bland faces we meet in everyday life’

Sunday Business Post

‘This frank and unflinching memoir offers a fascinating insight into the mind of the author of two of the finest Irish novels of the eighties’

Pat McCabe

‘Difficult to put down’

The Irish Times




For Tom MacIntyre

and Celine, his heroic champion and collaborator
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A note from the author

A life is not a straight line. And a memoir is not a historically accurate account of a life. Memoir allows the story to become a lens for other stuff. So there are some events that I keep returning to in various volumes of my memoir, and some stories I present from different angles and in varying contexts.

Memoir, in the end, is a creative act, a fiction at the deepest level, wherein the author can reshape biography in different forms, not as a chronological history but as a song of joy to the simple mystery of life. Remembering becomes both an act of love and of gratitude.




Today Is the Day

I was surprised this morning by the heat. We’d been expecting rain. The forecast is for an end to the sunshine. All through the lockdown my consistent companion in the garden has been the sun. It was so hot that even the water tank dried up – something which hasn’t happened in twenty-five years.

But things changed a few days ago. The sky filled with grey clouds. Met Éireann promised rain in the west and that usually means us.

It was as if the blue sky and the bright sun had stayed with us out of solidarity during the lockdown. To keep us warm inside and help us cope.

So when the sun rose a few hours ago over Sliabh an Iarainn and danced in a blue and empty sky, and knocked on the big glass windows of the bedroom, I felt it was calling to me and I went out barefoot just after 6 a.m. to examine the grass.

It’s tight enough as it is, but another cut today would crown it, would turn it into a lawn as smart as any golf links.

You can’t be too careful with the lawn when you live in Leitrim; it’s vital to cut the grass immediately whenever a blue sky is given; there’s nothing worse than saying, ‘I’ll do it tomorrow,’ and then waking up to find it’s pouring cats and dogs.

So even this morning as I rose from sleep and moved lightly across the floor so as not to waken the beloved, and as I slipped out the patio door, I had a purpose.

And I love this moment; always, I love this recurring moment, when I am alone with only the woodland around me, the cliff and lake and mountain before me. I feel wrapped in a mother’s blanket.

I’m not religious enough to get up and pray, but the lawn is my rosary and the trees are my beads. I finger one as I walk. I observe my feet on the lawn to see if there is any dampness or if it is sufficiently dry to cut.

This walking at first light becomes almost an ecstasy in June, when the day begins at 4.30 a.m. and the divide between humans and all other animal life is at its widest. There are three or four hours each morning now when the garden is as clean and natural as it might have been had humans never emerged into the light of day.

This is the time when the trees around me and the grass beneath my feet feel like a mother’s touch. I am awakening in my belonging as the morning breeze kisses my old face.

Although if rain comes tomorrow the midges will return, and kiss me too, or eat my face. And I saw a greenfly on the back of my hand, negotiating his way through the hairs.

I avoid walking close to the long grasses – the Yorkshire grass that rolls like a faint purple ocean along the ditch.

And the buttercup is still about. And the flag irises in the pond are early this year. And a tiny yellow gem with four petals that I heard described in Donegal as the Greek cross has taken root near the apple tree.

Everywhere on these mornings there are bees. Brown bees, bumblebees and little black bees. They’ve been feasting for weeks on the dandelion but now the Albertine roses are opening for them. The foxgloves have grown their steeples, and their purple flutes are wide-open caverns for the bees’ delight and about twenty of them stand together in the shade of the woodland.

It would be blasphemous to fire up the lawnmower yet – the big four-stroke Honda that sits in the green shed, waiting for me. I go down and unlock the shed and ensure that my garden gloves are sitting on the handlebar of the lawnmower where I left them, that there is petrol in the tank and sufficient petrol in the red five-gallon container because I usually need about two fillings of petrol to finish the entire job. But I don’t pull the starting cord because it is too early.

Instead I just walk about, noting how the yellow gorse has just about gone over, its flowers fading, but how the broom, almost the same plant to my eye, is bursting with yellow so densely luminous that a painter might reach out to it like a lover.

I get lyrical in these mornings. I cannot resist the glory of heaven in this ordinary place. And I am here. I am present. And today is the day we had been waiting for.




The Heat of the Sun
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The lockdown arrived in Ireland at the end of March. But I knew it was coming. I was alert to its imminent arrival four weeks earlier. Even when RTÉ asked me to travel for a radio interview in Dublin with Brendan O’Connor in late March, I said no. “I’m not moving,” I told the researcher. She was a bit surprised. They had other guests travelling into the studio that morning.

‘Well,’ says I, ‘they won’t be coming into the studio this time next week.’

And I was right.

I had left Dublin on the sixth of March, after attending an event in City Hall the previous night to celebrate the work of the Samaritans in Ireland. It turned out to be the final time, although it was a week later, on the twelfth of March, that I realised clearly what was coming, and began to shutter myself away for hours each day in my study, alone in a self-imposed isolation. And when the lockdown officially arrived I was well settled in the hills above Lough Allen with my beloved.

In the course of the following three months all that we were was taken. As a nation we became passive robots overnight and in particular the elderly cocooners – a word that lives phonetically between buffoon and baboon. People were masked and isolated in the shopping malls and garden centres, the supermarkets and the pharmacies, at a twometre distance, even from loved ones when they fell ill. Some waved through glass windows at their relatives, even as they were dying. Some waved from car parks and waiting rooms and smoking areas through screens on their iPads to bid farewell.

Today, the seventh of June, I am finalising the manuscript I have written in that confinement. I worked every day in my studio at the back of the house and walked in the garden for exercise day and night for twelve weeks.

The garden is really a wilderness and comprises just under an acre of woodland, beside which is a small house, an artist’s workshop, and my own shed or studio.

To the south is the woodland of between seventy and one hundred young trees. Holly, chestnut, Spanish chestnut, birch, guelder rose, beech, willow, Norwegian maple, oak, Canadian maple, Chilean beech. There is a carpet of bluebell, garlic and other wild flowers. The foxgloves grow in the shade, and have not yet reached their full height, nor have they yet come into bloom. That will happen in July.

To the north is the house, where the beloved still sleeps as I slip out the patio door and venture into the woodland. I walk through this grove of beech and birch and emerge to the east, looking further east, across the full length of Lough Allen and at Sliabh an Iarainn on the far shore.

At the perimeter is a wire fence with cement posts, protecting us from a cliff, a sixty-foot drop lined with gorse, where I walk until I come to my studio, in the north-east of the territory: a standalone building twenty-five feet by twenty-five feet with one patio door on the eastern side, offering me another view of the lake. There are two windows in the apex roof and a mediumsized window looking south to the woodland. I slide the door of my studio open and go inside.

It has been a long journey since January. I was in Warsaw and there was news of a virus in Wuhan, and it had not occurred to me what might be ahead. We were looking at a house for sale in Donegal and dreaming of being there by the first of May. I imagined a perfect sunny day, opening the door to begin a new life beside the sea. But when the first of May came along we were still in Leitrim, locked down, and the world had changed.

‘O Mary, we crown thee with blossoms today,’ as the children used to sing. But they didn’t sing it in 2020.

We were taken away from a universe that was revolving around us, as if just for us, and we found ourselves back in a contingent strange and dangerous place, where we needed each other because we were vulnerable, and where it was us that spun around some centre in the cosmos we didn’t quite comprehend.

The apex roof inside my studio creates a triangle with three pine crossbeams to buttress the walls and the space has a feeling of height more akin to a small church than to a workroom. Here began my complete silence.

I have two desks. A Georgian bureau from the late eighteenth century and a partners desk from the late nineteenth century, the work of the famous Maple Company of London, Paris and Buenos Aires. I bought these precious antiques from a dealer in Donegal. They are both aligned beneath the south-facing window and establish for me the very crucible of my work, as an altar might be the highest energy point of a well-built church. The big partners desk is the place where I sit every day to write my stories because I take my craft seriously. And of course I mean what I say in all my stories.

But the real magic of stories is that they don’t contain the truth. They point to the truth. They are not the moon. They are the old person’s finger in the boat standing up in the night and pointing to what is beautiful in the sky. And the young man or woman follows the finger, and sees the moon, and their heart opens to the moment.

That’s what stories do. Or at least that is what they did in the long-ago time when people believed in stories. Not in the truth of them, but in the telling of them. The saying of them and the heart opening as it does in the listening.

And here now I sit again at my desk for one more day; to read over this story. To correct a few spellings. Integrate a few loose paragraphs. Question some of the details. Alter an occasional sentence. And most importantly to write an ending. It’s always a moment of achievement for an author – to view the final draft one last time before another story is born.
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