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Written by

Max Nabati

Preface

In assembling Light Through The Walls, I found myself revisiting the fragments of life that often go unnoticed—the fleeting thoughts, the unresolved moments, the quiet acts of defiance against oblivion. This collection is born from a desire to capture the essence of what it means to navigate the human condition, where creation and destruction dance in eternal tandem. Each story, though brief, is a window into the vastness of our inner worlds, inspired by the artists, dreamers, and wanderers who have shaped my own path. May these tales resonate with you as they have with me, offering not answers, but invitations to ponder the beauty in our shared imperfections.

Acknowledgements

This book would not exist without the unwavering support of those who believed in these stories long before they took form. To my family, for enduring my late-night musings and endless revisions; to the friends or whoever became a friend in my travels who shared their own tales of loss and triumph, fuelling my imagination; and to the readers who venture into these pages—your engagement brings them to life. Special thanks to the islands and ateliers that inspired me, and to the ghosts of great artists past. Gratitude eternal.

Max Nabati
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The wall breathes. Cold, damp, the smell of paint, like blood, like betrayal. My paintbrush trembles in my hand. Or is it not my hand? God guiding it? Or the devil? No. Me. Only me. The Last Supper, unfinished, like my soul. Cracks on the wall, like veins in my heart. Christ at the centre, light, serene. Judas in shadow, his eyes—my eyes?—probing me. “Leonardo, who are you?”

Vinci, Under the Stars, Childhood

My mother sings a lullaby. The scent of olives in the breeze. The sky blue, like Salai’s eyes, years later, yet to come. “Leonardo, you are born of light.” Light? No. Shadow. A shadow now cast on the monastery wall. Or does the wall shape me? Do I shape the wall?

Santa Maria Monastery, Milan, 1498

Church bells ring. The smell of bread, wine, betrayal. The wall calls to me. Paint peels, falls, like tears. Ludovico Sforza shouts: “Leonardo, madman! Why does this wall take so long?” I laughed. Or wept? Twelve apostles, twelve pairs of eyes, all staring at me. Peter? No. John? No. Me. I paint myself, every line, every shadow, every crack.

Mona Lisa, From the Corner of My Mind

She laughs. “You created me, Leonardo. Or did I create you?” No. The wall created me. Or I the wall? My brush on the wall, as if I’m crafting the world. Christ, light. Judas, shadow. I, both. Or neither. “Cogito, ergo sum?” No. I paint, therefore I am lost.

Wings, Vinci, Years Ago

Wooden wings, paper wings, burned. “Why did they burn?” I dreamed I flew. The sky, blue, like Salai’s eyes. My mother was there. “Leonardo, you will fly.” No. I fall. The earth, heavy. The wall, heavy.

Monastery, Now

Judas, dark, in the corner. “Am I Judas?” No. I am Christ. Or neither. The wall whispers: “Leonardo, you have failed.” Michelangelo, sharp as his chisel: “The Last Supper, the horse, Mona Lisa. All unfinished.” No! I am unfinished. The wall unfinished. Christ unfinished. But Judas? He is complete. Betrayal is complete. “Why is betrayal so easy?”

Milan, Cold Wind, Open Window

Papers—hearts, veins, wings—dance, fall. Salai: “Master, you’re mad!” His laugh, his hair in the wind, like light, like tears. Why did I weep? God was there. In the ox’s eye. In the wall. Or in me? “Who am I?”

The Wall, Cracks, Moonlight

Light breaks on the wall, like diamonds, like tears. “Why does the paint peel?” The wall lives, mocking me. “Leonardo, who are you?” Christ? Judas? No. Shadow. A shadow that breaks, crumbles.

Vinci, Under the Olive Tree, Childhood

My mother: “The stars are yours.” No. The stars are far. The wall is near. The Last Supper is near. Christ and Judas are in me. Or am I in them?

Monastery, Another Moment

Paintbrush. A line. A shadow. A glance. Judas? No. Christ? No. Me. The wall whispers: “Leonardo, you will fly.” No. I fall. Or perhaps... I pause. Breathe. The smell of paint, bread, betrayal. I close my eyes. The wall is in me. The cracks in me. Christ in me. Judas in me.

Incompletion

I lift the paintbrush. My fingers, trembling, but alive. A line. One line. Not for the wall. Not for the monastery. For me. Moonlight breaks on the brush, like diamonds, like tears. The Last Supper peels, but not I. I paint. Not Christ, not Judas. Myself. The cracks. The incompletion.

Cracks, Light

In these cracks, there is light. God? No. Me. I am the light. Or perhaps the light is me. Paintbrush. Line. A feather. A wing. Not for flight. For being. Sum. I am. Unfinished, but I am. Agostino Vespucci, my assistant, once said: “Leonardo, you chase the impossible.” Did I? Or did I chase myself? The wall laughs with me. Or at me? No. Together. Me and the wall. Me and The Last Supper. Me and the light.
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From the port of Le Conquet, I sailed to Ouessant, the westernmost point of France. Stepping onto the island, I took a deep breath, savouring the crisp air. Gone was the smoke and clamour of Paris, replaced by a stillness that felt almost sacred. To many, even the French, Ouessant is a myth—“the end of the world.”​[1]

Eight kilometres long, three wide, a mere fifteen square kilometres of rugged beauty. I chose this place to spend my final days. City life had dulled my senses, but here, the silence disoriented me. Time seemed to rewind—no cars, no scooters, just the rhythm of the sea and wind.

Forty years ago, I walked this island with Pierre. Now, alone, I felt the weight of absence. The island hadn’t changed much, but my memories had blurred, rewritten by years in the city. Bicycles were the only transport, but I chose to walk, my path already marked on a worn map. My destination: a municipal campsite near the town hall, where I could secure a permit to stay. My backpack sagged with camping gear, food, and several kilos of seeds—carefully chosen to honour the places Pierre and I once loved. I didn’t want to leave any memory untouched. The campsite was a 3.5-kilometre walk from Port Stiff, about forty minutes at a steady pace. I took my time, the weight of my pack grounding me.

Forty years ago, Pierre and I had walked this path under moonlight, laughing, dreaming. Now, only I remained, my breaths heavy with nostalgia. At the campsite, a few dim lights flickered. A sign pointed to the office, where a young woman greeted me. “Good evening, sir. How can I help you?” “I’d like to camp here for the week.” “Have you been here before? Do you know the rules?”

She slid a price list across the counter. “Yes, forty years ago.” She laughed. “Twice my age! Check the rates and rules carefully.”

–  Camping: €8/night

–  Shower: €1/3 minutes

–  Internet: €2/10 minutes

–  Barbecue use: €2

–  Bicycle rental: €5/day

–  Garbage disposal: €1/bag

I calculated my needs—showers, internet, garbage—and paid, receiving chips for each service. “Camp gates close at midnight,” she warned. “If you’re late, you’re locked out.” “I’ll be back on time,” I assured her. The next morning, seagulls woke me. I rolled over in my tent, grateful for the early start. I had work to do and little time to waste. My plan was to secure a permit to plant the seeds—a tribute to Pierre. I couldn’t just scatter them; there were rules.

I walked to Chez Carole Crêperie, a cosy spot twenty meters from the campsite, for breakfast. Sated, I headed to the town hall, a ten-minute stroll under pleasant skies. The island was quiet; few visitors came this time of year, with work and life keeping them away. At the town hall, I approached a guard. “Where do I apply for a seed-planting permit?” He blinked, confused. “Seed planting?” “For the environment—flowers, plants,” I clarified. “Third room on the right. Ask for Mrs. Antoinette.”

“Good day, madam,” I said, entering her office. “I need a license to plant seeds. Is there a form?” She frowned, visibly annoyed. “Why do you want to plant seeds? What kind are they? We’ve never had such a request, and there’s no form.” “I’d like to plant them in specific places. Can you help?” “Leave the seeds here. We’ll send them to Paris for environmental testing. If they’re safe, you can retrieve them and plant them.” “How long will that take?” “This week’s parcel to Paris is gone. Pay for shipping and testing today, and we’ll send them next Monday. They’ll be back by Tuesday or Wednesday—in two weeks.”

I froze. Two weeks? I didn’t have that kind of time. Death doesn’t wait for bureaucracy. I thanked her and left, my plan unravelling. With the day now free, I walked to Vue Inconnue, the westernmost point of this westernmost island. It was where Pierre and I first met, where we hugged, kissed, and watched the sunset melt into the ocean, orange and fleeting. I sat there, lost in memory, until the last light faded. Turning on my flash-light, I trudged back to the campsite, unable to sleep. The seeds—our legacy—couldn’t take root. I was running out of ideas, and dawn found me exhausted.

The sun was high when I woke, the tent heavy with humidity. I hurried to Chez Carole for breakfast. As I left, a boy passed by, playing a harmonica. Inspiration struck like lightning. I checked my map for shops that might sell harmonicas, rented a bicycle, and emptied my backpack. I cycled to every store, buying every harmonica I could find. By evening, I returned to the campsite, my bag now filled with instruments.

On the third day, I woke to the loud chatter and fake laughter of two English girls in a nearby tent. Ignoring them, I grabbed my backpack and set out on foot, determined to visit the places Pierre loved. I stopped at Fort de Locqueltas, Port de Bougezen, Croz Beach, Prat Beach, Penn ar Viler, and Pyramide du Runiou. At each, I buried a harmonica, pushing aside sand or soil to hide it—a quiet offering to our past.

At Vue Inconnue, I paused to take a photo of the final instrument before covering it with sand. I stayed until the sunset painted the sky orange once more. Back at the campsite, I uploaded the photo to my blog with a post titled “In Memory of Pierre”: “Mysterious Ouessant holds treasures beyond its stunning shores. Seek them out. Good luck in your searches!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Writer


[image: ]




He was resolute this time. “I’ll finish this story, even if the sky falls,” he declared, wagging his right index finger as if scolding the universe. For years, he’d dreamed of writing a short story—a masterpiece.

He adored the form, its brevity and power, and was determined to craft something unforgettable. Countless times, he’d written and erased opening lines, never completing a single paragraph. A stormy start eluded him. In his mind, he’d reshaped the plot a thousand times, each iteration grander than the last. This time, he told himself, it was final.

His characters were flawless, he believed. The hero and villain were vivid, their depth unparalleled. The suspense crackled; the style was set; the sequence clear. His descriptions would captivate any reader. Yet, his perfectionism haunted him.

Every time inspiration struck, a nagging voice whispered he could do better—make it deeper, more beautiful, more compelling. That night, after dinner, the house was still. The children slept soundly, no distractions in sight. He poured a drink and set it beside his computer. He checked the room: tissue box empty, so he refilled it to avoid interruptions. He adjusted the thermostat, draped a sweater over his chair, and fine-tuned the reading light.

Finally, he sat, ready. He remembered his phone. Though it was late, he powered it off to silence any messages or alarms. With a deep breath, he began. To his astonishment, the first paragraph flowed. His eyes gleamed; a smile crept across his face. He kept writing. The story’s hero clashed with its villains, a fierce conflict unfolding. Evil gained the upper hand, threatening to triumph, while suspense coiled tighter. Ideas swirled in his head—temptations to revise, to tweak—but he silenced them. “I swore I’d finish tonight,” he muttered. “No changes!”

He was nearing the end when a faint alarm from the children’s room broke his focus. Dawn had crept in, unnoticed. He closed the door and pressed on, determined to craft a perfect ending. An hour later, he typed the final words, leaned back, and exhaled. “I did it. I knew I’d finish tonight.” Glancing outside, he noticed an electric company truck. A worker, perched in a cherry picker, was replacing a part on a power pole.

Suddenly, a grinding noise erupted from the lift’s base. Shouts filled the air. The writer stood, peering out. The lift buckled, crashing onto the power lines. A high-voltage surge sparked, and the worker convulsed. In an instant, the neighbourhood’s lights flickered out. The writer’s computer screen went black, his story unsaved. Silence blanketed the house, broken only by the chaos in his mind.
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The pain in my stomach was unbearable, like a blade twisting inside me. The world blurred before my eyes; sounds were muffled, distant. I could see and hear, but nothing felt right. Dizziness swept over me, as if the ground beneath my feet was swaying.

Above the nurse’s head, a massive clock loomed on the wall. Why so enormous? With eyes barely open, I read: 2:34 p.m. The nurse, peering at me curiously, asked, “Have you consumed anything?” My breath caught. “Maybe I’ve been poisoned,” I rasped. It was the Cold War era—anything was possible. Poison, conspiracy, betrayal.

She placed her hand on my forehead, checked my pulse, and said calmly, “Go sit on the red chair.” I staggered to the row of red chairs. The seat was hard, cold, unyielding to my body. Nausea surged. I don’t know how I reached the bathroom, but I did. I turned on the tap, splashing icy water over my head and face. It was like shards of ice pouring from the tank.

This damned Russia felt eternally frozen. I lifted the hose, letting the cold water drench my neck and chest. Relief came, faint but real. Strange! The poison’s grip seemed to loosen. My vision cleared, though dizziness lingered like a shadow.

My clothes were soaked—mostly around my neck and chest. Crouching, I’d gotten my pants wet too. It looked like I’d pissed myself. No, it was just water! I dried my watch to save it. A glance showed 2:36 p.m.

Back in the hall, my chair was taken. I found another. Red, as the nurse ordered. But that red—it felt odd, like it hid something sinister. Sitting there, I wondered if they’d slipped something into the food. But others ate it too. Why were they fine? A few stumbled, sure, but not everyone reacts the same. My empty stomach might’ve made it worse.

Why weren’t they calling me? People came and went, but no one cared. Why were those waiting so silent? Weren’t they here to get better and go home? My eyes flicked to the clock: 2:38 p.m. Impatience consumed me. I switched chairs—not because the seat was bad, but because I couldn’t stand waiting any more. Maybe a change would help.

Across the hall, a row of red chairs sat empty. Why was everyone crowded near the nurse’s station? Stupid, I’d been there too. When you’re in pain, you don’t think about seats; you take the shortest path. I remembered a Math lesson, the “as the crow flies” case. In Huay Xai, I’d explained it to my Laotian friend who knew no Math but lived it daily. He’d laughed and said, “Humans are just two-legged donkeys, only seeing what’s straight ahead!” Then he raised his beer bottle: “To all the donkeys!”

I settled into the new chair. At the far end of the hall—not far at all—a girl sat alone. Bent forward, her head in her hands, elbows on her knees. Her blonde hair hung like a golden umbrella, hiding her face. That row had green chairs. I stared at the swaying strands, my eyes rising and falling with their subtle movements. Was it the poison? Or had she ensnared me?

Suddenly, I hated the red chairs. Why did the nurse make me sit here? Damn this red! I wished I could claim I was allergic to it. She lifted her head. My God! her beauty! Not a lifeless Barbie, but a living masterpiece. Her skin, flawless and radiant, felt soft even from across the room. As she brushed her hair with slender fingers and polished nails, I was pulled into the motion, as if caught in her hairpin.

The curve of her waist, the arc of her shoulders—Michelangelo himself must have sculpted her. In Rome, I’d fallen for a veiled statue by Giovanni Benzoni, but now I saw its model was nothing compared to her.

Her eyes... their colour and shape mesmerized me. If “Bozorg Alavi” had seen them, he’d have abandoned his “Her Eyes” for hers alone. I couldn’t look away. If she asked why I stared, I’d pretend I didn’t speak her language. She was born to be seen. Mannequins toil to be noticed; I saw her here, unfiltered.

Then a white coat stepped between us. Doctor or nurse? I didn’t know. My heart lurched. The clock read 2:40 p.m. I stumbled to the nurse and shouted, “Why didn’t you give me a green chair?”

She replied calmly, “Red chairs are for the emergency ward. Green ones are for cancer patients in their final stages.”
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What is happiness?
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With newfound clarity, I open my eyes to the world around me. The trees sway gently in the breeze, their leaves shimmering like emeralds in the sunlight. A bird flits by, singing its sweet melody—a reminder that life continues to unfold regardless of my uncertainties.

“I will embrace this journey,” I declare to myself, feeling a surge of determination. “I will be present in each moment.”

As I step forward into the day, I feel lighter, unburdened by the weight of expectations. The path ahead may still be shrouded in mystery, but I am ready to walk it—one step at a time.

With each stride, I carry Aristotle’s wisdom within me: to question is to grow; to embrace uncertainty is to truly live. And so, I dance through life—spinning and twirling through its complexities—finding beauty in every step.

The sun begins to dip below the horizon, casting a warm glow over everything it touches. In this golden light, I see Clara once more—her laughter echoing in my heart as we dance together beneath the fading sky.

“I am here; I am becoming; I am...”

And as night falls and stars begin to twinkle above, I realize that I am not alone on this journey. We are all dancers in this grand symphony of existence—each note resonating with our unique stories.

I take a deep breath and let go of my fears, surrendering to the rhythm of life. “Let us dance!” I shout into the night sky, feeling an exhilarating sense of freedom wash over me.

For in this dance lies the essence of who I am—an ever-evolving tapestry woven with threads of love, laughter, and exploration. And as long as I keep questioning and embracing the journey ahead, I know that I will continue to grow—forever dancing through the beautiful chaos of existence.

I see you now, Aristotle, seated in your Lyceum, surrounded by eager minds seeking truth. “To question is to grow,” you might say, gesturing towards us with that twinkle in your eye. And yet here I am, questioning everything—my identity, my worth, my purpose.

I stand at the precipice of my thoughts, gazing into the vast expanse of uncertainty that stretches before me. The echoes of your teachings resonate in my mind, guiding me like a flickering flame in the dark. “Perhaps,” I imagine you saying softly now, “the journey itself is the answer.”

A journey filled with trials and triumphs—like climbing that hill with Clara so many years ago. I can still feel the warmth of the sun on our backs as we ascended, laughter spilling from our lips as we raced each other to the summit. “We reached the top and felt invincible; perhaps that's what matters most—the striving toward understanding.”
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