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The October wind sculpted Montreal into a living watercolor. Red maples bled their leaves onto the sidewalks, blending their crimson with the golden glints of signs in Arabic, Hebrew, and French. Behind the fogged window of her new apartment in the Mile-End district, Léa Dubois clutched her father’s inherited violin case to her chest, as if the instrument could root her to this shifting ground. For three mornings, she had watched the Jean-Talon market with the wariness of a cat facing an unfamiliar garden. Her fingers tapped nervously on the cold glass, tracing imaginary staves among the motley silhouettes below.

A Sikh turban unfurled like a saffron sun. There was laughter from the Haitian teens who were juggling mangoes. An old Armenian woman engaged in haggling with an Italian greengrocer, as their hands sketched universal hieroglyphs in the air. Léa took a deep breath, startled by the scent of cardamom and phyllo dough now clinging to her clothes, replacing the briny tang of seaweed and damp chalk from Saint-Malo.

Suddenly, a fragile melody pierced the clamor. Seated on a crate of dates, an old man with snow-white hair caressed an oud with lascivious curves. The notes of Schindler’s List surged forth, warped by oriental quarter tones that lent the lament a different kind of pain. Léa suppressed her breathing. That same melody had echoed in the damp-walled Breton church the day of her grandfather’s funeral. She saw again her child’s fingers slipping on the too-wide violin neck, her mother’s stifled sobs, and the scent of candles mingling with the sea.

“You play like a robot,” her father would chide after every lesson.

“And you talk like a foreigner,” she’d wanted to retort to her father, a Breton married to a Parisian.

A shrill honk jolted her back. Her trembling hand had traced the piece’s opening bars on the misty glass. The ghostly notes vanished at once, erased by the haze from a nearby shisha stall.

“The first glance is always a mirror,” a voice murmured behind her.

Léa spun so fast her elbow knocked the violin case. Her mother stood in the doorway, two steaming cups of Viennese chocolate in hand. Since the divorce, Élise Dubois had unraveled into a frayed version of herself: hair cropped square, strict suits replacing floral dresses.

“Mrs. Girard from the third floor heard you last night. She says your Bach Adagio reminded her of her Provençal village.”

Léa shrugged, grabbing a cup as cinnamon pricked her nostrils.

“It was Vitali’s Chaconne. And it was past midnight.”

A silence fell. Their eyes met in the window’s reflection.

“Go down to the market, Lili. The bookseller across the street has a package for you.”

Before she could protest, her mother vanished in a clatter of keys and hurried heels.

The autumn air slapped her cheeks. Léa tugged up the collar of her leather jacket—her father’s ambiguous legacy—and wove through the stalls. A teen with a shaved head, his studded jacket sporting a swastika slashed with red, caught her eye. She looked away too quickly. He winked at her, mistaking her style for a tribal sign.

Why did that person smile at me?

Her stomach knotted.

And why... why am I ashamed I smiled back?

The Agora bookstore was filled with the scent of cedar and offset ink. Behind the counter, a bald man with gold-rimmed glasses read aloud in a low voice:

“We have on this earth what makes life worth living: the scent of morning coffee, the ideograms swallows trace across September skies...”

Léa recognized Mahmoud Darwish. Her Saint-Malo French teacher loved the Palestinian poet.

“For the dawn violinist,” the bookseller said without looking up, nodding toward a kraft-paper parcel streaked with French stamps.

The paper crackled like a forgotten score. An ancient music notebook slid onto the counter; its yellowed pages scribbled with Yiddish annotations. Léa deciphered a familiar tune, "The Nigun," which her grandmother Rose hummed while folding laundry.

“I think it's a mistake...”

The bookseller pointed an ink-stained finger toward the street.

“Your deliveries arrive at six a.m. My insomnia thanks you.”

He smiled, adjusting his glasses.

“Here, silence has as many accents as voices. Learn to hear them.”

The doorbell chimed. A rough voice snapped:

“You did it on purpose, didn’t you?!”

Outside, a veiled girl picked up scattered apples in front of a greengrocer’s stall. Her pink hijab clashed sadly with the merchant’s crimson face as he waved a bruised pear.

“Sorry, I didn’t see your crate...”

“I figured you weren't from here!” The man barked, shaking a wicker basket.

Léa froze, her bow digging into her palm like a rebuke. Play, her father’s voice urged from her first audition. Music speaks when words lie. But her feet felt cemented to the pavement.

She heard the sound of military fabric rustling. A boy emerged from the arcade’s shadows, a wool scarf hiding his neck. With a swift motion, he handed the merchant a twenty-dollar bill and righted the display.

“Does that cover the damage?”

His voice had the grit of coffee grounds that poured too fast. When their eyes met, Léa glimpsed a familiar spark in his dark pupils: the contained rage that twisted her gut after every parental fight.

Before she could speak, he melted into the crowd, leaving the oud’s mournful echo behind. The only trace of him: a scarlet maple leaf stuck to her sole, like a call to the vermilion blood they all shared.

Back in her bare-walled room, Léa opened her grandmother’s notebook. A pale blue envelope slipped out, covered in that shaky script she’d recognize anywhere:

“My Lili,

This notebook kept me company through 1943’s nights. I copied music scores for the wounded German soldiers we were hiding. Music was our neutral tongue. In Montreal, listen to what silences say. And remember: understanding isn’t approving. It’s just refusing to hate. — Grandma Rose”

There was a sound of paper rustling. The photo tucked inside stunned her: a young Rose in a Resistance uniform, bandaging a German soldier’s arm as his vacant gaze fixed the lens. On the back, a charcoal scrawl: “Hans, 19, trumpeter. Died 08/12/44 singing Die Forelle.”
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