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That evening, it was snowing for Christmas Eve.
For once, the weather matched the clichés of the season in this latitude.
The night had already fallen for several hours. Jane had just finished her workday in a dull office, perched just above a noisy and smelly warehouse, under the meticulous orders of a bullying supervisor. To put it plainly, she did this job to put food on her plate and a roof over her head. Obviously, Jane’s boss hadn't authorized her to leave early that evening. He claimed that all the early departure authorizations had already been granted. No luck for Jane. There were clearly favorites in this company.
She was eager to get home. The day had been endless, and her shoulders were heavy with accumulated tension. She could already feel the comforting sensation of her plush couch against her back. She wanted to lose herself in episodes of her favorite series, an old show she was watching for the third consecutive time. The characters, both amusing and twisted, made her laugh every time she watched. She loved the enchanting settings, which made her dream of another world where life's complications seemed distant.
Why did she feel such a pressing need to escape into this fictional universe? Perhaps it allowed her to flee from her almost unbearable questions and anxieties. Her job, her disjointed social life, all of it vanished when she immersed herself in her series.
She already visualized the scene: jumping into her thick wool socks, an anthracite gray – socks for which she hadn’t hesitated to spend a tidy sum. They were new, soft, fluffy, and simply perfect for a cozy evening. She imagined the sensation of warm wool enveloping her tired feet. And the crowning touch would be a good, greasy, generous, and comforting hamburger. She smiled at the thought of the first bite, the juicy taste of crispy bacon and melting cheese.
Jane was a brunette in her thirties with an air of mystery. Her long dark hair framed her delicate face, on which her deep green eyes shone. She had that natural charm that captured gazes. She knew she was neither ugly nor pretty. She sometimes dreamt of a version of herself where her beauty would be like a magic wand, opening all the doors of the world, like in her series. But that would be for another life. It wasn’t her beauty that set her apart, but her singular style, this way of dressing with nonchalant elegance, often making her a living enigma to her contemporaries.
That day, she was wearing a coat that fell slightly above her knees. It gave her the look of a teenager she loved. Its casual cut and worn fabric gave her a rebellious, almost wild appearance. She hardly cared about fashion conventions, preferring to follow her own path.
Under her coat, she wore an outfit that was both bold and laid-back. A slightly loose top hinted at a bare shoulder, revealing a part of her assumed femininity. Her skinny jeans highlighted her graceful curves, while her big, solid, and sturdy boots seemed to confer an unshakeable confidence.
To perfect her unconventional look, Jane sported an ugly wool Christmas hat. It was trendy among the local bourgeois. So, to give herself a thrill, she wore one too. But the bourgeois sniff each other out. And at work, they interpreted her hat as a misplaced provocation. Yet she had grown attached to that hat. The colorful patterns, depicting reindeers and snowflakes, were in total contradiction with her mysterious personality. This hat added a touch of lightness to her appearance, highlighting her whimsical and unpredictable side.
Like every evening of the workweek, she walked to the bus stop, listening to music on her phone. She arrived at the stop and found no one there. Not surprising given the hour and the date. They must already be home finishing the last preparations for Christmas Eve.
Jane was one of those who, over time and the course of their existence, had learned to hate Christmas.
It happened just like that, one morning, without warning.
One of her friends asked her, “So?”
It seemed like nothing, and Jane didn’t pay much attention to it. But that afternoon, her mother, Lisa, asked her, while they were talking about something else on the phone: “So?”
Later that day in the evening, it was her building's caretaker who asked her “So?” as if out of nowhere, during their conversation about the building’s renovation. The days and weeks that followed undoubtedly became her “So?” era. Even internet ads and social media were part of the conspiracy. A period that dragged on until, on a whim, Jane decided to raise the drawbridge and barricade herself in her fortress to keep civilization at bay. A decision that left many people stunned in the wake of the tornado, but at least it was her tornado.
“So? When are you going to make up your mind?” meaning “At thirty-five, the time to have your first kid has long since come, my dear Jane!”
Since then, and still not having accepted this mission as perilous as it was full of promises of happiness, she had entered into a, let’s say, complicated relationship with Christmas.
Besides, to “make” her first kid, she would first need to find the gentleman who would accept her wool socks and her faux bourgeois hat!
Jane walked a few steps in the silence brought on by the still-falling snow. It was a white Christmas like they hadn’t seen in this place for years. It was probably caused by climate change. After so many disruptions, the weather had finally landed on its feet.
She walked to the bus stop and sat on the plastic bench scribbled with dozens of more or less artistic tags. She checked the time. The bus should arrive in five minutes. She sighed and waited, watching the puffs of breath she exhaled. Suddenly, she heard a voice behind her. She jumped. It was a young man, dressed in old clothes, somewhat like a mechanic coming out of the garage. He looked a bit lost. No, she had never seen him here. He must be new in the area because he seemed lost in this industrial zone where all the buildings looked alike.
“Good evening. Are you waiting for the bus?”
“Yes, why?” she asked, removing one of her earbuds.
“Can I keep you company?” he offered.
She scrutinized him from head to toe as if he had just proposed to her. “No, thank you. I prefer to be alone.”
“Oh, come on. Don’t be so cold. You’re very pretty, you know.”
“Leave me alone, please.”
“Don’t be difficult. I’m sure you like compliments.”
“You’re kind, but I prefer to wait alone,” Jane sighed, her tone firm and cutting.
The young man, still smiling, didn’t insist. He looked into the distance to see if the bus was coming.
“Don’t get on the bus,” he advised as he saw Jane putting her earbuds back in.
She thought she had misheard. Yet, she had understood perfectly. Her brain, surprised, just needed a bit of time to process. And also to wonder why this stranger, out of nowhere, was giving her unsolicited advice.
She remained seated there, in this isolated bus stop. Her instinct told her to move from this place. The stranger might have been under the influence of illicit substances and seeking thrills. She stood up to retrace her steps back to her office, to wait until this man, who scared her, left the area. She turned her head all around, but he had disappeared. She couldn’t say where he had gone. He was rather cute, in the end. He wasn’t really mean. But she really wasn’t in the mood for that that evening.
She looked at her watch again and thought the bus should have been there by now. She looked around again but didn’t see the stranger and still no bus.
She stood up and walked a few steps with her eyes closed to enjoy the music and the refreshing winter breeze, invigorating for both body and mind.
Jane had been working here for five years and was looking for something else because she was fed up with everything: the place, her mocking colleagues, her boss, the unpredictable transportation, in short, her miserable life. At least, that’s how she saw herself. She had studied long and hard, depriving herself, working two food jobs on the side to pay for everything. And for what, ultimately? To find herself in front of a screen all day under the lecherous gaze of a physically repulsive boss. It was a startup that made vibrating orthopedic pillows, to put under the neck to relieve it... or between the thighs, as she had once laughingly said in front of Paul, her nineteen-year-old boss, during a retirement party for a colleague at the end of her career.
She remembered it well. Paul had frozen like a marble statue, with a crooked smile streaking across his face. This image of their pillows used as sex toys seemed to both frustrate and give him ideas, with that smile as frustrated as it was lewd. He never ceased to make more or less explicit advances to her, especially when they found themselves alone in the same place. For once, she was rather pleased with her public outburst. 
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The old public bus, of a dark yellow color, moved forward with a disconcerting slowness through the snowy landscape. Its battered appearance bore witness to the years spent enduring the harsh weather, summer and winter alike. The front almost resembled a skull. The peeling paint revealed the beginnings of rust that had taken up residence on its tired body. The windows, once clear, were now opaque in places, and in this season, covered with a fine layer of frost on the edges.
Despite its dismal exterior, the bus continued its progression with a strange grace. As if it was aware of its mission as a faithful transporter, it advanced with determination, almost in silence. The noise of the engine was reduced to a muffled whisper, almost imperceptible, as if it did not want to disturb the tranquility of the surrounding winter.
The bus's wheels sank gently into the fresh snow, leaving deep tracks behind under its weight. It glided over the white blanket that covered the road, as if it had found its natural element in this vast and, that evening, almost pristine activity zone.
The windows, fogged up by the cold, showed no sign of human presence inside. It seemed almost abandoned, a silent ghost moving without a living soul.
The contrast between the slow and fluid movement of the vehicle and the absence of faces behind the windows created a strange and unusual sensation.
The snowflakes swirled around it, giving the impression that it was wrapped in a pristine cocoon. The snow gently accumulated on the roof, forming a white crown that accentuated its solitary and timeless appearance.
The bus, an old metal carcass with faded colors, was indeed empty, like a solitary witness of a forgotten journey on almost deserted pavement. On this Christmas Eve, it seemed to serve no one, perhaps due to the late hour or the isolated location. Only Jane dared to brave the freezing night and board. She spent a few seconds examining the vehicle, a mischievous smile forming on her lips. This run-down bus seemed like the kind of transport that no one would want to take: a wreck on wheels put into service for lack of a better option.
Her gaze then lingered on the driver, a burly man focused on the road ahead with a gloomy expression. His thick white beard, in stark contrast with his stern features, gave him a paradoxical look of a grumpy Santa Claus. The halo of the interior lights accentuated his deep wrinkles and dark complexion, rendering the image almost caricature-like. He, on the other hand, seemed impassive, frozen in a solitude-induced silence. Jane, despite herself, felt a shiver of anticipation run down her spine. This simple bus ride promised perhaps more than she had expected.
The driver paid no attention to Jane's arrival. Neither when she got on, nor when she presented her transport card. He kept his eyes fixed on the road, barely acknowledging her with a nod. His face seemed marked by years and worries, suggesting that, like his bus, he had endured more than one harsh winter. He must have been the only one still willing to drive this old heap of metal.
Jane felt slightly unsettled by this unwelcoming encounter. She timidly approached the driver and attempted to break the ice. "Hello," she said in a hesitant voice, removing her earphones. But the driver remained silent, focusing solely on his task of driving the bus.
Conversation did not seem to be his forte. Jane decided to move on and walked a few steps down the aisle to settle into a seat near the window, hoping that the scenery would offer a pleasant distraction during the ride. She wiped the fog from the window and gazed at the landscape as the bus began to move.
The bus resumed its route, passing through this long parade of empty warehouses and parking lots. Then it entered the city, more lively and illuminated. Jane was lost in her thoughts, letting her mind wander with her daydreams. The gentle sway of the vehicle added a touch of calm to her tumultuous thoughts.
Suddenly, the bus came to an unexpected and abrupt stop.
With a screeching of metal and a pneumatic hiss, the doors opened. The driver, impassive, descended without a word, not even glancing back. Profound perplexity filled Jane as she rose from her seat, trying to make sense of this absurd scene. Why was the bus stopping here where no stop was scheduled?
The
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