Snowbound in Morocco

In my family, nothing stays nailed down for long. It’s not just the crooked curtain rod in the living room or the patch sewn onto the seat of my favorite jeans. It’s the family itself that keeps sliding apart, falling loose, splitting along the seams. We tend to cope by trying extra hard to make some things certain. Holiday traditions, for one. We make it a priority to get together on Christmas Eve, no matter how far-flung we are, how tough the finances, how hard to schedule. For as long as I can remember, celebrating Christmas Eve has been the one thing all year long that helps us know who we are.

That is how I happened to be on a Greyhound bus on the morning of December 24.I had just started my first job, teaching high school in Chicago. The only way for me to get home was a late ticket on a cheap bus. Home was Cincinnati, Ohio, a simple diagonal across Midwestern farmland. Easy. There were snow warnings, but from what I could tell, that was part of the fun. White Christmas and all that. 

But we weren’t on the road an hour before the snow flakes turned to snow fall, and then it just got harder and harder. This is a very big bus, I thought. This is a very short trip. I wasn’t really worried about it. I zoned out, napped

a little, woke to worried voices. The snow plows were having trouble keeping up, and the snow just kept coming. Now it was piling up in earnest.

We heard that they were closing sections of the interstate. Then sections of our interstate. Then the flashing lights and sirens came alongside and directed us to the next off-ramp. We went a couple miles down some little country roads, and pulled up in front of a church. “Go on inside, get warm. Things should open up in a couple hours.” A couple hours? I was getting nervous. What if I was late for Christmas Eve?

We went inside, all blinking, uncertain. People went in to the fellowship hall, and at down in little clusters, introducing themselves, talking in quiet, timid voices. Little comforts were drawn out of backpacks and carry-ons: a deck of cards, a tin of cookies, a bag of Fritos. People didn’t have much, but they shared what they had. And it was

enough. 

Someone very official told us we were in Morocco, Indiana; the pastor of the church came in a short while later to say hi. Hours passed. And more snow fell. The storm was so bad that cars couldn’t get through. Even if they could, grocery stores were long since closed for the holiday. There was a little food in the church kitchen; we put things together the best we could. I turned to the person sitting next to me on the floor. “We have to leave soon,” I said. “I

have to be home for Christmas Eve.” She blinked and said slowly, “You aren’t going to be anywhere tonight.” 

I tried as hard as I could to make sense of those words. I went into the sanctuary, knelt at the altar to say my prayers, then curled up and fell asleep in a pew. When I woke, it was Christmas morning, and there was a line for

the bathroom, a line for the phone, a line for a cup of water. The pastor had come back, and he gently ushered us into the sanctuary for a short service of thanksgiving. Thanksgiving? He was right. There was a lot to be thankful for. On Christmas Eve we had found shelter. We had made a small community. We had received a warm and honest welcome. As we sang Christmas carols that day, they seemed very real to me. My manger in Morocco.

As we came out of the sanctuary, members of the church started to pour in the front door. They had ridden snowmobiles and tractors and old farm horses to get there. They brought boxes of food: families had gathered up all of the supplies for their own Christmas dinners, and then they fought through snow drifts eight feet high to bring Christmas dinner to a busload of strangers.

We sang, we ate, we laughed, we celebrated with a spirit of joy I can still remember. By noon the interstate had been cleared and salted, and our bus inched its way back to Chicago. My first Christmas Eve away from my family. It had been family indeed.

