one

Elizabeth sits opposite her husband in silence. She indicates the wine jug
with her hand, he passes it to her and she pours herself some.
She takes a good sip and says, ‘a vision?’
Her husband shrugs and waves his head from side to side.
‘Did anyone else see?’
Her husband f laps his arms.
‘A bird?’
He shakes his head and draws an invisible circle around it.
‘With a hat?’
He shakes his head and then bends down and softly hits it on the table.
‘What sort of hat?’
Zechariah bares his teeth and makes fists with his hands for a moment.
Then suddenly his face lights up and he drops a fistful of f lour on the table.
Elizabeth raises her eyebrows and crosses her arms.
In the f lour he draws, with his finger, a picture of what could be a person or
a bottle. With fat arms or muscly arms or…wings?
‘But why would the bottle have wings?’ Elizabeth lifts the wine jug to see
how much he’s had.
Zechariah shakes his head with gritted teeth.
‘A man with wings?’ says Elizabeth.
Her husband nods enthusiastically.
‘A man with wings.’ She looks at him.
He nods again.

‘Not an angel, Zechariah?’
He nods.
Elizabeth takes another gulp of wine. ‘And what did she say?’
He shakes his head.
‘What did he say?’
Zechariah points at Elizabeth and then he points at his stomach.
Elizabeth looks at him.
He tries again. He points at her and then at his stomach.
‘You’re hungry?’ Elizabeth passes him the bread.
Zechariah thumps the table with his fist.
He points at her, now quite fiercely, and then he makes an arc over his
stomach with his hand.
‘Pregnant?’
Zechariah breathes out a huge breath and leans back on his chair.
‘Who?’
Zechariah points at her stomach and a grinding sound comes from his
bared teeth.
‘That’s impossible. I’m far too old.’
Zechariah points to the angel he’s drawn on the table.
Elizabeth shrugs. ‘And that’s why you can’t talk?’
Zechariah nods and he smiles.
Elizabeth picks up her wine, lifts it to her lips and then throws it at her
husband.

two

Joseph walks with purpose towards Mary’s house. He remembers the
angry words spoken a few days before with a rush of heat and shame. He thinks
of Mary’s hands on his arms, her clutching at his coat. He looks down at her
face as he did that day and perceives now the injustice she felt and the pain. It

is as if he has taken that pain upon himself and he feels it in his chest like a
thick, grey bruise. He thinks of the girl she was and then of the girl she still is.
The girl who is going to have a baby. Not his baby. He stands still. Not his baby,
but a baby all the same – she must be terrified. He walks the rest of the way
steadily, carefully with the knowledge of a decision that was his and wasn’t his.
Could he decide to disbelieve and disobey the dream? Yes. But no. Not him. He
couldn’t.
‘What happened in the dream, though?’ says Mary once he has explained
his re-appearance.
Joseph opens his mouth to speak, but finds that he has no immediate
answer.
‘Was it an angel?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘A voice?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘It was sort of…um. Well, it was very definite.’ He crosses his arms.
Mary smiles and sighs at the same time. ‘I’m glad.’
They sit for a little while next to each other in silence.
‘Was it one of those dreams where you know you’re dreaming…?

three

Zechariah laughs as he sits down after the evening meal. Elizabeth has
taken herself off to bed early. He plays with a cup on the table – rolling it back
and forth on the slightly uneven top, sometimes taking another cup and making
the sound of a donkey trotting. He laughs to himself, as he does now most
evenings, about how spectacularly different life is since he got back from the
temple. He isn’t thinking so much about his being struck dumb, although that is
very different, he was always such a vociferous person before and he knows
people found it annoying. He’s thinking more about Elizabeth. He smiles over
Elizabeth’s frustration, earlier in the day, when she dropped a spoon and
couldn’t bend down to pick it up again. He bent down to get it for her with a grin
and she shooed him out of the kitchen.
Everything that reminds him of the coming baby makes him smile – even
his wife’s frustration. Not her discomfort – he doesn’t laugh at her aching back

and tiredness and anxiety – but he does know it is all for a reason – a very
exciting reason.
And now Mary is coming. Two pregnant women in the house! Zechariah
pretends to dread it – in mime – to his wife. Grimacing every time she mentions
it and thumping his forehead with his fist. But really he’s very excited. He
doesn’t know Mary very well, but when he’s met her in the past he’s thought of
her as a kind of borrowed daughter. He gets on well with her father. It’s all such
a mixture though, and all so sudden – that he should be an expectant father and
his friend an expectant grandfather. And that he is going to shelter these two
girls in his house – he smirks with delight.
He rolls the cup into his hand, throws it up in the air and catches it. After
doing this three times he drops it with a clatter.
‘Do You Mind!’ comes a voice from the bedroom.
Zechariah smiles as he picks up the cup.

four

Elizabeth is in her sixth month of pregnancy when her cousin Mary visits.
It’s really hot and she isn’t sure she’s up to visitors. She knows she ought to
have prepared some special dishes for Mary, but hasn’t felt much like it. She’s
managed to make a bed up, though, and has just taken a loaf of bread out of the
oven. She sits down at the table and leaning back in her chair looks at the old
hands that rest on her huge belly. She stares and stares until sleep lost last
night - due to kickings and ferocious wind - finds her at last. She has had many
a sleepless night during this pregnancy and hasn’t had anybody to sympathise
with her – not many people, she knew, had to deal with arthritis and morning
sickness.
Elizabeth wakes to the sound of a shout and running feet. She stirs in her
seat and rubs her back where it has set to the shape of the chair.
‘Elizabeth!’ comes another shout.
The older lady closes her eyes for a moment as her baby heaves itself
around inside her. She laughs as she goes to the door. She doesn’t run to meet
Mary on the road. But Mary runs – after what must’ve been a long and rough
journey – into the arms of her cousin and squeezes her tight.
An awkward silence follows the embrace – the women look at each other for
a moment before Elizabeth invites Mary inside.

After a little food and wine Mary relaxes and sits smiling to herself at the
table. Elizabeth sits opposite her where she had been sitting during the f lour/
angel incident.
‘Have you been sick yet?’ says Elizabeth, resting her elbows heavily on the
table.
‘No,’ Mary looks down at the table and studies a mark made by a knife. She
traces it with a finger.
‘It’s not too bad,’ says Elizabeth. ‘If you expect it, it’s easier. Make sure you
do eat though. Throwing up food is far preferable to throwing up bile.’
Mary looks up at her cousin to find, with relief, a smile in the bright eyes.
‘Do you believe it?’ asks Mary, with a grave look.
‘Oh yes.’
Mary sighs visibly.
‘I didn’t at first, but look at me? It’s got to be true.’
‘I sometimes worry,’ says Mary in a small voice. ‘I sometimes think it might
all be a dream. I cried after the angel went away. I never thought I’d see an
angel. I always secretly thought people had made them up. But after I’d seen
one I had to believe.’ She looks back down at the table. ‘There is so much I don’t
understand.’
Elizabeth puts her hands to her belly and smoothes out a wrinkle in her
dress. Maybe being an old-lady-mother has its advantages. She has seen a lot of
births even if she hasn’t given birth herself.
‘I know it’ll hurt,’ says Mary. ‘My sister’s got three children. But I…’
Elizabeth looks at Mary’s childish face.
‘I wonder…worry that it might be different – what if it turns out to be a girl.
Or what if I forget and call him the wrong name or he’s born somewhere in the
wrong place. Or what if our boys don’t get on? What if they don’t do what
they’re meant to do?’
‘I can’t imagine,’ says Elizabeth. She sweeps some crumbs off the table with
her hand.
‘Aren’t you scared?’ says Mary.
‘Of course…of course I am. But there’s nothing I can do to change any of it.
And there’s nothing you can do either, except eat heartily, try to get some sleep
and put your feet up for the time being.’
‘So you don’t worry that maybe the whole thing isn’t true? That we
somehow made it up?’
‘Sometimes. But I do really know it’s true. I’ve seen it.’ The older lady
smiles. ‘And I’ve definitely felt it.’

‘I’m not sure I’ll completely believe it until I’ve felt it,’ says Mary. ‘So far I
feel just the same. But I did believe it when the angel came – I told him I did.
And I did.’ Mary presses her lips together determinedly.

The next morning Elizabeth wakes to the sound of feet running past her
room accompanied by a groan, the sound of retching, and then the same feet
running back accompanied by a gentle peal of laughter.

five

Mary thinks one day - when she is meant to be doing the washing – of a talk
she had with a friend when she had just met Joseph. She sits down by the front
door and rests her feet on a stool. She and her friend had discussed his good
points as far as they knew – his steadiness, his friendliness, his looks. Mary’s
friend said she wondered if he wasn’t a bit dull and Mary had found herself
mortally defending him. She had been quite cross, even though she hadn’t
known him. As she sits, she runs her fingers over the chair she is sitting on – a
chair Joseph made. She thinks of his thin, calloused, gentle hands and his
gentle face. She thinks of the one time she saw tears on that face and a familiar
pain hits her chest. She thinks of his face that is now so kind and now so dear
and ever trusting and she lets her head rest back against his chair and she
dozes.
‘Where shall I put this?’ Joseph’s voice rouses her.
Mary groans a question mark.
‘The crib. Where do you want it?’
Mary focuses her eyes in the evening light on Joseph, his brow raised,
waiting.
‘Sorry, I’m in the way.’ She gets up slowly from her chair and stumbles with
the weight of her bump. Joseph grabs her arm with his free hand and guides
her inside. Once he’s satisfied she is balanced again, he lifts the chair she has
just vacated and goes back outside for the crib.
Mary leaning against the wall beholds the crib with a definite sense of
doom. She is five months pregnant now and the crib seems somewhat
premature and yet horribly real. But then she notices Joseph’s face and hers
softens. She starts to cry.
‘What’s the matter?’ Joseph puts the crib down on the table. ‘Isn’t it what
you wanted? I thought you liked the drawings I did. Is it the wrong size?’

Mary shakes her head. She wipes her eyes.
‘I spoke to a friend and he said it would be a good size. I know it seems big
now, but he’ll grow and this’ll save us having to make a new, bigger one later.’
Joseph puts his hand on his hip and looks at the f loor. ‘Don’t you like it?’
‘It’s lovely,’ Mary breathes out. ‘It’s just what we need.’
‘But why are you crying?’ Joseph smoothes the edge of the crib with his
fingers.
‘I don’t’ know.’ She leans on the wall. ‘It’s…’
Joseph goes to her and takes her hand into his.

six

‘I’m not a poet, dear, he says. ‘I’m a shepherd.’
‘You don’t have to be poetical, just tell me what it was like.’ The Shepherd
and his young daughter are sitting, watching the stars.
‘But only poets have words for what I saw.’
‘But try.’
The shepherd leans more heavily against the fence post and scratches his
beard. ‘It was very light.’ He scratches his head. ‘But not light like the sun…or
much like the moon. It was clearer.’
The shepherd’s daughter wraps her cloak tighter around her. ‘Clearer than
the moon?’ She looks up at the new moon and at the thick darkness around it.
‘There were lots of them.’
‘What did they look like?’ She leans against her father.
‘I can’t describe them. I’m sorry, I can’t.’ He puts his arm around her. ‘I’m
not sure you’d believe me anyway. I’m not sure I believe me.’
‘Were the sheep all right?’
‘Yes, well…mostly. Esther made a bit of a fuss, but she would.’ He looks
down at the ground and kicks his foot around in the dust. ‘They just told us to
go and see the baby. Between you and me, love, he looked pretty ordinary. You
know…like a baby.’
‘Really?’

‘Just like you did.’
‘So how did you know?’
‘I’m not sure. Only I felt it. And the others too. And there were the angels.’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘Yes. Bright light and voices. Bright voices, but resonant. Old. Ancient but
very…bright.’
Father and daughter look up at the moon and the stars as the wind
wanders over their cloaks.

seven

Mary leans on her husband’s shoulder after the shepherds have gone. She’s
exhausted and doesn’t really know what to make of it all. They didn’t stay long
and didn’t say much – at least not to her.
But the looks in their eyes said a lot. Mary wasn’t sure what exactly they
said, but it was something that she knew. She could see that she and they had
glimpsed the same thing – the same sort of light.
Mary had been worried – naturally – on and off before she gave birth. But
since, she had been in an odd state of heightened awareness. She was tired, that
was part of it, but she also felt like she was seeing and recording everything
that happened in fine, intricate detail. There was not a moment of worry, joy,
fear, beauty or wonder that she could forget. It was as if she were split into two:
the girl, who fed the child, chatted with the shepherds and the family who ran
the inn; and the woman, who watched the scene and saw the significance of it.
And in that observation, there was no fear. There was only an ancient stillness.

eight

Joseph rounds the corner of the inn, leaving Mary with the baby, and goes
inside to get a bite to eat and a slice of normality. Some shepherds have just
been to see them and although he’s used now to stories of visions and dreams

and angels, he’s glad to think that inside the pub there are people eating and
drinking and chatting about how many sheep they’ve sold or where they’re
going next on their journey.
Joseph knows the innkeeper by now and when he ducks his head to come
in, they smile at each other. The innkeeper pours him some wine and puts it on
the table. Once he’s sat down in silence, Joseph isn’t sure he’s so keen on the
idea of chatting after all.
‘All right?’ says the innkeeper.
Joseph nods and sits down heavily. He hasn’t had much sleep recently and
is looking forward to getting back on the road.
‘Bad day?’ the innkeeper tries again as he passes Joseph a plate.
Joseph looks at him and no words come. He feels like a child in his
bewilderment. He shakes his head and then shrugs his shoulders.
‘She’s all right,’ he says finally. ‘I mean, they’re all right.’
‘And you’re all warm enough? Got enough of everything?’
Joseph nods and breathes out a long breath.
‘The kids keep asking if they can help – I wondered if you’d mind them
bringing your meals out to you? They’re desperate to help with the baby.’
‘No, no. Of course – it’s nice to see them.’ Joseph thinks about the family
and is grateful to be here with them…Perhaps grateful that he’s here amongst
kind strangers than at home where everything is always more complicated.
Especially with he and Mary only being ‘pledged’ to be married.
‘Is there anything we can do that we haven’t done? Is there anything that
you’re wishing you had, but don’t like to ask for?’
‘We’re fine.’ Joseph smiles and takes a sip of wine. ‘Thank you.’
‘If you’re sure.’ The innkeeper obviously feels like he’s said all he can say
and sits down opposite Joseph. After the food’s been cleared away and a lull
spreads over the room, the two men start a game of knucklebones. They play in
comfortable silence for a couple of hours before Joseph returns to Mary for the
night.

nine

Anna eats her usual breakfast before heading to the temple. She kneels –
not an easy task these days – and as she begins to pray she feels a sudden rush
of exquisite joy. Anna has been alone - save for her God - for sixty-odd years.
She has prayed and fasted obediently for that time, has never had a child and
still thinks of her husband every day. The seven years that she had with him
are insignificant in earthly time compared to those since, but time seems to her
an odd thing. Those seven years are as fresh in her memory as they were sixty
years ago. But even with those memories she has been lonely at times. She has
missed the life she thought she would have. But only at times, she no longer
feels sad. Many years ago she made a decision to praise God – she made it her
job to go each day to the temple and worship.
Today feels different, though. Anna wonders whether something is going to
happen. She bows her head and begins with a prayer of thanks and worship as
she does everyday. Then she begins to think of all the families she knows. She
sees many families come and go in the temple. Hundreds over the years, and
she lifts them in her thoughts to God.
As she kneels and shifts her weight from one arthritic knee to the other in
a peaceful metronome, Anna hears a voice she recognises – she hears Simeon.
Anna has known Simeon for as long as she can remember. He was an old friend
of her husband and is now a dear stalwart in her life. But she isn’t expecting
him today. She turns to see him and he is talking to a young family.
And then she runs. Her sandals slap on the polished f loor and her
breathing is heavy as she rushes with excitement towards her old friend.
The young couple are staring at Simeon with only occasional looks toward
each other and the child in the old man’s arms. The couple look ordinary – the
wife very young, as Anna had been when she was first married, the husband
tall and strong, the baby, small and wrapped up. But something inside Anna
tells her this is different - something ancient and wonderful is happening. She
has seen Simeon holding and blessing many children, but she has never seen
him like this.
And then she realises who the baby is and time stops. And sixty years seem
like nothing and she remembers what it is she has been waiting for.

ten

Mary wakes to a kiss from her husband. She wriggles her toes and
stretches her arms above her head. The baby squirms next to her and kicks his
legs. He sighs letting out a small sound.

Joseph looks down at her and smiles. There are some people here, he says.
Mary stretches her arm down around the child and squeezes his arm. She
rolls towards him and touches her nose to his head.
Joseph nudges her in the back with his knee.
I’m coming, she says without moving.
Come on, Mary.
She turns back to him at the tone of his voice. What? she says.
Well, I’m not sure who they are, they want to see you. We’ve offered them
food and drink, and they’re waiting to see you. I know it was a late one so I let
you sleep for a bit. But I think you should probably get up now and show him
off. They want to see him.
Mary sits up, lifts up the baby and holds him close. He opens his eyes and
squints from the light.
What did you tell them about him? Mary puts her chin on the baby’s head
and he grizzles.
Nothing. They seem to know more than we do. I didn’t tell them anything.
Joseph holds his hands up. They’re strangers. They say they study the stars. I
don’t know who they are, but they seem harmless.
Joseph puts his hand on his wife’s head and then takes the child from her.
You get dressed, he says. And I’ll take him out there until he gets hungry and
then you can come and take him away again. And don’t forget to have
something to eat.
Mary pulls a shawl around her and nods.

Ten minutes later, on leaving her room, Mary hears her son’s laugh and her
husband’s. When she enters the larger room, the child is sitting on the f loor
with his feet out in front of him. He is laughing at one of the visitors. The man is
on his knees with his hand outstretched – a broad smile on his face. The child is
holding onto his fingers and laughing delightedly.
When he sees his mother, the child wobbles to his feet and totters towards
her. She holds out her hands for him to grab.
Welcome, she says to the visitors. Can I offer you something to eat or
drink?
Joseph touches her arm. It’s all right – food’s on its way.
The smiling man nods to her and she sits down. She says nothing.
The baby goes to another of the men and touches his beard. His small
forehead creases in concentration. The bearded man takes Jesus’ hand in his

own and shakes it up and down. The child laughs and looks around at his
mother.

The men are wearing unusual clothes, and speak in an unusual way. They
mention places that Mary has never heard of and talk of things she doesn’t
understand. They mention about their journey and they talk to Joseph about
where might be a good place to stay. The men even smell differently from what
she’s used to, and move in a different way. The baby seems to take no notice of
the differences and enjoys their company. He looks from one to another and
smiles. After they have given their expensive presents to Mary for safe
keeping, one of the men searches his pockets for something to amuse the little
boy. At last he produces a small piece of brightly coloured cloth and holds it out
with a smile. Big eyes look up into the stranger’s face and joy bubbles up from
within. Jesus holds the cloth in one hand and swirls it around him. He jigs and
jumps with it all over the room and tra la las as he goes.

Before they leave the men each place a hand on the baby’s head and slowly
mutter words in a language Mary doesn’t understand. Then they bow to her in
silence and their eyes send smiles straight to her heart. As she feeds the child
later she holds her hand on his head where the men had and she smiles the
same inside smile.
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