The Gospel of Ted

__________________________

A One Act play

By Liam Jordan

Characters

Ted: A recently reformed addict in his mid 20's, Ted is critical and self-effacing, a product of his escape from a dangerous lifestyle. Lacking a sense of purpose (outside his self-destructive impulses) he befriends Joan in an attempt to form an honest relationship with another adult. Still wary of hurting others, he uses a dark sense of humour to hide his real feelings.   

Joan: A widow in her early 70's, Joan has spent most of her life working in the dead letter office. Used to working alone, she is fiercely independent and speaks her mind without hesitation. A devout Christian, she has strong opinions on manners and proper social conduct which sometimes conflict with Ted. Nevertheless the two of them bond over a shared interest in space travel, and the uncomfortable knowledge that they have nobody else.

Scene 1

Lights Up

The Dead Letter Office

Ted walks into the room, semi-darkness indicates that it is still very early morning. Ted shifts the erratic groupings of paper down the length of the desk, still keeping them in an order known only to him. He opens the CD player on the desk, nods in approval, and pushes play. The music begins to play, and as Ted mimes along he begins preparations for the days work. He switches on the lights, arranges the letters in careful sequence as they were before he came in then as the music reaches a crescendo he grabs a handful of letters and throws them all on the floor. He runs around the room displacing everything still miming along to the lyrics. Eventually he runs out of things to throw and he stands, panting in the middle of the room. Joan enters carefully, and sees Ted standing in what appears to be distress.

Joan: My word, what's happened?


Ted: Drug addicts again Joan, looking for your heart medicine. Looks like I'll have to spend the whole day re-organizing the call outs.


Joan: Again? Oh your poor thing. Well you get started now and I'll go fetch us some tea. Should I call the police?


Ted: They won't want to hear from us again, without a solid witness they can't do much.


(offstage) Joan: I'll pour some flour under the window sill, that way we'll get his footprints.


Ted: I don't think they'd get very far with just a footprint.


(offstage) Joan: One small step Ted, one small step.


Ted: Ah Neil Armstrong, is there anything he can't do?


Joan walks back into the room with two cups

Joan: Neil Armstrong was, is the last great pioneer. He proved to us all that there are greater things in the universe beyond you and me and this post office, and that we may be mortal but our deeds will live on forever.


Ted: You're so verbose when you get annoyed. I'm sure Buzz Aldrin helped a little too.


Joan: I suppose.


Ted: Right, I guess we'd better do some work. Who's up first?


Joan: Incomplete incoming and outgoing, return address only. Reads Ashley, Parkview Drive. 


Ted: Parkview Drive? Ashley, you could not have picked a more ordinary address if you tried. What's the incoming.


Joan: Just says "God".


Ted: God as in the-man-upstairs?


Joan: No Theodore, god as in Laika.


Ted: Smart as well as funny. Postage?


Joan: I don't think we have a postage rate for heaven.


Ted: Here let me see. Well according to her God is less than a three day bus-ride. If nothing else you've got to appreciate her optimism. There's nothing else we can do with it, trash the thing.


Joan: No! This is a sacred document.


Ted: It's got a little picture of a budgie on the front, it's hardly the Dead Sea scrolls.


Joan: This letter is the record of one girls conversation between her and the almighty. Its contents are immensely personal and it would be profane to destroy it.


Ted: Alright, what do you want to do with it? She'll be crushed if we just mail it back to her, providing we could even find the proper address and then there'd need to be a surname and a postcode and...


Joan: We should read it.


Ted: Read it? What happened to immensely personal?


Joan: Well if you're going to just throw it away I'd rather have somebody listen to that poor girls' worries than nobody at all.


Ted: Alright, but if she asks for a pony I'm not buying her one.


Ted opens the letter and begins to read aloud

Ted: Dear God, 


My goldfish Squishie died and my mummy said that it would be happy in fish heaven is that true? 

My teacher Mrs Finchely said that it is wrong to hit other people and to turn your other cheek but last week Madison pushed me over on purpose and I got so mad that I punched her in the nose. Am I going to go to hell? I hope not.


Love, 


Ashley

Why did you make me do that?


Joan: I didn't make you do anything, it was just a suggestion.


Ted: Suggestion nothing, you would've throttled me if I had just thrown it away.  My heart goes out to this kid it really does. We can't just let her think she's going to hell for punching that bitch Madison in the face.


Joan: Language. But she won't, God will forgive.


Ted: She doesn't know that though. She wouldn't have written that letter at all if she didn't think that she'd find an answer.


Joan: Well I guess we'll just have to hope that she...


As Joan is speaking Ted rummages through the papers on his desk for an old black pen and some clean paper. He begins writing, reading aloud word by word.

Ted: Dear...Ashley...Thank you...very much...for your nice...letter....


Joan: No, no we can't do that.


Ted: Would you rather spend the rest of the day returning love letters to Alzheimer's patients then?


Joan: Impersonating god is a sin.


Ted: Where does it say that in the Bible?


Joan: It's the first commandment Ted, it's quite important.


Ted: Well anyway I'm not impersonating God, I'm doing him a favour. Getting rid of some of the busywork. I'm sure he'll at least forgive you.


Ted continues to write, reading his work to Joan.

Squishie is having a wonderful time in goldfish heaven, where there are lots of other fish to play with and an enormous castle he can swim around in all day with, and best of all no scary cats. You should always try and be kind to others, even when they are not kind to you back. Remember that bullies do what they do because they like to see you in pain. If you are hurt try your best not to show it, and always tell the teacher. She will make sure that Madison's parents find out and then she will get no TV for a whole month.


Love, 


God


...How's that.


Joan: Well it's incredibly immoral, potentially offensive and spiritually dangerous.


Ted: Oh good, as long as there's no faults.


Joan: Ted, please. I know this girl is having a difficult time right now but she's in no danger. If we just left the letter alone and wait to see if she sends another one that's more serious then maybe we could reply.


Ted: No, you've convinced me Joan. I'll personally track down all the correct details and send it off myself. I'll even pay for the stamp.


Joan: Suppose you find the address, and let's suppose you send the letter. What then?


Ted: She reads it, takes on our quality advice and that's the end.


Joan:  I don't think you've really thought about the consequences of actually mailing that letter. God works in mysterious ways, but if children start getting letters from him then he becomes a lot less mysterious. What if her parents find out? 

They'd think you're some sort of psychotic deviant, or heaven forbid, divine inspiration. They'll want to know where it came from, they could even call the Vatican -have them investigate it as a miracle.

Ted: Joan you're getting far too carried away with this, nobody is going to make a fuss out of a few heavenly scribblings. Nothing bad will come from this letter. I swear it on Buzz Aldrin's grave.


Joan: Buzz Aldrin isn't dead


Ted: Well he'll have an idea of what he wants on his tombstone, and what it won't it be is 'Whoops, it's a gosh darn shame about all that God business"


Joan: I hope so.


Lights Down
Scene 2

Lights Up

Ted and Joan are sitting at their respective places, sorting through a new pile of mail. Joan looks displeased. She is counting the new letters, carefully enunciating each number.
Joan:  216, 217, 218,two-hun-dred-and-nine-teen letters. 


Ted: It's pure coincidence, there's no way you can prove that has anything to do with me.


Joan: Some of these are written on school letterheads. What if they're being sent by a teacher?


Ted: My sister is a primary school teacher. Those people do not believe in free time, and if they see kids actually writing they're not going to stop and question what or who to. 


Joan: But what if she does?


Ted: We'll have to give them a reason not to.


Joan: Why?


Ted: She's copying my idea. And, we don't know what her intentions are.


Joan: She's a primary school teacher, I think it's fairly safe to assume they're benign.


Ted: No not like that. She's only one person. A stressed out, very frazzled person at that. She might have really weird ideas about what to tell children.


Joan: Indeed.


Ted: We have to keep up the illusion that there's only one God.


Joan: If you are implying what I think you are implying then I want no further part in this.


Ted: Joan, believe it or not I've done a lot of things I regret, but this is an opportunity to do something good. I started this. If I let God have a different voice then it'll feel like I'm deceiving those children.


Joan: You are deceiving those children.


Ted: Yes but it's a nice deception, like the tooth fairy or the Easter bunny


Joan: I'm just going to pretend you took leave of your senses and didn't say that.


Ted: Come on Joan, don't you want to inspire people? Don't you want to use that incredible brain of yours on something other than filing? How long have you been working here?


Joan: Oh, I'm not sure. When was Holt Prime Minister?


Ted: So essentially forever. This is your opportunity to share with children everywhere the sum total of your wisdom and experience.


Joan: As you've so cleverly put, most of my experience happened in this room.


Ted: Maybe so, but it's certainly helped me.


A pause

Joan: What's the first one?


Ted: You're in luck, looks like a space question.


Dear God, 


This year for my birthday dad bought me a telescope. If you point it the right way you can see stars and they are really pretty. My mum died last year and Dad said that her spirit was in the sky with the angels. I've been looking for weeks and weeks and I haven't been able to find her. Could you tell me where in the sky I have to look?








Love, 










Simon


Joan: That poor boy...


Ted: I would appreciate it if you wrote this one without me. I don't know if I would be giving sound advice.


Joan: Why not dear?


Ted: My mother died when I was young.


Joan: Surely then you can understand how he feels.


Ted: Yes, but I don't want to write a letter telling him that he'll never stop missing her.


Joan: Why would you want to? 


Ted looks at her, struggling to maintain eye contact.

Joan: As painful as those memories must be for you, the memory of your mother still lives on doesn't it?


Ted: Every day.


Joan: Is she happy?


Ted: Yes, she always smiles.


Joan: Well then she wants for nothing. She survives in your mind, happy as she will ever be.


Ted: That's it, how can that possibly be enough for you?


Joan: It's enough for my husband thank you very much. It's enough for him.


Ted: Joan I'm...I'm sorry. I didn't know.


Joan: You never asked.


Ted: You never mentioned. I assumed that since you never said anything that he was either dead or you were never married.


Joan: Never married, of course I was married.


Ted: Of course, fine bird like you wouldn't have escaped that easily.


They laugh, an uncomfortable pause follows.

Joan: I'll start the letter,




Dear Simon, 


Your mother is not at a single star, as that would be too hard for the living to find. She is everywhere, as are all our loved ones, dancing between stars like a ballerina. When you look at the night sky she will be there, happy in the knowledge that you are still together.


Love ,God


Ted: Thank you. Your husband, was he an astronaut?


Joan: George? Oh heavens no, he was a greengrocer for 30 years. But we both used to love space. It reminded us of a time when things were going to be better. The Communists were out to get us, everybody had missiles pointed at everybody else, but there was still a sense that everything could turn out alright. Until blasted Nixon.


Ted: Wow, what did he do to you? I mean granted it's Nixon but still.


Joan: If Kennedy had never been assassinated then Nixon would never have been President. If he had've lived we could have been on Mars by 1982. But Nixon cut all NASA's funding and chose the cheapest possible option, the space shuttle. Now it's 30 years from later and we're still using the damn thing.


Ted: I guess he pissed off more people than I realized.


Joan: He did what he thought he had to I suppose. It's what we all do. George and I, we used to climb onto the roof his house at night and talk. It was quite innocent by your standards I suppose- but every night we could we use to lie there watching the stars and we'd just talk. Looking out into the universe put things in perspective.

We use to talk about the future, when we'd have children, and Grandchildren, how we'd be able to build our own little rockets and fly off into space whenever we liked. I guess that seems kind of silly now doesn't it? 

I wish everyone could just go to space. Without rockets or helmets or pressurized suits. If we could just float away for a while.


Ted: I think I would like that.


Joan: You know, you look a bit like him.


Ted: George?


Joan: Yes. You've got the same sort of boyish charm


Ted: Gee shucks


Joan: And you both have this look in your eye, as though you might be hiding some great secret.


Ted: I guess you'll never know.


Lights Down

Scene 3.

Lights up 
Ted and Joan walk into the office, both desks are now overflowing with letters.


Ted: Look at this place, it's like an agoraphobics lounge room in here. How many letters have we got this week?


Joan: That I've counted, about three hundred and ninety. There's another bag in the hallway which probably has more.


Ted: Well we'd better get to it, throw us a nice thin one to start. I don't want to spend another hour trying to explain how light is a wave and a particle at the same time.


Joan: Ted, I don't know if we've got enough time to do all these.


Ted: Probably not, but I'm fine with staying here another couple of hours after close if you are. I'll order in again, maybe Chinese this week since those noodles were fantastic and...


Joan: No, I mean ever. I want to get somebody else to help us.


Ted: Like who exactly?


Joan: Well I'm not sure off the top of my head, but if we had a third person to write out responses, even if it was just to some of the easy questions then we could spend more time on the difficult ones.


Ted: Look. Right now we have complete control. Once we hire somebody else we have to include the possibility that they are going to say things we don't like. If one single letter from us is unpleasant or depraved then we're finished. The  cops will kick down our doors and this will all be over. Is there anybody you trust so unconditionally that you know that they would never say anything hurtful to those kids?


Joan: No. No there isn't.


Ted: I don't know anyone else like that either.


Joan: So what do we do?


Ted: We start a filing system. We find workable answers to the most common requests, then in future letters we can use them as a template and adjust our responses accordingly. 


Joan: That sounds like it'll work. Lets start with this one from Portia, (under her breath) what kind of name for a child is Portia, honestly it sounds so cheap and unpleasant.


Ted: Joan.


Joan clears her throat.

Joan:

Dear God, 







Where do babies come from?












Love, Portia


Ted: Ah.


Joan: That's a tricky one.


Ted: It can't be that tricky, we both know how it works.


Joan: Yes but I don't know that being that ... graphic is really going to be helpful for a child.


Ted: Kids these days grow up so fast, she's probably already seen it on television.


Joan: Well I wouldn't doubt that, but I don't know if what she saw is going to be all that useful either.


Ted: Then how much do we reveal, so to speak. And no birds and bees speech, she's not going to buy that for a second.


Joan: And there's the potential audience to consider.


Ted: We already know the potential audience. Her name is Portia, she's 8 and she wants to know why men buy women flowers so often.


Joan: Yes but if she's asking God where babies come from, it's probably safe to assume that she believes in God and that her parents haven't told her themselves.


Ted: Well I don't think it's right that she should be denied important information just because of her parents' beliefs.


Joan: I agree, but if her parents find out that some stranger is instructing their daughter how to have sex they probably won't think it's as innocent as all that.


Ted: What do you think I was going to do, draw a diagram?


Joan: No but you should at least consider that taken out of context, giving a small child too much information could be a bad idea.


Ted: Fair enough. I've never really had to give advice of this nature before. Any suggestions?


Joan: I think it's fair to assume that she's seen pregnant women before, and she's had some explanation if she's asked about one in public.


Ted: Every time I see little kids point at fat people on the train it gives me strength it really does.


Joan: Ted that's horrible.


Ted: I find that difficult to believe when you're smiling so much.


Joan: Alright alright. Why don't we just avoid the sex part, just describe the two people in love part.




Dear Portia, 


 




Thank you for a very good question. Creating life is one of the most beautiful things in the world, and it should always be celebrated. When a man and a woman love each other very much...


Ted: Wait wait, what about IVF treatments, gay couples, adoption?


Joan: She wanted to know where babies come from, and that's what we should tell her. We're supposed to be creating a simple template, and if and when Portia has follow-up questions we'll tackle those one at a time.


Ted: Fair enough.


Joan: So, when a man and a woman love each other very much they make the decision to have a child. Then they spend the night together- is that too vague?


Ted: Yeah, but it's probably better that way.


Joan: and soon the woman becomes pregnant. The baby grows inside her, and it eats what she eats and it can hear everything she hears.


Ted: Everything she hears? At what point are we saying the baby is a person?


Joan: God forbid we get a letter about abortion.


Ted: Exactly.


Joan: Then in about 9 months the woman goes to hospital and the baby is born.


Ted: That's pretty concise.


Joan: Is it? It sort of seems like we're tiptoeing around the issue here, I think she'll probably pick up on that.


Ted: Well we are tiptoeing the issue. That's exactly what we're doing.


Joan: Yes but with good reason, we don't want the child, or ourselves getting in trouble over this.


Ted: Since when did we let other people decide what we say in these letters? They are supposed to be a conversation between us and the sender. That's it. We're not supposed to have some sort of political doctrine. We're God for ..God's sake.


Joan: What about we end with this.






       All children come from a mother and a father, and even if they aren't around sometimes or not at all, every child has a place in the universe. If you find yourself feeling that nobody loves you, then remember that God will always love you, as he loves everyone.

                               Love, 

                                     God


Ted: It's nice. A little preachy maybe, but nice.


Joan: Well if you can't hear it from him who can you hear it from?


Ted: I guess that's true. I need to go out for a few minutes, do you need anything?


Joan: No dear I'll be fine. You go take care of what you need to take care of, and I'll be here when you get back.


Ted: Thanks Joan, you're too good to me.


Joan: Yes, I suppose I am.


Lights down 


Scene 4

Lights Up 

It is a few weeks later, and the influx of mail has not ceased. Both their desks are covered with paper. Joan sits at the desk writing replies with a quick, almost robotic hand. Ted walks in, looking slightly worse for wear.

Joan: You're late again.


Ted: I know I'm sorry, I had some things to take care of.


Joan: This is the second time this week. And it's Tuesday.


Ted: I know I know, it's just I've been under a lot of stress and I've had to deal with some things.


Joan: I'm under just as much stress as you are and I still managed to get here at the same time every day.


Ted: Well thank you Captain Perfect for showing me the error of my ways.


Joan: There's no need to get angry at me Ted, I'm just trying to help you.


Ted: Yelling at me for being late isn't helping me I was just...


Joan: I wasn't yelling at you I...


Ted: Jesus now you're interrupting me as well! God, the wondrous powers of helpfulness that coarse through your veins!

Joan: I may deserve many things in life, but I do not deserve to be spoken to in that fashion. I would appreciate it if you did not use that sort of language in my vicinity.


Ted: I'm sorry, I don't know what happened. I just seem to lose it really easily these days.


Joan: It's alright. I know deep down you didn't mean the things you said.


Ted: They just sort of came out that way. You were standing there, I was standing here and these words just started coming out of mouth. I saw myself saying them, but I just couldn't stop.


Joan: It's alright, I forgive you.


Ted: Lets talk about something a little nicer, what's the letter count like.


Joan: Not good Ted, even with the templates we're still gaining more than 100 a day than we could possibly reply to. By the end of next month we'll have to find somewhere else to store all the unanswered letters. And once that happens we're going to have to find somebody who can keep out secret going a little longer.


Ted: We won't have to do that, we could just keep the spare mail at home.


Joan: What do you think will happen if we get caught walking out the front door with sacks of letters?


Ted: I guess the secret Santa excuse is a little difficult to pull off in August. Even he isn't that prepared.


Joan: I want you to think about getting outside help Ted. Just consider it, for our sake, and for theirs.


Ted: Ok, at the end of the month if it doesn't get any easier than we'll find somebody else to help us. Hopefully we won't have to do that much catchup at that point. Grab a letter from the pile, we might as well get started.


Joan selects a letter from the pile on her desks, opens it and begins reading. Her face begins to fall.

Ted: What, what is it?


Joan: Oh.


Ted: Come on, read it already.


Joan:          Dear God, 








I don't even know why I'm writing this. One of my kids brought a letter in for show-and-tell, said you wrote to him. I thought it was all some cruel hoax or some weird money-making scam at first, but then I realised that I have nobody else to talk to. You've got to have hope somewhere don't you?


Maybe this is all just bullshit. Maybe you're just some pervert sitting in his basement ,laughing while all us peons scribble notes of desperation to some invisible grandfather. You know what the really funny thing is? 


Even if that's true, I want you to write back anyway. Attention from some lunatic is better than none at all. So please, write back to me. If not for all those poor kids than for my brother. I won't be around much for much longer and he'll need somebody to look after him. Maybe there are no miracles.


With love, 





Catherine.


This one has a return address in full.


Joan hands Ted the letter

Ted: Oh Jesus.


Joan: Blasphemy Ted. What's the matter?


Ted: That's my sister. I have to go. 

Ted turns and walks away, leaving Joan to pick up the letter in silence. 
Scene 5
Joan is sitting at her desk surrounded by letters. Ted appears in the doorway. He stands, wide-eyed.

Ted: I was too late. 

Ted walks in and sits at his desk, he looks into the middle distance. 
Ted: I knew she was sick, but I didn't know how far gone she was. I failed.  

Joan: Theodore! Now you listen to me darn it and you listen well. The point of this was that we wanted to help people. You can't be responsible for everything.


Ted: But she's not just people, she's my sister. She gave up because of me. Because of this.

Joan: What about these letters, what do we do now?

Ted: We destroy them. People will just have to do without my advice. 


Joan: What do you want me to do?


Ted: Go, just go. I have some rubbish to get rid of.


Joan: Oh, okay. 


She gets up to leave

Ted: Joan wait. I was the one who's been trashing the office. I've been coming in early in the morning and throwing stuff around every week. It's been the same every time- except the first one. That one actually was at night, and I was looking for drugs. Not heart medicine mind you, but...


Joan: It's alright. I know.


Ted: You know?


Joan: Yes, and you're forgiven. I'm going to go now. You do what you want with the letters.


Lights Down

Scene 6.

Lights up 

Ted is still in the office. Paper is strewn around but he is seemingly unaware of his surroundings. He writes furiously at his desk.

Joan: How long have you been here?


Ted: Oh hey. I don't think I've really slept since you left. I couldn't bring myself to get rid of them. So I'm replying to these and then I'm forwarding any future letters to retrieval. The rest are just going to get sent back.


Joan: I just want to know something


Ted: Sure , anything.

Joan: I met your case worker before you came here, she explained that you were required to do 100 hours of community service as part of your sentence. You've done plenty more than that already, and you know you're always welcome to stay. So why pretend that I was in danger? Why lie to me Ted?


Ted: After I came here that first day, you were actually nice to me. For no reason. I didn't want that feeling to go away and since we had nothing in common- I thought that I'd create a reason for me to stay. I mean, who wants to hang out with an old woman right? So I pretended that you were still in danger so I wouldn't look pathetic.


Joan: You tried to trick an 'old woman' into fearing for her life, and that was the non-pathetic thing to do?


Ted: You do have an amazing way of phrasing things. I'm sorry, I really am.


Joan: I know you are, and you're forgiven. I just wanted to hear the justification for myself.


Ted: Sorry about the old woman thing, you're not really that old.


Joan: Well thanks, I feel much better now.


Ted: No that's what I meant I'm...


Joan: You can stop apologizing now, you're off the hook.


Ted: Not entirely, I still have to get rid of all of these. The templates are helping, but there's still so many. I'll never have time to reply to them all so I'm just going to have to find one and make that the last one. But every one I read makes me want to go on the next one and oh god I can't talk about anything else anymore. This is eating me alive but I can't stop.


Joan: On the one hand if you stop now then everyone is going to wonder what happened, whether who is playing God has just died or disappeared. On the other you can't do this forever, and if some people get replies and some don't then they'll feel like they're missing out, maybe there's something other people did that they didn't. 


Ted: Exactly.


Joan: But amongst all the fear and destruction there was still so much hope, so much excitement that things were going to turn out okay. And I'm not sure that it's happened yet.


Ted: What does that have to do with me?


Joan: That's what we need to do Ted. We give hope. We write one last template, a single document that we send to everyone.


Ted: what do you say to potentially everyone in the entire world when they ask God a question. What could there possibly be that would that would make everything alright?


Joan takes a loose page from the desk and quickly writes something down

Joan: That's just it, we don't have to do everything. We can't fix peoples lives, but we can give them this.


She hands Ted the paper, and he heads it aloud

Ted: If you know only this, know that you are loved. I think... I like it.


Joan: Then we have a lot of work to do.


Lights Down
