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CAST
Major parts:
Selma Jezková – immigrant from Prague. Around 30.
Dramatic soprano
Bill Houston – local policeman. Around 40. 

Baritone 

District Attorney/Guard 2 


High tenor

Medium parts:
Kathy – Selma’s friend. Late 40’ies.
 

Mezzo
Brenda – guard.
 


Deep Contralto
Smaller parts:
Norman – foreman at the factory/Guard 1

Baritone
The judge (spoken part – on tape)


Mute parts (extras or dancers):
Gene – Selma’s  son, 12 years old.
Oldrich Novy – retired actor. Czechoslovakian immigrant to the USA.
Factory workers 
Prison officials

Jury 
Bill’s family (including Linda, his widow)
SYNOPSIS

The story takes place in the U.S.A. around 1963.
Scene 1 – The Factory

Selma and her friend Kathy are working at the machines in a metal factory. To get through the tedious days Selma often dreams herself away and into the world of the musicals she loves so much. Selma’s eyesight is deteriorating fast, and she is no longer able to work the machines safely. The foreman Norman has to let Selma go.  
Scene 2 – The Trailer
Later that evening Bill, a local policeman who owns the trailer Selma rents, comes to visit. Selma believes that Bill is coming to collect the rent, but he needs someone to confide in; he is broke, and fears desperately that his wife Linda will consequently leave him. Selma also confides in Bill; she is slowly going blind from a genetic deficiency, but she has saved up for her young son Gene to have an operation in the near future to prevent him from going blind as well. Bill tries to persuade Selma to lend her money to meet his next mortgage – but Selma refuses; the operation must be paid for very soon. Bill then tries to steal the money from Selma, and in desperation and panic to get her money back, she ends up shooting Bill at his own request
Scene 3 – The Court Room
In court Selma is silent about both Gene’s operation and Bill’s economical situation. It is very important to Selma that Gene does not hear anything about his disease, as she believes that this could make it harder for the treatment to work. Selma claims that the money she has saved up is for her father, Oldrich Novy, back home in Prague. The District Attorney produces the real Oldrich Novy, and her case is lost. She is sentenced to hanging, and is taken to the state penitentiary.

Scene 4 – Death Row 
Kathy comes to visit Selma. Kathy has seen the doctor whom Selma has paid for Gene’s operation. He has agreed to return the money, and Kathy now plans to hire a better lawyer to have Selma’s death sentence commuted. But Selma refuses; the money shall be spent on the operation now – otherwise it will be too late. Kathy believes that Gene needs his mother alive – but Selma is firm; the most important thing is that he has the operation. She wants Gene to be able to see his grandchildren – even if it means that she herself never will. Selma insists on following her heart in this matter, and is taken to the hanging.  

Scene 5 – The Gallows Chamber
The witnesses are all in place, including Kathy. Brenda supports the panicking Selma. In the last moment Kathy gives Selma a pair of glasses in her hands; they are Gene’s. Selma is executed with the knowledge that Gene has had a successful operation, and will be able to see his grandchildren. 

OVERTURE
Scene 1 – The Factory
A metal ware factory with an acoustic inferno of machine noise. A long row of similar machines with female workers behind each. KATHY and SELMA are working besides each other upstage. NORMAN is supervising the workers. SELMA wears very strong glasses, and in between the tedious work at the machine she takes a manuscript up very close to her eyes. She doesn’t understand all the words, but tries to learn them by heart anyway. When she has to turn her attention to the machine she puts the manuscript on a shelf above it.  

SELMA (reading)
”So long, 

farewell, 

auf wiedersehen, 

adieu, adieu, adieu, 

to yieu and yieu and yieu ...”

SELMA drops a plate with tremendous noise. NORMAN approaches SELMA.

NORMAN (mildly rebuking) 

You can't bring the script to work, Selma.

Keep your eyes on the machine!
SELMA nods. Exit NORMAN. 
KATHY (worried)
You are too tired, Selma.

You worked all night.

Now it’s almost noon!

And just how much can you really see?

You should not work at a press at all.

It can cut off your hand,

Just like that.

SELMA (interrupting – upset)
Stop it!

I can work it with my eyes closed.

I can do my work!

It’s just when I start dreaming ...

KATHY (puzzled)                   

Dreaming?

SELMA (smiling)    

You know how silly I am.

I imagine that I sing.

In a musical.

Where nothing dreadful ever happens.

(dreaming)

Listen to the music.
Can’t you hear it?
Everything in here is music.

Wonderful music.

SELMA disappears into her own world of dreams. The noises from the machines (percussion and sampled sounds) slowly turn into a rhythmic entity during the first two lines of the following.

HEAR THE MAGIC
SELMA (exuberant)
Hear the magic of a crash,
Hear the music of the noise.

Hear my dreams and aspirations
All in one metallic voice.

I go back through all dimensions,

I am laughing – I can see.

I am feeling like a dancer,

Kathy, come and dance with me.

See the splendor and the grandeur,

Feel the fading of the pain.

See the world around us changing,

Feel the dream come true again. 

I go back through all dimensions,

I am flying fast and free.

I am feeling like a dancer,

I am laughing – I can see.

NORMAN enters, and the SELMA returns to reality. All the workers are again stationed behind their machines. SELMA accidentally places two plates in the machine simultaneously. 

KATHY (pleading)
No, Selma, no! 
There are two plates!

KATHY presses the emergency stop on SELMA’s machine. Enter NORMAN. 
KATHY (to NORMAN)
It's all right.

NORMAN (concerned)
Never two plates, Selma.

Yesterday you destroyed a tool.

This was your final chance.

You know that.

SELMA (flustered)                   

I ... 

I can do my job ...

If I stick to the dayshift only.

It won't happen again.

(pleading)

I promise!
NORMAN is feeling uncomfortable, and would deep down like to help SELMA. 

NORMAN(embarrased)

I’m sorry, Selma.

I've been ordered to let you go.

SELMA bows her head, but doesn’t respond. NORMAN hands her a manila envelope.
NORMAN 
This is your final salary. 
SELMA tries to smile as she takes the envelope. NORMAN leaves with a bad conscience. SELMA and KATHY are standing at the machine. SELMA smiles to KATHY, who put her arm around SELMA and takes her outside. Now the scene changes during the following 

ORCHESTRAL INTERLUDE
and SELMA returns to the trailer where she lives with her son GENE. He is sitting on the steps to the trailer with his school bag. He has strong glasses like his mother. SELMA runs her fingers affectionally through GENE’s hair, and signals to him to go to the back room of the trailer to do his homework. 
Scene 2 – The Trailer
SELMA sits down at the only table in the larger room in the trailer. She takes out a tin with a large amount of dollar bills in it from a hiding place and puts the money from the brown envelope into the tin. She puts the lid on the tin and stares at it absentmindedly. 

SELMA(dreamingly reminiscing)
Back home in Prague I saw a film.             

They were eating candy 
from a tin just like this.

I remember thinking to myself ...

How wonderful it must be in America. A ...
BILL knocks on the door. SELMA hides the tin. BILL enters and looks around with a shy look. He sits down at SELMA’s request.     
SELMA (slightly startled)
Something up, Bill? 

I have the rent for you ...
(she beckons him to sit down)
BILL (shakes his head – feeling slightly uneasy)                   

I just couldn't sleep.

I had to talk to someone. 
It’s gone.

The money I inherited.
All gone.
(moaning)

Linda, she just spends and spends.

I can’t say no to her.

We will lose the house.
And I will lose Linda.  

I know I will.

That will be the end of me.

I love her far too much.

Please don’t tell her this!
SELMA 
I promise!

Would it make you feel better

if I told you a secret too?

I may not see another spring.

My eyes are slowly fading. 
I’ve known for many years.
My mother and my granddad 
had it just like me.
That’s why I came to America.
To give my son a chance to see. 

Soon he’ll be old enough.

Soon he can have the operation.

I am saving up for that.

Gene doesn't know of this.
That could make it worse.

He shall see his grandchildren.

I never will.

BILL

You're so strong.

How much have you saved?

SELMA 

Two thousand and fifty six dollars and ten cents. 

In the tin here. 

I tell everyone a lie;

that it is for my father.

I never had one.

I even gave the lie a name: 
Oldrich Novy.

A famous actor.

He used to dance in Prague.
In front of all the rest.

This huge, long line.

In the musicals back then. 
I think of them so much.

But isn't it annoying                

when they do the last song?
Then you know the end is near.       

I would leave right after the next-to-last song.
And the film would forever go on and on.
Forever.

Forever.
SELMA is completely absorbed by her dream. BILL has not been listening to her last few sentences – he has meanwhile gotten an idea that might postpone his problem. 

BILL (pleading)
All I need is a loan.
Just for a month.

Just for the next payment,

Just a bit more time.

SELMA quickly returns to reality.

SELMA                   

Sorry, Bill.
(tender)

The money belongs to Gene.
I must pay the doctor now.

I can't save up more money.

I just pray I have enough.

I was fired today.

And my eyes are going fast.

I'm sorry, Bill.

BILL                    

You can have it back.

In a month.

You see ...

(whining)

Linda wants new couches.

Linda wants new couches, Selma. 
(incredulous)

Linda ...
Lin ...
(realizes his hopeless situation)
I could always shoot myself.

BILL takes out a gun. SELMA does not see it.
SELMA (appalled)                

Don’t say that!
In desperation BILL has another thought.

BILL (menacing)                  

I'm pointing my gun at you, Selma.

SELMA thinks BILL is joking. She smiles. BILL goes behind SELMA and points the gun into her back.
BILL

Feel this.

In a split second SELMA understands the seriousness of the situation.
SELMA (in sheer panic)
It's my money, Bill.

BILL               

Give me the money.
Give me the money and I'll let you go.

SELMA
Where should I go?

What should I live for?

(livid)

I need the money for Gene!

BILL               

Give me the ...

BILL reaches for the tin. BILL and SELMA gets into a fight over the money – the gun fires and the bullet hits BILL in the leg.

SELMA

No!

Bill!

Oh, Bill!

BILL              

You shot me!
BILL notices that SELMA is in a state of total panic. He clings to the tin. Although the blood is streaming from the wound in his leg it is clear that he is not fatally wounded.  
BILL

No, no, Selma.

You did the right thing.

I should have done it myself.                

Just kill me now.

Will you be my friend?

Will you show me mercy?
Just kill me.
If you want the money...

You’ll have to kill me.

SELMA (sobs)             

Don't do this to me.

Don't do this to me.

BILL               

I'm not letting go.

Selma, shoot me!

SELMA shoots BILL several times with her eyes closed. SELMA throws away the gun and takes the tin from BILL’s firm fist. All is black. Curtain. 
ORCHESTRAL INTERLUDE
Scene 3 – The Court Room
SELMA sits at the defendant’s table. KATHY is sitting in the public gallery, as is BILL’s widow LINDA and several other members of his family. The JURY consists of white middleclass men and women only. 
DISCTRICT ATTORNEY 

(pompous)

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury...

I present to you:

A selfish individual,
Cynically hiding behind her handicap.

She left her communist country

Not for freedom or for love,

But out of greed and self-indulgence.

She found refuge, trust and friendship

Here in our country. 

She repaid this kindness 

with betrayal and with murder
inflicted upon those 
who opened their homes and hearts to her.   

She killed in cold blood

a respected member of this community.

She butchered him in her own home.

Bill Houston.
Her landlord.

The evidence will prove

that she did not show the mercy

she will ask of us.
Would you state your name

for the record, please?

SELMA                   

Selma Jezková.

DISCTRICT ATTORNEY                   

(matter-of-fact)

Bill and Linda Houston were your friends.
They took care of your son
when you were at work.
So why did you kill Bill Houston?
SELMA   

Because he asked me.

DISCTRICT ATTORNEY               
(sarcastic)

How intriguing.

(mocking)

Because he asked you.

A man with a fine career. 
Some wealth.
A happy marriage.
So why would Bill Houston ask you to kill him?

SELMA              
I promised him not to say.
DISCTRICT ATTORNEY (with irony)
Well, that certainly clears up things!
SELMA (shakes her head)                 

Well...

He stole my money. 
I tried to protect my savings.
DISCTRICT ATTORNEY(brutal)
Savings?
(menacing)

Are we meant to believe

that a wealthy man like Bill Houston 

tried to steal your savings?

You are unemployed at the moment, are you not?

SELMA looks down into the table and nods. 
DISCTRICT ATTORNEY
Where are this vast amount of money now?

SELMA (in shaky voice)
I sent it to my ... 
My father.

In Prague.
DISCTRICT ATTORNEY
And this father,

does he have a name?

SELMA

Novy.

Oldrich Novy.
DISCTRICT ATTORNEY                   

So...

You killed Bill Houston 
because he asked you to?
And then you sent your savings 
to your father back home in Prague?
A man by the name of Oldrich Novy.

Is that so?

SELMA

Yes.

DISCTRICT ATTORNEY
Your Honor...                  

I call to the witness stand...

Oldrich Novy.

A former actor from Prague.

Specializing in musicals. 

Now living in California. 

And in no way related to Selma Jezková. 
OLDRICH NOVY is brought in to the room and placed in the witness box. SELMA bows her head. The scene freezes, except for SELMA and to GUARDS, who takes her from the court room to her prison cell. The speaking voice of the JUDGE is heard during the following 
ORCHESTRAL INTERLUDE
THE JUDGE
Selma Jezková ...

You are hereby sentenced to be taken from this place and confined in the state penitentiary until such time as you shall be executed by being hanged by the neck until you are dead.                     

This court is adjourned. (The Judge bangs the gavel)
SELMA now wears inmate’s overalls, and is placed in her cell. The door slams behind the GUARDS as they leave. All becomes quiet.  
Scene 4 – Death Row
SELMA is sitting alone on a bench in her cell on death row in the state penitentiary.
MY LIFE
SELMA

My life was not a story, 

Like those I used to know.

Where nothing bad could happen,
And happiness would flow.
I gave you all I had, dear Gene,
I tried so hard I could.

A castle in the air, perhaps. 
I know you understood.

My life is nearly over now,

And very soon I’ll see,

The things that now are hidden,

The place I long to be. 

Where all is made of music,

Where all is sounds of joy,

Where dancers spin and turn and twirl, 

I’ll wait there for my boy.

The friendly guard BRENDA enters SELMA’s cell.  
BRENDA

Your friend is here to see you.

BRENDA opens a hatch to the visitor’s room next to the cell. KATHY is sitting in the room. BRENDA leaves them. SELMA and KATHY looks silently on each other for a while. Finally KATHY pulls herself together.  
KATHY

Selma, why didn't you tell us anything?

About the money for Gene's operation?

SELMA               

How did you find out?

KATHY     

I saw the doctor. 

He told me everything.

He gave me your money back. 

SELMA              

Does ... does Gene know?

He must not know!

That's so important.                  

His eyes might get worse from worrying.

Then the operation won't work.

Have you told him?

KATHY shakes her head.
KATHY

Gene wants to visit you so badly. 

Won’t you let him?

Please?

SELMA

There’s nothing here for him to see.

Nothing here at all.

Only memories from his past.

Of things he should forget.

His future has begun. 

Now he shall only look ahead.

I know you’re there for him.

The sooner he gets used to that, the better.

He should not think of me.

Gene has a life of his own to live.

I will never be part of that.

He has to understand.

KATHY (angry)

But why did you have him, then?

You knew he would have the same disease as you!

I KNEW

SELMA (completely broken)
I knew.

I couldn’t help it.

I wanted it so bad.

I wanted to hold a little baby.

Just hold him in my arms.

KATHY

Selma, you will die today

if nothing is done.

If they knew that you were trying 
to save your son from going blind ...
That would help your case.

Now we can hire a better lawyer ...

SELMA (shakes her heard very firmly)
The money is for Gene. 

He must have the operation soon,
or it will be too late.
Then he shall never see his grandchildren!

Waste that kind of money on me;
A blind woman,
spending the rest of her life in jail!

No. 

The money is for the doctor.

For Gene. 

KATHY

Gene needs his mother.
Alive.

No matter where!

In two hours it will be too late!

You must listen to me!

Gene needs you.

SELMA

He needs his eyes!

(devastated)

Kathy.
Kathy.

KATHY  

He needs his mother!

Selma.

Selma.

KATHY

Listen to me!

SELMA              

I listen to my heart. 
BRENDA enters the visitor’s room.   

BRENDA 
Sorry, Selma.

Time is up.

The hatch between the two rooms is shut. KATHY, now totally devastated, is being led out by BRENDA. SELMA is alone in her cell. A GUARD enters with a tray with her last meal; a hamburger with fries from the kitchen. 

GUARD 1

Your meal, Jezková

SELMA doesn’t notice him. She sits motionless on her bed. BRENDA enters the cell and sits down beside SELMA. BRENDA runs her fingers over SELMA’s hairs to comfort her. 
BRENDA
Your meal is getting cold.

SELMA
Not hungry.
How long do I have?

BRENDA

Don’t think about that. 

Try to think of something nice.

SELMA

(terrified)

I’m so scared.

Will you be there when it happens?
BRENDA nods. She remains seated besides SELMA while two GUARDS open the door noisily. They place themselves on each side of the door.  

SELMA

Is it time?

Already?

My legs ...
Brenda ...

I can’t ...

BRENDA
(trying her best)

Come now.

You can do it.

Do it for your son.

During the following
ORCHESTRAL INTERLUDE
SELMA is taken to the gallows chamber. BRENDA is supporting her, as she is barely able to walk.  

Scene 5 – The Gallows Chamber
SELMA reaches the gallows, standing on the trap door. The witnesses are in place, including LINDA and the rest of BILL’s family and –  sitting all alone – KATHY. 
GUARD 1
Selma Jezková,

do you have any last words?
...              

SELMA is unable to speak and is having trouble controlling her breathing. 
SELMA

(insane with fear)

I ...

I ...

...

GUARD 1

Very well.

Proceed.

BRENDA            

Selma?                   

Selma, are you okay?

GUARD 2                   

Come on now.

BRENDA                   

Oh, no, no. No, wait.

Give her a chance.                   

She can stand up.

She can stand.

(to SELMA) 

It's okay.

It's okay.

SELMA (sobbing)                  

I'm so scared!

BRENDA

I know.

GUARD 2 places a black hood over SELMA’s head.

SELMA (in total panic)                               

No!              

I can't do the hood!

I have to breathe!

Nobody told me about the hood!

I can't breathe!

I can't breathe!    

I have to breathe!

BRENDA                

She can't breathe!

She can't--

GUARD 2        

I'm taking it off.

GUARD 1                   

(worried)

This is irregular.

BRENDA                 

The girl is blind!

GUARD 1
I’ll make a call.

SELMA                 

Gene ...

GUARD 1 (talking to a superior officer on the phone)                

We have a situation ... 

I'll hold ...

SELMA              

Gene ...

GUARD 1 (on the phone)                

I'll wait.

SELMA (gradually louder and louder)                   

Gene!

Gene!

Gene!

KATHY gets up from her chair and makes her way to SELMA. 

KATHY                  

He - he's just outside.  

He gave me these for you.

As KATHY is being grabbed by guards and forced from SELMA and back to her seat she manages to hand her GENE’s glasses.
SELMA (redeemed)

So he had the operation?

KATHY (nodding – in tears)             

He will see his grandchildren! 

He is just outside.                   

You were right, Selma!

Listen to your heart.
You were so right.

Listen to your heart ...

I LISTEN TO MY HEART
SELMA (tender)
I listen to my heart,

I feel you very near.
Ah, Gene, I’m not alone,
I know that you are here.

You and me.

You and me.

They tell you that it’s over now,

But we will prove them wrong. 

Yes, we can see through that, my dear,

It’s is only the next-to-last song. 

Playing for you, Gene
Playing for me. 

It’s is only the next-to-last song. 

Playing for you, Gene

Playing for me. 

It’s is only the next-to-last song. 

You and me.

You and ... 

In a dizzyingly rush, the trap door opens with terrifying crash that puts an irrevocable stop to SELMA’s song. SELMA dangles lifelessly at the end of the rope. The GUARDS take down SELMA’s body and a doctor examines it. Exit the WITNESSES. KATHY takes GENE, who has been waiting outside, by the hand and leaves slowly. The opera ends.   
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