
HOW DO YOU SPELL “RELIEF”? 

 

For months every time I approached the refrigerator in the kitchen, I was forced to confront the green 

postcard attached to the door telling me I had jury duty. I had twice requested and been granted a delay—I 

was entitled to one more, but I wanted to get it over with. However, these days the petit-jury duty card 

instructs the recipient to be on-call for an entire week, and my week was unusually scheduled.  

 

On the Monday I had tickets to see Michael Colby’s parody musical Charlotte Sweet at 7 PM. I couldn’t 

imagine sitting in the courtroom all day, then hauling off, without supper, on the train from New Brunswick 

to midtown. On Thursday of the same week, I’d agreed (weeks earlier) to show up at noon for a Q and A 

after a press screening of Blue Moon at the Sony building on 25 Madison Avenue. Sony had even booked 

me a driver for the occasion. Was I supposed to call up Sony Pictures Classics and explain I couldn’t make 

it because I had to listen some lawyers debating who ran a red light? 

 

For weeks, in the hours before I fell asleep (juror’s insomnia), I spun tales to tell the lawyers to get off the 

case—my mother and sister had bad experiences with doctors, sued for malpractice, won their suits but 

then died from the very mis-diagnosis they’d sued for. This was true. It usually worked in the past with 

malpractice cases—which were the ones I always seemed to end up with. Or I’d say I had written the 

screenplay to Blue Moon (pulling out a postcard-sized reproduction of the film poster,) and I couldn’t serve 

more than a day because I had made a commitment to promote it. The judge (always female in my fantasy) 

would scrutinize the card. 

 

“You wrote this?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

“Have you actually met Ethan Hawke?” 

 

I spent weeks wondering how early I’d have to leave to drive to New Brunswick, park the car, and make it 

to the Middlesex Courthouse, 65 Bayard Street, by 9 AM. This rootless and entirely unmerited anxiety was 

making me sick. I kept thinking: If I were on trial, why on earth would I want some angry, anxious juror 

sitting there checking his watch as he decided my fate? (Let’s welcome professional, paid, legally educated 

jurors into our system.) Meantime, I read online that there’s a bill pending before the NJ legislature (NJ 

A5786) that would exempt anyone 70 years and over from jury duty. I checked the status of this bill daily, 

but it appeared to be stuck in the bureaucratic no-man’s land of “In Committee.” 

 

Jurors were supposed to call the number on the card (732-645-4320) the night before the summons date to 

see if their services were still required. And I imagined sitting there with my juror number in my sweating 

hand, listening as that number was conspicuously not listed for an excuse. 

 

The Friday before my Monday jury duty summons, I was ready to call the phone number after 5 PM—

when, at 3:48 PM, an email appeared whose subject head read: Please allow this email to confirm that you 

have been excused from your jury service for the week of November 17, 2025. The body of the email read:  

 

Dear Prospective Juror, 

Please allow this email to confirm that you have been excused from your jury service for the week of 

November 17, 2025. 



This completes your jury obligation for three years. 

Thank you, 

Middlesex Jury Management 

 

I was astounded at my good fortune. I called Lynn: “I just got my best email of the entire year.” 

 

I removed the green postcard from the refrigerator. I never wanted to see it again. And the week before me 

suddenly unfurled in a blossom of relief. 

 

But not for long. My unrest proved more tenacious than I thought.  

 

I had a six-month physical the next day (fasting the evening before.) My doctor had explained to me that it 

had been 10 years since I’d had a colonoscopy. I was so reluctant to undergo this again that we compromise 

on a Cologuard test....  

 

The somewhat sinister box arrives at my door a few days later. I’ve taken these before, but I watch the 

YouTube video anyway. The following morning I set up the plastic apparatus (frame, bucket) on the 

toilet—take the sample, scrape the sample, pour in the disinfectant liquid—and seal the box back up for its 

return to 5505 Endeavor Lane, Madison, Wisconsin. 

 

I drive downtown to the UPS store, where I embarrassingly hand the small box to the woman behind the 

counter—who immediately recognizes the package for what it is—and, as if it were radioactive, processes 

it as rapidly as her scale and label-maker allow. 

 

I flee from the store—liberated from my burden. 

 

A week passes. 

 

Two more days. 

 

And by now the imaginary voices are filling my head: “Robert, I’ve got some bad news…. I’ve never seen 

a test result like this in my life. You need to get to a hospital immediately.” 

 

 

Two more days—and in the early evening the phone rings: the caller ID announces “Prime-Care.” A 

woman’s voice. “This is Metuchen Prime Care; I’m calling from Dr. Jasani’s office. Is this Robert?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

“We have your test results...Your blood shows an elevated cholesterol, and so Dr. Jasani has prescribed 

Pitavastatin—” 

 

“Whoa. I got these test results last week. I’m waiting for the results of the Cologuard test.” 

 

“Oh. Let me see. Give me a minute....” 

 

I look around the living room: The last look before my life as I know it is over. 



 

“The results are negative.” 

 

“Thank you.” 

 

“No worries.” 

 

I look again around my living room: the round mirror, my Maltese falcon, a copper pot for the fireplace 

ashes, the piano with the antique sheet music for “My Very Good Friend, The Milkman” on it. And the 

universe, noiselessly, rights itself. 

 

“Thanks God,” I say aloud. 

 

I send $100 to Doctors Without Borders. 

 

It is, I think, a gesture of faith. 

 

 

 

  


