Politics are personal as America votes
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Americans, supposedly fearful of ISIS, Ebola and unemployment, went to the polls on Election Day, having survived other election-year terrors: months of TV attack ads, tons of direct mail, round-the-clock robo-calls and endless demands to "Get out and vote!"

The electorate seemed ready for the denouement.

"We all want it to be over,'' said Lee White, a retired middle-school science teacher voting in New Orleans, where incumbent Democrat Mary Landrieu and main GOP challenger U.S. Rep. Bill Cassidy have vied for a Senate seat like two Bourbon Street brawlers. "There were lots of negative ads and issueless ads. ... It's a shame.''

For a more positive take, here's Douglas Corzine, an 18-year-old University School of Nashville student voting for the first time. "It just took a minute,'' he reported upon leaving the community center where he voted. "I feel engaged!''

Voting also felt good to Michael Moeller, 48, of Overland Park, Kan., whose state had close races for governor and U.S. Senate. "I wish more of the elections were this close," he said.

For some, voting merely continued a comfortable tradition. "We're just people that vote all the time, no matter what,'' said Louisa Spock, 70, who cast a ballot with her husband Steve in Ocean City, Md. "We're not issue people. When you get to being in your 70s, it's just a habit you get into."

Though only 60, Audrey Lebross agreed in Palm Springs. "I always vote," she said. "I would have to be dead not to vote."

It was Election Day in name, if not exactly in fact. More than 18.6 million Americans in 32 states already had voted, by mail or at early polling places. And millions more stayed home — a decision lamented by those who did vote.

"I'm not happy with the way the country is going. But I'd rather vote than not vote," declared Nadean Storey, 46, of Bear, Del.

Voters voted for many reasons, including obedience. "Mom insisted I come vote," said first-timer Christopher Stupar, 18, of Mountain Home, Ark. "I respected her wishes."

Some cast the early vote. Louisville medical school student Rachel Bartsch, 24, was there when the polls opened at 6 a.m., and then headed off to a 12-hour shift. "I get really upset hearing people complain when they don't vote," Bartsch said. "You should have some skin in the game."

At 6:45 a.m., when some streetlights were still on, Ruby Skarin was waiting for her Des Moines, Iowa, polling site to open. "It's a big day and it's nice to be part of that big day," she said. "There's a reason there is an election day. If you could vote all year long, it wouldn't be as special."

The weather was sunny in New York City, cloudy in Nashville, rainy in Oklahoma City. In Maine, lingering blackouts after a weekend snowstorm forced the state to change some polling places.

In Florida, a proposal to legalize medical marijuana got a "Yes, big time," from Tim King, 58, a disabled Army veteran who lives in Alva, east of Fort Myers. King said he has used marijuana for about 15 years to deal with the pain of a deteriorating spinal column: "I know it works." Unfortnately for King, the proposal failed.

King also voted to keep Republican Rick Scott as governor, and he was re-elected.Former governor Charlie Crist, for whom King voted in 2006, "didn't do a damned thing about the recession," said King, who lost four investment properties to foreclosure during the downturn. "Scott's not the best, either, but he's the lesser of two evils."

Economic issues also were important to Leon Gratkowski, 62, of Middletown, Del. He voted straight Republican, he said, because he's a state worker worried about his financial future: "I'm no better off than I was six years ago. I'm getting close to retirement, and I'm fearful what's going to happen next."

Elsewhere in the state, a voter with the same priorities reached the opposite conclusion. Karen Kelly, 49, of New Castle, voted Democratic because she feels the economy has improved under Democratic leadership. "I'm in a better place now than I was before," said Kelly, a banker who brought her 11-year-old daughter to the polling place.

Illinois voters cast ballots in a non-binding initiative that called on the state legislature to raise the state minimum wage from $8.25 to $10 an hour for workers 18 and older. Advocates say it will help create something closer to a livable wage for low-skill workers; opponents say such a hike will lead to job cuts.

Incumbent Gov. Pat Quinn, who faced a tough re-election battle against GOP businessman Bruce Rauner, backs raising the minimum wage. Rauner says he's opposed to changes in the rate without pro-business reforms.
"It's hard already out there, and making $8.25 doesn't help," said Cheryl Montgomery, 40, of Waukegan, who voted for the wage increase.
George Kuiper, 68, of Gurnee, who voted for Rauner, said he thought the hike ill-advised: "No, it's not enough to get by,'' he said of $8.25."But the more you give people, the less they are going to try to earn it through hard work."
Complaints? Voters had a few. One was hearing too much about someone who was not on any ballot: Barack Obama.

Robert Ross, a retired resident of Little Rock, Ark., who voted for Democratic Sen. Mark Pryor, was bothered by how much the GOP challenger, freshman Republican U.S. Rep. Tom Cotton, focused on the president. "Tell me what you're going to do for me and don't just talk about Obama," Ross said.

In Tampa, voter Yuri Rivas offered some perspective on it all. The loan officer said he doesn't take Election Day for granted because he remembers what elections were like in his native Bolivia.

There, the country's constitution was changed to allow presidents to serve a third term. Last month, President Evo Morales became the law's first beneficiary when he was re-elected.

"Everyone knows that the election was cooked. They know there was fraud," said Rivas, 45, who became a U.S. citizen after moving to Tampa 17 years ago. "That's why I always say I'm glad I'm here.''

In America, he said, Election Day "is just another day where we have the opportunity to make a difference."
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