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Miss Girard’s Christmas Gift

When her former student was found wandering the highway a
decade after she'd last seen him, Michell Girard immediately
agreed to take him in. Then she set off to give him more,
including the Christmas he’d never had.

 
The call came into the Coryell County sheriff’s

department on the afternoon of June 4. A young

man had been seen walking aimlessly up and

down a stretch of U.S. 84, a couple miles east of

the Central Texas town of Gatesville. He had been

there for at least two days, the caller said. He

looked to be on the verge of collapse.

A deputy named Billy Holder headed that way. He

soon spotted the young man, who was standing in
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the road. An eighteen-wheeler had to abruptly

change lanes to avoid swiping him. Holder flipped

on his squad car’s emergency lights and parked in

the middle of the highway to stop traffic. The

young man waved at him. He was about five foot

seven inches tall and painfully thin, maybe 110

pounds. His sweat-stained, blue-striped polo shirt

was tucked into his faded blue jeans. He wore a

gimme baseball cap and weathered tennis shoes.

In one hand he held a flashlight; in the other, an

envelope. When Holder approached, the young man

smiled and patted the officer’s shoulder. “Are you

my buddy?” he asked in a gentle singsong voice.

The 37-year-old Holder, who has worked for the

sheriff’s department for nearly a decade, could tell

the young man was disoriented. He had no

identification. He said his first name was Chris,

but he couldn’t remember his last name. When

Holder asked why he was pacing the highway, he

replied, “My daddy’s sick. My daddy can’t walk.”

But no matter how many times Holder prodded,

Chris couldn’t remember where his home was.

He again patted Holder on the shoulder. Holder

asked about his mother, and Chris just shook his

head.

“Is there anyone you know here in Gatesville?”

Holder asked.

“Miss Girard,” he said. “I know Miss Girard.”

Holder helped Chris into the squad car, gave him a

bottle of water, and drove him to the sheriff’s

department. Chris sat in a chair in the lobby,

murmuring to himself. At times, he put his head in

his hands and rocked back and forth.

A dispatcher at the department gave Holder the

name of a woman who worked as a special-needs

aide at Gatesville High School. “We’ve picked up

someone who says his name is Chris,” Holder

explained to the aide. “He’s African American, with

short dark hair. Looks like he’s in his mid to late

twenties. I’m guessing he was one of your special-

needs students. Do you have any idea who he is?”

She called a colleague from the high school, and

together they went to the sheriff’s department.

“That’s Chris Barrington,” one of them said when

they arrived. “No one has seen him in a long time.”

Holder said the young man had mentioned a Miss

Girard. “That’s got to be Michell Girard,” the other

woman replied. She pulled out her cellphone and

called her.

At 59, Girard was retired and living alone in a

small house on 28th Street. She had been Chris’s

middle school teacher, though she hadn’t seen him

in nearly a decade. A bad hip made it difficult to

walk or climb stairs, but when she got the call

about Chris, she rose from her easy chair, reached

for her crutches, and told her tiny dog Bella, a

Yorkie terrier mix, that she’d be right back. Girard

eased her way out of the house, settled into the

driver’s seat of her compact Honda Fit, made her

way to the sheriff’s department, and limped into

the lobby.

Chris lifted his head. “Miss Girard!” he exclaimed.

“My daddy is sick, Miss Girard!”

MISS GIRARD’S CHRISTMAS GIFT
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U.S. 84, where Chris was found on June 4, 2019.

Photograph by Matt Rainwaters

She first met him in 1996, at a summer program

for special-needs kids at Gatesville Primary

School. She was 36 at the time. He was 6.

By then, Girard had been teaching for six years. As

a young woman, she had worked as a church

secretary, in Houston, but after meeting some

children with autism, she says she “felt called to

do what I could for them.” She attended the

University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, in Belton, where

she majored in special education. She taught

special-needs classes in nearby Copperas Cove for

two years, before landing a job in Gatesville. She

was known as a patient teacher, rarely raising her

voice.

At the summer program, she was assigned to look

after Chris, who had been diagnosed with autism.

Earlier that year, Chris’s mother had been killed in

a car accident. Chris lived alone with his father,

Billy Barrington, a machinist who ran a lathe.

People who knew Billy said he was a quiet man, a

loner. In his spare time, he tinkered with broken-

down cars, pickup trucks, trailers, and motorcycles.

Girard took to Chris right away. “He made little eye

contact with others, and he rarely interacted with

other kids,” she told me. “He bounced from one

side of a room to another like an Energizer Bunny.

And then, sometimes, he would climb up in my

lap, hungry for affection, telling me, ‘My mommy’s

in heaven.’ If you met him, you couldn’t help but

love him immediately—and I mean immediately.”

During the school year, Girard taught special-needs

kids at Gatesville Junior High. And in the fall of

2000, eleven-year-old Chris entered her classroom.

“He wanted to sit right next to me, trying to

complete spelling words and simple addition and

subtraction problems,” Girard said. “He had

beautiful handwriting, and he loved to draw. For

some reason, he especially loved drawing pictures

of white doves. And he loved patting people on the

shoulder. One day, I slipped off a curb and tumbled

to the ground, and he walked over and patted me

on the shoulder and said, ‘Miss Girard, you fell

down.’ ”

Girard could tell Chris’s life at home wasn’t easy.

Although Chris’s father, Billy, took him to school

each morning and picked him up every afternoon,

he only spoke to Girard once a year, when they met

to discuss Chris’s progress, and he didn’t ask many

questions.

When she asked Chris what he and his father did

after school, he told her that he sat in his room

while his father worked.

She asked if they celebrated Chris’s birthday. No,

MISS GIRARD’S CHRISTMAS GIFT
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he said.

What about Thanksgiving or Christmas? Girard

asked. No, Chris said.

Did they ever go out to dinner at a restaurant? No,

Chris said. They only ate canned food or frozen

microwave dinners.

Chris spent four years with Girard at the middle

school. When he was promoted to Gatesville High,

he was still unable to read or do simple math. He

had only one friend, a boy who suffered from

severe muscular dystrophy. But that boy moved to

Arkansas and later died from complications caused

by the disease.

At Gatesville High, the special-needs teachers

focused on basic life skills: grocery shopping,

counting money, mailing letters, and preparing

simple meals like spaghetti. Chris did his best, but

even so, he struggled. “He basically functioned on

a six-year-old level, and in some areas he

functioned as a three-year-old,” said Girard, who

periodically visited Chris at the high school.

When he graduated, in 2010 (in Texas, students

with disabilities can stay in public school until

they reach age 21), Girard and his other teachers

worried that his father wouldn’t be able to properly

care for Chris. “He was doing the best he could,”

said Girard, “but I wondered if he too suffered

from his own form of autism.”

By then, Billy was in his late seventies, retired

from his job as a machinist. He had sold his

Gatesville home and bought a secluded piece of

property outside of town, at the end of a dirt road,

just off U.S. 84. He filled the property with rusted-

out vehicles, trailers, engine parts, motors,

bumpers, and tires. He built a makeshift two-

bedroom house, most of it constructed from

plywood, Sheetrock, particleboard, and metal

siding. There was no air-conditioning or central

heating, just a couple of fans and space heaters.

Electric wires dangled from the ceiling. The living

room was crammed with broken computers,

broken furniture, old tools, and stacks of paper,

and the kitchen counter held cans of food and bug

spray.

Chris lived in nearly complete isolation. He never

saw a doctor or dentist. He was never issued a

government ID. He never visited a social services

agency, and he never dropped by any of the

Gatesville churches that hosted programs for

adults with special needs.

Not long after Chris’s high school graduation,

Girard spotted him sitting inside his father’s

pickup, in the parking lot of the local Walmart.

Chris rolled down his window, a wide grin on his

face. “Miss Girard!” he said. “I’m waiting for my

daddy. He wants me to stay here while he goes

inside.”

Minutes later, Billy returned and reassured Girard

that he and his son were doing just fine. “Is there

anything you need?” Girard asked Billy. “Anything I

can do for you?”

“No ma’am,” said Billy. He got behind the wheel

and drove away. It was the last time she’d see

Chris for eight years.

Girard continued teaching, but gradually, her hip

problem became debilitating. She also suffered a

minor stroke. And so, in 2016, after more than two

decades in the school district, she decided to

retire.

To supplement her meager pension, she

occasionally worked as a substitute teacher. To

stem her loneliness, she sat a couple of times a

week with an elderly woman who could no longer

care for herself. When she was younger, Girard had

been engaged to be married, but the relationship

hadn’t worked out. She rarely saw her mother,

MISS GIRARD’S CHRISTMAS GIFT
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brother, and sister, all of whom lived in other

states. She had a handful of good friends, but she

had made peace with the notion that, for the most

part, she would spend the rest of her days alone.

Chris’s old home with his father, Billy.

Photograph by Matt Rainwaters

At the sheriff’s office that day in June, as Girard

talked to Chris, Holder examined Chris’s flashlight

(the batteries were dead) and the envelope he’d

been holding, an advertising mailer addressed to

“Occupant.” Holder and another deputy drove to

the address printed on the envelope. Turning off

U.S. 84 onto a dirt road, they pulled onto what they

discovered was Billy Barrington’s property. Holder

glanced around at the piles of scrap, then stepped

onto the porch and knocked on the front door.

When no one answered, he walked inside, dodging

several holes in the floor. He made his way past a

disconnected toilet in the hallway. Inside one

bedroom was a twin bed without sheets—just a

thin blanket atop it—and a rickety dresser. On top

of the dresser was a beat-up laptop with a few

keys missing. Taped to the walls were illustrations

of skyscrapers and birds that seemed to have been

drawn by a child.

When Holder entered the second bedroom, he

found an old man curled in bed in the fetal

position. It was Billy. His breath came in spurts,

and he was barely able to move. Holder called for

an ambulance, and Billy was taken to a hospital.

Holder returned to the sheriff’s department and

told Girard about Billy’s condition. A sheriff’s

official then walked up and said that they had no

place to keep Chris. The official asked Girard if she

would take him in. “Of course I will,” Girard replied.

On the way to her house, she stopped at Walmart

and brought Chris inside with her. He looked

around in wonder, awed at the size of the store.

She helped him pick out clothes, pajamas, and

toiletries. They then drove to a Chinese restaurant,

where Chris went through the buffet line—three

times. When they made it home, Girard showed

Chris the guest bedroom, which had clean sheets

on the bed. It was late, so Chris pulled on his new

pajamas and curled up in bed. But he couldn’t

sleep. He wandered into Girard’s room, sat on the

edge of her bed, and said, “It’s dark outside, Miss

Girard.”

Chris began talking about his life with his father,

explaining how he spent a lot of time in his room,

drawing pictures and watching Disney movies on a

portable DVD player (his favorite was Brother

Bear). He said his father had taught him how to

turn on the old laptop and use YouTube and Google

Maps.

He suddenly switched subjects. “Do you have a

Christmas tree?” he asked.

Girard was surprised. It was June, after all. “I have

one in the closet,” she replied.

“Will you put it up?” asked Chris.

“Yes,” she said.

“Will you have presents?”

MISS GIRARD’S CHRISTMAS GIFT
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“Absolutely.”

Then Chris repeated what he had told her several

years back, in junior high—that he had never

celebrated Christmas at his home.

Miss Girard’s Christmas tree, which Chris helped decorate this year.

Photograph by Matt Rainwaters

A few days later, doctors diagnosed Billy with late-

stage leukemia, and he was transferred to a

nursing home. When Chris and Girard would visit,

Chris dutifully sat by the bed and held his father’s

hand. Chris would ask Girard if his father was going

to heaven to be with his mommy. “I think he’ll be

there very soon,” Girard said.

Chris also asked Girard if he could continue living

with her. “You can stay with me forever,” she said.

Chris last saw his father on July 31, nearly two

months after Chris was picked up on U.S. 84. Billy

was unconscious by then. Chris patted his shoulder

to comfort him, as he often did. He walked out

into the hallway, where Girard was sitting. He

climbed into her lap and sobbed.

Billy died the following day. As word spread around

Gatesville that Girard had taken in Chris, her

friends worried that caring for him would

overwhelm her. Chris was always going to be a

challenge, they said. He would constantly need her,

day and night. With her bad hip, how would she

keep up? And on her limited income, how could

she afford it? She’d gone through most of her

savings a few years back on repairs after part of

her home had caught fire. And instead of paying for

Chris’s food and clothes and visits to the doctor,

shouldn’t she be saving her money for much-

needed hip-replacement surgery?

“I understood what they were saying,” Girard told

me. “But I didn’t want someday for God to say to

me, ‘I was thirsty, I was hungry, I was homeless,

and you turned your back on me.’ And, you know, I

had always prayed for a child. I had always prayed

for a family of my own. I realized this was God’s

way of answering my prayers.”

Chris cuts paper to wrap Christmas gifts.

Photograph by Matt Rainwaters

Because Chris had lived such an isolated life,

Girard was determined to make 2019 memorable

for him—a year of firsts, she called it. For his

thirtieth birthday, on August 9, she arranged a boat

ride around Lake Waco. Chris, who had told Girard

that he had never been on a boat, was euphoric,

squealing as the boat glided across the water.

MISS GIRARD’S CHRISTMAS GIFT
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For Halloween, she went to Walmart and bought

him a top hat and a T-shirt decorated with

pumpkins. Chris trick-or-treated around the

neighborhood, always making sure to say “thank

you” to whoever gave him candy.

Every Sunday, Girard took Chris to Coryell

Community Church, where he enthusiastically

clapped along with the praise music. She entered

him into the local Special Olympics program. At

home, she taught Chris how to make a peanut

butter sandwich, scramble eggs, put his dishes in

the dishwasher, do his own laundry, sweep the

floors, and make his bed—tasks he had struggled

to pick up before. “You can do it, Chris,” she said

over and over whenever she taught him a new

skill. “You can do it.”

And then, the day after Thanksgiving, which they

celebrated at the home of one of Girard’s friends,

Girard pulled her Christmas tree from the closet.

She assembled it in the living room and asked

Chris to hang the ornaments. Thrilled, he spent

several hours decorating the tree, making sure

each ornament was perfectly placed on its

branches. “He even set up the Nativity scene,”

Girard told me when I visited the week before

Christmas. She was beaming. “Somehow, he knew

exactly where to put Mary and Joseph and the

baby Jesus. He must have seen a Nativity scene

when he was a little boy and never forgot it.”

Chris, who was listening intently to our

conversation, strolled over, patted me on the

shoulder, and said, “I like Christmas. Do you like

Christmas?”

Girard admitted that she had gone “a little over

budget” buying Christmas presents for Chris. He

had become fascinated by the New York City

skyline, often exploring Manhattan on his laptop

using Google Maps, so she’d bought a six-foot-tall

cardboard cutout of the Statue of Liberty. She had

also wrapped boxes of Paw Patrol characters, a

basketball, Matchbox cars, a couple sweaters, a

sterling silver necklace, and drawing paper. (Chris

loves drawing pictures, everything from the

Manhattan skyline to his favorite birds, white

doves.)

“Oh, well,” she said. “Think of what he’s been

through all these years. He deserves something

good.”

Girard is hoping to gain legal guardianship of Chris,

which thus far has cost her close to $4,000 in

attorney’s fees—disposable income she doesn’t

have. She’s also planning for Chris’s future in case

something happens to her. A couple of her friends

have said they’d consider taking him in. If they

don’t, Chris will most likely end up in a group

home.

Despite the improvement he’s shown since moving

in with Girard, he’ll never be able to live on his

own. “Hopefully, I’ve got twenty years left in me,”

she said. “And I plan to enjoy every one of those

days with Chris.”

Chris, who was pacing across the room, stopped

again to pat my shoulder. “I love Miss Girard,” he

said, “and she loves me.”

He continued like that for a few more seconds,

patting my arm, comforting me.

This article has been updated since it was

originally published online.
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Moving back in with your
parents may be your worst fear
—and your best idea yet

Moving back home and living with your parents as an adult is
stigmatized in US culture. But Covid-19 has offered some families
a "rebirth of closeness."

 
Once, when I was struggling with a big life decision

some years ago, my therapist asked me a

question: What was the worst possible outcome I

could envision?
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My answer was instant: “Moving back in with my

parents.”

It was nothing personal: I love my parents, and I

was lucky I could count on them to take me in if I

needed them. But I hadn’t lived at home since I

was 16. Like a lot of modern-day, middle-class

Americans, I’d absorbed the idea that moving back

in with your parents was a sign of failure,

something people had to do when they lost their

jobs or went through a breakup or otherwise found

themselves in crisis. No adult who had a viable

alternative would choose to live at home.

Or so I thought, until the Covid-19 pandemic sent

me and many other adults scurrying back to our

parents’ homes, with the impetus ranging from

newfound unemployment to health concerns,

desperately needed help with childcare, and, in my

case, the desire to have the comfort of family and

companionship during a crisis—not to mention

access to a backyard.

In the US, 35% of people in their 20s lived with

their parents or grandparents as of June 2020, up

from 30% before the pandemic. While the share of

people in their 30s living with parents hasn’t

changed since Covid-19 arrived, anecdotal reports

suggest there are plenty of people across age

groups who are merging households with their

parents, whether temporarily or indefinitely.

The circumstances behind these living

arrangements are far from ideal. But for the first

time, I’ve realized something that people from

other countries and cultural backgrounds have long

known: Living with your parents isn’t necessarily a

place of last resort. It’s an opportunity to grow

closer and support one another. Perhaps most

surprising of all, it can even be … fun.

Living at home during the pandemic

I fled to my parents’ home in suburban Ohio in

mid-March, propelled by a strong desire not to

spend the weeks ahead quarantined alone with my

dog in Brooklyn in a junior one-bedroom. I didn’t

know how long I’d be staying, exactly, but I had my

mail forwarded until June. As it turned out, that

was a good guess—I was there for almost three

months.

“Why aren’t we fighting more?” I mused to friends

over Zoom one evening early on in quarantine,

befuddled by the ease with which my parents and I

had settled into a routine. On weekdays, we each

retreated to separate corners of the house to work,

waving briefly at each other on periodic trips to the

refrigerator. Around 6 pm, my mom and I would

walk the dogs—mine and theirs—around the

neighborhood. My father and I switched off making

dinner, and I experimented with new recipes:

ricotta gnocchi with sage and peas, coconut green

curry, a soup called Roberto.

Afterward, we would watch old movies like The

Long Goodbye or The Lady Vanishes, or peel off

again for various telephone calls and Zoom dates.

On the weekends, my mom and I went for hikes,

working our way through local nature reserves we’d

never carved out time to visit before. My dad

stayed home to write or grade papers, providing

detailed updates about the creatures he spotted at

the bird feeder by the kitchen window.

MOVING BACK IN WITH YOUR PARENTS MAY BE YOUR WORST FEAR—AND YOUR BEST IDEA YET
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My parents on a hike during quarantine, along with their miniature poodle,
Puffin.

Outside the house in suburban Ohio, there was

still disease and economic turmoil and suffering.

My company had layoffs. My dad lost one of his

two jobs. My mom stressed over the switch to

remote work. And we had all the standard family

squabbles. My dad insisted on rearranging the

dishwasher every time I loaded it; I was constantly

begging him to put the cable news channel on

mute.

But compared to when I’d lived at home as a

teenager, things were bizarrely peaceful. We

understood each other better now, and knew how

to ask for, and give, space when we needed it. And

mostly, I was just grateful to be with my family

during the scariest period of my lifetime.

The benefits of multigenerational living

For much of US history, adult children living with

their parents was the norm. As journalist Claudia

Kolker explains in her book The Immigrant

Advantage, when most Americans lived and worked

on farms, it was simply practical to have the whole

family together under one roof.

In the 19th century, however, romantic marriage

took priority over the larger extended family—a

trend exacerbated by the rise of Sigmund Freud

and his tell me about your mother ilk. “Psychiatric

theory began to portray the traditional family as a

vat of psychological turmoil,” Kolker explains.

Between the 1920s and the 1960s, health experts

advised young adults to strike out on their own,

and the economic boom of the post-World War II

era meant that doing so was within reach for

many, particularly for white Americans.

As a 2011 report from Pew Research Center points

out, multigenerational living has remained a

crucial economic safety net for groups that often

have limited financial resources, including young

adults, Black people, Hispanic people, immigrants,

and the unemployed. Expanded household sizes

are “an important adaptation to economic crises

and the limitations of the welfare state,” says

sociologist Katherine Newman, author of The

Accordion Family and Falling from Grace, a book

about downward economic mobility.

Extended family living may be born of practical

necessity, but it also creates a self-reinforcing

sense of devotion, as Newman found in her

research. When middle-class families face

unemployment or housing crises, she says, “their

support networks are very fragile … They don’t have

the ties of reciprocal sharing that are very common

among poor families.”

In this sense, as David Brooks observes in a recent

essay for The Atlantic, the fact that American

policies and institutions treat the nuclear family

structure as the default is yet another way of

entrenching inequality. “We’ve moved from big,

interconnected, and extended families, which

helped protect the most vulnerable people in

society from the shocks of life, to smaller,

detached nuclear families (a married couple and

their children), which give the most privileged

people in society room to maximize their talents

and expand their options,” he writes.

MOVING BACK IN WITH YOUR PARENTS MAY BE YOUR WORST FEAR—AND YOUR BEST IDEA YET
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During recessions, the rigidity of the nuclear family

ideology loosens; everyone understands why young

adults move back home with their parents. But

when the economy is stable, many middle-class

and upper-class Americans perceive a stigma

attached to the figure of the adult child who lives

at home, particularly once they’re out of their

mid-20s.

Implicit in this stigma is the all-American idea that

the goal of parenting is to raise a child who

becomes autonomous, and that independence is

better than interdependence. It’s one thing to have

a young adult living at home to save on expenses

while they get a degree or take a low-paying

internship. “But if Johnny’s in the basement

playing video games, that’s a different story,” says

Newman. “In the US, we have a culture of self-

reliance and a conviction that individual

responsibility is really key. And very often we’ll

forget that these big structural waves of change

are not really entirely in the control of individuals.”

Perhaps Johnny is in the basement playing video

games at age 30 not because he’s a lazy good-for-

nothing, but because he owes $100,000 in student-

loan debt.

Or

perhaps Johnny just likes living with his parents—

and what’s so terrible about that? In some

countries and cultures, the function of the family

isn’t so much to prepare children for lives of self-

reliance as to persist as a long-term force for

mutual aid.

In Italy, for example, the attitude is “of course the

children are at home, they’re always at home until

they marry,” Newman explains. “What’s changed is

the age at which people marry.” (The average

Italian woman and man get married at about 32

and 35 years old, respectively, compared to an

average 26 and 29 years old in 1990.)

Kolker’s research on West Indian families in the

US, meanwhile, found that these communities

tend to perceive multigenerational living as a

practical step toward ensuring a family’s long-term

success, making higher education and

homeownership more attainable and providing

high-quality childcare for young kids. In addition,

Kolker says, “there are a lot of emotional and

social benefits to having a lot of people around. In

a lot of cultures besides Anglo-American culture,

it’s just considered more pleasant.”

This is not to suggest that the US is an aberration

in the global community. In Japan, the rise in adult

children staying at home was “received as a moral

catastrophe—a collapse of the society’s ability to

produce adults,” Newman says. The trend was

perceived as an indictment of absentee fathers,

who were said to have been so busy working that

they had effectively abandoned their families,

hobbling their children’s ability to mature.

Unmarried adult children who remained at home

are sometimes known by the unflattering term “

parasite singles.”

And in Nordic countries like Sweden and Denmark,

Newman says that multigenerational households

are not so much stigmatized as altogether

unusual. The robust welfare state offers much of

the economic support that the extended family

might otherwise provide.

“There are a lot of

emotional and social

benefits to having a lot of

people around.”

“
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There are a lot of benefits to living in countries

that offer free college, universal healthcare,

generous unemployment benefits, and state-

subsidized childcare and eldercare. But for all the

upsides, Newman was surprised to find that many

of the Nordic people she interviewed felt rather

disconnected and lonely.

“They would say, We don’t really love each other as

much as other cultures. We’re too isolated from

one another; we don’t need each other as much,”

she explains. Newman realized that families are

closer when they need each other. “Economic

dependence creates these bonds.”

Recognizing our parents’ humanity

For some Americans, the pandemic has served as

a reminder of just how much we need our families.

My former Quartz colleague Hope Corrigan, who is

27, spent five months living with her mother in

Florida this year.

She hadn’t planned on this arrangement. Corrigan

and her boyfriend left New York City to go to an

out-of-state wedding the second weekend of

March, just as the gravity of the pandemic was

sinking in, and never went back. Her boyfriend

went to his parents’ in Louisiana, and Corrigan,

with only a weekend’s worth of clothes, joined her

mom, three cats, a rescue dog named Argyle, and

a feral cat colony living in the backyard of their

house in Pensacola.

“I just wanted to be there with her because I didn’t

want her to be by herself for that time. With

everyone going into lockdown, it’s taxing on

mental health,” Corrigan says. “So I ended up just

staying, and it was the best decision.”

Hope with her mom on the beach.

Even while paying rent on her New York apartment,

she saved money easily. She and her mother

divided up chores and took turns cooking. At night,

when Corrigan was through with work, they

watched TV together and went on walks; on

weekends, they’d head to the beach and go

paddleboarding or biking. It was the first time she

had lived with her mom since high school. “Having

her as an equal was so much fun,” she says. “I was

like, ‘Okay, my mom is a human.’” She eventually

returned to New York City, but says she’d happily

live with her mom again. “When I came back up

here, I was very sad to leave her,” she says.

The experience made Corrigan realize how grateful

she is to have the option of moving back home.

It’s one thing to know in the abstract that you have

family as a safety net, and another to test it out
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and find that it holds up. It also changed her

opinion about what it means to live with your

parents as an adult.

“I always felt like people who moved back in with

their parents in their 20s were failures, because

that’s what society has conditioned us to think,”

she says. “Then I did it, and I was like, Wow, this is

really fun, and I’m saving so much money. Now I

know why other cultures do it. You live with your

parents and they live with their parents; that bond

is much stronger when you do.”

Extended family as safety net

Perlita Dicochea had been practicing

multigenerational living well before the pandemic

hit. Dicochea, who works in communications at

Stanford University, first moved back in with her

parents in her 30s in the midst of a career

transition away from academia. Eventually, she

moved out and started a family of her own. But

when her relationship ended, Dicochea moved in

with her parents again, accompanied this time by

her two young children.

In Latino culture, Dicochea notes,

multigenerational families are more common—but

“there’s not one simple pattern.” In her middle-

class family, it was “assumed that we grow up and

move on, or definitely if you have kids, you’re with

your husband.”

It took a while for both her and her parents to

accept that her path had diverged from that norm,

she says. “We went through a hard time, and I had

to face a lot of childhood issues.”

But now she thinks the nuclear family isn’t all it’s

cracked up to be. “I see my friends who are

married and living in nuclear families, they both

need to work, they’re raising these kids, it’s really

tough,” Dicochea says. She’s grateful for the ways

her family functions as a collective unit—from the

benefits her children derive from spending time

with their grandparents every day to the flexibility

she has to dash out for an errand.

Dicochea also says she’s lucky the house is big

enough to give everyone some space. Her parents’

bedroom is at one end of the house, and they tend

to spend the bulk of their time in the living room

and dining room. She and her children share a

bedroom at the other end of the hall, and use a

third room as the kids’ playroom; they also have a

kitchenette.

Perlita with her parents in 2011. She writes: “At this time, my dream job as
a professor was starting to turn into a nightmare so I decided to spend
time with my folks, which I had been too stressed and tied up in work to
do—even though I lived 2.5 miles away from their house.”

“I always felt like people

who moved back in with

their parents in their 20s

were failures, because

that’s what society has

conditioned us to think.”

“

“I see my friends who are

married and living in

nuclear families, they both

need to work, they’re

raising these kids, it’s

really tough.”

“
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She’s aware that many families aren’t as lucky.

“There needs to be more support for

multigenerational living,” she says. “It needs to be

easier for people to add a room or add a granny

unit, or whatever challenges there might be in

having spaces that facilitate multigenerational

living.”

Dicochea doesn’t gloss over the challenges of living

with her parents: “If I had the economic means,

my initial decision would be for me and the kids to

live on our own,” she says. But at the same time,

she says, “If I was able to leave tomorrow, my

parents would be devastated.” And she knows she

would miss them, too. “Even now, if my parents

are out two or three hours, I don’t like it,” she

says. “I’m like, This is weird.”

The rebirth of closeness

Of course, extended family living can create plenty

of problems. For one thing, there’s a big difference

between a situation like mine in Ohio (three

people in a three-bedroom house) and a lot of

people crammed into a one-bedroom apartment.

“I don’t want to minimize the fact that if you’ve

got a household that starts off in a strained

economic situation where interpersonal conflict

erupts out of that strain, it can lead to very

serious problems behind the curtain,” Newman

says.

The lack of privacy that comes with having

multiple generations under one roof can also drive

people mad. Kolker interviewed a Jamaican social

worker living with her parents for The Immigrant

Advantage, and found that the best strategy was to

set up healthy boundaries.

“The closer the quarters, the more formal one

becomes, and the more you respect those

emotional walls,” Kolker says.

Susan Newman, a social psychologist and the

author of Under One Roof Again, says the

importance of boundaries applies equally to

parents and adult children. Parents need to avoid

nagging their 29-year-old children about cleaning

their rooms or lecturing them about their career

choices, and adult children have to take care to

avoid transforming back into their teenage selves,

expecting their parents to cook all their meals and

slamming doors shut in frustration.

“Treat your parents with the respect and care and

caution that you do with your friends,” says

Newman. Set ground rules about who’s responsible

for which household chores, hone in on common

interests, and approach conflicts with a sense of

“mutual support and trust, and forgiveness if a

friend does a bad thing to you.”

Multigenerational living arrangements don’t have to

involve regressing back into childhood; instead,

they can be an opportunity to build a new kind of

relationship. Katherine Newman observes that,

under the right conditions, extended-family living

“can lead to rebirth of closeness.”

I was thinking about life cycles and new eras on

my mother’s birthday in late May. In a wild burst of

overconfidence in my baking abilities, she’d

requested a French tea from Simone Beck’s

cookbook, including a multi-layer shortbread cake

filled with coffee, orange, mocha, and chocolate

buttercreams, which Beck appropriately calls Le

Formidable. Meanwhile, my father had spent the

day assembling my mom’s birthday present, a new

teal-colored adult tricycle (she’d never quite

mastered the bike). After dinner, we all went

outside and cheered as she wobbled down the

street.

“Don’t film this,” my mom said as she pedaled by.

“I won’t,” I promised, filming.
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Later that night, I wondered how many of my

coupled friends who were also in their 30s were

weathering the pandemic with their partners and

children. It would have been easy to compare

myself to them, and to slip into feeling bad about

what showing up at my parents’ house solo

implied about my progress—or lack thereof—

toward the traditional milestones of adulthood.

Yet I didn’t feel bad about it. Back when I had

imagined moving in with my parents as a worst-

case scenario, I’d been projecting not just about

the loss of independence it might represent, but

the shame and sadness I might feel if I didn’t have

a partner to turn to instead. It was the stigma of

loneliness, just as much as the stigma of failure,

that made moving home seem like a terrible fate.

But that was only how I thought when looking at

myself through a critic’s eyes.

Coming home showed me there’s no need to pour

my sense of self-worth into whether I fulfill the

whole self-sufficient nuclear dream. I hope to have

a partner and kids. But whatever happens, I want

to keep cultivating the kind of kinship where

everyone depends on one other—parents and

grandparents and grandkids, siblings and cousins,

and chosen family and beyond, a diagram with

arrows flying in every direction. And I want to

remember that, when my worst-case scenario

finally came to pass, I wasn’t focused on the life I

didn’t have, but grateful for the love I did.

Charts by Dan Kopf.
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Love in a Pandemic—the
Scientist and the Serviceman

A professor never envisioned a divorce. But as she jumped into
the dating game, she found love in the most unlikely of places.

 
A Story of Unexpected Love after Divorce

I never thought I would get a divorce. No
one does. 

As traumatic and deeply painful as that experience

was, no one ever told me that my first relationship

after divorce would not only reawaken my life but

also destroy me in the end.

About two years after my divorce, I was driving

across the Golden Gate Bridge on a weekend

adventure with two of my best friends to visit the 

Cowgirl Creamery and all of the other cheese

shops in between. As we chatted and laughed

about life, my dear friend said to me, “You’re

smart, beautiful, successful; you need to get out

there again and date!” I looked at her in the back

seat and said, “Really?”
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My thought of loving again seemed like a long shot

considering the traumatic experiences I endured

throughout my marriage, the inability for us to

have a child, ultimately ending in divorce. As we all

giggled about the thought of me experimenting

with online dating in my 40s, I just assumed that

my very successful friends had a very straight path

to success both professionally and personally. My

own personal path, I thought, had taken more of a

scenic route. What was shared that day on that car

ride in search of cheese, changed the course of my

life.

Two weeks after getting back home to Wisconsin, I

decided —  and also dreaded —  even attempting to

navigate online dating at the urge of my dearest

friends. Match, OkCupid, Bumble, Tinder…UGH, I

thought. Being in my mid-40s and a scientist to

boot, the idea of putting myself out there on these

sites was met with skepticism and trepidation.

My friends ensured me I was certainly of value to

other men, but that I just needed to get out there

like she had after her first marriage ended.

Despite her divorce, she found the love of her life

again after a few failures trying to date online, and

three children soon followed. I thought, “What do I

have to lose?”. Given this past trip and all of our

discussions, I started a profile one evening after

work.

What was I looking for? What did I need? I hadn’t

had a clue, but this man had to be very different

from my ex-husband on a lot of levels. I want a

team player, a partner, and most importantly a

companion in life. I need someone who loves to

travel, likes to try new foods, and especially enjoys

eating the food I like to cook at a minimum.

Everywhere I travel, I make it a priority to take

cooking classes, and eagerly love to share my

travel experiences once I get home through the

dishes I learned to make on my trips. I want

someone who loves to eat  —  a picky eater

definitely will not do. Certainly not a vegetarian,

no offense, but the thought of having a fridge filled

with tofu, seems like something I couldn’t see

myself happy with for the rest of my life. I want

someone adventurous in all aspects of their lives

and are not scared to at least try everything at

least once.

Equally, this person would have to like to go to art

shows and museums, enjoy the history behind

things, and to go on local adventures around

Wisconsin or the country. Someone who

appreciates art and design in our natural world.

Someone good at fixing and building things like my

father. Someone with a beard perhaps? Someone

who is a creative problem solver at work and

home. Someone who is active and has interesting

hobbies. Someone progressive, emotionally

intelligent, and can empathize with others.

Someone who likes to help others and is equally a

good listener. Someone who can laugh at memes,

have gut-busting laughter over jokes about donut

and toilet paper exchanges, enjoy stupid TV

comedies like Baskets, or awesome ones like 

Fleabag, or old Seinfeld episodes perhaps. Lastly,

someone that would be confident and curious

enough to be with a woman scientist.

I looked at my list and gulped. Who could this

person be, do they possibly exist? As a woman

scientist, I knew I would meet many men who

simply would not give me the time of day because

As a woman scientist, I knew I would

meet many men who simply would not

give me the time of day because “I was

smarter than they were”.

“
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“I was smarter than they were”. This statement

was thrown at me throughout my entire path to

becoming a scientist. I knew that many men might

also not believe I was a scientist, and question

that I was even a professor at a big research

university.

Countless men that I had conversations with on

many of my work trips had said these things to me

before. They usually noticed my microscope

imaging data I was working on during the long flight

and would ask me what was doing. Only to be met

with disappointing and unfortunate comments.

I just assumed men online would do the same.

And many of them did. I thought to myself, I need

to find a confident man, who was not only ok with

dating a scientist but could also understand I

needed the same emotional support just like

anyone else.

Within a few hours of posting my profile, I had a

large list of men to search through ranging from

construction workers, truck drivers, lawyers, retired

bankers, salesmen, CEOs, computer guys,

teachers, realtors, writers, surgeons, historians, to

swinging couples, etc. Wow! Really? Did they read

my profile? Could we be a match? Hmm…It was a

lot to take in and the likes kept rolling in.

Within two days, I was inundated with over 200

men and even a few couples. How could this

possibly be? Am I that attractive or interesting or

even a match for them? Self-doubts crossed my

mind multiple times, and then I decided to chat

with a few.

The first men I talked with ran computer systems

for a hospital, to a lawyer who worked for the

state, a surgeon, a metal artist/farmer, and even a

self-proclaimed “computer nerd” who loved to play

the drums on the weekend. All of them were

interesting and handsome, but I then settled on a

few I would talk with further.

If the discussions we were having by text was

natural and easy, and they seemed like confident

enough men that were not scared away by my job

as a scientist, I decided to pursue talking to them

further. Equally, I was paying attention to how

quickly they would respond to sarcastic jokes, what

their family was like (how many siblings, what did

their parents do), and what new places they might

want to visit perhaps.

The first man, the computer guy at the hospital,

had his wife leave him for another woman about a

year prior. She had been an alcoholic too. Talking

with him, it seemed like we certainly shared

similar pain of abandonment and divorce. Although

I could not empathize entirely with what he had

experienced, he seemed adventurous and was

curious about my career as a scientist.

We decided to go on a date, and I thought the zoo

would be optimal after Googling a few places for

first dates. I felt it was the one place where you

could get exercise, learn something new, and also

run away easily, if necessary. It turned out better

than I expected, despite being a cold blustery

January day. At least the polar bears seemed to

enjoy the weather, why not two people on a first

date?

He was a nice man, and I enjoyed his company

and conversation, so the next week we planned to

go to another event. But it was there he got drunk

and left me to go to another bar after the beer

and cheese festival we attended. After that night, I

never called back, as I felt I would be walking back

into an experience with my ex all over again.

The whole online dating experience was interesting

and at times even comical. I began to see, with

my scientist’s eyes, that there were many of the
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same men on all of these sites, but more so on

the free ones. Equally, I thought most men don’t

usually want to pay for something they can easily

get for free. So, I put myself out there on all of the

free sites too, and within a few hours after this

wise decision, I was getting inundated again but

with much more diversity than before. And as you

know, diversity is not only important for innovative

teams but relationships as well.

My friends had said, “Men only look, they don’t

read your profile”. I figured maybe I should try

reading each guy’s profile in detail, but it seemed

like I could be spending more time doing better

things with my life. But I guess you have to be

attracted in some capacity visually.

As a science nerd and sapiosexual, it’s hard to find

these similar types of men by looks, you have to

read —  words are important. Many profiles I

received were pictures of men holding a fish, and

how close they lived to me, usually. That’s it. Slim

pickings here in Wisconsin, except if you’re really

into men who like to pose with a fish in one hand,

and possibly a beer in the other. And I’m not the

first person to write about this apparent trend.

To me, I wanted to know how these men think.

What they are interested in or what their passions

are both super turn-ons for me. How a fish draped

across their body was going to tell me this, was

beyond me? Looking and reading the guys’ profiles

who liked me only seemed like the right thing to

do.

Around the same time as my first failed date after

the divorce, I stumbled across a man who was

handsome and taller than me (important as I’m

very tall). But what intrigued me more was that his

pictures showed him doing things: skiing,

motorcycling, being outdoors, and camping. And

even one photo of him in front of an old

Winnebago in the snow in his housecoat. I was

smitten. Terribly intriguing, equally cute, and yet

unbelievably much more interesting than all of the

guys with the fish draped across their laps and

beers in their hands.

I asked him why he liked my profile. He said, “Well

you are clearly beautiful, and you look like you’re

in your mid-thirties. But you had me at cheese.” I

had snarkily said in my profile that, “I was looking

for a man to share life and cheese with.” He told

me he was sold on that line.

I was being honest, but I hadn’t realized that this

was something that would attract the right man.

My own “fishing technique” with cheese bait reeled

in the right guy for me. He told me that he used to

work at a cheese factory when he was a kid and

loved all kinds of cheese. Things were looking good

for me I thought. This guy has a LOT of potential.

We soon moved to talking on the phone about

everything else under the sun: from traveling the

world to his surprisingly progressive politics, his

insight about the military as a socialist construct

(that I hadn’t thought about before in that detail,

but he was right). Equally, he shared stories about

a funny bathtub game his brother did to him with

ping pong balls that still cracked him up, to our

shared fondness for Beck, and to what it was like

to experience war in Afghanistan.

His Humvee had been blown up by a suicide

bomber, and he described in great detail his

experience of what it was like that day. One by

one, he texted a picture of how the events

occurred that day. Each one got more difficult to

look at. I had never seen the aftermath of a

suicide bomber attack before in this detail. I had

paused in between and asked him if he had ever

shared these photos with his wife…but he said she

had refused to look at them. I had told him that

she probably should have at least looked at some
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of them. I paused silently for a bit, and at that

moment the intimacy between us was tangible.

I was enormously overwhelmed about what he saw

during the war, and what we see here on the news.

The disconnect is vast, and the emptiness the

veterans feel after they get home after these

physical and emotional experiences I could not

fathom to begin to comprehend, but at least I

know a little more than I did before. We all need

to know a little more about each other, I thought.

Why don’t we listen, why don’t we share the

painful things we have experienced, or seen or

have heard.

After that phone call, I recognized that these

memories are something he has to deal with every

day for the rest of life. War is not kind, war is

forever I thought. My empathy for him and his

army buddies became very real for me after that. I

can at least understand the pain. It’s an enormous

burden to carry, much more than a heavy

backpack. It’s a heavy heart and soul always full of

pain and fear.

Not only did he survive all of this, but when he

came back he was diagnosed with cancer. And then

several years later to be met with yet another

trauma of divorce from a wife he truly loved for 23

years. A partner he thought would be there for him

when he came back from war. The abandonment

and loss you feel after war, death, divorce, disease

are enormous. To me, this man is truly invincible

and will always be my hero.

In a million years, I could have never guessed that

a career military man would be a match for me.

But the conversations, the laughter, the music, the

love for cheese, the pain, the emotional scars, the

trauma of life, and the abandonment after divorce

were something we shared. And all of this very

much intrigued me about him on so many levels. I

wanted to know more. I needed to know more.

Who was this guy?

After about two weeks of chatting daily on the

phone, and after a much-needed trip to Florida to

see one of my best friends for my birthday, we

decided to meet. I realized that the zoo date went

ok with the last guy, but doing that again might

jinx me, as things didn’t work out so well on the

second date.

I suggested we meet for lunch on a Friday at one

of my favorite spots near my campus. For me,

lunch had to be short, and I had an excuse that I

had a meeting at 2 pm, so it was perfect. I

suggested we meet on Friday, February 1st. I felt

the day was significant for many reasons, it would

be a first date, on the first of a month, and

possibly the first step to a new life going forward.

After we both agreed to meet then, and my panic

and anxiety set in. My gut was full of nerves, as I

knew after chatting with him and seeing his photo,

he was different from all of the other guys I’d ever

gone on a date with in my life, and also someone

His Humvee had been blown up by a

suicide bomber, and he described in great

detail his experience of what it was like

that day. One by one, he texted a picture

of how the events occurred that day. Each

one got more difficult to look at. I had

never seen the aftermath of a suicide

bomber attack before in this detail.

“
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more handsome than any other boyfriend in my 47

years would ever encounter.

Yes, he is that handsome, a “silver fox” as my

cousin said.

As the February 1st day came, I could sense we

both were nervous on the phone. Could you blame

us? Dating someone new after many years of

marriage is terrifying. I was almost two years out

of my divorce and had never had a long-term

relationship with anyone yet. He, as I found out

later, hadn’t even been a month out from his

separation after 23 years of marriage, and was on

his first date. At the time, I didn’t realize how this

short separation was going to affect our

relationship later on. Despite being warned by

authors of a few dating after divorce books and

blogs, but I thought to myself it will be ok.

I woke up with butterflies in every inch of my body

that Friday. I put on my best outfit and even

decided to use eyeliner, something I don’t always

do at work. But I wanted to show him that this

scientist can clean up quite well.

I went to work super early that morning to get a lot

of paperwork done for a manuscript, and then I

was to polish a talk I was giving in a few weeks in

Washington. I decided that I would go to the

restaurant earlier to make myself feel comfortable

with my surroundings and to work on my talk,

something I did often before my talks or if I had to

teach. Indeed, it was also a good idea today.

I remember it being a terribly cold snowy day with

black ice almost everywhere. The week prior it was

-30F, one of the coldest winters we ever had here

in Wisconsin. I dumped all of my layers; the coats,

the fleece jacket, the scarf, and gloves, down next

to me on the adjacent chair, and set up my laptop

to work on my talk while I waited for him to show

up. Anyone who has ever been on a date after 40

knows what this feels like. This is different from

when you are younger. The fear of immediate

rejection after my divorce was building inside me

and enormous. What was I thinking?

After a few people blew into the restaurant, and I

mean blew in, as it was cold as hell outside, I

turned my head back to my laptop again and

again. I would say to myself, “Nope, not him.

Nope.”, and back to work, I went. Then, almost

exactly to the time we said we would meet at

noon, he walked in or rather blew into the

restaurant with the bitter cold right behind him.

He was dressed in a thin light coat, not as puffy as

mine, but warm, and he had big gloves on, and a

simple knit hat, and I immediately noticed his

beard. As he walked toward me, he took off his

gloves and hat, and for some reason, as he got

close to me the hat, he had just taken off his head

missed his hand as he looked at me, and it

dropped on the floor.

I knew that the hat missed his hand as he was

nervous when he saw me. I reached to pick it up

as he reached to shake my hand and said, “Hello,

you are more beautiful than your photo.” I quickly

sat back at the table as I blushed, where he now

He, as I found out later, hadn’t even been

a month out from his separation after 23

years of marriage, and was on his first

“

date. At the time, I didn’t realize how this

short separation was going to affect our

relationship later on.
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grabbed a seat across from me, and I clicked

Command S to save my Keynote talk quickly.

But before I closed my laptop, he said, “What are

you working on? Show me.” So for the next fifteen

to twenty minutes, I talked to him about my

research. He asked questions about what I was

showing him and what I do. I was nervous because

I was not sure what he understood. He would tell

me what he knew and kept asking really good

questions. More importantly, I knew that most

men probably would have bolted when I told them

what I did as that had happened countless times

to me in the past. But this didn’t happen this

time. He was curious, listened, and appeared even

more intrigued and engaged.

The server came over and gave our menus. And, of

course, when you are having a good conversation,

you don’t have time to read the menu. She came

back a few times, and then I just said, “Can I

suggest something good for you?” to which he

obliged. I ordered quickly and we continued talking

about my research and teaching, then about his

military work, and current consultant job teaching

and mentoring young people in the national guard.

It struck me as strange, as I assumed that we

would be so different, yet our jobs seemed

strangely similar as we continued chatting. He had

managed many large groups in his long-decorated

career, I had managed a lab for 15 years now and

had been in science for 29 years. I write grants, he

writes grants, yet he gets almost all of them. I

usually don’t. Darn military funding levels, I

thought! All were surprises to me.

Time was flying by and I had to go to that 2 pm

meeting. We finished our burgers and Parmesan

topped truffle fries with a garlic aioli that we

shared. And as any gentleman would do, he paid

for lunch. I ran to the bathroom, to pee, of course,

but to also check to see if I had parsley in my

teeth. Thank goodness I didn’t. I walked back out,

and he was waiting for me all bundled up with his

giant black boots that appeared he could walk on

water with them possibly. And there I stood with

all of my layers of clothing, likely only my eyes

were showing, prepared for the bitterness of

outside.

Nervousness set in, as I knew the date was ending.

I had never been on a date in the middle of the

day before and had no idea what the protocol was,

but I knew that I needed to get to my car without

slipping for one. I had already broken my left leg

three times, so ice and snow are not friends of

mine.

I could see him trying to grab for my hand and

then all he could get was my elbow and he said,

“Let me help you to your car.” I couldn’t believe

this military man was interested in me, a

scientist, and nevertheless wanted to hold my

hand. Panic was going through my mind as I

realized that people often like to kiss after a nice

date. I thought to myself, “Who kisses at noon?”.

No one I thought, except married people or young

college-aged kids.

When we got to my car after walking over the

frozen streets, I opened my door and I could see

He had managed many large groups in his

long-decorated career, I had managed a

“

lab for 15 years now and had been in

science for 29 years. I write grants, he

writes grants, yet he gets almost all of

them. I usually don’t.

LOVE IN A PANDEMIC—THE SCIENTIST AND THE SERVICEMAN

23

https://24slides.com/presentbetter/powerpoint-vs-keynote/
https://24slides.com/presentbetter/powerpoint-vs-keynote/
https://brasseriev.com/
https://brasseriev.com/
https://brasseriev.com/
https://brasseriev.com/


him kind of unsure what to do either, but sensed

he wanted to kiss me at NOON on a FRIDAY in a

small town. I said to myself, “No way” and thanked

him for a wonderful lunch as I pulled my car door

closed and quickly drove off. I went back to work,

attended my 2 pm meeting, and then came back

to my office, and sat dazed at my computer,

smitten with the butterflies he had just given me-

something I had not felt in a long time.

About four o’clock, I got a text from him, and he

said he had a great time and that he was calling to

apologize for the ‘rookie mistake’ he made after

lunch.

I said, “What ‘rookie mistake’?”

“Well,” he said, “On the drive over here, I thought

of every scenario in my head on how to kiss you

and thought any one of them would work, but all

of them failed miserably.”

I said, “Hey it’s ok, it’s lunch at noon in a small

town. Who kisses at lunch?” He laughed as I

stared at my computer smirking. He said, “I would

like to see you again, how about tomorrow?” I said

yes and thought to myself, “Wow, I guess I didn’t

scare this one off?”

February 2nd was a day I will never forget. I had to

work on more manuscript revisions, but I could not

think clearly. I was going on another date with

probably the most handsome and interesting man

I had ever met. I reminisced on how he blew into

that restaurant yesterday, dropped his hat as he

saw me, and I looked up and was equally smitten.

Before I knew it, I was running around my house

trying to figure out what kind of outfit would look

nice when it was sub-zero outside. What shoes to

wear and are my nails clipped? He said he would

come to pick me up at 6:00 pm, and we could walk

down the street to Sal’s, the famous pizza place

everyone raves about here in Madison.

As night fell, again butterflies were filling me up, I

had to call my best friend in Florida to get a pep

talk on what to do and what not to do. I had to

have brushed my teeth more than six times and

checked my makeup and lipstick just to make sure

everything was perfect. I was terrified and excited

all at once.

He rang my doorbell exactly at 6:00 pm, and there

he stood with one rose in his hand, and his giant

boots that could walk on water, and thin coat and

possibly a leather jacket underneath. He came

inside, and I put the rose in water and said,

“Thank you for this, it’s so kind.” He said let’s walk

down to the restaurant. I said it’s icy out. He said,

“I’ll hold your arm.” I agreed.

We walked down the front steps to the sidewalk,

arm in arm except that he was also holding my

hand too. It was nice, really nice. He smelled nice

also, as I looked up at him while the cold wind hit

my face. He was this tall, powerful, handsome

military man that was holding my hand as we

walked. It was something I’ve been craving for two

years since my divorce, and today it seemed like

I’d been waiting for this night my whole life. It was

even better than I could have imagined.

As we walked toward the restaurant, which is only

three blocks away, I barely looked in front of me,

which was unusual, given how many times I had

fallen and broken my same left leg. I just looked

at him, and his hand in my hand and around my

arm. And before I knew it, within a flash, I went

In a million years, I could have never

guessed that a career military man would

be a match for me.

“
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down. I mean really down. I landed flat on my

back with the wind knocked out of me, and I

blacked out. I had slipped on black ice. I came to

and he was saying, “Are you ok? Hey, are you ok?”

The look of horror came over me, as all of my

primping, especially my hair and the outfit that I

was wearing was soaked wet from the back of my

head, coat, pants, to my feet. I was hurt, wet,

embarrassed, and wanted to bolt back to my

house. This date was not starting well.

He picked me up this time, said it’s going to be

alright, and held me even closer and more firmly,

and we made it to the restaurant and sat at the

bar. I feverishly used my fingers to detangle my

hair that was matted from the wetness from the

fall on the ice.

We were at the bar, and other couples there were

perfectly coifed and dressed up, and as I looked at

him, completely dry and handsome as he took off

his coat and I could see that he was staring at me.

I was quite certain my mascara was running, and

bruises were starting to form all over my body. I

was embarrassed, to say the least. He did not

even bat an eye. Yet, I think he was laughing

inside, but he didn’t let up.

We ordered Sal’s best pizza and some tasty

chicken wings too. Although I noticed his leather

jacket and pressed shirt, I was smitten with his

silvery fine disheveled haircut and beard. I’ve got a

thing for men with beards. He was rugged, sexy,

and his eyes were on me, the completely wet nerd

who just wiped out on black ice sitting next to

him.

We laughed, chatted about current events, science,

the army, and then finished the amazing pizza I

absolutely loved at Sal’s and walked back to my

place. This time he said, “Let me really hold on to

you this way.” He grabbed my elbow, forearm, and

squeezed my hand in my gloves tight and we

walked, inching step-by-step home, looking for

black ice all the way. We made it close to my

house and I said, “Let me go around back and

open the garage door and let you in the front door,”

as I did not want to walk on the ice near my door

again.

I left his arm and headed around my building, and

as I made my way to my garage, I wiped out again,

knocking the wind out of me for a bit. I brushed

myself off, now even more embarrassed, and

rushed to my garage and inside my home.

I quickly checked myself in my bathroom mirror to

see what I looked like after falling not once but

twice in the same night. I looked awful. I combed

my hair with my fingers to get more of the matted

tangles out, and then ran to my front door to let

him in. He said, “Where did you go?” I said, “Well, I

wiped out again out back!” He said, “Oh no, are

you ok?!”

We sat in my living room, and I dried off again and

laughed a bit. I had a sip of tea and poured a drink

for him. I was like, there is no way this guy is going

to want to see me again. I’m a total hot mess and

just decided that this date was a bust.

As it got close to midnight, after falling two times,

I said, “I think I have to go to bed my head hurts.”

I was smitten with his silvery fine

disheveled haircut and beard. I’ve got a

“

thing for men with beards. He was rugged,

sexy, and his eyes were on me, the

completely wet nerd who just wiped out

on black ice sitting next to him.
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Possibly even a concussion I thought. He lived

about an hour and a half away, so he said, “Maybe

I’ll just crash on the couch.” I said, “If you want,

and I’ll show you the guest bathroom upstairs

where you can brush your teeth and wash up.”

I was nervous about what was going to happen

next. Really nervous. I’d never been with a guy

since my husband, we had not even kissed either.

And in the living room just prior, I said, I don’t

sleep with guys until I’m ready. He said, “Ok, fair

enough… noted.”

So, I went upstairs, and he followed me and I

showed him the guest bathroom. I ran to my

bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror yet

again, and was just like, “What the hell? Why did I

have to fall again? I totally blew it, for sure.”

I could hear him in the other bathroom washing

up. He asked for a toothbrush, and I gave him one

of my many free ones from hotels I save from my

numerous work trips. I then got into my favorite

comfy black nightgown and jumped in my bed

before I heard him walking toward my bedroom,

possibly to say goodnight.

He stood at the end of my bed and said, “I can

sleep on the couch, but I wanted to know if it’s ok

to sleep here next to you in my jeans and T-shirt?”

I was kind of surprised given how much of a hot

mess I looked like this entire evening. Yet the first

thought that popped in my head was, “What guy

sleeps in jeans and T-shirt the whole night?” No

one! Not one guy would do this.

But I said, “Ok. You can sleep over there on the

left side,” and again reinforced my ground rules.

He obliged and laid down on the left side of the

bed in his jeans and T-shirt, surprisingly.

I turned the lights off, and I just laughed to myself

quietly and uncomfortably. I again thought to

myself, he’s going to sleep next to me in my bed

the WHOLE night in his jeans.

We chatted a little more, laughed a bit, and then

he asked me about my head. At this point, I felt a

bump forming on the back of my head. I’m positive

I most likely had seriously hurt myself and blacked

out, so any decision I was going to make going

forward I was to blame on this concussion. I said

goodnight, rolled away from him and thanked him

for a wonderful time.

About an hour later, I was still wide awake,

because there was this handsome man in my bed

still in his jeans. Duh?! And I just turned over to

face him and I said nothing, ripped my nightgown

off over my head, and said, “Let’s do it!” Although

it was dark and I could barely see him, I knew he

was smiling from ear to ear. And now likely more

comfortable since he didn’t have to sleep in his

jeans all night.

I never will forget that night  —  the night he made

me realize, I was beautiful, sexy, smart, fun,

adventurous, and attractive again.

He ended up staying the entire next day, Super

Bowl Sunday, which I found equally unusual. And I

had said to him, “Don’t you have a party to go to

with your brother or friends?” He said, “No, I like

this company instead.” Perplexed, I sat there and

smiled as we watched a few funny shows and

some of the Super Bowl together. I couldn’t even

tell you who was playing or winning.

As time went by, and we saw each other more

often, he texted me photos of him skiing and

wherever his work took him. I sent him photos of

me either at my desk working or where I was

traveling too, as he appeared to be visually

inclined. I often sent him on scavenger hunts to

buy magnets for me (which I collect from each one

of my travels), and then he would snap a photo of
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him there and bring me this gift when he returned.

It was cute and fun.

We went on adventures together, picked each

other up at the airport, went camping up North,

attended a glass and light art show, saw my

friend’s Salsa band, made lots of dinners with

friends in my newly renovated kitchen, sent him

on his road trips with two kinds of chocolate chip

cookies (because you know, I wanted to make sure

he liked at least one version I made; one crispy

topped with salt, and another one thin and

chewy), to lastly sharing a really good Waygu steak

at a nice restaurant downtown.

One of my favorite things we did is our frequent

chats about geography and maps. I’d say we are

both big map nerds. This was his major in college,

and I took several geography and global positioning

classes as well. Find my Friends app is one of my

favorite things and being able to share your

geolocation on Google Maps made maps come to

life for me. I guess this might have something to

do with my dyslexia.

I always travel alone for work, and these apps

allowed my family and friends to know where I was

in the off chance, I fell or got hurt. One fond

memory was when I called him on video phone

from Morocco as I walked the streets of an ancient

city, Ait Benhaddou, a World Heritage site. Getting

there was one of the longest six-hour bus rides of

my life straight up and over the Atlas mountains. I

was always unsure of my safety and it was nice to

see him, and I remember him specifically saying,

“You are one ballsy chick.” I took that as a

compliment.

About six months in, I knew that he knew, I was

falling in love. Yet, his divorce was still not

finalized. I knew he was not ready for another

relationship, but I loved being with him, sharing

experiences, sharing my GPS coordinates, and

cherished the time we spent together just laughing

about sugar-free gummy bears or talking about

politics, his experiences in Afghanistan, or about

some scientific discovery he wanted to know more

about.

Everything about him I liked: his laughter, sense of

adventure, love for science, ability to fix and

refurbish bikes and cars, his supercool 1972

Winnebago, that was as old as me, but I reminded

him I looked much younger and was in way better

shape than it was, despite my falls.

I loved his spontaneity, his warmth, his empathy

towards my painful end to my marriage, especially

the inability to have a child, and certainly the pain

from going through a divorce.

I even loved his smell. Oh, his smell. I once asked

him for one of his T-shirts when he went out of

town so I could sniff it to feel close to him. He

obliged, and I kept it on my night table until I

really had to wash it. I was attracted to him on a

level I had never experienced with my first

husband, first boyfriend, or any other boyfriend I

had ever had.

It took me by total surprise that my feelings for

this new man, a decorated military veteran and

cancer survivor that I met online, outshined all of

the previous men I had ever dated in my life.

As time went on, and as I felt like I was getting

more attached, he was struggling with his divorce,

managing work, his kids, his soon to be ex-wife,

and his new life going forward. I knew he was

devastated to lose everything he had built for his

“You are one ballsy chick.” I took that as a

compliment.

“
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family and cherished after 23 years of marriage. It

was more than double the time of my 10-year

marriage, and my marriage and experience was

traumatic enough for me. I couldn’t even imagine

the feelings you have to process after 23 years

together with someone and also having three

beautiful kids as well.

I think our mutual empathy toward each other, and

our shared passions and experiences were evident.

We talked about things he was going through often,

and I shared my own stories and how I got through

them after divorce. We bonded a lot over these

discussions and feelings of abandonment. I could

see the pain on his face and in his voice. The fear

of being on your own again. The uncertainty of

everything.

Divorce, no matter how long you have been

married, is a very difficult experience. And to watch

someone else go through what I did just two years

prior was painful for me to experience. But I loved

him nonetheless.

About seven to eight months in, I understood that

he needed his space and his time alone to figure

things out, to date other women, and to

experience life on his own a bit. I was also equally

getting more anxious about the stories he told me.

The fights over money, the kids, the house,

everything. I had not realized how much it was

affecting me.

After two years, I had gotten myself into a good

place emotionally, but then I found a man that I

could love deeply, and see myself with, but he was

not in the same emotional place as I was. He

wasn’t ready for a relationship like I was. I needed

someone to be there for me too. To comfort me

and support me on my bad days and lift me on my

good days, which he had done on many occasions,

but missed many of my bad days because he was

involved with his stuff. And I didn’t want to bother

him.

I had to recognize that despite all of the good

things that I saw in him, he wasn’t ready for

anyone yet  —  he especially wasn’t ready for me.

Soon after, we kind of drifted apart as friends

would do but it was different. He needed

something that I could not give, and I needed more

than he could not provide at this point in his life.

A month later, he stopped by unexpectedly just as

I landed from a flight from giving a seminar in 

Minnesota, and he asked to see me and went to

dinner, told me he really liked me, and then, later

on, told me started seeing someone new. I knew it

was inevitable, but I was devastated nonetheless.

I regrouped several weeks later and decided to

start dating again. I eventually met a very nice

man, even a scientist, but realized I was still in

love with my serviceman. I decided I needed time

to find myself again, so I put dating on hold, told

this new guy how I felt, he understood, but I

happily gained a new friend.

In a million years, I would have never thought I

would fall for a decorated serviceman. Our worlds

seemed very different, and we both came to

discover how similar they are. We clicked really

fast, and it was easy, much easier than my

marriage or dating any other guy had ever been.

We drifted apart for a few months, and then out of

the blue, he texted me a song he recorded on his

flute on Christmas Eve. Then, on Christmas day he

“We come to love not by finding a perfect

person, but by learning to see an

imperfect person perfectly.” -Sam Keen

“
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wished me well. It was darn cute, to say the least.

But I got it. I know he missed me as much as I did

him.

I had sent him five pounds of sugar-free gummy

bears to cheer him up a few weeks prior, as a

housewarming gift. He had finally got his own

place, so I was excited for him.

The last time we had seen each other, I had him

in stitches while we read a few of the thousands

of reviews of this fine product on Amazon together.

I always loved seeing him laugh despite the ever-

present pain of his impending divorce. I was sad

we couldn’t see each other at Christmas and to

see my friends that we enjoyed countless dinners

with over the past year.

A week went by again, and although I thought I

wouldn’t hear from him again, he texted me the

night before his divorce in early January. I had this

date burned in my memory and on my calendar, as

our entire relationship revolved around many of

the dates of his court hearings. I kind of expected

him to reach out because he knew, that I knew

what he was going through and I could empathize.

I wished him the best and sent a little heart kiss

emoji (as I often did to him) with a picture of him

and my cat Bonzai snuggling him, clearly showing

the love she even had for him. He sent me a wink

back acknowledging my love and also Bonzai’s.

Later that weekend, I reached out and said, “If you

ever need to talk, you know I’m here and would be

happy to take you to lunch when you are ready or

need me.”

He never responded. Not even a word.

I was heartbroken. Not only for myself but for him.

For months, I heard nothing. Not a word, until a

few weeks ago as the coronavirus pandemic

started to surface on the news. He texted me a

funny video, one each week without saying a word

after this long silence between us, just the videos.

And then a serious video was sent last week of a 

scientist who worked on the Ebola outbreak in

Africa. This scientist served on the pandemic task

force under the Obama administration, who

discussed the drafted a plan for tackling another

pandemic, that had been disregarded by the Trump

administration when he took office. It was a very

thought-provoking video that I shared with my

friends, hoping to get them to see why we are not

prepared for this coronavirus outbreak.

I texted back and asked if he was ok and not sick.

He finally responded that he was ok and didn’t

have the “cooties yet”. That was it.

Then one early Saturday morning, I woke to a 7 am

text. “Do you want a visitor? I’ll come and pick up

the grill. Your choice on social distancing.” After

being in quarantine for four weeks and desperate

to see anyone, I said, “Sure.”

I had been staring at that grill with rotisserie he

gave me back in June for months now. I wasn’t

able to emotionally move forward, because he was

always here in my home each time I pulled into

my garage after work or when I took out the

recycling. My friends and family heard about this

grill; everyone knew how much this grill reminded

me of him and my love for him. Guys told me what

this meant. I knew what it meant. And I couldn’t

keep it if we were not going to see each other or

be in each other’s lives anymore.

Not sure what to expect, I jumped out of bed and

took a shower and got ready. I was dying to see

someone, anyone I loved, and who loved me after

being home for four weeks in quarantine and self-

isolation. It was exactly what I wanted and needed.
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He said, “Heading out soon ETA 11:30-ish.” I always

loved how military prompt he was. And if he was

running late, he’d say, “Updated ETA 11:45.”

I just loved it when he did that, as I was someone

who hated being late for anything or disrespecting

people who were depending on me being on time.

We were very similar in this regard, despite my

slow uptake on using military time, but I got a

hold of it.

After six months of not seeing each other in

person, he pulled up in his red Jeep out front, and

I opened the door. His silvery hair was combed,

but always was nicely disheveled at the same

time, shirt tucked in; he looked nice as always. He

came in, and I asked him to wash his hands and

his face, he laughed, but understood my ground

rules in the “time of the virus”.

I offered him coffee, but we both decided on tea.

And then sat distanced from each other as we

chatted about life, how his divorce trial went, and

what has been going on since we last saw each

other. It was really, really nice to see him.

Although the pain had subsided from my broken

heart, it was just nice to catch up, and we picked

up right where we left off as if nothing happened.

After about two hours, I asked if he could help me

replace a light switch that I just got. He obliged,

as he had always done with my home projects.

When we first met, I had just started to renovate

my entire first floor and kitchen. We then spent

the rest of the next few hours trying to install this

seemingly simple, Wi-Fi-enabled 3-way light

switch.

All-in-all, we spent about five hours on this thing,

and, the way the wiring in my home was done, it

wasn’t as easy as the YouTube videos said it was

going to be. Then, at about 6:30 pm, and many,

many flights of stairs turning on and off the circuit

breaker, I slowly trudged up the stairs for the last

time. My legs were exhausted.

He said, “Turn that switch on over there in the

kitchen, and then that one over in the living room.”

“Ok,” I said, and as I made it past him to the living

room my shoe got caught under the wheels of his

chair, and I did the splits as my socks slid across

the slick floor.

We both heard a tear in my body somewhere, and

I fell forward on my face. I cried in pain, and he

knew I was really, really hurt. I ended up tearing

the MCL ligament in my knee after an X-ray and

then an MRI a few days later.

And as I sit and write this now, I am disappointed

that I had to be vulnerable in front of him, again

as I did on our second date. Because I knew this

might be the last time we see each other again for

a while, and yet I had so much to say to him.

I sat in my chair with my leg propped up with ice

on it, as he reinstalled the old light switches back

to how they were. He turned to me and said, “I

can’t leave you here in the dark.”

A few minutes later with a screwdriver in his hand,

he looked at me as I was crying and said, “I know

your biggest fear is being alone and falling.”

At that moment, what he said not only told me

that he got me, but that comment emotionally

gutted me. He understood the immense fear I had

as someone who has broken this very leg three

times before. And to boot, he knew I was alone,

and at this point four weeks in quarantine and

self-isolation. I was in an emotional desert,

couldn’t walk well, and he had to leave.

His girlfriend had tried calling a few times, but he

didn’t pick up. So he gathered his stuff. It was 7:30

pm, and he was leaving me both hurt and alone.

The devastation was setting in.
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My Saturday did not end up how I thought it was

going to be. Certainly, I did not expect that he

would stay for so long, yet we spent eight precious

hours together. In that moment of vulnerability,

after falling, and after four weeks in quarantine

and self-isolation, he gave me love, when I needed

it the most. He had asked me a few times if I was

sure he didn’t need to take me to the ER. I sensed

he didn’t want to leave me here hurt. But I

refused. He went to the bathroom, and then we

both washed our hands again.

As I sat propped up against the kitchen counter,

he reached his arms out and hugged me and held

on to me for a long while. I whispered in his ear,

“It’s going to be ok; things are going to get better,

take care of yourself.” I could sense some tears

from his eyes developing, and I could feel his

warmth radiating and heartbeat change as I said

this to him.

I found it serendipitous that I slipped on ice on our

second date, the date I will never forget. The date

that helped me get passed my pain from divorce

and showed me that I can love again. But now this

fall in front of him was likely the last time we

would spend together for a long while.

My first real relationship after divorce taught me a

lot, and also emotionally destroyed me, more than

my 10-year marriage ever did.

I fell not once, but twice for this man, not just

physically in front of him, but emotionally. I will

never forget the warmth, the comfort, the

adventure, and the joy he brought into my life

when I needed him the most, especially during this

pandemic.

More importantly, this decorated serviceman

taught me so many things about his world and life

that I will never forget. I learned many things

about myself that I had not recognized before.

Particularly, as a scientist, I will always be a

“babe”, and worthy of love.
I fell not once, but twice for this man, not

just physically in front of him, but

emotionally.

“
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The Best Way to Vote in Every
State

An extremely comprehensive guide to making sure your ballot
gets counted, no matter where in America you live.

 
Americans tend to think of voting as something you

do on Election Day, a sacred democratic ritual: go

to the polls, fill out your ballot in a booth, then

wear an “I Voted” sticker to tout your civic virtue.

The reality is often messier than that, as we’ve

seen every year in the hourslong lines, broken
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machines, and utter confusion at polling places

across the country. In 2020, amid a pandemic, this

ritual is not only ineffective—it may also be

dangerous.

Our ability to exercise the right to vote is under

threat. President Donald Trump has assailed mail-

in voting, even though it is safe, secure, and more

popular than ever before. He has refused vital

funding for the U.S. Postal Service, the agency

millions rely on to return their absentee ballots.

But even before the Trump administration started

messing with the post office, many states had

steadily built up obstacles to the franchise.

Others, meanwhile, have expanded voting access.

Now, in the vast majority of states, there are

multiple ways to vote.

This guide is designed to help Americans vote—and

make sure their ballots are actually counted. It is

written for voters who are understandably worried

that their vote might not be counted due to the

vagaries of mail delivery and state election laws.

And it assumes that voters will prefer to minimize

their exposure to other individuals during a

pandemic. Our chief goal is to recommend the

safest, easiest, most reliable voting options in all

50 states and the District of Columbia. We explain

how you can vote absentee, from the safety of your

own home, then return your ballot without relying

on USPS.

Although every state sets a date by which

absentee ballots must be received to be counted,

we have excluded those from our

recommendations in light of this year’s unusual

circumstances. USPS fears that tens of millions of

voters who rely on these dates will be

disenfranchised, calling the states’ schedules

“incongruous” with the facts on the ground. Even

before the current slowdown, the agency worried

that state deadlines to request absentee ballots

were too ambitious. Instead, we urge voters to

request an absentee ballot immediately—as in,

right now—and return it well in advance of Nov. 3.

 

Photo illustration by Slate. Photo by Getty Images Plus. 

Alabama 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19            

Early in-person voting: None

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID unless two election

officials personally attest to your identity.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, though all voters

can cite fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: Absentee ballots must be signed

by two witnesses or a notary public.*

How easy is it to vote here: Very difficult

You must register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at a board of registrars. There is no same-

day registration. When returning their ballot, voters

will need to include a photocopy of their ID.

Absentee ballots must be signed by two witnesses

or a notary public. You can usually find a notary

public at a bank, and the service is often free if

you’re already a customer.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot now, fill it out at home, and return it by

mail or in person. Each county has a separate

application form and a different absentee election

manager. You can request your ballot from these
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officials, then mail it back or hand-deliver it to

them. A list of absentee election managers,

including contact info is available here.

Alaska 

Register to vote by: Oct. 4

Early in-person voting: Oct. 19–Nov. 2, but dates

and hours vary by borough*

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or a utility bill, bank

statement, paycheck, or other government

document with your name and address; an

election official can waive this requirement by

attesting to your identity.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Absentee ballots must be signed

by a witness—a requirement that many voters

forget to fulfill.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult 

You can register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your local clerk’s office or public library.

Qualified Alaska voters who’ve applied for a

Permanent Fund Dividend (oil money paid out by

the state to residents who’ve lived in Alaska for a

full year and intend to stay there) are

automatically registered. There is no same-day

registration. When returning their ballot, most

voters will need to include a photocopy of an

“identifier,” which includes not just government-

issued IDs but also utility bills, bank statements,

paychecks, or other government documents with

the voter’s name and address. Absentee ballots

must be signed by one witness.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot online and drop it off at a drop box, if

available. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress online to ensure it is

received.

Arizona 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 7, but dates and

hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued ID or an identifying document

like a bank statement, utility bill, or vehicle

registration.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Residents cannot vote in person

without valid identification, even if they attest to

their identity and swear they don’t have the funds

to fulfill the ID requirement.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy 

Arizona will mail an absentee ballot application to

all active voters this fall. You can register to vote 

online, by mail, or in person at your county

recorder’s office. There is no same-day

registration. If you’re disabled, a family member,

household member, or caregiver may place your

ballot in the mail or hand-deliver it. There is no

witness requirement. If the signature on the

absentee ballot envelope is “inconsistent” with

the signature on the voter registration form, the

county recorder must make “reasonable efforts” to

notify the voter and permit a correction. A

signature must be corrected within three days of

the election.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at any early voting

site in your county, a county recorder’s office, or a

drop box, if available. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should track its progress online to

ensure it’s received.

Arkansas 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5               

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 19, but dates

and hours vary by county
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Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID issued by the government or an

accredited postsecondary educational institution

in Arkansas; you can also sign a sworn statement

attesting to your identity, subject to approval by

county board of election commissioners.)

Vote by mail: Excuse needed, though all voters can

cite fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: A draconian and opaque signature

mismatch law

How easy is it to vote here: Very difficult

You can register to vote by mail or in person with

your county clerk. There is no same-day

registration. Arkansas law requires election

officials to check the signature on each absentee

ballot against the voter’s signature on file. State

law does not lay out a process by which voters can

correct a mismatched signature.* Counties do not

tell the state how many absentee ballots are

rejected due to signature mismatch each election.

Slate’s recommendation: Voters who are not at a

heightened risk for COVID-19 should vote early in-

person. Voters who qualify can request an

absentee ballot and return it in person. Voters who

choose this option must deliver their ballot to the

county clerk by Nov. 2. Those who return their

ballot by mail must ensure that it is received by

Election Day. All absentee voters must include a

photocopy of an acceptable ID along with their

ballot.

California 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19 (or at the polls through

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Oct. 5–Nov. 2, but dates

and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: None                                 

Vote by mail: Ballots are automatically mailed to

all active registered voters. No excuse needed.

Notable hurdle: None. California is a leader in

hurdle-free voting. 

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

You can register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at a DMV or county elections office. Many

post offices, public libraries, and other government

offices also offer voter registration. If you have

previously interacted with the California DMV, the

state has automatically registered you to vote

already. If you do not register by the deadline, you

can register at the polls through Election Day, but

you must then vote in person. California law

requires election officials to check absentee

ballots for signature mismatch. If they detect a

mismatch—or do not see a signature at all—they

must notify the voter by Nov. 25 and allow them

to fix the defect by providing a statement that

verifies their identity by Dec. 1.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at your early voting

site, a county elections office, or a drop box, if

available. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress to ensure it is received.

Colorado 

Register to vote by: Oct. 26 (or at the polls through

Election Day)     

Early in-person voting: Must begin no later than

Oct. 19, but dates and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a government-issued ID or an identifying

document like a bank statement, utility bill, or

vehicle registration; if you don’t have ID, election

officials must try to confirm your identity using

existing records.)

Vote by mail: Ballots are automatically mailed to

all active registered voters. 

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy
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Colorado will mail ballots to all active registered

voters this fall. You can register to vote online, by

mail, or in person at a county election office, DMV,

polling place, or armed forces recruitment office. If

you have previously interacted with the Colorado

DMV, the state may have automatically registered

you to vote already. If you do not register by the

deadline, you can register at the polls through

Election Day. Colorado law requires election

officials to check ballots for signature mismatch. If

they detect a mismatch, they must notify the voter

within three days, or no later than two days after

Election Day. Voters may fix the defect by

completing a form that confirms the voter’s

identity and includes a photocopy of a

government-issued ID or a utility bill, bank

statement, paycheck, or other government

document with the voter’s name and address.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out an absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at your early voting

site, a county elections office, or a drop box, if

available. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress online to ensure it is

received. All that information is available here.

Connecticut 

Register to vote by: Oct. 27 (or at the polls on

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: None

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

any preprinted form with your name and address

or sign an affidavit attesting to your identity.)        

Vote by mail: Excuse needed, but all voters can

cite fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: There is no in-person early voting. 

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

Connecticut plans to mail absentee ballot

applications to all active voters this fall. You can

register to vote online, by mail, or in person at 

your registrar’s office. If you have previously

interacted with the Connecticut DMV, the state

has automatically registered you to vote already. If

you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at the polls on Election Day, but you must

then vote in person at your local Election Day

registration location.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

town clerk’s office. If you are unable to return the

ballot yourself, you may ask a caregiver or a family

member to do it for you. All that information is

available here.

Delaware 

Register to vote by: Oct. 10             

Early in-person voting: None

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

any identifying document or sign an affidavit

attesting to your identity.)

Vote by mail: Excuse needed, but all voters can

cite fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: There is no in-person early voting.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

Delaware plans to mail absentee ballot

applications to all registered voters this fall. You

must register to vote by Oct. 10 online, by mail, or

in person at your Department of Elections’ county

office. There is no same-day registration. Voters

who forget to sign their ballots will not have a

chance to correct the error, and their votes will not

be counted.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your

Department of Elections’ county office. If you are

unable to return the ballot yourself, you may ask

someone else to do it for you. All that information

is available here.
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District of Columbia 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13 (or at the polls through

Election Day)     

Early in-person voting: Oct. 27–Nov. 2

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: Ballots will be automatically mailed

to all active registered voters in November. No

excuse needed.

Notable hurdle: There is no online registration. 

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

The District of Columbia plans to mail absentee

ballots to all active registered voters. You can

register to vote by Oct. 13 by mail, or in person at

a government agency or early voting site. If you

have previously interacted with the DMV, the state

has automatically registered you to vote already. If

you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at the polls through Election Day, but you

must then vote in person.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your ballot at

home and drop it off at a drop box or early voting

location. There will be 50 drop boxes around the

city and 17 early vote centers. If you are unable to

return the ballot yourself, you can have someone

else do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online to ensure it is

received.

Florida 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: Must begin statewide by

Oct. 24, but counties may begin offering it on Oct.

19

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a photo ID with a signature, or cast a provisional

ballot that will be counted if your signature

matches the one from your voter registration form.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Voters cannot return absentee

ballots to voting sites on Election Day.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

You must register to vote by Oct. 5 online, by mail,

or in person at a DMV or many other government

agencies. There is no same-day registration.

Florida law requires election officials to check the

signature on each absentee ballot against the

voter’s signature on file. If they detect a mismatch,

election officials must notify the voter “as soon as

practicable.” Voters must fix the defect by

submitting an affidavit within two days of the

election.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

supervisor of elections’ office or a drop box, which

is available outside early voting sites. If you are

unable to return the ballot yourself, you may have

someone else do it for you. If you choose to mail

your ballot, you should track its progress online to

ensure it is received.

Georgia 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5 

Early in-person voting: Must begin statewide by

Oct. 12, but dates and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: The state’s voter ID law is

notoriously stringent.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 5 online, by mail,

or at your county registrar’s office. The state

requires no excuse to vote by mail. There is no

same-day registration. Georgia law requires

election officials to check the signature on each

absentee ballot against the voter’s signature on

file. Under a court settlement, if a ballot is

rejected for signature mismatch, election officials
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must promptly notify voters and give them an

opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county registrar’s office, or a drop box if your

county offers it. If you are unable to return the

ballot yourself due to a disability, you may ask a

family member to do it for you. If you choose to

mail your ballot, you should track its progress

online to ensure it is received. All that information

is available here.

Hawaii 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5 (or at the polls through

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Oct. 20–Nov. 2

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a government-issued ID or an identifying

document like a bank statement, utility bill, or

vehicle registration; if you don’t have these

documents, you can simply recite your address and

date of birth.)

Vote by mail: Ballots are automatically mailed to

all active registered voters.

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

You can register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your County Election Division by Oct. 5.

If you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at the polls through Election Day, but you

must then vote in person.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your ballot at

home and drop it off at any early voting site in

your county, a county elections office, or a drop

box, if available. If you are unable to return the

ballot yourself, you may ask another individual to

do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress online to ensure it is

received. Hawaii law requires election officials to

check the signature on each absentee ballot

against the voter’s signature on file. If they detect

a mismatch—or do not see a signature at all—they

must promptly notify the voter and allow them to

fix the defect within five days after the election.

Idaho 

Register to vote by: Oct. 9 (or at the polls through

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Oct. 19–30, but dates and

hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a photo ID issued by the government or a school in

the state, or sign an affidavit confirming your

identity.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Election officials aren’t required to

let voters fix a signature mismatch.

How easy is it to vote: Moderately easy

You can register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your local elections office by Oct. 9. If

you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at the polls through Election Day, but you

must then vote in person. This process is called

same-day registration. Idaho law requires election

officials to check the signature on each absentee

ballot against the voter’s signature on file. If they

detect a mismatch, they are not obligated to notify

the voter and allow them to fix the defect.

Election officials have nonetheless instituted

procedures that let voters remedy an alleged

signature mismatch.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county clerk’s office. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should track its progress online to

ensure it is received.
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Illinois 

Registration deadline: Oct. 6 by mail, Oct. 18

online, through Election Day in person

Early in-person voting: Sept. 24–Nov. 2, but dates

and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: The state botched implementation

of automatic voter registration, so do not assume

you’ve been automatically registered even if you

should’ve been.

How easy is it to vote: Very easy

You can register to vote by mail by Oct. 6 or online

until Oct. 18. If you do not register by these

deadlines, you can register at your local elections

office or at your early voting site through Election

Day. You can also register at the polls on Election

Day, but you must then vote in person.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at a local

elections office or drop box, if available. If you are

unable to return the ballot yourself, you may ask

another individual to do it for you. If you choose to

mail your ballot, you should track its progress

online using the system set up by individual

counties. All that information is available here.

Illinois law requires election officials to check the

signature on each absentee ballot against the

voter’s

signature on file. If they detect a mismatch—or

find any missing information—they must notify the

voter within two days and allow them to fix the

defect within 14 days of the election.

Indiana 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person early voting: Beginning Oct. 6, but

dates and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID; if you do not have

one, you must return after the election and attest

that you are too poor to get one.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, and fear of

COVID-19 does not count

Notable hurdle: Fear of COVID-19, by itself, is not a

valid excuse to vote by mail.

How easy is it to vote: Very difficult

You must register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your county clerk’s office by Oct. 5.

There is no same-day registration. Indiana law

requires election officials to check the signature on

each absentee ballot against the voter’s signature

on file. In August, a federal judge ordered Indiana

to provide voters notice and an opportunity to cure

any ballot voided for mismatch. Given the federal

judiciary’s hostility to voting rights, Indiana

residents have no guarantee that this decision will

remain in effect through November.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote early in person.

Even if you qualify to vote absentee, the state has

a stringent signature mismatch law that may void

your ballot. Indiana law does not require election

officials to notify voters when their ballots have

been nullified due to signature mismatch. If

officials do provide notification, the remedy is

byzantine: You must obtain a certificate from their

county board by 5 p.m. on Election Day, then vote

in person—defeating the purpose of voting

absentee in the first place.

Iowa 

Register to vote by: Oct. 24 (or at your county

auditor’s office or the polls on Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Limited (you can fill out an

absentee ballot at your county auditor’s office,

which provides an accessible ballot marking device

for disabled people)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID; if you don’t have one,
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another registered voter in their precinct must

attest to your identity.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: A stringent voter ID law

requirement for in-person voters

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

Iowa will mail an absentee ballot application to all

active voters this fall. You must register to vote 

online, by mail, or in person at your county

auditor’s office. You can also register at the polls

on Election Day, but you must then vote in

person. Election officials must promptly notify

voters who forget to sign their absentee ballot

affidavit—or commit another error in completing

their ballot—and give them an opportunity to fix

the problem by submitting a replacement ballot or

voting in person.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at their 

county auditor’s office or drop box, if available. If

you are unable to return the ballot yourself, you

may ask another individual to do it for you. If you

choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online using the system set up by

individual counties.

Kansas 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13

Early in-person voting: Must begin by Oct. 27, but

offered as early as Oct. 14 in some areas (dates

and hours vary by county)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID issued by the government or an

accredited postsecondary education institution in

Kansas; you can also show a concealed carry

permit from any state.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: A stringent voter ID requirement

for in-person voters

How easy is it to vote: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your county clerk’s office by Oct. 13.

There is no same-day registration. Kansas law

requires election officials to check the signature on

each absentee ballot against the voter’s signature

on file. If they detect a mismatch—or do not see a

signature at all—they must promptly notify the

voter and allow them to fix the defect before the

final county canvass.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county auditor’s office or drop box, if available. If

you are unable to return the ballot yourself, you

may ask another individual to do it for you. If you

choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online using the system set up by

individual counties. All that information is available

here.

Kentucky 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 13, but dates

and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID issued by the government or a school; if

you can’t obtain an ID, you must explain why, then

provide other proof of identity, such as a credit

card.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, but all voters can

cite fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: Absentee ballots are returned in

two envelopes, and both must be signed; 

thousands of voters forgot to sign both in the

primary and lost their votes.

How easy is it to vote: Moderately easy

You must register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your county election office by Oct. 5.

There is no same-day registration. Kentucky law

requires election officials to check the signature on

each absentee ballot against the voter’s signature
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on file. It does not require them to notify voters

whose ballots are voided for mismatch. However,

during the June primary, Secretary of State Michael

Adams implemented a system that gave voters

notice of signature mismatch and an opportunity

to fix the defect. He is expected to maintain this

system in the general election.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at their 

county clerk’s office (by appointment) or drop box,

if available. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress online.

Louisiana 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5 by mail or in person, or

Oct. 13 online

Early in-person voting: Must begin by Oct. 20, but

dates and times vary by parish

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

some photo ID with your name and signature, or

sign an affidavit attesting to your identity.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, and fear of

COVID-19 does not count

Notable hurdle: Absentee voters must get a

witness to sign their ballot.

How easy is it to vote: Very difficult

You must register to vote by mail or in person at

your local registrar of voters by Oct. 5, or online by

Oct. 13. Louisiana law requires election officials to

check the signature on each absentee ballot

against the voter’s signature on file. It does not

require election officials to notify voters whose

ballots are voided for signature mismatch.

However, Secretary of State R. Kyle Ardoin

promulgated a process through which voters in the

Louisiana primary could correct a mismatched

signature and is expected to promulgate similar

rules for the general election. Absentee ballots

must be signed by a witness.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote early in person. If

you qualify to vote absentee, you can request an

absentee ballot and drop it off at your registrar of

voters. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. Under a plan proposed by Ardoin (and not

yet passed by the Legislature), you might also be

able to hand off ballots to election officials

curbside. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress online to ensure it is

received.

Maine 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19 (or in person through

Election Day)*

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your 

municipal clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: A confusing and unfair signature

mismatch law

How easy is it to vote: Moderately easy

You must register to vote by mail, at the Bureau of

Motor Vehicles, or at a social services agency by

Oct. 19. You can register to vote in person at your 

municipal clerk’s office or city hall until Election

Day. If you have previously interacted with the

Bureau of Motor Vehicles, the state has

automatically registered you to vote already. If you

do not register before Election Day, you can

register at the polls, but you must then vote in

person. Maine law requires election officials to

check the signature on each absentee ballot

against the voter’s signature on file if the voter

filled out an absentee ballot request form.

Specifically, officials compare the signature on this

form to the signature accompanying their ballot. If

they detect a mismatch, they simply void the
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ballot without giving the voter an opportunity to fix

the error. People who request an absentee ballot

online or by phone—or who vote in person at their

municipal clerk’s office—are exempt from this rule

because they do not provide a second signature for

comparison. Voting rights advocates are currently 

suing the state over its signature mismatch

regime.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot online or by phone, fill it out at home, and

drop it off at your municipal clerk’s office. If you

are unable to return the ballot yourself, you may

ask another individual to do it for you. Individuals

who prefer to cast a ballot in person should vote

early at their municipal clerk’s office. If you choose

this route, you will not have to fill out an absentee

ballot request form.

Maryland 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13 (or at the polls through

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 26, though the

state has not yet finalized locations

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed.

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote: Very easy

Maryland will mail absentee ballot applications to

every voter this fall. You must register to vote 

online, by mail, or in person at your local board of

elections by Oct. 13. If you have previously

interacted with the Motor Vehicle Administration or

a social services agency, the state has

automatically registered you to vote already. If you

do not register by the deadline, you can register at

the polls through Election Day, but you must then

vote in person.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your

early voting site, your local board of elections, or a

drop box, if available. If you are unable to return

the ballot yourself, you may ask another individual

to do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online.

Massachusetts 

Register to vote by: Oct. 24

Early in person voting: Oct. 17–30

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: If you don’t return your ballot early,

you may not be able to fix a defect.

How easy is it to vote: Very easy

You must register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your local clerk’s office by Oct. 24. If you

have previously interacted with the DMV, the state

has automatically registered you to vote already.

There is no same-day registration. Massachusetts

law requires election officials to check the

signature on each absentee ballot against the

voter’s

signature on file. If they detect a mismatch—or do

not see a signature at all—they must send the

voter a new ballot if there is sufficient time before

the election. Individuals who vote absentee should

therefore take care to submit their ballots as early

as possible.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

local clerk’s office or a drop box, if available. If you

are unable to return the ballot yourself, you may

ask another individual to do it for you. If you

choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online.

Michigan 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19, or at your local clerk’s

office through Election Day

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your
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local clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a photo ID or sign an affidavit attesting to your

identity.)

Vote by mail: No excuse required

Notable hurdle: There are no early voting centers.

How easy is it to vote: Moderately easy

You must register to vote online or by mail by Oct.

19. You can also register to vote in person at your 

local clerk’s office until Election Day, then cast a

ballot there. Finally, you can register at this office

on Election Day. Michigan law requires election

officials to check the signature on each absentee

ballot against the voter’s signature on file. It does

not require them to notify voters whose ballots are

voided for mismatch. However, in response to a

lawsuit, Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson has

provided guidance that allows voters to fix the

defect before or after Election Day.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at their 

local clerk’s office or a drop box, if available. If you

are unable to return the ballot yourself, you may

ask a family member to do it for you. If you choose

to mail your ballot, you should track its progress

online. You can also vote early in person at your

local clerk’s office.

Minnesota 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13, or at your county

election office before Nov. 3, or at the polls on

Election Day

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your

county election office)

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse required

Notable hurdle: There are no early voting centers.

How easy is it to vote: Very easy

You must register to vote online or by mail by Oct.

13. You can also register to vote at your county

election office, then cast a ballot. Some of these

offices will provide additional in-person early

voting sites where you can also register. Finally,

you can register at the polls on Election Day, but

you must then vote in person. Minnesota law only

requires election officials to check the signature on

an absentee ballot against the voter’s signature on

file if there is a discrepancy in other identifying

information. If they detect a mismatch, they must

promptly notify the voter and provide an

opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county election office or a drop box, if available. If

you are unable to return the ballot yourself, you

may ask another individual to do it for you. If you

choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online.

Mississippi 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: None, although voters who

qualify can fill out their absentee ballot at their

county circuit clerk’s office

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID issued by the government or an

accredited Mississippi college.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, and fear of

COVID-19 does not count

Notable hurdle: Absentee voters must get their

ballot request and actual ballot notarized.

How easy is it to vote: Very difficult

You must register to vote by mail or in person with

your county circuit clerk by Oct. 5. There is no

same-day registration. Mississippi law requires

election officials to check the signature on each

absentee ballot against the voter’s signature on

file. If they detect a mismatch—or do not see a
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signature at all—they will void the ballot without

giving the voter an opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote on Election Day

because most residents have no other option.

Voters who qualify to vote absentee should 

request an absentee ballot and drop it off with

their county circuit clerk. If you choose to mail

your ballot, you cannot track its progress online to

ensure it is received. Both the absentee ballot

request and the ballot itself must be notarized. If

you qualify to vote absentee, you can also vote

early in person at your county circuit clerk’s office;

you must still notarize your absentee ballot

request, and a clerk at the office will notarize your

ballot.

Missouri 

Register to vote by: Oct. 7

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your 

county clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID issued by the government or a Missouri

school, or a utility bill, bank statement, paycheck,

or other government document with your name

and address. If you have no ID, you may cast a

provisional ballot which will be counted if your

signature matches the signature on file.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required for an absentee

ballot; no excuse required for a mail-in ballot

Notable hurdle: Your mail-in ballot must be

notarized.

How easy is it to vote: Very difficult

You must register to vote online, by mail, or in

person at your county clerk’s office by Oct. 7. There

is no same-day registration. Missouri distinguishes

between “absentee” ballots (which require an

excuse and can be dropped off in person) and

“mail-in” ballots (which do not require an excuse

but must be mailed back).* All mail-in ballots

must be notarized, and the notary service must be

provided for free. Most absentee ballots need not

be notarized.

Slate’s recommendation: Request a mail-in ballot,

fill it out at home, and mail it back. You may be

able to track its progress online to ensure it is

received depending on your local election

authority. Voters who have an excuse not to vote in

person on Election Day should request an

absentee ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off

at their county clerk’s office.

Montana 

Register to vote by: Oct. 24 (or at a county

election office or a late registration location

through Election Day)

Early in-person voting: None

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID or a utility bill, bank statement,

paycheck, or other government document with

your name and address.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Montana has no online voter

registration.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

If you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at your county election office or a late

registration location through Election Day.

Montana law requires election officials to check

the signature on each absentee ballot against the

voter’s signature on file. If they detect a mismatch,

they must promptly notify the voter and allow

them to fix the defect until 8 p.m. on Election Day.

Voters should return absentee ballots well in

advance of Nov. 3 to ensure they will have time to

address a potential mismatch.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your

county election office. If you are unable to return

the ballot yourself, you may ask another individual
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to do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online using the

system set up by individual counties.

Nebraska 

Register to vote by: Oct. 16

Early in-person voting: Oct. 5–Nov. 2

Voter ID law: None

Vote-by-mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

If you have previously interacted with the Nebraska

DMV, the state has automatically registered you to

vote already. There is no same-day registration.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at the

county election office. You can also vote early in

person at this office. If you are unable to return

the ballot yourself, you may ask another individual

to do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online using the

system set up by individual counties.

Nevada 

Register to vote by: Oct. 29 online (or Oct. 6 by 

mail or in person, or at the polls through Election

Day)

Early in-person voting: Oct. 17–30

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

Nevada will mail absentee ballots to all active

voters this fall. You must register to vote by Oct.

29 online or by Oct. 6 by mail, or in person at your

county clerk and registrar of voters’ office. If you

have previously interacted with the DMV, the state

has automatically registered you to vote already. If

you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at the polls through Election Day, but you

must then vote in person. Nevada law requires

election officials to check the signature on each

absentee ballot against the voter’s signature on

file. If they detect a mismatch, they must promptly

notify the voter and allow them to fix the defect

within seven days.

Slate’s recommendation:  Fill out your ballot at

home and drop it off at their local county clerk

and registrar of voters’ office. If you are unable to

return the ballot yourself, you may ask a family

member to do it for you. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should track its progress online using

the system set up by individual counties.

New Hampshire 

Register to vote by: Oct. 21–28 (exact dates vary by

municipality; registration can also be done in

person on Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your 

local clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a photo ID or sign an affidavit to attest to your

identity, then be photographed.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, but all voters can

cite fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: Voters who lack ID must be

photographed to vote, which critics decry as

intimidation.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote by six to 13 days prior to

the election (exact dates vary by municipality) in

person at your town or city clerk’s office. You can

also call this office to request to register by mail.

If you do not register by the deadline, you can

register at the polls through Election Day, but you

must then vote in person. New Hampshire law

requires election officials to check the signature on

each absentee ballot against the voter’s signature

on file. In 2018, a federal court ordered the state to

THE BEST WAY TO VOTE IN EVERY STATE

45

https://app.mt.gov/voterinfo/
https://www.sos.alabama.gov/alabama-votes/absentee-ballot-applications
https://www.sos.alabama.gov/alabama-votes/absentee-ballot-applications
https://sos.nebraska.gov/sites/sos.nebraska.gov/files/doc/elections/earlyvote_app_fill.pdf
https://sos.nebraska.gov/sites/sos.nebraska.gov/files/doc/elections/earlyvote_app_fill.pdf
https://www.votercheck.necvr.ne.gov/voterview/
https://nvsos.gov/sosvoterservices/Registration/step1.aspx
https://www.nvsos.gov/sosvoterregform/
https://www.nvsos.gov/sos/elections/voters/county-clerk-contact-information
https://nvsos.gov/sosvoterservices/Registration/step1.aspx
https://www.nvsos.gov/sosvoterregform/
https://www.nvsos.gov/sos/elections/voters/county-clerk-contact-information
https://www.nvsos.gov/sos/elections/voters/county-clerk-contact-information
https://www.nvsos.gov/sos/elections/voters/county-clerk-contact-information
https://www.nvsos.gov/votersearch/
https://app.sos.nh.gov/Public/ClerkDetails.aspx
https://sos.nh.gov/elections/information/election-laws/voter-identification-law/
https://sos.nh.gov/elections/voters/register-to-vote/town-or-city-clerk-s-office/
https://sos.nh.gov/elections/voters/register-to-vote/town-or-city-clerk-s-office/
https://app.sos.nh.gov/Public/ClerkDetails.aspx
https://sos.nh.gov/elections/voters/register-to-vote/absentee/
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2018/08/federal-court-bars-new-hampshire-from-disenfranchising-voters-because-of-their-handwriting.html


notify voters and give them an opportunity to fix

the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your

town or city clerk’s office. You can also drop off

your ballot at your assigned precinct polling place

on Election Day, but we recommend returning it

much farther in advance. If you are unable to

return the ballot yourself, you may ask a family

member to do it for you. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should track its progress online using

the system set up by individual counties.

New Jersey 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your

county clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: There is no online voter

registration

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

New Jersey plans to mail ballots to all active

registered voters this fall. You must register to

vote by Oct. 13 by mail or in person with a local

election official. If you have previously interacted

with the Motor Vehicle Commission, the state has

automatically registered you to vote already. There

is no same-day registration. New Jersey law

requires election officials to check the signature on

each absentee ballot against the voter’s signature

on file. A federal court ordered the state to give

voters notice and an opportunity to cure

mismatches during this year’s primary. The

legislature is expected to pass legislation in the

near future enshrining this process into state law.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out the absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at a secure ballot

drop box. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. You can also vote early in person with a 

local election official. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should track its progress online using

the system set up by individual counties.

New Mexico 

Register to vote by: Oct. 6 (or in person at the 

county clerk’s office or an early voting location

until Oct. 31)

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 6; dates and

hours vary by county, but all county clerks will

provide it on Oct. 31.

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

You must register to vote online or by mail by Oct.

6, or in person at your county clerk’s office until

Oct. 31. If you have previously interacted with the

Motor Vehicle Division, the state has automatically

registered you to vote already. The state has

approved same-day registration, but the law will

not take effect until 2021.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county clerk’s office or your early voting site. If you

are unable to return the ballot yourself, you may

ask a family member to do it for you. If you choose

to mail your ballot, you should track its progress

online using the system set up by individual

counties.

New York 

Register to vote by: Oct. 9

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 24, but dates

and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: Excuse required, but all voters can

cite fear of COVID-19
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Notable hurdle: The state has a long history of

botching elections.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 9 online, by mail,

or in person at your local elections office. The

state’s voting laws are in flux as lawmakers 

scramble to finalize new, more accessible voting

procedures due to COVID-19. New York badly

botched its primary, disenfranchising tens of

thousands of voters. While voting in the state may

look easier than ever on paper, it is still difficult to

ensure that your ballot gets counted. New York law

requires election officials to check the signature on

each absentee ballot against the voter’s signature

on file. If they detect a mismatch, they must 

promptly notify the voter and give them an

opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot (here if you’re a New York City resident, here

if you aren’t), fill it out at home, and drop it off at

your county board of elections. If you choose to

mail your ballot, you should track its progress

online using the system set up by individual

counties.

North Carolina 

Register to vote by: Oct. 9 (or in person until Oct.

31)

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 15, but dates

and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (but suspended indefinitely

under a federal court order)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Absentee ballots must be signed

by a witness.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 9 online, by mail,

or in person at your county board of elections.

(Starting in September, voters will be able to

request them online.) If you do not register by the

deadline, you can register at the polls until Oct. 31,

but you must then vote in person. There is no

same-day registration on Election Day itself. This

year, North Carolina election officials will not

check the signature on each absentee ballot

against the voter’s signature on file.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote early in-person due

to the state’s stringent signature mismatch rule.

Those who vote absentee should request an

absentee ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off

at the county board of elections or your early

voting site. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask a family member to do it for

you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you should 

track its progress online using the system set up

by individual counties.

North Dakota 

Register to vote by: You do not need to register to

vote.

Early in-person voting: October (dates and times

vary by county)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or a certificate issued

by a long-term care facility; if your ID lacks a

residential address or date of birth, you must also

show a utility bill, bank statement, paycheck, or

government-issued document.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: The state’s infamous voter ID law 

disenfranchised many tribal citizens, though the

state has promised to ensure that Native people

can vote this year.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

North Dakota will mail absentee ballot

applications to all active registered voters. North

Dakota law requires election officials to check the

signature on each absentee ballot against the

voter’s signature on file. Under a court order,
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officials are required to notify voters whose ballots

are voided for mismatch and give them an

opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off with a 

local election official or at a drop box, if available.

If you are unable to return the ballot yourself, you

may ask another individual to do it for you. If you

choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online using the system set up by

individual counties.

Ohio 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: October, but it varies by

county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or a utility bill, bank

statement, paycheck, or government check.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Each county, no matter the size,

can only set up one ballot drop box.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

Ohio plans to mail absentee ballot applications to

all active registered voters this fall. You must

register to vote by Oct. 5 online, by mail, or in

person at a county board of elections, state

agency, public library, or other government

building. There is no same-day registration. Voters

may cast a ballot at their county board of

elections or a satellite location if their board

establishes one. Voters may also drop off their

absentee ballot at these boards. Ohio law requires

election officials to check the signature on each

absentee ballot against the voter’s signature on

file. If they detect a mismatch, they must promptly

notify you and give you an opportunity to fix the

defect within seven days after the election.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at the 

county board of elections or a drop box, if

available. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask a family member to do it for

you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you should 

track its progress online using the system set up

by individual counties.

Oklahoma 

Register to vote by: Oct. 9

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 29, but dates

and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or a voter registration

card, or sign an affidavit attesting to your identity

and provide either your driver’s license number or

the last four digits of your Social Security number.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Normally, absentee ballots must

be notarized, but because of the pandemic, voters

instead submit a copy of an ID.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 9 online, by mail,

or in person at your county election board, post

office, public library, or other state agencies. There

is no same-day registration. Absentee ballots

must be notarized or returned with a copy of a 

valid ID.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county election board. You may also cast a ballot

in person at your county election board on Oct. 29

or 30. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask your spouse to do it for you.

If you choose to mail your ballot, you should track

its progress online using the system set up by

individual counties.
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Oregon 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13

Early in-person voting: None

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: There is no traditional in-person

voting.

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

Oregon plans to mail ballots to all active

registered voters this fall. You must register to

vote by Oct. 13 online, by mail, or in person at your

county elections office. If you have previously

interacted with the DMV, the state has

automatically registered you to vote already. There

is no same-day registration. Oregon law requires

election officials to check the signature on each

absentee ballot against the voter’s signature on

file. If they detect a mismatch, they must promptly

notify you and allow you to fix the defect within

two weeks.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at a drop box near

you. If you are unable to return the ballot yourself,

you may ask another individual to do it for you. If

you choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online using the system set up by

individual counties.

Pennsylvania 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19

Early in-person voting: None

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: There are no early voting centers.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 19 online, by 

mail, or in person at your county elections office.

There is no same-day registration. Pennsylvania

law requires election officials to check the

signature on each absentee ballot against the

voter’s signature on file. If they detect a mismatch,

they must promptly notify you and allow you to

prove your identity at a hearing.

Slate’s recommendation: Request a mail-in ballot,

fill it out at home, and drop it off at a county

election office. (The state distinguishes between

“mail-in” ballots for those who prefer to vote by

mail and “absentee” ballots for those who must 

vote by mail, but there is no functional difference.)

If you choose to mail your ballot, you should track

its progress online using the system set up by

individual counties.

Rhode Island 

Register to vote by: Oct. 4 (or at the polls on

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your 

local board of canvassers Oct. 14–Nov. 2)

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a government-issued photo ID, or provide a

signature that officials can match to the signature

from their voter registration form.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Same-day voter registration only

permits voting for the presidential and vice

presidential elections.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

You must register to vote by Oct. 4 online, by mail,

or in person at your local board of canvassers. If

you have previously interacted with the DMV, the

state has automatically registered you to vote

already. If you do not register by the deadline, you

can register at the polls in designated locations

through Election Day, but you must then vote in

person, and you can only vote for the president

and vice president. Rhode Island law requires

election officials to check absentee ballots for

signature mismatch. If they detect a mismatch,

they must promptly notify you and allow you to fix
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the defect within seven days. Under a court

settlement, the state has waived a requirement

that compelled voters to notarize their absentee

ballot or obtain the signatures of two witnesses.

Slate’s recommendation: Request a mail-in ballot,

fill it out at home, and drop it off with their local

board of canvassers or at a drop box, if available. 

Beginning 20 days before the election, you may

also cast an “emergency ballot” in person at your 

local board of canvassers. If you are unable to

return the ballot yourself, you may ask another

individual to do it for you. If you choose to mail

your ballot, you should track its progress online

using the system set up by individual counties.

Rhode Island offers limited in-person early voting.

South Carolina 

Register to vote by: Oct. 4 online or in-person, or

Oct. 5 by mail

Early in-person voting: Very limited (available at

in-person absentee locations)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or show a non-photo

ID and sign an affidavit swearing that you could

not obtain a valid photo ID.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, and fear of

COVID-19 does not count

Notable hurdle: Absentee ballots require an excuse

and typically require a witness.

How easy is it to vote here: Very difficult

You must register to vote online or in person at

your county elections office by Oct. 4, or by mail

by Oct. 5. There is no same-day registration.

Typically, a witness must sign your absentee

ballot; a federal judge suspended that requirement

in May due to COVID-19. Given the federal

judiciary’s hostility to voting rights, however, South

Carolina residents have no guarantee that this

decision will remain in effect through November.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote in person on

Election Day because you have no other option.

Voters who qualify should request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county elections office. Residents who qualify to

vote absentee can also vote early in person at this

office. If you are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. If you choose to mail your ballot, you

should track its progress online using the system

set up by individual counties.

South Dakota 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19

Early in-person voting: Very limited (available for

absentee voting at your county auditor’s office)

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a photo ID issued by the government or a South

Dakota school, or sign an affidavit attesting to your

identity.)

Vote by mail: No excuse required

Notable hurdle: There is no online voter

registration.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

South Dakota already mailed absentee ballot

applications to all active voters. You must register

to vote by Oct. 19 by mail or in person at your 

county auditor’s office, city finance office, driver’s

license station, or other state agency. There is no

same-day registration.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county auditor’s office. You can also vote early in

person at this office. If you are unable to return

the ballot yourself, you may ask another individual

to do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online using the

system set up by individual counties.
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Tennessee 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: Begins Oct. 14, but dates

and times vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or sign an affidavit

swearing that you are too poor to obtain one.)

Vote by mail: Those at high risk because of

underlying medical conditions and their caretakers

can cite COVID-19; others may not qualify.

Notable hurdle: You must cite an excuse to

request an absentee ballot.

How easy is it to vote here: Very difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 5 online, by mail,

or in person to your county election commission.

There is no same-day registration. If a ballot

administrator finds a signature does not match the

one on file, the administrator can reject the ballot.

You will be notified but will not have the

opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote early in person.

Voters who qualify should request an absentee

ballot, return it by mail, and track its progress.

Texas 

Register to vote by: Oct. 5

Early in-person voting: October (dates and times 

vary by county)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or explain why you

cannot obtain one and show supporting

documents, such as a utility bill or bank

statement.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, and fear of

COVID-19 does not count

Notable hurdle: Voters cannot obtain absentee

ballots without an excuse.

How easy is it to vote here: Very difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 5 by mail or in

person at your local elections office. There is no

same-day registration. Texas law requires election

officials to check the signature on each absentee

ballot against the voter’s signature on file. If they

detect a mismatch, some county clerks may notify

you to allow you to fix the defect, but they are not

required to.

Slate’s recommendation: Vote early in person.

Voters who qualify should request an absentee

ballot and return it by mail. If you request an

absentee ballot and are unable to return the ballot

yourself, you may ask another individual to do it

for you. 

Utah 

Register to vote by: Oct. 23 (or in person through

Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at vote

centers)

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

government-issued photo ID or two documents

that prove your name and residence.)

Vote by mail: No excuse required

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately easy

Utah plans to mail ballots to all active registered

voters this fall. You must register to vote by Oct.

23 online, by mail, or in person at your county

clerk’s office. If you do not register by the

deadline, you can register at the polls through

Election Day, but you must then vote in

person. Utah law requires election officials to

check the signature on each absentee ballot

against the voter’s signature on file. If they detect

a mismatch, they must promptly notify you and

give you an opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at a drop box. If you
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choose to mail your ballot, you should track its

progress online using the system set up by

individual counties.

Vermont 

Register to vote by: Nov. 3

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at the

city or town clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

Vermont plans to mail absentee ballot

applications to all active registered voters this

fall. You must register to vote by Nov. 3 online, by 

mail, in person at your town clerk’s office, or at

the polls. If you have previously interacted with

the DMV, the state has automatically registered

you to vote already.

Slate’s recommendation: Request your absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at the 

town clerk’s office. If you are unable to return the

ballot yourself, you may ask a family member or

caretaker to do it for you. If you choose to mail

your ballot, you should track its progress online

using the system set up by individual counties.

Virginia 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13

Early in-person voting: Limited (absentee voting is

available at your local election office)

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a photo ID or a utility bill, bank statement,

paycheck, or other government document; you can

also sign an affidavit attesting to your identity.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

You must register to vote by Oct. 13 online, by 

mail, or in person at a local registrar’s office,

public library, armed forces recruitment office,

DMV, or other state agency. If you have previously

interacted with the DMV, the state has

automatically registered you to vote already.

Absentee ballots must typically be signed by a

witness; however, the state waived this

requirement for the primary and may do so again

for the general election.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your

local registrar’s office. If you are unable to return

the ballot yourself, you may ask another individual

to do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online using the

system set up by individual counties. Beginning

Sept. 18, any resident can cast a ballot in person

at their local registrar’s office.

Washington 

Register to vote by: Oct. 26, or at the polls through

Election Day

Early in-person voting: Oct. 16–Nov. 2, but dates

and hours vary by location

Voter ID law: Lenient (At the polls, you must show

a state, employer, or student ID card, or provide a

signature that officials match to the signature from

your voter registration form.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: None

How easy is it to vote here: Very easy

Washington plans to mail ballots to all active

registered voters this fall. You must register to

vote online or by mail Oct. 26 or in person at your

county elections office by Election Day. If you have

previously interacted with the Department of

Licensing, the state has automatically registered

you to vote already. You can also register at the

polls through Election Day, but you must then vote
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in person. Washington law requires election

officials to check the signature on each absentee

ballot against the voter’s signature on file. If they

detect a mismatch, they must promptly notify you

and give you an opportunity to fix the defect within

20 days.

Slate’s recommendation: Fill out your absentee

ballot at home and drop it off at your county

elections office or a drop box. If you choose to mail

your ballot, you should track its progress online

using the system set up by individual counties.

West Virginia 

Register to vote by: Oct. 13

Early in-person voting: Must begin by Oct. 21, but

dates and hours vary by county

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show

some form of identification. Otherwise, another

voter with a photo ID may sign an affidavit

confirming your identity; if a poll worker has known

you for at least six months, these requirements

are waived.)

Vote by mail: Excuse required, but voters can cite

fear of COVID-19

Notable hurdle: The state has an opaque signature

mismatch procedure.

How easy is it to vote here: Very difficult

You must register to vote by Oct. 13 online, by 

mail, or in person at your county clerk’s office. If

you have previously interacted with the DMV, the

state has automatically registered you to vote

already. West Virginia law requires election officials

to check the signature on each absentee ballot

against the voter’s signature on file. If they detect

a mismatch, they are not required to notify voters

whose ballots are voided for mismatch or give

them an opportunity to fix the defect.

Slate’s recommendation: Voters who are not at a

heightened risk for COVID-19 should vote early in-

person. Other voters should request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county clerk’s office. If you are unable to return

the ballot yourself, you may ask another individual

to do it for you. If you choose to mail your ballot,

you should track its progress online using the

system set up by individual counties.

Wisconsin 

Register to vote by: Oct. 14 online or by mail, Oct.

30 at your municipal clerk’s office, or at the polls

on Election Day.

Early in-person voting: Oct. 20–Nov. 1, but dates

and hours vary by municipality

Voter ID law: Strict (At the polls, you must show a

photo ID issued by the government or an

accredited Wisconsin school.)

Vote by mail: No excuse needed

Notable hurdle: Absentee ballots must be signed

by a witness.

How easy is it to vote: Moderately difficult

Wisconsin plans to mail absentee ballot

applications to all active registered voters this

fall. You must register to vote online or by mail by

Oct. 14, or in person at your municipal clerk’s office

by Oct. 30. If you do not register by the deadline,

you can register at the polls on Election Day, but

you must then vote in person. Absentee ballots

must be signed by a witness, who must provide

their address.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

municipal clerk’s office or a drop box, if your

county provides one. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should track its progress online using

the system set up by individual municipalities. The

Wisconsin Elections Commission will urge clerks to

use Intelligent Mail barcodes, allowing voters to

track their ballots online. If your clerk does not use
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https://www.wvgazettemail.com/news/absentee-ballot-votes-will-be-protected-wv-sos-says/article_3c374e42-c673-5887-98ea-a70944b136ee.html
https://ovr.sos.wv.gov/Register/Landing#Qualifications
https://ovr.sos.wv.gov/Register/Landing#Landing
https://sos.wv.gov/elections/Pages/CountyClerkDirectory.aspx
https://sites.omniballot.us/54/absentee/app/home
https://sites.omniballot.us/54/absentee/app/home
https://sos.wv.gov/elections/Pages/CountyClerkDirectory.aspx
https://services.sos.wv.gov/Elections/Voter/AbsenteeBallotTracking
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/MyMunicipalClerk
https://bringit.wi.gov/do-i-have-right-photo-id
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/RegisterToVote
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/RegisterToVote
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/MyMunicipalClerk
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/VoteAbsentee
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/VoteAbsentee
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/MyMunicipalClerk
https://myvote.wi.gov/en-us/MyVoterInfo


IMbs, you should call their office to check on the

status of your ballot.

Wyoming 

Register to vote by: Oct. 19 (or at your county

clerk’s office through Election Day)

Early in-person voting: Limited (available at your

county clerk’s office)

Voter ID law: None

Vote by mail: No excuse needed.

Notable hurdle: There are no early voting centers.

How easy is it to vote here: Moderately difficult

Wyoming has already mailed absentee ballot

applications to all active registered voters. You

must register to vote by Oct. 19 by mail (mail

applications must be notarized) or in person at

your county clerk’s office. If you do not register by

the deadline, you can still register at your county

clerk’s office, or at the polls through Election Day,

but you must then vote in person.

Slate’s recommendation: Request an absentee

ballot, fill it out at home, and drop it off at your 

county clerk’s office. You can also vote early in

person at this office. If you choose to mail your

ballot, you should contact your county clerk for

information on the status of your ballot.

We’ve have not mentioned rules that require

ballots to be postmarked by a certain date

because ballots sent through USPS routinely arrive

with an illegible postmark or with none at all. We

also encourage voters to drop off their ballots if

possible, the most dependable method of

transportation. If you prefer to mail your ballot, we

have explained how you can track your ballot to

ensure it is received and counted. We have

excluded which states pay for postage on ballots

—in part because the laws here are changing fast

but also because we suggest voters physically

return their ballots. Limitations on who can vote,

like felony disenfranchisement laws, are beyond

the scope of this guide. 
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https://sos.wyo.gov/Forms/Elections/General/VoterRegistrationForm.pdf
https://sos.wyo.gov/Elections/Docs/WYCountyClerks.pdf
https://sos.wyo.gov/Elections/MOVE_Absentee_Request.aspx
https://sos.wyo.gov/Elections/Docs/WYCountyClerks.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/18/903490612/another-post-office-election-challenge-makings-sure-ballots-are-postmarked
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/18/903490612/another-post-office-election-challenge-makings-sure-ballots-are-postmarked
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/18/903490612/another-post-office-election-challenge-makings-sure-ballots-are-postmarked
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/18/903490612/another-post-office-election-challenge-makings-sure-ballots-are-postmarked
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