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Some folks said that Henry had good as died with Evie so many years ago. His life just stopped short. The only thing worse than losing a wife is a child and that had happened to him too a few years before that. He was friendly enough when sighted around town getting groceries or buying a new truck. To so many who had gradually moved into the area from the over-crowded, soccer-kidded lands down south, Henry was a fixture of bedrock Maine, a man who had always been there, solid, inscrutable, passing with hardly a glance. Age had not visited him; he just was—the man who lived alone in that small house on the outskirts. 

  
Ruth had moved to town after her divorce from somewhere no one had known. A new life was needed, and she was the kind of woman who figured out how to get it. Plainspoken, practical and prompt, she joined committees and got things done. Little time passed before she was known by many, loved by some, and vital to a few. She remained dependent upon no one. 

  
The town was small enough to feel embraced, loved and comforted to those who needed a clapboard home with a screened porch for summers, and a big parlor for families at Thanksgiving. People called to each other every day across the street. They asked after family. The Friday night football game at the High School was more important than Sunday’s pro games on TV. People noticed strangers who came to town, remarked upon their daily lives, and missed them once they had moved on. 

  
Yet it was also the kind of town where some one like Henry could be left alone to mourn the losses of his day. When so many meals left at his doorstep went uneaten, it became apparent he could fend for himself well enough. He was given the room to live his life as he wanted. After awhile only a few even bothered to ask how he was doing. 

    
Ruth adored food. Each meal was potentially a celebration, a ritual of honor, an homage. Whether dining alone or at a feast of companions, she insisted on candlelight, cloth napkins lovingly ironed, and serving bowls that on their own were works of art. Fresh ingredients –organic where possible—were adorned with garnishes galore, and displayed deliciously. Each detail, imbued with her love, tasted as clearly as sparkling waters of the Mediterranean, or as warmly as fire and down comforters on a bitter winter’s night. 

  
Though Henry had fully collapsed into his retirement, he kept himself quietly busy. Painfully aware of his losses, he fought the loneliness by tinkering. An old farmhouse required so much attention there was no doubt he could keep his hands busy. Having gained so many skills, he quite enjoyed the carpentry enough to begin buying old pieces at auctions and tag sales around the county to be fixed up, transformed into nuggets of furniture, and resold to dealers at a decent profit for a hobby. 

  
The home that Ruth provided for her 3 cats was often crowded with neighbors sharing food, gossip, or the local pursuit of global politics. A firm believer in the strength of individuals, she campaigned relentlessly against ignorance, hatred, and other crimes of inhumanity. She would not tolerate disturbances of the peace at home or abroad without a fight, without protest. The McCarthyism of so long ago had been beaten, so she moved towards civil rights, and fought against the movement towards an undeclared war in Asia. Later, she resisted urban sprawl and advocated for energy efficiency. 
  
And in another corner, upon graduation, Luke O’Grady saw brilliant fireworks of a future for himself. The fresh degree from a first rate school ignited dazzling prospects, a shimmering list of places to interview. His resume felt so bright. 

 
 He left his college idyll with plans to make a brief home with his parents in the suburbs until the first real paycheck afforded him a posh apartment with waterbed, Eames chairs and his own silverware. For weeks, he answered the pages of viable firms, starting at the top, the most prestigious, and working his way down the scale. Disappointment lead toward defeat and depression, so that by late Fall, his fantasies lay ripped and shredded, scattered across the floor. He began to look for other activities, occupations to ease the time until a firm would answer his call. 

  
Tennis worked fine until his partners had all found placements, slipping one by one into the mainstream of their lives. Golf could be played on his own, or at least paired with strangers—4-hour acquaintances—who might putt him towards his hole-in-one. The weather was fast closing in, however. He needed to find something else. 

 
 Scenes on the television reminded him of those so many legendary tales of the days when his parents had fought the war to end a senseless war in Viet Nam. Soon he found himself forwarding EMAILs to friends that tried to halt this mad plunge toward another offensive in a desert land. Safe in the foxhole of his room, he added notes and circulated petitions to raise his own small voice and vote his conscience. The EMAILs intensified, and for a few breathless moments, there was the heady sense that these rallying troops just might accomplish a true victory with their weapons of mass keyboards. 

  
But the real war did take place, and real people died. Luke O’Grady, Ruth, and Henry each went on with their separate lives while the awesome shock of battle raged far away. The EMAILS slowed and the television returned to its regularly scheduled programming. The screams were not really heard. 

 
 Henry’s mind worked as rapidly as his fingers in his shop, tracing patterns of thought sometimes mathematical, as many times worldly and emotional. He too questioned the need to strut our muscle against a people too enslaved by their own leader to be such an enemy. As a soldier in Korea, he had seen enough blood to know war was no solution. Some days as he worked alone in his shop, hearing the radio news break at the top of the hour, he felt shamed to be a part of such arrogance, yet helpless with an old voice so raspy and unused. 

  
The wind of activism revitalized Ruth’s social calendar. Her roots were too strong to sit silently by as the issues begged so much attention. She raised the question at every intersection, each conversation along the path of her day. Letters to editors statewide and local helped ease her conscience, and tempered the late night hours where loneliness could so easily strike a fever.

It was hard not to notice the Candidate had arguments that resonated with Luke O’Grady’s circumstances. Unable to find work in a stagnant economy that was out-sourcing the entry-levels overseas, he began to listen more closely. He certainly had the time to pay attention. He began to like what he heard. He wanted to make a difference, do something that mattered in the world, no matter how small. And since his glorious prospects had dimmed, he needed to make that difference. 

Beginning with accepting an invitation to meet up with fellow alumni, Luke O’Grady volunteered to join the organization. The campaign rallied in the Spring, inspired as it germinated in Summer, broke records in the Fall, and was declared the Front-runner by Winter. Excitement was palpable. References to the Sixties became so common, politics seemed redefined, and a whole new generation began to perceive a world worth saving after all.

  
In the vortex, Luke O’Grady was inebriated with the satisfaction of making a difference. No matter he had no job. His newfound alliance supported him. His professional success seemed somehow selfish against the backdrop of so many more votes being necessary.

When margins began slipping--even though the point spread narrowed--working harder seemed to assure success, and the committed grew closer. But failure became daunting as the primaries continued. Luke O’Grady could see the possibility his candidate might lose. With that defeat, his postponed job search loomed larger and darker.

 
 His voice became raw with the effort to prove this campaign worth his while. 

  
“Hi, my name is Luke, and I’m calling to urge you to vote in your caucus this Weekend.” 

  
“Didn’t know there was one,” the gruff answer. 

 
 “Yes, sir, there is and your vote is very import...” 

  
Click. 

 
 “Hi, my name is Luke, and...” 

 
 Like requests for interviews, he knew no course but to continue one after the other. Here success was easier to measure: simply acknowledgement that the respondent would attend the caucus, and the wish voiced—discussed if appropriate and argued if necessary—that the Candidate be their choice. 

  
“Hi, my name is Luke, and I’m calling to request your vote for our candidate...” 

  
“Oh, I know all about it, and appreciate your call.” Her voice was a refreshment, soothing his parched vocabulary. 

  
“That’s great, Ma’am, so we can count on your vote?” 

  
“Not only mine, but I’ve had meetings at my home to get plenty of others too.” Ruth knew instinctively that she could give him rest and sustenance by letting him know he was not alone. She thanked him for his efforts with assurances that their work was effective. Even lacking a victory, their message was raised. He listened with relief and began his next call with inspiration. 
  
“Hi, my name is Luke, and I’m calling to remind you to vote in your caucus this weekend.” 

  
The line was so quiet with Henry’s thoughts, Luke O’Grady worried there had been a disconnection. 

 
“Hello?” 

  
“I’m here, I’m just thinking my vote won’t do a damn bit of good.” 

  
“Well, sir, I know the numbers have fallen, but our candidate...” Luke O’Grady’s voice clarified the emotions of his heart into the sound bites he’d heard so often, the pleading for rational choices so fervently required. 

  
After all these years of independence and sitting outside of the mainstream, Henry was a hard sell. Listening to Luke touching the points, he agreed with so much of it, but still couldn’t shake the strong belief that the rules were made in Washington and influence was something very green and plentiful among a very silent and isolated few. He amounted to nobody, a lonely old man whose time was long gone, no matter how he kept his house and loved his own. 

  
Discouraged, Luke hung up thinking the Cause was lost, his efforts wasted. The whole campaign in shambles, he might just as well give it all up. The Country would continue to divide, his life would drift towards poverty, his efforts to make a difference go unmade and unappreciated. 

  
Then he recalled the lightness of voice in that lady, Ruth. 

  
Inspired, he dialed and caught her just in time. His suggestion struck just the right note in her, appealed to her need to enfold her neighbors. She agreed that Luke was clever to think of her, and thanked him profusely. 

  Henry’s home was not far out of the way. She knew the house. She had seen him from a distance occasionally. Thinking him handsome in a rough sort of way, she had wondered about him to her acquaintances and been advised he was not considered particularly friendly, then told the sad tale as to the reasons why. She doubted that anyone should be so lost, but hadn’t had further opportunities to reach out. 

  Surprised to find a lovely woman at his door, Henry welcomed her to sit in his parlor with hot tea as she explained her reasons for the worth of his vote. He noted the soft curl of hair accentuating the nape of her turtleneck, and felt warmed by the sound of laughter in his home again. 

  
As pink winters’ twilight dimmed to darkness, he invited her to try a venison steak, a treat she confessed to having never tasted, and promised by him to never be forgotten. Although vegetarian by habit, she relished new experiences, completely charmed by the delicate fingers preparing the hunter’s rough feast.  Their giggles over his shy joke joined in force and created warmth in both their hearts.  

Each could recognize in their own way that something special was initiated here, an amazing twist of magic that would make a significant difference in both of their lives, something binding and eternal.  It might not make sense to others beyond them, but their own hearts rejoiced in mutual appreciation.
  
And finally, late that night, exhausted and alone in the shadows just before sleep, Luke O’Grady accepted that his candidate was likely to lose, then prayed that somehow, somewhere, in some small way, he might make some tiny difference in this sad, lonely world.
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