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This book is dedicated to everyone who has ever fought through unprecedented times and to those beloved cats (and pets) who helped them.
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Many of the statistics listed in this work came from Wikipedia: 2020 in the United States and Wikipedia: 2021 in the United States. I also consulted the Merriam-Webster Dictionary for word definitions and meanings.

The article, “All the president’s lies about the coronavirus,” from the Atlantic, Nov. 2020 provided a few quotes.

Respectful nods to the EveryCat Health Foundation, formerly the Winn Feline Foundation, and the U.C. Davis School of Veterinary Medicine for their relentless work on treatments for Feline Infectious Peritonitis (FIP). More nods to ZenByCat, a nonprofit organization dedicated to raising both awareness and money to help fight against FIP.
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There’s a Cat Hair in My Mask:

How Cats Helped Me through Unprecedented Times

Note from author.

I am a cat writer. I write cozy mysteries. My fictional stories don’t include swearing, graphic violence, or explicit sex. I also write cat poetry and sci-fantasy about cats saving the world. The sci-fi isn’t as cozy as the cozies, but they have an optimistic premise. I do love a happy ending!

“Cat Hair” is a different sort of story—no holds barred here. In this book you will learn that your cozy author is a foulmouthed liberal Democrat who has opinions on everything. I swear and criticize the government. I complain and whine and give too much information. There are scenes of emotional and physical abuse and brutality. Some cats and people die. Thus I’m moved to give this trigger warning. 

In “Cat Hair,” I write about things that hurt and appalled me, and they may hurt and appall you too. If that’s a deal-breaker, stop now, but if you’d like to read a story straight from my heart and soul, please continue.

And yes, all in all, it does end on a happy note.


1. In the Beginning

When the coronavirus COVID-19 hit the world like a blistering shitstorm, I was living in an old house in Portland, Oregon with my husband and three cats. It was the beginning of February 2020, and Jim and I had just returned from our annual vacation in Mexico. I don’t remember hearing anything about a pandemic as we watched the glorious sunrises and sunsets from our beachfront suite on Cabo San Lucas. The only American horror story I knew of was our explosive political situation. Even with the devious mind of a mystery writer, I would never have imagined what was to come.

Nice as it was to hang out in warmer climes and eat fresh fruit and enchiladas, I was happy to get home. The flight, the airports, and the interminable line at customs were grueling. By the time I arrived in the dark, cold, rainy Pacific Northwest, I was exhausted. 

We’d hired an excellent live-in cat sitter for the week we were gone, and the cats weren’t upset with us when we returned. Fact was, they probably had more fun with Jenn, who I’m sure lavished constant affection on the little clowder. It was wonderful to see them again. That night, as I went to bed with cats snuggled around me, I slept well. 

As with most vacations, the return was fraught with undone chores and catch-up. I plunged headfirst into answering emails, planning promotion for my new book, and writing, as well as restocking cupboards, watering plants, and so on. I could feel the anxiety rising and wondered, as I always did after a holiday, if this heartless jerk back into reality was really worth the few days of relaxation.

Jim liked to watch the evening news. Unless he was working, every day between five and six o’clock, he sat down in the green easy chair we inherited from his father and clicked on the television. He was arbitrary about stations except for FOX, which was infamous for its politically skewed reporting. He refused to watch that one. The others were probably skewed as well, but skewed to our own point of view, so that worked.

During our time in Mexico, we hadn’t kept up with the goings-on in the States. We figured they could get along without us, and us without them for a while. That was our traditional modus operandi while on a trip, with the exception of Mazatlán in January 2017. On that one, we found ourselves glued in horror to our TV screens and mobile devices as the new President a flurry of executive orders that systematically stripped our country of things we’d worked so hard to achieve. But that’s another story—this one is about a different tragedy or, I should say, a series of tragedies that knocked us on our collective asses like fallen dominos. And this story is about cats.

So there was Jim, watching the news. The first segment was all politics and disaster: the upcoming presidential primaries; Trump’s impeachment trial and disappointing acquittal; another mass shooting, bringing the number up to twenty-eight just this year. Then it switched to reports of a deadly virus that had taken hold in China and was now making a jump to other countries including the U.S. Its origin was still unknown—a zoonotic disease, transmitted from animals such as bats or pangolins? A bioweapon of mass destruction from some secret Chinese lab? Who knew? The news anchor speculated, as they do, on the worst-case scenario. That was the first time I heard the word pandemic, outside of history or dystopian fiction. Little did I know that one word would become commonplace, used everywhere by everyone around the world. 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary describes pandemic thus: “An outbreak of a disease that occurs over a wide geographic area such as multiple countries or continents and typically affects a significant proportion of the population.” I didn’t pay much attention. I knew the news media latched onto anything that made a good story—they would go to any lengths to get people to watch. A simple winter storm was elevated to a snow-pocalypse; a political protest became a rampage. That’s how they made their money. I assumed this pandemic scare would be no different and went off to make dinner for the cats.


2. The Cats

Jim and I had three cats in our care: Tyler, Blaze, and Ginchan. Tyler had been with us the longest, a rescue brought as a stray to the Oregon Humane Society where I volunteered. The OHS medical team estimated the big brown tabby to be around eighteen years old, and I just couldn’t allow a super-senior to languish in a shelter, even one I knew to be giving him great care and attention. It wasn’t the same as home. Nothing was the same as home.

At that time, I only had one other cat, Little, the small black panther female we’d adopted from OHS ten years before. Little had been accepting of other cats when she was younger, both ours and the foster cats who came and went. We even joked about her being our ambassadress. But when the last of her housemates crossed the Rainbow Bridge, leaving her as an only cat, she’d gotten used to it. The introduction of Tyler left her less than enthused.

A year later, we adopted Blaze, a fragile ten-year-old tuxie with a heart murmur who had been with me as a foster for several months. He’d been hit by a car, shattering his front leg, and for some reason the healing was slow. Over the hours of tending his wounds and medical needs, we’d formed a love-bond, and there was no way I could let him go. Once he got the pins out of his leg, I adopted him myself, welcoming him home to stay.

Little, Tyler, and Blaze managed to forge a rocky relationship, then tragedy hit. Little was diagnosed with lymphoma. Soon after, she crossed the Rainbow Bridge, as we said in the pet world. That left only Tyler and Blaze, but not for long. There was Ginchan. 

Ginchan was a sad and special case. Jim and I had taken him in when our son Josh died unexpectedly the year before. How could we not? We’d known the big Maine Coon mix since he was a kitten, some seventeen years before. 

Ginchan was a force to be reckoned with. He had been huge and powerful in his prime, but now, though still large, the muscle-wasting in his back limbs was beginning to show, and he’d developed a long, old-man face. Josh had loved him, maybe more than anything, but unfortunately Ginchan hadn’t always received the best medical care. When he arrived to us, his lengthy fur was matted into tight, painful knots all over his body. This included his bottom. First order of business was to give him a haircut. 

We tried the groomer, but she called after fifteen minutes saying Ginchan was impossible to work with, and could we please come get him before the police arrived to investigate the loud and raucous screams.

Next, we took him to our vet for a thorough check-up, a senior panel, and with the aid of a little gabapentin, a lion-cut. Though Ginchan endured the exam, the cut unfortunately went very much the same way as it had at the groomer’s in spite of the medication. We were told the only way to do the job without harming him or others would be under sedation.

Off we went to another veterinary clinic that could do the anesthesia, and while he was under, could give him a thorough examination as well. When we brought home a sleepy Ginchan later that day, he looked like a shorn lamb. His tail, paws, and head still sported the luxurious cream-mottled fur, but everywhere else he was white and soft as velvet. Finally he was free of those horrible knots. What we didn’t know at the time was that it would take more than a year for his fur to grow back! We learned that when cats are old or in poor physical condition, the energy that would be spent growing fur is diverted elsewhere. That’s when Ginchan got his purple sweater.

Once Ginchan’s health was assessed and his immediate needs cared for, he went to live with Josh’s brother. That worked well for several months, but then it didn’t. Ginchan had begun to urinate in his cat bed, as old cats sometimes do. In James’s tiny apartment, that was a deal-breaker, so Ginchan came back to us.

Since Ginchan traveled mostly in his own little world, there was no real clash between him and our other cats. Sometimes Tyler would invade his space, resulting in a few hisses and spits, but for the most part, my trio of senior males maintained separate lives.


3. When We Got Sick 

After a week of being pampered at the Cabo resort, it was understandable that I would feel tired and a bit rundown pursuing my daily grind again. But when the tiredness became exhaustion, and the rundown feeling exploded into an inability to move, I began to wonder if something was wrong. My body ached in every joint and muscle. I felt hot and cold. The hot was uncomfortable, with sweats and flashes, but the cold was worse. I’d find myself shivering painfully and uncontrollably, and nothing could make me warm. Then my fever hit 103 degrees, and I decided it was time to call the doctor.

In the several days that had passed since our return to the States, we kept hearing more and more about this new coronavirus that was putting people into the emergency ward by the hundreds. But that couldn’t be what I had, could it? Not much was known about this novel coronavirus, but my doctor told me one thing: Do not come to the office! Call back if it gets worse, but do not come here! As an afterthought, she added: Do not go to the hospital unless you absolutely have to!

Okay, that was weird, but fine with me. I was in no shape to go anywhere. The next few days were gruesome but not what I would consider life-threatening. I survived on ibuprofen, chicken soup, and the kindness of my husband. Then he got it too—whatever it was—and we suffered together.

With both of us sick, everything in our lives that wasn’t an absolute necessity came to a grinding halt. It was all we could do to crawl off the couch to feed the cats, let alone feed ourselves. If it had been a few months later, we would have been able to order takeout from a number of restaurants and had it delivered to our door, but that was yet to become a thing.

It was a strange sickness. On one hand, it was worse than anything I’d ever experienced which included hepatitis, the flu, and childbirth. On the other, it lacked the annoying respiratory symptoms of runny nose and coughing. This was all about pain, fatigue, and fever, and it took ages to recover. By the time we did, news of the pandemic was everywhere.


4. Sick but Busy

Suddenly new words began to pop up in our everyday speech. Lockdown, quarantine, shelter in place, social distancing, isolate, the new normal. In every newscast, we heard the term unprecedented, which, according to the dictionary, meant never done or known before. 

It was the beginning of March 2020, and I was still dragging from my bout with... with what? It couldn’t have been the new coronavirus because I didn’t have all the symptoms. It couldn’t have been the coronavirus because I didn’t die.

Besides, where would we have contracted this new disease? Jim and I talked about it. Granted we had just visited a foreign country, but it wasn’t China or Europe where the statistics of coronavirus incidents were high. Our little condo on the Cabo beach had been clean and open to the air, and the restaurants spacious with outside dining. Then we remembered the hours we spent at customs going into Mexico, crushed together with hundreds of others in one of those switchback lines that filled the entire arena. There were some coughers and wheezers. Could they, instead of the usual winter colds, have been carrying COVID-19?

The fever finally abated, but the pain and fatigue lingered on. Prone to body aches anyway, I didn’t think much of it, and once I got well enough to manage, I slowly began to take back my life. I was working on several things at the time, the most momentous of which being our decision to sell my ancestral home on Main Street. I never thought the day would come, but things had begun a downhill slide when my parents moved into assisted living in 2001 and I was forced to rent out the old house. My mother had been born in that big 1904 Old Portland home, and with a few temporary exceptions, had lived there all her life. I’d grown up there from birth to my teens. The sinkhole of memories was so deep that sometimes I thought I would drown in it.

Jim and I considered moving there ourselves, but by that time we were committed to our own old house a mere twenty blocks away. Besides, I wasn’t sure I could live with the ghosts. We rented it to strangers and hoped for the best. 

Throughout the years we had several renters, finally ending up with a rooming situation shared by four young individuals. They were excellent renters, paid on time, and kept the place spotless, but even the best renters can’t make up for the difficulties of renting itself. A broken pipe in the middle of the night; a sudden expense such as a new furnace when I had no idea there was anything wrong with the old one; the wilderness garden that was my responsibility. I had my own wilderness garden to care for, and I was getting older and less enthused about gardening each year.

There was another issue that spurred us into selling. Jim and I had gambled on a real estate project some years before, another piece of property I’d inherited when my parents passed away. It was a unique place on a river that my grandfather had bought in the 1950s. He’d built a rustic cabin where I’d spent summers when I was a child. More sinkhole of memories, and more ghosts. Over time, the cabin had fallen into disrepair as things do in the rainforest, and as Jim and I concentrated on a place we’d bought as a retirement dream on the Washington coast, we had neither time nor funds to keep it up.

Another issue with the cabin was the lack of running water, which meant no bathroom, only an outhouse. When I was a kid, the outhouse had served us fine, but things had changed. Though such places were “grandfathered” in, outhouses were frowned upon, to say nothing of cold, nasty, and uncomfortable. Did I mention spiders?

Because of the nature of the narrow, rocky property, we couldn’t install plumbing without a major amount of work. The permits and the engineer’s fees alone would be exorbitant. The only way we could do it was to take out a loan, and unless we sold the place, there was no way to pay it back.

We came up with the idea of remodeling it to the max and making a fortune. Jim was a contractor and would handle the construction which would be extensive, but a nice little place right on a river only a few minutes from Portland should bring in big bucks. We were all set. That was 2005 and housing prices were at their peak. Our little get-rich scheme should set us up for life.

When we were about a year into the project, the bottom fell out of the housing market. There were other problems as well, both personal and financial. By the time we were ready to sell it three years later, the place was worth less than we’d put into it. We came away with a debt we couldn’t begin to recover.

During the next decade, we struggled just to pay our utility bills and mortgage. After years of deliberation, we decided the only solution was to sell the Main Street house.

Selling a house, even when the market is good, isn’t as easy as it sounds. We began by meeting with a real estate agent who could guide us through the maze. With a home built in the early 1900s, there was a lot of work that needed to be done before it would be ready to put up for sale at the optimum price. We knew it would take some upgrading, but we hadn’t a clue just how much.

It was a hard time for me. I spent days trying to comprehend all the selling legalese and nights hiding away with my cats. Tyler and Blaze both slept with me, jostling for space on the bed. I relished their companionship, even if it meant a few lost moments of sleep.

Ginchan had his own room where he slept at night in a plush cube-shaped bed by the heater vent. His inappropriate urination had accelerated, and after several rounds with the vet to make sure it wasn’t a urinary tract infection or some other physical ailment, we gave up and bought puppy pads—lots of puppy pads. Thankfully he only had slips at night. Once morning came, we could let him out and about for the day. He had a set routine: eat, sleep, eat, sleep, eat, then come sit with us in the evening when we watched TV.

Ginchan was a lap-sitter and would get up on me the minute I sat on the couch. I knew it was more about his own heat-seeking comfort than for my benefit, but the relationship worked both ways. His Maine Coon purr was soothing. Plus, I knew that as long as he was there with me, I didn’t have to worry about him getting into the garbage or peeing on something.

Ginchan was so precious, the old boy who had grown up from a tiny kitten with our son. He and Josh had been inseparable. What loss must Ginchan have felt when that all changed! He knew his companion had died—he was there when it happened.

I knew cats felt grief, but they manifested it differently than we humans did. Ginchan had begun to have mini seizures that manifested themselves as small, convulsive jerks in response to clicking sounds such as a spoon on a plate. The condition is a type of epilepsy called FARS (feline audiogenic reflex seizures) and is not dangerous in itself, but it can lead to worsening spasms of a more serious type. Our vet offered an anti-seizure medication but recommended we not start it unless the seizures progressed. Ginchan was already on several meds, and he did not accept them like a gentleman. He didn’t like being messed with in any way, whether brushing, claw clipping, or medicating. Any handling against his will produced raucous yowls, lashing claws, and gnashing teeth. 

The thought of another Ginchan issue was troublesome, and I began to worry. I worried about Ginchan, but my worry didn’t stop there. I worried about the Main Street sale. I worried about my own health and the health of my loved ones. And I worried about the new coronavirus that was proving itself to be a pandemic after all.

5. Everything Closed; 

Everything Canceled

I still wasn’t feeling well. My symptoms were all over the place. Besides the body aches, I was lightheaded and confused. I suffered both constipation and diarrhea. I had a toothache, though the dentist could find nothing wrong. I felt like shit. Would this ever get better? 

I was so obsessed with my own problems that I didn’t mind when planned events began to cancel—I doubted I could have made them anyway. But after a while in that forced isolation, even I began to feel it. It started with missing things I really enjoyed, such as the Pet Pals for Cats meetings at the Oregon Humane Society where I’d been volunteering since 2006. 

Though adoptions were the mainstay of the shelter, my volunteer activities leaned more toward socializing the cats and helping out in other ways. People weren’t my strong point, and though most of them were nice and kind, I’d run into a few that still gave me nightmares. The huge family with a boatload of big, rowdy kids that insisted on adopting a shy puss who quailed at the slightest sound, for instance. Or the woman who confided to me that her last cat had hung itself by its own collar when out in the yard unattended. I’d been able to convey my concerns to the counselors who would finalize the adoptions, and I knew the people had good intentions and would give the cat a better home than a shelter, but the images stress me to this day.  

I’d quit doing adoptions to concentrate on the cats themselves. Pet Pals was a group of volunteers whose job it was to make the cats’ stay at OHS as stress-free as possible, one cat at a time. We especially focused on cats with behavior issues such as shyness or aggressiveness, as well as the ones who had been there a long time. Through our work, we had improved shelter cats’ lives and helped get many cats adopted. 

It was work I loved doing, so when the monthly meeting where we got together to discuss and learn was suddenly canceled, I couldn’t help but wonder...

How long would this thing last? 

When would we get to meet again? 

Next month? The month after? 

The news was filled with the pandemic, as if nothing else were happening in the world. Instead of coronavirus, they were beginning to call it by its specific designation, COVID-19. People speculated on where it had originated and how far it would spread. Was it true that “one day... like a miracle, it will disappear,” as our government leader claimed on multiple occasions? 

Another view was beginning to surface, the claim that the pandemic was all a great hoax. Some believed the news media was making it up, that the hospitals were not filling with people on the brink of death.

I disagreed. So far, I didn’t know anyone with the virus, (I had yet to admit that was what I’d suffered when I got back from Mexico) but I had no doubt the reports were true. I knew of the Chinese open markets where all sorts of wild animals were brought live to sell for food. I recognized the potential for disaster—we’d already had experience with zoonotic diseases such as SARS, avian influenza, and West Nile virus. Many places in the world were highly populated—if something did spill from an animal into the human population, it would spread. With people making international jumps daily, even hourly, any sickness would propagate even more widely. Thus, a pandemic. It doesn’t take the proverbial rocket scientist to recognize the potential. 

Besides, anything that person in the White House claimed was truth, I immediately disputed. Therefore, if he thought COVID was a hoax, then I knew absolutely in my little Democrat heart that it wasn’t.

Events continued to be withdrawn, rescheduled, and canceled, which told me no matter what anyone thought, something was really wrong. The Pretty Kitty Bazaar meeting was called off. My acupuncturist appointment was canceled. The Oregon Humane Society sadly postponed their annual Volunteer Appreciation Dinner and Awards Ceremony. My eye surgeon put off the post-op for the cataract surgery I’d had a few months before. Two dental appointments that were a month away also called, leaving it up in the air when they would be able to reschedule.

Meanwhile, businesses were shutting their doors as well. Restaurants, stores, malls—nearly thirteen thousand in Oregon alone. In March of 2020, a near-total closure of schools sent students home to isolate with their parents. The Oregon Humane Society had stopped permitting volunteers to enter the building. That left some three hundred dogs, cats, and small animals in the hands of a few paid staff.

Hospitals were slammed with critical patients from this new virus. Suddenly doctors and nurses, the first responders, became our heroes and our hope. Dressed in full quarantine outfits, they were the ones to wrestle with this insidious disease. They worked tirelessly against all odds. But in spite of their best efforts, the morgues filled up and so did the funeral parlors until they had to bring in refrigerated trucks for the dead. 

States were declaring emergency status. We were told to #stayhome. At first they called it lockdown, but later the term shelter in place came into our vocabulary, never to leave again. 

Meanwhile people sat in their little safety bubbles, afraid and alone, with nothing to do but watch the news and search on the internet. Filled with frustrated and frenzied panic, people began to change, and the world changed along with them. 

Writers, even cozy fiction ones, are encouraged to write a blog. My blogsite was the place I could write about whatever was on my mind. In March of 2020, the subject was COVID-19.

LOCKDOWN? WHAT A GREAT TIME TO READ A BOOK! 

MARCH 2020

The world’s gone crazy, and not the cat lady kind. We suddenly find ourselves in various states of voluntary quarantine. For some of us, the introverts, this may not change a lot of our daily routine, but for many, it’s a complete turnaround.

No matter what we think, it is what it is. Now that we’ve stocked up on toilet paper and black beans, let’s consider how we can turn this scary inconvenience into something worthwhile. For me, spending more time writing is right up my alley. If you’re not a writer, however, maybe this is a good time to catch up on your reading. Every author I know is running ads for their work, and I’m about to do the same. If my books bring even one person a little relaxation and relief from today’s crises, I have done my part.

Meanwhile, many animal shelters are closing their doors to the public and asking
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