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Our cat, General Burnside, died yesterday morning.  He was at least 21 years old.  He adopted us almost 14 years ago in Columbus, Ohio, where he'd been living as a skinny, desperate alley cat.  We invented stories about his origins based on his characteristics and habits.  One was that he had been an elderly lady's cat; another was that he was a family cat that went away to college with one of the children and then was lost.  What is certain is that he was a cat who loved human companionship.  Even at the end, when most cats would go off to be alone in death, he instead came into the room to be with my stepson, Daniel, who was caring for the General this summer when we were away.
 

The General remained playful right up into his very old age.  He ate tomato sauce.  He liked to go for rides in my bicycle basket.  He walked on a leash at the beach.  He talked a lot, and he had a broad cat vocabulary.  He liked to let us spin him in circles as he lay on a smooth, hard floor.  He adored watching me cook in the kitchen, and of course he was fed people food regularly in addition to his cat food.  He loved to be brushed and combed, and to have his nose and face stroked by a human hand.  He purred long and loudly.
 

The General was a good traveler.  He could charm the biggest, toughest security guards at any airport into talking babytalk to him.  He was good with children; he did not run and hide from them.  He tolerated their abuse without ever biting or scratching.  He even approached small children on the beach.
 

When he died he was about as thin and frail as he was when he adopted us, but in the years between adoption and death he was a robust, hardy and handsome Maine Coon cat.  He was strong, and never fat.  He slept in the bed with us, taking up plenty of space.  He would wake us up early in the morning.  In fact, he was always "pushing the schedule," eager to go to the next event in his daily routine.  He was an optimist.
 

He was a great presence in our home, and we miss him enormously.
 

Tom adds this, from a poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins:  
Sorrow's springs are the same.
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