This essay was cathartic for me to write – it is one of the ways I deal with grief I suppose. 

Eulogy for Soda

Fellow hunters, family and dog friends; I have some sad news about our dear yellow lab Soda. The saga of her illness over the last three weeks has come to a close with us having to put her to sleep. The final diagnosis after five complete blood workups and consultation from several vets and the oncology group in Fort Collins, CO was a granulacitic form of bone cancer - no known genetic connection, simply bad luck. Prognosis was 10% survival chance for 1 year with intensive chemo and radiation (if I could get it) and an initial kickstart of transfusions to get her up to snuff to START treatments. I couldn't do that to her. After a family meeting, a few photos, and a last supper of serious no-nos like a chicken thigh (bone-in!) and an Alpo/cream dessert, I took her to the Vet for the last time. 

Her background was one of pure hunting stock with a sweet, people-oriented personality. Her potential was clear, and I will remember her in two situations, both of which almost break my heart to think about right now; 

When Soda was an eight month-old pup I decided to take her out on an Alberta October "play hunt" as part of her retriever training before the weather turned really hard. Plans for next year were that we would work seriously on waterfowl, but for now as an eight month-old, it was still a game. We walked out into a cool, calm and humid sunrise to try to drop a couple of teal in a shallow slough for her to practice some water retrieves. The record-breaking mild fall had shattered wheat shoots sprouting so the fields were verdant and I could see ducks whizzing in and out of the invisible slough that lay 1/2 mile out and below our line of sight. Snow geese were crying high overhead as they pushed south amid building upper level winds. As we walked out the short wheat shoots in the distance were being flattened in ripples by wind gusts moving toward us. 

The temperature began dropping with each gust and wicked line of streaky luminescent white clouds were ripping across the horizon. As I approached the slough I heard racket so I leashed Soda and we crawled up to peek over the edge where 3,000 snowgeese, Canadas and white-fronted geese preening, stretching and preparing to fly out and feed in the wheat stubble. What had been a casual walk with a green pup was quickly turning into a very very serious hunting situation and I wondered if it was a good idea to pursue this on her very first waterfowling outing. Good idea or not, I knew exactly what I was going to do. We backed away from the slough, threw a few decoys into the stubble and covered ourselves with straw - a somewhat futile game that she liked alot but was not really necessary since she matched the yellow stubble perfectly. Geese began rolling up off the slough and scattering around the fields in small flocks. Larger flocks were circling down from the migrating streams on high. 

The first 50 snows were in the duck decoys within the first minute after we lay down and I doubled on two young ones that were hanging motionless in the wind no more than 15 yards from my toes. Soda was on them instantly making every mistake a retriever pup can make; running from one to the other whenever the wind would make a wing lift or flutter; tucking her tail and scampering circles around them as the pure joy of her instincts overflowed, then, dragging them by wing and tail first this way then that. I let her play for a while then picked one up, used a decoy line to tie it into a tight, extremity-free parcel and played fetch for a few throws. That was all it took for her to make the connection: a feathered bird falls, she fetches just like a training dummy and I am very very pleased. Over the next four hours the misting rain turned to horizontal wet snow and goose numbers kept increasing. She picked up 8 lesser snow geese, one Ross' goose, 2 mature specklebellies, a giant race Canada goose and a tiny cackling goose, 1 drake pintail, 3 mallards, and 2 green-winged teal. The law said I could kill three more geese and a couple more ducks but something inside of me said to stop shooting. We had accomodated Thanksgiving (both of them) and Christmas geese for us and our close friends. We just snuggled down under my parka below the wind and watched geese fly, decoy, roll up and wiffle into the slough. It was quite a din and Soda vascillated between snuffling a teal and watching flocks skimming over our head in a fast hover. 

The second memory I will try to hold of her came a year later. It is my birthday and one day after the Sept. 1 waterfowl opener but Soda is lying with her head on my lap, too sick to hunt. She can't know the vestiges of betrayal that have been swirling around inside of me as we logically work our way to a firm medical diagnosis that will tell me what I have to do. My 3-year old daughter is sitting and reading a book with one leg draped over her beloved pet who is making muffled whines and whose legs are twitching over some imaginary or recalled pursuit. My hope beyond hope is that here, on her last day on earth, after three weeks of vet visits, hematocrits and prednisone that she is re-living the sound of goose music and the feathery rush of mallards head-high above us as we lay warm in a bed of wheatstraw and Gortex. In that morning is a shared image of her pushing her yellow muzzle into my face while the snow gathers on her two dozen birds For a moment our eyes are locked and transmitting something. Her message is clear, "Please give me half of that peanut butter and jelly sandwich you are eating", so I do. I would hope that at the same moment she could see in my eyes the appreciation and admiration I would continue to hold for the rest of her short life. You were a great dog Soda Pop. We are going to miss you like hell. 

Lee Foote 
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