while back Monte and I were climbing a ramp in front of

aschool. | noticed a woman watching us from a distance,

and as we reached the top, she called, “You've got a
mighty handsome companion there!”

In a futile effort to salvage my fragile self-concept, I shouted
back, “Are you talking to me or the dog?” She laughed and waved,
then walked across the parking lot and up the stairs. We chuckled
together and exchanged dog stories while my charming sidekick
accepted affectionate scratches and licked her hand in return. Asshe
left, she assured me that I was every bit as handsome as Monte.

Something’s wrong when being as attractive as a Labrador
retriever actually improves your self image, but that's just one of
many revelations I've encountered in my one-year adventure with
a service dog,

I thought that Monte would be my four-legged servant, antici-
pating my needs and fulfilling my every desire, a combination but-
lerfmaid with a cold nose. Instead I got a floor littered with plush
toys and a constantly wagging tail threatening anything in its path.
[ got a tireless retriever who returns a tennis ball until it’s too slob-
bery to hold. I got a devoted partner who always greets me enthu-
siastically, never gets angry, instantly forgives my impatience and
eagerly performs nearly any task in return for a pat on the head and
an occasional crunchy biscuit.

L anticipated a furry dedicated attendant, always on call, no sick
days and no appointment necessary. Monte fulfills those expecta-
tions with a comical twist. He may appear sound asleep, but the
moment | drop something, his head snaps upright. He's instantly
prepared to retrieve — after he stretches, shakes his head, then
pounces as though the lost item must be subdued before he can
safely return it.

As he transforms the frustration of an unreachable object into
an entertaining pursuit, Monte reminds me that most everyday
calamities aren’t the disasters [ often perceive. I expected a service
dog. I received a constant reminder that life can be calm and peace-
ful, as long as nobody utters the word “Frisbee.”

Connecting In Public

The presence of a wheelchair in pubhc settings frequently cre-
ates invisible interpersonal barriers, Others hide their discomfort
as they shuffle apologetically aside and try not to stare while their
uncertainties circle in uneasy silence. Children are quickly shushed
when they point and ask innocent questions. I'm embarrassed,
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It’s not easy playing second fiddle to a Labrador retriever, but Rich
Dixon says he hardly minds at all.
smiling as though nothing’s wrong while I seek the quickest possi-
ble escape. But all of that awkward silliness disappears when
Monte’s around.

Dogs forge instant relationships, and service dogs seem to
amplify that effect because they appear in unexpected places. Even
when I'm feeling self-conscious and wishing [ could be a bit less
noticeable, complete strangers become Monte’s instant pals and
I'm an automatic member of his socal network.

People at the next table in a restaurant become immediate
friends. We learn all about their dogs and their kids” dogs. We listen
to fond recollections and bittersweet remembrances of faithful,
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Lilke many other things, handcycling is more fun with Monte.

beloved companions. We laugh as our new comrades imagine the
potential chaos if theit own lovable but unruly dog entered an enyi-
ronment full of strangers and food.

Monte loves carrots. At one of our favorite hangouts, we scarce-
ly reach our table before he is welcomed warmly with a doggie veg-
gie plate. If the server is new, one of the veterans introduces her —
to Monte. Usually they greet us as well, but he’s the obvious guest
ofhonor. Other diners giggle at the impromptu entertainment as I
violate service dog protocol by tossing an occasional carrot to the
star of the show.

Monte’s quiet demeanor in crowded situations always generates
admiring comments. Even non-dog lovers smile and note his remark-

able behavior. Whenever we're together, something in his calm,
friendly manner draws people to us. My wife and I frequently chuck-
le when someone greets Monte, tells him how beautiful he is, then as
an afterthought speaks to us. We're dlearly just part of his entourage.

I often struggle in the rushed, barren atmosphere of a hotel lobby.
Business travelers are on a mission, families are frazzled and children
are restless. A wheelchair signifies an unwelcome complication involv-
ing special room arrangements and accommodations that slow the
process and require extra effort. It's easy to feel like Tim in the way, to
imagine that people are silently thinking that things would be simpler
ifThadn’t appeared. But something about Monte’s presence seems to
encourage folks to unwind and slow down a little.

One especially harried check-in clerk at an upscale resort apolo-
getically advised me that T'd have to sign a damage waiver to allow
Monte in the hotel. She laughed and relaxed when [ assured her that
I posed a much greater risk of unacceptable behavior than Monte. In
a short time the cdlerk, manager, and a couple of weary guests were
chatting, smiling, and admiring Monte — and his owner, of course.
Each time [ saw those folks during the next few days T felt a bit like [
was encountering old friends.

Anywhere we go together, Monte elicits excited grins from kids
and warm smiles from adults. Despite his “working dog” label, peo-
ple are drawn to him. Most folks ask permission to pet him, but
many simply cannot resist. The most reserved individuals become
puddles of mush, scratching his head as they share the life stories of
their own dogs.

There’s something magical about a being that triggers giggles just
by showing up.

SCI-Step

We believe that recovery is possible and
life without the use of a wheelchair can be
obtained. Sci-Step continually researches
the industry to bring the best recovery
modalities to our facility.

= Neuromuscular Memory

= Muscle Mass Recovery = Aquatic Therapy

and Regeneration « Acupuncture

» Massage Therapy

« Weight Bearing Exercise

Curing Paralysis One Step

« Cardiovascular Conditioning

Please visit our website at www.sci-step.com or contact Michele Brocl for more information!
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