The Black Light of Darkness
By Guy Simchi
Blindness is a condition that creates a great many limitations. When I became blind four years ago at the age of 33, I lost many of my capabilities. For me, like for everyone else, it was understood that I would watch movies, participate in sports, travel and tour wherever I wanted with practically no limitation on where I might choose to go. When I became blind, the outside world, highways and byways, closed before me.

The only way open to me to experience the world was within my inner world- my thoughts and feelings. I had so many plans and things waiting to begin and come to fruition, but the sudden darkness stopped me from achieving them. The fear and despair was so powerful, I just wanted to go to bed and stay there for the rest of my life. The depression and hopelessness almost broke me. In the end, after a long process of inner struggle and with the help of my beloved wife, the will to live won out. One question remained--- How would I live?
The thought of how I would come back to life and return via the highways and byways I had walked until then, was very complicated. In order to do so, I would need a tool that would make it possible. The year after I became blind, I was taught to use a white cane but unable to accept the idea of walking with it and, thereby, coming “out of the closet” about my blindness. I was embarrassed at the thought that others would see me as a “blind man”. My family and friends helped me get from place to place. My dependence on others gave me the feeling that I was no longer in control of my time or will. 
After two years, I took my cane out of its case in which it had sat, unused, for a year. Walking with a cane left me with a profound feeling of loneliness. In my eyes, and in the eyes of bystanders, the cane seemed a threat. Everywhere I walked, I was accompanied by the noise of its tap-tapping on the ground. Once in a while, I would inadvertently hit the legs of people passing by. I felt alone. My ability to integrate into my environment fell drastically. I am sure that many people saw me pass by with my cane, but I never knew they were there. I was also disturbed by how often I bumped into things- electric poles, trees, people. It felt to me like a constant sense of failure. I walked very slowly, which only increased my feeling of lack of control.
The day that I heard about the Israel Guide Dog Center for the Blind in Beit Oved, a feeling of vibrancy and great hope flowed into my life. I came to the Center for a few days to check things out. The instructors at the Center checked to see if I met their criteria as a Guide Dog Handler and I checked to see if working with a Guide Dog would be appropriate for me. My first meeting with a Guide Dog could be described as a “first encounter”- like the first time a baby or child experiences something. It was an experience that will stay in my heart for the rest of my life. I held the harness fastened to Hero’s back--- like his name, he really was a great hero--- and I began to walk with him at my chosen pace without bumping into any obstacles at all!
It was a sense of freedom and release I had not felt since I became blind. I felt like I was flying over the ground while Hero walked beside me, gently and sensitively guiding my steps, the steps of a young child first learning to walk. From that moment, I knew that a Guide Dog was the best possible solution for me, without yet grasping or understanding the deep connection that would develop between us.

Two months later, I arrived at Beit Oved for my three-week course in learning to live beside a Guide Dog. I met Turner, a Black Lab chosen for me by the course instructors. I was very moved when I received Turner. That was the moment I understood that my fantasies of freedom were going to come true. Turner was amazing, quiet and introverted, but full of life and play. During the course I learned that, in order for Turner and me to work together, we would have to develop a deep mutuality: Turner would give me security and the ability to fulfill my dreams and I would have to return his love, respect him and take good care of him.
The day I arrived home with him, it was as if I had arrived home with a new baby. My two-year-old son, Daniel, sat down on the rug and said to me: “Daddy, this is MY rug”. For two weeks, every time Turner’s bowl was filled with water, Daniel would knock it over. I think even Daniel understood the significance of my deep relationship with Turner. Perhaps he thought that, like a younger brother, Turner might take his place. 

However, very quickly--- with help, love and acceptance--- both Daniel’s and mine, Turner assumed his own place in our family and our home. Suddenly I found myself out of the house much more frequently and enjoying travel by foot. The embarrassment I felt walking with a cane disappeared. And I no longer felt alone. I had Turner by my side guiding my every step. I started to get many reactions from passersby who stopped me on the street asking to pet him, interested in him and asking questions about him. That way, they began to speak with me and I experienced interesting and lovely encounters with people that had never happened when I used a cane. 
Today, I find myself on new highways and byways, places to which I had stopped going when I became blind. My sense of security and my ability to navigate in any environment has greatly increased. And when I walk, I don’t only walk on my own two feet, but also with Turner’s legs supporting me.
I can fulfill my role as a father, taking part in Daniel’s social interactions. When Turner and I walk him to pre-school, children come up to us to pet Turner and he is the center of attention. Were it not for Turner, children would not approach me and I would be unable to come into contact with Daniel’s friends and feel their connection with him.

When I made new friends from the world of dogs--- other blind Guide Dog Handlers and dog-lovers--- I made new and significant connections that enriched my world and added new levels to my life that I did not relate to or experience before. Even in my professional life as a social worker in a psychiatric unit, Turner accompanies me during my individual and group sessions and inspires the patients in the unit, who wait for each chance to see him, ask about him and stay close to him. He has a relaxing effect on them.
Turner and I are practically inseparable. He accompanies me everywhere. There are some places that don’t allow me in with him, for example, certain restaurants, and many times they suggest that I leave him outside and go in without him--- a situation that would both limit my mobility and leave Turner outside alone. I would never do that. I feel as if doing that would be like leaving my eyes and my best friend outside and going in without them.
I want to mention that over the course of my first few months with him, I worried that, during his work helping me get from place to place, I would limit Turner’s freedom and keep him from fulfilling his desires. It took Turner and me about half a year to depend completely, or almost completely, on one another. As I felt more practiced in walking with him, I began to give him more freedom, even when he was working, to afford him maximum freedom and a sense of fulfillment. Turner loves people and he often wishes to approach them to get a pet and some attention. I permit this, even though it sometimes delays me. Whenever he is not working--- he is free to do the things he loves like roaming and playing in the yard. We take time to play together, which he really enjoys and strengthens the bond between us.
What they taught me at the Israel Guide Dog Center for the Blind is that Turner is also happy to work. I can feel his enormous willingness and devotion to his work. He is overjoyed when I turn to put on my jacket and take him out. 
Yes, Turner is the recipient of a great deal of love, but that is only right. My love for Turner befits this Black Lab who has lit up the darkness for me.
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