


DRIVEN | Man got his driver’s license in August
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Marissa and St. Libory.

Rhein was passing another car
about midnight when he lost con-
trol of his vehicle and crashed
along the highway.

Rhein’s neck was broken at the
fourth vertebrae. He was flown to
St. Louis University Hospital.

“There were four other people
in the car, and they walked away
fine,” Rhein said, noting the
friends were going from one
house to another. “One gir]l had a
bruise on her hip. That was it.”

For the first 24 hours, doctors
didn’t know if Rhein would live or
die. They removed some of his
hip bone and used it to fuse his
spinal column back together.

The good news that Rhein

would pull through was followed

by horribly bad news.

“We were told immediately
that he was paralyzed for life,”
said his mother, who also has an
older son and daughter. “They
said he would never walk again
and that we needed to prepare
ourselves.”

Rhein spent more than three
months at St. Louis University
and St. Mary’s Hospital in St.
Louis before his release June 26.
Three weeks later, he traveled to
the Sheppard Center in Atlanta,
Ga., for more hip surgery and re-
habilitation.

By October of 2001, Rhein had
regained limited movement in his
arms. He underwent therapy at
the Rehabilitation Center of St.
Louis until his insurance ran out.

Rhein eventually got a part-
time job at Environmental
Restoration in Fenton, Mo.,
where he still tracks equipment
by entering data into a computer.

In August of last year, Rhein
asked his doctor the big question:
Could he drive again?

“I knew there were other

« quads out there driving,” Rhein
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said. “But I didn’t know what I
needed to do or at what level I
could drive.”

Experimental journey

Dr. Cristina Sadowsky at the
Rehabilitation  Institute recom-

“ mended Rhein for an experimen-

tal program led by Dr. Leonard
Matheson of Washington Univer-
sity School of Medicine.

Two of Matheson’s graduate
students, Eggum and Mark Show-
ers, designed the program to help
quadriplegics build upper-body
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Rhein uses this practice wheel to condition his hand grip
and arm movement during his weekly rehab sessions.

strength specifically for driving.

“By increasing their physical
fitness, we can lower the cost of a
van (because it needs less adap-
tive equipment),” Eggum said.

Key to the therapy is a piece of
equipment called PrimusRS. It
functions as a vehicle simulator
with hand controls for accelerat-
ing, braking, turning and signal-
ing.

The equipment also has a
computer that stores patient in-
put and output during exercises
and uses the information to chart
progress. ;

The PrimusRS is on loan from
BTE Technologies, a company
based in Denver and Baltimore
that manufactures rehabilitation
equipment. :

“We like to get it in the hands
of bright, young, motivated peo-
ple for research and development
programs like this,” said Tim
Seals, director of functional test-
ing and evaluation products for
BTE.

Rhein started therapy in Sep-
tember of 2004. His neck, shoul-

der, arm and upper-back strength
steadily increased for 10 months
before he reached a plateau.

Rhein’s case has helped Math-
eson and his students contribute
to the theory that quadriplegics
can benefit from rehabilitation.

“It shows that 4% years after an
accident, you can still improve,”
Eggum said. “You're not stuck
where you are forever.”

Until Rhein can afford a van,
his mother will continue to drive
him to the Rehabilitation Center
for therapy. He’s also accompa-
nied by his support dog, Gardner,
a golden retriever.

The well-behaved dog has be-
come a celebrity among staff
members. He lies on the floor by
the PrimusRS while Rhein does
his exercises.

“I mainly use him for picking
up stuff that I drop,” Rhein said.
“When I got him (two years ago),
he knew 88 different commands.
He can turn on a light switch. He
can jump up and get my keys off
the counter. He'll do anything for
atreat.”




