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Dealing with Alzheimer's disease has taught Roseville couple  
to live in the moment  

Rhoda Fukushima rgfukushima@pioneerpress.com  

Five years ago, Tom Allen's wife, Julie, then 52, began have problems with 
memory loss. Initially, doctors thought the problem was psychological or 
menopausal and treated her accordingly. But in the past two years, Tom Allen, a 
spiritual director at Loyola Spirituality Center, began to think it was more serious. 
His wife had more trouble maintaining her business as an organization 
development consultant. In April 2010, the Roseville couple saw a neurologist, 
who diagnosed her with early-onset Alzheimer's disease. 
"I think we both knew it was the truth. We just needed someone to say it. We 
were ready to accept it. 

"We went back to the car and sobbed in each other's arms. 
 
"Julie became much less anxious. She calmed down because someone had a 
name for her problem. 
 
"Then, it was a matter of getting over the shock of it and getting some education. 
We were referred to HABIT (Healthy Action to Benefit Independence and 
Thinking), a memory-training program presented by the Mayo Clinic. We were 
the youngest couple. We came out of it ready to make changes in our lives to 
accommodate what was going on. 
 
"At one therapy session, Julie talked about what she wanted for me, what she 
wanted my life to be like as the disease progressed. The therapist and I were in 
tears. The therapist said to me, 'When she forgets who you are, she will still 
realize that you are safe to be with.' 
 
"I'm convinced the essence of the person doesn't leave. It's still in there, even if 
she can't communicate or remember who you are. The sacred center is still 
intact. 
 
"Julie is nowhere near being unable to communicate. She always has had 
something to offer, to contribute. But you have to be still enough, quiet enough to 
receive that. 
 



"Even now, all the grieving of this can overwhelm us, but there is joy and 
incredible growth. 
 
"The things that are core issues for me are still there. I thought I had managed 
them well, but this disease pushes all the buttons. When I get in touch with the 
anger, it usually means I have to be compassionate with myself. I'm really 
grieving the disease, knowing my wife is disappearing in front of me and it's no 
one's fault. 
 
"I pray every morning for an hour or more. Mary's life story is speaking to me 
through all of this. 
 
"First there is the Annunciation, when the angel Gabriel tells Mary she will bear a 
child, Jesus. We believe this process will be a sacred experience and also a gift 
to other people. 
 
"There is incredible grief connected to Mary's story. She goes to see Simeon in 
the temple with Baby Jesus. Simeon says her child is going to be important but 
her own heart is going to be pierced by a sword. It reminded me of being told you 
have Alzheimer's. 
 
"Then, there is Mary's experience of going through the death of Jesus. She was 
there, watching all of it. I think I am experiencing the same thing with Julie -- the 
grieving of it, the watching of it, being there fully. 
 
"We're getting more involved in the community of Alzheimer's. They tell you to 
plan for the worst and hope for the best. That's a hard thing to do. You need to 
stay in front of it. 
 
"We're selling our home. We're moving in to independent senior living. We've 
rewritten our wills, adjusted our financial planning. 
 
"We eat healthy, walk together every day. Julie's health is pretty good right now. 
She has always been pretty healthy. 
 
"I had health issues for the first time this year -- ever. It was clear to me they 
were stress-related. I have to remind myself to take care of myself. My prayer life 
is deep and rich. I go on retreats. I take time to rest. I meditate. 
 
"But the most important thing is to live in the moment, not getting caught up in the 
past or the future. We limit the amount of time we spend on the future. We make 
sure we create time and space to be together. Live in the moment." 
	  

	  


