
Helping change the stigma associated 
with Alzheimer’s disease one story at a time

Newmarket resident Jane 
Kennedy is on a mission 
to tell as many people as 

possible her family’s story.

Her mom, Eileen Howatt, is 
living with Alzheimer’s disease, 
a fatal illness that destroys 
memories and thinking skills, 
eventually robbing the person of 
the ability to do the simplest of 
tasks. 

More than 15,000 York Region 
residents are living with 
Alzheimer’s disease and other 
dementias, with that number 
expected to more than double 
by 2031.

“I think we need to keep talking 
openly about it and educate 
ourselves,” Jane said. 

“I talk about my mom’s  
illness to whomever will 

listen. I have been telling my 
story so others can feel that 

they are not alone. Telling 
my story also helps me make 

sense of it all. It helps me 
understand where my mom 

is with the disease.”
Eileen was diagnosed with 

Alzheimer’s disease in 2016, 
but Jane said she became 
suspicious something was 
wrong a couple of years before 
when her family, which includes 
her husband Michael and their 
daughters Sarah and Emma, 
went to visit her brother Kevin in 
England, whom they had seen a 
couple of years before.

“It was more like a complete 
personality change.”

Jane said her mom acted like 

Kevin “was a long lost son.” 

Jane also noticed her mom 
couldn’t remember whether she 
took her pills, so she ended 
up taking control of her mom’s 
medication. 

On the flight ride home, she 
kept attempting to get off the 
plane. And once they arrived 
back, “she had no recollection 
of the time we were away.” 

UNNECESSARY WORRY
At the time Eileen was 

looking after Sarah and Emma 
while Jane was working as a 
Newmarket elementary school 
teacher. Eileen would cook 
meals, do the laundry and help 
her grandkids get off the bus.

Once she was diagnosed, Jane 
hesitated about sharing that 
information with her children 
because she didn’t want them 
to worry.

“I spent most of my teenage 

years worrying about my sister 
who was sick with MS (multiple 
sclerosis.) I didn’t want my 
children to always be worried 
about someone who was ill. 
Also, I didn’t fully understand 
what (Alzheimer’s) was and 
(what) would be happening 
with my mom as the disease 
progressed.” 

It was Jane’s brother, Keith, 
who eventually encouraged her 
to tell her children. 

Eileen continued to look after 
her grandchildren until Jane 
began to notice some changes.

“I began to notice the forget-
fulness around daily things 
like setting the table, choosing 
appropriate clothing, forgetting 
to meet my daughter at the 
school bus or going to meet her 
too early or too late,” Jane said.  

Keith would call his mom to 
remind her to pick up the kids, 
but eventually he adjusted his 

Eileen Howatt sits with her daughter Jane Kennedy in the sensory garden at the Aurora 
DAY centre.
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work schedule so he could be 
with his mom when Jane and 
her family were working. 

Jane said despite her suspicion 
of her mom having Alzheimer’s, 
and living through her  
grandmother’s (her mom’s 
mom) battle with the same 
disease, she was still in denial 
of her mom’s illnesses.

“I wasn’t surprised (about the 
diagnosis), but I think a part of 
me didn’t really believe it at first 
because she was functioning so 
well on so many levels.”

BIG WAKEUP
But all that changed in 

December 2016. 

Eileen went outside one day 
after a snowstorm and got lost 
and was escorted back by the 
police.

 “That was a big wakeup call,” 
Jane said.

At that point, social workers 
from the Alzheimer Society of 

York Region came over and 
spoke with Jane and her family.

“We needed to hear that  
information together.” 

Jane found out about the DAY 
program and signed her mom 
up immediately.

 “The DAY program that is 
our lifeline. We wouldn’t be 
where we are today without 

the DAY program.”
“I wish I was not so much in 

denial when I heard about (her 
mom’s diagnosis). I would have 
done it (gone to DAY centre) 
sooner.” 

Jane said her mom initially 
didn’t want to go “but as soon 
as she got there she was fine.” 

“She needs routine and she will 
get it more in the program than 
she will get at home from me. 
My belief is the medication and 
the (DAY) program are helping 

slow the progression down. I 
truly believe that.”

Eileen, who was born in 
Newfoundland and grew up in 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, has been 
a caregiver most of her adult 
life. 

She raised six children. 
Her daughter Pamela died 
of leukemia when she was 
four and her daughter Diane, 
developed MS, which rapidly 
progressed until Eileen had to 
put her daughter into long-term 
care. 

LONGTIME CAREGIVER
Eileen went every day to care 

for her daughter until Diane died 
at the age of 37. Eileen then 
took care of her father and her 
husband, both of whom died 
after a battle with cancer.

Despite the losses in her life, 
Eileen, Jane said, was always a 
very happy, social person who 
loved to host dinner parties and 
play cards. 

She worked in retail for years, 
starting her career on the floor 
of K-Mart before migrating into 
the office. 

“Everyone loved  
my mom and people  

would often say what a kind 
sweet person (she is).” 

The disease, however, has 
changed her personality, 
causing her to angry and get 
frustrated, first at herself, then 
at Jane. “I have never seen the 
side, the disease brings out.”

However, her mom is still there, 
socializing with her friends at 
the DAY centre, creating art, 
dancing along to musicians and 

Alzheimer Society of York Region is a “lifeline”

Eileen Howatt baking at home.
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Eileen Howatt, right, and Jody, a volunteer, 
participate in the Artwell Project at the 
Aurora DAY centre in the fall. Artwell is a 
partnership between McMichael Canadian 
Art Collection and AS York. Activities were 
used to rekindle memories with the added 
bonus of lots of laughter.  



interacting with staff.

The illness has progressed. 
Jane picks out her mom’s 
clothing and prompts her to 
brush her teeth and comb her 
hair. 

Eileen can’t be left alone and 
she finds it difficult to carry on 
conversations as she can’t find 
the words. Her questions and 
sentences are repetitive. 

Jane said her personal biggest 
challenge with her mom right 
now is what’s called sundown-

ing, which begins as the sun 
sets in the early evening and 
continues, in Eileen’s case, for 
about three hours. 

Eileen becomes agitated and 
wants to leave, which can lead 
to wandering and sleepless 
nights for both Jane and Eileen. 

“She has no recollection of it in 
the morning.”

While Jane wonders how 
she can cope if sundowning 
continues, she also knows 
“everything works for a bit. 
Strategies work for a while, but 

eventually you have to change 
it up.”

Jane said she is grateful for the 
support around her including 
her brother and family. 

“Despite the frustrations and 
challenges we all face as 
a family, my children don’t 
hesitate to step up and help 
their grandmother. We have as 
many good days as bad where 
we can laugh and take it all in 
stride.”
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As many good days as bad days: Jane Kennedy 
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Top clockwise, Eileen in the Aurora garden; 
Aileen and fellow clients participate in music, 
dancing and singing as well as exercise pro-
grams. Eileen and her daughter Jane Kennedy 
were interviewed by the CBC. Eileen does art.


