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Dedicated to Tony Husband. 

Tony was more than an extraordinary artist; he was a rare companion in creativity and spirit. He saw possibilities in my work I hadn’t dared to imagine, and he taught me, gently and with humour, what it truly means to believe in yourself. His art brought laughter, insight and warmth to others, but it was his generosity, patience and unwavering support that shaped me most deeply. Though he left us in October 2023, his guidance, his mischievous kindness and his spirit continue to walk beside me in every story I tell. He is missed beyond words.




Foreword

Statistics today tell us that we will undoubtedly either be directly affected ourselves or have a loved one, or someone else we know, affected by dementia. That’s a harsh but sad truth. I know this from first-hand experience, having been the primary carer for my late wife, Barbara Windsor, who lived with Alzheimer’s disease from 2014–2020 (with symptoms starting a few years earlier). We spent twenty-seven years together. During and since that time, both Barbara and I campaigned for better awareness of and care for the dementia community, bringing about some much-needed change (although there is still more to be done).

In my experience, caring for a loved one is a time when your life is turned upside down and you are presented with challenges and emotions that test you to your limits. You will run a gauntlet of emotions – from fear, shock, anger, sadness and guilt to helplessness – while also trying to recognise that you are carrying out one of the most privileged and loving acts you can give another human being. I remember at the time, as I navigated what was happening to our lives and tried to protect Barbara, there seemed very little respite to calm my inner self. I needed a soothing perspective and voice to help me understand what I was going through and to reassure me that everything I was feeling was completely normal.

And oh, how I wish I had come across the calming words and information shared by Gina Awad, a lady who has devoted many years of her life to supporting people living with dementia and their loved ones. Even to this day, some years after Barbara passed, I can still return in my mind to those, at times, traumatic and seemingly never-ending days facing the unknown. I truly believe that reading When Time Aligns would have left me with a sense of being wrapped in a comfort blanket, and I now know it’s what I needed then.

Gina, along with illustrations by Mark Hannon, relays a calming, informative and spiritual guide to understanding what we may encounter. By sharing stories that reflect human responses, explaining the illness and its variations, and offering practical actions that can be put into place, it never feels like a medical leaflet or lecture.

Gina speaks through ‘Sienna’ in a beautiful, soft and relatable language that prepares us for things we may not yet understand as we hold on tight in the eye of the storm. She helps us to breathe and take things one step at a time, which, to me, felt like a gentle running stream in a summer haze, bringing a sense that I am not alone, and feeling less frightened and more informed than before reading this book.

There is also a beautifully subtle insight into our own selves and spiritual care. I speak in hindsight, but I know people are living through their own journeys now. I urge anyone wishing to know a little more about what they are facing to read this book. I hope you feel the same sense of comfort that I felt when reading it.

Scott Mitchell

Dementia campaigner and People’s Champion of the UK government-funded Dame Barbara Windsor Dementia Goals Programme

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/life-sciences-healthcare-goals/dame-barbara-windsor-dementia-goals




Introduction

I have always been drawn to the stories people carry: their joys, sorrows and the subtle moments that shape the course of everyday life. Some of my earliest memories of caring are from when I was eight years old, accompanying my nan into local care homes. She ran creative arts sessions for the residents, and my sister and I would join her. Looking back, it wasn’t the engaged residents who stayed with me; it was those who seemed lost, disconnected or frightened. As a child I couldn’t articulate what I was sensing, but something in me noticed the social isolation. Something in me wondered why.

Those early memories sat quietly dormant until four decades later, when I began my Open University degree. It was then that the memories resurfaced with clarity and something clicked. Those childhood visits became the catalyst for what has now been almost thirteen years of forging connection in the community, supporting organisations, raising awareness, inspiring change and walking alongside families as a companion and advocate.

That path also led to my first book, United, a project that would not have existed without the late cartoonist Tony Husband. Tony was far more than an illustrator; he was a creative force, a teacher and a rare kindred spirit whose humour and humanity shaped the heart of that book. His belief in the power of storytelling and in the way ordinary moments can shift understanding continues to guide me. Without the experience of creating United and without Tony’s generous presence in my life, this second book would not have found its way into the world.

Throughout these years, I have witnessed families navigating the daily realities of dementia often with enormous love but very little support for themselves. Guilt, fear, uncertainty and sheer exhaustion weave themselves through their experience, yet I have also seen courage, creativity and deep compassion. People do not need to be perfect to make a difference; they simply need someone to understand their world. These stories, and the emotional truths within them, are what inspired this book.

The stories I share are drawn from many places: families I have supported directly, people I have met, research, and the wider landscape of planning ahead and navigating complex systems. Names and details have been changed to protect privacy, and some stories are composites created to illuminate universal aspects of dementia without identifying any one person. I am mindful that no single language feels right for everyone; people living with dementia, and their families, describe their experiences in many ways, so the words within these pages are chosen with care and respect.

Dementia itself is not one condition but a broad umbrella term that includes many different diseases, each with its own characteristics, challenges and expressions. Some are more common, some are rare and some people live with more than one dementia at the same time. Around 3.9 million people under the age of sixty-five live with young-onset dementia (YOD) worldwide, reflecting the wide range of experiences and ages affected. Symptoms may overlap or diverge entirely, and the progression can look very different from person to person. By referring to ‘a dementia diagnosis’, I honour this diversity and recognise that no two experiences are ever the same; a truth that underpins every story.

To help tell these stories, I created Sienna. She is not me, yet her voice is mine. Through her, the emotional, relational and practical landscapes of dementia care can be explored with nuance and gentle depth. She has a therapy dog, Willow, and a partner named Asha – grounding her in her own life while allowing the narrative to explore the themes of connection, boundaries, love, loss, work-life balance and healing that emerge from truly witnessing another person.

When Time Aligns carries several layers of meaning. It speaks to the rhythm of human connection, those moments when understanding lands softly between people, when a person living with dementia feels seen, or when a care partner realises they are not failing but are simply tired and human. Timing shapes everything in dementia care: when we meet someone where they are; when we pause, listen and let silence speak. The process of creating this book also relied on time aligning, the right moments of reflection, collaboration and trust. Working with the illustrator, Mark Hannon, over the past eighteen months has been a joy. His illustrations mirror the emotional truth of the stories, capturing tenderness, humour and humanity in a way only art can.

My work, my
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