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| Carry The Alzheimer’'s Gene

But I'm Tighting back with hope, science, and daily habils. By Kris

owember is Alzheimer's Awareness
Month, a time that hokds deep per-
sonal meaning for me amd my family.

Panic In Yellowstone

lhe moment my body hit the oy water,
everything dhanged. In Juby 2020, during a
pandemic road trip to Yellowstone, | stood
on a rocky diff watching the other adults and
kids in our “bubble” leap, laughing, thirty feet
diown into a lake. I've always been competit-
e and capable. 1 didnt want to be the only
one who didn't pemp. 2o | did.

lhie surface felt like conorete as | plunged
through it. The shock stole my kreath. As |
sank deeper than expected, the light abowe
mee shrank. Airless, | kicked upward. Sud-
denly, a childhood memaory rushed back -
nearly drowning in a lake decades earlier.
Panic floodied my body before | had words
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for it. Wy heart pounded, ears roaring, limbs
flailineg. For a splt second, | wasn't sure d
make it back to the surface.

1 did, gasping, shaking, stunned by the
intensity of what 1'd just feit. | told evenyone
wihat happened, partly because | couldnt
believe it my=elf. id always thought of myself
as strong - the oppasite of someane who
would Jose it* ke that. But panic didn't care
about the story | told myself about who | was.

The Grief That Preceded It

At the time | didn’t yet see that moment
for what it was: the overflow of grief, fear,
and stress that had been building inside me
for years.

My mother died of Alrheimer's in 2019,
I'd walked abongzide her through eadh heart-
bireaking stage of the dEsase - Mild Cognit-
e Imipairmenit, confusion, kes of ndepend-
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ence, and the slow fading of the mother |
knew. My grandmather had also developed
Alrheimer's in her early sixties. Watching his-
tory repeat itself was like witnessing a future
I didn't want to daim.

When the pandemic hit months [ater, the
unresolved gref in my body collided with
global uncertainty. That Ciff-jump panic
wasnt just fear of drowning - it was

everything [ hadn't allowed myself to feal,

Learning My Genetic Risk

Avyear later, in 2021, a neurologist spe-
cializing in prevention ordered genetic test-
ing. 1 learned I carry one copy of the APOE4
gene - the strongest known genetic risk
factor for labe-onset Aldheimer's. One copy
can double or triple risk; bwo copies can
raise it up to twekefold - actor Chris Hems-
waorth has publichy shared that he caries

twi. My grandmeather and mother almost
certaimly carmied at least one copy as well.
Mow | knew | carried the same letter of
warning inside me.

For days, | couldn’t breathe when |
thought about it. it fielt like déjaw, a letter
from my future self, stamped with a ques-
tion: Are yow next?

Panic, Again - And A Turning Point

Oine month later, the panic returned. |
was in Texas, going throwgh my maother's
belongings - photos, worn shoes, her hand-
writing on recipe card=. The room cosed in
around me. by heart raced. Sweat gathered
at my collarbone. | felt my=elf slipping into
that zarme tunne! of terror.

But this time, something was different. |
recognized what was happening. | sat down,
placed a hand on my heart, splashed cold
water an my face, and focused on the sensa-
tion. | breathied, slowty and intentianally,
grounding myse|f in the present. Seconds
later, thie wave passed.

That moment became my turming paint.
Panic was no longer something happen-
ing tome — it was something my body was
using to get my attention. And | finaly
listemed.

From Fear To Control The
Controllables

A5 an organizational psychologist, 'd
spent years studying behavior, motivation,
and performance - but suddenly neuros-
cience was personal. | started researching
hiow ifestyle, stress, and emotional well-be-
ing affect brain health. What | learned
offered baoth fear and hope: our genes tell
part af the story, but our daily choices write
the rest.

After awisit to a prevention dinic, | began
miaking more changes — nathing extreme or
perfect, just consistent.

I mawved my body every day, adding more
high-intensity workouts and strength tran-
ing bwa to three times 2 week. | shifted to
miastly whiole foods, following a MINDAedi-
terranean pattern with less sugar and

alcohol. | treated sleep as nonnegotiable,
aiming for sewen to eight hours. [ also prac-
ticed mindfulness, deep breathing, and grat-
itude — niot to “he calm’, but to retrain a
nersous system that had been bracing for
the waorst.

These habits didn just improve my
health - they softened my anxety,
sharpenad my thinking, and braught joy
back

Purpose, Community, And OptWell

Creer time, that personal shift became a
mission. | started wohanteering with the
Alrhwimer's Azsociation and later joined its
linois Chapter Research Committes to elew-
ate prevention research. | <aw how fragmen-
ted our healthcare systemn is, how alone fam-
ilies feel, and how many peoplds halieve
coqnitive decline is inevitable. | wanted to
change that.

Evernibually, | founded Optwiell, a nonprofit
in Chicago's western suburhs dedicated to
making healthy habits accessible. We focus
an five evidence-based pillars of brain health
(a0 good for your heartk: Eat Well, Get
Moving, Mental Wellness, Quality Sleep, and
Manage Health.

The Habits That Help Me - And Can
Help You
My prevention plan is simple, sustainable,
and grounded in research. These are the
habits that calm rmy mind and support brain
health:
= Move daily
I aim for 45 minutes of moderate exercise
mixst days (walking, tennis, or pickleball)
and strength training two to three times
weekly. Movement increases blood flow to
the brain and strengthens memaony.
= Eat for your brain
I fcuts on colorful produce, whole grains,
olive oil, nuts, beans, leafy greens, berries,
enqs, and fish. Pwe swapped ultra-
processed snacks with real food that
nourisheas.
* Protect sleep
A nonnegotiable seven to eight howrs 3

nighit. Skeep helps the brain dear waste,
inchuding beta-armyloid, the sticky protein
linked to Alzheimers.
= Support mental healkth
Daily deep breathing, mindfulness,
gratitude, and staying sodally connected
all calm my nervous system and sharpen
my focus in tennis. Chronic stress and
ealation silently inorease risk for cognitive
dedine.
* Build cognitive reserve
| pursue new, effortiul leanning: re-
kearning Spanish and piano. Mewness
strengthens neural pathways that support
miemaory and cognitive resilience.
lhiese aren't just my habits; they're acts of
prevention amyane can adopt. Start small:
swap a sugary drink for water, walk with a
friend after dinner, or put your phone away
before bed. Eadh choice strengthens the
niesural pathways supparting memaony and
.

Legacy Reframed

[ often think about what Alzheimer's took
from my miother and grandmother. But |
altso think about what their jourmeys gave
M A pase, Compassion, and urgency.

[ cam't rewrite my genetic code, buk | can
shape how its expressed with every meal,
ewery walk, every mindful breath.

If sharing rmyy story encourages even ane
persan bo care for ther brain a litthe mone -
to miowe more, eat with intention, ar tend to
thedr mental wellHbeing - then my famiby's
legacy becomes ane of prevention and
hope, not loss. &
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