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IRVINE – Dozens gathered at Mason Regional Park on Saturday to
paint pieces of what will be an art installment to raise awareness for
Parkinson's disease.

The second annual Unity Barbecue featured artist Jack Knight, who will
take the pieces of tubing, tiles and canvas and create a piece to hang
on the walls of Aliso Viejo-based Parkinson's in Balance.

The event drew those affected by the disease and offered an afternoon
of escape.

"I try to pick something that is therapeutic," said Allison Conway, founder of Parkinson's in Balance. "I find it
so calming to be able to sit here and create something."

Her painted tile read, "I make Parkinson's look good."

This is the second year Conway, 35, has held the Unity Barbecue in an effort to raise awareness for an illness
she knows well.

Conway was diagnosed with an auto-immune disease at age 13, colon cancer at age 24 and young onset
Parkinson's at age 32.

She founded Parkinson's in Balance, a nonprofit that offers support groups, fitness classes and other
services for those suffering from the disease, as a way to be involved and give back to the community.

"When you're diagnosed with Parkinson's, services are offered based on what region you live in ... and I didn't
like that idea," she said. "I felt we should be able to choose our own resources."

The Unity Barbecue is another resource for those affected by Parkinson's, she said.

Conway partnered with various organizations, such as the National Parkinson's Foundation and the American
Parkinson's Disease Association, to create a one-stop shop for information in a casual environment.

For Yorba Linda residents Marilyn and Dale Smith, having a place to go where others understand their
struggle is what is important.

"It's amazing how we're all one big happy family," said Marilyn Smith, 67. "We're all at different places with
different symptoms but you can talk to them about it and they understand."

Marilyn Smith was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 2006 and Dale Smith, 83, was diagnosed with
Parkinson's that same year.

"We're kind of a unique couple," Marilyn Smith said.

Finding ways to stay active and connected to others remains a high priority for the couple.
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