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Introduction

 I suffer from
obstructive sleep apnea. The term apnea stems from the old-Greek
word apnoia, which literally means: no air.

Suffering from sleep apnea is maybe a
strong word, because I have never noticed anything about it.
However, my wife Myriam noticed that I stopped breathing every now
and then during my sleep, years ago.

A visit to a very nice neurologist in
Indonesia woke me up: I have a moderate form of sleep apnea.
Moderate? So it is not all that bad? That’s what the Dutch comedian
and word-artist Herman Finkers would say about this.

 


Sit down please because I have bad news for
you, the doctor said.

Finkers: I had heard that a bad-news
conversation is one of the toughest parts of a doctor’s job.

So, I put him a bit at ease; I gave him a
cigarette and put a package of tissues ready.

You have chronic lymphatic leukemia

I said, I don’t even know what that is.

The doctor said: it is cancer.

How weird, I said, I never have cancer.

It is blood cancer but it is mild.

O how fortunate. So, it is not going to kill
me.

Yes, it is going to kill you.

But the odds for a cure are good.

No, it is incurable.

Okay, so it is incurable and it will kill
me.

Yes.

As long as it is mild. That is fortunate.
You frightened me a bit there.

 


In my case, it is bad, because
according to the neurologist sleep apnea is the main cause of
another condition I have: vascular dementia. This does not mean
that I am completely demented, but the dementia could evolve
further. It could take some time but five years from now everything
could be dramatically different. I don’t want to think about it -
but of course, that is exactly what I do.

I did some light popular-scientific research
into sleep apnea. Full disclosure; I searched the internet for
information. I am not a scientist, nor a neurologist, so please
forgive me if I make mistakes in my observations.

I read that two percent of women and four
percent of men has sleep apnea. If you experience more than five
breathing stops during your sleep and you are overly tired during
the day then you belong to this group.

General practitioners have trouble
recognizing this condition. That is not exclusively their fault; it
is also due to the vague complaints patients report to them. This
is why sleep apnea is more often than not qualified as burnout.

“Often, it is a partner who notices that
somebody suffers from breathing stops during sleep,” the internet
reports. That’s how it went in my case as well. Myriam did notice
it but for a very long time we never thought of doing anything
about it.

Breathing stops usually last between 10 and
30 seconds, but longer stops also occur. A breathing stop upsets
the exchange of gases: the body absorbs insufficient amounts of
oxygen (hypoxemia) and does not breathe out carbon dioxide
(hypocapnia).

Usually, the body reacts to such a
situation: the brain signals to the breathing center that you have
to wake up. After that, breathing returns to normal.

There is much more to say about this topic,
but these details won’t help anybody. The possible causes of sleep
apnea are more interesting because you can (possibly) do something
about them.

What are those causes? I read: being
overweight, smoking, genetic factors, a short jaw, deviations in
the throat-, nose- and ear area, lung deviations, reflux disease
(lengthy sufferings from gastric acid), low muscle tension of the
mouth and throat muscles or chronic kidney failure.

Remarkable: there is an undeniable link
between being overweight, snoring and apnea. People who are
overweight, snore more often, according to Wikipedia.

So much for the causes. What about the
consequences? Here we find a mix of remarkable and easily
controllable phenomena like suddenly waking up with a shock,
abnormal sleepiness during the day, tiredness, irritability,
extreme perspiration during sleep, muscle pain due to muscle
acidification and hypertension (high blood pressure).

That is quite a list and the conclusion is
as follows: those who have this condition have an increased risk of
vascular diseases and an increased need for insulin.

What on earth can you do against this? The
options are unfortunately limited to behavioral changes and that is
for some of us easier than for others. Still, every kilo you lose
diminishes apnea by 3 percent. Other recommendations are regular
exercise or sports, stop drinking alcohol before you go to sleep,
give up smoking, go to bed at a regular time, not using caffeine
before sleep, and making sure that your bedroom is cool.

These are so far, some of the explanations
about sleep apnea, its possible causes and its consequences.
Ventilating with a machine, like the Resmed Air Sense 10 I use,
does not cure sleep apnea. Treating the symptoms must go on for the
rest of your life.

In this book, I describe how I ended up in
this situation and what my experience is with the Air Sense
machine. My objective is to generate more attention for sleep apnea
and to help others dealing with it. The sooner a treatment begins,
the better it is for the patient.

So, if your spouse or your partner tells you
that you stop breathing every now and then during your sleep
although you are unaware of it, it makes sense to pay a visit to a
neurologist as soon as possible, so that you can begin with your
treatment immediately. The sooner, the better.

Wishing readers a lot of pleasure reading
this book does not seem to be appropriate. My wish is for this book
to help others rapidly, and to prevent walking around in ignorance
like I did.

The diary you are about to read details my
road from a diagnosis that has already impacted my life. I am
however an incorrigible optimist and (hopefully) not a wrongfully
informed pessimist. Life will continue with or without me but I
intend to make the road towards the inevitable end as comfortable
as possible.

Whatever you do, do not despair. “Oft hope
is born when all is forlorn.” (J.R.R. Tolkien in ‘The Return of the
King’ (The Lord of the Rings, #3).

.


Thursday December 29, 2022


So, this is how it is going to end. Jeez.
Diagnosis: cognitive impairment, neurologist Dr. Lifea writes in my
assessment report. Cognitive impairment. What the hell does that
mean?

I look it up.

“Cognitive and neurological impairments have
to do with the nervous system, including the brain.” That is the
top result of an internet search for the meaning of the term.
Furthermore: “These impairments can affect speech, hearing,
eyesight and understanding. They do not necessarily influence the
intelligence of a person.”

I went to the office of Dr. Lifea at the BIMC
(Bali International Medical Center) to get an opinion about what is
wrong with me. I do illogical stuff, don’t always understand what
my wife Myriam is telling me and forgetfulness has entered my life.
It results in discussions (not to use the term arguments) and it is
eating away at the foundation of our dream marriage. After 41
years, you don’t have to tell each other anything anymore, you
would think. But it often happens that Myriam feels the need (and
rightly so) to check whether I have taken care of something I was
supposed to do, and if so, was it done correctly.

It took me a long time to realize that this
could not go on any longer. I have always had a strong dislike for
doctors, hospitals and operation theaters. Nevertheless the penny
finally dropped, and therefore, off to the doctor.

BIMC opened its first clinic in Bali in 1998.
Now there are three BIMC hospitals on the island: in Kuta, Ubud and
Nusa Dua. I noticed that BIMC has a neurologist and therefore I
selected their hospital in Kuta for my examination.

The neurologist is Dr. Lifea. She speaks
perfect English, though for me it is difficult to understand her
every word now and then, because she is wearing a facemask. Under
the table, I see that she is wearing beautiful shoes with
glittering ankle straps. Myriam noticed them too, I hear later.

Of course we did not go to the hospital to
admire a neurologist’s shoes. I want to know what is wrong with
me.

Dr. Lifea has me do a couple of tests. I draw
a clock. Add the numbers from 1 to 12 in the correct sequence. No
problem. She confronts me with a series of math problems. No
problem either.

Then she asks me to draw a face, but because
of her facemask, I understand that she wants me to draw a fish. No
problem, but completely wrong. After we have solved the confusion,
I draw a happy looking face.

Unconsciously my thoughts drift towards the
Dutch comedian Herman Finkers I referred to earlier who once joked
about a hospital visit (where he heard that he suffered from
chronic lymphatic leukemia), that bad news conversations are very
tough for doctors. Reason for Finkers to put his doctor at ease by
offering him a cigarette and paper tissues. I am of course not
going that far. After all, I am not a comedian. But I do make an
attempt to keep things light by smiling too much. In the meantime,
I hear Dr. Lifea use terms like cognitive impairment, Parkinson
and dementia.

That wiped the smile off my face.

Dr. Lifea continues with some physical tests.
She examines my joints’ reaction to light hammer taps en she stands
behind me to pull me slightly backwards: an attempt to check
whether my balance is still in order. Not really.

Dr. Lifea says that further research is
warranted. An MRI. What the hell does that mean again? I am such an
oaf when it comes to medical terms. MRI: Medical Resonance Imaging.
It is a technique that enables medical professionals to study the
structure and function of certain parts of the brain. Dr. Lifea
promises that she will make an appointment for me at the Siloam
Hospital. After the MRI I will get a more definitive assessment of
my condition.

From the assessment report: “Patient fell
down two years ago and since then, his cognitive behavior has
changed. Patient’s wife notes that there are changes in his social
life, personal hygiene, sleep pattern, eating habits and money
spending. He still does his work as a journalist.”

That’s right: I fell. On November 16, 2020, I
went out jogging in the park behind our friends Sven and Philippe’s
home in Kuala Lumpur. It is a nice circuit over a smooth concrete
path through a beautiful park that I have done many times. Not
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