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‘It feels like you’re

my Hillis a successful
professional witha
husband and two sons. She
iseffervescentand
outgoing, with amillion-watt smile.

She seems like the type of person
who makes friends wherever she
goes.

Yetatnight, asher family sleeps,
Hill spends hours wandering the
house “like alittle ghost” counting
switches and checking everythingis
turned off. She feels something bad
willhappenif she doesn’t complete
theserituals.

“Itsalways this intense fear that
if 'mnot diligent enough, something’s
going to happen thatIcould have
prevented.”

The checkingrituals started at
aboutage7 when she would go
through her house counting thelights
acertain number of times and
checking there was nothing on top of
thelamps that could cause afire.

Thelight switch-counting ritual
remains, even though the
intermediate schoolteacher knowsit
doesn’'t make sense.

“Itsnotrational but certain things
need tobe done seven times or four
times or three —Idon’t know why.”

When her life feels settled, the
rituals may take only 15 minutes. At
other times —hours.

“Thenumbers work formeona
good night, but on abad night, it's sets
of those numbers. I will repeat that
counting.Inever feel better.It’s just
whenIgetbrave enough towalk
away.”

ock-bottom camelast year
R with theritualsand

compulsions taking solong to
complete that she was only getting
afew hours of sleep anight.

“Icanrecall being in thebathroom
counting for an hour at the same
point, the same switches until I felt
okay enough toleave thatroom.
ThenI'dgotobedand worry andbe
up until 3or4 o’clock in the morning.

“You feel stuck and you can't move
out of it or your mind. You'retrying
to convince yourself, Tf 1 get to this
number then this awful doom will
leaveme’

“But you get to that number and
it'sstill there.”

Hill says at times like these, re-
counting would not make the fear go
away.

“Ifeel like something bad is going
to happen and it might be my fault
becauseldidn't count toseven, three
times. It'sillogical and unrelated.”

Her OCD doesn't affect her at work.
Shesaysit'smade her more
empathetic tokids who are having
mental health struggles, and she has
great support, “love and care” from
the colleagues she has opened up to.

Shefeelsit affects her husband and
thatif she put herself in his shoes and
saw him “tormented by a freaking
plug” it would break her heart.

“Itwould be hard seeingmeona
bad night.”

Seeking answers last year when at
its worst, Hill tried acupuncture,
meditation therapy, medication,a
detox and sleep clinic, a psychologist
and alignment massage. But the most
healing thing she’s experienced is
hearing others share their journeys
with OCD and hopes her story can
help someone else feel less alone.

Staying up for hours at night checking and rechecking the house is safe,
washing the body and clothes after using the toilet, and backtracking
steps until a ‘good thought' has entered the mind are some of the
compulsive behaviours three women with Obsessive Compulsive
Disorder (OCD) live with. Catherine Sylvesterfinds out what it's really
like to live with this ‘exhausting and debilitating” condition.

hile everyone will
W experienceintrusive
thoughts, they will feel

“catastrophic” and “very real” to those
with OCD, says Jim Sterner, director
and founder of The Gateway Institute
in America, which specialisesin
treating the condition.

“IfIwereto give an OCD sufferer
aPET scan during an episode, it
would look exactly likea PET scan
of someonebeing held up at
gunpoint,” Sterner says.

“Itfeels soreal because the same
physiological manifestation that is
occurring when someoneisinreal
danger is exactly what's occurring in
the brain of someone with OCD,” even
though the “vast majority” will

recognise their thoughtsare
irrational.

Sterner, who holds a Masters of
Clinical Psychology, says this makes
treating OCD “profoundly
challenging”.

With 2.5 per cent of the population
affected by OCD, and clients taking
“seventol10 yearstoseek out
treatment”, Sterner says thereare
certain variables recognised as
exacerbators of OCD.

“If there is a genetic variable of
OCD, then particular stressors can
bringit to the surface”, such aslife
transitions, physical or emotional
trauma, PTSD, general stress and
paediatric autoimmune
neuropsychiatric disorder associated

with streptococcal [Pandasl.

“Pandasis afancy way of saying
if someone has strep throat and they
have that genetic variable [also], the
inflammation in the brain causes OCD
tosurface.”

Once OCD hassurfaced, it’s
“chronic for therest of one’slife”,
Sterner says.

“It can change and metastasise
over time depending on the age and
life stage youarein.”

The institute offers very specific
strategies for learning to manage the
disorder.

efore Ashley Bertelsen
B travelled to Californiain

October 2022 toreceive

R Aslﬁey Bertelsen says

atits worst, living with ..
OCD was unbearable

and debilitating but

therapy ‘saved her life’. ..

treatment at The Gateway Institute,
her life had become consumed with
the compulsions and rituals of her
OCD.

Shefirst exhibited obsessive
compulsive thinking and behaviour
asachild.

Atage7,the Taurangalocalhad
tohave her schoolbag on a certain
hook or “something bad would
happen”.

“WhenIwas10,thebrotherina
family of YouTubersIused to watch
suddenly passed away and his
favourite number was seven,” she
says.

“Soinmy 10-year-old brain,I was
like, ‘Oh, if I do anything seven times,
that means thatIwill dielike he did.”
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Shealso developed anintense fear
of throwing up.

By the time she was 14, she was
experiencing many mental
compulsions andrituals daily. So
much so, that getting ready for bed
could take hours, resultinginonly a
few hours of sleep anight. The
resulting fatigue necessitated amove
fromregular to online schooling.

“Thad totap awall a certain
amount of times before bed, and think
of a certain memory beforeIcould
move on and do something else until
itfeltrightand complete.”

By the end of 2021, when she was
16, Bertelsen had developed even
more compulsions to alleviate the
obsessive fear thatif she didn’t,she
would throw up or her mother would
die.

When she was walking and had a
“bad thought”, her OCD would tellher
tostop, goback towhereshe’'d
experienced the bad thought,and
replaceit with a “good thought”
before moving on. Atits worst, this
was happening up to four timesa
minute. A walk on thebeach, which
might usually take 20 minutes, could
takeuptoanhour.

“Itfeelsunbearable. . .like youre
trapped or being controlled. It's very
lonely, frustrating and exhausting.”

Exhausting their options seeking
helpin Aotearoa — “there were either
really long waiting lists or we couldn’t
find anyone that helped” — they
chose athree-week intensive
outpatient programme in California,
at The Gateway Institute, in 2022.

“Ilearned how torespond to the
OCD, how tomake it smaller because
it'snot something you can 100 per
centrecover from.”

Where once Bertelsen was unable
toengagein conversation or do her
schoolwork due to how “busy” her
head was, sheisnow undertakinga
full-immersion French course in
Canada and doesn’t engage with the
intrusive thoughts that once
dominated her life. However, she
doesremember how “exhausting,
challenging, difficult and debilitating”
her OCD once was and hopes people
remember tobe patientand
supportive towards those with OCD
asthey “don’t getabreak fromit”.

exhibited symptoms of OCD as

achild, wiping her feet before
sitting on her bed, using her feet to
opena door so that she wouldn'thave
totouchit, and washing her hands
alot.

Butit was when her 3-month-old
son was hospitalised with
unexplainable high feversin
November 2021 that Foo’s
“germophobia” really increased.

Whenthe doctors foundE. coliin
his system, and someone suggested
she may not havebeen cleaning him
properly, Foobecame more “fearful
ofbacteriaand germs”.

Eventually, her son was diagnosed

L ike Hill and Bertelsen, Hilda Foo

concern °
withbodily .
waste.

images,
or impulses.

Sexual

obsessions

Examples include
forbidden or perverse

sexual thoughts,

M

O

being controlled’

Religious Symmetry or Others
obsessions exactness

Examples include For example, with or Examples include
concern with without magical fear of losing things,
sacrilege or thinking (concerned lucky/unlucky
blasphemy. another will have an numbers,

+ accident unless things BisligiSi]

are in the right place). (non-violent)
images.
R Herald graphic

Obsessive-compulsive disorder
The Gateway Institute’s four-part strategy for treating OCD.
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with vesicoureteral reflux,a
condition where urine moves
backward from thebladder to the
kidneys, which reinforced the young

mother’s desire to “keep things clean”.

Before her son’sillness Foo,
already concerned about germs,
would bathe him after he was held
by others. However, once home from
the hospital, she would not allow
people to visit the house, hold or
touch him, other than his
grandparents and her sister —witha
caveat.

“Iwould get very anxious and ask
them to always wash their hands and

1. Separate

4. Do the
opposite

make sure their clothes were clean
before they carried himasababy.”

Shefeelsit was at this time that
her husband and family became
frustrated with her requests and
actions.

Foosaysherrituals and cleaning
thenincreased. Her cat, who had once
been “thelove of her life” was now
“scary tointeract with”asall she
could think about was the germs he
may havebeen carrying. Seeing her
houseas her clean sanctuary, she
would wash her feet outside before
entering her home and stopped using
public toilets or at others’ homes.

2. Resist

3. Embrace

Resist the compulsive
behaviours. This step will
resultin an increase
of anxiety or
uncertainty.

Embrace
the anxiety
or uncertainty
of what may or
may not happen.

“Iwas very convinced that when
you flush the toilet, there will be water
coming out from the toilet bowl
becauseI'veseenit happenbefore
and then everywhere around the
floor is contaminated. This wasa very
specific fear of fluid.”

She says she’s very fearful of
others’bodily fluids.

Now, if she uses a public toilet, she
will change and wash her clothes
when shereturns home, and bathe.
When using her own toilet, she makes
sure she washes her body afterwards.

If the family has been out together,
then they all must bathe and change

“ It's not

rational but
certain things
need to be
done seven
times or four
times or
three —1
don't know
why.

Amy Hill, OCD sufferer

their clothes whenreturninghomeas
shefeels outside clothes are
contaminated.

Foosayssheis “okay withit
affecting” her life as her desireis to
keep her son from getting sick.
However, she has now been taking
medication for more than a year and
feels able to allow her son to play
outside of the home.

arion Maw is one of the
M administrators for the

Facebook pageFixate.It'sa
closed group for people with OCD and
those who support someone with the
condition.

From this group, OCD NZwas
created to provideresources and
information about the mental health
condition.

Maw saysit’s essential when
seeking treatment, that people ask
practitioners what experience they
have with OCD as some therapies
may exacerbate symptoms.

“Youreally want to hear them
talking about exposure response
prevention.”

She explains this comes under the
umbrella term, cognitive behaviour
therapy (CBT).

Mental health nurse practitioner
and CBT therapist Anna Elders says
it'sthe pervasiveness of the intrusive
thoughts and the “catastrophic sense
of what could happen”if the
compulsions weren't carried out that
hallmark OCD.

“It'sincredibly hard, unless
someone’s done some work, tobe
abletoignore [the thoughts]and get
over them.”

Eldersistheclinical lead for Just
a Thought — a website offering free,
evidence-based mental health
courses. Last year they launched a
tailored, specialist treatment course
for OCD with the same content “you
would get if you saw an OCD therapist
face-to-face”.

Elders saysnot all therapists or
counsellors have specialist training
around OCD.

“Thatbecomes a problembecause
there’s an evidence-based specific
approach that youneed torunit with
exposure and response prevention to
be able toreally work on the major
crux of what drives OCD.”

There are many sub-types of OCD
such as contamination OCD,
symmetry and ordering, moral OCD
where the person fears they will act
immorally, and aggressive
obsessions, which may manifestasa
fear of harming oneself or others.

Elders says people living with OCD
often feel self-stigma and stigma from
others,and a high level of guilt and
shame due to their intrusive thoughts
and the “fear of what [they]lmean
about them”.

However, once they learn about
what is actually happening and
understand how to use effective
treatment, they can “make massive
leaps and bounds of changes”.



