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			In loving memory of Maxine Bringenberg. She will be dearly missed.

			“Nature’s first green is gold,

			Her hardest hue to hold.

			Her early leaf’s a flower;

			But only so an hour.

			Then leaf subsides to leaf.

			So Eden sank to grief,

			So dawn goes down to day.

			Nothing gold can stay.”

			“Nothing Gold Can Stay” by Robert Frost

		

	
		
			

			Prologue 

			My mind was playing tricks on me. I felt like bugs were crawling all over my body, urging me to scratch and scratch until they all went away. It was impossible to stop myself. The mental images of little crawling creatures running all over my skin consumed my mind. Finally, I gave in; running my nails up and down my legs, butchering my flesh. It gave me the relief I desperately needed. Satisfaction coursed through me. Then I smelled the coppery scent of blood running down my legs and felt it drying underneath my nails. The familiar, nauseating odor flooded my nostrils; it didn’t matter—I kept scratching until I could feel the next layer of skin beneath my bloody nails. It was almost euphoric, like taking a warm shower after a long day. I sighed, so glad for the itching to finally fade. 

			“Daisy, no!” Ash shouted as he opened my bedroom door. 

			I looked up at him with a guilty expression on my face. I wasn’t supposed to be scratching. The doctor had made her orders very clear. But I couldn’t help myself—Ash knew that. He quickly grabbed a towel out of my basket of clean laundry and rushed toward me. I watched as he gently began dabbing the blood away. The itchy feeling started to come back as the blood ceased to flow. I needed to make it go away, and Ash was stopping me from doing that. Anger pulsed through me, but I tried to push it aside. 

			“What happened, Daisy? You know you’re not supposed to scratch,” he said. 

			A tear dripped down my face. “Ash, it itches! Please don’t make me stop. I need it. I really need it. Please, please…,”

			I knew he wouldn’t listen, but I had to ask. A year ago, I had been diagnosed with Excoriation Disorder. My therapist said it was my body trying to release stress and handle my trauma. I didn’t really care about the cause. When the urge to scratch came on, there was nothing I could do to stop it. It was like being addicted to drugs with a constant supply shoved in my face. I couldn’t control my own impulses. The only thing that cleared my mind was when I finally felt the blood begin to drip. Ash always had to step in to stop that from happening. 

			He shook his head. “No, Daisy. You’ll hurt yourself. It’s not up for debate. We’ve discussed this.”

			Tears began to flood my eyes. “Ash! Please…,”

			“No,” he said with a serious look on his face. “Stay here. Do not scratch yourself.”

			Ash was using his stern voice. He hurried to the bathroom to retrieve the usual supplies. Ash returned to sit at the foot of the bed and began to clean the dried blood away with a damp washcloth. After he was finished, he carefully wiped my legs with a towel before lathering them in antiseptic cream. I waited patiently as he began to massage it into my wounds. Then he covered them in bandages and wrapped them tightly in several layers of cloth so I couldn’t rip them off. When Ash was finished, he took a pair of fuzzy socks from my drawer and slipped them onto my feet. Sometimes, the barriers helped. Even if I did reach down to pick at my skin, the fabric would prevent me from doing any actual damage. It had been Ash’s idea, something I wouldn’t have thought of.

			“Thank you,” I whispered.

			It was only after the fact when I appreciated what Ash had done for me. When he interrupted my release, the only thing I felt was irritation. But after I was all bandaged up, I recognized that he was trying to help me. 

			He placed a soft kiss on my forehead. “You’re welcome.”

			We sat in silence for a few moments. Then he pulled me into his lap, and I nuzzled my face against his chest. Ash took one look at my bloody nails before sighing and then began to clean them off. He was endlessly patient; I didn’t deserve him. We’d only been together for six months, yet he was already taking care of me. No other man in the world would have treated me like he did. I always felt like a burden to him, but he assured me I wasn’t. Still, I doubted he was telling me the truth. After all, he did so much for me, and I gave him nothing in return.

			Ash reached over to my nightstand for my emergency meds and poured two into his hand. I reached for my water bottle, then popped the tiny capsules into my mouth. With one quick swallow, they went down. I never remembered to take them on my own. By the time I realized I needed them, it was too late. Once I started scratching, I couldn’t stop. He began stroking my hair and slowly rocked me as I melted into his arms. Ash was the best man I’d ever met; he loved me unconditionally. Before meeting him, I hadn’t known that was possible.

			“Shh, baby, it’s okay,” he mumbled. “I’ve got you. Just sleep. Rest. You’ll feel better.”

			I cuddled closer into his chest, focusing on his masculine scent. He smelled like coffee and cinnamon, an overwhelming combination. Ash simply pulled me tighter against him, not saying a single word. His compassion was almost too much to handle. Another wave of guilt hit me. Ash deserved someone who wasn’t teetering on the edge of insanity. It was a constant balancing act, trying my absolute hardest to prevent myself from falling into madness. Sometimes, I felt like a trapeze artist, but not a very skilled one. 

			I felt the medicine spreading through my body like a wave of warm water, and my eyelids began to grow heavy. It worked like a charm. Slowly, I started to drift off into darkness. Ash rested his chin on my forehead and began to recline back on my bed as I pressed my face against his chest. Then, the world faded away.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One - Progress

			“How are you, Daisy?” Nadia, my therapist, asked. 

			She always spoke in the flowery tone of a nature goddess. Her words sounded like a light breeze gently brushing over the grass in the fresh morning air. I envied her for it. Yet, at the same time, her presence brought me more peace than I could find anywhere else. Other than with Ash, of course.

			“Normal,” I mumbled.

			She nodded. “Ash called. He said you had a bad day yesterday. What happened?”

			Ash knew I would never confess by myself, so he always did it for me. I didn’t blame him. Every time it happened, I felt like Nadia would be disappointed in me. She never was, though. I was just too insecure to admit my own faults. That was something I needed to work on, too. It was easier to pretend like my episodes were just a terrible dream.

			I bit my lip. “I scratched myself again. I couldn’t help it. Really, I didn’t mean to. It all just…happened. It’s like I’m an addict or something. I get high every time I do it, and then afterwards my mood, my mind, it all seems to plummet downwards.”

			Nadia smiled. “I know, Daisy. I’m not judging you. Did you remember to take your meds? If not, that’s okay. The important thing is that you’re safe right now. This is a place for healing, not judgment.”

			I nodded. “Ash gave them to me when he found me.”

			“Good,” she said, “did that help?”

			“They made me fall asleep,” I answered. 

			Nadia jotted something down on her notepad. “Well, that’s better than nothing. Would you like to talk through what happened? Maybe what triggered it?”

			“I…I saw a picture of him on Instagram. That must sound so silly, but it’s the truth,” I mumbled. “One of my friends from…before…posted it. I know I should block all of them, but I can’t. It’s like I still need some sort of connection to him, no matter how wrong it is.”

			She nodded. “It’s not silly, Daisy. Believe me, your reaction is common. PTSD is a difficult challenge to deal with. Lots of women react in the exact same way. There’s nothing wrong with you.” 

			I looked down at the ground. “Yeah. I just feel so weak for letting a picture freak me out. It’s not like he was there. He couldn’t physically hurt me. It didn’t seem to matter, though. I felt like he was looming over me like I could feel his hands on my body. His presence was, and still is, overpowering.”

			She looked down at her notepad. “I’d hoped the new medicine would work. Maybe it’s not doing enough. I think you might need something more permanent. How would you feel about an SSRI: a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor?”

			I shrugged. “Sounds okay to me. I don’t care what you put me on as long as it works.” 

			She nodded. “Aright, let’s try that. Hopefully, it’ll help. If not, we can always try something else. There are plenty of options.”

			“I just want to feel…normal,” I whispered. 

			“I know,” Nadia said. “Do you remember what I mentioned about writing things down? Are you still keeping a journal?” 

			“I forgot,” I replied. 

			She smiled. “That’s okay. Maybe give it one more shot? I think it might help you process things. I know you don’t really like to mention him. That’s okay. We’ll get there some day. But you can’t keep it inside; it’ll start to eat away at you.”

			I felt the hole in my chest ache and tug at me a little more than usual. It was already consuming me. Even with Ash, the most amazing man I’d ever met, the memories still hurt. My ex had broken me, and there was nothing I could do about it. No medication could ever make me whole again.

			Nadia looked at me. “Daisy, are you with me?”

			I snapped back to the present. Like Nadia always recommended, I focused on the light green walls, the scent of lavender oil in the air, and the soft carpet beneath my feet. My hands rested firmly against the armrests of the cushioned chair. It was warm and comfy. Pushing everything else from my mind, I tried to remain in the present. The past wasn’t important anymore. None of it could be changed, no matter how badly I wished it could. Right now, I was in Nadia’s office. It was safe.

			“Focus on your breath,” she whispered. 

			I let the oxygen flood my lungs, taking it all in. Nadia took a deep breath with me and let hers out at the same time as mine. We breathed together for several more minutes. It was peaceful, almost like floating on a cloud. Nadia was my guardian angel. She always grounded me, helping me to remember exactly where and who I was. Without her, I wasn’t sure I would even be alive. When I was millimeters from the edge, Nadia pulled me back.

			“It’s been years since he broke it off. How much longer will it take?” I asked. 

			She gently patted my hand. “I don’t know, Daisy. Everyone heals at their own pace. Remember, he manipulated and abused you. It will take time to feel safe again. There’s no cure for your conditions. Eventually, they’ll become manageable. Right now, all you have to do is focus on surviving. That is the most important thing. Like I said during our first meeting, there’s no official timeline for any of this. We take it one step at a time.”

			I nodded. “Some days, I feel like I haven’t improved at all. I feel like I’m walking on a treadmill, always moving but never
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