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      A letter from the Dean:

      Dear Stephen Walker,

      Congratulations! And Welcome! It is with great pleasure I welcome you to USPN. . . our very own university . . . the first of its kind. . .  the University of Sociopaths, Psychopaths and Narcissists! We are the only such university in existence and are so excited that you are joining us as you embark on your journey called “life.”

      You are one of the lucky few. Out of thousands of applicants, you were chosen …by us. We are very selective and our criteria for admission is rigorous. Amongst our alumni we boast Olympians, Nobel Laureates, Oscar winners, artists, leaders of countries, CEOs, musicians, Royalty and entrepreneurs. You made a life altering decision when you filled out your application and now, let me extend my most heartfelt “congratulations!”

      Pat yourself on the back and give yourself a round of applause, you deserve it. You not only had the foresight to recognize your own personality disorder, but instead of hiding it or trying to cure it, you wanted to empower it . . . to embrace it . . . to hone your skills and perfect your talent. By choosing USPN you have taken the first step in becoming a champion and you have chosen wisely.

      For many of you, you are first generation college attendees. Although you probably had cluster-B parents, few of them recognized what they were. Their generation didn’t understand personality disorders and certainly didn’t know enough about themselves to put a label on it or embrace it. But you did! That fact alone makes you unique. . . special.

      It is because of this uniqueness USPN boasts such a wide diversity of students. But students cannot succeed without outstanding faculty. Throughout your schooling our professors will be instrumental in helping you formulate your life plan and teach you the skills necessary to be successful at your domination of others. Our mascot, Machiavelli’s Prince, exemplifies our life here at USPN and stands as a symbol of our sneakiness, cunning personalities and lack of a moral code. You should be proud to be a Machiavellian! Go Princes!

      From here on, what you make of your college adventure is up to you. We have a demanding curriculum, one from which you will be educated in our ways, but you will also learn through the relationships you make, the social interactions you have, and the community involvement you partake in. All of these will enhance your experience here at USPN, and I only ask that you realize that as of now, you represent our university. Make us proud!

      We look forward to seeing you at freshman orientation!

      Warm regards,

      Dr. Vainglorous Hubrus, NPD

      

      
        
        P.S. Attached is your course schedule.

      

      

      

      
        
        Stephen Walker

        Narcissistic Personality Disorder- Degree Candidate

        Course schedule:

        History of Narcissism- HIS- 101

        History of Codependency- HIS-102

        Lovebombing -PSYC- 101

        Anatomy of the brain- BIO- 101

        Control tactics I CNT-101 -

        (Lying gaslighting& blameshifting)

        Control attics II CNT-102 –

        (Raging, stonewalling & triangulation)

        Differential Creation Class- PSYC- 201

        Capstone project CPST- 300

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Course code: HIST- 101

          

        

      

    

    
      Course name: History of Narcissism

      Professor: Dr. Opulence Flamboy

      Type: Discussion

      Accepted for credit: yes

      Pre-requisite- none

      

      This course is the foundation for understanding where the term narcissism came from by tracing its history through a study of Greek gods.

      Required reading: Ovid Metamorphoses Book III

      

      “Welcome students!” A middle aged, plump, moderately attractive woman exclaimed as, at that very second, she dramatically and forcefully pushed the horizontal bar on the steel, lecture hall doors with both hands, opening them wide. A loud metallic bang erupted helping announce Dr. Opulence Flamboy’s grand entrance into an auditorium brimming with students. In shiny pink pumps, carrying a matching pink briefcase, and wearing a signature pink suit, she smiled as she held both arms in the air while cupping pink gloved hands and waving her wrists back and forth in a half moon motion. She strode purposely to the podium at the front of the crowded lecture hall and as she did, the din of student voices tapered off then died completely.

      “This is History of Narcissism class and I am Dr. Opulence Flamboy,” she stated in the same enthusiastic tone as her welcome, but it came out louder now that the room was silent.

      “How many of you have heard of me?” she questioned, gazing into the eager faces of the audience, as her lips, coated with hot pink lipstick, parted into a smile. Without missing a beat or even giving the students time to answer or raise their hands, she added: “never mind, don’t answer that, I know you all have!” She didn’t say this sarcastically, on the contrary, she truly believed its truthfulness as she began reading the student roster in front of her and calling out individual student names.

      Dr. Flamboy was the newest faculty member of USPN, having taught just a little over a year. Despite her 50+ years of age, this was her first job. She never had to work before and had no intention of doing so, that is, until her husband, Frank, had the chutzpah to divorce her and after her alimony ran out, she needed an income.

      Much to the chagrin of Opulence, Frank decided to dissolve their union when he discovered the existence of her seventh extra-marital affair. Of course, he didn’t know it was her seventh, or maybe he did, she wasn’t certain. Regardless, she hadn’t tried to hide any of them from him, but, this final one, unearthed through a series of unfortunate events and through no fault of her own, had completely sent him over the edge.

      Marcus, Opulence’s affair partner (or “fuck buddy” as she liked to call him) was a careless idiot. After a pleasurable romp in his bedroom one afternoon, Opulence accidentally left a pair of panties between his sheets. A few days later, when Marcus’s wife discovered them, she overacted and eventually left Marcus over this indiscretion. Opulence thought her response was way out of proportion and offered to talk to her on Marcus’ behalf. She would have been happy to set the record straight and tell her that Marcus meant nothing to her and that she shouldn’t feel threatened in the slightest by their affair, but she was never given the opportunity. Marcus wouldn’t allow it and claimed it “would only make things worse” although she didn’t know how because naturally, having lost his wife and marriage, Marcus became clingy and demanding towards Opulence. He actually had the audacity to blame her for not making sure she had her undergarments on when she left that day, but she thought she had tucked them into the side pocket of her handbag, so it really wasn’t her fault. No, Marcus only had himself to blame for this situation because seriously, who doesn’t change their sheets after steamy sex?

      She tried to tell Marcus gently and kindly that his problems were just that, his problems but he wouldn’t listen to reason. He started pressuring her to leave Frank since his spouse had walked out on him. He claimed they were soul mates and it was meant to be. Opulence told him that they could still be fuck buddies, that nothing had changed in that regard, that their affair could continue without interruption, but that wasn’t enough for Marcus and he took it upon himself to tell Frank about her infidelity.

      Knowing Frank to be the manipulatable fool that he was, Opulence wasn’t concerned, she knew she could smooth things over with him, she always had in the past. Denial was the best weapon in her arsenal, so at first, she played dumb, pretending to have no clue as to what he was talking about when Frank confronted her about the affair.

      But Marcus, who was as stupid as Frank, couldn’t let sleeping dogs lie. He couldn’t just go along with her lies and became defensive when she repudiated the accusations against her. Marcus felt compelled to prove his recounting of events to Frank and had the audacity to show him pictures validating his version.

      When Frank started in with his droning rhetoric of “how could you do this to me? Why aren’t I enough for you?” Bla bla bla, . . . Opulence decided she had enough, she had no choice but to leave him. It was such a shame too because she and Frank had the perfect relationship. Frank did everything to make her happy; he cooked, he cleaned, he paid the bills and Opulence had invested close to 20 years seasoning and training him to do just that. She was proud of the fact that she had created such cognitive dissonance within him that he did her bidding without complaint. She was free to do whatever she wanted and he didn’t question her. He didn’t enforce any boundaries whatsoever so how was she to know monogamy was so important to him? He could have at least told her he was really serious about her being faithful and she would have tried to hide it better!

      When her marriage imploded, Opulence still needed her supply of “treats” in the form of affirmations, attention and accolades to shore up her insecure, childlike, ego and in Opulence’s mind, one treat supplier was as good as the next, so she moved from Frank’s bed into Marcus’.

      Marcus turned out to be fresh and exciting and she appreciated his energy. However, he quickly became a drag and grated on her nerves. His needy, clingy ways reminded her of a big, slobbery Labrador retriever. No matter how mean she was toward him, no matter how badly she treated him, he would bound up and lick her face every chance he got. Not literally of course, but that is the image that came to mind; a big, drooling, dribbling, loyal dog, dropping a slobbery, wet, sticky ball in her lap. It was annoying.

      As a natural response to his devotion, Opulence began to push him away. She became aloof and haughty toward him which only made him cling tighter. When he didn’t get the message that she needed her space, she was left with little recourse other than to belittle, mock, and humiliate him, but, being the puppy that he was, Marcus just came bouncing back, like he enjoyed the abuse.

      Opulence decided that Marcus was just too happy! He was too in-love! He was to pleasant! He was too nice! For no reason, other than his mere existence, she would have rage outbursts. She had to look really hard to find minor infractions to justify the rage, but could always find something. The dinner was overcooked, there were crumbs on the floor, or Marcus didn’t have the foresight to pick up her dry-cleaning on his way home. All of these were “reasons” for her to convey her ultimate disgust with him and his optimistic outlook on life. That’ll take him down a peg!

      When she felt particularly controlling, or if Marcus was in too jolly of a mood, she would pull out the big guns and find a reason to deploy the silent treatment. In her mind his mere happiness was reason enough, so when he tried to understand why she wasn’t speaking to him; she would talk him in circles then storm out the door and ghost him for days on end. This left Marcus confused and scratching his head in disbelief, which is exactly the state she wanted him in. How dare he be happy and content.

      As expected, he would frantically text or call her while she ignored him which made her smile because it reinforced her control of the situation and ensured that he continue to put up with the abuse and work harder to make her happy. But she wasn’t happy, at an early age, her mother had made certain that she never would be.

      Despite this, Opulence conveyed joviality and began class in a pleasant voice that day, “I know you all have done the assigned reading of Ovid’s Metamorphoses Book III and I would like to begin class by discussing the story of our sweet boy Narcissus.” “Discussing” really meant lecturing to Opulence.

      “If you will please take out your text books, some paper and a pencil, we can begin.”

      There was a quiet shuffling of papers and a few voices as the students did as instructed. Stephen Walker, in the front row, was way ahead of her. He had his pencil poised, lead touching, ready to jot down pertinent information. It was his first class at USPN and he was anxious to get started and do well.

      “So the king of the gods, Zeus, resided on Mt. Olympus with his sister, Hera, who was also his wife,” Opulence began her lecture with that mouthful of facts. She paused briefly to let her words sink in and hoped the students would figure out the incestuous nature of Zeus and Hera on their own. But, for clarity she added, “I’ll say it again. . . Zeus and Hera were husband and wife and brother and sister.” If anyone had missed the information before, they certainly got it now.

      “I’m sure it was an arranged marriage because if you have ever seen Zeus’ statue, he is gorgeous. Hera. . . not so much.” She added, offering her own opinion of the circumstances while Stephen gazed down and scribbled the first facts on the blank page in front of him.

      Zeus = handsome.

      Hera= hideous.

      “Besides being beneath Zeus in looks, class and status, Hera was also a goody-two shoes.” Opulence began again. “She demanded monogamy from Zeus. . . which was ridiculous because no one woman, or goddess for that matter, could have kept that gorgeous piece of eye candy satisfied even if she was as good looking as he was . . . and Hera wasn’t even close!”  Her voice rose and fell as she spoke. Although Opulence had a bare bone copy of the story in her instructor’s manual, she was adding her own elucidation as she went. “. . . He was so beautiful” she said dreamily, “Hera couldn’t possibly be stupid enough to believe he wouldn’t cheat on her. Plus. . .” she added as if she suddenly realized an important analyzation and raised her voice to indicate it as such “he was her brother before he was her husband, and as a sister, she shouldn’t be telling him what to do. . .” Looking up she saw the puzzled eyes of her students staring at her and at that very moment, Stephen was wondering what he should write down. He jotted Hera = bitch in the margin of his notebook.

      “Anyway,” Opulence cleared her throat, corrected herself and returned to her normal speaking voice, “Hera must have had a horrible temper because anytime she found out about one of Zeus’ affairs she punished the affair partner!” Her voice involuntary rose showing she was passionate about the topic. “She turned Zeus’ mistress Lamia into a monster, banished Leto to an island and forced Zeus to turn Lo into a cow.” Although she was able to keep the inflection in check this time, her voice couldn’t help but convey a tinge of disgust with Hera as her mind wandered off into thinking of what Frank would have turned her lovers into. Marcus would definitely be turned into a Labrador retriever, she reasoned.

      Mind wandering and thinking back to John, her first affair partner, (who also happened to be the best man at their wedding,) and keeping with the idea that given the chance, Frank would turn all her lovers into dogs, she decided Frank probably would turn John into some sort of terrier. Like a Cairn or Jack Russell. That is, of course, if Frank had mythical powers and had actually found out about the two of them many years ago, which he had neither.

      A terrier was a fitting choice because terriers are quick, speedy animals and Opulence’s and John’s affair was both quick and speedy. It was a one-time humping that took all of 11 minutes. It occurred in the bathroom of a weight room in the hotel they both were staying, before she and Frank said their vows later that day. It was a mutually satisfying “quickie” and technically wasn’t even cheating since she and Frank had not exchanged “I dos” yet.

      Tom, Opulence reasoned, as she reminisced back to her second past lover, was destined to be a Maltese. He had gorgeous, flowing, long, whitish-blond hair and was docile, affectionate and sweet tempered. He was content to sit on the couch and do nothing but sleep or stare at Opulence with his big, lovey, dopey, puppy dog eyes. In bed he took his time and used his tongue quite well, but his painstaking slowness was the main reason Opulence ended the affair. Not that it wasn’t satisfying, on the contrary but it was just too slow! Slow to the point of annoyance!

      She tried to be reasonable and put time limits on their boudoir antics, “I only have an hour,” she would declare to Tom, whether truthful or not. It was her way of speeding things up because if Tom had his way, they would stay in bed all day! He would delay, delay, and delay some more, to the point of Opulence demanding once: “come on already, just get it over with!” Yep, definitely a Maltese.

      Rick was the rescuer of the bunch so Opulence decided Frank would turn him into a St. Bernard. He was always willing to help and was the one she could call late at night when she ghosted Frank and needed a place to stay, or the one who would whip out his wallet when she needed to pay for her weekly manicure or massage. Plus, he was big, bearded and burly, with a wrinkled brow and friendly expression, much like a St. Bernard.

      Marshall was a police officer so fittingly Opulence fantasized that he should become a German Shepard when Frank’s curse took effect. Being an artful liar, Opulence had Marshall convinced that Frank treated her horribly, which is why, she claimed, she was cheating on him. Of course it wasn’t true, she would have left him if it were, but Marshall believed in her, so much so, that he encouraged her to walk away, fight back, and even tried to get her to file a restraining order against Frank. Marshall was confident, courageous and steady and had brown skin and black hair; the markings of a German Shepard.

      Forrest reminded Opulence of a furry husky. His name was fitting because he was a mountain man, a farrier by trade, and his signature fabric was flannel. He wore flannel year-round, even during the summer months, by cutting the sleeves of his shirts out. He was forever trying to convince Opulence to go camping with him and sleep outside, on the cold terrain, under the stars. Sleeping under the roof of a four-star hotel in the Mediterranean was more her style which is why the affair didn’t last very long. However, Forrest did have the most gorgeous forest green eyes, which is why the affair lasted as long as it did.

      Her last lover, before Marcus that is, was Robert. Robert reminded Opulence of the loyal beagle she once owned. He was trusting, forgiving, and she could see him trailing behind her, waiting, for the rest of his life, if she hadn’t broken it off. He was an attentive listener and remembered everything which became problematic as she was forced to remember the lies she told him so as not to contradict herself. Interestingly, his favorite sexual position was from behind, “doggy style” as it were. Oddly, he even kind of bayed when the act reached its climatic point.

      “In fact,” Opulence began again, not missing a beat or letting on that her mind wandered off on a tangent, “Hera’s jealousy was so over-the-top that she took to following Zeus, or having him followed,” she stated as she thought of Robert and how he hounded her after they broke up.

      “Of course, Zeus was able to teleport himself places to get away from her, but so was Hera. She had equal powers. So, Zeus had to become sneakier.” She was thinking of her own situation and wished she could teleport and had been sneakier, with Marcus and Frank.

      “A young nymph named Echo took it upon herself to help Zeus. She probably wanted to sleep with him and was trying to impress him but no one is certain exactly why she decided to help, especially in light of Hera’s jealousy.” She continued, but was adding her own spin on the story again. “Echo didn’t have the powers that Zeus and Hera had, so she helped Zeus by distracting Hera. She was a natural blabbermouth and while Zeus would teleport somewhere, Echo would stay behind and talk incessantly to Hera so she couldn’t concentrate and hence couldn’t follow him. Zeus fooled around in peace and Hera was none the wiser.”

      “Unfortunately, Hera found out what Echo was doing and in typical jealous fashion cursed her. As punishment, and because she was such a chatterbox, Hera took Echo’s voice but instead of making her completely mute, she cursed her in such a way that Echo could only babble foolish repetitions of the last few words of whatever another person had just said.”

      Opulence looked up to see who was paying attention. Her students looked enthralled but a bit confused. She elaborated, “you know, like an echo. . .  Hello. . .  hheeelllllloooo. . . hheeelllllloooo  . . . hheeelllllloooo” she imitated, cupping her pink fingernails around her mouth while holding each letter longer than the previous and mimicking a voice that got more distant as she spoke- like an echo. They seemed to understand now so she continued.

      “After being cursed so wickedly for trying to help, Echo retreated to the forest where she came across the handsome, proud, athletic, hunter Narcissus. He was minding his own business, hunting in the woods, and she spots his gorgeous, svelte self. She falls instantly in love and trails along behind him, like a puppy.” She wondered if she had spoken any of her earlier musings about dogs out loud. “But Narcissus wasn’t interested in a babbling, foolish nymph and who would be?” She asked rhetorically, “so he rejected her.”

      “But he had every right to!” She stated defensively despite the fact that no one debated  her. “Who would want a rambling, nonsensical, repetitious partner?” She asked thinking of Marcus, “so he shunned her, and being a typical empath, the more he rejected her, the more her love for him grew. Echo became desperate to be with him, so much so that she had the audacity to try to touch him, to put her arms around him, to hug him.” She stated.

      “When he rejected her again, Echo called on Nemesis, the goddess of retribution and revenge for help. Nemesis must not have been given the whole story and sided with Echo.”

      Adding her own interpretation again, she said, “I’m not sure what Nemesis was thinking… I guess she thought Narcissus should have been nicer to Echo but I don’t see how he could have been. He wasn’t interested in her so what was he supposed to do? Pretend to love her then break her heart later? No . . . that would have just made things worse,” she rambled then trailed off.

      Sighing, she began again. “no, he did the right thing. He made a clean break. If he’s not interested, he’s not interested. I don’t see why Nemesis felt compelled to get involved . . .” Opulence looked up. All eyes were on her, anxious to hear the ending of the story and what happened when these powerful forces battled.

      “But Nemesis did get involved. She led Narcissus to a pool of water in the forest. . .” She stopped speaking momentarily for dramatic effect and let the students reflect on her words. “I think everyone knows the story from this point on. . .” but continued telling it anyway. “Since there were no mirrors back in those days, Narcissus had never seen his reflection. When he saw his breathtaking image for the first time in the water, naturally he fell in love with himself. As the story goes, he became so enamored with his appearance that he couldn’t look away. He remained at the water’s edge until he wasted away to death, unable to break the love spell that he had on himself.” Opulence sighed, then frowned. There was silence in the room and after a brief second of pondering, she decided this was a good place to stop.

      “I’ll stop here for today,” she said expressing her thoughts out loud. “Your homework is to begin working on your essay. The requirements are listed in your syllabus.”

      Immediately, upon that announcement, a shuffling of papers occurred and voices began again, as students spilled out of their seats and exited the lecture hall, into the sunny afternoon’s warmth. Stephen Walker remained behind, however, stalling, by taking his time packing up his things. When the room was empty, he approached the podium.

      “Dr. Flamboy?” he asked tentatively. She seemed intent on filling out a piece of paperwork in front of her and looked puzzled by it.

      Opulence looked up. She had a pair of pink reading glasses perched on her pointed nose and was documenting student attendance to turn into the dean as mandated.

      “Yes?” She questioned, a little surprised that a student had remained behind after the first lecture; that usually came later when students begged for grades. She peered over the rim of her readers at an odd-looking student and her thoughts instantly went into canine mode as she viewed Stephen’s disproportionate torso and long limbs. She envisioned him a coyote. A mutt. A wiry, stocky mongrel: the type commonly found scavenging junk yards or rooting through trash cans. Having a scraggly head of hair, thickened, rectangular torso, and lanky limbs Stephen Walker looked the part.

      Having “chicken limbs” as his mother used to call his arms and legs, caused Stephen to train himself to look bigger and stockier by inhaling deeply and puffing out his chest. He also learned that if he clenched his hands into fists, and held his arms bent slightly and away from his body, his muscles would flex and in turn would make his upper trunk and biceps look more massive than they actually were. Evolutionarily, he knew that women were attracted to men who could protect them, so in trying to impress Opulence that day, he adopted this modified body builder stance.

      Although this stance may have made Stephen’s upper body and appear more muscular, it did nothing for his lower extremities. There was just no way to make the thin, scrawny legs look like anything but the toothpicks they were. Coyote like. And, as if the gods hadn’t had enough fun fiddling with Stephen’s body, his facial features were mongrel like as well.

      Perched atop a chunky torso was a tear drop shaped face ending in a pointed chin. It came to such a sharp point that it was difficult to shave without shaving the tip off so Stephen purposefully avoided that area. As proof, a few barb-wiry hairs that were spared the razor’s blade that morning poked out the tip. Whiskers.

      Attached to his mandible, or jaw bone, was an oversized bottom lip. Full rich lips, with a pronounced cupid’s bow normally would be viewed as an asset to someone’s facial features but in Stephen’s case they only added to the oddity because only the bottom one was enhanced. Whereas his bottom lip was plump and full, his top lip was thin and narrow. It was as if all the fullness went to one but not the other, or perhaps a plastic surgeon, offering a half price special on lip enhancement, only performed the procedure on the bottom. Gravity wasn’t his friend either and made the situation worse. The bottom lip hung down ever so slightly in the front and protruded outward to create a sort of shelf. It was so pronounced that on many occasion, Stephen’s mother had noted “the pigeons could land on that lip.”

      Because of his disproportionate lip sizes, there was a permanent gap between the two. They were unable to close completely unless forced and their natural resting state was slightly opened. This resulted in a snarl of sorts and peeking out behind was the hint of crooked, yellowing teeth that clearly hadn’t seen a dentist or orthodontist, recently, if ever.

      A bulbous nose, boasting two wide, asymmetrical nostrils, separated rosy, pinched cheeks. Eyes, although blue, had a piercing look, rather than an inviting one, and Stephen Walker’s bushy brows nearly joined into one, creating a second shelf. Leathery, thick, sun splotched skin completed his look and covered his face and neck. Opulence couldn’t tell if he was 30 or 65 and his mousey colored hair did not provide the answer to that question. The term “rode hard and put away wet” came to mind as she decided he was downright ugly. Coyote ugly. If given a choice of swiping right for yes and left for no, Opulence most definitely would have swiped left.

      Stephen broke his stance and extended his hand toward her. “My name is Stephen Walker and I just wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed your lecture,” he began. “I must say I’m so glad you see Hera for the jealous, controlling bitch that she is and call it like it is. It is so refreshing to not have to listen to how wonderfully pure and piteous she is.”

      Expecting a brown nosing, groveling speech, Opulence was taken a bit off guard by his directness. She smiled appreciatively despite herself, “thank you for telling me that, I often wonder if my bluntness is too much for my students.”

      “I myself appreciate bluntness, Dr. Flamboy.”

      “Call me Opulence.”

      “Can I be blunt then Opulence?”

      “It’s appreciated.” She countered playfully.

      “I would love to discuss Hera on a more intimate level. Can I possibly buy you a cup of coffee?”

      Opulence assessed the situation. Although there were strict rules about dating students, none precluded her from chatting with one or discussing lecture material over a cup of coffee. Plus, he was so unattractive she would never be interested in anything more than that so no one would mistake her attention for more than what it was.

      “You may.” She answered. And, after a pause, added, “there is a cute little coffee shop around the corner, near the entrance of the school. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes. I have a bit of paper work to finish up here and I’ll be right over.”
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      Women are so easy, Stephen Walker thought to himself as he retrieved two cups of steaming coffee and carried them back to the outdoor cafe table to wait for Opulence. He had gauged the situation the moment she set foot inside the lecture hall door. One of his personal goals was to bed one of his instructors and he didn’t care which. It looked like Opulence would do the job nicely.
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      A few weeks later a disheveled Opulence announced breathlessly as she raced through the lecture hall doors, “Today class, I want to continue on with our story of Narcissus . . .”

      Disorganized, she began shuffling some papers trying to locate her notes for that day. “I know they’re in here somewhere” she mumbled to herself as, with reading glasses perched on her nose, she frantically rummaged through her bag, shuffling papers and digging deep. Locating the stack she was looking for and pulling them out of her bag, she looked up just in time to see Stephen Walker sashay into class through a rear door, a knowing expression across his gapped mouth.  Seeing how he was the cause of her almost tardiness and disarray, she smiled to herself and blushed bright pink as he nonchalantly made his way down the stairs toward the front of the room puffing his chest and fisting as he did.

      He is so handsome, Opulence thought dreamily as she paused to watch him walk down the stairs of the auditorium toward his usual seat in the front row. Once he made eye contact with her, his mouth opened into the crooked yellowy smile that Opulence had come to know and love. She winked at him in acknowledgement.

      “Clunk,” he mouthed softly, making Opulence smile automatically and blush deeper.
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      Stephen Walker couldn’t wink. Opulence had discovered that fact one evening during an intimate dinner with him at a romantic restaurant. Something the waiter said made Opulence roll her eyes and wink knowingly at Stephen. She expected one in return; for solidarity, but he didn’t return the motion. When questioned he confessed that he couldn’t do it.

      Intent on trying to teach him, after an exhausting round of lovemaking that night, Opulence demonstrated winking over and over until he finally gave it a try, his awkward attempt; comical. Rosy cheeks rising, unibrow lowering, he forced his blue eyes into narrow slits reminding Opulence of a shriveled-up apple and she burst out laughing.

      Whereas blinking is both an involuntary and voluntary muscle contraction, winking is strictly a voluntary one. It is generally flirtatious in nature and is done to convey closeness between two people and shows a familiarity with one another. For Opulence, it served to reassure her of Stephen’s commitment to their relationship and was a subtle way of telling others that one existed. It conveyed that she and Stephen had inside secrets, ones only they shared.

      “You don’t have to wink back.” Opulence said laughingly, after multiple failed attempts to teach him and after Stephen, knowing he couldn’t do it, jokingly became more dramatic and pronounced in his efforts. “Just smile at me instead,” she said realizing it was a hopeless undertaking.

      “I’ll just say ‘wink’ when you wink at me,” he offered.

      “That’ll work,” Opulence agreed as she winked again and kissed him on the lips, waiting for him to say, “wink.”

      “No, you know what,” Stephen said, changing his mind, “I have something better. . . wink at me again. . .”

      Opulence winked as instructed.

      “Clunk.” Stephen responded.

      “Clunk?” she asked.

      “Yes. ‘Clunk’ is the sound of my heart falling out of my chest and hitting the ground when you wink at me,” he said flirtatiously as he rolled her on her back for another round of lovemaking.

      Opulence’s heart fell out of her chest. She had finally found the true love of her life.
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      “Umm, . . . if you remember from the very first lecture, we were discussing Narcissus and Echo. . .” Opulence began summarizing and reiterating previous lecture material, gathering her thoughts and stalling for time. Although class had just started for the day, she was thinking of ways to shortcut it. She was anxious for it to be over so she could get back to spending time with Stephen, she couldn’t seem to get enough of him. He had barged into her world a few weeks ago and now consumed her mind, body and soul. She thought about him constantly, made love to him passionately, and was completely devoted to him. They did everything together and enjoyed the same activities: hanging out in coffee shops, seeing movies, going for long drives, walking on the beach hand in hand. . . just the two of them. Being in his presence made her happy, fulfilled and loved like never before. It was as if her world was complete with Stephen in it and she wanted to spend every moment with him by her side. She had found her soul mate.

      Despite her initial scrutiny of his appearance, she now viewed him as a kennel club champion, best in show. His personality was so gigantic that it overrode any minor imperfections in his appearance and the more she loved him, the less she noticed his physical flaws. He was quick, funny and charming. His witty banter made her laugh and his childhood stories made her bawl. They were kindred souls, she and he, having weathered horrible marriages and relationships and they could relate to one another on a deep psychological level. That first day in the coffee shop, she felt such a deep attraction to him that she confessed things to him that she had never before. He understood her, he got her and in the weeks that passed she fell hard for him. However, it was when he disclosed, rather coyly, that he liked opera music, he graduated to “soulmate” status.

      None of the men in Opulence’s life had ever liked going to the opera, but Stephen was the exception, he liked it as much as she did. She had been a long-time opera supporter, and had excellent seats along with her seasonal subscriptions. She would provide the tickets and put on a beautiful opulent gown, while he would don the formal attire she bought for him and, as they strolled arm in arm into the opera house for an evening of mesmerizing music, she would fantasize that they were the most popular couple in town. Both enjoyed it equally and Opulence knew she had finally found true love. She had never felt this intensely about any of her previous relationships, even Frank,  and she never questioned that Stephen felt the same because he told her so. It was a catch-22 situation, however. She wanted to spend every waking moment with him, but seeing how he was unemployed, she still had to work in order to provide for them both. But she didn’t mind, he was worth it!

      When their relationship had first begun, Opulence was careful. She would insist on meeting Stephen secretly; at places she knew they wouldn’t be recognized or discovered so as not to jeopardize her job. As the relationship developed however, she wanted to brand him, to tell the world that he belonged to her and became less and less cautious. She posted a few grainy pictures on social media and was prepared to deny their significance if questioned. But having received no backlash from the administration of USPN whatsoever, she became emboldened as time went on consequence free. She rationalized her new way of thinking by believing that as long as she did her job, who cares if she was in love with, and seeing, one of her students?

      Opulence and Stephen’s relationship had moved at lightning speed after their first meeting in the coffee shop, with Stephen expressing his amazement at its uniqueness and hence professing his undying love for Opulence with Opulence echoing his sentiments shortly after. They became best friends, then lovers, then roommates almost overnight as she outed Marcus and moved Stephen in.

      On this day, Opulence could no longer envision a life without Stephen and had sworn off her cheating ways to be with him. She made it no secret to him that she was hoping for a marriage proposal. They were perfect together and she was preparing her reaction to the surprise when it came. She wondered why it was taking so long and had even gone so far as to search his clothing and belongings hoping to uncover her engagement ring so she could have a peek. Despite coming up empty handed, she knew a proposal was coming because Stephen had accidentally left his computer open to a jewelry website. After checking his surfing history, she knew that he was perusing the web for diamond engagement rings. Therefore when he asked her for a substantial loan, she happily emptied her bank account knowing what it was for. She wanted a huge diamond, to tell the world she was his, and now he had the funds to pay for one.

      “. . . We had left our poor boy Narcissus at the water’s edge, unable to look away from his beautiful reflection. . .” She continued, briefly reminding her students of the story of Narcissus and Echo and where they left off previously. “. . . and his gorgeous self, wasted away and perished.” She paused, then took a deep breath. Switching tones she stated, “I thought I had conveyed the story so it was crystal clear” she said in a stern, directive voice, “so I’m sure you will understand my disappointment in the majority of your essays on the subject.” All eyes were on her and the room was silent.

      “I read each and every one of them carefully and most of you completely missed the point.  Most of you felt that Narcissus deserved what he got for not showing empathy or compassion toward Echo.” She scanned the room scowling, displaying her displeasure by looking contemptuously about the room.  “You have all bought into the rhetoric of how vanity and self-admiration lead to one’s downfall, you bought the party line that self-love is a negative trait, one that should be punished.” She paused to let her displeasure set in.

      “There was one excellent essay, however,” she continued, “and I’m going to take a few minutes to read it to you. Not to make you jealous of your classmate but because I want you to see an example of college level reasoning and writing.” Opulence picked up the essay Stephen had written the night before and began reading. He hoped she would mention him by name.

      “On Narcissus and Echo, by Stephen Walker.” She looked up at her students then over at him and winked.

      He mouthed “clunk.”

      “Have you ever seen Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, Monet’s Water Lilies, or Van Gogh’s Starry Night?” She began reading aloud to the class. “How about Pollock’s Number 5? Michelangelo’s David? Or the Palace of Versailles?” she continued. “All are so beautiful, so breathtakingly spectacular that it is nearly impossible to look away. You want nothing more than bask in the gloriousness of their splendor and spend the rest of your life amongst the grandeur. This is exactly how Narcissus felt when he gazed at his reflection. Rightly so, he was awestruck by his beauty, because he knew he would never see anything as perfect and heavenly again. But instead of reverence for his beauty, uniqueness, and unabashed love for himself, he is criticized, mocked and eventually dies for the sins of vanity and aloofness.”

      Opulence paused to give the other students time to process the insightful words she just read. She turned her head slightly toward Stephen to convey her unspoken approval and gave him a slight nod before she continued.

      “As the story is told by Ovid, Echo is an annoying, meddling little Nymph who gets involved in the gods’ business where she has none. She is essentially a puppy who wants to run with the big dogs and tangles with the queen bitch, Hera. Subsequently, Echo loses her voice because she tries to outwit Hera and is banished to the woods. As readers of the story, we feel pity for Echo because the punishment is too harsh. It doesn’t fit the crime and Hera’s over the top jealousy and revenge is legendary.”

      “Regardless, the voiceless Echo, while roaming the woods sees Narcissus, who is at the wrong place, wrong time. He is minding his own business, hunting, when Echo falls madly, hopelessly in love with his beautiful self.  Echo is arrogant in thinking she can have him, that she is his equal, but she just won’t take no for an answer. She follows, tracks and spies on him, peeking out from behind bushes and rocks. These actions exemplify her shallowness and immaturity because her devotion is based on his looks alone, she has never met him and she trails along, following him like the vapid, giddy, empty sprite she is.”

      “Narcissus is above her in looks, class and status and he simply isn’t interested. He is blunt and direct in telling her so. He cuts any relationship off before it even begins, which is often the advice we are given when we are in a relationship that isn’t working. ‘Make a clean break’ we are told. . . . break it off fast and final. . . don’t string them along. . .  don’t tease. . .’

      So rather than lead Echo on, Narcissus rebuffs her advances, tells her directly that he is disinterested, and tries to go about his business. Normally, this would be considered the right thing to do,” Opulence’s pauses to catch her breath before beginning again.

      “But because of this rejection, instead of becoming a hero, Narcissus becomes the antagonist, and Echo, a sympathetic character. We hate him for his treatment of her. Never mind her past meddling behavior, her vanity, or how she treated Hera, she is forgiven and her behavior forgotten because of the supposed atrocious way Narcissus treats her and the immense pain she feels from his rejection. Why? Because her story is relatable to the reader. We have all been rejected at some point and most of us can relate to being spurned by a lover.”

      “Instead of nursing her broken heart by having a good cry and complaining about Narcissus to the other nymphs, Echo decides to take it a step further and retaliate. She calls on Nemesis, the goddess of revenge, to punish Narcissus. Nemesis automatically assumes he is arrogant and haughty based on his behavior and good looks. He is accused by Echo, then tried, convicted and sentenced by Nemesis, without even being able to present his side or launch a defense on his own behalf. Being a powerful goddess, Nemesis essentially punishes him for nothing more than being beautiful.”

      “Yet we are discouraged from feeling sympathy or pity for him, instead we are led to believe that Nemesis is justified and he deserves everything that happens to him because of the cold, callous way he treated someone who ‘loved’ him. He should, by rights, suffer the same punishment as Echo; that being a broken heart. Therefore he is led to a pool, sees himself, and falls in love with his reflection. He spends the rest of his days pursuing a love that he cannot have, and dies in complete solitude.”

      “The lesson we are supposed to garner is that if we are so self-absorbed, we will end up like Narcissus, with no one to love, or love us back. But does joy only come from loving another? Doesn’t fulfillment come by loving they self?”

      “Narcissus goes down in history as being self-centered, self-absorbed and egotistical. The  personality disorder, Narcissism bears his name. Under the blanket of “narcissism” self-assurance and high-esteem are looked on as negative traits, but I ask you, shouldn’t Narcissism really be called Echoism? Echo is the one who was so supremely arrogant in thinking she could have whatever, or whoever she wanted.”

      The lecture hall was silent as Opulence finished.
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