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      For a long time, I thought I was going crazy. I was hyper critical of myself, I over analyzed every minute detail of my life, and I questioned myself mercilessly. The confidence I was once so well known for, had faded long ago, and although I had no official diagnoses, I felt depressed. I was crippled by insecurity and second guessed everything I did or thought. I couldn’t figure out why I kept torturing myself. I had everything going for me; a great job, financial security, a home and a loving family, yet I was losing it.

      I’m a teacher by profession and at the end of each school day I stopped going home. Instead of taking my papers with me when I closed my classroom door, I chose to mark them at my desk, well into the late afternoon and long after the last bell had rung for the day, instead.

      I became involved in clubs and sports and volunteered for after school activities. I tutored in the evenings, sold tickets at sporting events, chaperoned school plays, attended orchestra productions and when that wasn’t enough, I picked up a part-time job in a retail store. Although I had a million excuses as to why I did all this, “I’m saving for vacation,” “I’m helping my daughter buy a car,” “I’m trying to pay off some bills,” it ultimately was simply so I wouldn’t have to deal with my narcissistic husband’s moodiness and unpredictable temper.

      Instead of getting the root of the problem, I coped- by avoiding him. My husband was horrible to live with and his moods ranged from high highs to unbelievable lows and were extremely unpredictable. I tiptoed around in my marriage and instead of standing up for myself and leaving the toxicity behind, I subsisted. I reasoned that his intermittent irritability was my fault (because he told me so) and therefore it was my responsibility to fix.

      Honestly, if the situation was different and he was mean, crabby or cranky all the time I probably would have reacted differently but it was the uncertainty of it all that kept me around. The manic ups and downs he subjected me to, caused me to form a psychological trauma bond and stay. And try. And hope.

      You see, each day I never knew which Steve I would encounter. Sometimes he was over the top; loving, attentive, and lustful towards me. He was my best friend, an ideal father and a perfect husband. He was supportive, caring and concerned. He could be intensely kind, reasonable and passionate.

      But other times he was dark. Pitch black. He could be sullen, withdrawn and had a hair pin temper. He could launch into a fit of rage, complete with shouting, screaming, belittling, cursing, slamming doors or punching walls, at the drop of a hat. I just never knew.

      The majority of the time my husband’s temperament fell somewhere in between those two extremes. Most of the time, when I would come home from work, he would simply be distant, withdrawn and introverted. Quiet. But it was during those periods of intense darkness, when he would rage at the slightest perceived imperfection that a primal survival instinct in me was triggered. It warned me to stay away. Keep out! I knew, in order to survive, I needed to avoid him; to make myself scarce at all costs and the game of keep away that I started playing eventually became my life.

      When I couldn’t avoid him, I walked softly around his crotchetiness. I chose my words carefully when engaging and tried desperately to create a perfect environment for him; a clean house, a good meal, and a stress-free atmosphere, because I knew that one perceived slight or imperfection could set him off into one of his lengthy tirades, whether it be caustic putdowns, physical damage, or the psychological manipulation of stonewalling.

      To the outside world, we were a happy couple, and why not? He controlled the relationship. I capitulated to his every whim and fancy. Towards the end of our days together I would have done or said practically anything not to incur his wrath. Therefore, I never let on to friends or family about his personality disorder. What happens in a marriage stays there, I always believed. Marriages have their faults. When you recite your vows, you take the good with the bad, so I put up a stoic front with friends or colleagues. Everything was fine, even though it wasn’t.

      He wasn’t always the moody, sullen individual that he had become. If he were like that from the beginning, I never would have been attracted to him in the first place and never would have gotten tangled up in his narcissism. Our early relationship was amazing. Steve was my soul mate, my life partner, my knight in shining armor. He was my champion defender, my protector, and the love of my life.

      But he wasn’t anything like that now, so I waited. I waited for him to get over what was bothering him, waited for him to snap out of his moodiness, and waited to get back to the glory days of our relationship.

      While I waited, I made excuses for him and rationalized his behavior. There must be some external force acting on him. He is just going through “some stuff” and will eventually sort it all out. He is processing the concept of “old age.” His brain is telling him he is still youthful, but his body is screaming the opposite.

      Perhaps it was a midlife crisis, I reasoned as I typed “symptoms of a midlife crisis” into Google’s search bar. Why, his crabbiness had to be because of the constant pain he suffered. He has herniated discs, a torn ACL, and IBS. These must be what causes him to lash out at me!

      Or maybe his problems were mental? That’s it! He was depressed and acting out; not fulfilled in life. He wasn’t as close to our children as he would have liked nor did he have the relationship he wanted with them.

      Maybe, just maybe, he was bored. Boredom came up as a cause of moodiness during my Google search so it must be true! He had worked as a teacher for the past 45 years, in the same school, same classroom, so of course the tedium must be a contributing factor. He was also staring down the shotgun barrel of life and watched helplessly as his musically talented brother became the professional musician he always dreamed of becoming.

      Whatever the reason, I knew our love for each other would see us through this trying time. Therapists incorrectly told me to wait out the abuse, so I waited. I reasoned that if I was patient, things would get better. A degree holding, all knowing, professional was confirming that so why wouldn’t I listen? I listened. I waited. I avoided. And I walked on eggshells.

      One fateful day that all changed. I caught my husband cheating on me with Clarissa Wilkins. I responded typically. How could you do this to me? What does she have that I don’t? Why aren’t I enough for you? which only served to deepen my insecurities and confirm his control. I blamed her and I did what most of us do when threatened with “another woman” or “another man,” I tried to win him back. I played the “pick me” game as he pompously sat back and lapped up the attention, he was receiving from the both of us.

      Then one day, I had an epiphany. I woke up and I realized he wasn’t worth it. A thick fog suddenly cleared when I realized he was no prize and he didn’t deserve me. His pain, his old age problems, his deficiencies were just that, his problems. They weren’t about me. Never were. I had kept myself so busy avoiding him I never fully analyzed the true dynamics of our relationship. If I had, I would have recognized that he and I, we, hadn’t worked in a very long time and I had to let go of the drowning man’s hand.

      I cried, I sobbed, I bawled. I grieved. I bought tissues in bulk. I wasted precious time mourning the loss of what I thought was true love. I scoured the internet for answers and for relief from the pain of betrayal, the loss of trust, and the death of my innocence. But I discovered something about myself as I researched. I discovered my own naiveté. By becoming aware, I gained an understanding of the true nature of my relationship; a narcissistic/codependent one.

      Codependency was a tough pill to swallow. I had considered myself above all that psychologist babble but found out that whereas most codependent traits are positive ones; compassion, selflessness, empathy, there are negative ones too. I am gullible, easily manipulated and non-confrontational. Anger is an emotion designed to protect us from abuse, but one that was nonexistent in me. I am easy going beyond belief and believed (naively) that people would never intentionally hurt me because I would never do that to them.

      Because of my misdirected trust, I allowed myself to be subjected to a lying, gaslighting, blamenshifting son of a bitch whose deceitfulness, manipulation, and sneakiness kept me around way too long. It took every ounce of strength to extract myself from his toxicity and it has given me insight into the beast that is narcissism.

      I’m an expert. Here’s my story.
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      I’ve come to realize that narcissists have their own language. Not a language in the traditional sense of the word; like a foreign language, but rather one based on the narcissist’s interpretations of the words we speak.

      Donde el bano?

      Gdzie jest lazienka?

      Ou est la salle de bain?

      Where is the bathroom?

      We all know, regardless of the language, that asking where the bathroom is, means we need to use it! It seems regardless of our dialect, our common language is a societal one; one where when we state something, the perceived understanding is universal.

      Narcissists however, have their own interpretation of what we say. Of course, “where is the bathroom?” Still means the same to a narcissist, but expressions like I love you, you’re the only one, and I’m sorry have a very different meaning than the one we, as a general society, understand. Certain phrases and sayings that we take for granted, and assume we understand their meaning, have a completely different connotation to a narcissist.

      Youthful love

      When we are young, love is straightforward. Childhood love is unconditional and there is no gray area. Black or white, love or hate, those are the only two choices. We love our toys; we love to eat pizza and we love puppies.

      “I love the color blue.”

      “I love spaghetti.”

      “I hate broccoli.”

      As we grow into adults, some things don’t change. We still love our adult toys; gourmet pizza and puppies and we still toss the words love and hate around casually sometimes:

      “I love this restaurant!”

      “I love that color on you!”

      “I hate broccoli.”

      However, when children use the word “love” their definition is an oversimplification of the term. When we are grown, we are wiser. Although we may use the word casually now and again, we know “love” in its true form, is something different. It refers to the deep connection felt between two people.

      Although we may claim we love our objects, what we really love are the people in our lives, and the relationships we have with them. We love our children, our parents, our siblings and our friends. We learn, as we age, that objects are replaceable, people aren’t. We weather life’s ups and downs alongside our loved ones and mourn when the relationship we have with them ends. To us, love in its true sense is an intense fondness towards another, an endearment, or a sense of attachment developed over time. It is a commitment to another and although it may change and evolve, it endures.

      Biological love

      Regardless of laypersons’ definition, “love” in a purely biological sense is broken down into three distinct components; Lust, Attraction and Attachment. The average person doesn’t break these down into their individual parts because we have no need to. We think of love as either a mashing together of the three, or a progression from one to the next. We generally expect to fall head over heels in love, move in together, get married, remain committed, then die side by side.

      We expect the passion of early love to cool with time and for love to progress toward a calmer state. Maybe we saw this modeled through our parents’ relationship, maybe we viewed it thorough our friends or other family members’ relationships, or maybe we read books or saw movies where this scenario was depicted. It is the “happily ever after” story. An enduring relationship, ‘til death do us part, Amen.

      Lust

      Although we normally wouldn’t give these three components a second thought, it is important to analyze each of the three components of love to understand how narcissists view the term. When we isolate these components, lust (the first one) is the most obvious and most understood subset of love. It is characterized by impetuousness. It is youthful love, butterflies in your stomach love, puppy love. Romeo and Juliet.  It starts out intensely and is usually accompanied by a strong pull of sexual desire.

      It is driven by our physical needs and our inherent desire to procreate. Biologically speaking, hormones pulsating through our bodies make the need to reproduce, and ergo the lustful feelings associated with it, essential. Deep within our psyche, we know, that in order to survive as a species, we must copulate. Lust ensures this occurrence.

      Lust is passionate, it is potent, and it is fleeting. It is the classic “one-night stand.” Psychologically, lust is driven by idealization of our partners; a fantasy. We idolize them at first and are blinded to their faults. We see what we want to see. We are attracted to a person’s looks, swagger and personality. We don’t merely admire them from afar; we are powerfully drawn toward them and want to possess them physically.

      
        
        “How did you feel the first time you and Steve copulated? My therapist asked matter-of-factly one day, pencil in hand, pad ready. After nearly a year together we were running out of things to talk about.

        “Copulated? Really Ray?” I began, a bit disgusted that he was making me reexamine the beginning of what would turn out to be close to 20 years of narcissistic hell. “We made love. We had sex. We fucked. Call it what it is. You don’t have to be polite. We are both adults and I’ve been coming here for almost a year now.” I answered snarkily.

        “And. . .” he continued, peering over the rims of his readers waiting for me to finish my mini-tirade, obviously having some motive for asking me the question.

        I reluctantly dusted off old memories and retrieved them from the deep inner folds of my gray matter.

        “It was wonderful.” I began.  “I remember driving to his place after work and we couldn’t get our clothes off fast enough. It was impulsive, it was fast, it fulfilled a need that I felt toward him. Sexual compatibility is important in a relationship. If a couple intends to move forward, sexual compatibility is an important element. . .”

        I was actually starting to sound a little like him. . .

      

      

      But lust is not committed love. It is obsessive, intense, and shallow. It is a period in a relationship where sex overrides conversations. You are lovers, but not friends and sometimes it can be awkward once the initial “task” is completed. The morning after, when the alcohol has worn off and you see the person for whom and what they are, you either like what you see or you don’t. It’s black or white at this point. Sometimes the “I’ll call you” message is spoken as you are shooed out the door, or “call me” is mumbled backhandedly by you as you juggle an armload of jumbled clothes while bolting toward the nearest exit. Neither of you really meant what you said and you never exchanged phone numbers. You just wanted to scramble out of there quickly, without incident.

      If, however, we discover that our partner is “good in bed,” we may develop a feeling of hopefulness toward them. We hope they call us. We hope they feel what we felt. We hope they thought it was as wonderful as we did. We hope to see them again. Although we shouldn’t be disappointed if this doesn’t happen, often we are. They seem perfect through the rose lenses of the glasses we donned and we are disappointed when rejected, but not devastated.

      “What happened after you and Steve made love the first time?” Ray asked, rewording his clinical terminology.

      “I got back in my car and drove home. He called me later that night.”

      Attraction

      If both of you like what you see in the morning, and one of you doesn’t high tail out the door never to be heard from again, lust progresses to attraction.

      Attraction is the part of “love” that we consider “dating” and is the hardest to isolate and examine independently of the other two. It is a “getting to know you better” stage. Compatibility takes center stage as we and our partners work together to build a relationship with each other. We try to put our best self forward as the energy felt during the lust stage starts to cool and gets redirected. We can’t spend our lives in bed so now our primary goal becomes getting to know our partner’s personality, mannerisms and quirks and deciding if we want to be with them permanently or not. We are still drawn to them physically, but we want to get to know them emotionally. We may see them as a potential long-term mate and know they can physically satisfy us, but can they mentally satisfy us as well?

      We usually know immediately when attraction doesn’t exist. We aren’t interested in spending time with someone who is just too different from ourselves. They may have been a good lay but their personality doesn’t mesh with ours and maybe it took us a few dates to realize this.

      Despite our own perceived perfection, we don’t have a doppelgänger. If we do decide to stick around, we often “settle” on another person. We decide that person is “good enough.” Settling isn’t necessary a bad thing like it sounds; it is a realization that we are unique and no one will ever be as perfect as us. So, when we look for someone who is “good enough” or “close enough,” we are looking for the good to outweigh the bad.

      I equate this to ordering the daily special in a diner. For a great price you get steak, potatoes, peas and a piece of pie for dessert, no substitutions. I love burned cow carcass, tubers, and any sugary dessert, but I only tolerate legumes. I want to substitute those pesky peas for say, green beans. However, I am politely informed by the wait staff that there are “no substitutions.” Take it or leave it. I am forced to decide. Peas are definitely not my favorite but I love the other stuff. In relationship speak, we make choices like this all the time. No substitutions!

      
        
        She’s a great mother, friend, and wife but she leaves the cap to the tooth paste off.

      

        

      
        He is fun, humorous, and down to earth but his breath stinks.

      

        

      
        She is smart, witty and beautiful but she snorts when she laughs.

      

      

      If you stick with it because you both decide the good outweighs the bad, what eventually marks the end of the attraction stage is an action. This action attests to the relationship’s existence and shows that two people are moving forward in it.

      Cohabitation, engagement, or having a child together are common markers. It is an action telling the world that a couple has reached a heightened level of commitment. All pretenses have dissolved, the couple knows each other well and both want to move forward. They have ordered the special, peas and all.

      Attachment

      Now we are bonded. We have to eat our peas. We put butter on them to make them taste better, we mix them in with the mashed potatoes to dilute their potent flavor, or sometimes we just shovel them into our mouths and swallow, accepting them for what they are.

      Although there are many markers that signal the beginning of the attachment stage, marriage is usually the universally accepted one. When we agree to marry another person, we have set aside our differences and begin working toward common goals with another.

      Our actions are no longer ours alone, they begin to reflect an active concern for our partner’s life, growth and well-being. We want to help our partner construct the best story of themselves and we want to be part of the tale. We begin to take pleasure in seeing them happy and do things for them because it will make them smile and bring them joy.

      Everlasting love

      Everlasting love is a deeply committed love that stands the test of time. Although still considered part of the attachment stage it is the type of attachment and love that we strive for and dream about. Everlasting love is being accepted for who you are. Emotions such as fear, sadness, excitement, anger, or pain, can be displayed without embarrassment or repercussions. You can sing badly, out of tune, and loudly. You can fart or burp or walk around in an unglamorous, oversized flannel nightgown knowing none of those things are deal breakers in the relationship.

      This stage is often romanticized, and it should be. It is where each partner has a willingness to prioritize the other’s well-being or happiness above their own. It is the elderly couple who have been married for eternity and die in each other’s arms. It is trust. It is commitment. It is the “happily ever after” story we dream of. It is swallowing the peas with a smile on your face.

      Narcissistic love- childhood

      So how do narcissists feel about these three love stages? In order to explore that concept we need to go back to how “love” was modeled in their early childhood development. Super theorist, Sigmund Freud explains how we develop through our “Super-egos” and wrote many books on the subject. I can sum up narcissistic development in one sentence. Narcissists were royally fucked over as children.

      Before I get into this particular section, I have to add a disclaimer (my attorney boyfriend says I must!) I have to point out that narcissism is a spectrum disorder. There is no “one size fits all” explanation to it and it varies in both intensity and form from individual to individual. The narcissistic traits that I speak of are the ones I experienced via my ex-husband. He is a covert narcissist. This is not an official diagnosis because he refused therapy. According to him, “he doesn’t have a problem.” So, I have based my diagnosis of him off my research, statements he has made to me, shared experiences, his personality, what I have witnessed firsthand, his moods, his relationships with others, and his actions. All these combined, mirror that of a covert narcissist- to a T! Additionally, coverts are by far the most common type of narcissists so if I were to throw a dart at a narcissistic board, strictly by odds, I would be correct.

      Narcissistic treatment

      Unfortunately, no one knows exactly what causes narcissism and psychologists, psychiatrists, therapists and clinicians are left scratching their heads and chewing the tips of their pencils trying to figure it out. If they could put a finger on its exact cause, it could probably be prevented, cured, or at least effectively treated. As it stands now, little can be done to treat the disorder so the focus is on understanding it, education, and aid for its victims.

      Unconditional Childhood Love

      Most of us, as children, are loved unconditionally by our parents or caregivers. It is a love that is realistic and its goal is to make us feel secure as we grow. We are allowed to make mistakes and are forgiven. Our weaknesses and faults are exposed alongside our strengths and uniqueness. We are accepted for who and what we are as we grow safely within our family unit. Good or bad, pretty or ugly, we are acknowledged and validated.

      Say however, a child is only loved if and when they do something special. For example, they only experience love when they bring home an outstanding report card. Then and only then are they praised, adored and made to feel wanted. Loved. God forbid, they miss a goal on the soccer field then they are disgraced, degraded, and made to feel unworthy. Unloved. Essentially the narcissist learns that if they do something special then they are bragged about and fussed over. If they are better than the competition, they will earn their parents’ love. They are worthy as long as they continue to be exceptional so they strive to be perfect and flawless because if they aren’t, their parents won’t love them. Instead of being able to explore who they really are and express their honest likes, dislikes, opinions, talents, interests and desires, they spend their time doing things that will please their parents. That is the only way they ever feel loved.
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      Mary Walker was a tiny, tough, chain smoking mother of eight-year-old Stephen Walker. She would sit at the kitchen table, glass of scotch in hand, surrounded by the stained, yellowed, peeling walls of her row home waiting for her child to come home from school. She was poor, unfulfilled and bored. She lived her life vicariously through him. Today, as most, her daily dose of anger was awaiting an outlet.

      “What happened at school today?” She asked taking a long drag of her unfiltered camel as the kitchen door swung open and a third grader bounded in.

      “I didn’t win the science fair if that’s what you mean.” Steve replied plainly, avoiding eye contact.

      “What? Why not? Who won?” Mary Walker began aggressively, grabbing him by the arm as she spoke, forcing him to look up and meet her face to face. “WHO WON?” She repeated violently.

      “Eddie Vickers won.” Steve reluctantly confessed. “I came in second place.”  He was wearing the silver-plated medal around his neck but it was unnoticed by his mother.

      “Eddie Vickers?” She questioned, staring at him, astonished as his words registered in her brain. “EDDIE VICKER? YOU LOST TO THAT LITTLE JERK!” She paused. “GOD,” she said with such disgust in her voice as she released her grip violently and stared at the disappointing child standing in front of her. “Now I’ll have to listen to his bitch of a mother brag about how wonderful her son is. You are such a disappointment.” She paused for effect, “I asked you to do one thing” she said overly calmly,  then shouted "ONE THING, and you disappoint me. I have never been so embarrassed in my life. I don’t know how I am going to face my friends. Go to your room Stevie. I don’t even want to see your face. Get out of my sight. You’re disgusting. AND DO SOME STUDYING WHILE YOU’RE AT IT!”
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      It is human nature to want to please others and it makes us feel happy and fulfilled when we do. This is especially true for children. By the very nature of their youthfulness, children have an eagerness to please those they deem important like their teachers, coaches, and parents. There are times, however, when no matter how hard a child tries to please, they disappoint. It’s natural, normal and necessary. Through failure, children learn that they are not perfect, but they also learn that it’s okay. They are accepted anyway and loved regardless. Although they may strive to please, their development as a secure, self-loving individual is not stunted if they experience failure.

      In a narcissistic family, however, a child is made to feel that the only way they are going to be loved is through success. Love in a narcissistic family is conditional. It is based on competition; winning. Whereas a normal child only has to try their best, a narcissistic child has to be the best. Always. Anything less is unacceptable aka unlovable. Flaws and imperfections are not okay.

      In Stephen Walker’s youth he was constantly under a microscope being viewed by a hyper critical, anxiety laden, angst ridden mother. If he brought home a bad report card, had an out of tune instrument at a music recital, or missed his bus, he was degraded, belittled, and continuously told that he was sub-par. His mother would launch into a tirade over what an embarrassment and disappointment he was and she never forgot anything. Nor did she forgive. No matter how minor an incident or how slight his imperfection he was constantly reminded of his faults.

      It stands to reason that this developed in a belief that if my husband was not the best, he was unlovable. He therefore developed an unrealistic perception of what it takes to be loved. Instead of being able to celebrate accomplishments and accept failure, he learned that anything less than outstanding was not okay. He was constantly striving to do something superb, outrageous or exceptional just to feel loved.

      If young Stephen was successful at some grandiose undertaking, Mary Walker idealized him and put him on a pedestal. Do great, get praise, feel loved. That was his normal. He was never allowed to just be himself and feel loved for being who he is. Instead, he had to jump through absurd hoops and fulfill a ludicrous set of expectations in order to feel the love that we, as non narcissists feel, just for being ourselves. Whereas all children like to please their parents and other important people in their lives, the narcissist develops a need to please in order to feel okay about themselves. The conditional love they experience formulates the narcissist’s idea of what being loved is. Whereas we view love as being accepted for who we are, narcissists view it as being adored through performance. Whereas we are content to remain in the shadows and be true to ourselves, a narcissist constantly seeks the spotlight to receive continued reminders from others as to how great they are. If they are great, they are loved. All the love they feel is provided from external forces, there is no self-love in a narcissist.

      Eventually as narcissists grow and become adults, their parents are no longer the center of their being. But they don’t get to leave the nagging need to be above average behind. It persists within them because it is all they know. They believe they must continue to show off in order to receive praise and hence, feel loved. Their emotional existence developed so fragilely that they have to be constantly reminded by others how wonderful they are. Because a person’s self-esteem is tied to feeling loved, theirs erodes if they stop acting. It is better, in the narcissist’s mind, to keep performing. That way they are never deprived of love and as long as they receive this “love,” they feel okay about themselves.

      I have read a number of analogies depicting this scenario and a narcissist’s need for external validation. I have heard their need for praise referred to as cake/kibbles, bucket/water, or ego/fuel. Personally, I like to equate a narcissist’s need for reinforcement to a gunny sack/treat type of situation.

      Think of it like this: a healthy ego is the equivalent of gunny sack comfortably filled with hardy, nutritious treats. As normal people, we learned as we aged how to be self-sufficient and fill our own sacks. Although we needed our parents or primary caregivers to fill our sack when we were children, as adults, and due to our normal development, we can now fill our own sack and supply ourselves with our own treats. These treats that I speak of are essentially our feelings of self-worth, self-confidence, and self-respect and we fill our sacks from within, naturally: a self-filling sack.

      Narcissists, on the other hand, have never learned how to fill their own sacks. Instead of being guided and taught how to fill their own sacks, they still have to receive treats from others in order to feel worthy. But others don’t just randomly give away their treats, they only do so when someone does something special. So, a typical narcissistic behavior is to undertake grandiose mannerisms, activities and behaviors in order to bring praise and accolades (treats) from others. This is a hallmark narcissistic trait- grandiosity, and the reason behind it- treat acquiring.

      Narcissistic lust

      The narcissist never learned to fill their own sack. Because they learned early on that love is conditional, they feel that they have to be the very best at everything (even in bed) to get their necessary treats (self-worth, self-confidence, self-respect). Therefore, the lust stage, which is the impetuous love we all feel when we begin dating a piece of eye candy, equates to a required performance to the narcissist. It goes without saying therefore, that most narcissists are seasoned courtesans in the bedroom. The sex you experience with them is so mind blowing, so over the top, so amazing, that you tell them so and you brag to your friends that it was the best you ever had.

      The narcissist wants to hear this and laps up your praise. They want ovation from you and they want to be told (over and over again) that they are the best lover you have ever had. It’s a competition after all. They need to fill their sacks.

      But you don’t mind telling them (all the while filling their sacks) because it is true! The sex was indescribable. The narcissist fulfilled your every desire, you are satiated and use such adjectives as “astonishing,” “over whelming,” “staggering” and “wonderful” to describe sex with them. You felt you truly were “making love.” The narcissist sucks up the accolades and basks in your adoration. They performed flawlessly, you praised them, therefore you love them and they feel “loved.”

      Because you have just made them feel the only “love” they have ever felt, they will keep you around. You are a good supply of praise so let’s see where this goes. As long as you provide the approval, they so desire, then they love you back. “I love you” at this stage means you are providing me with what I need so therefore I will keep you around.

      To you, on the other hand, they have passed the sexual compatibility test with flying colors. An A+. You happily move into the “getting to know you” stage; attraction. You want to see if there are any peas on their plate. “I love you” to you, means just that I love you and want to get to know you better.

      Narcissistic attraction

      To the narcissist, because you are a great supplier of love as they know it, they want you to stick around. They reason that if they can lock it down and get you to commit to them, then they will have all the treats they need for the rest of their existence. They never view your treat supply as being limited, therefore they continue to expend energy on the relationship and the bedroom.

      They are smart enough to know that you are not a replacement for the parent they didn’t have, but you are providing them with a constant stream of validation so they feel good and consistency is what they want. To them, you are doing a fantastic job and that’s all that matters. Their sack is filled because you are professing your undying love for them and they are fulfilling your every whim and fantasy.

      They shower you with gifts and disarm you with their sensational charm. They like what you like. They engrain themselves in your life so you feel like you have met your soul mate. They don’t want to lose you, and at this point both sides are winning at the game of love. Because love to them is shown through praise and worship, they feel loved. Because you have suddenly found someone who has exactly the same interests, goals and values you do, you feel euphoric around them. You both are happier than you have ever felt in a relationship.

      Lovebombing

      In narcissistic language this is commonly called the lovebombing stage. It is usually a melding of the lust and attachment stage. During lovebombing everything is wonderful because you have the energy to sustain what the narcissist needs. You are so self-confident, so self-assured, so grounded, that you have treats to spare.

      The narcissist wants to continue to hear how wonderful they are and you don’t disappoint. Why would you? You keep filling them up with treats and in return your world has become brighter, more vibrant and more exciting with them in it. You feel loved and you continue to praise them, acknowledge them, and thank them. You brag about them (and to them) so their need to be admired is fulfilled. They feel their sense of “love,” you feel yours.

      Narcissistic attachment

      Narcissists like the supply feed you are so good at providing so committing to you is a normal course of action. Where it was once believed that narcissists shy away from commitment, that’s not true. By committing to you, not only do they safeguard the supply you provide, they also acquire a certain respectability. Status is important to them. They have been called “crazy” by their psycho exes and now, with you by their side, they can prove to the world that it isn’t true. It was their exes who were the crazy ones after all.

      Narcissists do enter this stage with hopeful feelings. They are hopeful that things will work out and that your treat supply will be never ending. You have been a good treat supplier for a long time now. You have proven your self-worth so why not commit? Your energy is amazing and they want it to continue. They want to be ensured that they will receive treats from you for as long as you both may live so if marriage, children, cohabitation, or mingling funds will do that, then by all means, let’s do it!

      But unfortunately for you, the bar keeps getting higher and higher, and the goal post further and further, as their needs become greater and greater. Your lavish praise towards them is starting to wear out because as the relationship progresses, you are starting to expect things. So, what was once a superb performance, a stellar act, performed by the narcissist, in your eyes has become normal now. Their stories, demonstrations, behavior and even sexual prowess becomes worn and the energy you supplied during the lust stage has cooled, (as it should) and got redirected.

      This is not because your expectations have dimmed. On the contrary, you still adore your narcissist and all the things they do for you, it’s just that the adjectives you use to describe, thank and praise them isn’t good enough for them anymore.

      For example, if you say, “thank you” the first time something occurs, then a simple “thank you” the second time will no longer suffice to the narcissist. They show you, through verbal and nonverbal language, that they are displeased and your “thank you” isn’t enough. To avoid making them feel this way, you step up your game. “Thank you,” becomes something like “thank you very much” the second time around. “Thank you very much” then has to become, “thank you so much” in order for the narcissist to feel appreciated the next time, and the cycle perpetuates itself. With each display of love the narcissist shows towards you, they expect more and more lavish praise.

      Thank you.

      Thank you very much.

      Thank you so much.

      Thank you ever so much.

      Thank you that was very kind.

      Thank you you’re wonderful.

      Thank you, you’re awesome.

      Thank you that was so nice of you.

      Thank you for thinking about me.

      Gracias.

      Dziekuje.

      Merci beaucoup.

      The narcissist expects you to keep upping your game and be more grateful for what they do for you and you are, but you simply run out of ways to say or show it to meet their demanding expectations. You simply cannot come up with more and more meaningful praise each and every time and this upsets them. They pout. They feel unloved. They turn a cold shoulder. But, whereas your feelings toward them has deepened, and certain behaviors of theirs have become presumed, in their eyes you have become unappreciative. For as long as you were making them feel special about themselves, they were content to keep you around. But now you are an unprolific partner, and they no longer feel loved. They may as well stop doing things for you, maybe that will shake you out of your lethargy.

      Remember when all is said and done, all the narcissist wants is praise, praise and more praise. Love, love and more love. Treats, treats, and more treats! You are responsible for providing them because you are the chosen one! While their needs grow exponentially, you have reached your carrying capacity. Other things require your attention. You have children, friends, family, a home . . . that need a bit of your love too, but the narcissist in your life is all demanding. Any perceived slight, any missed opportunity to praise, sends them into a fit of utter rage. How could you not see and acknowledge how wonderful they are?

      
        
        They put their laundry in the hamper so you could wash it.

      

        

      
        They called the pharmacist to refill their own prescription.

      

        

      
        They swept up the crumbs they dropped on the floor.

        They put the dishes in the sink to make it easier for you to them put in the dishwasher.

      

        

      
        Why, they even put the top to the toothpaste tube that you left off!

      

      

      Why aren’t you seeing how resplendent they are anymore? For heaven’s sake, pay attention! You are such a slacker!

      Everlasting love

      There is no such thing as everlasting love in a narcissistic relationship. One person (monogamy) simply cannot provide a narcissist with what they need forever. It’s too exhausting, too draining, and simply put, too much for one person to supply. Coupled with this the narcissist is never content with one person’s treat supply. Even if you are able to keep up with their insatiable demand, your treats get old and stale quickly. The narcissist needs to tap into newer, fresher, greater supplies along with yours. They will triangulate in order to ensure these treats, and up and leave you long before “til death do you part.” That is of course, unless they meet with an untimely demise . . . hey, I can dream.

      If you happen to find out about their secondary treat supply, or see through the gaslighting and blameshifting, you are suddenly slapped across the face with the realization that there was no steak, potatoes or pie when you ordered the special. You are holding an infant in your arms or left with a crippling mortgage when the realization that your whole plate is covered in peas hits you full force. You realize that the narcissist hid the peas or disguised them as something else. You look down at your plate and realize the steak you are eating is not a steak at all. It is peas that have been molded and formed into a steak-like shape. You move to the potatoes. What you once thought were potatoes are nothing more than mashed, bleached peas. Additionally, the pie you love so much is nothing more than peas coated with sugar. They have been sweetened to appease (intentional pun) you, but underneath it all they are still just peas. Pea pie.

      You swallow hard at the realization that you were fooled. You didn’t have your glasses on, or maybe you did, but the narcissist tinted the lenses with such dark rose-colored paint, everything was blurry up until now.

      Nonetheless, you ordered the special. No substitutions. Now you must eat it. You made a lifelong commitment and you are determined to stick with it, because that is what we do, we honor our commitments. We ride it out. We cope. We avoid. We find joy in the little gifts life has to offer and we stay.

      Regardless of how long you survive in a narcissistic relationship, there is no “happy” in “happily ever after” because the energy required to sustain a narcissist is impossible. It drains every last bit of happiness out of you and takes all you have to give. Know that a partner, lover, or friend simply CANNOT maintain the energy needed for a narcissistic relationship to continue working. It’s exhausting and will suck the life out of you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To the non-narcissist- “I love you” means I have a deep feeling in my heart towards you. It means you are the shining star in my life and I twinkle when I see you. It means I feel safe, secure and comfortable around you. You make my life easier and my world is a better place as long as you are in it. I will continue trying to make you happy because I have made a commitment to you and I honor my commitments. I will see it through and give you everything I possibly can, even to my own detriment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To the narcissist- “I love you” means I appreciate the accolades and admiration you provide and I do love how hard you work to make me feel like your everything. However, I don’t really feel anything meaningful toward you, but as long as you praise me and recognize me as the important, superior person I am, I will keep you around. I will honor my commitment as long as it suits me. I will tell you I love you, and you will see it only on your terms, but I say this, not because it is true, but because it is what you want to hear and reciting this mantra will help me achieve my goal of acquiring treats. But I don’t feel the same way you do. As soon as you stop providing what I need, I will discard you without a second glance and find what I need elsewhere. I don’t love you at all but I will keep that fact hidden from you so you won’t leave and you will continue to do my bidding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When Steve moved in with me close to twenty years ago, he brought with him a brown, cardboard box with “nostalgia” scribbled on the side. It went straight from his moving truck to the garage where it would have stayed, unopened, on a shelf if I hadn’t peeked inside.

      On this “cohabitation day,” I was feeling bubbly and effervescent. It was a start of our new life together as a couple, and I was feeling that youthful, giddy love; the one where we want to know everything about our partner’s past and here was an opportunity staring me in the face.

      Rummaging through the box I uncovered a whole array of trinkets and memorabilia from his childhood. His eagle scout award, some old yearbooks, baseball cards; a whole trove of treasures. Towards the bottom, I uncovered a dusty, tarnished medal. The faded red, white and blue cord was wrapped repeatedly around it and it was tucked under some old wrestling shoes, his varsity letter and some boxing headgear.

      “Hey Steve, what’s this?” I asked, unwrapping the ribbon, curious about the childhood experiences he never talked about.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” He said, as he unloaded another box from his truck.

      I wasn’t having it. I approached him and dangled it in front of him demanding an answer.

      “It’s a medal I won for the science fair.” He said, laughing lightly at my persistence. He put down the box he was carrying and took the medal from my hands. As he examined it, he looked like he hadn’t thought about it in a very long time. He handed it back.

      “Where’d you find that?” He asked turning back to the bigger task at hand.

      “In a box over there,” I pointed. My enthusiasm was gushing. He had mentioned that he was a boy scout and told me about the sports he participated in, but this was something new!

      “This is so cool!” I said dangling it in front of him.

      He cracked a smile at my energy.

      “You never told me you won the science fair!” I exclaimed as I motioned to put the ribbon around his neck. We were both science teachers and knew what an honor winning was. He shrugged me off.

      “It’s nothing. It was only sec- he said with a slight laugh. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “You WON!” I exclaimed genuinely impressed. Since he wouldn’t wear it, I put it around my neck instead.

      “That’s so great! I never won the science fair.” I stated factually as the heavy gold-plated medallion hung at my chest and I began reading the inscriptions upside down.

      “It’s really not that big of a deal.” He stated, lightly shaking his head back and forth and placing his hand over the engraving before I could make out the words.

      I looked up at him, glowingly proud. “Well, I think it’s amazing! I never won anything like that! It must have shaped your whole life. I bet that’s why you went into the science field.” I hypothesized. Unwittingly I finished with, “your mom must have been so proud of you! I’m going to hang it up on the fridge so the kids can see it.” I turned, intending to march into the kitchen . . .

      Having never let go of the medallion, Steve stopped my retreat by gently tugging on the chord. “Give it to me Laura,” he said with such cold seriousness that it caught me off guard. I didn’t dare protest. I silently took it off and handed it to him not understanding his sudden mood change.

      I looked up at him for further clarification as he slipped back into character and slipped the medal into his pocket. “I told you, it’s nothing. It’s just a silly medal I won. Let it go . . .”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When my therapist pressured me to identify any red flags, I may have over looked early on in my relationship with Steve, that is the only one I ever had. Steve’s sudden mood shift didn’t seem like a red flag at the time. I thought the medal somehow held horrific memories of a childhood he would rather forget.

      When I was bagging his stuff up on moving out day, I came across the medal once again. This time it was stuffed in the bottom of an old, rusted metal tool box which sat, unused in the far back corner of our garage. I had long forgotten about the medal and hadn’t come across it in the nearly twenty years we were together. Steve’s odd reaction to it that day suddenly come flooding back. This time upon examination, I was able to read the inscription. On the front was a scientific logo- an atom, complete with a nucleus and spinning electrons, and Stephen Walker was engraved on the back.

      But as I returned the medallion to the tool box, intending to close the lid of the tool chest forever and box it up with the rest of his stuff, something caught my eye. There was another name underneath Steve’s. For some reason Stephen Walker was engraved over the name Edward Vickers.
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