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To the walking angels who perceive right-mindedness in those who feel too broken to find their way. My psychologist was just doing her job, but she did it with a compassion and integrity that saved my life. I hope to offer a fraction of such a gift to another being in this lifetime.













Introduction





I was raised to believe in the inherent goodness of all beings. I understood that some folks respond to deep injury by being aggressive. If I was their target, I was hurt but never defeated. I had a safe space at home to lick my wounds and reestablish my sense of equilibrium. That was how it was for me as a child.


As an adult, I let an aggressor in too close, and I married him. There was a glaring omission in my early learning about the inherent goodness of all beings. Without standards and firm boundaries, I was left vulnerable to an individual so devoid of conscience, there would be no potential for repair. I had no other option but to get out.


I spent more than three decades of my life with my aggressor. When I finally left, I started on a long road of repair. Leaving presented several challenges. First, he’d sooner burn the village down than reveal himself as an imperfect husband, and since I hadn’t shared the worst of my abuse with my family and friends, many didn’t believe me. Also, there was the problem of my broken condition. What am I to do if this emotionally erratic mess is who I am now? I vacillated between oversharing (which made me sound crazy) and not telling enough (which made me look crazy).


Initially, if I spoke the truth of my experience in any detail, the darkness of it would erupt from inside me without warning. I’d start to describe an incident and suddenly I was in it, responding as if I were back inside his rage. I’d cry then lose my breath. My gut and chest would tighten, and I’d lose feeling in my arms and face, or my mouth would stop working altogether like I was in some sort of paralysis. My sister said at certain points I talked in a child’s high-pitched voice. Thankfully though, I was in a protected space away from him with a compassionate companion in my sister, who validated my pain with her anger at what had happened to me.


People I had been afraid to lose did distance themselves from me, including my children, and I’ve grieved the loss. It took years to reclaim my authentic self and regain confidence enough to present myself honestly to the people who remained in my life.


As a kid, my mother cautioned me with the ancient proverb, “Trust in Allah and tie up your camel.” It was intended to help me remember to lock my car door. She didn’t know any better than I did what was in store for me, and the greater message in that piece of wisdom took its time to sink in.















CHAPTER 1

Maybe It’s Smee








You find your perfect partner and commit to a life together, fully prepared for the ups and downs. Suddenly you find you’re traversing falsehoods in a jungle so thick you don’t know which way is up, down, or forward. You must keep your head down to watch your step because the path is treacherous. Turns out, it was all traps set for you on purpose . . . by your beloved.


— SA Parks





Victims of a malignant narcissist can’t help but ask, why did they pick me? I fit many of the descriptors of the type of person that draws a narcissist. I was outgoing, forgiving, loyal, and accommodating. Later, I learned I had a dependent personality, making me an ideal match for my future husband.


Psychology Today defines Dependent Personality Disorder (DPD): An individual with dependent personality suffers from neediness that is marked by an over-reliance on others. His or her emotional and physical needs are dependent on the people to whom he or she is closest.1


I came into my marriage with DPD traits that, over the course of my marriage, ballooned into a disorder. I believed I had an idyllic childhood of support and love from my attentive parents. When exploring my young life with my therapist, Des, she acknowledged that there was a lot right about the family in which I was raised, then added, “. . . as long as you never had to leave their house.”


My mother struggled with anxieties and fears that she was determined to spare her children. I was safe and loved as a child, but I learned two things. First, don’t upset your mother or you’ll make her sick. I was highly sensitive to her nonverbal cues like holding her stomach or heaving deep sighs when I triggered her anxiety. Two, sitting in discomfort was a thing I rarely had to do. If I ever felt bad or uncomfortable, I brought my feelings to her, and she made me feel better. This codependent relationship included an over-interest in me and emotional enmeshment I didn’t really want but I also didn’t fight. I learned to flex for her. She just thought she was being a good mother. There was no malice but at some level, she must have known that she did it in service to her own anxieties. I often felt smothered, and I desired to be independent of my role in her life to start a life of my own.


The contract I had with her made for boundary problems that I believe prepared me for my contract with a malicious partner. I was good at flexing to the needs of an anxious regulator. I had not learned to self-soothe, establish boundaries, or detect when I was being eaten alive in service to another.


Thirty-two years into my marriage, I had become almost completely ineffective at work and barely functional at home with longer and longer bouts of depression and suicidal thoughts. I was in a deteriorated state and desperate for help in a town where almost everyone was in therapy. It was a miracle that I found a psychologist with an opening in her schedule. She was unconventional, greeting me with her large, joyful personality and asking me to drop the titles and call her Des. She and that office became my sanctuary where I was guided through the steps that saved my life.


Clinical psychologist Alexander Burgemeester says narcissist abuse victims seldom enter therapy knowing they are being abused:




Many victims of narcissistic abuse come to a therapist not because they’re being abused, but because they don’t feel right with themselves. They may not even know they are being abused—least of all that their partner is a narcissist.2





This was the case for me when I met Des for the first time. Burgemeester lists some common symptoms among victims of narcissistic abuse:




	They don’t believe they are being abused: This might be because the abuse is very subtle—remember, not all narcissists progress to extreme forms of abuse. Or it may be that the narcissist has employed gaslighting and manipulation so that the victim doesn’t see the abuse for what it is.


	They hold their abuser in high regard—perhaps even idolize him.


	Loneliness—this might be because abusers try to isolate their victims. But there’s another factor here—that relationships with narcissists are often lonely due to how one-way they are.


	They compromise their own preferences and values to please the narcissist.







Perhaps these aspects of narcissistic abuse make people see it as a syndrome in its own right, as opposed to a combination of disorders like complex PTSD, anxiety, depression, and stress.2





Des cautioned me about psychological diagnoses of any kind, saying that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) isn’t set up to identify many subcategories of personality disorders. “The problem with the DSM is it’s a box checker . . . black and white. You either have it or you don’t, but the reality is everything is on a spectrum.” She told me she very quickly saw my Dependent Personality Disorder. “The best thing a diagnosis does is to provide boundaries for our brain. We can determine what is their stuff and what is our stuff. After that, I don’t put a lot of stock in it. It’s helpful to say, okay, I know what’s on them, what’s on me, what’s on us . . . Personality traits and disorders are on a spectrum, and they can be overcome. It takes persistence, but it is fixable. This stuff is what we are raised with, it’s built into our cells, all our habits, all our reflexes, all our emotional stuff . . . it’s hard and it takes lots and lots of best tries and mistakes, and then you can kind of slowly ease on out of it, but it’s just hard. Hard, hard, hard.”


She expounded, “And guess what personality DPD personalities go best with? You got it. A narcissist!” She cautioned that the DSM definition of narcissism is broad and not sufficient to diagnose all types of narcissists. “Your husband’s a benevolent narcissist. A do-gooder. He loves how good he is, and he’s good at looking good.” She said the two disorders land tight together because the one holds the mirror for the other. The DPD needs reassurance from the narcissist. For example:


Narcissist says, “Oh, you’re a good mirror holder!”


DPD responds, “Yes, I am. Here’s your mirror! Look at you, you look fabulous! Let’s keep this ship upright.”


Narcissist checks in, “You got the mirror, right?”


“I sure do, and you’re looking good!”


It’s a classic Captain Hook and Smee combo. A narcissist thrives when they find their Smee. Des told me, “Part of what went into identifying him was that you were defending him too much. You were full DPD. You didn’t come in telling me he was a bad man. You talked about yourself like that. You told me he was a good guy who makes errors, but you were defending him without realizing you were defending him. You were easy to diagnose. Even while you were being tanked, you defended the captain of the ship.”


Des continued, “The two of you are opposite sides of the same coin, and that’s why it functioned to the degree that it did. As long as it doesn’t escalate too much, it might even be complimentary. But in your case, it escalated, and it got dangerous. You have opposite ways of dealing. You take on the blame, he takes on none, but you reflect that he has that right and you get hurt.”


She told me, “When I met him, it took me two seconds to know. If I’d had any doubt about it, the doubt was over.” She said his presentation instantly gave him away. “He’s all smiles. He’s all like handshakes and kissing babies. It’s impression management. They’re trying to get away with things, they’re managing their impression, they’re on the take. You can tell there’s something wrong if you’ve inoculated yourself to these kinds of people like I have. You know you can’t trust them.”


He provided her the information she needed with his energy output that was focused on impression management. A narcissist works differently than the rest of us who want to make a good impression. Most of us get nervous about going to a job interview or meeting a partner’s parents for the first time. A narcissist is hyper-focused on pushing themselves forward in an interaction intent on controlling the situation. Des explained, “I don’t believe what they tell me, because they’re obviously working so hard on impression management. The benevolent narcissist really wants to see themselves as good, which is the opposite of what they are.”


She spoke about my problem with seeing him clearly. “Their behavior is successfully managed to the world. In public, he manages you and is in service to you, so you don’t know what to make of him and neither do others. People really like people like him—until they cross him. And these people seldom get crossed publicly so they are hardly ever exposed for who they are.” I had crossed him. “You’ve crossed him and now you see it. They make a job of being sure nobody has to cross them until they do. You did and when that happens, he will privately dismember you.”


For more than three decades, I was subjected to levels of emotional and psychological pain that I didn’t know were possible. The result, she explained, exacerbated my dependency to the level of a disorder, eventually escalating into traits of chronic PTSD. The National Center for PTSD at the US Department of Veteran Affairs lists indicators of complex or chronic PTSD. An individual who experienced a prolonged period (months to years) of chronic victimization and total control by another may also experience difficulties in the following areas:




	
Emotional regulation. May include persistent sadness, suicidal thoughts, explosive anger, or inhibited anger.



	
Consciousness. Includes forgetting traumatic events, reliving traumatic events, or having episodes in which one feels detached from one’s mental processes or body (dissociation).



	
Self-perception. May include helplessness, shame, guilt, stigma, and a sense of being completely different from other human beings.



	
Distorted perceptions of the perpetrator. Examples include attributing total power to the perpetrator, becoming preoccupied with the relationship to the perpetrator, or preoccupied with revenge.



	
Relations with others. Examples include isolation, distrust, or a repeated search for a rescuer.



	
One’s system of meanings. May include a loss of sustaining faith or a sense of hopelessness and despair.3






Des went on, “That’s why you get blown around so easily. That’s why things get so scary for you. That’s the feeling that had you outside in my parking lot, thinking about killing yourself. It comes from the chronic PTSD feeling that blows you around without an anchor.”


In a nutshell, my benevolent narcissist and I were perfect for each other. “Benevolent narcissism is a subcategory of the DSM definition of narcissist that almost no one correctly diagnoses. They almost always slip through the cracks of therapists. In fact, from what I can tell they are the one category of clients that therapists befriend on the side and then realize what they’ve done. A benevolent narcissist works themselves into the system with the intent to manage the system.”


Des described the profile of this subgroup. “They tend to be polished. They tend to be attractive, they’re well-spoken, and they can influence people. They don’t have violence in their life, so they don’t have a lot of police reports or histories of nefarious activity. He was working extra hard on me when he walked in. He came into my office extra smiley. It was clear he didn’t want to help you or the family like he said. He only wanted to help himself.”


He never hit me, cheated on me, or gambled our money away. His abuse was undetectable to the outside and was so much a part of our family structure, we normalized it. The evidence was everywhere around and inside me, but I had neither the experience nor the language to call it out. My need for his validation complicated that. Control was his superpower. He could wait to fully express his brutality until we were alone or our children were sleeping. In their presence, he doted on me or used coded language to break me down. Over time and with slow, calculated precision, he succeeded in sucking the life, the joy, and any semblance of self from me. Had I not put a stop to it, he would have been glad to keep it going in hellish matrimony till death did us part. Boy, was he mad when I woke up and chose to reclaim my life instead.


I did not wake up easily. Des was a tenacious ally and held my nose steadily to the truth, insisting that, if I chose, I could free myself from my nightmarish reality. In The Path Forward, Lisa Scott describes how withholding validation creates an attachment that is part of what keeps you in it:




A Narcissist programs you to question yourself . . . question everything you do, in fact. This is his goal from the very beginning. He knows if he can cause you to doubt yourself, you will become dependent on him for validation and keep coming back to him.4





When I met him, I was a lively, creative, can-do kind of person. I was socially confident, industrious, joyful, and secure, with family and friends who I knew loved me. I managed to hold on to much of that in the first twelve years or so that we were together. Despite our challenges, I stayed firm in my belief that life is what you make it, and no problem is unsolvable. I felt I was the engine and the driver in our relationship, and that was fine with me. I was good at it.


Fast forward to twenty-five years of dismissals, criticism, discards, displays of anger, and stoic withdrawals combined with his hyper-excitable attention toward person after person who was never me. I found myself crippled with social anxiety and indecisiveness, moving in and out of depression, hysterical crying, and suicidal thoughts. I lost all confidence at work, couldn’t order off a menu, and struggled to maintain my composure with my family.


Reading back in my early journals, I saw there were times I was on to him and saw through his manipulations aimed at shaming and diminishing me. Back then, I still had enough of an identity separate from him to know it was wrong. I was determined to find the right words to make him see that what he was doing was harming me and us. I thought his cruel detachment came from a place of ignorance or inexperience, and I wanted to show him that there was a benefit for him to learn to build me up rather than tear me down. I believed in his inherent goodness and thought he just didn’t get it.


The strategies for breaking you down increase in number and boldness by slow increments over time. It’s a slow cooker. The more time you are willing to offer up your flesh, the more broken you will become. Time increases your capacity for self-blame and builds your tolerance for the emotional beatdowns. Your strength and fortitude are chipped away just enough to be undetectable while causing you to doubt your perceptions, your worth, and your capabilities. You develop a different kind of strength—tolerance for the mistreatment. You may be so preoccupied with trying to fix what you’re now convinced is wrong with you that you stop checking their behavior altogether. Over time you abandon any standard you ever had for how you should be treated. You’ve forgotten who you once were, and before you know what is happening, you’re in collusion with them to take you down.















CHAPTER 2

The Nature of the Beast: The Benevolent Narcissist








Covert narcissists are the worst type of narcissists. They pretend to be altruistic, kind, and codependent. Covert narcissists get what they need out of life by creating a false self. Simultaneously, they hurt people in their most intimate relationships by behaving pathologically narcissistic behind the scenes.


—Ross Rosenberg5





Initially, I dismissed the notion that he was a narcissist. The term used in our culture describes self-centered and entitled persons, and the broad-brush DSM definition didn’t describe the generous, service-providing man I married. Descriptions like grandiosity, self-importance, and a wish to be admired didn’t seem to apply. When Des suggested that narcissism was what I was dealing with, I needed clarification. “You’re saying he knows he’s hurting me, and when he says he’s sorry, he doesn’t mean it?”


She responded, “I’ll go you one better, but this is going to be hard to hear. Not only does he know what he’s doing and he’s not sorry, but he likes it when he hurts you. As long as he can, he will do it again because it feels good to see you in pain.” It was hard to hear, but I went home and watched our interactions more closely. I saw how it played out over and over again.


The DSM doesn’t detail how a narcissist develops a false-self designed to hide the most obvious narcissistic traits on the list. It barely scratches the surface of how they employ manipulation tactics and how those tactics diminish their targets. In her blog, Renee Swanson describes it:




While an overt narcissist is much more likely to be bold and in-your-face, a covert narcissist’s tactics are much more subtle and passive-aggressive. For example, they learn what they are “supposed” to say to be humble or compassionate. Then they wear these humble and compassionate acts like a badge of honor, being sure that everyone sees how “good” they are. They become experts at hiding behind these acts so no one can accuse them of being arrogant or lacking in compassion. If and when you call them out on this, the victim role is a favorite tool of covert narcissists. They leave you doubting yourself, wondering if you are being unfair. The next thing you know you find yourself apologizing to the covert narcissist, who started all this with their arrogance and/or lack of compassion.6





The bragging, boastful entitlement of an overt narcissist is easier to spot. The sneaky benevolent ones do it differently. Once I connected the dots, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it sooner. He had hurt, diminished, and discarded me repeatedly. Now I realized this was something he did strategically to hurt me, because hurting me empowered him. The following passage is excerpted from Rethinking Narcissism by Dr. Craig Malkin:




The easiest way to understand all narcissism is to think of it as the drive to feel special or stand out from the other 7 billion people on the planet in some way. Narcissists, then, are people so addicted to feeling special that they become more and more willing (the higher they are in the trait) to do whatever it takes to get their “high,” including lie, steal, and cheat (just like any substance abuser). This rethink helps explain the variety of narcissists, too. Since there are many ways to feel special, narcissism comes in a multitude of forms. People can feel special by believing themselves to be the most intelligent or beautiful person in the room (extroverted), the most misunderstood or emotionally sensitive (introverted), or even the most helpful or caring person in the room (another, newly recognized type, called communal narcissism). The more addicted a narcissist is to feeling special, the more likely they are to become disordered, displaying the core of pathological narcissism, or Triple E, as I call it:





Exploitation. Doing whatever it takes to feel special, regardless of the cost to those around them.


Entitlement. Acting as if the world owes them and should bend to their will.


Empathy Impairments. Becoming so fixated on the need to feel special that other people’s feelings cease to matter. At this end of the spectrum, we find narcissistic personality disorder (NPD).7


A pathological narcissist harms you without remorse because the power rush they get when they see they’ve hurt you is sustenance to them. While your attention and admiration assure them of their specialness, your pain is a confirmation of their power. It bolsters their deeply impaired self-esteem. This is why they must construct a false self to keep you in service to their insatiable appetite.


My husband’s carefully developed persona was under construction long before we met. He’d spent years observing and appropriating the behaviors of kind, compassionate people. He parroted their behaviors, because he lacked the capacity to feel what was in their hearts, and he wanted to be seen as good. This type of narcissist will study what connection and vulnerability look like and simulate it so well you might even think they love you. In fact, you may feel you’ve never been loved with such passion and vulnerability in all your life.


My narcissist was exhausted much of the time from the work of presenting his acquired false self and concealing his empty interior. When interacting with others, he constantly assessed who was buying it and who wasn’t. For those who bought what he was selling, he poured it on thicker. For those who weren’t buying it, he dismissed them and then ridiculed them to me later.


A benevolent narcissist can be found out, but you must pay diligent attention because they’ve mastered the ability to hide their true goals. As in my case, they display their capacity for doling out debilitating rage to a lone target while consistently maintaining a charismatic persona to the public, friends, and family. They are impervious to authentic connection and disinterested in reflective self-examination, though they can appear to be deeply connected and thoughtful. They’re invulnerable to you, and that is where their power lies. They don’t care and you do.


As his target, I knew both the charming version of my narcissist as well as the cold, angry person who showed up for me in private. I’d seen him be mean to those few who crossed him, and I knew firsthand how heartless he could be to me. But I also experienced the generous, funny, selfless man who bent over backward to ensure that people were comfortable, served, and entertained. He was always the first to jump up to offer a hand, get food or drinks, and walk you to your car to see you safely on the road. He showed such a capacity for goodness he convinced me that, despite his every effort to control himself, it was my bad behavior that consistently drove him over the edge. That he was such a good person spoke to the magnitude of my misconduct. I had not ever affected anyone in this way before, and it caused me extreme distress. How can this man, capable of such stunning acts of kindness and charity, be provoked to these extreme levels of indifference, cruelty, and anger? The confusion this causes complicates detection and affects the brain. Rhonda Freeman, PhD, describes how enduring this kind of abuse overrides reasoning power and prevents the victim from seeing clearly:




Two psychological states that are vital for victims of emotional and physical abuse to be aware of: The Trauma Bond and Cognitive Dissonance. Both override proper reasoning that could help a victim gain freedom from toxicity. These processes happen automatically within the brain and are the result of the neurochemical storm ignited by the abusive partner.


Cognitive dissonance is a reflection of the distress of holding two opposing beliefs. For example:


A. [He] is an awful person who violated my trust and has a pattern of cruelty. He is toxic and damaged.


B. [He] is a good man. He did not intend to hurt me. His aggression was not truly at me; it is a wall to protect himself from the guilt he carries for what he did.


When our brains attempt to make sense out of conflicting information, a process of reasoning and rationalization is common. It can happen in an instant. To end [the victim’s] agony and resolve the cognitive dissonance, [they] had to self-deceive. They choose to believe option B.


Trauma Bonding occurs when one is repeatedly subjected to abuse. Chemicals in the brain, (i.e., dopamine, endogenous opioids, corticotropin releasing factor, and oxytocin) become deregulated and that results in an addiction response to the abuser. The victim becomes hyper-focused on fixing the relationship and pursuing the abusive partner in order to resolve the pain they are in.


For those who have the ability to bond deeply, our brain does not let go of relationships very easily. Besides, endogenous opioids are driving feelings of pain and loss, causing a desperate desire for relief.8





In her article, “The Cycle of Narcissistic Abuse Explained,” Victoria explains trauma bonding at work:




When a narcissist repeats a cycle of abuse with someone over and over again, a trauma bond is formed. As time goes on, the victim becomes so accustomed to the toxic behaviour, that it all feels normal.


This is typically why people from the outside may look in and think, “Why do they stay with them?” The narcissist basically alternates abusive behaviours with positive experiences.


When the narcissist withholds their love, affection, time, or energy from you, they are punishing you. When they subsequently give you a little bit back, you feel such relief that everything’s okay again, your body actually mistakes that feeling of ‘relief’ for ‘love.’ You become chemically addicted to the highs and lows of the abuse. Over time, the pieces they breadcrumb back to you get smaller and smaller, so that what you end up needing to feel ‘okay’ is so small, it’s heartbreaking.9





The target of the abuse begins to work in collusion with their abuser in service to the abuser’s appetite and their own demise. Early in my relationship, I questioned, objected, and demanded changes. Over time, my expectations were managed down and shaped by my desire to reach the unachievable goal of connection and harmony with him.


The manipulative tactics produce a gaslighting effect that is key to throwing us into a state of cognitive dissonance and breaking us to the point that we are complicit in our destruction. This explanation comes from the abuse victim resource, Abuse Warrior:




The gaslighting effect is when the manipulator denies and therefore invalidates reality. Invalidating distorts or undermines the victim’s perception of the world and can even lead them to question their sanity.


Almost all manipulation tactics will contribute to the gaslighting effect. It is an inevitable effect of being successfully manipulated in some way.10







When You’re Being Gaslit





What does it feel like?





	You feel confused and you begin to second-guess your instincts and responses.


	You feel miserable and can’t pinpoint the cause.


	You know something is wrong, but their confidence makes you doubt yourself, not them.


	You feel vulnerable and ashamed like you’re losing your footing.











What does it look like?





	You’re consistently apologizing and preoccupied with fixing yourself and your relationship.


	You’re anxious and trying too hard.


	In a situation where you feel happy, safe, or validated, your joy presents as manic.











What does it sound like?



That varies depending on the manipulation tactic. It can be silent, raging, condescending, or even appear compassionate, kind, or helpful.


In one of my first sessions with Des, she asked me, “When you trip over the dog’s water dish, what’s your reaction?”


“I think, oh stupid me!” I answered. Obviously.


“And whose fault is it?” she asked.


“It’s mine,” I answered. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


Then she asked, “When he trips over the dog dish, whose fault is it?”


The question cleared some of my clouds of denial. “It’s the dog’s fault. Or mine for putting the dish there.”


“Exactly,” she said.
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