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Author's Note
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At its simplest this is a book about narcissism. The central character is an amalgam of narcissistic traits which can be researched online, with a lot of artistic licence thrown in. All events depicted are entirely fictional, apart from the short interjections I will make from time to time which you will know when you encounter.

This book is not intended as a textbook or a diagnostic manual, especially as there is a spectrum within every diagnosis in psychology. And just for the record, I do not share the central character's views. Take it away Tim...

narcissism – (noun) abnormal self-love or self-admiration (adjective, narcissistic) [Narkissos, Greek youth who fell in love with his own reflection]

narcissus – (noun) kind of flowering bulb including daffodil (plural, narcissi)
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Chapter 1 (Tim)
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New moon.

What better place to start my story than a lovely cosy alehouse in deepest Suffolk on a warm summer night – the perfect place to take your soon-to-be fiancée for a pleasant evening out. The pub is a charming wattle and daub building from the Tudor era which oozes atmosphere. Perhaps it is the oldest building in its particular village, a place which has so far escaped the ravages of modernity. It's a great place to sit and watch the sun go down over the cottages opposite in hues of pink and orange, and as the twilight sweeps away the last vestiges of the day, many a romantic couple will finish supping up their wine and choose their path forward into the night. People are masters of their own destiny after all.

My girlfriend and I were both in our late forties at the time and we had been out for a drink at this rural idyll, and as had become our custom on previous dates I decided to take her for a walk up the bridleway between the cottages across the road into the countryside. Holding a torch in one hand I led her through the narrow alleyway which came out into a farmyard, beyond which there was a swing-gate where the track becomes a grassy path leading onward through the trees. Their twisted branches could just be made out in the torchlight and the leafy cover they provided made the route seem more like a dark tunnel at this time of night. A short while further we found ourselves in a large green field with just a few sheep which had chosen to confine themselves to the edges, as though afraid to be exposed to the open air at the centre of the field.

The ground underfoot was slightly moist, and as we stood in the middle of this open space I directed her gaze to the heavens and turned out the torch. There was no light pollution in such a tranquil country spot and the sky was like black velvet with no sign of the moon, which was undoubtedly up there somewhere, but unable to reflect any light from the sun due to the particular configuration of the heavenly bodies at this time. The sky was dotted with stars and the faint swathe of the galaxy could be seen streaking from one side of the sky to the other, like a mysterious smudge of white upon the black canvas made up of countless stars, all as individual as our own sun, yet subsumed by the sheer number that could be seen.

Being with my girlfriend you may think this was a perfect romantic setting. You may bring to mind the clichéd notion of a couple gazing into the heavens, trying to identify constellations until their eyes meet and something life-changing begins. No, I am not interested in that kind of thing at all, although I will sometimes entertain these notions to achieve my own aims. I merely saw this stereotypically perfect moment as a chance to puncture such syrupy ideals, and like a bird a prey I made a decision to grab it with claws extended.

'It's amazing isn't it?' I ventured.

'Sure is,' came the reply, 'It's only out here that we can see the galaxy like this. No streetlights, no noise, it's perfect.' She paused and took a breath; 'The universe is just so vast. We can't begin to comprehend it.'

There was some truth in this. The tiny brains of humans can't even comprehend one another so what chance have they got of getting a grasp on countless objects bigger than their entire world at distances they could never travel? We can't influence anything up there; we need to concentrate on earthy matters for sure. It was time for the jab. 'Most of it is just darkness,' I said, 'Stars are just tiny specks of light infinitesimally far apart. Our world is a bubble of warmth and light, but most of the universe is as cold and dark as hell.'

'I know what you mean,' she said,' It makes you feel special really.'

Such childish notions - ugh! I ask myself, do I really want to have a girlfriend who is so agreeable, or does her agreeability just push me to try the reverse manoeuvre in order to make her feel completely lost?

'I didn't say that,' I stabbed in, 'I'm saying to look at your world. The rape, the murder, the torture, the abuse, the misery, the disease, the pain, the sadism... That's the normal state of things – darkness. You want to make things better but you're fighting a losing battle. Animals tear each other apart for food. Humans are just animals who think they are better than this but as soon as resources get scarce or their ideas get threatened their animalism comes out. You're ideas are just childish.'

'Why have a go at me?' she splutters, 'I'm not doing the murdering and raping.'

'I didn't say you were. I just said your ideas are childish.'

'Well you were quite happy looking at the stars last time we came here, so you must have been childish too,' she counters back.

'No,' I state emphatically, 'I came out here because I knew you'd like it, but in the pub you were going on about how you believe in humanity, so I'm just illustrating that that vast lot of nothing out there really doesn't care. So why should I care?'

'Because you are human,' she says. Just then an owl calls.

'I've just told you what humans are like!' I fire back, 'Nature couldn't give a hoot, and humans are part of nature - just part of the big, dark nothingness that you're looking at, so you might as well give up on the stupid beliefs.'

My girlfriend knows that what I'm saying is true but now the rug has been pulled from beneath her. If she agrees with me she will have negated all her naive ideals, but if she disagrees I will dig in harder because she knows I'm right. Do you play chess? Well, I guess you'll know what 'checkmate' means then. I shuffle my feet upon the soft damp grass and wait for her next move.

'Why spoil a nice night?' came the response - a non sequitur if ever I heard one. In truth, throwing in an unrelated statement is a tactic I use a lot myself, but the difference is that I'm far better at it than she is, as I may demonstrate later in this story. Her responses are more like the desperate squirmings of an animal trapped in the beam of a car's headlights. It's only going to end one way, with me getting what I want.

'I'm just showing you that what you view as a perfect setting is really not that at all,' I say, trying to strangle any remaining romance out of the situation, 'Look at nature - the birds and the animals. You think the dawn chorus is beautiful, but those sounds aren't innocent calls at all. Those calls are warnings. Stay away from here or I'll peck you to pieces. Creatures are savages, ergo humans are savages too. That's why the world is the way it is. Beautiful nature, hey?'

I savour her disappointment. I'm sure that she would have imagined us embracing beneath the stars like last time, with a nice warm feeling perhaps brought on by that final glass of wine at a candlelit table. A feeling of togetherness beneath the stars in a silent field. Yes, that would be the kind of bubble in the pitch-dark universe that she would have liked. But she just can't help falling into the trap. Charged up with emotions she splutters, 'Well, why come on a date with me anyway?'

At this point I pull her towards me and lean in for the kiss. The victory is complete. Her confusion is cemented. Her addiction is reinforced. As I pull away I smile at my own cleverness. People like her deserve what they get for being so gullible. Really, I'm an educator and being with me will change her view of the world. She'll see that all is dark and she'll wish she'd never been born. Oh yes, I'll change her at a fundamental level. I'll push her to the limit again and again until she screams abuse at me. Each time I'll draw her back in, completely by surprise, until... Well, until it gets boring.

You see I am a creative person, for I am going to change this dull template of a woman into something vivid and red and burning with incandescent rage. But there will be no Nobel prizes for me. The world doesn't recognise my kind of creativity. My art is changing people. Nobody appreciates dark art like mine, even though everything is darkness itself.

I take her by the arm and turn around to walk back through that tunnel of trees towards the pub. I haven't drunk a lot so I offer to drive her home. Confused but happier now, she climbs into the car beside me and a calm sleepiness seems to have fallen upon her. The truth is I did have a few of glasses of wine so I am a little bit over the limit, but I make my own rules in life and I know my own limitations. I'll be fifty next year for goodness sake.

Look, if you are coming on this adventure too I'd better tell you my name. It's Tim. Tim Hurstwood.
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Chapter 2 (Tim)
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'Where is my black shirt,' I call out from the bedroom of our detached house on the outskirts of a small Suffolk town.

My wife enters. I have to admit she looks pretty good, ready to go out for our first anniversary. She is wearing a long black dress and a black jacket and has even augmented this with a string of pearls.

'Isn't that makeup a bit over the top?' I toss in.

The way I see it, it isn't useful to lavish somebody with praise just for flinging on a dress. My comments are a throwaway thing to me, but my wife just can't help but respond to everything I say with an earnest rationality that can be outmanoeuvred with just the simplest piece of wordplay. It amuses me how she falls into the same traps again and again. You sympathise with her, right? Well don't. She needs to learn. Like I said, I am an educator.

'Oh,' she says like a wounded child, 'You said you liked this makeup before.'

'No I didn't. What I said was that it went with the maroon dress you were wearing on August the fifth last year. Well now you're not wearing it; you're wearing black.' (By the way I made that date up. I've no idea what we were doing on August the fifth.)

'I could change into the maroon one if it looks better,' she appeases.

'No, there's not time. I just need the black shirt and we'll go.'

'Well its probably in the washing basket.'

Great - an opening.

'You're not serious are you?' I say, slightly raising my voice, 'I always wear the black shirt on special occasions. You know that.' I sense this is going to be a satisfying exchange of words and I pull a green shirt on a hanger out from the two-door wooden wardrobe, beginning to put it on. 'I'll have to wear this but it's really not comfortable,' I call out as I fasten the buttons, and I chuckle inwardly, knowing that both shirts are exactly the same but in different colours, yet she's too unobservant to realise this. 

Once again you'll note that I've identified a fault – her lack of attention to detail – and I'm trying to help her to become better. You see, I'm her husband, and if she was as serious about me as she pretends to be then she'd take an interest in such things, but she's too busy prattling on about the state of the world and global warming most of the time. Oh yes, my heart bleeds for the dying masses and the future generations fighting each other for the last few scraps of food on a scorched earth, but come on, she didn't marry the world did she? She married me. A bit of attention is not too much to ask.

And there she goes, off to the washing basket to see if the shirt is there, but what's the point as I'm wearing the green one now? Any sensible person would just leave things at this point but she's walked right into the trap. The brilliant thing is, I actually put the shirt in there myself about half an hour ago. I just fancied a bit of a moan. A master-stroke, right? A coup de grâce!

From the bedroom I can see her in the bathroom mirror through the open door. She's clearly rattled and she's pulling out the dirty clothes one by one and flinging them on the floor. Any second now that shirt will come flying out and she'll be back in checkmate again.

'There it is,' she says. 'Bingo!' I think to myself.

'Well, what's it doing in there? I sure as hell didn't put it in there,' I spit out indignantly.

'Well I didn't either,' she retorts, 'You know I always leave you to deal with your own clothes as we've had this discussion before.'

'Who put it there then?' I ask rhetorically, 'Has somebody else been staying here? I thought we are always honest and open about who comes to visit when the other one is away?' The debate wriggles and writhes like a serpent on a sand dune. At any point I can let it wriggle away or I can pick it up by the tail. She will have to be pretty quick to keep up.

'I told you, nobody came here while you were on that business trip to Skegness or wherever it was.'

Oh dear, oh dear, she really can't think straight at this speed and I'm going to let you into a little secret. If you really want to rattle someone's cage, it's like playing a game of pool. If you want to beat a fast moving player you should take your shots very slowly to throw them off course, and if they're taking their time you need to practically sprint round the table. The same goes for conversations. If somebody likes to move slowly and think about things you've got to really keep punching in hard with the rapid subject changes, but if they like a fast-paced dialogue you need to really slow things down and talk like a 45 rpm record playing at 33 rpm. And if you don't know what I'm talking about because you're too young to remember vinyl records I couldn't give a monkey's anyway. This is my story.

'Oh my god! Skegness?' I state incredulously, 'How many times did I tell you, it was Scarborough? S-C-A-R-B-O-R-O-U-G-H. Do you listen to anything I say?'

'I do,' she bites back, 'But does it really matter to me whether you're in Skegness, Scarborough, Southend, Clacton or Great Yarmouth? It's a business trip. All I know is that it means I'm here on my own. If I want a friend round for company then I tell you, and as I already said nobody came here when you were away.' She's starting to rant.

'Why can't you be like other wives?' I say, feigning wounded pride, 'Most wives show at least a bit of interest in what their husbands are doing.'

'I do,' she defends, 'But I can't remember every detail of every conversation for an unlimited length of time. You seem to think that everything going on in your head should be going on in mine too. I'm real, for goodness sake! Sometimes I think my own thoughts!'

Let's face it, if she did just think my thoughts she'd find things much easier and these verbal boxing matches wouldn't even be necessary. Now, I've got to bring this round full circle somehow as I'm not going in for a protracted debate here, I'm just dipping my toes into the water really. Yes, I've got it; 'Well if you spent less time thinking and more time moving your backside we'd already be at the restaurant. Talk about taking your time!'

Suddenly the washing basket goes flying across the bathroom. That was a kick that David Beckham would have been proud of.

'What the...?' I stutter, pretending to be shocked, but I've seen it all before and maybe I can scale this up just a little bit more yet, so I wander in and look down at the basket, like a doctor meticulously analysing a wound. I note with glee that the cheap pink plastic receptacle has broken down one side. Perfect.

'Look at the state of this now,' I exclaim, 'It's got a huge crack in it!' Now I don't really know if there was a crack in the basket before she booted it at the wall or not, but as always my wife reacts with emotions before checking the facts and she bursts into tears and runs downstairs into the sitting room. I follow slowly, putting my head around the door to see her sitting in an armchair with her head in her hands. I say nothing; this was the best anniversary present she could have given me. I love these special occasions. Look, I'll give her a break for the rest of the night. She can entertain her romantic notions at the restaurant but believe me, it will always come back to this, so if you're expecting a love story you're out of luck.
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Chapter 3 (Tim)
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You don't like me much do you?

Well, I'm just telling it how it is. You can't tell me that you've never toyed with someone verbally for a bit of fun? Are you really saying that you've never played devil's advocate in a discussion for some light entertainment? What you don't like is just that I'm good at it and I'm honest about doing it, but frankly I couldn't give a tinker's cuss anyway. You people lumber through your lives worrying about what everyone thinks of you. Well, I'm getting on with mine. I'm having fun. No, really I am!

My wife likes boring things. She likes 'cosy' and she likes 'romantic.' It's not that I think these things are bad, I just don't see the point of them. Her idea of fun is going for a drive, looking at a few hills and sucking on a peppermint saying, 'Ooh, isn't that pretty?' or 'That's really nice the way that streetlight illuminates the leaves on that tree.' Like I said – boring.

I like a bit of drama. A bit of action makes me feel alive, but you think I'm bad because of this. How can I be bad if it's just the way I am? I didn't choose to be who I am or how I am, and really, I'm not a psycho. I don't actually enjoy seeing other people suffer. In fact, if these clowns could give me the excitement I crave without suffering themselves that
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