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INTRODUCTION

Welcome – I am so happy to have you here. This book is your narcissistic abuse healing bible; it’s also the book I wish I had when I was healing. As you’ll come to learn, I’ve been exactly where you are now and I know how hard it can be. Narcissistic abuse tests our resilience and inner strength and can shatter our world, leaving us feeling broken, lost, and alone. I too felt isolated for so long, and I want you to know that it doesn’t have to be that way. Amidst this darkness, there exists a ray of hope – it is possible to take back your power and heal yourself. I’m living proof of that.

This book is about reclaiming ownership of your life, healing your inner child, and learning to thrive beyond narcissistic abuse. In these pages, I’ve integrated trauma-informed practices with positive psychology to support you in healing from trauma. Positive psychology is a branch of psychology that focuses on strengths, virtues, and factors that contribute to human flourishing. It provides a valuable framework for dismantling shame, building resilience, and living a fulfilling and meaningful life. Dr. Martin Seligman, a prominent psychologist, played a pivotal role in the founding of positive psychology and argued that psychology should not only be concerned with fixing what’s wrong, but should also explore and promote what makes life worth living.1 This makes so much sense to me as we live in a society that is sick and diseased, and I want to change that – this is why I integrate positive psychology into my trauma therapy. As a society, we look to just merely manage symptoms, but it’s important to not just own your diagnosis, but to get curious and look at the root cause.

As we work through How to Heal After Narcissistic Abuse together, you’ll learn:


	how to recognize the red flags of a narcissist

	why your nervous system is at the heart of your narcissistic abuse experience

	how your childhood has impacted your adult relationships

	how to identify your core emotional wounds

	how to release shame

	how to develop compassion and kindness toward your inner child – the most wounded younger part of you

	how to grow in strength and resilience using positive psychology

	how to live a trauma-informed life

	how to heal yourself and move from post-traumatic stress to post-traumatic growth



This book is your practical tool kit full of education, inspiration, and hope, with a heavy dose of humanness and compassion. It will not only help you to understand exactly what a narcissist is, but also what you need to do to start to not only survive, but thrive and flourish. By the end of this book, you will realize – just like I did – that you have the power to successfully process and integrate your experience into your own powerful story of personal growth and resilience.

When I work with my clients, we look at three time lines: the past, the present, and the future. In this book, I want to do the same with you, but taking it gently at first. We’ll start by identifying exactly what a narcissist is and uncovering those red flags before carefully exploring how your past may have impacted your relationships and behaviors.

We’ll then go a bit deeper, when you’re ready, and look back at your childhood and start to identify any deep emotional wounds within you. We’ll then start the healing process with some simple tools you can use to immediately ground and regulate your nervous system in the present as you are dealing with the devastating effects of narcissistic abuse.

Once you’re able to regulate your nervous system and understand your past, we’ll look at how narcissistic abuse can lead to a renewed sense of purpose, before finally exploring what I feel is the most exciting part of healing after narcissistic abuse – post-traumatic growth. This is a positive psychology term and a phenomenon where individuals not only recover from trauma, but emerge from it stronger and wiser. This is why this book is your lifeline because it not only gives you the hope and light of what is possible, but also shows how it’s possible with all the exercises and interventions included throughout. Posttraumatic growth illuminates the potential for positive change and personal growth, even in the face of unimaginable adversity, which we know narcissistic abuse is. I certainly know that I’ve had post-traumatic growth and, while this may seem like an impossibility for you right now, if you commit to this book and yourself, you’ll start to move toward this too.

I don’t want you to just merely survive, I want you to live your best life and thrive.

My Story

In 1996, I met a man who I thought I was going to be with for the rest of my life. He swept me off my feet and made me feel so special with grand gestures – he even got a tattoo with my nickname ‘Carrie’ on his arm a few months after we met. I know you’re probably shouting at the book right now, but he was filling a big hole in my soul, so I completely missed all the red flags. I didn’t feel good enough and desperately wanted someone to see me, to hear me, and to validate me. As we’ll come to see, these are all key attachment wounds.

When I was with my now ex-husband, I always felt like he was never quite present. Even on our wedding day, I questioned whether I was doing the right thing – my gut was telling me otherwise, but everyone was already at the wedding, and I just hoped getting married would make it better. It didn’t. I never, ever truly felt connected to him, but I know now that was because he was incapable of showing love and emotion and being part of a healthy relationship.

When we had our son, I put everything into being a mother because this was the only time I felt a sense of worth. It was like my ex-husband and I were existing together, but not really married, so I just threw myself into motherhood, which I loved. I gave up my work, even though I was earning more, which is another red flag. Then, when we tried for another child, I kept miscarrying. In fact, I miscarried four times and I was devastated. It felt like I was now a failure as a mother, too. It really affected me and I felt unsupported. Then, by some miracle, I fell pregnant again with our daughter. But a nightmare was coming and at the worst time.

When I was six months pregnant with our daughter, I found out my ex-husband was cheating. He made the excuse that he had felt so helpless as I was going through four miscarriages, and this woman had been supporting him. So, what did I do? I comforted him and then I called her and comforted her too as she didn’t know I was pregnant! From the moment we conceived my daughter to when we eventually split up nearly three years later, I never again let him touch me. I completely shut down and, when my daughter was born, I was diagnosed with depression and started taking antidepressants.

We went to marriage counseling for a while. This turned out to be a blessing because the therapist could see exactly what my husband was. In fact, this therapist was the one who told me to google ‘narcissistic sociopath.’

In 2009, we were still together but living very separately (my ex-husband was cabin crew so was away a lot) when the worst thing ever happened to me – my mother, my rock, my safe place, died suddenly of a ruptured abdominal aortic aneurysm. It was like someone had pulled the rug from under me. Where was my safe place now? My dad had never been there for me emotionally and I had one sister in America and the other nearly two hours away.

My relationship with my husband was getting worse and, when I look back, I was too dissociated and a shell of myself to recognize it. I put on weight and wore gray baggy tracksuits, and would often drink wine and eat unhealthy food to numb myself.

My ex-husband started to stay away more and more, saying it was good to give us space. I knew he would be cheating, but I was so low, I didn’t even care. I just wanted to be a mother to our children. Then, in August 2010, he told me he was leaving me. I knew this may not be true, but he told me that there was no one else and he just needed to be on his own. He asked me to tell our children, but I said no. I told him he needed to tell them. Our daughter was having a nap so he only told our son and, when he did, our son fell to the floor crying. Within five minutes, my ex-husband had left under the guise of not wanting to put me through any more pain as clearly I was unhappy – the classic false altruism of a narcissist.

On the Monday after he left, the nightmare truly began as I started to find out the state our finances were in. We were in over $90,000 worth of debt! I felt scared. I was now a single mother, with barely any income in a house with a big mortgage and no mother to help support me. My ex gave me the minimal amount he legally had to, as he took great pleasure in telling me. Eventually, he sent me a text that was clearly not for me, but it confirmed what I already knew – he was cheating again.

The abuse did not stop after he left. This is called post-separation abuse. Often, when you break up with a narcissist, it doesn’t end and can actually escalate. Narcissists will frequently use money and the courts to perpetuate the abuse and sometimes this can feel even worse than the original relationship. The money coming in didn’t meet the money going out and, each month, I was sinking further into debt, culminating in April 2013, when I was made homeless with my two children. It was one of the lowest points of my life. I felt so ashamed. How could my life be such a train wreck? When I turned 40 in June 2013, I remember sitting there feeling so angry that he had robbed me of the best years of my life and thinking that it was downhill forevermore. I felt like my life was over and, on many occasions, in the darkness, I thought about ending it all. But my children were my driving force and I couldn’t leave them. I felt broken. I finally realized that I’d been in an abusive marriage – I’d been married to a covert narcissist and I didn’t even see it. I felt so stupid and filled with shame.

I knew something had to change, even though I wasn’t even sure how or whether I even had the energy. I came to realize that I’d been waiting and waiting for someone to come and rescue me, and I mean literally! Having grown up with fairy tales, I had this warped vision of my Prince Charming coming in on a white horse and sweeping me off my feet, making it all better. No one came. At the time, I felt like my family weren’t even there, but I know now that this was all down to my expectations and childlike needs in wanting others to fix my life. I remember feeling so desperately alone – I could literally feel it in my bones. I just wanted someone to love me, to make it all better. When I realized that I was truly on my own in this world, it felt scary. My heart felt empty and numb. It really was the worst day of my life. But I had a glimmer of light inside of me and I hope this book ignites a similar glimmer in you. I realized that if no one was coming, I needed to do this myself. It felt liberating that I could let go of having to rely on anyone ever again, that actually I could rely on myself for everything I needed instead. If it was going to be, it had to be up to me. I had to stop looking for others to rescue me.

I started my own business in network marketing to try to earn some extra money and became one of the top business builders in the UK, which enabled me to pay off my debt. I was getting free holidays and bonus checks, but the work wasn’t lighting me up. I came to see that what I loved was helping people. I realized that there was a huge lack of professionals who actually understood narcissism from a nervous system and trauma-informed perspective. There was so much shame and misunderstanding and I wanted to change that. So, with my medical background (I’d trained as a podiatrist), I left network marketing and started to retrain.

Just over 10 years after my husband left me, I created my School of Trauma-Informed Positive Psychology to educate, inspire, and teach individuals, workplaces, and schools all the things I wish I’d known around trauma-informed practice and positive psychology. I now have a podcast called Trauma & Narcissism Redefined with over 5 million downloads and a YouTube channel with over 2 million views. Me, Caroline – the woman who was at rock bottom! I still have to pinch myself.

I feel so blessed that I have this opportunity to share my darkest days to give you light and hope because you, too, can move from post-traumatic stress to post-traumatic growth with new beginnings and a brighter future.

How to Use This Book

Each of you reading this book will be at a different stage of your healing process – from only just realizing you have a narcissist in your life to having felt stuck for years. This book is your bible wherever you are at. My advice is to work through the whole book in order first because each and every chapter contains exercises and education for you to use and implement now. In addition, doing so will help you understand that this abuse is not your fault and that there’s hope in living your best life again, or even for the very first time, whatever age you are. Once you’ve worked through the whole book, I would recommend that you keep going back to the chapters over and over again because you’ll get different learnings each time. Remember that healing is not a magical destination – it’s a lifelong journey and one that I’m on with you, right by your side.

Narcissistic abuse need not define our lives. It can become a catalyst for positive change. No matter where you are on your journey, it’s my hope that all of you will come to see that experiencing narcissistic abuse can catapult you to leading an even happier, deeply joyful, and connected life. Personal growth is available to us all.

Please take as long as you need to go through the book. As you learn to listen to your body again, you’ll come to understand that not all people are dangerous. We are wired for love and connection – and this is all within your reach.

I urge you not to just read this book; please action the exercises too, because if nothing changes, nothing changes. You deserve to heal, but for that to happen you have to take responsibility for your own healing and do the exercises I’ve included.

When you stay committed to each and every chapter and keep going through this book, not just once, but again and again, I truly believe that this will be your legacy. You are a cycle breaker, and you deserve a life of joy, love, and connection.

Healing from narcissistic abuse was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but it was also the most empowering. Rediscovering my self-worth, confidence, and inner strength has been an incredible journey of self-discovery. Remember, you are not alone, and there is hope for a brighter future beyond the shadow of narcissistic abuse. You deserve to be in a relationship that uplifts and respects you.

As you’ll come to learn in the chapters that follow, you can never change the narcissist, but you can change how you respond. The only thing stopping you from living the life I know you deserve is YOU, and this book will take you by the hand and start you on that journey.

Let’s heal together.
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CHAPTER 1

The Dynamics of Narcissism

Before starting on the journey to healing, it’s important for survivors to first understand narcissistic abuse and what a narcissist is. Truly understanding narcissism will open a beautiful portal for your healing and a deep knowledge of the pain that you are suffering, without losing your sense of presence and self. In this chapter, we’ll reframe our understanding of narcissism, so we can approach it with compassion while still holding the narcissist accountable for their behavior.

What Is Narcissism?

A narcissist is officially defined as someone with a medical diagnosis of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). However, I see this definition as flawed in several ways. We’ll come on to why in just a moment, but first let’s explore what the official traits of a narcissist are according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), which professionals use to diagnose mental health disorders:1


	A grandiose sense of self-importance, e.g., exaggerates achievements and talents, expects to be recognized as superior without commensurate achievements). 

	A preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love.

	A belief that they are ‘special’ and unique, and can only be understood by, or should associate with, other special or high-status people (or institutions).

	A need for excessive admiration.

	A sense of entitlement, i.e., unreasonable expectations of especially favorable treatment or automatic compliance with their expectations.

	Interpersonally exploitative behavior, i.e., takes advantage of others to achieve their own ends.

	A lack of empathy, i.e., is unwilling to recognize or identify with the feelings and needs of others.

	Envy of others or a belief that others are envious of them.

	Arrogant and haughty behaviors or attitudes.



For an individual to actually get a diagnosis of NPD, they must display five or more of these traits. Now, I’m sure you’re already starting to see the flaws here! Let’s pretend that the narcissist in your life needs a diagnosis of this personality disorder. Firstly, to get any diagnosis, there needs to be a level of ownership and acceptance that something is actually wrong. I can hear you shouting at the book right now and I hear you. Narcissists will never take any responsibility or ownership for the hurt and destruction that they leave behind. Instead, it’s always someone else’s fault why they behave the way they do.

Secondly, let’s say the narcissist does agree to go to a mental health professional because there’s something ‘off’ in your relationship (as we’ll come to see, this is often just lip service to keep you dangling just enough that you stay). They go to the appointment knowing that they’re being put under scrutiny. How do you think they’ll act? Will they act as they do with you and show off their full-blown narcissism so they can get a nice, neat diagnosis? (I can hear you shouting again.) No, of course they don’t.

It’s so rare for anyone to ever get a NPD diagnosis because narcissists take zero responsibility for their behavior – they see any issues as your fault. I remember going to marriage counselling once with my ex-husband and I came out of there so angry because he was playing the victim. He said that he had struggled with my four miscarriages and hated seeing me so sad, and that’s why he had cheated on me while I was pregnant – so the counsellor ended up feeling sorry for him. That’s how good narcissists are at giving people what they need to get them on side, and this makes it so hard for you. But you’re in the right place – I believe you and you are not crazy.

I think it’s so important to reenvision narcissism away from this medical diagnosis of NPD. In my mind, just because someone doesn’t have a diagnosis, it doesn’t mean that they’re not a narcissist. If you have a cold, do you need a diagnosis to know it’s a cold? If you have a headache, do you need a diagnosis to know it is a headache? You get the idea.

Just because the person in your life does not have a diagnosis, it does not mean they are not a narcissist.

My interpretation of narcissistic abuse and the way I approach it with my community is as a descriptive term for behaviors. Below are just some of the traits a narcissist may have:


	sense of entitlement

	grandiose sense of self-importance

	lack of empathy

	need for admiration

	arrogance

	manipulative, controlling behavior

	coercive control

	social isolation

	verbal abuse

	mood swings

	addiction

	gaslighting

	victim mentality

	blaming

	disregarding boundaries



If you recognize any of these typical traits, it might be that you’re dealing with a narcissist. It’s important to note that narcissistic abuse does not just happen in intimate partner relationships. Narcissists can be parents, siblings, children, friends, work colleagues, and even CEOs and politicians. Narcissism holds no bounds – anyone can be a narcissist, meaning that this can affect each and every one of us. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve spoken with someone who says they’ve never encountered a narcissist, and then, by the end of the conversation, they suddenly have this realization about someone in their life!

Though this book primarily focuses on the romantic relationships we can find ourselves in with a narcissist, this doesn’t mean that it won’t benefit you if you’ve experienced narcissistic abuse in other areas of your life. The knowledge about yourself that you’ll come away with and the tools in this book are life-changing, whatever your situation.


THREE SIGNS YOU’RE DEALING WITH A NARCISSIST

1. You excuse their bad behavior

Narcissists don’t take criticism lightly and you may find that you start to make excuses for them to friends and family, and offer reasons why they’re behaving like they are, minimizing their behavior. You may try to improve a situation quietly and then let the narcissist take credit. You may find yourself saying things like, ‘You don’t know them like I do’ or ‘They’re just tired.’ You find yourself constantly trying to cover up their behavior. This is often a self-preservation mechanism because, if you don’t make excuses, then you know their behavior will escalate once you’re home and behind closed doors. To save face, a narcissist may appear to take bad news well publicly, but privately they can take out their anger and insecurities on the victim.

2. You’re on edge all the time

You feel like you’re walking on eggshells when you’re around a narcissist, worrying that what you say or do may be taken out of context and you may then be yelled at or given the silent treatment. Every day when you wake up, you’re trying to sense what type of mood they’re in and hoping that today





The Two Main Types of Narcissism



Overt narcissism





Covert narcissism






	Covert narcissists are adept at masking their inflated sense of self-importance. They can convincingly act as the victim or the martyr, drawing sympathy and admiration from those around them.

	Unlike their overt counterparts, covert narcissists employ subtle manipulation tactics, often leaving you questioning your own judgment. Gaslighting and guilt-tripping are their weapons of choice.

	Covert narcissists have an uncanny ability to appear vulnerable, fragile, and emotionally sensitive. This draws caring souls like moths to a flame, making it challenging to believe they could be anything but genuine.

	Covert narcissists often criticize indirectly, disguised as constructive feedback or concern for your well-being. They undermine your self-esteem while appearing concerned for your growth.

	These individuals can switch between their charming, caring persona and their hidden narcissistic side in the blink of an eye. One moment, they’re your biggest supporter; the next, they’re undermining your achievements.




The Narcissistic Abuse Cycle






Idealization


Love bombing



Devaluation



Gaslighting



	not want to take your thoughts or concerns into account

	restructure or make up past events to shift the blame onto you

	insist you did things that you definitely know you didn’t do

	tell others about your state of mind, behavior, or feelings











	name-calling, criticizing, shaming, or humiliation

	constantly monitoring your activity or location

	dismissing or minimizing your feelings

	withholding attention or affection

	extreme jealousy over your time with friends and family

	overwhelming you with compliments or gifts to later manipulate you






Discard







Smear campaigns




	Document everything: If you’re being targeted by a smear campaign, it’s essential to document every incident, including who said what, when, and where.

	Don’t engage with the narcissist: Narcissists thrive on attention and drama, and engaging with them will only make the situation worse.

	Seek support: A smear campaign can be isolating, so it’s crucial to seek support from trusted family and friends, or join a support group (see Resources).

	Be proactive: If you suspect that a smear campaign is starting, take proactive steps to protect your reputation.

	Take legal action: If the smear campaign involves defamation or other illegal actions, you may need to take legal action to protect yourself. Speak to a lawyer who can advise you on the best course of action.




Reconciliation


The Effects of Narcissistic Abuse








Anxiety



	random bursts of irritability

	obsessive behavior and nitpicking

	pacing

	silence

	hypersensitivity

	zoning out




Emotional eating


Avoiding intimacy


Reactive abuse
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