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Copyright © 2026 Danielle S. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, distributed, or transmitted in any form without prior written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or commentary.

This book is based on personal experience, reflection, and pattern recognition from workplace situations. It is not intended as medical, psychological, psychiatric, legal, financial, or human resources advice.

The term “narcissistic” is used throughout this book to describe patterns of behaviour experienced in workplace settings. It is not used to clinically diagnose any individual. Only a qualified mental health professional can diagnose a personality disorder.

Readers facing workplace bullying, harassment, retaliation, discrimination, mental health distress, or employment-related risk should seek appropriate professional support, including qualified mental health, legal, medical, or workplace advisory professionals where needed.

Some details may be generalized, combined, or presented in a way that protects privacy while preserving the emotional and practical truth of the experience.
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Dedication

[image: ]


For every competent person who was made to feel difficult simply because they saw the truth.

For the quiet truth-tellers, the exhausted high performers, the over-responsible fixers, and the people still trying to hold onto themselves inside systems that reward the opposite.

You were not crazy. You were paying attention.
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I wrote this book for the person sitting at their desk wondering why work suddenly feels less like a job and more like a psychological endurance sport with email access.

If you are reading this because you feel confused, exhausted, blamed, ignored, manipulated, or quietly bullied by someone in power, I want you to know something before we begin: you are not weak for being affected by it.

Toxic workplaces have a way of making strong people doubt themselves. They turn competence into threat, loyalty into leverage, and normal human reactions into “emotional problems.” After a while, you stop asking, “What is happening here?” and start asking, “Is it me?”

That question is often the first sign that the system has already done damage.

This book is not written from a clinical tower, a leadership seminar, or a motivational LinkedIn sunrise post. It comes from lived experience: the meetings, the gaslighting, the cronies, the stolen credit, the HR theatre, the blame-shifting, the nervous system exhaustion, and the strange corporate circus where everyone pretends the tent is not on fire.

My hope is that these pages help you name the patterns, protect your reality, stop blaming yourself, and remember that leaving an unhealthy environment is not failure.

Sometimes it is the first honest act of self-respect.
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This book discusses workplace bullying, emotional manipulation, gaslighting, narcissistic behaviour patterns, burnout, anxiety, professional betrayal, unfair blame, toxic leadership, and the psychological impact of prolonged workplace stress.

Some chapters may feel very familiar if you are currently in, or recently left, a toxic workplace. Please read at your own pace. Pause when you need to. Breathe when something lands too close to home.

This book is here to support clarity, not to push you into unsafe action. If you are in immediate distress, or if reading this brings up intense emotional or physical symptoms, please reach out to a trusted person or qualified professional support.
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You can read this book from beginning to end, especially if you want the full emotional arc: recognition, confusion, survival, exit, rebuilding, and freedom.

You can also jump around. If you are still inside the workplace, the chapters on gaslighting, cronies, HR, documentation, and exit planning may be the most useful first. If you have already left but still feel angry or haunted by what happened, the chapters on the smear campaign, the afterlife of a toxic workplace, rebuilding, and reclaiming your voice may speak more directly to you.

Use the checklist in the appendix as a pattern-recognition tool, not a courtroom verdict. One bad meeting does not make someone a narcissistic boss. Repeated patterns of control, blame, manipulation, fear, and emotional harm are what matter.

As you read, notice what your body recognises. Sometimes the body understands workplace trauma before the mind has found the language for it.

If a chapter makes you think, “This is exactly what happened to me,” pause there. Write down the pattern. Write down what you know to be true. Your clarity matters.

Most importantly, do not use this book to confront unsafe people dramatically. Use it to protect yourself wisely, document reality, rebuild confidence, and decide what support or next step you need.

This is not a book about becoming bitter.

It is a book about becoming free.
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Cage and Uncaged - Painting by Danielle S, created as part of recovering from the trauma of a narcissistic workplace.

This painting became part of my healing. After years of feeling caged by corporate politics, gaslighting, blame, and emotional survival mode, I found my way back to myself through art. The cages, birds, cats, butterflies, and open movement in the image carry the emotional truth of this book: what it feels like to be trapped, watched, threatened, and still searching for freedom.
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There is a particular kind of exhaustion that comes from working under a narcissistic boss.
It isn't ordinary tiredness.
Normal tiredness disappears after rest.
This kind follows you home.
It sits quietly in your nervous system.
In your jaw tension.
In your Sunday-night anxiety.
In the strange feeling of dread before Monday meetings.
In the emotional exhaustion of constantly managing somebody else’s ego professionally while pretending everything is perfectly normal.
For years, I thought I was just stressed.
Corporate life is stressful, right?
Leadership is difficult.
Workplaces are political.
Everybody is tired.
That is what many survivors tell themselves at first.
Until one day they realize something deeper is happening.
They aren't simply working hard anymore.
They are surviving psychologically.
That realization is where this book began.
Not from theory.
Not from academic analysis.
Not from sitting safely outside toxic environments discussing leadership frameworks over motivational LinkedIn posts written by people who probably describe themselves as “visionary transformational disruptors.”
This book comes from lived experience, not theory.
From years spent navigating corporate dysfunction, fragile leadership, political manipulation, emotional instability, gaslighting, strategic blame-shifting, and the bizarre performance art we call “professional workplace culture.”
It comes from slowly realising that many workplaces aren't actually operating through logic, strategy, or emotional maturity at all.
They are operating through ego management.
And once you see it, you can't unsee it.
Suddenly everything starts making sense:
why incompetent people survive,
why flatterers rise,
why strong employees burn out,
why truth becomes dangerous,
why meetings feel emotionally strange,
why entire departments walk on eggshells around one unstable person with authority.
You realise the organisation isn't truly functioning around performance.
It is functioning around protecting fragile psychology.
This book isn't here to diagnose anyone.
Honestly, half the corporate world would probably require emotional supervision if we started doing that seriously.
Instead, this book exists to help survivors recognise patterns.
Patterns of:
manipulation,
gaslighting,
control,
triangulation,
ego fragility,
emotional instability,
performative leadership,
and chronic reality-distortion inside workplaces.
More than that, I want survivors to stop blaming themselves.
Because one of the most damaging effects of narcissistic workplaces is self-doubt.
You begin questioning:
your reactions,
your memory,
your instincts,
your competence,
your emotional responses,
and eventually even your own reality.
That confusion isn't accidental.
Emotionally unhealthy systems create confusion because confusion protects dysfunction.
Clear thinking is a threat to unstable power.
Throughout this book, I will speak honestly about the absurdity of corporate narcissism. Sometimes painfully honestly. Sometimes sarcastically. Occasionally with the emotional exhaustion of somebody who has survived far too many “urgent alignment meetings” led by people who couldn't align a spoon inside a kitchen drawer properly.
Humour matters.
Because survivors need oxygen, too.
Sometimes laughter is the only sane response left when the dysfunction becomes truly spectacular.
But beneath the sarcasm is something serious.
People are being quietly damaged inside workplaces every single day.
Not because they are weak.
Because prolonged emotional instability changes people.
I know this because it affected me too.
At some point, I realized I was no longer merely stressed.
I was emotionally adapting around dysfunction so completely that survival had started replacing authenticity.
That was the moment everything changed.
This book is for:
the exhausted high performer,
the quiet truth-teller,
the emotionally drained manager,
the employee constantly walking on eggshells,
the person questioning their sanity after every meeting,
the survivors trying to rebuild themselves after years inside toxic systems.
And perhaps most importantly:
This book is for the people who still feel trapped in environments they can't leave yet.
I see you too.
My hope is that somewhere in these pages, you stop feeling crazy.
You stop feeling alone.
You stop blaming yourself for reacting normally to abnormal environments.
And maybe, slowly, you begin reclaiming something narcissistic workplaces quietly steal from people over time:
yourself.
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Welcome to the Corporate Hunger Games

The first time I felt it in my body, we were sitting under the usual fluorescent lights in a meeting room that smelled faintly of old air-conditioning, stale coffee, and other people’s silent resentment.
There were laptops open. There were notebooks pretending to be useful. There were water bottles lined up on the table like tiny witnesses.
And there was him. My boss. Leaning back slightly in his chair, trying to look calm in that particular corporate way some men do when they want the room to believe they are in control of everything, including oxygen. His expression was cold, but not fully still. There was a small nervous energy under it. A tightness around the mouth. A quick flicker in the eyes whenever someone said something that threatened to become factual.
He liked to speak as if he knew everything: marketing, IT, logistics, commercial, operations, strategy, possibly weather patterns and the emotional life of office printers.
He had that kind of confidence. Not the steady confidence of someone who actually understands complexity. The shiny confidence of someone who has learned that if you speak firmly enough, many people will temporarily mistake volume for depth.
I remember one meeting especially clearly. Not because anything dramatic happened. Nobody shouted. Nobody stormed out. Nobody threw a stapler, which honestly would have added refreshing honesty to the atmosphere.
What happened was worse. The room went slightly unreal. My team had been given one direction. Another team had clearly been given another. The timelines did not match. The assumptions did not match. The priorities did not match. Everyone sat there carefully, professionally, politely, trying to assemble a project out of instructions that had obviously been pulled in different directions.
Someone said, “But I thought we were supposed to prioritise the commercial launch first.”
Another person looked up and said, “No, we were told the system readiness was the priority.”
Then there was that silence. Not normal silence. Corporate silence. The kind where everyone hears the problem but nobody wants to be the first person to name it because naming things in a toxic workplace is how you accidentally become the problem.
I looked across the table at him. He did not look surprised. That was the part that stayed with me.
He did not look like a leader discovering a communication breakdown.
He looked like a man watching a story unfold exactly as he had arranged it, while preparing to act mildly disappointed in everyone else for failing to understand the plot.
Then he said something vague. Something about alignment. Something about ownership. Something about everyone needing to be more collaborative.
The usual corporate incense. Nobody could hold it. Nobody could test it. Nobody could write it down and later say, “This is what you said.” It floated over the table, impressive and useless, like a motivational poster in a burning building.
That was when my stomach tightened. Not dramatically. Just enough. A small internal warning. Something is not right here.
For the longest time, I genuinely believed I had a difficult boss.
That was the easier explanation. Difficult bosses exist. Corporate life practically grows them in meeting rooms. Moody bosses. Political bosses. Ego-driven bosses. Bosses who think urgency is a personality trait. Bosses who can turn a normal Monday morning into a low-budget psychological thriller by 10 a.m.
I had dealt with plenty of them. After decades in corporate environments, I was not exactly a fragile woodland flower entering my first performance review. I had worked across ecommerce, marketing, IT, operations, commercial projects, leadership roles, impossible deadlines, impossible clients, and impossible people who somehow got promoted despite having the strategic depth of a damp sponge.
So when things first felt strange, I did what experienced corporate people often do.
I rationalised. Maybe he was under pressure. Maybe the board was pushing hard. Maybe the company was going through a transition. Maybe communication was messy because the business was growing. Maybe I was tired.
That last one is very useful in toxic workplaces. “Maybe I am tired” can explain almost anything for a while.
Until it cannot. The company was an ecommerce-based subsidiary of a larger group. We reported upward to a board chairman and a group of directors who were not exactly warm and cuddly humans inviting everyone over for emotional sharing circles.
They were cold, yes. Results-driven, definitely. Not particularly accessible. But they were also relatively reasonable in that distant boardroom way. They wanted things done. They wanted performance. They wanted results without unnecessary drama. They were not people you casually wandered up to for reassurance unless you enjoyed being looked at like an agenda item that had learned to speak.
They had hired him. That was important. He was the first outsider brought in to lead the subsidiary, not someone seconded from the larger company. On paper, he looked impressive. Credentials. Experience. Confidence. The right words. The kind of polished professional history that makes board members nod thoughtfully while imagining transformation, growth, governance, and other expensive nouns.
They were impressed by him. His capability. His confidence. His supposed integrity. Looking back, I think they wanted to believe they had made a smart, modern, decisive appointment. An outsider who could shake things up. Someone who would deliver.
And to be fair, narcissistic people can be very convincing in selection processes.
They know how to perform competently. They know how to speak in clean lines. They know how to sound like the solution to problems they will later deepen.
The board knew there were issues inside the subsidiary. They could not have missed everything. The cracks were visible enough if anyone wanted to look properly. But for a long time, nothing serious was done.
Not until things became bad. By then, almost the entire key management team had left. One by one, the old structure emptied.
Strong people disappeared. Experienced people gave up. People who had carried real institutional memory walked away.
Eventually, it felt like
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