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      THE STRUGGLE OF KNOWING YOUR CHARACTERS

      I made it three full books into my series when I realized that I didn’t know who the hell my protagonist was. To be clear, I knew which character was the protagonist, but as far as how deeply I knew her, it was about on par with a coworker you wave to in the hallway and occasionally crack jokes with at the weekly meetings.

      To give myself a little bit of credit, the first three books took place over the course of the protagonist’s birth through her high school graduation, so she didn’t know who the hell she was, either. But she wasn’t the one writing the story. I was. I needed to know who she, Jessica, was (outside of God’s only begotten daughter). So, as my protagonist entered her college years, doing all of those things that we tend to do around that age to find ourselves, I was flailing around trying to find her, too.

      I feel comfortable offering up this confession to the world because I know how many other authors can relate. You’ve probably experienced that pause midway through a chapter, the small twitch below the eye, and the question: Do I even know who this character is?

      There’s no correct entry point to a story idea, so authors enter a story inspired by plot, a character, a premise, an idea (or something else) … and then we hit the page. Maybe you had a solid premise, like I did, and then dove in without knowing much about it because it was NaNoWriMo time and you had to get to typing. Maybe you saw a particular scene unfolding and your mind wondered how someone would find themselves in that position, and that’s what drew you to the idea.

      There are a million different creative lures that hook into our imagination and drag us into the novel, so it’s incredibly common to overlook something that seems as obvious, in retrospect, as who your protagonist is on a fundamental human level.

      Or non-human, depending on the genre.

      Thankfully I had some tools at my disposal for figuring out who Jessica was, beyond who her father happened to be. There was the whole creative writing degree thing, sure, but let’s be honest about how easy it is to get through four years of that without learning some basic skills. I was a straight-A student and graduated with the ability to talk at length about the symbolism of orangutans in Poe, but couldn’t with any confidence define the term “theme.”

      My degree was not the tool that I fell back on to figure out how to go deeper in my exploration of Jessica. Instead, as I was fighting a losing battle with the start of the fourth book of the series, I turned to this other tool called the Enneagram. I’d heard about it years before from my mom and my sister, who learned about it at their church. Not being involved with religion myself, I’d pretty much written it off as a Jesus-y Myers-Briggs. What they’d taught me about the Enneagram was simple: each type had a number associated with it, and that number, if wielded by someone pure of heart, could be used to adequately shame and belittle others. “You’re such a Four, Claire.” (I don’t actually remember what they thought I was, only that when they described it, it didn’t sound at all like me. I’m a pretty typical One.)

      In short, I was not a fan at first. It wasn’t until years later when my friend Alyssa Archer, who edits all of these Enneagram books for me (and generally keeps me from making an ass of myself in all she edits), convinced everyone in our small author mastermind group to look into the Enneagram.

      Growing up in Texas, I’d developed a solid ability to spot covert attempts at religious conversion (accidentally getting “saved” not once but twice in my youth helped fine-tune that). Alyssa didn’t ping on my radar as that type, so I gave this Enneagram thing a shot and took a test online that told me that I was either a Three or a One.

      I read up on the Three, which was called the Achiever, and thought, Yeah, that sounds a little bit like me. High achievement, always trying to hit goals, sure. But then I read up on the One, called the Reformer, and the soul-level cringing began. Perfectionist? Yep. Always feeling compelled to do the right thing even if it derails your plans? Yikes. Unreasonably high standards of quality beyond the point that anyone else would notice, let alone care? Oof.

      As the description went on, I started to think there might be something to this whole Enneagram thing. The Myers-Briggs, DISC, the Big 5, and all those other personality frameworks held a mild interest for me, insofar as it’s sometimes fun to slap the label on like a badge when someone brings it up in conversation, but reading about my Enneagram type felt like someone had hacked into my operating code. And the code wasn’t all that flattering. Not to mention discovering all of the malware in there that I hadn’t addressed.

      While I did find myself cringing, one thing I didn’t find myself doing was looking away. I couldn’t. I was seeing parts of myself that were true, and more than that, I was seeing that the parts of myself that were making me miserable were things that could change. It was painful but also hopeful.

      At its core, the Enneagram is a measurement of internal motivation. It breaks down nine core fear and core desire pairings that drive human behavior. This will probably activate something in your writer mind—motivation is an essential thing to know about our characters if we want to move them physically, emotionally, and intellectually. When we know what a character’s core motivation is, we become puppet masters in a way where the strings aren’t getting all tangled and we know how to move the sticks to get the marionettes to do exactly what we want.

      All that thinking, feeling, and behaving in our characters starts with a core fear and core desire of the Enneagram type. So, as I sent Jessica off to college in book four to experiment and discover who she was, I dug in and decided on her Enneagram type, based on the patterns I’d written into her for the first eighteen years of her life. I analyzed how she made her decisions, what emotional patterns she followed, and the terms in which she saw the world. There were a few top candidates for types, as there usually are when we’re looking at children and teens, but ultimately there was a winner.

      Surprise, surprise. She was a One, just like me.

      To some subconscious extent, I’d been writing her this way the whole time. When I put her in a tough situation, I’d ask: What I would do in that situation? Then I’d have her do, think, or feel something similar.

      This accidental type syncing is incredibly common for authors who don’t know the Enneagram. Before learning about the Enneagram, and beginning to understand the deep distinctions between types, it’s easy to project our own core motivations onto a character. The result, especially when writing a character of a very different type, can be a muddled mess. We may instinctively know that their motivations aren’t the same, yet we project our own onto them in crucial points of the plot. Savvy readers will sense the inconsistency and exclaim, “This character wouldn’t do that!” And they’re probably right.

      This isn’t because all of our readers are Enneagram experts, but because as humans we’re intuitively familiar with each type’s common patterns. After all, we’ve met them in our lives or in the books that we read over and over again.

      The Enneagram framework helps us recognize and describe patterns that naturally exist in human psychology, but without knowing the language of it, it’s easy to get off track.

      Once it became firm in my mind that Jessica was an Enneagram Type 1, frequently called the Reformer, her character made so much more sense to me, and I wasn’t surprised that I had made the reluctant daughter of God a Reformer and plopped her down in the middle of West Texas to face all kinds of dogma and misogyny that just didn’t seem right to either her or me. In fact, it made total sense that I, a Reformer myself, would come up with this idea and like it enough to see it through seven books.

      I won’t say that books four through seven were easy to write (sweet baby Jessica, they were a pain in the ass), but I will say they were certainly made slightly easier by knowing who Jessica was. She found herself, and I found her, in those college years. It invited me to love her more, brought us closer together, and made it so much easier for me to torture her in just the right way, which I did pretty much nonstop until the final page of the series.

      This was a turning point in my writing career. In the next series I started after using the Enneagram for Jessica Christ, I knew the protagonist’s type from the get-go, which helped me know how to motivate her. (She was a psychic sleuth, so I needed to know exactly how to motivate her to get involved each time someone croaked, even if it was none of her business.) I also knew what her gifts were and what she brought to the world that was desperately needed, as well as how people could use her weaknesses against her.

      That’s still my bestselling series to date, and I credit my protagonist with most of that success. People had to care about her to want to read thirteen mysteries with her at the center. But first I had to care about her. Before you can deeply love someone, you have to deeply know them. The Enneagram is the best way I have found, and I’ve searched a lot of corners of humanity to learn how best to love others.

      The more you love your characters as their creator, the more iconic they’ll become. But first, you must understand them, not just your protagonist but also your secondary characters, and even (or especially) your villains.

      You don’t have to become an Enneagram expert to discover its usefulness in writing characters. While much of my depth of knowledge now is a result of learning from experts in the field through training and certification processes, even more of it was gained from application. Even prior to any formal training, I was able to dive in and find great usefulness in the framework, and I’m certain you’ll be able to do the same.

      The Enneagram is a tool you can use to go as deep as you want or stay as surface-level as you want while still reaping rewards. There’s really no end to the depth of learning available to you, but what I hope to do in this book is offer you enough to get started.

      Being able to describe these nine distinct types is complicated work, though, and it involved intentional learning so that I could effectively deploy the Enneagram’s helpful framework in all of my important characters. As writers, it’s right in our wheelhouse to use words to describe things, so that’s what this book is about: how to do that with the Enneagram.

      That protagonist you can’t figure out yet, that villain that’s not as interesting as you’d hoped—by the end of reading this book I want you to hold the key to unlocking that character so that you can dive back into writing more enthusiastically and confidently than before.

      And don’t worry if you’re already a few books into your series before you start doing this character work. Readers have stuck with you so far, and making the characters they already love stronger and more fleshed out is only going to make the reader love them more. If you want to go back and do some rewrites on previous books in the series to align your characters to a type more strongly, that’s okay, too.

      Personally, that sounds like hell on earth to me, and it’s often not worth the effort insofar as increasing sales goes. We get to make a lot of mistakes as authors without readers catching on. Improving our craft is a natural process that doesn’t require hating everything we’ve done before (or rewriting it). Going from good to great doesn’t mean that what was once good is now bad. Take it from me, a recovering perfectionist and forever a Reformer.

      WHY AM I THE GAL FOR THE JOB?

      Nothing kicks up my sassiness more than someone asking me why I was the right person to write a particular book. Yes, I’ve had people ask me this question before. Weird, right? It takes everything in my power not to say, “Because I’m the person who sat her ass in the chair and wrote the damn thing,” or even snarkier, “What qualifications do you think I might be missing?”

      When it comes to a topic like this one, though, I do think it helps you, the reader, to settle into the material knowing that you’re in good hands. I certainly don’t know everything on this topic, and I’m learning more every day, so while I might be considered an expert by some, I also consider myself to be a dedicated student when it comes to the Enneagram in general and how it relates to storytelling in specific.

      As for the official-sounding stuff, I’m an Advanced Certified Instructor of the Enneagram Spectrum of Personality Styles, having studied under Jerome Wagner, PhD. I’m also recognized by the Integrative Enneagram as an Accredited Practitioner, having completed their requirements for certification for both individual and teams coaching.

      On top of that, I’ve been studying the Enneagram on my own for almost a decade, using it to write fiction in the genres of satire, sci-fi, crime fiction, and paranormal cozy mystery as well as shaping my career to align with my internal motivation.

      I’ve consulted with hundreds of authors individually on their books and series and presented Enneagram material and hosted workshops and masterclasses to thousands of authors across the industry, from small virtual writing groups to big stages.

      I’ve coached hobby writers and New York Times bestsellers, unknowns and breakout sensations, young parents and new widows. The stories I hear are each unique and yet all are familiar and deeply human.

      If there’s a genre that I haven’t coached yet, I simply haven’t heard of it. Sweet rom-coms, gritty cyberpunk, reverse harem, paranormal sapphic romance, cozy horror—you name it, and I’ve had the absolute pleasure of playing around in the sandbox with one of those authors.

      The genres look different, sure, but the deep motivations of the characters are universal in the same way that the Enneagram is universal while containing so much diversity.

      The work that has gone into creating and refining the Enneagram with all its types, subtypes, vices, vulnerabilities, virtues, core wounds, idealized self-image, and so forth is a tremendous effort that includes contributions from brilliant minds, powerful hearts, and attuned bodies of psychotherapists, social workers, and spiritual leaders of every major religion and spiritual practice. And the development is ongoing. I think that’s what I love the most about the Enneagram—it allows for deeper and deeper discovery, which means that it can contain the nuances of each of us. It’s a framework, a road map of how we function, through which we can locate ourselves and begin to ask if there are other ways we’d like to exist in this world and if some of the patterns that we thought were helping us have actually been limiting us in unseen ways.

      While I doubt we will ever see a new type emerge, turning the Enneagram into the Decagram, I do view it as a tool for discovery just as much as a tool for learning what’s already been discovered. I enjoy reading nonfiction broadly, and after devouring books on psychology, sociology, personality, spirituality, consciousness, and the so-called supernatural, I have yet to find anything that breaks the model of the Enneagram. It all seems to layer on top of it quite nicely. And yes, I have been probing myself for confirmation bias.

      I consider myself an Enneagram skeptic. That might surprise you to hear, until you realize that one of my big life goals is to never end up in a cult. Just the term “Enneagram” itself and the shape of the thing sets off my skeptic’s radar. I’m not saying that the Enneagram couldn’t be misused and distorted for the purposes of a cult, because anything can if you have the right man for the job, but I am saying that there’s always a voice in the back of my head going, “Hey, are you sure you’re not falling down a rabbit hole that leads to a high-control group?”

      I won’t say that I’ve arrived at total certainty about the Enneagram not being the gateway to a cult, but that’s only because I’ve learned that total certainty about anything is a trap. However, I will say that one of the fundamental principles of the Enneagram is that it shows each of us how to achieve liberation. No obedience to an external authority required or desired.

      The Enneagram is a map that each of us can learn to read independently. It doesn’t require any sort of guru to interpret it for us, though I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that coaching can be extremely helpful when it comes to seeing what we’re not seeing about ourselves. But the Enneagram and all the shared learning about it allows us to explore on our own time and draw our own meaning from it.

      In fact, that’s the whole point of the Enneagram—not to put us in a box, but to liberate us from the box we’ve constructed around ourselves to keep us safe. It frees us from patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving that disconnect us from our deeper nature and therefore limit our ability to connect to others and the world around us.
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