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			Mickey Haller: The Origin of the Species

			One part of the theory of evolution holds that only the fittest of species survive over time. In many ways the development of a protagonist for a novel or a series of novels goes through the same process. A synthesis of sorts in which many ideas and nuances of character come to the writer and are sifted over time. Only a few of these brush strokes make it to the canvas and only a few of these characters become fully realized and go the distance, seeing life in the pages of a book. I think Defense Attorney Mickey Haller makes a good case for the literary theory of survival of the fittest.

			Haller first found life in The Lincoln Lawyer but I can trace his origins back to at least four places—some old, some recent, at least one and maybe all purely happenstance. These influences became part of that synthesis, the sifting of character. For the purposes of this profile I will label these origins track A, B, C and D and take them in some semblance of order. Before doing so I offer a note on happenstance. No writer can survive without it. Serendipity seems to play a repeated role in my life as a writer. Mickey Haller is not the first character I have constructed to emerge from the creative mist after a lightning bolt of luck. It was either Mark Twain or Michael Jordan who said, The harder I work the luckier I get. I think there are no truer words. I work hard, maintain a strong work ethic and endeavor to put myself in a position to be lucky. The lightning has struck again and again.

			Anyway, on to Mickey Haller. I think almost any writer will tell you he was a reader long before he had thoughts of writing. And so too with me. It was reading that led me to want to write. And in many ways the origins of Mickey Haller are tied to my origins as a reader.

			When I was twelve years old my family moved from the outskirts of Philadelphia to the land of humidity: South Florida. We came to Fort Lauderdale for a summer as my father tried out a new career in the rent-a-car business. We never left.

			During that first summer my mother would often drop me and my two younger brothers off at Holiday Park, a spacious municipal center that offered baseball and football fields, basketball and tennis courts and many activities and camps to keep young boys busy for a day in the sun. We took tennis lessons from a man whose young daughter hung around the courts and often shagged balls for him; her name was Chrissie Evert. 

			The only problem with Holiday Park was that it was no holiday when it got to be about noon and that big orange ball was directly overhead. By mid-day the boys from Philadelphia couldn’t take the heat and humidity. We dropped our rackets or baseball gloves and started looking around for some relief. Located at the far corner of the park, across the wide green fields where dandelions sprouted, was a small building—the Fort Lauderdale Public Library. 

			And it was air-conditioned.

			And so it was not unusual at midday to see legions of boys walking across the sunburned fields toward the library as though heading toward an oasis of spring-fed pools and fountains at the edge of a desert. Like heat-stroked zombies we trudged through the glass doors, stopped at the water fountain, and then moved into the stacks and reading rooms. We found cool air and plastic covered couches on which to recover from the heat. 

			But as I soon found out upon my joining of the legions, there was one simple rule in the library, one price that had to be paid in exchange for the air conditioning. And this was a rule vigilantly enforced by the powers that be; the librarians. 

			You had to read.

			The librarians at the Fort Lauderdale Public Library at Holiday Park allowed no boy to sit and vegetate in their library. If you wanted the cooling air, then you had to be reading. There was to be a book in your hand at all times or you were not welcome. 

			I learned this rule one day when a librarian found me sitting listless and bookless on a plastic-covered couch, my head probably cocked back and my eyes closed. The conversation went along the lines of this:

			“Where’s your book?” 

			“What book?”

			“The book you are supposed to be reading when you are in the library.”

			“I don’t have a book.”

			“Then come with me or leave the premises.”

			The cool air was too good to give up. Air-conditioning! I chose to stay on the premises and follow the librarian. Into the stacks we went, her asking me my age and other related questions as we went. She wanted to know what books I had read the previous year for school. She wanted to know what books I had read purely on my own, simply because I wanted to. 

			None.

			That was my answer. I wasn’t a reader. If it wasn’t a school assignment I wasn’t reading it. My mother loved reading paperback crime novels but I had never seen my father reading a book. Ever. I wanted to play sports or watch television with my free time. There was no time for the voluntary reading of books.

			The librarian—to this day I am haunted by not knowing her name—told me that wouldn’t do. She said reading was the key to all things. She led me to a shelf and pulled down a book. She told me to go back to my seat and start reading. She reminded me that she never wanted to see me again without a book when I was in the library. That was the rule, she said. And I said I would follow it.

			The book she gave me was To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. I wish I could tell you that I opened it and started to read and was struck like a bullet between the eyes with the epiphany—the sudden knowledge that I wanted to be a writer. But, no, that is not the case.

			It took me the entire summer to read the book. The process was slow at first but then I started humming along. While in many ways it was like an assignment from school, the truth was I didn’t have to read that book. I could go back into the stacks and pick anything I wanted. But I stuck with Harper Lee. Over the course of the summer I would go to the stacks and retrieve a copy—they had many—every time I came into the library. Slowly but surely I read the story of lawyer Atticus Finch and his defense of a man wrongly accused of a crime. Narrated by the lawyer’s daughter Scout, the Pulitzer Prize-winning novel is a study of quiet courage and heroism as well as a dissertation on racial injustice. The little girl’s view of her father is the backbone of the story and Atticus Finch is seen as a man of integrity and unflappable moral fiber. He stood up against injustice no matter the consequences. He is a lawyer to inspire all lawyers, and though the book was never and has never been viewed as a legal thriller, it certainly more than qualifies.

			Forty summers later it is still probably my favorite book. Not only for the inspiring story it contains but also for the story that led me to it. For the unknown librarian who took me to it in the stacks. (I later dedicated a book to her, whoever she is or was.)

			Needless to say Atticus Finch made a lasting impression on me. While To Kill a Mockingbird is certainly a great American novel, it also has the nuts and bolts of a legal thriller. It is about a lawyer choosing to do the right thing in difficult circumstances, to stand against injustice no matter the consequences to himself, his family and his standing in the community.

			It is the book that made me interested in stories of the law. And I know instinctively that if I had not read it at such an age and under such circumstances I may never have been led to Mickey Haller. And no doubt I was thinking about Atticus Finch and how he and his moral fiber would fare in contemporary America when I started sketching out the character of Mickey Haller. Seventy years after the time depicted in To Kill a Mockingbird, could a lawyer in Los Angeles do the right thing and stand up against injustice like Atticus Finch?

			Now let’s jump ahead many years to the B track. It is the early nineties and I am now a writer, a journalist and novelist who has published his first work of fiction about a Los Angeles police detective named Harry Bosch. I have plans for many books for this detective but in the back of my creative mind is an idea for writing about another character, a defense lawyer who would be the flip side of the same coin—that coin being the justice system. I am still carrying thoughts of Atticus Finch around with me and know that at some point they will be let out.

			Instinctively, however, I know that I am not yet ready. I am no lawyer. There are many real lawyers writing fine legal thrillers drawn from their own backgrounds and skills. I read their books and learn and decide not yet. I will wait for the right story and the right character before I take my shot. Survival of the fittest. A character will survive the creative process and someday I will write about him. I am patient.

			Nevertheless, I unconsciously plant a seed in my second novel that will eventually grow into the character I am looking for. It is a Harry Bosch story called The Black Ice and in it is a brief interlude of no more than three pages in which Harry thinks about the time years earlier when he investigated his own past and learned that he was the illegitimate son of a famed Los Angeles defense attorney who represented his mother from time to time. The lawyer was named Mickey Haller. 

			But Harry learns of his father when it’s too late. Mickey Haller is dying by the time of his discovery and Harry visits him only once, a sad and short reconciliation between a father and his secret son. The next time they intersect is in the cemetery when Harry stands off on a hillside watching his father’s funeral from afar. It is then that he sees and realizes that he has siblings, half brothers and sisters gathered around the grave. He is unknown to them and he decides to keep it that way. He leaves the cemetery alone.

			However, one of his half brothers will grow up to become Mickey Haller Jr., defense attorney and flip side of the coin. His collision with Harry Bosch will be inescapable.

			Track C brings us to happenstance and perhaps the luckiest moment of my life as a writer. It is the new millennium. It is also the start of the baseball season in Los Angeles and I am invited by a friend to opening day at Dodger Stadium. It is a great day and a grand tradition in the City of Angels. Always an afternoon game, it seems that all of the tall buildings in nearby downtown are turned over and emptied out and countless men in white shirts and ties fill the seats in the stadium in Chavez Ravine. The feeling of anticipation and hope is as palpable as smog in the air. It is a new season and life is good. It is before all of the pitching breakdowns and one-run losses. It is before the season gets serious. 

			By happenstance my ticket places me next to a man named David Ogden. He is a stranger to me on that day but buoyed by the high hopes of a new season and the glory of the day I engage the stranger in conversation. In the course of the game we talk baseball and life. And I learn he is a lawyer. Having worked as a reporter in L.A. and having some experience with lawyers, I ask him where his office is located. I know that Los Angeles County is so big that there are dozens of courthouses spread across it. Some are criminal courts, some juvenile courts, some mixed use and so forth. Knowing where David Ogden keeps his office will tell me which courthouses he works and a little bit more about him and his practice of law.

			David hesitates but then says, “My office is my car.”

			I politely nod and check my surroundings. It is a sell-out crowd, as most home openers tend to be. There is no seat for me to move to in order to get away from David Ogden, who works out of his car.

			David senses my judgment of him and is quick to explain himself. He tells me that he does not practice law out of his car because of hard times or any other difficulty. He tells me that after many years as a lawyer he does so out of necessity and because it is the best way to cover the nearly 40 courthouses and 450 square miles of Los Angeles County. He tells me that this is no threadbare operation. A former client chauffeurs him as a means of working off his legal fees and David is free to sit in the back seat and work the phones and the computer and any other part of the practice of law normally associated with a brick and mortar office. He keeps current files in the trunk and has a wireless fax on the front passenger seat. He sees most of his clients in court or in lockup. What does he need the brick and mortar for?

			And that’s when the lightning bolt strikes. I see the light. David Ogden is right. It is the perfect form of practice in a city as sprawling as Los Angeles. I also see the forming of the character for whom I have been searching in the back rooms of the creative factory for many years. A defense attorney who works from the back seat of his car and can easily cover any case in town. His motto: Have case will travel. I will put him in the back seat of a Lincoln Town Car. He’ll ride in style and have all legal tools at his immediate disposal. Wireless fax, internet, phone and files.

			I think hard about this character. I remember Atticus Finch and what he stood for. I wonder if such a man of moral strengths could stand in contemporary Los Angeles, a place where money and celebrity corrode and corrupt the best of us. And I think that no matter how I create and construct this lawyer that he should be Harry Bosch’s half-brother, the flip side of the same coin. I will call him Mickey Haller Jr. and cast him in the shadow of his famous father.

			(A quick note on the name here. I was stuck with using the name Haller because I had planted it in a book so long ago. But the name Haller was not pulled out of thin air originally. It had hidden meaning and literary resonance. Remember, this was the name of Harry Bosch’s father, which would mean that if Harry had not been a secret son, but a welcome offspring he would have carried his father’s name Haller. That would make him Harry Haller. And this, you may remember, is a name from literature. Herman Hesse’s novel Steppenwolf is the story of Harry Haller, an isolated man who feels that inside two distinct natures—man and wolf—battle for his soul.)

			Back to track C. So now after many years I have the idea for the character of my lawyer. But it’s only just a sketch at this point. A mere skeleton. How do I fill it in with vibrant colors and make the picture real? How do I give Mickey Haller Jr. a heart and soul. For that I caught another lucky break. And that would bring us to track D, where lightning strikes again.

			My first job as a professional—that is, paid—writer was for the Daytona Beach News Journal as a general assignment reporter out in the sticks, what they called the Four Towns Bureau. It was a place where one reporter could handle all the news fit to print from four tiny towns. The pay was low and the hours slow. For the sake of finances and social distraction, I teamed up with another reporter to share an apartment. That reporter was named Dan Daly. We shared living space and worked together for only a year at the DBNJ before I made a move and took a step up the journalism ladder to the Fort Lauderdale News and Sun-Sentinel, a larger paper and a larger paycheck.

			Pretty soon after Dan followed me down the coast to the Sun-Sentinel but he wasn’t long for journalism. After a couple of years at the paper he went off to law school in Nebraska and a few years after that I went off to California to work for the Los Angeles Times, another step up the ladder. A lot of years went by—more than a decade—and it was not until I moved back to Florida that I reconnected with Dan Daly, seeing his name in the newspaper as the lawyer defending a man accused of a crime. I picked up my phone and tracked him down. 

			Once you have shared a one-bedroom apartment on a hundred-twenty bucks a week with a fellow reporter, you are pals for life. I reconnected with Daly and it was as if all of those years had not slipped by. We both had grayed but Daly had a ponytail now, which made him look like the quintessential outlaw defense attorney. In fact, among his clients were members of the Outlaws, a motorcycle gang. I next met his more clean-cut law partner, Roger Mills, and pretty soon I popped the question. The big question. I asked if I could use them as research specimens. I explained that I had been carrying around an idea for a story about a defense attorney who worked out of his car in L.A. The idea was getting ripe and I needed to write it. But first I needed to know how the law worked. Not in theory, but in practice. I wanted the story I would write to be Los Angeles viewed from the windows of a Lincoln Town Car and the justice system viewed from the very bottom of the legal trenches. I wanted it in all its gritty and greasy realism.

			Daly and Mills said that as long as I was buying the martinis the answer would be yes, I could tag along.

			So began a two-year period during which I intermittently shadowed Daly and Mills in the course of their work. I went to court with them, I went to the office with them, I interviewed clients with them, I took verdicts with them, I watched them work the phones trying to get clients to cough up money to pay the legal freight. And I watched them counsel clients on how to break the cycle of crime and incarceration. But most of all I drank with them. At the end of the workday, after the courtrooms are all dark, defense lawyers in Tampa like to gather to review the day, the law and their perceived inequities of the justice system. It seemed to me to be a job that required such medication. Much like the mission of the detective, the job takes you into the abyss. You see the downside of humanity on a daily basis. It is no wonder that the day’s work is chased away with alcohol.

			Happy hour became the gold mine. Whether it was at Four Green Fields or 42nd Street or Mangroves, the defense lawyers got together two or three times a week. Whether it was the Bombay Sapphire martinis or the Dewars and water, easy on the water, I don’t know. But this is when they opened up to me and told me about their work and their lives. This is when I saw that they were true believers in the idea that no matter what someone is accused of, they were entitled to a defense. 

			As a reporter I had covered the courthouse. I had watched countless trials. I had spent time with lawyers and watched them work in courtrooms. But my access was nothing in comparison to what I was getting while at the bar with Daly and Mills. Before I had only scratched the veneer. Now I was getting close to the truth.

			One evening I sat at the bar at 42nd Street in South Tampa. I was on the corner and Dan Daly sat on the other edge. Roger Mills was there and a variety of other lawyers. The usual crowd. I was face to face with Dan, trying to get at something. I was looking for nuggets of character, telling details of what his life as a defense lawyer was truly like. I asked him if he could defend anybody, if there was a criminal charge so ugly or so terrible that he could not bring himself to the defense of a client. Rape? Murder? Child victimization and sexual abuse?

			He said, of course, the most heinous of crimes were the most difficult to defend because of his own revulsion to the offense and the fact that he would need to work so closely with the person charged—that person most likely being guilty of the charge. But he also strongly believed in the construct of the system. It is based on a simple axiom. Every person charged with a crime is entitled to challenge the government’s case and test the evidence against him. It is one of the pillars of the justice system and one of the things that makes it the best system of justice in the world.

			Daly was a true believer and you had to be in order to do the work. Atticus Finch in a ponytail? Maybe not quite. But I instinctively knew that I was getting close to something, something I would need in order to write the book. I was getting to the core of things, to the engine that drove the car. Roger was leaning into the conversation now and I asked more questions. Then I asked what scared them the most about their work. Neither man hesitated.

			“The innocent man scares me,” Roger said.

			“There is no client as scary as an innocent man,” Dan said.

			I took out a pen and wrote Dan’s line down on a cocktail napkin. It was too good to risk forgetting. I then folded it away in my pocket. At no point in the course of shadowing them had I taken out a notebook like a reporter and written anything down. I wanted them to be free in their expressions. I knew from years as a reporter that a notebook or tape recorder can stunt a conversation and put people on guard.

			I asked them to explain their fear of the innocent man and they alternately responded, telling me that the justice system is built to handle the guilty guy. A truly innocent man messes things up. No lawyer wants an innocent man on his conscience if things go wrong.

			Dan and Roger leaned in closer across the corner of the bar. I knew they each carried the baggage of cases that went the wrong way and what they said would come from that place. They told me that when you know your client is innocent—truly know it without a single doubt in mind or heart—the pressure to succeed is almost unbearable. The stakes cannot be higher. You have all the power and might of the government against you, a truly crushing weight, and if you fail in the courtroom an innocent man goes to prison. Try working the law with that on your ledger.

			Later that night, back at my own office, I pulled the crumpled cocktail napkin from my pocket and typed the line I had written into a new file on my computer.

			There is no client as scary as an innocent man

			I had the first line of a book I had been waiting, depending on how you looked at it, decades to write.

			I had followed tracks A, B, C and D to their terminus. I had what I needed and it was time to write. As I proceeded I built Mickey Haller for speed. The single most important thing in the writing process is the single most important thing in the reading process. Momentum. The writer must feel the speed and momentum in his prose. If he doesn’t, the reader certainly won’t.

			At every option in regard to the character and story of Mickey Haller I opted for speed. I wanted to keep him moving and thereby keep the story moving. I had one great advantage. His car. Mickey was never sedentary. He was always on the move. When he was on the phone, working the computer, consulting clients, he was always a man on the move. The world moved by his office window. This gave his story built-in speed. But I needed internal momentum as well. Mickey could not be sedentary inside. There had to be movement. I had to have him traveling inside as well. So I put Mickey on a trajectory toward realization and redemption. I gave him baggage; an innocent man who haunted him like the ghost of Atticus Finch. There is no client as scary as an innocent man. 

			I believe that it was Raymond Chandler who said there was a quality of redemption to anything that is art. I believe it. I am not saying that Mickey Haller is a work of art, but rather a work in progress. But he is a man on the road to redemption. In his first story. In his second story. In his life. It is the part of his character that makes him fittest to survive.
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