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verﬂowing with transplants reinventing their lives in pursuit of
wealth and grandeur, Los
Angeles is home to both the rich
and powerful and the desperate
and broken. In a larger-than-life town where far
more dreams are shattered than realized, its
dark corners are fertile ground for a strange
and epic criminal underworld. For over 20
years, detective novelist Robert Crais has
explored the shadows of our fair city through
the adventures of private-eye Elvis Cole and
his partner, Joe Pike. With his loud Hawaiian
shirts, ’66 yellow Corvette Stingray convertible, and an endless supply of smartass comments, former Army Ranger and Vietnam
veteran Cole happily describes himself as the
World’s Greatest Detective, and backs it up
with hardcore case-breaking skills and a passion to protect the innocent. Pike keeps a low
proﬁle, saying little and packing serious heat.
An ex-cop, ex-Marine, and ex-mercenary,
he’s impossibly fast and deadly, and leaves
readers suspecting that he may be the most
dangerous man alive. With red arrows tattooed on his deltoids, pointing forward, Pike
is an unstoppable force.
Beginning with The Monkey’s Raincoat in
1987, Crais has written 14 Elvis Cole/Joe Pike
novels, which include Stalking the Angel
(1989), Voodoo River (1995, set in Louisiana),
L.A. Requiem (1999), The Last Detective
(2003), The Watchman (2007, the ﬁrst Joe Pike
novel), and The First Rule (2010). Crais’ bestselling books have earned him a vast and loyal
following — some calling themselves
“Craisies” — and he’s widely considered one
of the ﬁnest working writers in the genre, with
L.A. Requiem touted as a modern crime
classic. Hailing from a “big police ofﬁcer
family,” with all of his uncles — following a
three-generation tradition — serving in law
enforcement, Crais has also written three
standalone novels: Demolition Angel (2000),
Hostage (2001), and The Two-Minute Rule
(2006). Hostage was adapted into a 2005 feature ﬁlm starring Bruce Willis, though Crais has
so far refused to sell the ﬁlm rights to his Cole
and Pike characters.
Just hitting the stands is The Sentry, a Joe
Pike novel (with Elvis in tow), set in Venice
along the canals. Both a high-octane, bloodsoaked mystery and a meditation on loneliness, Crais’ latest serves up the hard-boiled
goods alongside an intimate look behind the
bullet-proof shell of a seemingly impenetrable
man. The Louisiana-raised author — who got
his start as a TV writer for shows like “Baretta”
(1977-1978), “Hill Street Blues” (1981),
Cagney & Lacey (1982), “The Twilight Zone”
(1986), “The Equalizer” (1988), and “Miami
Vice” (1986-1988) — meets with us in the Hollywood Hills.

Venice: I had no idea how much I was
going to enjoy your books.
Robert Crais: Good, I love that. I’ve infected
another one! [laughs]

By the time I got to L.A. Requiem, I found
myself with this goofy grin when Joe Pike
shows up. I was so happy to see him, and
that’s the experience a lot of people have
once they’ve been pulled into your work.
It seems like that. Taken in the perspective
that I have, of having done this for so long
over the course of 14 books with these characters, my readers seem insanely excited
when there’s a new book coming out, like
they’re returning to old friends. There’s always
— hopefully — some sort of new development for Elvis or Joe, or some kind of really
strong jolt that readers get from returning to
those guys again. One of the cool things that
I get, both through my Facebook page or
email, is all the people who say — and it’s the
greatest compliment in the world — “Write
faster!” If only! But that need to go back to the
characters is clearly, I think, the basis of the
success of the series.
Are you as interested as your readers are
in ﬁnding out what Joe and Elvis get into
next?
Yes, but it’s different for me. Because
remember, I published the ﬁrst one of these
things 20 years ago, and pretty much for 20
years they’re with me every day. For a reader
it’s different. A book comes out, a reader goes,
“Yeah! New Elvis Cole book” or “New Joe Pike
book!” They grab it, they read it, then three or
four days later they’re ﬁnished with it. They
loved it but now they’re reading something
else. So their year is different from my year. My
year, every day I’m with Elvis and Joe. What
that gives me, though, is a familiarity with the
characters that actually leaves me a little bit
lost when I’m not with them. It’s like, you have
your home and you have people in your home,
or your dog, and you’re used to that, but suddenly you go away on a trip and you’re discombobulated. So those parts of the year when I’m
not with Elvis and Joe, that’s the unusual time
for me and I’m anxious to get back. I’ve written
three standalones and when I’ve written those
books, it’s almost as if, after the ﬁrst three or
four months, that Elvis and Joe are still there. I
start to get ideas for Joe Pike books. I might be
writing about [Two Minute Rule protagonist]
Max Holman, but Elvis and Joe are behind this
tree. They’re peeking out. They’re saying,
[whispers] “Crais, come back. Come back.”
That’s kind of weird. I explored the possibility
that I needed medications [laughs], but I think
it’s just that I love those guys and I love writing
about them.
After you had written Monkey’s Raincoat,
at what point did you realize that you were
going to return to them and that they would
be a part of your life?
When I wrote The Monkey’s Raincoat, purely
on spec — I hadn’t sold it — I didn’t think in
terms, at that time, of writing a series. I was just
trying to write one book that pleased me. I had
failed a couple of times before that, but I really
didn’t think in terms of doing it again until my
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ﬁrst publisher came back to me and said that
they wanted two more. Actually, when I was
planning out The Monkey’s Raincoat, Joe Pike
was supposed to die at the end. That was in
my head, that was in my outline; it would have
you weeping in the aisles. It was going to be a
great moment, but when I got there I couldn’t,
because clearly I had fallen in love with him. He
was just too much fun for me. But I still never
thought about it until the publisher came and
said, “We want more of these.” And now I’ll just
continue to write them in perpetuity.
Joe is this big, tough guy — the most
dangerous man in the world — but he’s got
a softness to him, practicing Zen and yoga.

actually the wounded part. At ﬁrst ﬂush, you
see Joe and you think maybe he’s this Terminator-like creation. He’s got the sunglasses.
Clearly he’s a dude with two Y chromosomes.
You gotta be careful around him. But I continually question myself about why he’s like that.
To my mind, a long time ago both of those men
were wounded and they made choices about
how to survive. Elvis ended up being one way,
with a very high level of self-awareness. Joe
Pike, on the other hand, chose another way.
He pulled in. And it was a way to protect himself. And he made himself this damn-near ultimate cage ﬁghter in order to take care of that
little boy who was hurt so badly. You can’t hurt
him now. I found that a perfect complement to

He still does that, only now it’s an almost metaphysical type of experience for him. It’s transcendental. He can put himself in that
headspace, and he draws strength from it, and
he draws peace and calm — and what he’s
learned through his various trainings and occupations is that from that place he’s at his most
powerful. And again, to me — as his creator
and with what I try to do with the work — that’s
actually a statement that the child in him is the
true strength in him. In all of us. That’s why I
allude to it again and again.
And there’s the arrow metaphor. He’s in
this space where he’s at one and nothing,
but he’s also a juggernaut. Always forward.

People come here to recreate themselves. People come here to change.
We’re a destination for evolution, and Venice represents
that because of the changes that it, itself, has seen.
He’s sort of unexpected for a tough guy. I’m
big on that. That’s one of the big themes that I
have, is that people aren’t what they seem. I
think we need that message over and over
again. Too many people make snap judgments
and they judge people without knowing that
pretty much everyone has a story. Everyone
has depth. Elvis and Joe represent that.
They’re both characters who recreated themselves. I like exploring their histories because I
think it makes them deeper and richer and
more involving to the audience, and more
interesting to me as a writer. I like to think that
these guys are sort of an endless puzzle and
I’m trying to ﬁgure them out. And one of the
things I have, I believe, powering the engine,
is that I change constantly, too. So as I
change and my perspectives change, how I
see them changes and they change also.
Because they’re kind of cannibalized parts of
me. Small moments. I mean, clearly I’m not
Elvis Cole and I’m not Joe Pike, but I have to
admit that there’s a huge fantasy element
there. You know, I’d like to be Elvis Cole; I’d
like to be Joe Pike. In fact, there’s about eight
or nine times a day that I’d love to be Joe Pike.
[laughs] So maybe that’s part of it. Maybe it’s
me, exercising my fantasy world.
Do you ﬁnd Joe or Elvis coming out in
your regular life in things that you say or do?
Well, if I got too far into the “Joe” thing, my
mouth would be writing checks the rest of me
couldn’t cash. I get accused of being Elvis
Cole because, I think, our sensibilities are so
much the same. When I wrote these guys the
ﬁrst time, I consciously gave Elvis a lot of my
sensibilities. There wasn’t really any detective
in American detective ﬁction at the time that
reﬂected my worldview — my generation,
then. And I sort of gave him my interests. We
both have a penchant for loud shirts, he’s very
verbal and I’m verbal. My readers think I’m
him, even though I’m not. But that’s okay!
That’s ﬁne. Joe ... Joe is the inside part. Joe’s
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the original Elvis Cole. Here’s one guy, talks all
the time. Other guy, says nothing. One guy,
emotions are right on his sleeve. Other guy,
you can’t read him. It seemed like an ideal
buddy concept — and I think it’s proven to be.
They’ve got this great camaraderie.
It’s about their friendship. There’s a reason
that in ﬁlm, books, comic books, and you
name it, the whole buddy concept has been,
historically, so resonant with people. And it
works here for me, too, with Elvis and Joe. It
resonates with readers — I know it does with
me — I think because at our core, we’re social
animals, or we want to be. We want friends, we
want family, we want someone we can trust
and conﬁde in and depend on, and all of those
things. That’s who they are. Over and above
anything else, they have each other’s back.
They trust each other completely, and I think
that’s something we all want. To have that
person. I try to explore that in the books.
I ﬁnd Joe’s Zen nature to be really interesting. Like when he watches the bubble
on the surface of the water, and his
becoming the nothing that’s inside it. To
sit and disappear.
Joe is pulled so far inside that he has
adopted that sort of Zen view of achieving
nothingness. “If I am not here, you cannot hurt
me. If I am not here, I cannot be affected by
what’s around me.” What’s an interesting thing
is that I think that a large part of Joe wants to
be other than that. I think part of the core to
their friendship is that, in many ways, Joe
wants to be more like Elvis. He doesn’t know
how to be that. He’s achieved this other thing;
he is one with the environment. He is really
most comfortable when he’s in the natural
world. In Joe’s head, he has a way that he
thinks about it; he retreats to “the green world.”
When he was a boy, to escape the nightmare
that was his life and his father, he would go in
the woods and hide. That’s the green world.

That’s how you control your environment.
That’s how you control your fate, in Joe’s
mind. Never back up, always move forward.
Drive the environment. Drive the situation. That
way you maintain control of the situation. He
learned that a long time ago and that’s what he
lives by.
You have this great quote in The Sentry:
“Pike was building a pressure wave and
riding it like a surfer shooting the green
tunnel.”
Damn, I’m good! [laughs] Every once in
awhile you get lucky.
I’ve spent 20 hours writing a single paragraph, and when I read passages like that
one, I wondered if you do the same.
I read this a long time ago about Fred
Astaire. It said the artistry of Fred Astaire is that
he makes it look easy. And, of course, if you
spend 30 seconds thinking about it, you know
it wasn’t. You can understand the years of
training and constant practice, but the audience doesn’t see that. They don’t see you sitting there for 20 hours for that one paragraph.
Me neither. I want it to read effortlessly, I want
it to be smooth, I want the images to wash
over my readers in such a subtle way that
maybe they don’t get it until later. Like that
whole thing about the green tunnel; maybe
it’s later in the book when [the reader] is going
to get a sandwich or taking a break that it
comes back to them, and they go, “Huh.
Wow.” But when you’re sitting there, it’s fuckin’
hard. I mean, I write, I rewrite, I re-rewrite, I’m
always late. You’re a journalist and you get
slammed with sledgehammers to make your
deadlines and all of that stuff, and it can be
ugly. Well, me too, but I just can’t let go. I have
the liberty, because I have books, of having a
much larger timeframe than you, but same
thing! I’ll spend days on a paragraph or a three
or four-page sequence. I have spent weeks on
a short chapter, and you just keep going back,
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and it’s never quite right, and you ﬂag it, and
then you have to go back later. Because I
don’t turn them in until they’re ready to go. It’s
difﬁcult because you have to keep digging in
deeper and deeper. And by the way, because
I write a series, I’m cognizant of the fact that
I have two distinct reader groups. I have the
brand-new reader who’s never read me
before; I also have the reader who’s read
every word. And they both, simultaneously,
have to be serviced. Joe Pike cleaning his
guns — I can do that one way for the brandnew reader, but then there’s the other person
who’s read it eight, nine times; I have to make
sure that both readers are pleased. That, in
and of itself, is a task. And you constantly
juggle that kind of thing with a series.

things, and it adds a richness to the work that
I don’t think you’d get to have any other way.
Do you have any good stories from your
ride-alongs?
Cop humor is the big standout. All cops are
funny. It goes with the job. I think they must
teach it at the police academy. The ﬁrst time I
went out with [LAPD’s fugitive section], we
met in the parking lot of the old Parker Center
at 3am, because they do their work really early.
The lead detective sergeant says to me, “Our
rules are that if you get out of the car, you have
to be wearing a vest.” He said, “Come around
the truck, I got one for ya.” They’re all strapped
in and he pulls out a vest and says, “This is the
last guy we brought out here.” And the vest

later it was a mistaken identity. The shooter
thought this guy was in a gang; the guy wasn’t
even in a gang. It was pretty terrible because
there was nothing to do. Everybody’s waiting
for the ambulance. It was awful and you see
that stuff, too. But that gives you a real appreciation of not only what police ofﬁcers see on
a daily basis, and go through, but also the
families. Because the family was there, and a
crowd of bystanders had gathered. We were
there early but little by little, more units arrived,
the ambulance comes, the detectives show
up, and it’s a real education for someone like
me, and I’ve been able to apply that and other
moments like that into the books. And I think
it’s a beneﬁt to the reader. I think the reader
can tell, even if it’s at a very subtle level, that

I love to write. It keeps me in touch with who I am.
So each time Joe cleans his guns, it has
to be fresh for both groups of readers.
Or Elvis Cole’s cat. How many times can I
come in and have the cat lick itself? Or drink
beer, or fart? You know, how many cat fart
jokes can you do? You can’t do them in every
book so there always has to be something.
But at the same time, that’s one of the things
that keeps it fresh for me, because I don’t
want to fall back on my old thing. I don’t want
to write the same book over and over and
over again. So part of the task is to come up
with new stuff, which requires me to dig even
deeper in me, which is good. I think that’s
good and healthy for a writer. It’s like a gym
rat working out, hitting it harder and harder
and harder every day, and trying to juice and
get monstrous. As a writer you want to do the
same thing.
What kind of hands-on experience do
you have with law enforcement? Do you
ride along?
I’ve done a gazillion ride-alongs over the
years. Ride-alongs with LAPD, I’ve researched
with secret service agents, FBI agents, ATF
agents. My rolodex is ﬁlled with men and
women who do this for a living so if I have
questions, I can do it. With Two Minute Rule,
the FBI ofﬁce Westwood, they were as helpful
as could be in educating me about the whole
bank robbing thing and how the FBI works [on
those cases], and the psychology of bank robbers — which is fascinating in and of itself —
and almost all of which went into that book
and into Max Holman and the other characters. One of the things that I like in particular,
especially for the Joe Pike books, is all of the
gun play and things like that. And [research
into] Joe, himself — having been not only a
police ofﬁcer, but he was a mercenary for a
while, and before that he was a Marine — is
through some of the local law-enforcement
agencies. I’ve had the opportunity to go out
and really do heavy-duty research, and all of
that weaponry stuff. You go and shoot
machine guns and you play with all these
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has bullet holes in it. Everybody had a big
laugh on the writer, but that’s the kind of
humor that you get. Another time, I was doing
a ride-along in South Central L.A. because I
was researching street gangs. I was in a blackand-white unit with a uniformed sergeant
supervisor. We’re talking and driving around,
and he says, “You wanna meet a Crip?” I said,
“Sure, let’s go!” So we cruise around a little bit
and there’s a dude standing on a corner outside a house. We pull over, the ofﬁcer motions
the guy over. The ofﬁcer says, “This guy’s a
writer. He’s going to write a book down here
and he wants to talk to you.” The Crip looks at
me and says, “Sure, what do you want to
know?” So now we start talking. Can’t shut
this guy up! The guy says, “I’m the guy you
wanna talk to. I know everything there is about
the Crips. I was born a Crip, I’ll die a Crip.” He
says, “I killed my ﬁrst man when I was eight
years old. I’ve killed seven people.” He said,
“Right now, I make about $400,000 a year
moving crack and rock. That house right over
there? $80,000 in cocaine in the rafters right
now.” On and on and on about all this stuff!
And I’m sitting there, thinking, “Is this man
insane? Is he high?” But I’m not saying anything. Finally, my sergeant supervisor says,
“We gotta roll. Catch ya later, dude.” Now
we’re driving away and I look over and said, “Is
that guy loaded, man? He’s admitting all this
in front of you?” Sergeant supervisor looks
over at me and says, “You believed that bullshit?” [laughs] He was a neighborhood guy,
just random, and here I am, Joe Writer, and the
guy just starts shoveling bullshit. It’s what he
does! It’s not always like that. Actually, on that
same ride I saw a guy die. It was a young man
who had been shot in the head in his driveway.
We heard the call; we went over. I believe we
were the second unit on the scene. The ambulance had not yet arrived. He had been out in
his yard, washing his car in his driveway, a car
had stopped in the street, words were
exchanged, single shooter pulled the trigger,
and the bullet went in low, the back of his skull,
and blew out the front of his face. It turned out

there is a core of truth to what’s going on
there. Which maybe makes it a little bit easier
to accept the slightly larger-than-life dynamic
of Joe Pike and Elvis Cole, and what’s going
on in the stories.
A major element of The Sentry involves
this new kind of gang leader. Miguel Azzara
looks like a GQ model and drives a Prius.
Are there really guys like Azzara out there?
Absolutely. What’s more important about
that, though, is not that he’s pretty. It’s that
they’re using a modern sensibility to interconnect. To establish relationships that aren’t just
limited anymore to the next block. Now they
go from city to city, or networks along the
border, or up the length of the city. Because
everyone’s only a cell-phone call or text message away. And just like relationships for us
[where] we can make a relationship on Facebook, so can criminals and bangers, and
they’re doing it more and more.
What was your motivation to set The
Sentry in Venice?
I’ve been fascinated by Venice for years and
I’ve always, in the back of my mind, wanted to
set something there. My books always come
to me with an image ﬁrst, and in this book the
image was really basic and simple. It was
someone really dangerous and bad that I
couldn’t see, slowly rising up out of the water.
At ﬁrst I didn’t know it was the Venice canals
and I didn’t know who that character was. In
fact, I kind of vaguely thought it might be Joe,
but the more I thought about that image the
more I began to think it wasn’t Joe; it was
someone else, and that someone would be
the character, Daniel, in the book. The lunatic
murderer. And then I thought, “It’s Venice,”
because I could see those bridges, kind of,
little by little. And I thought, “Okay, I’ve ﬁnally
got my story.” This is the hook, that I’m going
to be able to set this story in Venice. Because
it’s all about seeing clearly; it’s all about what’s
hidden behind the surface. It’s a story about
loneliness, for one thing, Joe’s need for

someone in his life. So I just had it; I was off and
running. What do you see? What’s under the
surface of the water? Daniel’s lurking there.
What’s behind Joe Pike’s sunglasses? You
don’t know. Everything I wanted to explore, I
found I could explore in those canals down in
Venice. Just the whole sensibility of it. Here was
something that started as someone’s dream.
Abbot Kinney’s dream when he built it, when, in
1905? The perfect L.A. story. Tobacco millionaire from back east comes here and he’s got
this wild, cockeyed dream. He’s going to build
a resort and amusement park. What I didn’t
know is it was all marshy swampland down
there and the canals were originally built to drain
the land. Abbot Kinney looks at it and says,
“Works for Venice, Italy, why not here?” Gondolas and all that stuff. But that goes to a longtime theme of mine about L.A. People come
here to recreate themselves. People come here
to change. We’re a destination for evolution,
and Venice represents that — and, I think, represents it perfectly because of its history.
Because of the changes that it, itself, has seen.
Did you do a lot of exploring in Venice
when you were researching?
Yeah. I’ve actually been a Venice regular even
though I live in West Hollywood. Small World
Books is one of the best bookstores in America.
I used to sign there regularly. The Sidewalk
Café, there’s a Robert Crais pizza there. So it’s
always held an appeal; it was just a matter of
ﬁnding the right story. Venice, nighttime, something rising up out of that water with the little
footbridges overhead, the lights all twinkling. It
just vibed danger, menace. It had me.
The Sentry is a fascinating exploration of
Pike, in that he and this woman share just
one moment, and that moment continues to
drive him even when he knows the truth.
Even after, he still does it. It’s his obsessive
nature and his desperate nature. But also —
and I cannot swear and attest to this — but I
think there was a part of him, deep down, that
hoped it would all work out anyway, and I think
that’s really what he was chasing. Because
even after Elvis — and these two guys love each
other — gives him the straight stuff, Joe says, “I
told her I would take care of it and I did.” But
right at the very end when it’s all over, still to this
day I don’t know what Joe would have done.
What do you love about what you do?
It makes me happy. I can’t see myself doing
anything else. I love to write. It keeps me in
touch with who I am. I am so involved with what
I’m writing that when I ﬁnally get into that
space, the events of the story, for me, are happening in almost like real time, and my emotions are right there. If the characters are feeling
fear, then I’m scared. If they’re feeling anxious,
I’m anxious. If it’s a moving moment, I’m crying
like a baby. That’s what I love about it. That’s
what I think I could not replicate any other way.
It allows me to be in touch with myself.
Demands it! So that’s pretty cool. ▼
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