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The Package

––––––––
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The woman on the phone didn’t give me her name.

I remember this because I remember everything about that call, the static on the line, the way she paused before she spoke, the fact that it was a 305 area code on my caller ID and I almost didn’t pick up because I was in the middle of editing a rough cut in a suite on Broadway, three flights above a shoe store that sold Jordans to kids who came in from Bed-Stuy on the A train, and I was tired, and I was behind, and I had been making phone calls for six months to people who did not want to talk to me, and I had started to believe that maybe they were right not to.

She said: “Are you the one looking for the book?”

I said: “What book?”

She said: “You know what book.”

And the thing is, I did. I knew exactly what book. I had been looking for it for the better part of a year, sending Freedom of Information Act requests to every law enforcement agency I could think of, writing letters on production company letterhead that made my little documentary operation look more official than it was, calling public affairs offices where bored sergeants put me on hold and never came back. I had sent FOIA requests to the NYPD. To the LAPD. To the Miami-Dade Police Department. Nobody responded. Not a rejection. Not a “no records found.” Nothing. The kind of silence that, if you’ve spent any time around law enforcement, you learn to read as confirmation. When they don’t even bother to deny it, you know it’s real.

She asked me for a FedEx account number.

I gave it to her.

She said she’d send it to whatever address was on the account. I told her my office was in SoHo, on Broadway. She said fine. She said don’t call this number back. I said okay. She hung up. The whole conversation lasted maybe ninety seconds. To this day, I have no idea who she was. A clerk. A detective. An analyst in some back office of the Miami Police Department who decided, for reasons I will never know, that somebody outside the building should see what was inside it. Maybe she was disgusted by what she’d read. Maybe she was scared of it. Maybe she just thought someone should know. All I know is she called me once and never called again, and the package arrived two days later, and after I opened it, my life was different.

Let me back up.

It was 2004, maybe early 2005, and I was making a documentary called Rap Sheet: Hip-Hop and the Cops. I was young, young enough to think a documentary could change something, old enough to know it probably wouldn’t, but not old enough to let that stop me. The film was about the surveillance of the hip-hop industry by federal and local law enforcement, which sounds like a niche subject until you understand the scale of what was happening. The FBI, the DEA, the NYPD’s Intelligence Division, the Southern and Eastern Districts of New York, the LAPD, and a sprawling multi-agency intelligence clearinghouse called HIDTA—the High Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas program, had been building cases, compiling dossiers, running informants, and conducting surveillance operations on some of the biggest names in American music. Not because they were all criminals. Because the government had decided that hip-hop itself was a criminal enterprise, that the culture was the conspiracy, and that anyone who moved through it was a potential target.

I had picked up pieces of this through sources, a retired detective here, an FBI agent there, people who would talk to me off the record as long as I didn’t use their names and didn’t record the conversation. What I kept hearing, from multiple independent sources who didn’t know each other, was that somewhere in the system there existed a document. A surveillance dossier. Approximately five hundred pages. Compiled jointly by federal and local agencies. It mapped the connections between the hip-hop music industry and organized crime in three cities: New York, Miami, and Los Angeles. It named names. It detailed wiretaps. It cross-referenced record label executives with drug trafficking organizations. It was, from what I could gather, the single most comprehensive intelligence product ever assembled on the music industry, and it was classified, and nobody outside of law enforcement was supposed to know it existed.

So naturally I wanted it.

I filed FOIA requests. I wrote to public affairs officers. I called people. I was polite about it, professional about it, persistent about it in the way you have to be when you’re a documentary filmmaker with no institutional backing and no badge, just a camera and an edit suite and a conviction that something is being hidden. And I got nothing back. Silence from New York. Silence from Los Angeles. Silence from Miami. The kind of coordinated non-response that requires, if you think about it, a certain amount of coordination. Someone, somewhere, had made a decision that this document would not see daylight.

And then the phone rang.

The FedEx box arrived at my office on a Tuesday. I know it was a Tuesday because my editor was off on Tuesdays and I was alone in the suite, which meant I could open it without anyone watching, which felt important for reasons I couldn’t articulate at the time. It was a standard FedEx box, the kind you can get at any FedEx Office location, with a printed shipping label that gave no name, just a return address that I later traced to a strip mall near Coral Gables. Inside the box was a three-ring binder. Inside the binder was the document.

Five hundred and change pages. No cover sheet. No classification markings that I could see, though that doesn’t mean it wasn’t classified, it means whoever sent it to me had stripped the markings before copying it, which tells you something about how careful they were. The pages were photocopied, slightly crooked in the way that government documents always are when someone is running them through a Xerox machine in a hurry.

I sat down at my desk and started reading.

The first thing I noticed was the scope. This wasn’t a report about one case or one suspect or one organization. This was an intelligence product that treated the entire hip-hop industry as a single organism to be mapped. Record labels. Distribution companies. Management firms. Nightclubs. Recording studios. The people who owned them, the people who ran them, the people who moved through them. And alongside every name and every entity, the agencies that had them under surveillance: FBI. DEA. NYPD. LAPD. ATF. IRS Criminal Investigation. The U.S. Attorney’s offices for the Southern and Eastern Districts of New York. And HIDTA, this clearinghouse I’d heard about but never fully understood until I saw it on paper, this interagency coordination mechanism that allowed local, state, and federal agencies to share intelligence and resources in ways that blurred every jurisdictional line that was supposed to exist.

The second thing I noticed was the names. I’m not going to list them here, not yet, but understand that we are talking about people who at that time were on the covers of magazines, on the radio, on MTV, on BET, selling millions of records, building empires that would reshape American culture. And the government was watching all of them. Not some of them. All of them. The dossier treated the music industry the way the Bureau used to treat the Italian Mafia, as a RICO enterprise with a hierarchy, with soldiers and captains and bosses, with lines of authority that could be charted on a whiteboard in a squad room.

The third thing I noticed, and this is the thing that changed everything for me, was Los Angeles.

The Los Angeles section of the dossier was different from New York and Miami. In New York, the surveillance was focused on the labels, Bad Boy, Roc-A-Fella, Murder Inc. and the street organizations allegedly connected to them. In Miami, it was the distribution networks, the money laundering, the nightclub scene. But in Los Angeles, something else was going on. The intelligence wasn’t just about the music industry watching the streets. It was about the streets watching the music industry. And it was about the police watching both while being part of both.

Death Row Records sat at the center of the Los Angeles section like a black hole warping everything around it. But what the dossier revealed, and what I had never seen laid out so plainly, was the extent to which the LAPD wasn’t just investigating Death Row. The LAPD was inside Death Row. Off-duty officers working security through Wrightway Protective Services. Active-duty officers socializing with label executives. Cops who lived in houses they couldn’t afford, drove cars they shouldn’t have owned, and moved through the Death Row ecosystem not as investigators but as participants. The dossier named names. It cross-referenced badge numbers with incident reports. It showed a pattern of corruption so systemic that it wasn’t corruption anymore, it was infrastructure.

And right there, in the middle of the Los Angeles section, were the cases that nobody had solved. The murder of Tupac Shakur. The murder of Christopher Wallace. Two of the most famous unsolved homicides in American history, and the dossier treated them not as mysteries but as symptoms, inevitable products of a system where the people paid to solve murders were the same people connected to the organizations that committed them.

I read the Los Angeles section three times. Then I closed the binder and sat in my office in SoHo and stared at the wall for a long time.

Because here’s what I understood, sitting there with that binder in my lap: the reason nobody had been arrested for killing Tupac Shakur or Biggie Smalls wasn’t that nobody knew who did it. It was that the people who knew were the same people who would be destroyed by the answer. The LAPD couldn’t solve the Biggie murder because the Biggie murder implicated the LAPD. And the Tupac murder couldn’t be prosecuted because prosecuting it would unravel the same network of corrupt officers, gang affiliations, and institutional rot that the Los Angeles section of this dossier laid bare. The two murders weren’t parallel tragedies. They were a single institutional catastrophe, and the cover-up of one required the cover-up of the other, because the same people were involved in both.

That was the moment. Not when I read about David Mack or Rafael Perez or Amir Muhammad or the Gecko ammunition, all of that would come later, in years of reporting that would consume my thirties and my forties and follow me into middle age. The moment was simpler and larger than any single fact. It was the moment I understood that the American law enforcement apparatus had built a five-hundred-page surveillance dossier on an entire culture, and that buried inside it was the evidence of its own complicity in murder, and that nobody was ever supposed to see it, and that a woman in Miami whose name I will never know had decided, for reasons I will never understand, to send it to me.

I didn’t know, sitting there in 2004, that I was starting a journey that would take thirty years and counting. I didn’t know that the dossier would lead me to Phil Carson, the FBI agent who built a prosecutable case against the LAPD officers he believed killed Biggie and watched a federal prosecutor refuse to prosecute it and then refuse to put the refusal in writing. I didn’t know it would lead me to Kenneth Boagni, the white-collar inmate who spent eight months listening to Rafael Perez confess to being present at the murder, only to be threatened and silenced when he tried to testify. I didn’t know about Xavier Hermosillo, the journalist who walked into a federal judge’s chambers and told her where the hidden evidence was because he’d been in the room when it was discussed. I didn’t know about the photographs that were removed from the LAPD murder book, or the Internal Affairs files that were moved to Risk Management the week before trial, or the deputy chief who was recorded telling a reporter to “ruin” the FBI agent investigating the case.

I didn’t know about Keffe D. I didn’t know that twenty years after that FedEx box arrived at my office, a sixty-year-old former Crips leader would be sitting in a Clark County jail cell because he couldn’t stop talking, because he had written a memoir and done interviews and gone on YouTube and told the world, over and over, that he was in the car when Tupac was shot, that he provided the gun, that he was the shot caller, and that nobody was ever going to do anything about it. I didn’t know his defense attorneys would eventually point the finger at Reggie Wright Jr. and Death Row’s security apparatus, the same apparatus the dossier had mapped twenty years earlier.

I didn’t know any of that yet. All I knew was that I was holding something I wasn’t supposed to have, and that it told a story nobody was supposed to tell, and that I was going to spend the rest of my career trying to tell it.

This book is called The Dossier because of that document. Not because the book is about the document itself, though the document appears in these pages, and its contents inform everything that follows, but because the word captures something essential about how power operates in America. A dossier is a collection of documents about a particular person, event, or subject. It is compiled by an institution for institutional purposes. It is meant to be read by people inside the system and hidden from people outside it. A dossier is, by its nature, a secret kept by the powerful about the powerless.

But sometimes the dossier tells on itself. Sometimes the institution, in the act of documenting the people it surveils, documents its own corruption. And sometimes that documentation finds its way out of the building, by accident, by conscience, by a phone call from a woman in Miami who asks for a FedEx number and then disappears.

This is a book about two murders. Tupac Amaru Shakur killed September 13, 1996, in Las Vegas. Christopher George Latore Wallace killed March 9, 1997, in Los Angeles. As I write this, in the spring of 2026, only one person has ever been charged in either killing. Duane Keith “Keffe D” Davis is scheduled to stand trial in August for the murder of Tupac. No one has ever been charged in the murder of Biggie. The Gecko 9mm ammunition found in David Mack’s garage has never been ballistically compared to the bullets that killed him. The five 9mm handguns have never been tested. The photographs removed from the murder book have never been recovered. Phil Carson’s prosecutive report has never been acted upon. No declination letter was ever produced.

This is also a book about a cover-up. Not a conspiracy theory, I don’t do conspiracy theories, and I don’t have patience for people who do. This is a cover-up documented in federal court filings, in sworn testimony, in a federal judge’s written findings, in the recorded words of the people who conducted it. Judge Florence-Marie Cooper found, on the record, that LAPD Detective Steve Katz lied under oath three times and concealed evidence supporting the claim that David Mack was responsible for the Wallace murder. That’s not my opinion. That’s a federal judge’s finding, entered into the record in July 2005. The cover-up is not alleged. It is adjudicated.

And this is a book about what it costs to chase a story for thirty years. I have been a documentary television producer, an investigative journalist, and an author. I have worked inside thirteen police departments filming a show called Police 24/7. I have sat across from FBI agents and federal prosecutors and retired detectives and active gang members and incarcerated men and women who told me things they had never told anyone because, for reasons I still don’t fully understand, they decided to trust me. I have built a career at the intersection of policing and culture, and everything I have learned, everything leads back to the same place. The same corrupt officers. The same record label. The same gang affiliations. The same refusal to prosecute. The same silence.

I am tired of the silence.

I have told versions of this story on my podcast. I have assembled the evidence in documents and timelines and interview transcripts. But I have never done what I am about to do, which is put it all down in one place, in sequence, with my name on it, and say: this is what happened. This is who did it. This is who covered it up. This is the evidence. And this is what it has cost me, personally, as a human being, to carry this for three decades.

The woman from Miami gave me the dossier. This book is what I’ve done with it.

I keep the binder in a fireproof safe in my home. The pages have yellowed. The photocopied text is fading in places. Sometime in the last twenty years, the plastic cover of the three-ring binder cracked, and I replaced it with a new one from Staples, which felt like a strange act of preservation, like putting a new frame on a painting that nobody is supposed to see.

Every few years I take it out and read through the Los Angeles section again. Every time, I find something I missed. A name that didn’t mean anything to me in 2004 that means everything to me now. A cross-reference that I didn’t understand until I’d spent a decade reporting the story it pointed to. The dossier is a living document in that way, not because its pages change, but because I change, and the more I learn, the more it reveals.

I thought about that woman from Miami the other day. I was sitting at my desk, working on this manuscript, and I wondered what she would think if she knew what her phone call had produced. Thirty years of reporting. Thousands of hours of interviews. A podcast. A documentary. And now this book, my final statement on a story that has defined my professional life and, if I’m being honest, a good portion of my personal one.

I hope she’s okay. I hope she’s alive. I hope she knows that it mattered.

And I hope she’ll forgive me for what I’m about to do, which is take the secret she trusted me with and make sure it’s not a secret anymore.
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Wrightway

––––––––
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The first thing you learn when you start asking questions about Death Row Records is that nobody wants to talk about the cops.

Not the gangsters. Not the producers. Not the executives. Not the journalists who covered the label during its peak. Not the retired detectives who investigated it afterward. Everybody wants to talk about Suge. Everybody wants to talk about the music, the money, the violence, the parties, the fear. But the moment you say the words “off-duty LAPD,” the conversation changes. People look at their phones. People remember appointments. People who were happy to tell you about beatings and extortion and drug deals suddenly develop a profound respect for the limits of what they personally witnessed. The gangsters will tell you about the cops before the cops tell you about the cops. That should tell you everything you need to know about who was really in charge.

I learned this in the months after the dossier arrived. I was deep into production on Rap Sheet, flying between New York and Los Angeles, conducting interviews, chasing sources, trying to turn five hundred pages of intelligence into something a television audience could understand. And every time I got close to the LAPD piece, every time I tried to pull the thread that connected badge numbers to Death Row’s payroll, the thread went taut and somebody on the other end yanked it back.

But the dossier didn’t lie. The dossier had names. And the names had histories. And the histories, once you started digging into them, told a story so structurally insane that if you put it in a screenplay, nobody would believe it: that the largest, most feared, most commercially successful gangsta rap label in history was not just affiliated with the Los Angeles Police Department but functionally embedded within it. That the cops didn’t infiltrate Death Row. Death Row infiltrated the cops. Or, more accurately, that the distinction between the two had collapsed so completely that by 1996, the year everything went wrong, there was no meaningful difference between an officer on Suge Knight’s security detail and a Mob Piru Blood with a badge and a pension.

To understand how two of the most famous people in America were murdered in broad proximity to law enforcement and nobody was ever prosecuted, you have to understand how the machinery was built. You have to go back to the beginning. Not the beginning of hip-hop, or the beginning of the East Coast–West Coast feud, or even the beginning of Death Row Records. You have to go back to a security company in Compton, California, called Wrightway Protective Services, because that’s where the architecture of corruption was poured like a foundation, and everything that happened afterward, every murder, every cover-up, every lie told under oath, every piece of evidence that disappeared from a file, was built on top of it.

Wrightway was owned by a man named Reggie Wright Sr., a former officer with the Compton Police Department. In the early 1990s, Wright started a private security firm that serviced the entertainment industry, which in Compton and South-Central Los Angeles increasingly meant one client: Death Row Records. Wright’s son, Reggie Wright Jr., managed the day-to-day security operations for the label. The arrangement was elegant in its corruption. Wrightway employed off-duty LAPD officers, active members of the force who, on their nights and weekends, worked security at Death Row events, Death Row recording sessions, Death Row parties, and for Death Row executives personally. They carried their badges. They carried their service weapons. They carried the authority of the Los Angeles Police Department into the private employ of a record label run by a man the California Department of Corrections classified as a Blood gang affiliate.

Think about what that means for a moment. If you were a rival gang member and you had a problem with Death Row, the people you’d be going up against weren’t just Mob Pirus with guns. They were Mob Pirus with guns and LAPD officers with guns. If you were a witness to a crime committed in Death Row’s orbit, the people investigating that crime might be the same people who were on the label’s payroll. If you were a detective trying to build a case against Death Row, the officer sitting next to you in the squad room might be calling Suge Knight after shift to tell him what you’d found.

This wasn’t speculation. This is what the dossier documented. And it’s what I would spend years confirming through sources who were there.

The name that kept coming up, in the dossier and in my early interviews, was Kevin Gaines.

Gaines was a Los Angeles police officer. He was also, by every account I’ve been able to gather, living a life that no police officer’s salary could sustain. In September 1993, Gaines began a relationship with Sharitha Knight, Suge Knight’s estranged wife. He moved into a six-hundred-thousand-dollar home in Calabasas. He drove luxury vehicles. He wore expensive clothes. He lived, in other words, exactly the way a Death Row Records executive lived, because that is effectively what he was. He worked security for the label. He socialized with its principals. He was embedded so deeply in the Death Row ecosystem that when people described the organization’s power structure, Gaines’s name came up not under “law enforcement” but under “security” as if the two categories were interchangeable. Which, at Death Row, they were.

Gaines wasn’t alone. His close friend and fellow LAPD officer, David Mack, was similarly entangled. Mack had come up through the Rampart Division’s CRASH unit, Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums, one of the most notorious anti-gang units in American policing history and he ran in the same circles as Gaines, the same parties, the same Death Row events. Mack and another Rampart officer named Rafael Perez were tight. All three men, Gaines, Mack, Perez were connected to Death Row. All three lived beyond their means. All three operated in a gray zone between law enforcement and the criminal organizations they were nominally policing.

When I was reporting Rap Sheet, a retired LAPD sergeant named Richard Valdemar, a gang intelligence officer who had spent decades tracking prison gangs and street organizations laid it out for me in terms so plain they didn’t need embellishment. The Rampart CRASH unit, he said, had essentially been captured. Not by the gangs it was supposed to suppress, but by the money flowing through the music industry. Death Row was generating tens of millions of dollars a year. The label needed security. The officers needed money. Wrightway was the mechanism that connected supply to demand. Once the money started flowing, loyalty followed, and by the mid-1990s, you had active LAPD officers whose primary allegiance was not to the department, not to the law, not to the public, but to Suge Knight.

Valdemar said something else that I wrote down and have never forgotten. He said: “The problem wasn’t that cops were corrupt. Cops have always been corrupt. The problem was that the corruption had an infrastructure. It had a payroll. It had a chain of command. And the chain of command ran through Death Row.”

While the LAPD–Death Row nexus was solidifying in Los Angeles, something was happening on the other coast that would give the corruption a purpose.

On November 30, 1994, Tupac Shakur was shot five times in the lobby of Quad Recording Studios in Times Square. He survived. And he came out of that lobby with a conviction that would shape the last two years of his life and, through his death, the rest of American music: he believed that Sean “Puffy” Combs and Christopher “Biggie” Wallace had set him up. That Biggie knew about the robbery and shooting in advance. That Puffy had at minimum failed to warn him and at maximum orchestrated it. Whether this was true, and the evidence is ambiguous, contested, and probably unknowable at this point, is less important than the fact that Tupac believed it with the absolute certainty of a man who had taken five bullets and needed someone to blame.

The Quad Studios shooting is the origin point. Everything that follows, the diss tracks, the magazine covers, the Source Awards confrontation, the murders, radiates outward from that lobby in Times Square like cracks in a windshield. But what made the feud lethal, what transformed it from a beef between rappers into a war with a body count, was the institutional infrastructure surrounding it. Tupac didn’t just have a grudge. By 1995, he had Suge Knight. He had Death Row Records. And through Death Row, he had an apparatus of corrupt police officers, gang-affiliated security, and a label head who understood that the East–West feud wasn’t just a cultural phenomenon, it was a business model.

In September 1995, at the Source Awards at Madison Square Garden, Knight took the stage and fired the shot heard round the industry. The line was about Puffy, about executive producers who put themselves in their artists’ videos, and everybody in the room knew it, and the crowd booed, and the East Coast–West Coast beef went from simmering to nuclear in sixty seconds of stage time. Knight was weaponizing the rivalry. Every headline, every confrontation, every public insult drove record sales. All Eyez on Me and Ready to Die weren’t just albums. They were battle flags. And the soldiers rallying behind them didn’t know, or didn’t care, that some of the people on their side were carrying badges.

The following month, in October 1995, Suge Knight posted Tupac’s 1.4-million-dollar bail, freeing him from Clinton Correctional Facility in upstate New York, where he was serving time on a sexual abuse conviction. The deal was Faustian and both men knew it. Tupac got his freedom and a platform, the most powerful label in hip-hop, a recording budget, and an army. Knight got the biggest name in music, a weapon in the East–West war, and an artist so prolific and so furious that he would record more than a hundred tracks in the first year of his contract.

I’ve thought a lot about what Tupac walked into when he signed with Death Row. He walked into a recording studio. He walked into a hit factory. But he also walked into a structure, a machine with moving parts he couldn’t see. The off-duty cops. The Wrightway security detail. The Mob Piru associates who handled logistics. The Compton connections that ran through Reggie Wright’s operation. Tupac was a genius, and he was fearless, but he was also, in the most literal sense, surrounded. The people protecting him were the same people who would be in Las Vegas the night he was shot. The infrastructure that gave him power was the same infrastructure that made him a target.

And in Los Angeles, less than a mile from the Death Row offices on Wilshire Boulevard, LAPD officers David Mack and Rafael Perez were clocking in for shift at Rampart Division, running the streets by day and moving through Death Row’s orbit by night, building a dual life that nobody in the department was willing to examine and nobody outside it was supposed to know about.

I didn’t know any of this when I was sitting in my office in SoHo reading the dossier for the first time. I knew the architecture existed because the document described it. But I didn’t yet understand how the architecture functioned, how the pieces moved, who gave the orders, where the money went. That understanding would come later, in fragments, over years. It would come from Phil Carson, the FBI agent who mapped the corruption from the inside. It would come from Kenneth Boagni, the inmate who listened to Rafael Perez talk about murder in a prison cell. It would come from Russell Poole
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