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Introduction




You can’t get much of an interview with anyone without some sort of connection. I don’t mean the right phone number or a perky mutual friend. I mean an emotional connection where a person chooses, for whatever reason, to let you in. Finding that connection isn’t always immediate for a reporter, but it has to come at some point if there is to be any decent story. I never knew if I really had the ability to connect with a subject until the summer I met the legendary director Francis Ford Coppola on the set of his film Gardens of Stone, starring James Caan, Anjelica Huston, and James Earl Jones.

It was the mid-1980s, and Coppola had experienced his share of ups and downs, mainly the difficulty of matching the numbing success of the cult classic The Godfather. A family member of mine had a role in Coppola’s new film and invited me to visit just for the fun of it. I planned to go a week before summer school began at Atlanta University Center so I could start off the semester with a bang. Then came news of the death of Coppola’s oldest son, Gian-Carlo, in a tragic boating accident on the Washington, D.C., set just a week before my trip. Though details were sparse, information leaked out that the twenty-two-year-old had been decapitated while joyriding with the son of the actor Ryan O’Neal. I contemplated canceling my trip when I heard the news, but filming was resuming, and I had only one more week before school began.

Understandably, as soon as I arrived on the set of the film, which focused on the lives of Vietnam vets, melancholy and sadness shook me to my core. Although it was work as usual, the cast, the crew, and the Coppola family were still very much in shock, merely going through the motions. I vividly recall Coppola often taking long breaks to gaze blankly into the afternoon sky.

Given the vibe, I tried my best to tiptoe around the production, hoping to stay out of the way and just learn as much as I could about making a film. This was the first movie location I’d been on, and since I’d planned on focusing on entertainment journalism after college, I knew a lot could be learned just from being near one of the most prolific and brilliant directors of our time. As luck would have it, I would have an opportunity to do more than observe the director the day after I arrived. After I was introduced to him, Coppola asked me why I wanted to become a journalist. I pondered the question for a moment, slightly surprised that he even cared, and shot back, “I want to keep people informed, with a different perspective.” Simple, I know, but it worked.

Something clicked at that moment, and Coppola invited me into the editing trailer. There he pointed out the technology being used in the film and explained how most of it would be out-of-date in the next ten years. Fortunately, I’d brought a small notebook to jot down thoughts, and this seemed a perfect moment to whip it out. As he spoke about how film would change, Coppola also spoke of his loss and how he’d hoped his eldest son would have been a part of that change. Gian-Carlo had been a camera technician.

I wasn’t sure what to say or why Coppola had chosen to tell me any of this. I asked a few questions about his son’s plans, and the director seemed almost thankful to share them with a complete stranger. It was this moment which let me know that just maybe I had what it took to become a journalist.

I took the short interview with Coppola and turned it into a class paper that summer. My teacher found it moving enough to suggest I submit it to the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Youth will allow you to do some pretty foolish things. I convinced my girlfriend Pammie to ride the bus with me to the downtown office of the newspaper so I could present my hand-typed masterpiece to the entertainment editor. The man’s assistant looked at us as if we were aliens just arriving on planet Earth as I handed her the brown folder. It never occurred to me that the entertainment editor of a major newspaper could care less about a black college student’s first real journalism piece, even if I had gotten an A plus. Only at age eighteen would someone be this naïvely bold. But it worked. The editor called me the next day in my dorm room and offered me seventy-five dollars to print the piece as well as an internship, which began immediately.


Although I was shocked at my good fortune, it had always been my dream. From the moment I saw a Barbara Walters interview when I was in grade school, I knew that was what I wanted to do. It also helped that I was the only child of a mother who taught second grade and who brought books home like candy. I’d spend my summers in our backyard in Augusta, Georgia, reading Judy Blume and Nancy Drew books until the sun went down.

However, it wasn’t until the eighth grade that I realized the true power of the pen. My eighth-grade literature teacher, Mr. Buzzell, assigned me two books to read that would influence me to this day—I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou and The Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger. Those two books showed me how words could jump off the page and take readers on a journey so real it was as if they were there. Though these books were beyond anything I could ever hope to write, I knew writing was my path.

Of course, there were detours. After completing a two-year internship with the Los Angeles Times following college, I left writing to work as a researcher for Quincy Jones’s film company and eventually became an assistant for the director Robert Townsend, whom I met while interviewing him for the Times. At that time I was under the misguided idea that I wanted to do more than write about entertainment. I wanted to be a part of it.

I got a wake-up call in a hurry with my stint as an agent in training at the high and mighty Creative Artists Agency in Los Angeles during the days of Michael Ovitz, who ran Hollywood in the early 1990s. I can’t tell you exactly how I became an agent in training. All I remember is going in to interview to become a reader (someone who reads scripts and writes summaries about them for the agents) and leaving with a spot as an agent trainee. My guess is that diversity was not plentiful among interviewees for the program, and with clients like John Singleton and Magic Johnson, they needed to make an attempt.

Either way, I got bamboozled into doing something that I wouldn’t have chosen to do in a million years. They made it sound like the opportunity. Not. That is, not for me. Agent trainees spend their first months driving scripts around to studios and celebrities ten to twelve hours a day. My day would start at dawn, usually going to the store and preparing a made-to-order water for Michael Ovitz, who was always very sweet to me, and then move on to whatever else had to be done in the office before delivering the packages began.

One day, my task included blowing up about one hundred plastic dinosaurs for a visit by Steven Spielberg. He’d just released Jurassic Park, and the plastics dolls were to make him feel at home. It took two hours to blow up those dinosaurs for the atrium, and Spielberg’s meeting lasted ten minutes. I was still catching my breath when the phone call came to “kill the dinosaurs.” Had I really gone to college for this? Still, the bulk of my time was spent picking up Ted Danson’s weekly half-million-dollar check for Cheers from the studio to take back to CAA for them to get their 10 percent before Danson saw it; or delivering Friends scripts to Courteney Cox, who always seemed scared to death of me when I’d approach her home. No wonder there were rarely any black people on Friends.

Yet there were those who were wonderful, like Sean Penn, who met me at my car to get his packages, which was key because his home was at the top of a long-ass hill that I would have had to walk up if he hadn’t been so gracious. He would even bring me treats like cold bottled water or ice-cream cones. A true class act. Then there was Dustin Hoffman, who quizzed me endlessly about my background and how I’d gotten to CAA. He seemed impressed, and I learned later he called to compliment them on hiring someone other than their best friends’ children.

But those fond memories weren’t enough to make me want to become an agent. Particularly after I took a script to the home of the director John Landis and got trapped in my car between two gates for hours before anyone inside noticed they hadn’t pushed the button to let me out. I knew my days as an agent trainee had to be numbered. What a blessing that realization turned out to be, because on the horizon was the dawn of the hip-hop revolution, and that was where I wanted to be.
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How Long Will They Mourn Me?

TUPAC SHAKUR




Tupac Shakur is chain-smoking, sitting in a chair, when I arrive for our interview one December afternoon in 1995. Glancing out the window of his hotel room off the Sunset Strip in Los Angeles, he bears little likeness to the hotheaded, fire-breathing hellion that he often becomes in his videos, in the courtroom, or on the local news. With the television blaring in the background, the twenty-four-year-old rapper’s eyes dart around the room as the phone rings, his pager vibrates, and room service arrives in unison.

For all his bravado, Tupac Shakur could easily be confused with a nervous wreck of a man. He fiddles restlessly with his hands (his fingernails are bitten to the quick), can barely sit still, and speaks at warp speed, hardly taking a breath. “I just wanted to get out and go back to doing what I was meant to do, which is music,” he told me that day. “I’ve been working nonstop because I had nothing but time, you know, to think about all the things I wanted to say on wax. You don’t know what it’s like to not be able to do what you want, when you want. I had that for nine months…. I’m making up for lost time.”

Even though we’ve met a number of times before, he sizes me up like I’m unfamiliar. I understand. Our previous interviews all occurred at a much calmer time in his life, when Tupac Shakur was a happier man. I’d met a lot of Tupacs over the five years I covered him. All were complex, all were thoughtful, and all were exhaustingly contradictory.

The last time we’d spoken at any length was shortly after he’d been released from prison, where he’d spent nine months for sexual assault. Here was the world-weary version of Tupac, the one who felt he’d been betrayed by some of his closest friends and couldn’t or wouldn’t trust anyone again. Given his circumstances during the previous twelve months, I couldn’t very well blame him. But the sight of him that day caused me to recall the first time I’d met him, as a fresh-faced, ready-to-tackle-the-world, aspiring movie star.


It was at the wrap party for the film Juice in New York City. Tupac had the starring role of Bishop, an unstable high school kid who wound up on a killing spree. His performance was haunting and amazing, and he completely up-staged the other actors in the film. I was invited to the party for background on the story I was doing on the director, Ernest Dickerson, for the Los Angeles Times. Though I vaguely remembered Tupac from his appearances in the Digital Underground music videos, the videos did him little justice. In person he was breathtaking. With his never-ending, curly eyelashes, smooth mahogany skin, and a smile that could reach the high heavens, Tupac’s star potential was unquestionable.

We shook hands briefly as the publicist explained I’d be interviewing him the next day about his director. Over eggs and ham the next morning, we talked for hours about our favorite films. To my surprise, Ordinary People and Terms of Endearment were two films the then barely twenty-year-old knew well and liked. If you’ve seen these movies, you know they are two of the whitest, middle-of-America films you’ll ever see on the big screen. Not a black person in sight for the entire two hours. But I loved them, and so did ’Pac. He broke down the plot lines of each (along with exact quotes) and why they touched him so much. I hadn’t been covering hip-hop for long, but I knew this wasn’t the normal exchange a rapper had with a reporter. He spoke excitedly about Shakespeare and other literary works that had influenced him when he was growing up. Catcher in the Rye and To Kill a Mockingbird were at the top of his list.

He also explained why he saw his music as an outlet for his political beliefs. Given his pedigree as the son of a Black Panther, it was only fitting that he would have a well-thought-out worldview. Still, the charm was all his own. Over the next few years, I’d run into him at various outings: parties for the show In Living Color, a Mary J. Blige concert, and sometimes even at the mall with a ton of friends, laughing it up as they bought jewelry and baggy jeans. Yet what I was seeing differed from what I was hearing about Tupac getting into fights with the who’s who of black Hollywood. I heard the news of him being shot in a New York City recording studio elevator a few months after I started at Newsweek.

Whereas two or three years previously I would have been surprised to hear about the rapper being the victim of bodily harm, the ever-changing Tupac had begun to take on a disturbing persona with his increasing wealth and fame. Most know the story of Tupac; he is indeed a legend at this point. However, it bears repeating that his childhood was a very complicated one.

Born to the Black Panther Afeni Shakur in June 1971, one month after she was acquitted on bombing charges, Tupac lived a somewhat nomadic life. His family shuffled between Harlem and the Bronx, and eventually landed in Baltimore. There he fell in love with all things cultural and entered the Baltimore School for the Arts, where he took acting and ballet. The family moved to Oakland, California, when he was in his early teens. He would later say this time was the beginning of a downward turn for him as he watched his mother start to use drugs and eventually moved out of the house to avoid seeing her waste away. He ended up on the streets selling crack to earn money, later hooking up with the rap group Digital Underground, working as their roadie. With time, his voice came to be heard on their records and his image featured in their music videos.

As Tupac’s star rose, he often captivated American audiences with his unique lyrical style and timely commentary on injustices toward inner-city youth. It was ironic that the man who used his celebrity to speak about social injustice would end up time and again on the receiving end of violence and legal woes. The night Tupac was shot five times in New York, the word got out quickly that rapper Christopher “Biggie” Wallace and Sean “P. Diddy” Combs were there as well. The suggestion that they were responsible wasn’t made public at this point, so for the first few weeks most of the attention was focused on Tupac’s injuries and his alleged whereabouts. The interest was heightened because the rapper was also then on trial for sexual assault.

Because of ’Pac’s persona and ongoing run-ins with the law, Newsweek was particularly interested in what may or may not have happened that night in the studio. I spoke to different publicists and record company executives all day long, hoping for tidbits of information that might lead to my next move. Fortunately, I recalled one publicist had mentioned that Biggie was performing at the Apollo Theater that week. I needed to talk to him about Tupac, and calling his record company to ask for an interview wasn’t going to work. So I devised Plan B. Early the morning after the shooting, I posted myself at the Apollo two hours before the rehearsal was to begin.

My intention was really just to ask Biggie what he’d seen, or not seen, heard or not heard, that night. At the time, I had no idea Tupac thought he and P. Diddy were behind the shooting, but I’ve always been struck by Biggie’s unemotional responses when I approached him. Right on schedule, he drove up in a limo with his usual posse—Lil’ Cease, D Rock, and a few others—in tow. I moved closer to the car as he emerged and politely stuck out my hand. “May I ask you a quick question, Mr. Wallace?” I explained that I was from Newsweek and that, although we’d never reviewed his music before, we would soon.


Biggie was caught off guard by my presence and totally unprepared to answer questions about a night I gathered he would have preferred to forget. But that’s the job. He paused and looked me dead in the face as I asked him several times about where he was relative to Tupac that night in the studio. He made no effort to mask how annoyed he was. His answers were mostly “I don’t remember” or “I didn’t even see Tupac.” Sensing I was going to get next to nothing from the rapper, I wrapped things up, but not before he added that he was sorry Tupac had gotten hurt but there was nothing he or Diddy could have done to prevent it. He seemed genuine as he made the remark. I’m not sure if anyone really ever understood the friendship Tupac and Biggie shared before the beef. I certainly didn’t. I do know Biggie seemed to have a lot more to say than he did that morning.

Hitting a dead end in my research for a story that was perplexing both me and the New York Police Department, I decided to visit the hospital where Tupac had been taken the night before. I wasn’t thinking I was going to talk to him in his hospital bed, but I did hope to find some of his friends, who might have a reason to speak out. There were police milling all around the hospital when I arrived, so I knew figuring out what floor the wounded rapper was on was going to be a chore. Thank goodness for employees who want to help a “sistah” out.

In a friendly exchange a male nurse’s assistant let slip that Tupac was on the eighth floor. I made my way up with flowers in hand to avoid anyone thinking I was somewhere I shouldn’t be. These are the times in this job when it really pays to be a black woman. People just assume you’re with the group, or they don’t give you much thought at all. When I got to the room, it was empty. Now I was really stumped. I didn’t see many people anywhere on the floor. No police, and no friends or family there for other patients. This time, I cornered a female nurse’s aide who happily reported that Tupac, her hero, had left the hospital against doctors’ orders, just three hours after surgery had been completed.

This all added to the legend that Tupac was indestructible. He’d been shot just a day before and had major surgery to boot. Still, he rolled out of his hospital bed and kept moving to points unknown. Could the story get any deeper or more complicated? After working the phones for the rest of the day back at the office, I determined that he had settled into the home of Salt from the female hip-hop duo Salt-N-Pepa in Long Island.

For me, the discovery wasn’t completely shocking, that is, Tupac ending up at a woman’s home while so many people were looking for him all over the state of New York. ’Pac loved women, and women loved him. Some of my best leads during this time were from his loyal friends, like Jada Pinkett Smith and Jasmine Guy, who found it as hard to be his friend as it was just to walk away.

The very next week, Tupac was found not guilty of sodomy and weapons charges but guilty of sexual assault. The charges stemmed from the allegations of a twenty-one-year-old woman who said she was sodomized and sexually assaulted by Tupac and his friends in a New York City hotel room. I never thought the young man I talked to for hours about Ordinary People would end up in jail for assaulting a woman, but I never thought he’d die so violently either. Tupac was sentenced to four and a half years in a maximum-security prison. It was while he was in prison that he implied to Kevin Powell of Vibe magazine that he felt P. Diddy and Biggie were behind his shooting. Although there was never any proof of their involvement, a war of not just words began.


While he was imprisoned, Tupac’s albums continued to top the charts. His personality and plight fascinated many in the mainstream world and mesmerized young African Americans. His song “Dear Mama” became an instant cult anthem among inner-city youth. The most intriguing part of Tupac’s prison time was that he didn’t have to spend those nine months behind bars.

His lawyers were appealing the ruling, and he should have been free until the appeal was decided. But neither he nor his family nor his record label could or would post bail. A major recording star and lead in major films couldn’t get up the money to stay on the outside? Most record executives knew of Tupac’s many talents but were less than willing to take a chance on his volatility. At any point of his nine-month stay in prison, all someone would have had to do was post a million-dollar bond. All executives passed on the idea with the exception of one—Death Row Records CEO Suge Knight.

Knight had tried to snag Tupac for his label years before, when the rapper was on Interscope Records (Death Row’s parent company), but ’Pac had turned him down, preferring to keep his own identity as an artist. But desperate times called for desperate actions, and Tupac knew he was hardly in a position to turn down help from anyone. Knight posted the $1.4 million bail in October 1995, and immediately Tupac signed with Death Row and flew to Los Angeles to begin recording All Eyez on Me.

Suge Knight certainly had a need for Tupac’s services. His relationship with the heart and soul of Death Row—Dr. Dre—had gone downhill quickly and Snoop Dogg was on trial for murder. Tupac was, at that moment, the most talked about rapper on the planet. Knight had to have a part of him. This played right into Tupac’s complicated ego. I remember getting the call from someone at the Death Row offices bragging about having Tupac on the label. They were in hog heaven about what it could do for the label’s visibility—as if that was a problem—and what it would do for ’Pac.

With his in-your-face personality, Tupac rapidly became the center of all things Death Row. Artists who’d come before him at the label quickly faded from view in his presence. Suge Knight seemed to enjoy pitting his artists against one another. He felt it boosted their desire to be creative and productive for him. Tupac eagerly took the bait. He worked all night long on songs for All Eyez on Me and recorded like a madman until the album was completed. He actually didn’t stop recording new material until shortly before his death, and we’ve seen the results in many new releases over the past decade.

Tupac took his visibility seriously, becoming a fixture at Snoop’s trial, at Knight’s turkey and Christmas drives in South Central, and at anything else that was related to Death Row. As Tupac and Knight became tighter, Knight’s enemies became Tupac’s, which only fueled the East Coast–West Coast rap wars. I watched as Dr. Dre carefully made his move to exit the company during this time. Attention was not something Dre enjoyed. Tupac’s arrival at the company had put a not-so-positive spotlight on the business that didn’t focus on the music, and Dre felt Death Row wouldn’t survive. He was right.

It’s still vivid, my waking up one Sunday morning and picking up the New York Times magazine section the way I do most weekends. On the cover, smiling from ear to ear, were Suge, Tupac, and Snoop under a headline that read, DO YOU KNOW WHO YOUR CHILDREN ARE LISTENING TO? It was incredibly sobering to see the three young men
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