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FOR RELLE—

You will forever be my home.
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PROLOGUE

BEFORE

February 15, 2022

My eyelids slide open. Tuesday. Already. Fuck. Me and Relle lie in a tumble of sheets, the Arizona sun pouring into our bedroom. I groan. This trip overseas, this final stretch, it came so fast. “When’s your flight again?” my wife asks. “Ten twenty-five,” I mumble. I glance at my phone. Seven a.m. I’m a stickler for time. My dad was military, law enforcement. If I’m on time, I’m late. Not today, Pops. Haven’t even finished packing. I’m still on yesterday. I’m still on Relle and me.

Yesterday. A Valentine’s Day with my wife that almost didn’t happen. My season has been the whirlwind they all are. Hooping for the Phoenix Mercury from May to October. Playing in Russia, October to April. Three one-week breaks to fly home and see my baby, three short-ass trips that make me miss her more. Before this break I get Covid. My team, UMMC Ekaterinburg, are reigning champs of the EuroLeague. I’m on the practice court, preparing to throw down in Spain, when I suddenly feel like death. I test positive, and so does half the team. Game over, break here.

“You need a negative PCR test to get into America,” the team doc tells me. Google disagrees. A search reveals the rules have just changed, and I insist on the less-sensitive antigen test. The team has its reasons for wanting us to stay. Might get home and be too sick to return. Might miss games. Might jeopardize our shot at another title. Great reasons, but I have better ones: my back, my knees, my ankles, all in throbbing pain, yet nothing compared to my heart. It aches for Relle, for this season to be done. I’ve quietly decided it’s my last.

I test negative and cough my way to Phoenix through a mask. Seven days at home, only six given the time difference, four spent feeling like crap. I’m finally on my feet the night before our special day. I’m going big this year, bigger than I have since we met. Our paths first crossed at Baylor in Waco, Texas. I was a sophomore and star baller; she was brand-new and fine as hell. I stopped by the SUB food court for my usual chocolate shake, and as soon as I picked it up, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned and saw this girl, cute and classy, with a scarf on her neck and curves for days.

“Excuse me, I think that’s mine,” she said, pointing at my cup. This was my shake, no doubt about it, but one look at her and I let that go. “My bad,” I said, handing it to her. She took it and smiled. “And I think it’s rude you don’t remember my name,” she said. I stared at her. Had we met? “I know your name,” I said, trying to be slick. “So what is it?” she clapped back. Busted. “Okay, I don’t remember your name,” I said, “but if you tell me, I promise I’ll never forget.” We cracked up. “Actually, we haven’t met,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Cherelle Watson.” Thirteen years of love and friendship later, Relle still claims I stole her shake. Wrong. But I don’t argue ’cause I clearly came out ahead. I found my person and my place all at once.

I had no real place before I met Relle. When you’re six foot nine and wear size 17 men’s sneakers, you don’t fit. Not in cars. Not in chairs. Not in beds. Not in crowds. And definitely not in a world that mistakes you for what it most fears: a Black man. Your presence is a threat. Your Blackness intimidates. Your height and swagger add to the alarm. You walk through the world on high alert, scanning your surroundings and holding your breath. Lower your guard for even a second and boom, you might get taken out. Many have. More will. We’re home but not home free. We’re seen, but through a warped lens.

That was why I started hooping. It made me feel truly visible. It also made me feel less like an outsider, a giant with no titties. When you’re still flat chested by eighth grade, people talk. Girls in the locker room point and whisper, “Is she a boy, a dyke, a freak? Why is her voice so low? Is she tucking—hiding a penis in her underwear?” The stares, the taunts, they hurt like hell, much like the sorrow I carried around: What’s wrong with me, and when will I be normal?

Basketball was my normal. On court, I wasn’t a weirdo. I was an athlete above all, a starter always. Forty minutes of acceptance, four quarters of sanity. At fifteen, I found my sport, my identity. At sixteen, I dunked my way to fame with a YouTube video that went viral. In the world, I was a riddle. But in the arena, I was a star. I soared. I slammed. I sold tickets. I was applauded, affirmed, celebrated. I’d never felt at home in my skin. Basketball brought me the closest.

And then I met Relle. That freedom I experienced while hooping, I felt it all the time with her. At Baylor and beyond, we had our ups and downs, and we were best friends when I asked her to marry me. In 2018, we wed, no fuss or fanfare, just the two of us with a promise: we do, we will, forever. By then our love had been tested by my long stints in China, in Russia, on the road. That continued. Relle was in law school in North Carolina, living between there and our home in Phoenix. Zoom kept us close; the distance kept things exciting. That’s the upside of distance. You meet your lover fresh each time you come together, and then while you’re apart you support each other’s grind. The downside is the longing, the absence of touch. As we watched Grey’s Anatomy together on FaceTime, I’d imagine holding Relle in my arms.

That got old. I was tired of missing home, missing holidays, missing us. I was also legit exhausted. Your body takes a beating in this sport, and I’d been pounding mine for fifteen years. When that YouTube dunk caught fire in 2007, so did my career. Next thing I knew, I was meeting Shaq, who’d seen the video. Life sped up. Three-time All-American. Number one overall WNBA draft pick. WNBA All-Star. A historic Nike deal. Two Olympic golds, four EuroLeague titles, honors on and on. One blessing after another, with big battles behind the scenes: A cracked back so painful I couldn’t sleep. Zero cartilage in my knees. Life under the microscope and on the road, with no steady home, no stability. Every sport has an off-season, but pro women hoopers often work year-round. We earn about 250 times less than NBA players and have a hard cap on our salaries. In the WNBA that year I made around $220,000. Overseas, I earned a million plus. That pay gap is why I was in Russia in the first place.

A few months before my Valentine’s Day visit, my agent and I had negotiated a Thanksgiving break. It was the first time in years I’d been home on the actual holiday, and my wife threw down in the kitchen. Ham, mac and cheese, mashed potatoes, and my favorite, homemade honey-bun cake. Mom and my nephew E.J. flew in from Houston. Relle, a preacher’s kid from Arkansas, gave me the tradition I craved. On that break, something in me said, This is it. I can’t go back.

I take pride in being a breadwinner, promised Relle I’d always provide. That was why I teared up when I told her, “Baby, I’m done.” She hugged me. She’d already sensed it. “You’re not the only source of income,” she reminded me. She’d soon have her law degree. Also, we’d find other ways for me to earn. I honestly wanted to quit right then, but I had to honor my contract. Dad drilled that into me growing up: Finish what you start. So we decided I’d complete this one last season before leaning into the next one. We’d find a church. We’d grow our family. We’d be together. Finally.

.................

For Valentine’s Day, I go all out. Relle has been working her butt off in school, making us both proud. So I book a spa day at the Biltmore, a luxury resort. She thinks I’m coming with her. That’s the surprise. “This day is all about you,” I tell her. “I want you to get pampered. Take your time.” I chauffeur her there and kiss her goodbye, promise to pick her up later. While I play golf, she relishes the experience: facial, massage, the works. When I return, she is glowing, as gorgeous as she was when we first met. Out to dinner, we exchange sweet nothings between bites of steak and potatoes. At home I have one last surprise: a massive bouquet of roses. “Babe, you’ve been holding back on me!” she squeals. “This isn’t a bouquet, it’s a garden!” That evening, in the dark, as I hold Relle close, I think, I’ve just gotta make it to April.

And then.

Just as my blessings come with battles, my afters flow from befores. Before, I am BG, No. 42, a daddy’s girl from Texas. Before, I am hopeful, more than ever, with a future so bright it burns my eyes. I’m on my way to Russia, a place I’ve called my second home. For eight seasons I’ve played there, won there, lived there for long stretches, greeted the schoolgirl fans always lined up near my locker room. I’ll go back now and grind my way to playoffs, earn this last round of cash for my family. I’ll finish strong, with dignity, the way Pops taught me to. Before, I have no clue what’s coming. That is the gift of that Valentine’s Day.

A short time later and a world away, I wake up in an after I’d wish on no one. My horror begins in a land I thought I knew, on a trip I wish I hadn’t taken. It’s the memory of what I left behind and the gut-wrenching truths I encountered. It’s the diary of my heartaches, my regrets, my questions about what a Black life is worth. It’s my gratitude to the millions who rallied for my rescue. It’s how I endured a nightmare, the most frightening ordeal of my life. And it’s the story of us, of Relle and me, and how our love finally brought me home.


	


 

 

 


PART I

…………

HOSTAGE

The system put a mark on us. You’re not the same as everyone else. And nobody ever asked who we were. As Black and brown people, it’s as if we were born guilty.

—Yusef Salaam of the Exonerated Five

 

 

 

 






	




 

 

BG




Hey baby I got stopped by security at customs





If you don’t hear from me for like one hour or more get my agent on the phone





Wake up plz





Fuck





Baby text me plz I’m freaking out





Baby





Yo





Baby





Hello




This is it for me



Brittney’s first texts on February 17, 2022, from the Moscow airport to her wife, Cherelle, then asleep at 2:02 a.m. at their home in Phoenix

 

 





	


1

FLIGHT TO HELL

That whole day was strange. On the morning of my Russia flight, my wife and I lingered in bed till the last minute because something in me kept whispering, Don’t go. “Babe, we gotta get out of here,” Relle finally said around 8:30 a.m. Oh snap. Two hours till takeoff. Relle was planning to ride with me to the airport and then go to brunch with a friend. She threw on a sundress as I dragged myself out of bed. From then on, everything went sideways.

Relle usually packs for me. I hold the WNBA record for most dunks, and I can practically block a shot in my sleep, but please don’t ask me to organize anything. Not a closet. Not a pantry. Not a schedule. And for damn sure not a suitcase. That’s my wife’s territory and also her talent. I do the hooping, she does the planning. I do the driving, she does the shopping. I open doors, she walks through them. Our skills and desires are complementary, which is what makes us a perfect team. Also, we’re both Southerners, old-school traditional. Several months before this trip, however, we’d switched things up. She was in her third year of law school, juggling two jobs and running on fumes. “Our support has to look different,” she said. Of course. “Babe, don’t worry,” I told her. “I got this.” In principle, that was true. In practice, I was a mess.

Even with our new understanding in place, my baby had my back ahead of this trip. Every time I’d fly in on break, she’d do a Target run to stock up on the American foods and seasonings I couldn’t get in Russia: candy, cookies, brown sugar, pancake mix, Worcestershire sauce, Sweet Baby Ray’s barbecue sauce, and of course my Tony Chachere’s Original Creole Seasoning. My mom’s from Louisiana, Cajun country, so I don’t play when it comes to my spices. I love to eat, always have, and my food needs to taste right. Before our Valentine’s Day celebration, Relle had organized all those items into hard-shell roller suitcases, my two checked bags. That left me with my carry-ons to pack: a small roller bag and my Louis Vuitton backpack, the NBA edition. I carry that backpack everywhere.

Soon as I got up, I pulled out my roller. I shoved in my Nintendo Switch, my headphones, all my electronics, a jumble of cables and cords. I then grabbed my backpack, unzipped the large compartment, and slid in my huge MacBook Pro. I didn’t pack many clothes. Just a few pairs of underwear and sweats. I had an apartment in Russia, provided by my team, and most of my stuff was already there. If my wife had packed my carry-ons, she would’ve started by making sure they were empty. She would’ve unzipped the pockets, one at a time, and turned the bags over to dump them out. She then would’ve rolled and zip-tied every cord and stacked them neatly inside the case. I did none of that. No time. My stuff was all over the place, just randomly scattered in the bag. The one thing I was careful about was my passport. If someone stole that, I was in trouble. That was why I always kept mine in my hoodie pocket. In ten minutes flat, I finished packing and pulled on my Cross Colours hoodie, the Black Lives Matter edition. “You’re done that quick?” Relle asked. “Yep,” I said, “I’m ready to roll.”

My iPhone wasn’t. As we were leaving, I couldn’t find it anywhere. We tore up the house in search of that phone, kept calling it to see if we’d spot it. Nothing, plus I had it on Silent mode. I’m known to lose things—wallet, keys, headphones— and since I always have on gym clothes, stuff falls out of my pockets when I sit down. Not my fault. Something goes missing, but it’s usually not lost lost, because a minute later I’ll be like, “Oh, I’m sitting on it.” I wasn’t so fortunate on this day, and I couldn’t go to Russia without my phone. At 8:45, I was worried. By 9:00, I was manic and sweating. Finally, at 9:20, an hour before my flight, we found it behind our bed’s headboard. It takes twenty minutes to get to the Phoenix airport from our place, and I drove our white Audi like I’d stolen it. Relle gripped the seat the whole way. At 9:45 I screeched up to the curb. We said our “I love yous” with the car still running, and she sped off.

The curb agent waved me toward him. Normally, I couldn’t have checked bags so close to flight time, but there was nothing normal about that Tuesday. Even my route was different. I usually flew Phoenix to LA and then on to Moscow, with a final connection into Ekaterinburg, aka Ekat, the city where my team was based. But this time I’d go from Phoenix to New York’s JFK before going on to Russia, and if I missed this first flight, I’d throw off my whole itinerary. Lucky for me, the agent rushed my bags through to Ekat. He also escorted me through security and to my gate just so I’d make the flight. That was how late I was.

After the agent had walked off, I felt something in my pocket. Damn. I called Relle, who was halfway to brunch. “Do not turn off the car,” I told her. “Turn around and come back because I still have the keys.” Relle chuckled. She knew who she married, and this was right on brand for me. With my flight already boarding, I couldn’t run out to the curb. So I spotted an airport worker walking by and said, “Bro, I need your help. I’m going overseas and I messed up.” I held up the key fob. “Can you please take these out to my wife?” He quickly agreed. I’m sure it helped that he recognized me and that I handed him all the cash I had on me, about $250. I snapped a pic of the dude and sent it to Relle so she’d know who to look for. Minutes later she had the keys and I was headed to New York.

Things went sideways again at JFK. My carry-ons were screened, zero issues, but when I presented my Covid test, the agent said, “This is no good.” What? For my results to be considered valid, she explained, the test had to be taken within forty-eight hours of my scheduled arrival in Russia. I’d miss that cutoff by twenty minutes based on my time stamp. I was pissed. I rushed to a site at the airport to take the dumb test, the one where they shove a swab up your nose and scratch out your skull. I waited for the results by email, refreshing every second and finally calling Relle to say, “Babe, I’m probably gonna miss this.” I did. Big time. So I checked myself into an airport hotel and rang my team with the news. I may lose things, but I’m never late. I’m usually the nerd who’s at the airport four hours before my flight. So they understood, no big deal, and rebooked me for the next day on Aeroflot Russian Airlines.

On Wednesday evening I returned to the international terminal, no hassles, no hiccups, no bags flagged. I texted Relle. “Hey, honey, about to take off,” I wrote. “I’ll call you when I get there. I love you.” My plane departed as scheduled, at 7:25 p.m. New York time. I settled in for the nine-hour flight, ate some dinner, listened to music. Later I pulled out my laptop and booted up Grey’s Anatomy. I nodded off after four episodes, and when I woke up, we were starting our descent. It was noon in Moscow when we landed. My Ekat flight was at three. One last layover, I thought as I put away my computer. One short sprint to the end of my final season.

.................

The air felt different. I’d traveled to Russia dozens of times in eight years and never had this eerie feeling. I went through passport control, got my stamp, and took an escalator down to security for my transfer to the domestic terminal. Two large glass doors slid open. The scene on the other side proved something was off.

The place was crawling with workers. It was usually pretty empty, maybe a couple of screeners, and then you’d sail right through to your connecting flight. This checkpoint was fully staffed: five, six workers near the metal detectors, another bunch huddled by the trays, a screener guy seated behind the X-ray machine. Everyone was in uniform, and a few had on blue military camos. What the hell is going on? A blond, skinny police lady walked alongside the passengers, her dog sniffing every bag. The canine smelled the luggage of the person in front of me. All clear. Same thing when the dog sniffed my bags. No reaction. He immediately moved on to the next passenger, but the woman tapped me on the shoulder. She said something in Russian, God knows what, and motioned for me to step aside.

I wasn’t the only one pulled from the line. Most of the Russians flew through the metal detectors, but us foreigners were being flagged for additional search. I glanced around at the passports. There was a guy from Pakistan, several from Ukraine, a few from Uzbekistan. I don’t know what that dog did when he sniffed their bags, but I was one hundred percent sure how it reacted to mine: totally chill, a day at the beach, absolutely nothing to see here, folks. My father was a cop, a Vietnam vet, and I grew up with police-trained Rottweilers, Malinois, all of them. I know what dog signals look like. When they sniff something suspicious, they normally sit, bark, make weird movements. This dog didn’t even whimper. I wasn’t nervous when I got yanked, just annoyed at the hassle. I had no reason to be scared. My carry-ons were clean.

I placed my bags on the conveyor and watched them roll away. Before they were even inside the scanner, the screener got up and leaned all the way into the machine. Strange. I stepped through the metal detectors, no alarm, then came around to my bags. There stood the screener’s teammate, a customs agent. Bald, early forties, hard-nosed, in a tight-knit sweater and chinos. If you’re standing in a customer service line, he’s the guy you don’t want to go to. No smile, no emotion, no nothing. He gestured for me to unzip my bags. I studied his face to be sure I understood, since in America you don’t touch your bags. You stand your butt back while the agent rummages through them. That clearly wasn’t the case in Russia, because he signaled again for me to open them. I started pulling stuff out left and right, showing him every item, unzipping small compartments he didn’t even know existed. I wanted to get this search over with and move on to my last flight.

I’d worked my way through the backpack when I opened one last zip. I slid in my hand and felt something inside. The agent stared as I slowly lifted out a cartridge with cannabis oil. Fuck. I’m a licensed cannabis user in the United States, with a medical marijuana card issued by my doctor. He prescribed cannabis years ago, to help me cope with my debilitating sports injuries. In Arizona cannabis is legal. In Russia it’s forbidden. I knew that. Honest to God, I just totally forgot the pen was in my bag. The moment I felt it in that pocket, my stomach sank. 

The agent took the cartridge and held it up. “What this substance?” he said in broken English. My tongue was frozen, but my brain was scrambling, trying to find a way out of this. “Um, it’s CBD,” I finally said. Although cannabis was prohibited, I’d heard CBD was a lesser offense. Not true, I already knew in that moment, but I tried. “What this?” the agent asked again in even choppier English. This dude doesn’t know what I’m saying. I pulled out my phone, typed “CBD” into Google Translate, and showed him my screen. He looked at the phone and then back at me. Silence. A moment later he reopened my roller as I stood by, stone-faced. First he pulled out my Nintendo Switch. Next he pulled out the heap of cords, as tangled as my insides. And last he lifted a pair of sweats. A cartridge fell from the pocket and tumbled onto the tabletop. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Fear takes many forms. There’s the kind you feel when life sneaks up from behind and frightens you half to death. Some people freeze. Others run. I’m usually the one who fights like hell. When I saw those cartridges, not one but two, a different type of fear shuddered through me. There was no instinct to fight, flee, or freeze. Instead, my body went into a major free fall, as if I’d stumbled off a cliff and plunged into the ocean. Down and down I spiraled, through the depths, in the dark, sinking further and further but never reaching the floor. Whoosh. As I dropped I felt empty, disconnected, alone. I was there but not there, alive but numb, lost in a watery underworld.

The agent picked up the cartridge and glared at me. I couldn’t speak, think, breathe. I was still falling, still flailing, desperate to slow the spiral. Even after the second cartridge was discovered, I was hoping he’d let it slide, give me a strong warning, allow me to just throw that shit away. Both of the vape pens were practically empty, with not even enough cannabis oil to get you high. Clearly I wasn’t a smuggler. If I was truly trying to sneak in drugs, I wouldn’t have them in the front zip of a backpack. Come on, bro. I’d seen too many episodes of Locked Up Abroad to be that foolish. Also, I definitely wouldn’t have helped the agent search my bag. Hell no. I was literally pulling stuff out like, “You want to see this?” I cleared pockets, unscrewed bottles. Obviously I wasn’t Pablo Escobar. I just fucking forgot the cartridges were in my bag, end of story. And yet the horror was just beginning. Meanwhile, others were breezing through security, all of them appearing to be Russian. Especially since that dog hadn’t whimpered at my luggage, I began wondering if I’d been singled out.

The agent pointed at a nearby row of chairs. “You wait,” he said, or I think that’s what I heard. I collapsed into the seat. When he walked off with the cartridges, I started blowing up Relle’s phone. It was just after 2:00 a.m. in Phoenix, and she was dead asleep, with the ringer off. “Hey, nine-one-one, wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up!” I said on her voicemail. “Yo, babe, I need you to answer.” I left her a dozen messages like that before getting super real on the last one. “Babe, I think I’m about to get locked up,” I said with a crack in my voice. “I really need you to call me. Please.” Click. My hands were trembling so badly that I almost dropped the phone. I drew in a breath, tried to gather myself, and sent Relle a text. Then another. And another. And then ten more. Row after row of desperation, each message more distraught than the last. “This is it for me, Babe,” I finally wrote. I could no longer feel my fingers but managed to hit send.

When I didn’t hear from Relle, I reached out to family. “Hey, I love you,” I wrote to my mom. My parents are divorced but still in touch, live close to each other in Houston. I was purposely vague with both Mom and Pops because I didn’t want to alarm them. Same thing with my brother, DeCarlo; my sisters, SheKera and Pier; and my nephew E.J., then in tenth grade. We’re close. “Shit has gone sideways,” I wrote, “but I can’t say much. I don’t want you to worry about me. Everything is going to be okay.” If I’d received that cryptic-ass message from a loved one, I would’ve been more worried, not less. But I wasn’t doing the typing, the calling, the pleading. Panic had taken over. I also called my local translator, provided by the team. I gave him the lowdown and told him to contact Max Ryabkov, the team’s GM. Help might be close.

The screener returned. With him was a young guy, hair slicked back, who introduced himself as Anton. I understood that only because he spoke English. Sort of. At least a bit better than anyone else there. He held up the cartridges. “We take this to forensics,” he said in a thick accent. “Forensics?” I asked. I’d heard him. But I repeated the word because I couldn’t believe this was happening. “You wait,” said the screener. I hadn’t caught this first guy’s name, thought he was just a random airport employee. He wasn’t. Anton explained they were sending the pens for testing. This “screener” was apparently Anton’s supervisor, a head honcho in the Russian Federal Customs Service (FCS). Crap. “You wait,” Anton said. “How long is it going to be?” I asked. He stared at me blankly. So much for his knowing English. I typed my question into Google and held up the translation. Neither of them even looked at the screen. “Wait, wait, wait” is all they would say. I waved the screen in front of Anton again. Same thing. No acknowledgment. They pointed at my passport, grabbed it from my hand. They also took my Ekat boarding pass and walked away

I waited. I worried. I was too shaken up to weep. I fell deeper into despair by the hour, prayed Relle would soon wake up. Noon turned into 2:00 p.m., which meant I’d probably miss my flight to Ekat at 3:00. As I sat there these two customs guys darted all over that security checkpoint, shouting in Russian and holding up the cartridges, leaving and returning with the pens. I thought they were taking them to forensics? I had no idea what was happening, when it might end, or if it would. The words I’d texted Relle looped through my head. This is it for me. This is it for me. This is it for me. I’d watched enough documentaries on Russian prisons to know how inmates were treated. They were tortured. Starved. Stripped of everything. As I slid down in my chair and imagined the worst, my heart pounded away. Fear is one thing. But uncertainty, the unknown, a free fall into mystery—that’s much stronger than fear; it’s terror. This sitch was going south, spinning out of control fast, and I had no way of stopping it. That scared me most of all.

My phone lit up at 2:30 p.m. Relle. Thank God. She’d set her alarm for 4:30 a.m. Phoenix time so she could prepare for a Zoom court session later that morning. She’d awoken to my flurry of messages and went right into lawyer mode: “Who are these people, why do they have you, and what exactly are they saying?” I gave her the full picture in my shaky voice, and she was firm from the beginning: I had nothing to hide. “Babe, you aren’t some drug smuggler,” she said. “You had two pens in your bag, both of them medically licensed with cannabis legally purchased. Don’t freak out. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

That relaxed me a little. Relle worked at a firm specializing in criminal defense. She and her colleagues handled drug and homicide cases all the time, knew this territory well. That was why she felt so strongly that we should hush our mouths and let the truth do the talking. She promised to call my agent, Lindsay Kagawa Colas, who was probably still asleep at her home in Portland, Oregon. “Don’t you say a word to anyone, don’t you write anything down,” Relle warned. “We’ve got this, baby. We’ll get through it together. We’ll be in contact soon, so keep your phone close. I love you.” She sounded strong, so brave on my behalf, but I heard the same fear in her voice as in my own. After our call she left messages for Lindz and we continued our convo on text. Again she led with her legal instincts.



RELLE: What are the agents saying?

ME: Nothing right now. They told me they’re going to test the pens for drugs.

RELLE: Even when the results come back, say nothing until you’ve heard from an attorney. You didn’t misplace any cartridges in your checked luggage, correct?

ME: Right. Nothing.

RELLE: You may get arrested upon results, my love. I’m not sure what their process is there.

ME: I’m sure I will. I knew I should’ve stayed with you and never come back here. I’m sorry for having you in this with my dumb ass. I just want to come home.

RELLE: It’s okay, babe. You made a simple mistake. We’ll get through this together and discreetly. I have my Zoom so I’ll be busy for a while, but I’ll be quick with court and available to you. I love you. This moment in time doesn’t change that. I’m still proud to be your wife. Keep your head up, your confidence up, your faith in God up. This, too, shall pass.



With all my heart I wanted to believe Relle, prayed this crisis would somehow end. But as time dragged on with no sign of the agents, any hope I had left began slipping away. My baby had studied the law in the United States, knew our Constitution inside out. Yet while due process runs the show in the land of the free, this was Russia. This was Putin’s house. This was hell.
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DAYBREAK

The customs agents finally returned with both cartridges around 4:00 p.m. Guess they never took them to forensics. Guess I’m still screwed. Anton was holding what looked like an evidence bag, as well as some kind of document in Russian.

“You sign here,” he said, pointing at a line near the bottom. 

I studied the paper. “What is this?” I asked.

“Sign,” he repeated, shoving the paper toward me.

I pushed it away. “I’m not signing anything,” I said. “Nyet, nyet, nyet.” I hadn’t learned much Russian in my time there, but I knew how to say no.

Neither of them responded. They just stood there gazing at me, as if they had no idea what I was saying. I looked up “lawyer” on Google Translate. “Advocat,” I said over and over. Anton pushed the document toward me again and repeated, “Sign here!” with his nostrils flaring. I said “I don’t know” in every way I could think of, in Russian, with gestures, with a hunch of my shoulders. They had to know what the hell I meant because a shrug is universal. Their silence, it seemed, was a blatant dismissal, a raised finger in my face.

This back-and-forth continued until they brought over a lady from a nearby duty-free shop. They spoke to her in Russian before she turned to me and said, “They want you to sign.” Are they kidding me? This woman is a cashier, not a translator! “I don’t know what this is,” I said, “and I’m not signing.” I remembered Relle’s warning and kept refusing, and the lady and the men got louder and more insistent. Round and round we went for several minutes until finally, under pressure, I buckled. Whatever. Maybe if I sign this, I can go. The agent then put the vape pens in the bag, folded it over, sealed it, and left me there with the same stupid order: “You wait.” It seemed they needed my signature to officially put the vape pens into evidence. Not sure.

A half hour later the agents came back. I stood when I spotted them, searched their faces for signs they’d come to free me. “You go with us,” Anton said. Go where? “We go to office,” he said. What kind of office? I hesitated for a moment, thought about resisting, but what real choice did I have? I’d already been pushed to sign a document I couldn’t even read, much less understand. This was no different. I had to go with them, even if I had no clue where they were taking me. The head guy pointed at a nearby corridor and started walking. I pulled on my backpack, grabbed the handle of my roller, and followed. They didn’t handcuff me. They didn’t need to. They’d confiscated my passport. My flight to Ekat was long gone. I was already their prisoner. Shackles were not necessary.

The hallway led to an exit. When the door swung open, a burst of cold hit my face. February in Russia is no joke, often below freezing. I hadn’t packed a coat in my carry-on, hadn’t thought I’d need one. If my day had gone as planned, my driver would’ve picked me up and taken me straight to my apartment. If. If. If. The agents walked toward a parking lot. I stopped for a moment to pull on my hood and gazed up at the Moscow sky. Gray like always, grayer on this evening, the sun fading as dusk set in. We weaved in and out of several cars until the head guy stopped and unlocked a trunk. Whose car is this? It was a banged-up sedan, the Russian version of a ’98 Honda Civic, and definitely not one that looked official. He lifted the trunk and motioned for me to put in my roller, which I did. He then opened a rear door and turned to see the question on my face: Where are you taking me in your shitty personal car? “Get in” was his only answer. I lumbered into the back seat, crouching my head low just so my tall ass could fit. He slammed my door and then he and Anton got in up front.

We looped around to a fenced area next to the airport. As we approached, the gates rolled open to reveal a redbrick building that looked like a mini prison. Could be customs headquarters. An armed guard stood out front. He and Anton spoke briefly before the guard waved us in. We walked upstairs to an office, where the agents sat behind a desk across from me in a chair. Another guy came in, blue camo uniform, didn’t speak, just sat by the door, maybe a guard. Meanwhile, Anton started talking my ear off. Sometime between our duty-free showdown and now, his English had magically improved. How convenient.

“So what do you think of LeBron?” he said with a grin. “Is he as good as Michael Jordan?” “No idea,” I muttered. He kept talking, all lighthearted, not caring that I’d clearly caught on to his tactic. This dude was trying to get me comfortable so I’d slip up and say something stupid. He threw out random topics to see if I’d take the bait. “How do you feel about Trump?” he asked. I flipped the script. “How do you feel about Trump?” I asked. He and the others laughed. “I think Trump’s great,” he said. On and on this went, with Anton asking me about sports, politics, even my WNBA salary, which he’d pulled up on the Internet. I said little, mostly stared at my phone. Every few minutes he’d throw in a question like, “Do your teammates smoke weed too?” I shrugged. “I don’t know what they do,” I said. “Weren’t you bringing drugs to somebody?” he asked. I repeated the truth: “I didn’t know I had the pens.” “So you don’t know any drug dealers here?” he pressed. “Advocat,” I said over and over. Since this had become an interrogation, I needed a lawyer, anyone, at my side. I prayed I’d hear from home.

Heaven must’ve heard me ’cause my screen lit up. It was Lindsay, my agent, reaching out on WhatsApp. In Portland, she’d awoken to a call from her colleague Tracy, who was also on the text that Relle had sent. I had signed on with Lindz from jump, since becoming the top WNBA draft pick in 2013. Easy choice since she has repped so many greats, including Sue Bird, Diana Taurasi, Maya Moore, and Seimone Augustus. The world knows her as an executive vice president at Wasserman, the massive talent agency with offices on six continents. I know her as a badass who has always had my back.

On WhatsApp, Lindz created a text thread for me, her, the team. She then had me turn on disappearing messages to keep our convo private. Like Relle, she got straight to the point. “Where exactly are you?” she asked. “I need you to drop a pin.” As I did she pulled up Google Maps and spotted the redbrick building. Even before Lindz reached me, she’d started rallying the troops at Wasserman and beyond. She’d pulled in Wasserman’s chief legal counsel, Mike Pickles, who was fluent in Russian and had practiced law in Moscow. She’d also called her many contacts in Ekat, the Russian Basketball Federation, USA Basketball, the WNBA, and the NBA. She’d also networked her way to Alex Boykov, a Moscow attorney who was standing by to help me. “Alex is on his way to you,” she told me. She gave me his number, added him to our text thread, and sent him my pin. Major exhale.

Alex called me when he arrived. The guard wouldn’t let him upstairs to see me, he said, so he was waiting down at the entrance, in the cold. On Google Translate, I typed in “My lawyer is here” and showed Anton the screen. He wrinkled his face. “You wait,” he said. “Why?” I shot back. He shrugged. I continued pushing and eventually pieced together the reason for the holdup. My cartridges had actually been taken to forensics for testing. The “investigation”—whatever that meant in a country where a duty-free cashier could serve as a customs translator—was still underway. Alex could meet with me only if and when I was charged. Translation: wait, wait, wait. My bladder, however, couldn’t.

 “Toilet,” I said loudly. Anton motioned for the guard to take me to the restroom. I thought he’d just stand at the outside door, but this dude actually stood right next to my stall and listened to me piss. Really? Come on, bro. Forget the intrusion. I just needed a minute alone to wrap my head around the nightmare I was living. When I returned, I asked for my lawyer again. Anton declined, so I changed my request: “Yo, can I get a cigarette?” Surprisingly, he said, “Sure,” and handed me one from his pack. I’ve never been much of cigarette smoker, but I’d also never been this stressed. “You can smoke in the bathroom,” he said as he gave me a lighter. The guard didn’t escort me this time, no idea why. So I can smoke alone but not piss alone? Backward. I leaned against the bathroom wall and slid down into a deep squat. Every part of me felt broken. My back. My knees. My hands. My spirit. I lit up, inhaled deeply, and started coughing my ass off. It’d been five, six months since I’d last smoked, so that first drag almost killed me. Wouldn’t have mattered. My insides felt dead already. Forty-eight hours earlier I’d been with Relle, surprising her with roses on Valentine’s Day. That now seemed like a lifetime ago, in a homeland a galaxy away.

At 8:00 p.m. Anton started arguing in Russian on the phone. He hung up and turned to me. “Checked bags?” he said. “Yeah, two,” I said. They’d just realized I had more luggage, which was idiotic since that was noted on my boarding pass. The three of us got back in the car and went to the checkpoint where this big mess started. I described my luggage to Anton: two black hardcase rollers with my name on the tags. An hour later this fool returned with a rinky-dink green canvas bag. Not mine. “Open it,” he ordered. I backed up. “I’m not putting my handprints on that,” I said. He left and stayed gone long enough for the other agent to hit on a flight attendant who waltzed by. Her lips were so big they looked like they’d been stung by a bee . . . Russian women love their lip injections. The agent made eyes at her and struck up a chat. I was like, Yo, can you please stop trying to get ass while you’re fucking me in mine? Crazy.

Anton returned with the correct bags. When I unzipped the first one, he glanced around at my pile of containers but didn’t inspect a single one. Also, he never even opened the second roller. He just shoved a document at me and said, “Sign here.” I was too exhausted to resist. I could’ve had kilos of drugs stashed in those containers, like actual smugglers do when they hide cocaine in shampoo bottles. But these agents didn’t care what might be mixed with my barbecue sauce. They already had all the evidence they needed for their so-called investigation.

.................

Back in redbrick purgatory, a customs investigator finally arrived with the forensic results hours after I’d sat there sweating. I glanced at my phone. Two a.m. He read from a document as Anton translated, said the vape pens contained cannabis oil. No surprise. The real blow came when I heard my charge, Article 229.1, part 2 in the Russian criminal code. I’d been accused of smuggling a significant amount of narcotics into the country. Significant amount? They’d found 0.2 grams in one cartridge, 0.5 in the other—a total of 0.7 grams, such little oil that it’d be gone as soon as the pens were warmed up. In America, that’s not enough weed to raise a brow even in the handful of states yet to legalize it. But in Russia it’s considered a “significant amount,” punishable by five to ten years and a fine of up to a million rubles—just over ten grand in U.S. dollars. And that was just the initial charge. As the investigation progressed, additional allegations could be added. As Anton spoke, my mind wandered to that security checkpoint. Why was I stopped in the first place? And now suddenly I could be facing a decade in prison? Maybe that search wasn’t arbitrary. Maybe I’d been targeted.

Around 3:00 a.m., they finally let Alex come upstairs. When I hear the words Russian lawyer, someone old, dry, and stoic comes to mind. Alex was the opposite: young, cool, shoulderlength hair, a Russian hippie with a photo of the rocker Gregg Allman as his WhatsApp profile pic. He greeted me warmly, and we stepped into the hall to speak privately, candidly, finally. I had a thousand questions and even more fears, but my heart raced so fast I could hardly get them out. “Yo, so what’s, like, the worst-case scenario?” I asked. He cleared his throat. “Well, right now it’s just one charge,” he said. “We have to let the investigation finish.” Forget that. “But for real . . . how many years could I get?” I asked. He drew in a breath. “I mean, it could be a year or two,” he said. He paused. “Or it could be the whole ten.” Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.

Alex didn’t seem surprised I’d been asked to sign a document before seeing a lawyer; that wasn’t unusual in the (shady) Russian legal system. Still, he seemed hopeful that I wouldn’t get anywhere close to the maximum sentencing because I had no criminal record. I’d later learn that in 2021, the year before I was detained, thirty-six people were sentenced with my same charge in the Russian criminal code. In ten of those cases, the defendants received less than three years in prison; in five, up to five years; and in two cases, five to eight years. The remaining nineteen of those thirty-six defendants—more than half—had their sentences suspended. By those numbers, the odds seemed in my favor. But in that moment I felt doomed.

Back inside, the head customs investigator stepped up his interrogation. Why was I in Russia? Who was I bringing drugs to? Why were the cartridges in my luggage? Alex sat next to me and guided me through the questioning. I answered robotically, the way I had for the last ten hours: “I didn’t know I had the pens.” Period. Done and done. Please let me fly home to my wife. They seemed determined to get me to admit I was a smuggler, some undercover drug lord supplying half the country. Ridiculous. I was in that chair, insisting on the truth, but my mind was all over the place. I thought of my teammates, my family and friends, imagined how they’d react when they heard the charge. I mostly thought of Relle, the big plans we’d made, all of that now in limbo. I truly felt my life was over that night. If only I’d known what was coming.

After the grilling, Alex and I met in the hall again. He said, “You’ll be taken to Khimki City Police Station,” a temporary detention center, like county jail in America. I welled up. “This will all be okay,” he said when he noticed my tears. Will it? Alex was trying to comfort me, in a moment when no one could’ve. As much as I hoped he was right, my heart told me that he wasn’t. There I stood in a foreign country, under arrest in the wee hours. I was on my way to jail with no clue as to how long I’d be there or what conditions I might face. Even if everything became all right, it definitely wasn’t as I cried in that hall. “I’ll come see you as soon as they’ll allow me,” Alex said. On that point I believed him.

The agents confiscated most of my belongings. Backpack. Carry-on suitcase. The two large rollers. They gave it all to Alex, who promised he’d deliver everything to my Ekat apartment. They also seized my most valuable possession: my phone, my lifeline, my only connection to home. They didn’t give that to Alex. They needed to keep it as part of their “investigation,” they said. Relle and Lindz had stayed in constant touch as the horror unfolded. My previous call with my wife had been hours earlier, as I awaited my fate at the security checkpoint. My baby and I had traded sentiments, me tearful, her consoling. From the customs building, I used Alex’s phone to call Lindz, who put me through to Relle. “I love you,” she said. Me too. Always. 

At around 6:00 a.m., two local cops arrived, one of them holding handcuffs. I’d grown up playing with my dad’s cuffs, a shiny steel pair with a double lock. The cuffs this cop held looked nothing like Pops’s. They were dented and rusty, with a single lock, operated with an ancient-looking skeleton key. The officer gestured for me to hold my hands together so he could cuff me at the front. Click. As he turned the key and tightened the cuffs, the metal cut into my flesh. I cringed. Alex noticed that the cuffs were gouging my large wrists and intervened. “You need to loosen them,” he said. The cop rolled his eyes and recuffed me as I stared straight ahead. More spiraling, more numbness. Faster, deeper, endless.

On February 15, I left Phoenix in a frenzy, my heart full of Relle, my bags stuffed with seasonings. Three hellish days later, just before dawn, I lost my freedom, my peace, my life as I’d known it. As the cops led me away in cuffs through the crisp morning air, Alex walked beside me. He carried a small plastic bag with the few items I’d be allowed to take: three pairs of underwear, a couple of T-shirts and sweatpants, a flannel hoodie, and a book of sudoku puzzles burrowed between the folds. The time was around 7:00 a.m. The future was unimaginable.
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CAGED

I didn’t go straight to hell. The cops in plain clothes first drove me all over town in their personal vehicle, no siren lights, partition, or legroom. We made three stops.

In the dim light of daybreak, we pulled away from the redbrick building and onto a boulevard. Moscow was already stirring. As I watched the world go by from my back seat window, my reality sank in. I am a prisoner. Locals roamed the streets, chatting on their phones, smoking. Forty-eight hours earlier that had been me, walking around with no big cares, taking my freedom for granted. People gazed as I passed. Strange to see a six-foot-nine foreigner with dreads hunched over in a hatchback. The cops had removed my cuffs once I was in the car, but the ride was still agonizing. When I cracked my back in high school, I was in such pain I had to be carried off the court. I bent over the next day to put on my socks and collapsed. The pain subsided somewhat, but my back never fully recovered, and the spasms returned on that ride. My head grazed the ceiling, my knees were crouched and locked. The cops talked away in Russian as they chain-smoked and ignored me. I wonder if the people staring know I’m an inmate. I wonder when this ride will end. 

An hour later we pulled up to a shabby clinic. The cops recuffed me for my perp walk through the lot. The clinic lobby was even more run-down than the exterior. An overhead light flickered. A few sketchy-looking men waited in busted chairs. They gaped as the officers led me down a hall to an area draped off with a stained curtain. An old guy—the doc, I guess—came in with a Dixie cup. He looked me up and down. “You drug addict?” he said in choppy English. “No,” I snapped, “not a drug addict.” He laughed. “Yes, yes, yes . . . you drug addict,” he said, pushing the cup into my hand. I assumed he wanted me to piss for a drug test, which I did squatting over a hole-in-the-ground toilet. Minutes later I was back in the car for another long ride, the whole time fearing what could be coming.

Stop two was a quick Covid test, a Q-tip rammed up my nose. The last stop took forever to get to because the cops seemed to have the wrong address. They’d pull into a lot, argue on the phone, drive off. We went to three hospitals before they found the right one; the whole ride was three or four hours. My back was hurting so badly by this point that I walked hunched over and teared up as we entered. They kept me cuffed in the lobby, which was crawling with people. That seemed to be the rule: handcuffs on when others were around, off in the car. The first click of those cuffs reorders the world, divides innocents and inmates, the free and the feared. Occasionally, someone crosses the barrier, as one lady did in the hospital waiting room. She noticed me crying and approached, patted my shoulder, and whispered, “Okay, okay.” Her kindness surprised me, and the tears fell faster. She said something to the cop, who barked and waved her off. After a long wait I went in for a chest X-ray, a few seconds in front of a rusty machine, clothes on. TB is big over there. I guess they had to make sure I was clear.

Afterward, the cops smoked in front of the hospital, with me standing there cuffed. Everyone who passed gave me a puzzled look, the same question in their eyes as was in my head: What the hell is going on here? Ice covered the ground. I exhaled and saw my breath. My head spun. When my lawyer told me I’d be taken to Khimki, or county, as I call it, I didn’t know the difference between that and jail jail, the Russian prison camps I’d heard about. County would be mixed gender, Alex said. What if I was thrown in a cell with all men, mistaken for male like I usually was? My passport said “female,” but what if I got pranked? And if someone attacked me, how would I react? Would I defend myself—could I defend myself? When you’re tall it’s assumed you’re fearless, and when you’re Black, you’re thought to be thick-skinned, but my size and color were no more insulating than my thin hoodie in the cold. I was as terrified as I was frozen.

Another long drive later, with my knees still jammed up to my shoulders, we pulled up to county. I’d lost track of time, but it must’ve been dusk. We drove through two sets of tall gates, then got out near a courtyard enclosed with crumbling rebar. The cops led me into a waiting room and sat me near two women, young, dark-haired, cuffed. We exchanged glances but no words. A guard eventually came and took me up three flights of stairs and into a hall of steel cages, each with a covered peephole and a light on its door. I couldn’t see the prisoners’ faces, but I could hear them pounding the walls. Pressing their inside buttons to turn on their outside lights. Flipping open their peepholes, coughing and moaning. Raising hell to get the staff’s attention. The guard did not flinch as he led me through. We stopped at an empty cage, and he gestured for me to enter. He handed me a pillow, sheets, and a rolled-up mattress, as well as my bag of items. He bolted me in and left. Click.

I glanced around the cold cell. It was small but bigger than I’d imagined, around seven by seven feet. A dim lightbulb hung overhead. So did a camera. The walls were chipped and corroded, one side exposed rebar, another painted and repainted in three colors, spiderwebs in every corner. The place looked like it had been bombed and abandoned. A twin bed frame with metal railings was rammed against a wall. Across from the bed were a rickety table and a chair. I walked over to the barred window and looked out, but it was covered in dust so thick I couldn’t see anything. I had a small sink and a “toilet,” a hole-in-the-ground commode stained with shit and urine. It reeked. On the sink sat a mini bar of soap. There was also a Dixie cup.

A guard eventually brought me a meal: macaroni noodles in thick milk, with a piece of smelly fish. I bit into the fish and spit it out. Disgusting. I’m not a person who turns up my nose at everything. I love to eat too much to be picky. But this food was legit inedible. The fish tasted spoiled. The milk was like sludge. Still, I ate it because I was starving. My last real meal had been on the flight to Moscow. I flushed down the nastiness with hot tea, which a guard brought that evening (and would three times a day for the length of my stay). That was what the Dixie cup was for. I almost declined the water when I saw the calcified kettle it came from. But boiled water was semi-clean water in a place where that was scarce.
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