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Introduction

The sun-drenched café overlooked the riverbank where kids swam and locals drank.

A rental boat coasted by with DREAM CATCHER on one banner and KK JOKER on the other. The former was Nikola Jokic’s most prized horse. The latter was the club basketball team bearing his namesake.

Aside from the floating advertisement, Sombor, Serbia, didn’t publicize its most famous resident. Instead, it tended to protect him.

On one side of the quiet café was an upscale restaurant that specialized in the local delicacy, fish stew. On the other was a public beach where locals swam and sunbathed. In Sombor, it was called the strand.

There, on a late July afternoon in a quaint corner of Jokic’s hometown, we sat with Isidor Rudic, the first coach who believed in Nikola. Coincidentally, two of Jokic’s earliest teammates were swimming in the river. Soon they joined us to recollect.

Isidor had pictures to share and stories to tell. So did his former teammates. Isidor’s assistant, Milos, jogged his memory. My translator, Marko, brought the stories to life.

After an hour or so, a storm started pounding the umbrellas above us. Isidor’s pictures and relics, including jerseys and meticulous notes from their earliest practice days, were in danger of getting soaked.

We packed up our belongings—Isidor’s papers and my recorder. He told us to follow him. He knew a quiet bar where we could continue.

Not a hundred feet from the café’s parking lot, as the rain pounded down and beachgoers took shelter, Isidor pulled over.

“There’s Nikola’s car,” he said. It was parked on the gravel road beside the beach shelter.

“Do you want to go inside?”

“I’d rather not,” I told him.

Nikola knew I was in Serbia, but I was still trying to be respectful of his space.

Would he be disgusted if I invaded his privacy? I wondered. Would he appreciate how far I’ve traveled? I didn’t know the answer.

Isidor didn’t take my suggestion.

He wandered inside, where he found Nikola being hounded for pictures and autographs, even among locals. He was with his best friend, Nemanja Pribic, when Isidor explained what he was doing.

“There’s some American here,” he told him. “He’s writing a book about you.”

Within minutes, Jokic bolted from the shelter, wearing nothing more than his striped bathing suit. Amid an unrelenting downpour, I hopped out of the passenger seat of our car.

“Mike!” Nikola shouted.

Our embrace was genuine. Jokic made sure to introduce his best friend too.

The exchange lasted no longer than a minute. It was, after all, the middle of a rainstorm.

* * *

Nemanja Pavkov was among the very first people on the planet to recognize something special about the pudgy, curiously coordinated younger brother of Strahinja and Nemanja Jokic.

Pavkov was neither an NBA scout, nor even a local coach in Sombor, where Nikola Jokic was raised. He was just a twenty-two-year-old hooper hungry to dominate the local court in the summertime and learned quickly that doing so required Nikola Jokic’s help. It didn’t matter that Jokic wasn’t in shape or that he would routinely arrive donning his signature look: untied shoes. It didn’t even matter that Jokic was only thirteen at the time, nine years younger than his teammate. Pavkov discovered what others dismissed due to his appearance: Jokic was both gifted and intensely competitive.

“He was like a big teddy bear,” said Pavkov, some fifteen years after the duo shredded opponents daily, bewildering those who dismissed Jokic as cuddly.

In Serbia, around the neighborhood, full-court games were atypical. It was strictly three-on-three, as sometimes a dozen teams waited on the sidelines for their chance to play. Like any respectable court, the winner stayed on while the loser had no reason to stick around. Their day was as good as over.

What Pavkov first noticed about Jokic was his competitive spirit. Even as a kid, he despised losing, no matter what game he was playing. A loss playing pickup meant having to find some other distraction to kill an afternoon. That was all the motivation Jokic needed. Pavkov, a short, stocky player, kept drafting Jokic for his team even as ignorant opponents sneered at his choice.

Jokic followed his two older brothers, Nemanja and Strahinja, into the sport but had a court sense that his bruising siblings lacked.

Strahinja’s playing style was as unassuming as a bulldozer.

“When he shot it, it was like a bullet,” Pavkov said, conceding that the oldest Jokic brother was a literal wall on defense. “He can only score if he dunked.”

Nikola, on the other hand, wasn’t physically imposing. He wasn’t fast or athletic, at least in the traditional sense. But his intuition dictated the games. He only needed willing cutters—three-on-three afforded Jokic a surplus of space—and his teams rarely lost. Jokic played the conductor, using the rugged court as his personal laboratory. According to Pavkov, the no-look passes that now carve up NBA defenses began between the faded white lines, on the unforgiving rims, atop the crimson mesh court of those pickup games—a court situated in the shadow of the Sombor housing complex where Jokic’s parents raised their three boys.

Save for a few trees that provided minimal shade and primitive bleachers on both sides of the court, Jokic’s earliest court marked a humble and drab beginning to an improbable, astonishing journey.

With irreverence, wit, and guile, Jokic carved a path more unlikely than anyone ever knew. His story, from an obscure prospect to one of the all-time greats, hadn’t been told—until now.

Pavkov, like everyone interviewed in this book, could not have predicted the heights Jokic would reach. And it wasn’t until five years later, after Jokic signed his first professional contract with Mega Basket in Belgrade, that Pavkov noticed a small but significant change in his friend’s approach.

With his shoes tied, Jokic started to warm up. He even started to stretch.

“Everybody was shocked,” Pavkov said. “It was like, ‘What the fuck is this?’ From that moment, I knew he will succeed.”

Now, a few hundred yards in the distance but perfectly visible from center court, towers a sun-drenched mural of Jokic dribbling, plastered to the side of a school that he attended. In a childlike font with big bold letters, the mural proclaims: “Don’t be afraid to fail big.”





Chapter 1

Sombor

If those pickup games represented Jokic’s informal introduction to basketball, his official indoctrination was significantly more turbulent.

Jokic formally registered to play basketball in 2002, with a picture as rudimentary as a passport photo. Behind his sunken blue eyes, pale face, full cheeks, and overgrown haircut there was something mischievous about his seven-year-old gaze. It was as if he was already daring future opponents to doubt him based on his appearance.

That sense of confidence, of conviction in his abilities, would ultimately define him. Well before he was allowed to experiment, transforming the court into his own personal canvas, he had to reconcile with his conviction. His first coach, Gradimir Markovic, wasn’t interested in Jokic’s improvisational skills.

The demanding Gradimir oversaw the club, KK Sombor, and Nikola’s generation of mini-basket—a kid-friendly version of the sport. There were shorter quarters, shorter rims, looser whistles, and a mandate that all kids play. But during practices, Gradimir was strict and disciplined. Tasked with introducing kids to basketball, he was hard on them. There was no room for Jokic’s creativity to blossom. Even worse, it was frowned upon.

Gradimir’s insistence on training hard spotlighted Jokic’s lack of conditioning. As a kid, Jokic’s friends called him lazy. They said he was just as content watching a game as he was playing one. During practices, he couldn’t have been less interested in running hard, especially since the reward—freedom with the basketball in his hands—was discouraged.

What was the point?

Under Gradimir, there was no engendering a love of basketball. To Jokic it felt like work. And given his ubiquitous stubborn streak, Jokic wasn’t interested in participating on someone else’s terms. Until 2008, his creativity—and thus his eagerness to participate—was stymied.

The team’s success didn’t placate his discontent. One season, they won a youth Vojvodina championship. In another, they finished second. Their run included an unimpeachable year-and-a-half stretch where they never lost a game.

It was an exceedingly successful generation of Sombor basketball, with Jokic a fixture—but not yet a star—of the squad. Emotionally, he was still growing.

Around 2006 or 2007, during a team-building camp in Studenica, Jokic was miserable. He didn’t like his coach’s unapologetic approach, and he didn’t like being away from home. Tears flowed, and after a few days, he phoned his parents to pick him up.

Jokic was at a pivotal, tender stage of his development, at an intersection between pursuing basketball through adversity or leaving it altogether. The resistance he met wasn’t worth it.

* * *

Were it not for Isidor Rudic, Nikola Jokic likely would’ve given up basketball altogether.

At thirteen, Jokic was stubborn, disinterested in anything outside of the games themselves, and emotionally fragile. When Isidor got to him, Jokic had one foot out of the gym.

Behind Isidor’s stern appearance, with discerning eyes, an imposing beard, and an athletic build, was a thoughtful, considerate person.

Isidor couldn’t stand the way Jokic’s team was being developed. He didn’t like how regimented the environment was or how restrictive the playing style had become. By February 2009, he committed to assuming responsibilities for KK Sombor and would take over as soon as he returned from a ski trip.

But while Isidor was vacationing, Jokic waffled. He got kicked out of one practice and then another. By the third practice, Jokic, always a quick learner, predicted the pattern. He chose not to show up.

“When I came back, there was no Nikola,” Isidor said. “We needed to beg him to start again.”

According to Isidor, Jokic was gathering his own intel. Jokic had already endured multiple trying seasons, as his engagement and motivation waned. Having grown tired of the only real coach he’d ever known, Jokic wanted to know whether Isidor would be the head coach moving forward. He wanted to know if it was worth investing his time. Even as a teenager, he was discerning. He returned to the gym only after securing the assurances he was looking for.

“If you didn’t come back and coach the team, I wouldn’t be in basketball anymore,” Jokic told Isidor.

It was tenuous at first, but there was a bond. Though that bond strengthened over the four years Isidor coached Nikola, it was a relationship that took constant nurturing. Never once did Isidor take Jokic’s fragile commitment for granted.

“I had a fight even with him, to be honest,” Jokic said. “Not fight but argument.”

Having seen how close Nikola was to walking away, Isidor didn’t need any further reminder how delicate the situation was.

Just because he was there one day didn’t mean he’d be there the next.

That was because Jokic’s opinion of practice was tempestuous at best.

“All four years I had a battle with him over practice,” Isidor said.

The first point that Isidor addressed was the one that carried the most appeal with Jokic.

“I completely changed the way of training,” he said.

Isidor believed in encouraging the fluid, free-flowing offense that catered to Jokic’s strengths. He recognized his unique ball-handling skills for a player of his size and how quickly he processed the defense. Unlike Jokic’s first coach, Isidor empowered his playmaking. He wanted him to explore, to push boundaries, to probe defenses.

“He loved to play [whatever the defense] offered and not to follow the called play,” Isidor said.

It was the beginning of his improvisational streak. To go rogue, Jokic needed the ball in his hands.

As the in-bounder, it often was. Once Jokic passed to Igor, the team’s talented point guard, the defense would inevitably descend on the ball handler. Because of the way he looked, opposing coaches weren’t concerned about Jokic’s playmaking ability just yet. (More often than not, quality games were deemed lucky rather than anything significant.)

But as soon as Igor faced pressure, Jokic was the natural outlet. That, in Isidor’s estimation, was where his point-center skills began to coalesce.

“I was not able to see which one of them, Igor or Nikola, would be the better player,” Isidor admitted.

Even today, there’s still a healthy debate among the teammates over which player was more valuable at that time. A handful, perhaps in jest, sided with Igor.

Regardless, Jokic loved the change. Within Isidor’s style of play, he was engaged. And during his Pioneer and Cadet seasons—the levels of youth basketball Isidor coached Jokic—he had a talented team to complement him.

But he still hated practice.

Heading into the 2009 season, Isidor took meticulous notes about the team he was inheriting. Those notes revealed a distinct pattern about Jokic’s attendance habits. When a game approached on the schedule, Jokic appeared at practice. When there was a lull, he was more likely to be swimming in the river than anywhere near a gym. The games, and only the games, served as his motivation.

During one damning stretch, Jokic appeared in the three practices leading up to a game. With no games on the schedule, he skipped the following twelve practices.

“Especially when the season ended, he didn’t show up for practices the whole summer, or if he did, it was only a little bit,” Isidor said.

As had happened with Gradimir, the more intense the practices became, the less likely it was that Jokic attended. Jokic became attuned to Isidor’s practice routines. If he had to fake an injury to get out of a particularly rigorous practice, he would. But that presented another pitfall because Isidor didn’t want to push any player who was hurt, particularly one of Jokic’s size.

“There was always a problem when the conditioning practices were held,” Isidor said.

Isidor learned to scheme the schemer. When Jokic feigned an injury ahead of a difficult practice, Isidor quickly pivoted, turning the training session into five-on-five games. Inevitably, Jokic bit.

“Okay, it doesn’t hurt anymore,” Isidor recalled Nikola saying, resuming the constant tug-of-war between player and coach.

Isidor understood Jokic’s body well. Ahead of the 2009 season, he ran diagnostic tests on his players’ high jump, long jump, 20-meter dash, and sit-ups. Nikola was proficient in every discipline except the crunches.

“I was sure if I could get him to lose weight, he would be even better,” Isidor said.

Isidor was sensitive to Jokic’s size, whether injured or not, and didn’t make unreasonable conditioning requests. He also recognized how boring those practices were for teenagers. If he was going to optimize Jokic and deploy him as the team’s secondary playmaker, he needed him to lose weight. He introduced conditioning drills disguised as ball-handling drills to make the sessions more engaging. This new wrinkle worked. By the end, Jokic’s coordination was baffling.

“He could dribble with five balls at the same time,” Isidor said.

Nikola’s confidence was brimming. He was enjoying basketball on his terms. He found success playing his preferred style of basketball and couldn’t help but test his newfound power.

Whereas the rest of his teammates showed up for practices, even into the summer, Jokic neglected them. In his estimation, they were boring and unnecessary. Plus, if there were no games on the schedule, what was the point of practice?

Jokic’s rebellious streak mandated constant monitoring.

“Because Sombor is a small city, you see everybody in the streets,” Isidor said. “When I saw Nikola with his parents, I asked him why he wasn’t coming to practice. He said, ‘Why would I show up when I’m the best?’”





Chapter 2

First Love

Café Hilton is a laid-back, unpretentious bar with a relaxing, open-air patio nestled comfortably on a quiet block in Sombor.

It’s casual and cozy, like the rest of the quaint Serbian city. This wasn’t the place to party. Situated at the end of the block where the Jokics lived, however, it was probably the most consequential watering hole of Nikola’s career.

Without the profound soul-searching that took place here deep into many nights, Jokic’s story would have ended prematurely.

The unofficial team of advisors was Isidor, Nikola’s father, Branislav, and their horse trainer, Vlada, who happened to be Nikola’s best friend’s father. They all had some stake in his future. Together they were responsible for developing his love of basketball as an early teenager.

He just wasn’t interested in committing.

There were a few concurrent factors. While his two brothers pursued their own basketball careers, Nemanja in the U.S. and Strahinja in the highest Serbian league, Nikola’s parents poured all their energy and attention into raising their youngest. As a result, Nikola grew up a bit spoiled, according to Isidor. Watching his interest in basketball fluctuate, Branislav wondered whether their coddling was hampering him.

Branislav was a former basketball player himself. He saw the trajectory of his two older sons and felt Nikola had even more potential. The timing was fortuitous. Branislav was inching toward retirement and had time to invest in his youngest.

All the interested parties had to contend with his first love: horses. Nikola’s father and grandfather had worked with horses, and Nikola used to attend races with his dad growing up. Even as a child, Nikola was always at the stables.

Vlada, their horse trainer, took him to the racetrack often enough that some of the owners began to believe Nikola was actually Vlada’s son. He was obsessed. Jokic was often at his happiest around the stables, watching races and caring for the animals. His favorite was harness racing, where horses pulled a two-wheeled cart—a sulky—around the track.

“The late Jovan Ladjar, a giant in harness racing, was the first to put him on a sulky and hand him the reins,” Branislav said.

Naturally, Nikola’s morning routine revolved around the horses. There were two shifts: one early in the morning and one in the afternoon. Before heading to school, he’d go to the stables near their home to clean the stalls and tend to the horses.

“I was once summoned by his teacher, who asked me why Nikola ‘smelled,’” Branislav said. “I explained everything to her.”

During that time, the stables were dingy and “kinda smelly,” according to Nikola.

“Even if you take a shower or whatever, it kinda sticks to your skin, sticks to your hair,” he said of the scent his teacher was concerned about. “Some people like it, some people don’t.”

Back then, his first love was a horse named Fantastic Lobel. Nikola’s dad recognized his love and printed a picture of the horse, along with its name, on a shirt for his youngest son. Nikola called it his jersey.

“He constantly told me that he wanted to be a horseman,” Branislav said.

Nemanja, his best friend and Vlada’s son, said Nikola’s obsession defied explanation.

“You need to be born with that,” Nemanja said.

Nikola’s exuberance over horses allowed him to “disconnect,” as he said, and pour energy into his most beloved hobby. He was his happiest when he was around the horses. He loved the preparation and the training, the shoeing and the strategies. He savored talking to trainers and gossiping about the fastest horses outside of Sombor. Mostly he loved being with them, in nature, where he found it peaceful.

“The races are just like one minute,” he said.

He became obsessed with the entire operation.

Though several people around Nikola shared his devotion to horses, they were adamant it not come at the expense of basketball. They saw too much potential.

“For Nikola, horses were his love, but basketball was something that he needed to do,” Isidor said.

After numerous long nights, surrounded by dozens of discarded beer mugs, the Café Hilton crew reached a conclusion.

“I told him that because he was truly talented in that sport [the biggest, strongest, and best on the court], he should focus on basketball, earn money, and have as many horses as he wanted,” his dad said.

Nikola had his own ideas.

Practicing hoops—a game where he already excelled—wasn’t nearly as fun as drinking with his friends. Serbian culture didn’t encourage casual teenage drinking, but it didn’t frown on it either. Jokic, who loved dancing and built a deep catalog of Serbian songs in his head, was interested in socializing, just like the rest of his teammates.

Basketball practices were in the morning, so Jokic & Company had ample time to hang out and party at night. Isidor was savvy. He was on to their habits. Beginning in 2010, when Jokic was fifteen, Isidor roamed Sombor with a breathalyzer (which he still has) and often popped into the local bars unannounced. In Sombor, everyone knew everyone. If one of his players was carousing, there was no hiding from their coach.

“At the time in Serbia, when you’re like fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, you start drinking, and he didn’t allow us to drink,” Nikola said. “I think we respect him so much, and didn’t want to ruin that respect.”

The consequences were simple.

If caught once, they’d miss one week of practice. A second time yielded a month of no practice. If anyone was caught a third time, they’d be kicked off the team, future NBA champion or not.

“All of them stopped after the second time,” said Isidor, including Nikola.

At Café Hilton, every aspect of Nikola’s development was dissected, including the hurdles.

“He was teased a bit because of his ‘larger’ build, but he overcame it as he grew and felt more dominant on the court,” Branislav said.

After every practice they talked and analyzed his state of mind. While other parents drove Nikola home, Isidor and Branislav schemed to meet later that night. If Branislav picked Nikola up from practice himself, he’d drop him at home and then take the short walk down the block to the café for further discussion. If Nikola skipped practice altogether, as he often did, it prompted another meeting.

“Brana saw something in Nikola that he didn’t see in Nemanja and Strahinja,” Isidor said.

Branislav did his best to nurture that spark, even if it grated on his son. Nikola didn’t yet recognize it, but his talent needed unpacking.

“He had a tough nature, and I was a bit of a demanding dad because I always pushed him to train and play with full force, which often annoyed him,” Branislav said.

They all tried to convince Nikola to commit.

“The biggest problem at the time was that Nikola wasn’t interested in practice at all,” Isidor said. “We were spending days and nights to formulate a plan to get him to the gym.”

How can we push him without pushing him too hard? How can we make him comfortable so that practices aren’t such a chore? How can we contend with the horses?

When Nikola was sixteen, he walked away from basketball for four months.

“My dad went to talk to [Isidor and Vlada], and I was with Vlada, the horse trainer,” Nikola said. “In that time, that was my biggest [hobby]. I wanted to do just that. He starts, ‘Okay, when you gonna start going back to practice?’ . . . Now I think it’s funny.”

The group devised several coordinated schemes to motivate him.

When Nikola left his condominium, Isidor just happened to be there with his car and asked him about coming back to practice.

“We tried to make it look like it was spontaneous, but it wasn’t,” Isidor said.

Next, they took the equestrian route.

When Nikola was at the horse stable with Vlada, Isidor would get a call to spontaneously show up. This wasn’t bank-heist sophistication, though their schemes did indicate how hard they tried to get Nikola to reengage.

Their next ploy was the craftiest and struck at Nikola’s heart. Vlada’s sons played basketball, and he knew of Nikola’s fleeting interest toward practice. Vlada was at the intersection of Nikola’s two hobbies.

“Brana went to my father and said, ‘Come on, you need to help him get back to basketball and to make a condition, if he wants to do the horse thing, he needs to go back to basketball,’” Nemanja, Vlada’s son, said.

The horse thing.

Nemanja had gone to horse races as a kid, but his interest fizzled over time. He never questioned Nikola’s love and just accepted that the sport—chariot racing—resonated with his best friend.

“There’s more love for horse chariot racing as a sport than love for horses overall,” Nemanja said.

Nikola’s unofficial team leveraged that love. The Café Hilton group had established a foothold.

The late nights at the café tended to bleed beyond midnight, as the topic always revolved around Nikola’s mercurial motivation. There was no quick fix or easy solution. Nikola was stubborn.

“It was a process which lasted four years,” Isidor said.

How could they convince Nikola to prioritize basketball? Better yet, why did they care so much?

Branislav’s motivation was clear, but Isidor didn’t have time to invest like this in every kid. What differentiated Nikola?

“I noticed that he was becoming a leader even if he wasn’t the best player on the team,” he said. “But I didn’t see this big career coming.”

Jokic maintained he wasn’t ready to abandon the sport altogether even though he needed a break.

“I was not [that close to leaving entirely] because I still enjoyed playing outside, still enjoyed playing basketball,” he said. “I wouldn’t completely give it up because I really loved the sport, and I enjoyed the sport. I [thought I] will eventually come back at some point, but in that moment, I didn’t care about basketball.”

Jokic also wasn’t convinced his unofficial team—Branislav, Isidor, and Vlada—was totally fixated on motivating him.

“They say that, but I think it was just an excuse for drinking and having fun,” Nikola said.

* * *

Isidor’s teams practiced twice a day in the summer. In a curious twist of fate, the morning session was almost always at the hippodrome—the now-infamous track where Nikola owned and trained horses.

There Nikola followed one mandate. The horses were the priority; the team’s conditioning drills were not.

While his teammates ran the exposed dirt track on the outside of the ring, Nikola trained his horses on the inside.

The scene was preposterous. His teammates were incredulous.

During one morning session, Nemanja and his teammates pleaded with Nikola to train with them.

His fitness unlocked new levels to their potential. They needed him to run.

Nikola, stubborn and sarcastic, reminded his friends they held little jurisdiction over his actions. Jokic momentarily dropped his feet off the chariot he’d been driving and mimicked jogging with his teammates.

That was the best they were going to get. He did as he pleased.

The scene was a microcosm of his relationship with his teammates. They worked hard; he worked with horses. They ran in the summertime; he didn’t. They would’ve been justified in their frustration that Nikola continued to see playing time despite a shoddy practice record except that they all liked him. He was funny and unselfish. Of course, they all wanted to win and understood that Jokic facilitated that. That was the uneasy balance Isidor had to strike.

“If Nikola was thankful for something to me,” Isidor said, “it’s that I found a way to handle that.”

Isidor had other frustrations when it came to workouts at the hippodrome. The track was so long that he couldn’t police his guys’ effort like he wanted. When he yelled, his voice would trail off, message unsent. Occasionally he’d ride a bike around the track to enforce the summer workouts. One summer, parents were encouraged to come to the track to watch their kids train. Nikola’s mom, Beba, was in attendance.

She was the anchor of the family, according to Nebojsa Vagic, Nikola’s godfather. She was humble, smart, and down-to-earth, and her voice was often in the back of Nikola’s mind.

“She’s there to always show them where everything began,” Nebojsa said. “They know. They cannot forget. They weren’t born in a Rolls-Royce.”

Beba sensed Isidor’s frustration mounting at how little his team, and specifically her son, cared about the conditioning. She sought to reassure him.

What she said that day reverberated in Isidor’s head for more than a decade.

“She said, ‘Coach, why are you so mad? One day Nikola will go to the NBA and will buy this hippodrome.’”





Chapter 3

Growing Pains

Locally, Jokic’s legend was growing, but outside of Sombor, there was still healthy skepticism.

During the 2009–10 season, Nikola, now fourteen going on fifteen, and another teammate, Petar Potkonjak, were invited to Belgrade for a national team camp on the strength of Isidor’s recommendation. Both had succeeded at a regional camp and secured an invite to the more prestigious event. All the elite clubs and coaches would be there, mining the ranks for future talent.

The camp began at 7:30 in the morning, which required a 3:00 a.m. wake-up call in Sombor. It was early, but the exposure and opportunity were worth it. The group piled into a car and headed south to Belgrade. Because of the stakes, outside coaches and parents weren’t invited to the camp. There were prospects from Partizan and Red Star, the two most prominent clubs in Serbia, and others from smaller yet still noteworthy clubs like FMP and Hemofarm. Coaches from those clubs guided the prospects through one session in the morning and another in the afternoon.

By 5:30 p.m., Isidor was waiting in a car outside the gym, eager to hear how the day had gone. His guys had gotten the exposure they deserved.

When they reached the car, he was met with silence.

His first thought was that his two best players, in front of a national team audience, had gotten into it.

Had an argument upended their exposure?

Finally, they broke.

“Coach, we got up very early to be here, and we don’t know why we came,” they told him. “We won’t come to this kind of training session in Belgrade anymore. It’s better to train in Sombor.”

Petar revealed he’d played two minutes in a scrimmage. Nikola had gotten off the bench for just a minute and a half. The trip, bursting with potential, was a bust.

It wouldn’t be the last time Nikola was ignored.

Because of all the sessions at Café Hilton, Isidor was acutely aware of Nikola’s emotional state. When Jokic later attended—and completed—a ten-day basketball camp at Zlatibor as a teenager, there was reason to celebrate.

The last camp he’d been to, in Studenica, he’d been miserable and needed his parents to pick him up despite the hours of driving such a trip would entail. This time, with plenty of communication back home, at least he’d survived the camp.

At least one representative from Partizan, one of the two most storied clubs in Belgrade, was invited to evaluate Jokic at the Zlatibor camp. It could’ve been another seminal moment in Jokic’s career. The best club team in Serbia had come to see if he was worthy of a professional contract in the coming years.

Perched on a balcony overlooking the court, Partizan coach Goran Tadic peered over the railing and shared his unfiltered thoughts.

“You called me for this guy? I’m not even going to the court. We have many guys like this in Belgrade,” Isidor recalled Tadic saying.

Only a few years later, after Jokic established himself at Mega, the Belgrade-based club he’d eventually join at eighteen, Partizan representatives would stew over their mistake. They once had a chance at Jokic. And whiffed.

* * *

In 2010, Nikola’s entire team followed Isidor’s lead and transferred clubs to KK So Kos.

Nemanja, Nikola’s best friend, was practicing with their former club in the offseason but when Gradimir Markovic, the former-coach-turned-president, wouldn’t allow him to formally join, Isidor decided to uproot the entire team.

“I think he understands us, and that whole group of people look at him like a big brother, like someone who is not old, not young, but we heard stories about him,” Jokic said. “I think we had a huge respect for him as a group, and he really took care of us.”

The group had formed a special bond. Nikola didn’t have the gaudiest stat lines, and he rarely led the team in scoring. But his teammates loved to play with him. If they were open, he’d find them in space. Even during practices, his teammates loved to play with him because of his unselfishness and his competitiveness. It was relatively easy to tolerate his tardiness and truancy with practice. His easygoing nature and insistence on turning everything into a joke made it even easier.

No matter the sport—volleyball, soccer, Ping-Pong, or basketball—Nikola excelled. In every competitive setting, he wanted to win. The coordination he developed in each discipline seemed to pay dividends in all the others.

“He was born talented,” said Lonki, a teammate and friend since the second grade.

His talent, coupled with his mischievous streak, occasionally got him into trouble.

In practices—that is, when Jokic attended—Isidor insisted on honing fundamentals. During one three-on-none drill, the goal was to pass the ball with two hands on fifteen consecutive occasions. Nikola couldn’t help himself.

At the tenth pass, Jokic whipped a one-handed dish to a teammate. Isidor stopped practice and made them start over. The next round, Nikola did it again. Fed up, Nemanja remembered Isidor issuing an ultimatum.

“Whoever passes the ball with one hand is going to the locker room,” their coach said.

Whoosh.

The very next time Nikola touched the ball, he flung his signature one-handed pass. True to Isidor’s word, that was the end of Jokic’s practice.

Throughout their four years together, the longest amount of time he spent with any single coach prior to reaching the NBA, Isidor kicked Jokic out for his refusal to run, for dabbling with alcohol, and for testing the limits of Isidor’s authority. The passes that once got him booted from practice were the same ones that would later twist defenses into knots.

Jokic’s mounting legend may cloud Lonki’s memory, but his recollection of another game in 2011 was plausible nonetheless.

In his version of events, KK So Kos was slaughtering their opponent by forty points in the third quarter of a game in Futog. With the game already out of hand, Lonki remembered Nikola heading to the locker room midway through the quarter, changing clothes, and leaving the gym altogether. He and his father were headed to a horse race.

His skills were no longer needed in the gym.

Isidor recalled a less theatrical but equally comical version of events. They were scheduled for two consecutive games against Futog, to make the most of gym times and accommodate budgets. KK So Kos was the better team and, as such, traveled with a smaller roster. The first game, So Kos boat-raced their opponents, 114–61. With little to no reason to play, Jokic approached Isidor.

“I’m sorry, coach, but we are much better than these guys,” Jokic told him. “I’m going to the horse race.”

Horse races always took place on Sunday afternoons, while kids’ basketball games were scheduled for Sunday mornings.

“I even had to rush him to the racetrack during halftime to make sure he didn’t miss anything,” Branislav said.

Though there’s a box score to back up Isidor’s version of events, both iterations underscored an essential current in the Jokic formula. Without motivation, in other words, a competitive environment, Jokic wasn’t any more valuable than a benchwarmer. If a game wasn’t worth his time, he’d let everyone know. If he felt he played more than necessary in a blowout, there was a good chance he’d pick up a few cheap fouls and expedite his visit to the bench.

Jokic was always, unapologetically himself.

* * *

Nikola never looked like the rest of his teammates. He was taller than them, yes, but he was heavier too.

Poor eating habits didn’t help his size, nor did his aversion to practice. His frame contributed to the way he was perceived.

Nikola’s size played a factor in what opponents and talent evaluators thought of him. There was no avoiding the obvious: he didn’t look the part of a budding pro prospect. It affected how people judged him, and how he looked at himself.

Like any teenager, Nikola was self-conscious about his body, according to Isidor. His self-awareness began during the 2010–11 season, when his teammates had started to develop muscles and he was still chubby.

During that season, Jokic waited until he was the last one in the locker room. It was only after all of his teammates headed to the gym that he changed into his basketball gear.

Jokic was fifteen at the time. It’s not hard to imagine puberty, raging hormones, and body image creeping into his self-consciousness. Physically, he was a late bloomer.

Ahead of a home game that season, according to Isidor, one assistant coach crossed a line. As Jokic was getting dressed before a game, the coach began mocking his body and teasing him for his size.

“Boobs and bakery,” he told him. “Boobs and bakery.”

Jokic left the locker room and headed to the bench with tears welling in his eyes. When Isidor asked what happened, his blood curdled. He banned the coach from entering the locker room again and forbid him from interacting with Jokic.

“He’s a jerk,” Branislav said. “Because of that teasing, I took Nikola away from him. . . . Because of his thickness, he could tease him.”

The coach lived in the same building as the Jokics and would often see the family.

“I told him I would beat him if he continued with such nonsense,” Branislav said. “He would go to the media years later and boast that he was Nikola’s first coach. I told him, ‘Don’t mention my family in public.’”

The assistant, according to Isidor, took it a step further. He was a Partizan supporter, and after making fun of Jokic, was the one responsible for inviting the club to the camp at Zlatibor, where he’d been dismissed.

The coach tried to take credit for discovering Nikola, then tried to leverage his association with him with other players. In reality, he had hardly anything to do with Nikola’s development. He only served to impede it.

* * *

What the coach did was despicable, but Nikola’s frame did limit him on the court.

“All of that helped Nikola to try to do some other things with his type of body on offense and defense,” Isidor said.

It made him process the game differently. To pick up on an offense’s habits. To take calculated risks based off an opponent’s tendencies. To hunt for attainable advantages.

With Jokic at center, the team implemented a zone to try and mask his defensive limitations. Isidor knew he wasn’t agile. The scheme allowed him to defend, snatch rebounds and outlet in transition. In the zone, he, theoretically, had protection. But the application reinforced another essential quality of Nikola’s: his intelligence. As soon as Isidor explained the basics, Jokic was already asking pertinent questions.

Who rotates in this scenario? Whose responsibility is that swing pass?

While the rest of the team tried to grasp the basics of a zone defense, Jokic was already processing its nuances. Of course, as soon as Jokic snatched a rebound, everything was on the table. He might lead a fast break or heave a full-court pass. Or he might get caught between possessions.

“After he threw the ball, he would start running to the other half of the court,” Isidor said. “There were some times that we had already scored, and the other guys were running back on defense, while Nikola was still trying to run on offense.”

Nikola had legitimate limitations, but others were self-imposed. His stubborn streak, evident in his practice record and his insistence on throwing one-handed passes, translated to games too. If anyone cared to share their suggestions from the stands, there was a high likelihood he’d do the opposite to illustrate how little he cared what others thought.

If he was told to hustle, for example, he was apt to plant his feet on the offensive end and wait for the court to flip.

During one home game, Branislav levied some criticism at Nikola while he was at the free-throw line.

Shoot with a higher arc, he told him.

Jokic wasn’t interested in what suggestions his father had for him.

“He threw both free throws almost to the top of the hall,” Branislav said. “Since then, I’ve calmed down a bit.”

In a constant act of defiance, Jokic preferred to play on his own terms. So, he did.





Chapter 4

Taste of Success

Nikola’s generation of basketball players (1995) was excellent, and because the levels of Serbian basketball were broken down into two-year windows, every other season he was grouped with kids born in 1994. Despite being older, that group wasn’t as talented. Playing alongside the ’94 group was seen as a demotion.

During most of the 2010–11 season, Nikola played on the club’s developmental team.

“The reason why we transferred him to that group was to try and wake him up,” Isidor said.

Heading into the season’s final regional tournament, their head coach abandoned them, thinking that they wouldn’t be able to compete. Isidor, with Nikola engaged, took over the team and unexpectedly seized the title.

The next season, with Nikola on the first team, was even more fulfilling. KK So Kos buzzed through the regular season. They smacked Vojvodina Novi Sad (Nikola’s next club) by 50 points at home and 20 points on the road. They hadn’t lost a game all season as they approached the round-robin style Final Four of the Vojvodina regional championship.

There, again, was Vojvodina Novi Sad. In their third try, they finally bested KK So Kos. But because of the nature of the round-robin tournament, Nikola’s team survived. They won the 2012 Vojvodina regional title for Cadets.

“In that time, [Isidor] was the best we ever had,” said Nikola, who still considers Isidor a friend to this day. “He taught us some stuff and we played good. We were like a really good bond of guys together. . . . He understands us. It was I think the huge respect we had for him.”

The picture celebrating their championship run is eerie. Wide grins crept across a handful of the teenagers while a slight smile spread on Nikola’s face. In the back row, five of Nikola’s teammates clasped their hands behind their backs. Nikola, perhaps stubbornly, draped his left hand over his right in front of him.

While every single kid wore a medal for the shot, the light danced radiantly off of only one of them: Nikola’s.

It was a turning point in his career. Four year earlier, he’d all but quit. The practices and the requisite effort weren’t worth it. After that game, Nikola grasped something about his potential. He understood that if he took the game seriously, there was a career waiting for him in basketball. Maybe the NBA was still far-fetched and unreachable, and maybe he’d settle in Europe. But there was already enough evidence. He knew there was something worth chasing.

* * *

The Cadet championship was in April 2012, and Isidor still wanted to test his team heading into the summer.

KK So Kos didn’t have a senior-level team. He applied with the core of that Cadet team, along with a few older players, to compete in a summer league qualification series for promotion to the senior-level league.

The team traveled to Novi Sad and faced off against Slavija Novi Sad, whose team featured Dusan Domovic Bulut. The 6'3" guard was, at one time, the No. 1–ranked three-on-three player in the world according to FIBA and would later star in Ice Cube’s nascent Big 3 league.

Nikola was just seventeen at the time, ten years Bulut’s junior. The game was competitive but KK So Kos fell by two points. Afterward, Nikola was furious. He felt the refs robbed them. Bulut tried to console Jokic, conveying his newfound respect for him.

“Don’t be mad, shit happens,” Bulut told the rising star. It didn’t help. Nikola was still incensed.

Strahinja, Nikola’s hulking older brother, was in the stands for the game. So was Ljuba Anicic, the head coach for Vojvodina Novi Sad. Together they plotted Nikola’s next stop, reaching an agreement for him to continue his career at Novi Sad.

“My eldest son, Strahinja, who lived in Novi Sad after quitting basketball due to an injury, watched that tournament,” Branislav said. “He told me that Nikola must go ‘further,’ and that’s how he joined KK Vojvodina, and later Mega from Belgrade, and beyond.”

While Strahinja insisted, Nikola resisted.

“Nikola was crying,” Isidor said.

It had nothing to do with the stinging defeat. He wasn’t ready to move on from Isidor, from his teammates, from Sombor.

Branislav was against the move too. The Café Hilton group had made significant gains with Jokic in terms of his practice commitment. What’s more, the team was starting to gel. He was also concerned about Nikola, his youngest, leaving home and leading a professional lifestyle without his oversight.

“Nikola adored his two older brothers, who, because of basketball, had left home, one to Subotica [Strahinja] and the other to Vrsac [Nemanja],” Branislav said. “Nikola’s departure to Novi Sad, and later to KK Vojvodina, was not easy for my wife and me because, in previous years, we ran every weekend for our sons’ matches. We didn’t want the third one to leave home.”

For Branislav, there were too many unknowns.

“After one month or two in Novi Sad, he will come back to Sombor, and we will have lost him forever,” Branislav told Isidor.

Strahinja was bullish and unrelenting. He had Nikola’s career in mind. He wasn’t going to allow his youngest brother to falter.





Chapter 5

Novi Sad

Nikola never had much choice in the matter of leaving Sombor.

Strahinja, who already lived in Novi Sad, vowed to his family that he’d look after his youngest brother. He argued it was time for Nikola to become more mature and take some ownership over his career. He even rented Nikola an apartment and helped keep him fed from the bakery he owned. Almost all of Nikola’s breakfasts came from Strahinja’s place.

“They were actually really good,” Nikola said.

At the time, Nikola admitted he was a bit shy and, as the third child, somewhat spoiled. To have Strahinja look after him, employing his brand of oversight, meant Nikola had familial support, but that wasn’t the only factor.

“At that time, Nikola was afraid of Strahinja,” Isidor said.

As a kid, both Strahinja and Nemanja tried to toughen their youngest brother. Nikola relished being around them no matter the cost; they, in turn, took the liberty of terrorizing him.

Once, the three brothers were out fishing.

“They were doing something they weren’t supposed to do in my mind, when I was like fourteen or fifteen,” Nikola said. “I said, ‘I’m gonna tell Mom and Dad.’ Then my brother stood on my arms and like threw knives right around my head.”

Through tears and clenched eyes, Nikola vowed not to tell their parents about his brother’s indiscretions.

“Nowadays, that would be a problem,” Nikola said.

Back then, he conceded, it was strictly “brotherly love.”

The Jokic household could barely contain the three rambunctious boys. They used to play indoor basketball together, with a hoop mounted on the door. The teams were fairly lopsided: Strahinja and Nemanja versus a young Nikola.

“You can imagine what happened there,” Branislav said. “They beat him with no mercy.”

But Nikola cherished the time he had with his older brothers, even as they pounded him.

The games they’d play on that hoop were legendary.

“If I touched them, it’s a foul,” Nikola said. “And then, if they like, basically kill me, it’s nothing. And if I start crying, they didn’t want to play with me.”

Despite their double-digit age gap, Nikola savored being near his brothers. When they traveled around Serbia for basketball games, he was more than game to accompany them for a few days.

“I loved to spend time with them,” Nikola said.

If Strahinja was going to facilitate a transfer for his youngest brother, Nikola had no choice but to begrudgingly accept.

“Most of the guys from that team, if they were offered to go to Novi Sad Vojvodina, they would’ve accepted it happily, but Nikola wasn’t like that,” Isidor said. “He was not happy with that move.”

Strahinja had played on bigger clubs and understood the negative associations of strong, slow, and plodding.

According to Ljuba, the head coach at Vojvodina Novi Sad, Strahinja was deliberate about where Nikola would continue his career. To Strahinja, it was important that Novi Sad develop Nikola’s strengths rather than pigeonhole him as a back-to-the-basket center. Strahinja knew as well as anyone what Nikola was capable of.

It was also important that Novi Sad had a junior-level team, one where development was prioritized over results.

Ljuba was adamant that Jokic not split time between both levels. If the organization decided it was right for him to play on the senior circuit, which was discussed, Ljuba didn’t want him to return to the junior squad. He didn’t think any player should be receiving mixed messages. That idea, he said, stemmed from Aleksandar Nikolic, a legendary figure and one of the founding fathers in Serbia’s rich basketball history.

Ljuba’s point was the senior team played one game a week. The results mattered. Growing prospects wasn’t the priority. Besides, the coach of the senior team offered no guarantees that Jokic would play.

Instead, Ljuba elected to develop him as a leader of the junior squad. On the senior team, that level of empowerment, for a seventeen-year-old, wouldn’t have happened.

The organization couldn’t offer any money, so it was fortuitous that Strahinja oversaw Nikola’s accommodations.

The organization was so broke that Ljuba sometimes paid for gym time out of his own pocket. Other times they benefited because Ljuba’s mother worked at an elementary school, and he negotiated free gym usage with the school principal.

But Nikola needed Novi Sad, like Novi Sad needed him. Had he remained in Sombor as a junior prospect, one year before his eighteenth birthday, his professional prospects would have plummeted. There was a reasonable chance he would’ve remained undiscovered.

At the time, Novi Sad didn’t have the same reputation as the more established clubs like Red Star, Partizan, and Hemofarm, but they were respected. So was the league. At Hemofarm, Nikola Milutinov, now a staple on the Serbian national team, starred. At Mega, the next stop on Jokic’s basketball odyssey, future NBA guard Vasa Micic was blossoming into a feisty floor general. The gyms around the league were buzzing. Word had spread about the talent of that generation.

“He chose us,” Ljuba said.

Igor Kovacevic, then in management for Novi Sad, believed Nikola may have been just a month away from quitting basketball altogether. Upon arrival in the summer of 2012, he noticed no professional habits.

“He loved horses, hamburgers, and Coca-Cola,” Igor said.

One of his teammates, Marko Brankovic, said Jokic was a frequent visitor to a local pizza chain close to his apartment. The two hung out often there, watching EuroLeague games, guzzling Cokes, and playing Pro Evolution Soccer on PlayStation.

Despite a typical junk-food filled teenage diet, Jokic shocked coaches with his natural abilities. The team’s conditioning coach, Aleksandar Jovancevic, had a wrestling background and liked to train players in his gym without their shoes on. The padded, uneven surface was meant for combat sports, not necessarily training basketball players.

The first time Nikola walked in the gym, he had his high-top basketball shoes on with his trademark untied laces. He spotted a ball, walked over to it, and started juggling.

At first, he flicked the ball with one foot and then the other. He passed it up toward his arms, then his shoulders, and then his head. Aleksandar was watching—and counting—in amazement. On a foam mat, with untied shoes, an unknown, tall, chubby kid juggled it seventy consecutive times on a whim.

“In that environment, with those shoes, everything was unreal and I was fascinated with what I saw,” said Aleksandar, who’d trained thousands of athletes in his career.

It wasn’t natural for a guy as big as Jokic, with muscles as indiscernible as he had, to be as coordinated and smooth as he was. Aleksandar spent most of his time with the senior team and had few expectations when he volunteered, without pay, to train the junior squad too. What he saw in Jokic was stunning.

It had nothing to do with aesthetics. Perhaps other coaches wouldn’t have given him a second look had they fixated on his leisurely, relaxed disposition. Aleksandar noticed his motor skills were off the charts, his coordination with the ball astounding. Beneath the surface, his talent was undeniable.

“He was different,” Aleksandar said. “He wasn’t like the other guys.”

Aleksandar told the rest of the team to keep warming up, while he ran to the café to inform Novi Sad’s management of what he’d seen.

“People, we have something worth a million,” the trainer said.

Predrag, the team manager, was on holiday that summer when he got an excited call from Ljuba.

“Come to practice and see what I have found,” he told him.

There was no glossing over the way good things happened when possessions funneled through Jokic, or the way loose rebounds seemed to gravitate toward his hands.

“He was fascinating everybody,” said Aleksandar.

“Everybody saw,” Predrag said.





Chapter 6

Ljuba

Ljuba didn’t want Nikola playing both levels of competition for Novi Sad, but he did register that team for the Srpska Liga, a third-tier senior league in Serbia. That way, Nikola would get experience against older players without the pressure of having to win. It also allowed for two games per week, one on the junior circuit and the other against seasoned veterans.

“I saw him developing in that league and playing every week,” Ljuba said. “Each week it got easier for him against bigger and older guys. It was nice to watch how one little boy is dominating older guys.”

It didn’t matter the opponent. Nikola carved up the thirty-year-olds like he did the junior circuit.

What most impressed Ljuba about Nikola was his composure, especially in the Srpska Liga. Their team would travel to small, rowdy gyms and Nikola wouldn’t get rattled. In crunch time, in hostile environments, he consistently delivered. To Ljuba, that spoke volumes about his mental makeup, competitiveness, and gamesmanship.

In Nikola, Ljuba saw a big, coordinated body, with good dimensions and an uncanny feel for the game.

“He had slow legs because he was overweight,” Ljuba said. “But I saw that he had very long arms, and very fast hands. Also, he saw everything on the court. Maybe he wasn’t able to do everything on the court but he saw everything on the court.”

Aleksandar shared a theory with his athletes that there were limits, physically, to what they could do with their arms and legs, but that mentally, their creativity couldn’t be bound. In addition to his coordination, what distinguished Nikola was his mind. His processing speed masked his physical limitations. When he wasn’t able to jump as high for rebounds, he learned to tip the ball to himself instead, or read the trajectory of a miss faster than his opponents. He learned to compensate.

He was also determined. When Aleksandar introduced a particularly grueling exercise in practice, Nikola didn’t quit until he’d finished it. He and his teammates would do partner sit-ups, with their legs wrapped around their partner so gravity became an obstacle. They needed to finish fifteen to twenty of them, without falling. And since Nikola was paired with a fellow big man, falling, from a meter up, hurt. In one practice, Nikola kept struggling. And falling. Aleksandar proposed a different exercise. Nikola refused. Finally, he finished the drill.

“I was fascinated by him because he wasn’t ready to give up any time,” Aleksandar said. “He, all the time, continued to work. He refused to surrender.”

Igor noticed his zealous approach to defense. On one play, he’d strip the ball from an opponent’s top playmaker. On the next, he’d body-check someone else. As a seventeen-year-old, he said he was playing like a thirty-year-old EuroLeague player. Still, though his hands and timing were elite, his vertical limitations were obvious.

Offensively, Igor couldn’t compare him to anyone. His style was too unique. His influence in the attack was too entrenched. Igor mentioned Hakeem Olajuwon, whose post moves were deft yet teachable.

“With Nikola, it’s not like that,” he said.

He arrived at Novi Sad with a perfect shooting form, and Igor gushed. Even his misses were pretty.

Collectively, Novi Sad’s brain trust understood that he was unique and could be deployed in innumerable ways.

“I’m gonna tell the same story even if Michael Malone is here,” Igor said. “I really believe that if he went to any other coach, he wouldn’t play. He was lucky to go with Ljuba. . . . If there’s no Ljuba, Nikola’s not playing today.”

Ljuba fancied himself old-school. He’d grown up watching the former Yugoslavians of the 1970s and ’80s. In Jokic, he saw someone he’d seen before.

“When Nikola came, I saw he can play like Kresimir Cosic was at that time,” Ljuba said.

Cosic was Croatian-born, and at 6'11", broadened the boundaries of what a big man could do on the court. Cosic became famous for playing all five positions, for facilitating out of the high post, for serving as the fulcrum of an offense.

Predrag had grown up with the same Yugoslavian golden generation. Vlade Divac, Toni Kukoc, Drazen Petrovic, and Dino Radja all had an outsized influence on his basketball philosophy. After the six months Nikola spent in Novi Sad, Predrag remembered Ljuba predicting to newspapers what was on the horizon.

“He will
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