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However far the stream flows, it never forgets its source.


—NIGERIAN PROVERB


One minute of patience, ten years of peace.


—GREEK PROVERB

















PROLOGUE


Giannis Antetokounmpo and his family didn’t have much time. They had until sundown to get out of their apartment. They had fallen short on the rent. Again. They were being evicted. Again.


The landlord, in Sepolia, Athens, where Giannis and his family lived, had been barging into their apartment, telling them they had maybe a day, maybe two, to leave. But this time, the family wasn’t so lucky.


Veronica, Giannis’s mother, told him and his brothers to pack their things. Thanasis, the oldest of the four; Giannis; Kostas; and Alex, the youngest, didn’t ask any questions. They didn’t want to add to the burden. So they nodded, kept quiet, gathered their clothes.


But after packing all their belongings, Giannis and his brothers looked at each other, staring at their massive fridge in the kitchen, each thinking, What are we going to do with this? Charles, their father, looked around, trying to find something to leverage the fridge with.


Then Kostas, nine years old at the time, spotted a small skateboard. “Let’s put it on the skateboard!” he squealed. Giannis, twelve, and his father stared blankly at each other. What other option did they have? “Let’s give it a try,” Charles said. The three of them managed to hoist the fridge on top of the skateboard.


It seemed impossible, this giant fridge on a puny skateboard.


It looked ridiculous.


But Giannis held up one side, while Kostas and Charles held up the others, and they wheeled the fridge out the front door.


As a twelve-year-old, Giannis was already used to moving. Not knowing what would happen next. All he knew was that he couldn’t show fear. Couldn’t cry. His younger brothers depended on him, looked up to him. “He’d come up to us and explain to us why we were leaving,” Kostas recalls. Giannis was calm but stern when he spoke, even though he himself was just a kid. When he told his brothers everything would be OK, they believed him.


As they began wheeling the fridge down the road, Giannis reassured them that it would not break. They had about a mile to go, as they’d be staying at a friend’s house until they figured out where to live next.


They kept holding on to the fridge, praying it wouldn’t tip over. They didn’t care who was looking at them. Judging them. They wheeled and wheeled, pushed and pushed, as the hot sun beat down their backs. The fridge kept wobbling, threatening to topple over on the narrow sidewalk, especially when the skateboard grazed over loose stones on the uneven pavement.


They breathed a sigh of relief upon making it to the friend’s house. Their arms were sore, their hands stiff. The sky was dark. Standing in the elevator, fridge beside them, they couldn’t believe that little skateboard didn’t break.


* * *


Veronica remembers those nights in Greece. Remembers the uncertainty she felt, the strength she had to project. Her boys couldn’t know that she was worried. Scared. She never acted that way. Sometimes she’d leave the house at 11:00 p.m. to travel to places beyond Athens to sell trinkets on the street to make money to feed her children. She knew she had to provide for her boys. 


“You do what you need to do to survive. If you have children, you have to survive,” says Veronica, known to her friends as Vera. She and Charles had emigrated from Lagos, Nigeria, to Greece in 1991 in search of a better life.


She’s clutching a white wristband she wears every day that reads “God is here.” “God is good,” she says. “You have to be strong and never lose hope.” It is by the grace of God, she thinks, that she is sitting with Giannis in the nearly ten-thousand-square-foot mansion she now shares with him; Alex; and Giannis’s girlfriend, Mariah Riddlesprigger, in River Hills, an affluent community near Milwaukee.


Her son, now a six-foot-eleven NBA star and one of the best basketball players in the world, is making millions of dollars. Something that seemed unfathomable in Sepolia back when Veronica, Charles, Giannis, and his brothers would dress up in their Sunday best, wearing polished-up hand-me-down clothes, and flash wide smiles when meeting with prospective landlords, trying to fool them into believing that they were well off. Worthy.


Veronica won’t forget what that feels like. “You don’t change, because you know that some people still do not have. You do not take a step higher,” Veronica says. “We are still who we are.”


Rain settles on the slender trees surrounding the family’s brick Milwaukee home. Tall branches form a canopy over a narrow lane leading to the front door. The area is quiet. Tranquil. An elderly couple holds hands while walking their shih tzu in the middle of the road.


Mariah opens the door on this muggy June day in 2019. Mila, the family’s goldendoodle, jumps up and down, almost leaping outside onto the gold doormat stamped with a giant black A in the center. “Mila just wants to say hi,” Mariah says. Inside, there is a sign that says “Family” in cursive, as well as a print that reads “Turn your worries into prayer.”


Alex is downstairs in the basement, sitting on a couch in front of four flat-screen TVs. There’s a pool table, air hockey, foosball, table tennis. A popcorn machine and scattered basketballs and trophies. There are boxes still to unpack, as the family moved here just a few months back. They used to live downtown, near Fiserv Forum, where the Bucks play. They’ve moved five times since coming to the US in 2013, when Giannis was drafted fifteenth overall by the Bucks.


A lot has changed. Giannis preserves each change through black-framed photos. There’s a 2013 piece titled “American Dream” from a Greek magazine. “You see this in the seats every time you fly in and out of Greece,” Alex says, beaming. There’s his Esquire cover, his Sports Illustrated cover. There’s also a portrait of the outdoor court in Greece where the brothers used to play. “It’s a reminder: that’s where we started from,” Alex says.


Back then, when they barely had food to eat, Charles would go without eating a day or two when needed for the family to get by. “We’ve got to make the most of today,” Charles would often tell his boys. “Tomorrow is not promised.”


Giannis saw the way his father would sacrifice, so he began sacrificing too. Giannis would scramble to find one or two euros for a yogurt or croissant, pretend that he had eaten, and give the food to his younger brothers. He’d go to sleep with his stomach rumbling, trying to forget that he was hungry but satisfied that he was helping the family.


They were evicted more times than they can remember. “A lot,” Alex says, trying to recall a number, then repeats himself: “A lot.” Kostas remembers three times clearly, then “a couple times before that” less clearly. The years blend, fold into each other, fracture into memories where only feeling remains.


Alex remembers the feeling of panic, of time shrinking, when the landlord would rush into their place, shouting at them to leave. He remembers arguments, the back-and-forth about payments, with his parents pleading, “We just need more time. Please. Just a little bit more time.”


* * *


Giannis often thinks of those days now that he will never have to worry about finding shelter, finding food.


And neither will Alex.


Giannis is keenly conscious of the fact that Alex, living in America and attending private school, came of age in a very different environment from the one he experienced at the same age. “It’s hard to be motivated when you have everything. When your life is good,” Giannis says. “I didn’t have a choice. I had to be motivated.”


It is still in the back of Giannis’s mind: Not having. Moving. Sacrificing. Maybe it always will be.


“What drives Giannis so much is that he’s afraid that at any moment somebody could take it all away,” says Josh Oppenheimer, Bucks assistant coach and close friend. “And I think that’s why he works so hard.”


That’s apparent as Giannis stands on the court in Milwaukee’s downtown practice facility on this June afternoon. His eyes narrow. He’s not smiling. He rarely is when he’s here. He approaches basketball as if he is still the child in Sepolia, waving sunglasses in the air on the street, hoping someone will buy from him.


So he doesn’t take off possessions. Doesn’t rest much. Has to be told to take breaks, has to be removed from the gym. He operates like he is one poor outing away from being cut. 


“Our work ethic comes from what we’ve been through,” Giannis says. 


Which is why he can’t tolerate the lackadaisical manner in which then-seventeen-year-old Alex, one of the top prospects in the area, is practicing one afternoon. Alex is wearing a “God is here” wristband, identical to his mother’s; he considers it sacred because she blessed it with holy water and prayed over it. He is jogging, not sprinting, as he knows Giannis would have preferred.


Alex starts dribbling. His legs turn into scissors as he slices a basketball between them, showing off his seven-foot, two-inch wingspan. He is six feet seven and crafty. Building speed. Probably because he knows Giannis is watching.


He yearns to impress Giannis, and Giannis in turn sees in him a younger version of himself. A slimmer version of himself. Alex starts toward the hoop from the three-point line and softly lays the ball in. Too softly. Giannis’s shoulders stiffen. There’s a sense of urgency. There always is when he watches Alex, the one he nurtures, protects, and mentors, almost like a father would. “I get more nervous going to watch Alex play in a high school game than playing in the Eastern Conference Finals,” Giannis says, his head tilting, tracking the flight of Alex’s next jumper.


When the two are together, the court is a cocoon. A place just for them. A place where they do not have to think about grief or pressure or money or failure.


We just need more time.


When Giannis speaks to Alex, most often in Greek, he is blunt but empathetic. Intense but warm. Sure of the plan he’s created for his brothers since they lived in Sepolia. Giannis assures Alex that if he works hard, if he gives everything, he can get to the NBA, just as Thanasis (Bucks) and Kostas (Lakers) did. And not just get there but star there. “I definitely think Alex can be better than me,” Giannis says.


Having all his brothers make the NBA is Giannis’s biggest motivation, besides winning an NBA championship for Milwaukee and a gold medal for the Greek national team. “It’s crazy. It seems like a dream,” Kostas says, given that a decade ago, he says, “we didn’t even play basketball.”


Giannis is trying to teach all his brothers, but particularly Alex, discipline and focus—to not get distracted by anyone or anything outside the cocoon. “It’s just me,” Giannis says, pointing to his chest, “and you.” He points to Alex’s chest. “Nobody else. Just me and you.”


He often reminds Alex where they’ve been. Those dark nights. Those uncertain nights. Giannis tells Alex what it feels like to play in front of twenty thousand people screaming insults, trying to get in his head: he knows his brother might soon face the same.


“Lock that shit out!” Giannis says. “It’s just me and you.”


Alex nods. He knows his brother has pure intentions. Nobody pushes Alex harder than Giannis. Nobody cheers louder for Alex than Giannis. “Just trust me,” Giannis often tells him. “I’ve been in your shoes. You got this.”


The time together is for Giannis’s sake too. After the two work out, the sharp parts of Giannis soften. He and Alex laugh and laugh. Share the same hearty, cheesy laugh too—the kind that starts in the belly and ends in tears.


Sometimes Giannis looks at Alex and glows. Full of pride, full of love. And fear. He wants to protect Alex from the things he’s been through. It’s a long list. He wants Alex to understand that he will fail at times, but he must always keep moving ahead. He wants to teach him to not care what people think. To choose friends wisely. To avoid social media. To take care of his body. To drink more water, less lemon-lime Gatorade. To be fundamentally sound. To cry when he needs to. To respect the game. To respect himself. To uplift their mother—always.














CHAPTER 1


HUNGER


Giannis was six years old when he started selling items on the street to help his family. He’d go with Thanasis and his mother. They’d find items for cheap, maybe one or two euros, in poorer neighborhoods and then sell them for more, maybe three or four euros, in better, more suburban neighborhoods.


They’d travel to beaches, especially upscale ones such as Alimos Beach, to pitch their goods, hoping the wealthy visitors would buy something. Giannis would hold Veronica’s hand, dangling an item in the air, hoping someone would find his adorable puffy cheeks endearing, his big sweet smile inviting.


Giannis didn’t understand what they were doing at first. What was really happening. How deeply they were suffering. But he knew things weren’t good. He knew he was hungry. He’d see their pantry, their fridge, bare. Some days they didn’t sell enough to have a meal until late into the night. He saw that being here, convincing someone to buy something from them, was a matter of eating or not eating. Surviving or not surviving.


And he saw the way his mother never slumped her shoulders, never lowered her chin. She kept faith even when she didn’t feel like she could keep going. Even when it didn’t seem possible that she would be able to feed her boys, her husband. “God is good,” she’d remind them. She sold whatever she could find: sunglasses, DVDs, knockoff purses, watches, toys, clothes, beauty products. “Anything,” Veronica says.


Once little Alex was born, she’d take him on trips closer to home, waking up early for the Laikh Market in Sepolia on Wednesdays. The Laikh was an open-air market in the center of town with a bunch of stands. It had everything: produce, herbs, tea, yogurt. Migrants would sell trinkets off to the side, oftentimes not having legal permits to sell goods there.


In later years, Veronica traveled farther and farther to hawk her wares. She didn’t want to leave Alex for extended periods of time, so he became her close companion. “I traveled out of Athens, traveled for three days,” Veronica says. “I couldn’t be by myself. That is my baby.”


Veronica didn’t want this life, to stand on the street corner for hours on end. But her options were limited. As a Black migrant, she struggled to find other steady work, especially in the years following the financial crisis of 2008. It was the worst economic downturn since the 1930s. Banks failed. Stocks cratered. Europe fell into a steep recession.


Jobs, especially the ones Charles and Veronica and other migrants were searching for, were scarce. Even Greek citizens couldn’t find work. About 21.5 million citizens of the European Union were out of work, and as many as two-fifths of Greek youths were unemployed. Many lost their homes, lost family members to sickness, and were unable to afford medical expenses, let alone rent in the already-crowded housing districts.


It was hard enough for white Greek citizens to survive, but for a migrant woman from Nigeria? Difficult beyond measure. Though she raised her kids in Greece, walked the sidewalks in Greece, and went to church in Greece, she was not considered Greek. To many Greeks, she simply was a Black woman raising Black children. They didn’t respect her employment history, her accomplishments from back home in Nigeria.


“When I was in Nigeria, I’ve been a secretary, I’ve worked in offices. I walked in very big places, but when you go to Greece, they don’t recognize,” Veronica says. “They don’t want that.”


* * *


Back in early 1991, Charles and Veronica were living in Lagos, Nigeria, with their eldest son, Francis, who was born in 1988. They were trying to figure out where to go. What to do. The country was growing more unstable by the day. Nigeria had endured six coups and three presidential assassinations since its independence in 1960, as well as the 1967–1970 Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafra war, which had claimed the lives of an estimated one to three million people.


The Nigerian economy had plummeted by the late 1980s. The country prided itself on its oil, with oil accounting for 95 percent of Nigeria’s exports. But when energy prices and oil revenues crashed, the country found itself with $21 billion in foreign debt. And by the time General Ibrahim Babangida had taken power in a coup in 1985, Nigeria was, as a Ministry of Finance report at the time put it, “on the verge of external bankruptcy.”


Charles, from the Yoruba tribe, and Veronica, from the Igbo tribe, felt more and more uncertain about a future there. It seemed impossible to find work. Veronica always loved to sing and was even a background singer for an album recorded in Nigeria, singing traditional songs with a few in English. She loved Whitney Houston, Celine Dion, and reggae too, but there didn’t seem to be much opportunity in Nigeria. Charles was a talented soccer player who played professionally in Nigeria. He had natural speed, athleticism, and mental toughness, but opportunities were dwindling in sports as well.


It was difficult, staring down the unknown. Contemplating leaving for someplace where neither knew anyone. Neither knew what to expect. Nigeria was home. But in the summer of ’91, they took a leap of faith, setting off for Germany. Francis remained in Nigeria, in the care of his grandparents.


Charles had the opportunity to play professional soccer in Germany, and that’s where the two thought they’d stay. Greece wasn’t originally part of the plan. But when the family arrived in Germany, Charles suffered a career-ending injury. They didn’t think there would be an opportunity to stay, as two Black migrants, so they were on the move.


Again.


They decided to go to Greece, a destination that many migrants either passed through for more prosperous destinations in Europe or stayed to see if they might be granted asylum. It was there in Greece, in Sepolia, a city north of the center of Athens, where Veronica gave birth to Thanasis, whose full name is Athanasios, in 1992. Thanasis’s name was inspired by Charles’s love of the Greek word for immortality: Athanasia (αθανασία). Giannis was born in ’94, Kostas (Konstantinos) in ’97, and Alex (Alexandros) in ’01. Four Black children in a predominantly white country.


“We’ve always been outsiders,” Alex says.


Veronica and Charles gave them Greek first names to help them assimilate into their adopted country, given that they, as well as their parents, were considered illegal immigrants. Unlike in America, there is no birthright citizenship; being born in Greece does not automatically confer citizenship.


But the meaning of their African name is something they continued to hold dear: Adetokunbo means “crown that came from faraway seas” in Charles’s Yoruba tongue (ade means “king”). Giannis’s middle name, Ugo, means “the crown of God” in Veronica’s Igbo tongue. 


Sepolia was a crowded, bustling place, predominantly occupied by immigrants. Not just African immigrants but Albanians, Pakistanis, Afghans, Bangladeshis—all trying to find shelter, find work. Like Charles and Veronica, many had emigrated in hopes of starting over. They soon found there was little opportunity to do so.


“They were staying there because the rents are low,” says Notis A. Mitarachi, Greece’s minister of migration and asylum, “and because they can exercise their occupation—most of them are street merchants—in the same area and the neighboring streets.”


The dense neighborhood was full of midrise apartment buildings, some stacked five or six stories high, with open balconies on each floor. The Metro Line 1 train (the “electric train” or ilektriko) ran in a stone-clad open cut in the street, a level below the adjacent sidewalk.


There were many small cafés and coffee shops but fewer green spaces and sports facilities than in other areas of the capital. Parking was tight, especially for bigger cars, because the area was so dense. Housing was difficult to secure without citizenship papers because one needed a tax number, which is provided only to those with legal status or asylum applicants. But everything was in walking distance, Alex remembers. “Everybody knows each other,” he says. “Everybody was just close.”


Veronica mostly babysat and cleaned homes. At one point, she worked as a cleaner at the train station in Sepolia. She’d get home aching, tired. But she remained upbeat. She kept working. “It’s on me. I’m the mom,” Veronica says. “I will give my kids everything. I have to work.”


Charles became a handyman of sorts, an electrician at one point. Alex remembers him working as a valet at another point, constantly battling periods of unemployment.


Giannis saw how his parents would stiffen after a long day’s work, try to mask their pain. “We saw them work every day to provide for us,” Giannis says. He’d watch his dad sit at the table, not eating. Trying to smile through it. Charles would always tell the kids, “Don’t worry about it. I’m not eating. I have to make sure my kids eat.”


And then they’d be told they had to leave. They’d gather their things again. On to the next place, a place that was just as cramped. They typically had just enough money to keep the lights on, but sometimes the family was forced to make difficult choices.


“Giannis told me that his mother had to sell her wedding ring just to have them have food,” says Michael Carter-Williams, close friend and former Bucks teammate from 2015 to 2016. “He really came from nothing.”


* * *


Giannis learned to be a persuasive street vendor. He knew how to turn on his charm—how to get people to like him, to buy something from him. He learned that from his mom. She didn’t want him to go with her at first, but he would insist: “No, I’m coming with you.”


He was stubborn, convincing people that they needed items they hadn’t considered essential. He’d keep asking question after question. He felt he was the best salesman in the family, besides his mom, of course. He wouldn’t give up, peppering prospective buyers with questions.


“You want this glass,” he’d say.


“No.”


“Oh, they’re really nice; they’re going to help you do this.”


“Ah, no. We good.”


“But why?”


He was persistent, refusing to take no for an answer. He didn’t have a choice. His family needed him. Sometimes Giannis would be sitting on a bench by himself. He looked lonely, introspective. Sometimes people would leave food items, clothes, even money, for him to buy something. But most of the time, he was with his family. At first they worked close to their neighborhood. Later they would travel together for extended periods, sometimes seven days in a row, maybe two weeks in a row, to other areas, mainly suburban areas, all over Greece.


They’d drive for five hours, ten hours, during summers. Giannis would look out the window, see areas he had never heard of. Then they’d spot a beach. For an afternoon, they’d sit on the sand under the sun. Just get to relax for a few hours. Not worry about money for a few hours. Feel their toes in the sand, jump into the cool blue water. They swam and laughed, and the water glittered a deep blue green. They were able to have fun. Let go.


Then they’d go to the next village, sell, sleep. Travel, sell, sleep. Miles and miles away. Travel, sell, sleep. But even through these struggles, they found joy.


They always found joy in each other.


* * *


Giannis wanted to be a professional soccer player at age eleven, just like one of his idols, Thierry Henry, the legendary French striker. Giannis also wanted to emulate his dad. Dribble like him. Score like him. Move like him. Giannis was as focused, as intense, as his dad was, approaching pickup games as if they were real matches.


That’s how Charles operated. He would teach the kids about maximizing time, maximizing every minute. “Make sure what you give your time to is worth it,” Charles would tell them. “You shouldn’t wait one more day than what’s necessary. If you could accomplish something today, why wait until tomorrow? Go get it today!”


Charles pushed the brothers into sports not just because of his own career but because he wanted them to avoid drugs and other negative influences. Charles had his own soccer career cut short by injury, but Giannis was determined to have a different outcome. Charles had hoped so too. “I’m pretty sure he was hoping we’d all become soccer players,” Alex says.


He’d tell them physical injuries were part of competing. Part of giving your everything on the field. “Take care of your body,” he would tell them. One day, Thanasis bruised his finger on the field and didn’t know what to do. Charles came with a hot towel, massaged the spot over and over, the finger, the hand, until the swelling went down. He used juju medicine, a traditional West African spiritual practice that involves amulets and spells. “Don’t worry,” Charles told Thanasis. “It’s happened to me too.”


But the boys were kicked off their first soccer team because the coaches said they were too skinny and didn’t have enough muscles—or skills—to play. But they kept playing on their own, challenging each other.


The only time they weren’t playing soccer was when they were playing Ping-Pong. Games were intense. Each brother out for blood. Or they’d be running relay races at a nearby track, timing each other to see who would win.


But Giannis still loved soccer. He started dreaming. Hoping he could make it big. He found the sport to be exciting. Fast paced. After school, he and his brothers would head to a small field close to home and play. On the weekends, sometimes Charles would come along. Charles was in his forties at the time, but he was still tall and athletic. Fast. The family would spot some eighteen-year-olds playing and ask them to play pickup. “They’d be like, ‘Man, these kids are scoring on us!’” Kostas says. “We’d kill them.”


Sometimes even Veronica would play, filling in at goalie. Giannis and Thanasis were strikers. Kostas played defense and midfield. Alex was too young to take it seriously enough to have a position, but he’d come with them to the field, trailing behind. “We were all really good,” Kostas says.


The men and women in the earlier generations of the family were all tall, long, and athletic, as was Veronica. Track was her sport. She loved running. Loved competing. Her favorite events were the high jump, the long jump, and the two-hundred-meter sprint. She and Kostas used to play-fight when they’d get mad at each other, and he could see why she was so competitive in sports back then. “She’s strong as hell,” Kostas says, laughing.


Charles and Veronica wanted their kids to exhibit good sportsmanship. But also to be competitive. They’d have competitions to see which boy could clean up his room or complete chores the best, and Giannis would often win—he always took it seriously. They taught their boys to show respect to others. Especially to their elders and to family, referencing the common Nigerian proverb “If you love your father, if you love your mother, you’ll live long.”


Giannis remembered his dad teaching him about Nelson Mandela and the things that he could learn from such a selfless person who’d sacrificed his own well-being for the good of other people. That left a lasting impression on Giannis. He saw that his own dad modeled those characteristics too. Saw how, if Charles made a big bowl of spaghetti for the family that was to last the whole day, he barely ate any, instead waiting for his boys to eat.


Charles was Giannis’s role model. He seemed to always have a smile on his face despite enormous pressures at home. He always said “Hello” and “How are you?” to strangers. You would never know he was suffering. On the brink of not making it. “He was a kind soul,” Veronica says. “Very kind. Very kind husband, very kind daddy. Very kind human being.”


Veronica smiles, thinking of the biggest lesson he taught the kids: “He teach them how to love,” she says.


The boys knew they were loved. But they also kept praying, believing that God was watching them. Looking out for them. They prayed for some kind of relief. For the day when Veronica did not have to come home from a long day of selling, back aching, mind racing, figuring out how to find the next meal.


* * *


They found refuge in Agios Meletios Church, a beautiful Greek Orthodox church in Sepolia. The church, built in 1872, was a simple structure with narrow roundheaded windows trimmed in a burnt-sienna tone. Inside was a tall space with arched openings and elaborate chandeliers, with ecclesiastical icons high on the archway piers. The place was dim, smelling of beeswax candles and incense.


The Antetokounmpos were one of the few Black families, standing out among the congregation, but they would go to services often, with the boys attending Sunday school. They developed a close relationship with Father Evangelos Ganas. All the boys would be baptized there, Giannis and Alex in 2012 on a special day in Greece: October 28, which is Oxi Day, commemorating October 28, 1940, when former Greek prime minister Ioannis Metaxas denied Italian dictator Benito Mussolini’s request to allow Italian troops to cross the border into Greece.


Sometimes church leaders gave the family food and other items, helping out when they could. Ganas accepted the boys as they were: Greek children who were also Black. He remembers Giannis’s eyes: always looking around, always curious. A little bit shy but always polite. His spirit just seemed buoyed—and Ganas knew Giannis had every reason to feel defeated. He saw innocence and hope in all the brothers, and in Veronica a kindhearted person trying her best.


Within the walls of the church, the Antetokounmpos were insulated, at least for a few hours, from the burdens of life on the outside. They made friends, too, with neighbors. Neighbors who saw how well mannered the boys were, how humble.


Ganas remembers these moments fondly, but he doesn’t ask for any credit for helping Giannis. Giving him food. Lending an ear. It was not nearly enough to feed four boys, he insists, but it helped. Over the years, local Greek journalists have posited him as the “Greek Priest Who Saved Giannis.” That label bothers Ganas. He rejects it. “I have not saved anyone. Only Christ saves,” Ganas says. “I love Giannis and his family, and the fact that he was raised in our neighborhood and was baptized in our parish and has pleasant memories from Sepolia makes me happy.”


Ganas still thinks about Giannis often. “I still pray for him,” he says.


His mind returns to Giannis’s eyes. Those innocent eyes. Praying, never expecting. Asking, never taking. Just trying to survive.


* * *


Spiros Velliniatis swears he heard God talking to him. Moving him. Steering him toward three young Black boys running around. He didn’t yet know their names, Giannis, Kostas, and Alex (Thanasis wasn’t there that day), or that they were future basketball stars. They were just kids playing tag. But Velliniatis, a local coach in Athens, looked closer at thirteen-year-old Giannis, and he felt something, he recalls. Something divine.


This is not possible, he thought to himself. God is talking to me.


What he saw was Giannis’s long limbs, his Gumby-like arms. What he noticed was that Giannis never seemed to tire, running, running, running. He was just having fun, but there seemed to be a seriousness about him, a focus to him.


All my life, I am trying to find this.


Velliniatis likened seeing a young Giannis to stumbling on a young Mozart, even though that sounds absurd. It was absurd. Giannis hadn’t yet grown into his body, let alone morphed into a basketball prodigy or genius. When Velliniatis speaks, he tends to embellish, as if he were reliving the story rather than merely presenting it. He is a storyteller at heart, and this is a great one: failed coach discovers impoverished kid who transcends poverty to become a global basketball icon.


Velliniatis walked over to the boys. “Where are you from?” he asked Giannis, who seemed quiet, shy.


“Nigeria,” Velliniatis remembers Giannis telling him.


“Do you do any sports?”


“No.”


“What jobs do your parents do?”


“My mom takes care of people. My dad is working in a garage.”


Velliniatis sensed that the boys’ parents did not have stable work. He knew there was little opportunity for Black people in Sepolia. “If I find work for your parents—it would be five hundred euros a month—will you play basketball for me?”


Giannis paused. Looked at his brothers. They fell silent, confused by what they were hearing. Who is this man? What does he want from us? After a few minutes, though, and with some hesitation, Giannis half-heartedly agreed, and Velliniatis told him to bring his parents to the playground so they could have a conversation.


“In this moment,” Velliniatis says, “Giannis made the decision of his lifetime.”


Velliniatis thought this moment was some kind of cosmic miracle. Some kind of sign from above after years of his own tumult, of failure. His own hoop dreams had fallen apart. He wanted to play in the NBA but didn’t make it. As he recalls, he felt unloved after a woman he loved broke his heart and left him in his youth. He felt aimless, just floating. No dreams, no plans. Nowhere to go.


OK, life is like this. You tried your best. You didn’t make it.


But finding Giannis felt like a new beginning to him. He saw something special in Giannis.


God is talking to me.


Velliniatis’s story sounds amazing. It is amazing. But few genuinely thought Giannis was amazing back then. Giannis was scrawny, thin as a rail, and helpless on the court: he committed travel violation after travel violation with the ball.


And the way Velliniatis has framed his relationship with Giannis in recent years has caused a rift with the family, a rift that continues to widen. They do not speak nowadays. Velliniatis professes to be hurt, feels like he is owed something, some compensation—“seven percent,” he mentions specifically—since he gave the family money, food, opportunity, hope. Something when they had nothing.


And he did “discover” Giannis, after all. Handed Giannis an orange leather ball and said, “Why don’t you try it? See if you like it?”


* * *


Velliniatis was drawn to Giannis in some way because he himself felt like an outsider all his life. Velliniatis was from a “mixed background,” as he puts it, half Greek and half German, growing up in Greece. “It was a difficult way to grow up, not fitting in to either society,” he says. 


He felt a certain connection to the immigrant community. Connected to their plight, somehow, even though he was white and they were Black—and he never faced, and would never know what it felt like to face, the kind of discrimination and inequities they did. Still, in hopes of helping them gain access to Greek clubs, he continued to find talented Black migrants, including Michalis Afolanio, who would go on to become the first African Greek to ever speak before the Hellenic parliament, as well as Greek rapper MC Yinka, whose real name is Emmanuel Olayinka Afolayan.


“We were the first generation, the children of immigrants. The first Afro-Greeks,” says Afolayan, who was born in 1981 in Greece to Nigerian parents who had migrated in the ’70s. He lived most of his life without papers. Afolayan loved basketball but didn’t have many opportunities to play. He made friends, including Thanasis (Thanasis would come over to his home in Attika Square to hang out with Afolayan’s younger sister, Victoria), and felt accepted, especially since he quickly learned Greek. But classmates lobbed racist slurs at him as well.


“The way they treated immigrants was a bit fucked up,” Afolayan says. “Being Afro-Greek in the eighties, I was like an alien.”


Velliniatis mentored him and helped him play for his team, Pegasus United, in Kato Patisia. “Spiros saw that the African community has talented people, and maybe he admired them,” Afolayan says. “He wanted to help because there was a lot of wasted talent, people that didn’t have access to certain rights.” Meaning they could not get citizenship and therefore, in some cases, could not join sports teams. Greek law at the time prohibited undocumented immigrants over the age of fifteen from playing organized sports without a sponsor, according to Velliniatis. “We were not people, in this society,” Afolayan says.


Velliniatis became a respected coach in Athens, known for bringing in top-tier talent from poor neighborhoods. “He was trying to find diamonds in the rough,” says Harris Stavrou, a Greek sports journalist. Diamonds that wanted to be coached. “His main job was to find playground talents,” says Stefanos Dedas, a Greek coach who now coaches Hapoel Holon in Israel. “Not skilled guys, not talented guys, not shooters. Physical guys. Maybe taller, maybe longer.”


Velliniatis joined Filathlitikos B.C., a club in the city of Zografou, becoming coach Takis Zivas’s assistant. Zivas needed talent—quickly. Filathlitikos wasn’t exactly a small club or a big club. It was, however, a mediocre club. In need of something unexpected.


So when Velliniatis found Giannis and his brothers on the playground in Sepolia, he thought, I’m going to help them. He was excited, thinking how the brothers could potentially bring Filathlitikos out of mediocrity.


Problem was, Giannis didn’t want anything to do with basketball. He hated it.


* * *


Giannis’s heart was still in soccer, given that his dad was such a fantastic player. The thirteen-year-old still wanted to somehow turn pro in soccer. He had zero interest in basketball. Though basketball seemed like it could help pay the bills—given Velliniatis and the club’s offer—he couldn’t see dedicating himself fully to the sport, focusing on the more immediate task of street-corner salesmanship.


Velliniatis pleaded. He wouldn’t give up. “Give it a chance,” Velliniatis remembers telling Giannis. “For your family.”


Family was the only reason Giannis was open to listening to this strange man who wouldn’t leave him and his brothers alone. Giannis wanted to be just like Thanasis, so when basketball meant hanging out with Thanasis more, Giannis decided to give it a try. Velliniatis made a deal: try it out for fun, play for one month, and the team, Filathlitikos, would help out financially.


Thanasis loved basketball, but Giannis kept pleading with his older brother to play soccer with him. Still, Giannis couldn’t pass up the money. They needed to eat.


There were a couple of problems, though.


First, the club was farther away, in a completely different neighborhood. Zografou, where the gym is located, was ten miles away. They’d have to leave school, walk twenty minutes to the train station, hop on a train, then hop on another train, the Metro Line 2 (the Red Line), then walk twenty minutes, then hop on bus 230, just to get to their team’s gym for practice. It was about a fifty-minute trip.


Second, Giannis and Thanasis would need a sponsor, quickly, because of the Greek law that prohibited undocumented immigrants over the age of fifteen from playing without one. Thanasis was about to turn fifteen, so Velliniatis had to lobby on the boys’ behalf to allow them to play. Velliniatis found a way and drove them to Zografou for their first Filathlitikos practice.


Filathlitikos practiced in a small gym. Or, as Kostas describes it, “a little-ass gym.” It was tiny. Run down. It was so hot—the air-conditioning rarely worked—that humidity created precipitation that slid down the walls. There was no hot water. The showers were old, leaky; the tiles were faded. There were only about five hundred seats.


“It’s not like a USA court,” says Coach Zivas, whose friend Lefteris Zarmakoupis is translating for him. The gym had two standard baskets. A couple of basketballs. “It’s not a great gym, but it had the basics,” says Giorgos Kordas, former Filathlitikos teammate.


Zivas wasn’t sure what to expect when thirteen-year-old Giannis walked in with two of his brothers, Kostas and Thanasis. Zivas kept an open mind but tempered his expectations. Giannis was young. He would need time to develop. Nobody knew who the kid was. Who any of his brothers were. “We had to see if they were good for basketball,” Zivas says.


Giannis and his brothers looked around excitedly at the empty court, the leather basketballs. “Obviously they hadn’t entered a closed basketball court in their lives until then,” says Grigoris Melas, a Filathlitikos assistant coach, who now coaches at Giannis’s AntetokounBros Academy in Athens.


The coaches watched young Giannis run up and down the floor. He was so thin, so lanky, so skinny, that it looked like he might fall over if someone tapped him on the shoulder. Zivas thought one word to himself: shadow. He kept saying the word, over and over, in his mind. Shadow… shadow… shadow…


“He really was like a shadow,” Zivas says, in that Giannis was quiet and unassuming. He was one of those tall players who would slouch just a bit to blend in. He was polite and friendly but didn’t say much to anyone. He still didn’t really want to be there.


He wanted to be outside on the pitch. Kicking a soccer ball. Plus, he wasn’t very good at basketball at first. He had limited resources: the first time he ever shot a ball, he shot bank shots with a soccer ball at a broken rim. “Giannis is getting five hundred euros a month, and he doesn’t even know how to dribble the ball,” Velliniatis recalls. “He doesn’t know nothing.”


It was true! Giannis couldn’t dribble. Didn’t understand basketball. His hands seemed to be ahead of his feet. He’d trip over himself. The ball would trickle off his knee. He’d carry the ball. “I feel like he was confused, like all of us,” Kostas says, laughing. “His first game he had a whole lot of travel violations.”


His biggest weakness? “Pretty much everything,” Kordas says. “He wasn’t that good at first. He was passionate, though.”


Giannis instinctively ran hard, but he just didn’t know where to run. The older players would post him up, have their way with him. He was behind, as starting to learn basketball at thirteen was, and still is, considered late. And so the more Zivas watched, the more he was convinced: “Giannis is not ready for this,” Zivas says. “He wasn’t ready to play basketball.”


And Zivas had a hunch about why, just looking at Giannis’s body. “He wasn’t eating the portions that he needed to,” Zivas says. “That’s why he was very slim.”


Some parents complained at first that the club was giving money to a kid with so little skill, so little potential. Velliniatis told parents to give Giannis time to improve, to not be so harsh to a kid in need. “The Greeks do not understand what those kids and this family was going through,” he says.


Once, Thanasis wasn’t playing well in a game, and Velliniatis took him to a Greek restaurant afterward, and he remembers Thanasis eating eight souvlaki with double bread—a very large amount of food. Velliniatis had a friend eat with them. “I told my friend after,” Velliniatis says, “now you understand—it’s not that the kid is not talented. It’s that these kids are starving.”


Zivas remained patient. Making sure Giannis continued to show up to play was a priority for him. Giannis clearly had a ways to go, filling into his body, learning the rules of the game. He was raw, but he showed some promise. Zivas watched the way Giannis would never be the last one on sprints. The way he’d sprint back after a turnover no matter what. The way he wouldn’t give up after getting scored on three times; he would come back more angry, more stubborn, for the fourth.


“It was very obvious from the start, his determination,” Zivas says. “I think he was born with this.”


Giannis would often play one-on-one with Tselios Konstantinos, another teammate. Konstantinos was the better shooter, but Giannis never stopped hustling. “He was fighting for every point,” Konstantinos says. “He’s strong willed.”


One day, Velliniatis had the players line up against the wall and sit for wall squats for as long as possible. Thighs burned, calves shook. Every player dipped over, couldn’t handle it anymore, at five minutes. Giannis’s legs wobbled, but he wouldn’t collapse. He lasted for seven minutes.


* * *


Still, even with the help of the club, the Antetokounmpos continued to struggle financially. They were not an anomaly in Athens, though. This particular stretch of time was difficult for many Greeks, not just migrants, because of the financial crisis.


As more and more Black and brown migrants came to Greece, fleeing authoritarian regimes and political unrest, tensions rose even higher. Greek citizens blamed the newly arrived migrants for their economic troubles. And there seemed to be no relief in sight. A second wave of hardship would later hit: by early 2012, one in three Greeks lived below the poverty line. The minimum wage was reduced by 22 percent. More than twenty thousand were homeless.


Without papers, Charles and Veronica were forced to take under-the-table work wherever they could, but it was never enough. Velliniatis recalls growing more concerned for the family. He started subsidizing the Antetokoumpos out of his own pocket, he says, even when he himself didn’t have much. He became close with the boys, spending time training them, teaching them the fundamentals of the game.


“He loved us too much. I cannot say where the love comes from,” Giannis later told OnMilwaukee. “I didn’t even know him so well. He helped us so much.” He was, Giannis said, “like a second father for me.”


One morning, Velliniatis took him to a national training camp in the area that lasted a few days. Giorgos Pantelakis, Velliniatis’s friend, was coaching the camp. Pantelakis, who now coaches the women’s team for the Greek powerhouse Olympiacos, picked up Giannis in his Toyota, handing him a sandwich in the back seat. Giannis was surprised. Grateful. He was reserved but started opening up about his brothers, his surroundings.


“He was very mature for his age,” Pantelakis says. “He was a thirteen-year-old kid, but he spoke like a twenty-year-old guy.”


But once they arrived at the gym, Pantelakis realized Giannis had a long way to go in terms of maturing on the court. “He was very weak,” Pantelakis says. “You couldn’t imagine that this guy will be an NBA superstar.”


What was clear was that there was an edge to him. A hardness to him. He ripped down rebounds fiercely. He’d practice moves he couldn’t master over and over rather than drink water during breaks. And in games, kids knocked him around, but he never stayed down on the floor for more than a second or two before popping back up. “He wasn’t as strong as the other kids at the camp, but he tried two hundred percent more than every kid,” Pantelakis says.


The camp would start at 8:00 a.m. each day. After the first day, Giannis asked the coaches politely, “Can I come to practice early?” He showed up forty minutes early every day after that. He never left the gym for the duration of the day. The other kids rested or went swimming in between, but Giannis kept working. “He sees something he is not good at, he tries ten times more,” Pantelakis says. “He doesn’t let it go.”


He was improving because of the hours he put in. And the hours Velliniatis and other coaches spent teaching him. “There was no miracle, no recipe,” Velliniatis says. “You cannot learn mathematics by yourself. Somebody has to teach you.”


Pantelakis told his fiancée about Giannis, told her he was not very good at basketball but that she had to come to the gym to see how hard he played. And that is what she saw: Giannis missed every shot, to the point that players backed off him and just let him shoot.


Clank!


Clank!


Clank!


But then, after the game, she saw Giannis head to the side of the court and practice dunking. Yes, dunking, even though he could barely make a layup.


Something burned in him to fly. Rise higher and higher to the basket. He’d start at the free throw line and practice his steps, trying to get his rhythm down. He failed and failed, struggled to even grip the ball. For the next five days, he leaped and failed, leaped and failed. Wouldn’t leave until he dunked.


On the last day of the camp, he finally dunked the ball. Well, sort of. He laid the ball in aggressively, dunking it in with his fingertips. It was not really a dunk. But Giannis smiled, so proud of himself.


The excitement dissolved, though, as soon as he left the gym. His worries were never far behind.


* * *


Giannis and his brothers weren’t consistently coming to Filathlitikos’s practices. Maybe two or three times a week. They had to work. Provide for their family, especially on the weekends, taking those long trips outside the city to peddle their wares.


Sometimes they’d be in and out to the point that the coaches couldn’t predict when they would show: they’d be gone for a month, back for a month, missing for two months, back for a month. Especially Giannis, who worked the longest hours.


And when Giannis was at practice, he wasn’t really focused on basketball. He was there, but he wasn’t there. His mind was on selling. Scrambling. Surviving.


Club officials felt they needed to speak with the family. It was hard to pin Charles and Veronica down because they were working so much. “The children played with Filathlitikos for six years,” Zivas says. “We see Charles and Veronica less than ten times.”


The club tried to help the family in a variety of ways. The general manager of Filathlitikos, Giannis Smyrlis, was also the owner of a cleaning service, and he offered Charles and Veronica work cleaning buildings. They didn’t take the job, but Zivas kept pushing. He offered food in his fridge, allowed the boys to stay over. He would ask them, before every practice, “Did you eat today?” He would save them a yogurt, a croissant. Anything he could to keep the boys somewhat nourished, at least enough to make it through a practice.


Their teammates began to catch on to what they were going through. Christos Saloustros, Giannis’s close friend on the team, started noticing that Giannis wasn’t eating. He’d ask Giannis, “Are you OK? Are you hungry? Do you want something to eat?”


Giannis would shake his head. “No, I’m OK.”


“But then you were seeing them [the brothers] lie,” Saloustros says. “In their eyes, you can see that they are hungry.”


Saloustros, who now plays for the Greek club Peristeri and remains a close friend, would bring Giannis food no matter how many times Giannis declined. He was worried about his friend. The entire team was. Nikos Gkikas, another close friend on the team who remains close to Giannis, remembers how intently little Alex would look at him as he ate a snack before practice. That’s when Gkikas fully realized the extent of their hardship. “From the first moment, we knew,” says Gkikas, who now plays for AEK Athens. “We saw four Black guys that were skinny as shit.”


Once, Konstantinos, Giannis’s teammate, had his mother make Giannis a bowl of rice and chicken. A month later, Konstantinos remembers Giannis telling him, “Oh man, I remember this dish. It was amazing.” Konstantinos laughs at this memory. “In my opinion it was the simplest meal,” he says. “So I said, ‘What the fuck? What is he eating on a daily basis?’ I didn’t know.”


No one did, because Giannis never talked about it. He didn’t want people to know. To feel sorry for him. He just wanted to compete. Compete hard. “He never asked from me or the other players for any sort of money,” says Melas, the assistant coach.


Melas didn’t understand the extent of Giannis’s family’s troubles until, one afternoon, he noticed Giannis looked really exhausted from training. Bent over, gasping for air, exhausted. He just could not go anymore. And that was really unlike him. “I realized how starving and weak he was,” Melas says.


And then Giannis fainted, collapsed on the floor. He hadn’t had breakfast, hadn’t eaten anything all day. Everyone rushed over to him, and Zivas sent a few to get food. From then on, everyone started asking Giannis if he needed food—especially Melas, who tried to make sure he always had a snack with him to give to Giannis. He’d often give him some change for a croissant. “This is something I put the blame on me for not having supported him earlier,” Melas says.


Giannis would sprint and hustle and sprint and hustle. Basketball wasn’t necessarily his refuge yet. But it was a convenient distraction. When his hands were dribbling, he didn’t have to think about hunger. When his legs were sprinting, he didn’t have to think about hunger.


Hunger was something he learned to downplay. Hunger was something he learned to compartmentalize. Until practice ended and he could not keep sprinting, keep distracting himself. He’d go back home, stiffen his lip, and act like the leader his brothers needed. Act like he had already eaten so that he could give to his brothers. Act like his stomach was not growling.

















CHAPTER 2


DREAMING


Giannis wanted to be just like Thanasis. They were extremely close, being the two oldest brothers, aside from Francis, who had remained in Nigeria. Wherever Thanasis was, Giannis was. Whatever Thanasis said, Giannis repeated.


“Nobody is untouchable,” Thanasis would tell Giannis. “The tallest towers in the world can still get torn down.”


Thirteen-year-old Giannis internalized those phrases, would repeat them over and over. Then he’d put them into practice, guarding Thanasis, who was much stronger, much more physical. Thanasis dominated him then, but the lesson was clear: never back down from anyone.


Thanasis would foul Giannis, put an elbow in his back in the post. Rough him up. Thanasis learned toughness from their father. Once, Charles argued with Thanasis when he saw him playing casually in the neighborhood, taking it way too easy on his opponents. “What you are doing is not right,” Charles said. “Do not let the other guy breathe! If you want to be great, it all starts with the way you think.”


Both brothers were mentally tough, but they had different demeanors: Thanasis was gregarious, Giannis quiet. Thanasis acted on instinct; Giannis was more thoughtful about his choices. But each always seemed to know what the other was thinking. How the other was feeling. “I think of both of them like a fist—one fist together,” says Michalis Kamperidis, Giannis’s former Filathlitikos and U-20 national-team teammate and close friend to this day. “They inspired each other.”


Most knew Thanasis as the talented basketball player in the family; Giannis was still known as Thanasis’s brother. The tagalong kid brother in Thanasis’s shadow. Which was perfectly OK with Giannis because he idolized his big brother.


Thanasis saw potential in Giannis, though he knew Giannis had a ways to go. “It wasn’t like I watched him and I was like, ‘Oh, I knew that Giannis was going to be good.’ No,” Thanasis says. “But we believed in each other.”


Thanasis would never let his younger brother believe that he could beat him, though. Besides, Giannis was still too slight to shove back, to compete; he was still learning to get used to contact, muscling his way to the basket. He shied away every time, almost afraid of anyone touching him.


Oftentimes, though, the two couldn’t play at the same time because they had to share sneakers. The family only had enough money for one pair. Giannis would have to wear two pairs of socks to fit snugly into Thanasis’s size 15 shoes for his own game, then hand them off for Thanasis’s game right after, as he was playing in the older division. Their games were often on Tuesday nights, back-to-back.


After a while, the shoes would be worn down, the soles peeling, but it didn’t matter to either of them. If the shoes laced up, it could work. They made anything work.


* * *


The brothers shared everything, from T-shirts to shorts to pants to socks. “Whatever didn’t fit me, Alex would take,” Kostas says. “Whatever didn’t fit Giannis, I would take.”


They also slept in the same room: two on a bunk bed, two on an adjacent couch. Thanasis would force Alex and Kostas to sleep on the creaky bunk bed because they were younger. Alex and Kostas didn’t want to sleep there, but whatever their older brothers told them to do, they did.


“Our household never had something that was individual to somebody,” Alex says. “Everything that we had was for everybody. That’s why there wasn’t that many arguments between us, because when you don’t have stuff that’s individual to you, and you share everything, it’s like, what is there to fight about?”


They’d split food, often one souvlaki between them, each taking a bite before handing it to the next, cracking jokes about whatever happened that day. They managed to always find something to smile about, Kostas recalls, because they learned the difference between want and need. Stopped thinking about what they wanted. Stopped thinking about what they didn’t have—they focused on gratitude for what they did have. “You might think you have it bad; then somebody right next to you has it worse,” Kostas says.


Their parents taught them to value what they had. Never made them feel less than. “My parents gave me everything while having nothing at the same time,” Alex says. “If you would have asked me what I wanted, I would have said this and this and that. But if you would have asked me what I need? I don’t need anything but my family.”


They all knew if they had each other, they would somehow be OK. Someone was always there to listen, to offer advice. To laugh with. Alongside so much pain, so much uncertainty, was joy.


Sometimes, after playing together for hours, the boys would head to Filathlitikos’s court in Zografou for practice. They often didn’t have money for bus tickets, so they walked the ten miles, round trip. It would take at least two hours. That was even more difficult to do after having played—oftentimes on an empty stomach. But they’d walk and joke, making a game out of each step. Thankful for the legs that allowed them to walk, to jump, they kept moving.


“Whenever we were together, we always had fun,” Kostas says.


Especially when Veronica cooked. She put her soul into every dish, any kind of rice, but especially fufu, a traditional African dish that she’d serve with a stew or soup. The boys loved it. Loved eating together. Just being together.


And Veronica wasn’t the only one who could cook in the house. “My dad used to cook better than my mom. He’d be killing it,” Kostas says, laughing. “He used to make meat pies.”


In those rare moments when Veronica wasn’t working, or cooking, or strategizing the family’s next move, she played basketball with her boys outside. They’d challenge her to shoot three-pointers. The only thing she couldn’t do was dunk.


Watching her smile, even just for an hour, was a joy no one could take away from the boys.


* * *


Giannis, around thirteen, and Thanasis, around fifteen, began street-vending on their own, sans parents. The first time they went alone, they had fun walking in the sun for five hours straight, joking around, fighting, getting mad at each other, making up, joking again. They made nearly $150, an astounding amount, on one of those days. Charles and Veronica were so happy. So proud.


Then they’d go do it again the next day. It was a grind. Sometimes they’d make just ten dollars, selling a toy, a watch, but it was enough to not starve that day. And that was considered a good day.


After a long day’s work, sometimes Thanasis would look at Giannis and say, “Let’s do something with our lives so we never have to do this again.”


Thanasis was starting to find his own friends, often leaving Giannis with Kostas and Alex. So even though Giannis was still quite young, he became the leader of his brothers. Giannis seemed older than he was. Wherever Giannis said they were going, Kostas and Alex went. No lip, no question. They were in awe of Giannis.


Giannis didn’t tell Kostas and Alex how badly they were struggling as a family. He wouldn’t tell them, We don’t have food. We can’t pay the rent tomorrow. You can’t hang out with your friend because we gotta work. Those things would cross his mind, but he didn’t want his brothers to feel afraid. To feel pain. 


Giannis would convey what was happening with his eyes. He would give Alex and Kostas this look. This disappointed look that explained what words couldn’t when Alex used to ask for frivolous things, like a PlayStation 2. Giannis’s face would tighten. His eyes, deep and brown and piercing, would deliver: You know we can’t get that.


So Alex and Kostas learned to stop asking. To hide wanting. Giannis did too. He wanted a TV more than anything but hid his desires. His father often told him, “Always want more, but never be greedy.”


“We were so close as a family it doesn’t sound real: ‘Your family don’t argue? You don’t go through issues?’ We really didn’t go through no major issues,” Alex says. “Our main problems were financial. Just being able to stand on our feet and keep up with our surroundings.”


They didn’t have the option of not making it. They had to make it. Somehow. And Giannis would make sure of it. Do whatever he had to do to make sure of it. To make sure he did not have to see Alex’s crestfallen look one more time.


You know we can’t get that.


* * *


The boys were coming to Filathlitikos practice a bit more, but the real fun happened on the outside court, Tritonas court in Sepolia. Nestled among some stores, just a few minutes away from the family’s home, the court became their refuge. Sometimes their friends would come too, and they’d play late into the evening in the summers, if they weren’t preoccupied with a long selling trip for the next day.


There, they didn’t have to think about money. They could just play. Make fun of each other for shooting air balls. “They loved it,” Veronica says. “They loved playing basketball.” She always knew her sons would accomplish something. She didn’t know if they’d stick with basketball or pursue soccer, but she could see a bright future when she looked at them. She never pressured them to do anything, but she wanted to help them in whatever they chose.


And they loved when their dad would join them. Charles was about forty-three, able to dunk the ball—and he had never played basketball in his life. He didn’t really know how to play—he’d travel all over the place, commit all sorts of dribbling violations—but somehow, he’d rise up to the rim and hammer the ball home, leaving his boys in awe.


When Charles wasn’t playing with them, he was encouraging them. When they’d have a bad game, he’d soothe them by telling them, “Tomorrow is another day. Let go of the past. Just keep working.”


The boys thought Charles was the most successful man in the world, even though some days he didn’t have a euro in his pocket.


* * *


Giannis was far from a leader on his Filathlitikos team. He didn’t really fit in. He towered over everyone. His arms were so lanky he could gather two, three, teammates under his wingspan. He was still learning the basics. Even his classmates at school wouldn’t pick him for half-court games; that motivated him to one day be so good that he could choose not to play with them.


Giannis did show potential, though: he was naturally athletic and innovative in the open floor, which was not as common at the time. Greek basketball tended to be more possession oriented in the half-court set—pass, pass, pass for the best shot.


Then there were more obvious differences between him and his peers. “People didn’t even know what his name was. It was something like ‘You have to see that tall Black guy from Filathlitikos,’” says Alexandros Trigas, former assistant coach for Panathinaikos’s U-18 team, which played against Giannis and Filathlitikos. He’s now a journalist for Sport24.gr. “We didn’t have anything like him.”


Giannis had a chance to flourish under Zivas’s system because Zivas’s team didn’t play traditional Greek basketball. Zivas wanted his teams to run a fast break, play fast in transition. Generate as many possessions as possible. “He gives his players a lot of freedom,” says Dedas, the Greek coach now at the helm of Hapoel Holon. “It’s up-tempo, and Greek basketball is not a high-tempo game. In Greece, what we like to play is the big man coming to set the pick and roll.”


Instead of molding players into his system, Zivas molded his system around the kind of players he had. At the same time, Zivas was strict and instilled discipline. He taught fundamentals—how to finish around the rim, how to correctly pivot. But during games, he let his players be more creative. “He’s different from other coaches because he trusts the players,” says Konstantinos, Giannis’s former Filathlitikos teammate. “He lets the players do what they want to do.”


Giannis’s length and speed were perfect for Zivas’s improvisational system. He started to grab rebounds and take off downcourt. He didn’t have to pass the ball to the point guard; he was the point guard. And then sometimes he was the small forward. Or the power forward. Zivas never made him choose.


Zivas didn’t just let Giannis have free rein, though. The kid needed guidance. Zivas was happy to play that role. Almost like a father figure would. He’d try to help him come out of his shell. Be more talkative. “He treats me like his own child,” Giannis later told Sport24.gr. “He made me love basketball.”


He didn’t love basketball just yet, though. And Zivas couldn’t control Giannis’s whereabouts. He was patient when Giannis would leave, then return. Leave, then return. He understood what Giannis and his family were going through. But then Giannis started leaving for longer periods of time. At one point, Velliniatis, who was still an assistant coach with the team, couldn’t find Giannis for four weeks. “Giannis stopped coming,” Velliniatis says.


Velliniatis was sure Giannis was a lost cause. The boy quit for good, he thought. Zivas urged Velliniatis to not give up. To do something. Velliniatis agreed. He went to Giannis’s family’s apartment for one last plea. He bought Giannis a book: a biography of soccer legend Diego Maradona. He knew Giannis still wished he could become a pro soccer player, and when he saw the book at a local bazaar, he had to snag it for him.


Giannis opened the door, and Velliniatis walked in, sat down. He handed Giannis the book. “This is you,” Velliniatis said, pointing to Maradona on the cover. “You are the Maradona of basketball.”


Giannis was quiet. Didn’t say anything at first. Maradona seemed worlds apart, but Velliniatis kept talking. Kept trying to convince him to come back to basketball. “It will give you a better quality of life,” Velliniatis told him. “You should not be afraid of any consequences for abandoning the team again. Just come back.”


Giannis did come back. Velliniatis wasn’t sure if Giannis had read the book, but that didn’t matter; he was back. Zivas saw Giannis’s determination come back too. “He was all the time focused,” Zivas says. “He was passionate.”


So passionate that he kept trying to dunk. It wasn’t enough that he had “dunked” at that national training camp. This time, he wanted to dunk dunk. Stuff it down with authority. He spent hours after every practice clutching the ball at the free throw line, trying to get his footwork down to accelerate to the rim. Again, he kept coming up short. Messing up his steps. Or softly tapping the ball in. But he kept trying, and eventually, he threw down a real dunk.


He was proud of himself. But he still struggled physically in terms of holding his ground. More often than not, opponents clobbered him. “He was really weak,” says Gkikas, his Filathlitikos teammate and close friend. “That was his main problem. He was there to fight. But it was like a hundred kilos versus sixty kilos. So from the beginning, it was a very difficult fight for him. But he never gave up.”


Once, Filathlitikos was playing against Panathinaikos’s U-18 team, a rivalry game for the two clubs, especially since Panathinaikos had a player named Vasilis Charalampopoulos, who was considered one of the most talented at his age and who now plays for Olympiacos. Giannis would often guard him, as well as another standout, Georgios Diamantakos, who stood almost seven feet tall.


One of those games, Diamantakos kept posting Giannis up, again and again. “Giannis was not so strong,” says Diamantakos, who now plays for Apollon Patras. But offensively, Giannis was grabbing the rebound, even doing Eurosteps, which would come to be his signature move years later. “We couldn’t reach him. It was like he was dancing,” Diamantakos says.


Still, Diamantakos had his way with him. That made Giannis more determined, and he started fighting back. Started blocking shots. “That was his talent,” Diamantakos says. “That’s what we were afraid of: his long arms. When he jumped? That was it.”


Giannis had a passion for defense. Genuinely enjoyed it, while other players groaned at having to bend low, having to sprint back. But defense was something Giannis could always control; he could always control how hard he played. How much he cared.


And he started to care a whole lot more than he had when he first started playing. Back when he didn’t want to be caught anywhere near a basketball court. After the team would finish a 9:00 a.m. practice, everyone would go home, rest, eat, and return at 5:00 p.m. for a second training session. They’d come back to the court and see the same thing every time: “Giannis haven’t left the court,” says Saloustros, the Filathlitikos teammate and close friend.


That rubbed off on other players. “He was working so hard—and made me work hard,” says Kamperidis, Giannis’s other Filathlitikos teammate and close friend, who now plays for the Greek club Larisa.


Giannis started to get closer to his teammates. They realized he was loyal, smart. Kind, hardworking. Really funny. Goofy. “Sometimes he would make really bad jokes,” Saloustros says, laughing. “We love him because his soul is a little kid.” Meaning he was genuine. Didn’t care about looking cool. “He makes you laugh because he’s adorable,” Saloustros says. “You cannot say anything to him back, like ‘Come on, Giannis—stop it,’ but he will make you laugh again some other way.”


They were surprised by how polite Giannis was. When addressing his teammates or speaking of them in conversation, Giannis would preface their names with “Mister”—Mr. Christos, Mr. Nikos. They’d tell him to stop since they were all the same age. There was no need for such formalities. But Giannis insisted. It was a sign of respect. Which is why he also spoke in the plural to them, another Greek sign of respect usually reserved for elders.


Giannis often did things he wasn’t asked to, like mopping the court after practice. He saw that the court was dirty, dusty, and he’d find the mop and push it across the surface of the entire floor, up and back, up and back. He didn’t do it in front of his teammates. Didn’t do it in front of his coaches. They accidentally found him mopping one day and were stunned.


Giannis didn’t want credit. He just wanted to show his team that he cared for them. Because they were looking out for not just him but his entire family.


It took him time to open up to his teammates. To trust them. Giannis didn’t ordinarily trust people outside his family. He was a Black migrant in a majority-white country. Police often patrolled, stopping immigrants. So he learned from a young age to keep things to himself. Keep quiet. Just in case. “He trusts maybe five to ten people, even now,” Gkikas says. “Some things build your character that you cannot get rid of as time goes by.” But “Giannis is not shy,” Veronica says, smiling. It takes her son time to figure out who is worthy of confiding in.


Gkikas sensed that Giannis began to really trust him about a year into their friendship, when he’d give Kostas and Alex money, maybe five euros, to go to the Sepolia market to buy a yogurt, souvlaki, or a piece of fruit. Whatever they wanted. Gkikas would ask the younger two brothers to get him a Gatorade even though he didn’t need one. He just wanted to use the Gatorade as an excuse to get them to the market so that they could buy food for themselves.


But Kostas and Alex took the trip to the market very seriously. They insisted on bringing back the change to Gkikas each time. They also made sure to bring him back the receipt, though Gkikas never asked for one. Kostas and Alex didn’t want Gkikas to think that they were taking advantage of him. “I just gave them money and said, ‘It’s yours,’” Gkikas says. “They were proud guys. They’d never accept this.”


Gkikas didn’t care about their pride. He kept giving them whatever he had. He just didn’t want to see them go home from practice hungry. Especially little Alex. It tugged at Gkikas, seeing the look in Alex’s eyes when Alex would watch him eat.


And Gkikas himself was not loaded with money. None of the teammates were. “We weren’t any rich guys,” Gkikas says. But he, along with Saloustros, Kamperidis, and other teammates and their families, would try to help as much as possible. They’d give the brothers their old Nike shoes or shirts or jerseys. “We understood their situation. We saw the brothers had the potential to become something great, but they were lacking the money to do it, so we were providing them with whatever we could so they could have a more decent lifestyle,” Gkikas says.


Saloustros’s mother would sneak Giannis an extra banana or Gatorade before practice. “We were sharing everything that we have,” Saloustros says. “There was so much people looking out for him, not because everybody expected that he will become this that he is now, but because of his character and of him just being Giannis.”


Kamperidis’s mother would make Giannis rice, which he loved, and pasta, with small cookies for dessert. Another favorite was soutzoukakia, a Greek baked-meatball dish. He and Kamperidis grew closer because they had similar personalities: both quiet, both grinders. Giannis began to confide in him about his family, about his fears. “We love each other,” Kamperidis says.


The team didn’t help Giannis because they wanted something in return. “We are family,” Gkikas says. “He’s a human being; he needs something, and we’re going to give it to him. We did it from the bottom of our hearts. Nothing but love.


“I speak for my teammates and I,” Gkikas continues. “Even if Giannis hadn’t made it to the NBA, we’d do it again.”


When the team won games, they’d all go out to eat at a souvlaki tavern in Zografou and have souvlaki and gyros. Giannis loved the pita gyros koble with tzatziki, tomato, onions, and pork. He usually had two of them with Coke.


But as much as his teammates and their families tried to help, it was never enough. Giannis would almost always give the food or money to his parents, his brothers. They were all still barely scraping by.


* * *


One afternoon, a kid named Rahman Rana walked into the Zografou gym. Velliniatis had found Rana, whose family is from Pakistan, on the street in a way similar to how he’d found Giannis. Velliniatis thought Rana had potential, given that he was six feet tall, and asked him if he’d be interested in playing for Filathlitikos. Rana thought he might as well give it a try.


For some reason, though, Giannis and Rana hated each other that first practice. And the next couple of weeks of practice after that. They’d go at each other on the court, trash-talk each other. Rana knew Giannis was way better than him, which irritated him even more. But once they started talking, getting to know each other, along with another teammate, Andrian Nkwònia, who was Black, the trio became inseparable. They called themselves brothers.


Rana and Giannis began to bond over shared experiences of racism.


Rana remembers Giannis being called “Blackie.” And that some told him, “Go back to your country.” 


Rana was called “Paki.” Some told him, “You smell like garlic. You smell like shit.” “Go back to your country.” “Go eat some curry.”


Rana would hear about schoolmates making fun of Giannis for selling with his mom in the streets. “People really treated him badly,” Rana says. “We were treated as second-class citizens. We were outsiders in society, so we bonded.”


Rana was poor too. Like Giannis, he oftentimes came to practice hungry. Rana’s father had had a stroke at forty and couldn’t get a pension. His family was making about ten dollars a day. They had to portion out a small amount of food, just as Giannis’s family did, to last the duration of the day. Maybe a plate of rice. Sometimes his family sacrificed food to pay for electricity. Once Giannis saw that Rana’s situation was just like his, he felt like he could trust Rana. Open up to him.


It would be a full year before Giannis told Rana about Francis, his brother still living in Nigeria. One day, it just came out. “You know, Thanasis isn’t the oldest,” Giannis told him. “We have a brother named Francis. He’s in Nigeria still.” Giannis wouldn’t talk about him much, wouldn’t explain further. Rana surmised that Francis was staying with Giannis’s grandparents for financial reasons but could never be sure.


As they became closer, Rana invited Giannis over to his home, and Rana’s mom would share some spaghetti with salsa. But when Rana visited Giannis’s family’s apartment, he was shocked. He thought his own situation was difficult, but Giannis’s was worse. Rana saw two old, broken sofas, provided by the church as charity.


“Let me show you my room,” Giannis told him. It was an empty room: just a sheet, a blanket, a bed, and his basketball medals. Giannis looked around at the bare walls, the empty space. Told Rana his dream was to have a TV one day and a chair to put on one side of the room. He’d buy a bunch of books too.


And yet Veronica always found a way to fix a plate for Rana. Even if that meant she wouldn’t have any for herself. That was the way Giannis was with Rana too.


“Are you hungry?” Giannis would ask him before practice, splitting the croissant he’d scrounged around for. “Eat—we have practice soon.”


“He was such a nice person,” Rana says. “It was too much sacrificing. He was always making sure we were all OK and not starving like him.”


When the two weren’t at practice, they’d take long walks around Sepolia. They’d talk about their dreams, if they could run away and live different lives. Giannis often said he wanted to play in Greek’s highest division, A1, or play for another team in EuroLeague. He wanted to emulate his favorite player, Greek legend Dimitris Diamantidis, who was a crafty, left-handed, pass-first playmaker and who is now the general manager of Panathinaikos.


“Basketball was the only way Giannis could forget about everything happening in his life,” Rana says. “He told me when he plays, the problems are gone. And he’s happy.


“Basketball gave him a reason for living,” Rana says.


During their downtime, Giannis, Rana, and Nkwònia would explore the city, trying to take their minds off things. They hung out near the Acropolis. They once climbed Mount Lycabettus, the highest point in Athens, at about nine hundred feet above sea level. It was beautiful, peering out over the pine trees. The trio felt a sense of teamwork, having made it to the top. There, they caught a glimpse of another life, a richer life: the nineteenth-century Chapel of Saint George, a large amphitheater where famous musicians played, including Ray Charles, Bob Dylan, and B.B. King.


The trio took a photo together: baby-faced Giannis in a light blue polo throwing up a peace sign; Rana mean-mug smirking in a navy shirt; Nkwònia in a gray tee giving a serious look, eyes wide, pointing at the camera. They were trying to look cool, but deep down, “we were so happy,” Rana says.


When Giannis was outside, with his friends, or on the court, he didn’t have to pretend that things were OK like he did at home. Smile when his parents asked him how he was. Tell the landlords who came knocking, “We’ll pay you later! We’re just waiting to get paid! We promise!” For a moment, he could forget about everything they were going through. Forget that oftentimes he wouldn’t eat his first meal of the day until 11:00 p.m.


So he kept distracting himself, making sure he was always on the move. Another place they went after morning practices was Public, a technology store in Syntagma Square, the central square of Athens. The place was upscale, beautifully designed, with tables outside shielded by orange awnings. When Giannis and Rana walked in, they felt rich. Nice. Like they belonged somewhere that fancy. Nobody questioned them, asked why they were there.


The store had an Xbox that they could play for free, for two, three hours. They’d play FIFA, their favorite, wishing they had an Xbox at home. But for those few hours, Public was home.


They’d go anywhere to avoid being home.


“He couldn’t stay in the house because he was really depressed,” Rana says. So Giannis and Rana would stay out late after practice and find a place to sit. Rana could tell that his friend was hurting, though he kept a lot of it inside. Until he couldn’t anymore. Giannis would finally allow his guard to come down and burst into tears.


“I look at my mother,” Giannis would tell Rana in between sobs. “I see how she is. I see how hard she’s trying to get things for us, and I’m helpless. I cannot do anything. I feel destroyed.”


Sometimes Thanasis would show up, finding the two on a bench, making sure they were OK. Safe. Thanasis would rub Giannis’s back, try to soothe him. “Don’t cry. Don’t shed tears for anyone,” Thanasis would say. “We will make it.”


* * *


Unnoticed, Giannis had started to sprout, to become a little taller, a little more coordinated. He had developed excellent court vision, watching EuroLeague games, soaking in the technical part of the game. He was still skinny, but he knew how to outsmart opponents. Plus, his arms were so long, his hands so big, he could always snatch the ball and go. He was so fluid dribbling the ball up court.


He showed enough potential to be allowed to practice with the men’s team while still competing with the junior team. Tselios Konstantinos, who had left the team for a period of time, came back to find a completely different Giannis. Giannis was now playing thirty minutes a game.


“Giannis? Giannis, this small guy?” Konstantinos said to Zivas, walking into the gym on his first day back.


“Yeah, Giannis,” Zivas said, smiling. “He’s something.”


Konstantinos couldn’t believe it. “I went to practice, and I saw him, and he was really, really tall. I said, ‘What the fuck? What happened?’”


Some possessions, Giannis would do something spectacular: block a shot with his left hand, leap up court quicker than guards half his size. “He was really, really tall, and I think that moment, we all knew he would play,” Kordas says.


Giannis would try to guard the best player in practice. And this time, he was having his way with guys. He was dictating the tempo. He was driving the ball to the basket strong. “Everybody was surprised,” Saloustros says.


Giannis had worked and worked. And he was becoming more and more versatile. One day he’d be guarding the point guard; the next day he’d be guarding the center. He became a matchup problem. Teams tried to put peskier, smaller guards on him to disrupt him on the break or bigger bodies on him in the post to knock him around. But he held his ground more than he had in the past.


“We didn’t even pay attention to him in the beginning,” says Trigas, the Panathinaikos U-18 assistant coach, “but then everything in the scouting report had to do with him.”


Giannis started to gain some confidence. One day, Saloustros remembers Giannis telling him, “I’m going to get better. I’m going to be the best.” He meant it not in an arrogant way but in a determined, focused way. “He never stopped working,” Saloustros says.


At one point, Giannis, Rana, and Nkwònia were supposed to attend a party. They were excited to meet some girls. The plan was to go after practice, but after practice ended, Giannis wanted to keep shooting. Rana asked why he wasn’t coming to the party as he’d agreed to.


“When I play basketball, when I’m here,” Giannis told him, “practicing these moves, dunking, shooting, this is my girlfriend. I forget about girls. I forget about everything. I just don’t want to go.”


“We thought he was weird,” Rana says. “But Giannis stayed for the next men’s practice even after his own workout.”


Alex started to notice the shift in the way people talked about his big brother. “Giannis is amazing,” strangers would say to him as he’d be shooting around on the outside courts. Alex would laugh to himself. He has known that since he was little. To him, Giannis was practically a Greek god. “Me and Giannis were best friends,” Alex says. “It doesn’t get much closer than us.”


Strangers began to compliment Alex on his own game. But Alex didn’t feel any more validated. Giannis had already told him that he was worthy since he had picked up a ball. Giannis was always encouraging his brothers, always teaching them. “We never really waited for somebody to tell us that we really have potential,” Alex says. “We all knew what each other could do because we compete with each other every day.”


They didn’t know much about how good anyone else was, though, outside Greece. Giannis didn’t know much about American players at first. The NBA was some distant, abstract concept they had no way of knowing about. “We didn’t have internet,” Kostas says. “We couldn’t watch NBA games.”


They didn’t know the names of any teams or players until people began to come up to them on the courts, telling them they reminded them of certain NBA players. Even legends. “You’re long like Julius Erving, Dr. J,” they’d say to Giannis. The brothers would nod, smile, say thank you, but then they’d look at each other, confused, no one wanting to say out loud what they were all thinking: Who’s Dr. J?


After everyone left, they’d go find an internet café, somehow scramble together three euros to connect to the wireless internet for two hours, and search Dr. J. They’d watch highlights of him on YouTube. Soon, they started to find highlights of other players too, especially Allen Iverson.


Giannis fell in love with Iverson. His crossovers, his passion. His intensity. The way he’d weave his smaller frame in and out of the paint. The way he’d dance with a defender, crossing the ball back and forth. “Kostas!” Giannis would say. “Look at AI! Look at what he’s doing! Man, nobody can guard this guy!”


Kostas became obsessed with Iverson too. “We would go and just watch AI highlights every day,” Kostas says, laughing. “Every day. He was so small, and that’s what made us be like, ‘Yo, this guy is so small, and he still gets buckets? Nobody can stop him.’”


But they didn’t want to just play like Iverson. They wanted to look like him too. One day, they came home and asked Veronica, “Mom, can you braid our hair like Allen Iverson? He plays for the Philadelphia 76ers.” Veronica laughed. Giannis and Kostas didn’t flinch. They were absolutely serious. And so, after a long day’s work, she braided their hair into cornrows.


The more two-hour slots they could afford at the internet cafés, the more players they discovered. And they were mesmerized, finding LeBron James, watching him blend different positions, his athleticism allowing him to muscle through defenders to the basket.


Finding Kobe Bryant and Kevin Durant changed everything for Giannis, though. He wanted to be as creative as Kobe, as hardworking as Kobe; as versatile as Durant, as long as Durant. He began to idolize Durant especially, who was just budding into a star for the Oklahoma City Thunder. Giannis would study him every day after attending classes at 53rd High School in Sepolia.


He’d practice Durant’s moves, especially dribble crossover pull-ups. “He’d do it at practice and call out [Durant’s] name,” says Kamperidis, who would often watch highlights with him.


Then Giannis had a chance to see his hero in person. Durant visited Athens for a Nike event at the Mall Athens in August 2010. Two basketball courts were set up. A DJ blasted 50 Cent and Ne-Yo’s “Baby by Me” and Jim Jones’s “We Fly High” as Greek kids huddled around the courts, awed by Durant shooting threes. Giannis and his Filathlitikos teammates were in the crowd watching. Giannis was thrilled seeing Durant up close as Durant went around the court to high-five fans.


Then, a few hours later, Giannis went to Zografou for practice. Right before training began, Giannis walked up to Coach Melas, looking excited. Almost giddy. Like he was about to burst. “Coach!” Giannis told Melas. “I’m going to become a new Durant. An NBA player. I will have my own signature shoe.”


But he knew he had a ways to go. He wasn’t strong enough yet. He wasn’t talented enough yet. He believed he could be good one day. That’s why after the team had traveled to Crete for a road game and finished practicing, everyone left the court except Giannis.


The team bus was pulling away when they noticed Giannis wasn’t there. Then they realized: he was still on the court, trying to master a move. He returned to the bus covered in sweat. They made him go shower, but Giannis didn’t care about showering. He just needed to get back on that court to master that move.


* * *


Giannis began to notice the way Rana hesitated during practice. He’d pass up a shot, play timidly. “I see potential in you. I see talent in you,” Giannis told him one day. “But you’re afraid to show it.”


The coaches weren’t as impressed with Rana. They thought he was a nice kid but didn’t have much of a future in basketball. Rana always seemed to be afraid of everything. “I didn’t believe in myself,” Rana says. Yet Giannis continued to ask the coaches to put Rana in the game more. He really believed in his friend.


“You’re a great player, but you don’t enjoy the game,” Giannis told Rana. “If you don’t enjoy it, you can’t be successful. Play it because you love it.”


Rana was surprised. Why does Giannis sound so much older than he is? he thought. That’s when Rana wanted to be like Giannis. He saw the ease with which Giannis talked to girls. Rana was the opposite: shy and anxious. His legs would even wobble. He felt like he was the ugliest boy in Athens. Giannis could read his friend’s moods, knowing when he was spiraling into self-loathing.


“Have you looked at yourself!” Giannis told him one day. “Bro, you’re more attractive than me!”


Rana shook his head. “No, I’m not, bro.”


“Look at you! You have good hair. Let’s go. Let’s go and talk to this girl. You will see: no one thinks you’re ugly.”


So Giannis went up to a couple of girls, with Rana by his side, and said to them, “Isn’t this guy attractive?”


Giannis even helped Rana get over his fear of swimming. “You won’t drown. I’m here for you,” Giannis told him, taking his friend’s hand and slowly bringing him into the water at Kavouri, a tranquil beach in Vouliagmeni, a prestigious seaside suburb south of Athens. Giannis wanted to show his friend that if he tried something new, he wouldn’t fail. He might even have fun. “He was just always there for me,” Rana says.


That’s what Giannis did. Giannis recognized Rana was going hungry, as he often was. One day, Giannis took Rana to his church because they’d often have free meals downstairs for kids who couldn’t afford them, plus games for kids to play. Rana protested at first. He wasn’t sure if he would be allowed inside, since he’s Muslim.


“Why? Just come!” Giannis said. “We won’t go pray; we will just go get some food. I’ll tell the priest you’re a Christian, and you can get free souvlaki.”


“OK. Fine,” Rana said.


The two were downstairs in the church, playing Ping-Pong, when the priest walked up to them and said to Rana, “Hello. Where are you from, sir?”


Rana started to panic; his legs started to shake. He was trying to find the words but couldn’t. Giannis jumped in. “Oh, he’s from here! He’s poor too! He’s humble! He’s a Christian! A really good Christian!”


Rana contemplated whether he should come clean and tell the priest the truth, but the priest kept nodding.


“OK,” the priest said. “I’ll go bring some souvlaki.”


Giannis smiled, and the two boys waited until the priest was gone before they burst out laughing. “See, bro?” Giannis told Rana. “You gotta trust me.”


* * *


Giannis and his family moved into a semibasement apartment in a nondescript tan stucco building at the intersection of 46 Christomanou and Dodonis, in the heart of Sepolia. The apartment had shuttered windows high on the wall near the apartment ceiling, peeking out above grade, with a perfect view of the sidewalk.


The landlord, Dimitrios Katifelis, mostly rented to Greek college students and immigrants who primarily came from African countries, as well as from Bulgaria and Albania. 


Katifelis signed a lease with Charles and Veronica on July 29, 2009. The rent was €250 a month. A few months later, an Athens-based lawyer named Panos Prokos received a call from Katifelis saying that Charles was late in his rent payments. 


Prokos recalls he sent Charles a letter in a strict lawyerly tone that he needed to honor his contractual obligations. In response, Veronica called Prokos and asked if she and Charles could stop by his office.


Veronica impressed Prokos with her composure. “Not that Charles was not serious—it’s just that it was obvious that she was the family’s matriarch,” Prokos says.


Charles was friendly, polite—smiling, even—very much the backbone of the family, but it seemed clear to Prokos that Charles was grounded by Veronica. They asked Prokos to communicate to Katifelis that he needed to be patient, that they worked the street markets and, at the time, were not having much luck selling and therefore didn’t have much income. Veronica told Prokos she had four boys to support, something Prokos and Katifelis hadn’t known.


Prokos relayed the information back to Katifelis, and Katifelis agreed to wait until the family could gain some income that would enable them to pay the rent. But the wait was long—and painful—for everyone involved: they struggled to pay rent or paid late until September 2010, when Katifelis had no choice but to call the family again. They owed part of June’s rent, as well as July’s, August’s, and September’s. Katifelis had unsuccessfully called several times, but the Antetokounmpos didn’t pick up.


Prokos now issued a legal demand calling for Charles to fulfill his financial obligations. A couple of days later, Charles and Veronica came to see Prokos again. They again told him about their struggles to make ends meet. Prokos was empathetic—Charles and Veronica seemed like they were trying their hardest and wanted badly to get back on track with payments.


Veronica was working harder than ever. Sometimes she’d come home from working so tired, feeling so weak, but she would still wash her boys’ socks that were soaked from practice because none of them had a spare pair. But she tried not to show them her fatigue; she wanted to be happy—or rather, she wanted her boys to remember her that way. She wanted them to develop happy memories, conscious of the way kids will remember hardships.


Months passed, and the family got back on track making their rent, albeit with great difficulty. Until another drought: September 2011, when they were three months past due in rent. Katifelis asked Prokos to send a second demand, and this time, Veronica brought Thanasis, nineteen, and Giannis, sixteen. Charles couldn’t make it because he was working.


Prokos could tell the boys were athletes, but what impressed him was their positive attitude. How well they spoke Greek. How polite they were. “They were serious, disciplined, respectful kids,” Prokos says. “They knew exactly what they wanted from life.” Thanasis and Giannis told Prokos that they wanted to receive Greek citizenship; they went to a Greek school, and their friends were Greek. They felt Greek in every way. And they loved basketball. 


They told Prokos how they helped the family sell. Thanasis told Prokos that he was fit enough to be able to run away from cops should they raid their permitless outdoor market on the sidewalks of Athens, because at times they sold in illegal outdoor markets. Giannis told Prokos the one thing he couldn’t stand was having trouble falling asleep because of the constant rumbling of his empty stomach at night.
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