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Dedication

To Mom, Dad, Jennifer, Carolyn, and Matt.

Thank you for everything.
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Introduction


Anthony Edwards sat on the sidelines at the Delta Center in Utah, breathing hard after putting up several shots at the end of Timberwolves shootaround in March 2024. I had put in a request with the team’s PR staff to interview Edwards this morning, something I only do on the road when I really need to speak with him for a story.

It may seem hard to believe, given the amount of media Edwards is in—commercials for Adidas and several other major corporations, viral sound bites from postgame interviews and press conferences—but Edwards doesn’t always like it when microphones or cameras are in front of him. He can grow weary of their presence, especially as his fame rose through his first five NBA seasons. So as a beat reporter who has covered Edwards as long as he’s been in the NBA, I know I have to pick my moments. This morning in Utah was the right moment. No other media was present. National outlets don’t come to Utah, no other reporters travel regularly on the Wolves beat, and team-affiliated media was not going to horn in on my time with Edwards. I could have a rare chance of interviewing him one-on-one.

I needed to speak with Edwards for a feature I was writing about him for the newspaper I work for, the Minnesota Star Tribune. It revolved around how at twenty-two, he was the emotional fulcrum of a team that featured two older, All-NBA level players (Karl-Anthony Towns and Rudy Gobert) who had run-ins before with high-profile teammates earlier in their careers: Towns with Jimmy Butler in Minnesota and Gobert with Donovan Mitchell in Utah. The feature was a chance to highlight an aspect of Edwards’s personality—how he is the ultimate positive teammate. How that is both a part of who he is and an intentional leadership tactic, that he knows his energy can have a ripple effect throughout a team.

His energy wasn’t at full blast this morning, and when a team PR representative went over to inform Edwards he had been requested for media, a disappointed look came over his face. He didn’t want to do it. Before he could say a word, the PR rep said, “It’s just Chris.” There were no cameras around, no need for Edwards to put on his usual mix of charm and humor. He looked at me standing about twenty feet away, and he waved me over.

We spoke for about five minutes, and I used some of the quotes in an article that ran the following month during the Wolves’ playoff run to the Western Conference Finals. The headline: “Timberwolves’ Positive Team Chemistry Cooked Up by All-Star Anthony Edwards.” The two quotes I used from Edwards distilled who he has been as a teammate at every level of athletic competition, from his youth football days playing for the Atlanta Vikings until now.

First we spoke about Gobert, with the context being how Gobert, the four-time Defensive Player of the Year, faces a barrage of external criticism on social media from people who think his defense is overrated and that he looks clumsy on offense.

“You can’t talk about his flaws,” Edwards said. “You have to talk about what he great at. He’s been doing a phenomenal job this entire season. I’m just not the type of guy that be like, ‘Aw, he’s trash.’ I’m always trying to uplift my teammates.”

Then we spoke about Towns, who also gets his share of social media criticism and whom Butler came to despise during his brief stint in Minnesota. Edwards took the opposite approach. He had always been Towns’s ultimate hype man, the one who would pump him up by saying he could play at an MVP level, and he didn’t let Towns’s flaws obscure his relationship with him.

“The stuff he do, you accept him for who he is,” Edwards said. “We got a team full of people that’s like, we gonna tell you about yourself, but we also gonna embrace each other.”

Then he said: “I just pride myself on always wanting to see my teammates, a smile on they face.”

That’s the ethos of Anthony Edwards. Later that night, Edwards put a smile on everyone’s face, including his own. This was the same day Edwards created one of the most memorable highlights of his career: his posterizing dunk over Jazz forward John Collins. In seven seasons covering the NBA, I had never seen a road arena react in total shock as those fans did in Salt Lake City that night. Edwards didn’t even dunk the ball. He threw it down at terminal velocity through the hoop, and it was so vicious, Collins went out of the game for concussion evaluation. Edwards’s leaping ability was evident from his first year in the NBA; this was on another level.

I watched as Edwards did his postgame interview with local television and he saw the replay for the first time. He exclaimed, among other things, “Oh my God,” elongating the vowel sound in “God” to make it sound like gawd. He said it with an inflection and pitch that you can recognize from a lot of people from Atlanta in his life, namely his “Uncle” Drew Banks. In the locker room, his teammates couldn’t believe what had happened. It was like a roomful of schoolkids who had to share just where they were and what their reaction was when this extraordinary thing occurred. Kyle Anderson asked, “Y’all ever see a dead body?” Veteran Mike Conley said he nearly drew the first technical foul of his career coming off the bench. He then compared Edwards’s leaping ability to a cat who just keeps rising. Nickeil Alexander-Walker said that one day he would tell his grandchildren he got the assist on the play.

Edwards came in and did his postgame media scrum: cameras around, multiple media members present. There was no need to force the wide smile on his face.

“Watching Vince Carter jump over somebody or like watching T-Mac [Tracy McGrady], I always dreamed of dunking on somebody like that, and that was like my favorite one of all time,” Edwards said.

When the interview session was over, Edwards was watching the replays back on his phone, and just before I left the locker room, I heard him exclaim, “Got ’eeeeem!” loud enough for anyone outside to hear.

His energy permeated the locker room and that team after he arrived in 2020. His positivity, his jovial nature, and his ability to do special things on the court galvanized the Wolves squad. They are qualities he has always possessed, qualities coaches have always asked him to tap into not just for himself but for those around him.

Given his life story and the obstacles Edwards overcame to get where he is, it’s remarkable he has that within him. His spirit never dimmed, and perhaps what happened in his youth growing up in the Oakland City section of Atlanta served to make it stronger when it might have kept others down. Those around him marvel at the obstacles he overcame and the lengths Edwards went to as a teenager to make his NBA dream come true. The viral clips, the highlights, and the commercials are what people see about Anthony Edwards. What they don’t show is another side, a man who is wise beyond his years when it comes to emotional intelligence and his ability to read a person or a situation. The term “old soul” came up several times in interviews for this book.

In the fall of 2024, I asked Edwards if he wanted to sit down for an interview for this project. He initially agreed, but about ten days later, he changed his mind. Why? He was tired of doing extra interviews, longtime Edwards coach and business manager Justin Holland communicated to me. I must have caught him on a good day that morning in Utah. My request came on the heels of a bunch of commercial shoots. Besides, Edwards told Holland, dozens of people in his orbit had already spoken for the project, so he didn’t need to (so he felt).

This book has eleven chapters, but in a way it is the first in the life story of Anthony Edwards. Most of this book was written and reported from August through November 2024. Upon publication, Edwards will be finishing his fifth NBA season at twenty-three years old. So much of his career and legacy is still ahead of him. This is the story of how Edwards got to this point, and how the personality and ability of one of the NBA’s brightest stars came to be.




Chapter 1

The Atlanta Vikings

Mozley Park, about ten minutes north of where Anthony Edwards grew up in the Oakland City section of southwest Atlanta, has elevated hills surrounding its football field. When the Atlanta Vikings would practice on that field, the youths’ parents could watch, but they couldn’t come down from the hills. If they did, they had to make sure they remained a fair distance away.

No matter what the coaches were doing in practice, no matter how many hitting drills they were doing, no matter how many suicides the kids were running, it was understood nobody could come down from the hill to complain. The coaches had to coach, and parents had to understand what they were signing off on. As Kyle Sturdivant, one of Edwards’s childhood friends and AAU basketball teammates, put it, “The Atlanta Vikings football program is like Alabama youth football.” That might be a bit sacrilegious for Sturdivant to say in the same state with the University of Georgia Bulldogs, but the point is the same.

It was also on this hill that Yvette Edwards would cheer on her youngest child, Anthony. She would wear the Vikings purple and gold colors, accessories to match.

“She gonna put her makeup on, long eyelashes—them big long eyelashes, them throwbacks,” said her cousin, Tommy Slaughter, who also coached Anthony on the Vikings when he was eight and nine. “She was gonna let you know who her baby was.”

She had to be looking good as Ant Man, the team’s running back, was going to be scoring a lot of touchdowns. She would make a lot of noise, though not just for her son—it was for everyone on the team. If the team’s quarterback, Reign Watkins, did something special, Yvette would cheer just as loud for him too. That carried over to AAU basketball, where Yvette’s energy and enthusiasm filled up the gym. She would make clothes or jewelry for the other moms to wear in support of their kids, like large hoop earrings individualized with each kid’s number.

“Gregarious, fun, shit talking . . . crazy eyelashes, crazy outfits,” said Dana Watkins, or Coach Dana to Edwards and his friends. He is Reign’s father, the coach of Edwards’s early AAU basketball teams, and someone who played a large role in Edwards’s development. “You got to have your wild sisters, [as well as your] more conservative sisters. She was one of the wild ones. Just a fun-loving, energetic superfan. His number one cheerleader for sure, which is most important. I’m sure he hinges on that.”

Yvette would drive to that hill in her white crossover SUV, with one window taped up, after she got off work around 8 p.m. Eleven-year-old Anthony would still be on that field running after practice, making up for being out of uniform, showing up late, or goofing off. Yvette would become anxious in the car, wondering just when Anthony would be done. Even though there was no complaining from the hill, she’d blow the horn and flash the lights at the coaching staff down on the field.

“She’d say, ‘Coach, I don’t mean to be rude, but I just got off work at Walmart and I’m trying to go home and cook for him to get him ready for school,’” coach Tim Wynn said. “And I could look and see it in her eyes.”

“It” was the exasperation of being a single mother trying to keep her family of four kids together while holding down that job at Walmart.

Wynn, the Atlanta legend who runs the Vikings program, told Yvette she could go straight home from that moment onward. Don’t bother coming to get Anthony. He and others would take care to see that he got home safe from practice. That favor also had a secondary effect.

“Momma ain’t looking for him on that hill,” Wynn said. “Momma can’t bail you out.”

The Vikings formed a significant portion of Edwards’s youth. From the time he could play football, around age five, to the time he stopped playing in high school, his life was a constant toggle back and forth between football and basketball. June to December was football; December to June was basketball. Rinse and repeat until he was about fourteen years old. He was never not playing sports. Despite having three other kids to take care of (Antoine, Antony, and Antoinette, so named after their father, Anthony), and despite scraping by while living in Oakland City, one of the most dangerous areas of Atlanta, Yvette and her mother, Shirley, were there to cheer on their Ant Man, no matter if the game was in Atlanta or at an out-of-state tournament. Several people in Edwards’s life refer to him as a momma’s boy, and the two had a special bond. The sentiment from multiple people was Yvette loved all her children, but . . .

They wouldn’t have to finish the sentence; it was understood Anthony had a special place in her heart.

“She was juggling, but it always seemed like Ant was the centerpiece,” Dana said. “They slept in the same bed together . . . and with Ant’s sports, it trumped everything.”

His time with the Vikings was her time to show up and watch Edwards show out. No matter the stresses of day-to-day life or the rigid discipline of the practices during the week, there were always Ant Man’s football games to look forward to on the weekends. It was a time for a lot of joy in their lives. On some of Edwards’s highlights on YouTube, you can see Yvette cheering in the crowd. Those memories are a keepsake for Edwards and his family.

“I almost get teary-eyed,” Slaughter said. “Those videos . . . Ant can always pull those up and see his mother running, cheering, yelling when he’s doing something positive. And I don’t know how many times at night, or when he’s by himself, do he ever go back and pull that up and look at her?”

Practice?

Wynn can’t remember how many games he’s won—likely over 800, he says, with less than 30 losses. During a dinner of wings and fries in August 2024 at a J.R. Crickets in southwest Atlanta, he and a few others swapped stories about Edwards’s time on the Vikings, with the details sometimes becoming exaggerated. Also strolling into the restaurant that night came a few of Wynn’s alumni, and he stopped to catch up with each of them.

The towering but soft-spoken Wynn summed up his coaching style in a word: militant.

“What was the difference between then [when he played] and now, and what I gathered was preparation, fundamentals, discipline, structure,” Wynn said. “That was my thing.”

If a player was out of uniform, he ran. That included during games. In one game, Slaughter said, the Vikings’ quarterback didn’t show up with the right-color socks, so Wynn made him run around the track for the entire game—allowing for a break at halftime. Slaughter called this “the Tim” and would threaten some of his own players with it. Even if an assistant coach was out of uniform, Wynn would tell him to sit in the stands.

“If we’re gonna be coaches, we got to set an example,” Wynn said.

Everyone had to be in uniform, disciplined, and they were going to work in practice. If there was a limit on how often a team could practice during a week, the Vikings didn’t care. They were still going to be out there as much as they felt was necessary, and each practice was going to be intense.

“They talkin’ ’bout we couldn’t practice but for two days, three days. We practiced every day,” Slaughter said, scoffing at the idea that anyone would try to tell the Vikings what to do.

There was running, lots of it, up and down that hill, or suicides at the end of practice where coaches would line up at the twenty-yard line, the players on the goal line. Then the coaches would go back ten yards each time until they reached the opposite goal line.

“My brother came and witnessed one of our practices and had never seen anything like that,” Dana said. “Never seen kids running the hills, sprinting up the hills, for apparently no reason at all.”

Added Reign: “I don’t think those type of practices would be allowed today.”

But to those who were in the Vikings world, the high standards and rigid discipline were a part of the deal, beginning with the 6-and-under program and extended through 12-and-under. Rory Starkey, whose son Rory Jr. played in the Vikings program and went on to the NFL, said that when he was looking for a place for his son to play, he visited another program where the moms came down to the field in the middle of practice with juices and snacks.

“This was six-and-under, but this wasn’t football as I understand it,” Starkey said. “I asked people, Where are they playing real tough football? I was told Atlanta Vikings.”

Reluctant as he was to practice—and Edwards wasn’t alone in that sentiment—Edwards stuck it out with the Vikings every year until he graduated from the program. Each summer, Edwards and Reign Watkins would check in with each other to see if they were actually going to go through with football again, since neither wanted to go through conditioning again.

“He didn’t want to come to practice,” Dana said.

Edwards might goof around at home a little to miss conditioning at the start of practice, but he was going to run one way or the other, no matter how much he tried to get out of it.

Drew Banks, whose son Drew played with Edwards, and who became one of the most important people in Edwards’s life then and now, witnessed the stall tactics Edwards would deploy to get out of this part of practice.

“Practice would be starting and he’ll be getting dressed all slow because he didn’t want to do the cardio, the actual running,” Banks said.

He also knew that one way to get out of running after practice was to stall just long enough for his mother to arrive and convince the coaches it was time for him to go home.

“She gave us a little leeway, like five or ten minutes after, but then she’d say he gotta go,” Banks said. “He knew that too. He used that to his advantage.”

But the high standards yielded results. Vikings football was serious business, in more ways than one. Dana, who was the commissioner of Mozley Park for a time, said when he first showed up to a 6-and-under game, parents and fans in the stands were betting on the result.

“This was my introduction to everybody putting money on it, people asking how much you got on it,” Watkins said. “I’m like, ‘What the hell y’all talking about? Six-and-under? This is what y’all doing?’”

When Edwards was ten, the Vikings welcomed a team from Detroit, Banks said, and a man associated with that program “bet the whole [Vikings] sideline” on the outcome.

“Mine might have been petty, like $150,” Banks said. “But the guy came from Detroit, whatever you said, he was gonna bet. Some people sayin’ $400, $500, $1,000. We don’t know who the hell the guy was.”

The Vikings got off to a slow start, and some nerves jittered through the crowd—until Edwards and Reign “figured it out.” The Vikings won, and the man from Detroit paid everybody.

“People were betting on Ant way before now,” Banks said with a laugh. “We been betting on him.”

The betting was woven into the fabric of their games, and people were so prideful the Vikings could beat any team—across the city, the suburbs, or nationally—that they were more than happy to put their money on the line. That included some of Edwards’s family members, like his uncle Chris, who knew Ant could single-handedly win games by himself.

When Edwards was ten, the Vikings were at a tournament that also featured Deion Sanders’s Prime Prep Academy, with his son Shedeur, who was in Edwards’s age group, Dana said. Prime Academy ended up not facing the Vikings, even though the Vikings were anxious for a matchup. At one point during the tournament, one of the Vikings coaches, Jermyn Wright, wasn’t going to let it slide.

“He got on the mic, ‘Hey, Prime Academy. You’re ducking us!’” Dana said. “The whole crowd is listening to this. Called Deion out.”

But the Vikings and Sanders’s team still didn’t play that day. As Reign said, the Vikings had played them in a previous year and “they ducked us after that.”

Reign and Edwards were the team backbone during their years playing together. Teams had trouble containing two athletes who could run circles around them or straight lines over them. Reign was a skilled, dynamic quarterback and also played tailback when Banks’s son played quarterback. Edwards was an overpowering running back who looked like a youth version of Derrick Henry steamrolling or skating past helpless, tiny defensive backs.

“It was always Reign and Ant coming up, and if you put them two together, they can fight any team,” Slaughter said.

The Vikings also had the best threads in the city. They had a seemingly unlimited uniform budget at every level. The older players got, the more uniforms they had, with Wynn’s 12-and-under squad getting the most gear.

“Tim’s team might have seven uniforms with five helmets,” Slaughter said.

There was even one time the Vikings warmed up in one uniform, went into the woods near the field, changed, and reemerged in a different uniform.

“You can tell whoever was funding them knew they was nice because they had all the top stuff,” Sturdivant said.

Dana, who handled the money as park commissioner, said with a laugh that the Vikings program was able to solicit donations from “the entrepreneurs of the area,” as he put it. Some of those donations also came in from Vikings NFL alumni like Adam “Pacman” Jones and Jamal Lewis. One donor even gave $50,000 for two sets of 6-and-under uniforms and helmets.

“When I look back in hindsight, it was nonsense,” he said. “It was such a waste of money.”

Oakland City

On a Wednesday night in August 2024, the Vikings were going through another practice, and all age groups were feeling the pain. Some were doing crabwalks up the hill that Edwards and his teammates used to run on. The ground there is so worn on that section of the hill that there is no grass, only dirt.

To make matters worse, that hill is the last part of the park the sun hits as its setting. There isn’t even a small reprieve of shade later in the day.

Once they were done on the hill, the players did laps around the field, with crabwalks in between. There would also be duckwalks, where a player would crouch and walk in that position. These were especially painful, and were something the team might do in the hotel the night before a road game.

“And when you do them right, it would kill you, especially a tall kid like Ant Man,” Wynn said with a maniacal laugh.

One eight-year-old had to drag a pair of tires around the field after he said he wasn’t doing his push-ups correctly. Parents sat off on the hills or in other remote parts of the park taking it all in, but not interfering.

Wynn sat nearby on his bucket, which was the same way he would watch Edwards’s practices until something went wrong that caused him to come off his perch. That was a typical night of Vikings practice.

About a ten-minute drive northwest of the park on small Lockwood Drive, which is only about four blocks long, sat a man on his small front porch in front of a green and white house he has owned for over fifty years. In front of him on a driveway that extended up a small hill to the front door was a white 2004 Toyota Corolla, or as Ben Edwards, the grandfather of Anthony, pronounced it, “Tie-ota.”

“Toyota, man,” he said. “They don’t make ’em too much more better. Got about 167,000 [miles] on it.”

This was one of the cars that took Ben’s four grandchildren around when they were younger and living in this house for a time with Yvette. The kids never went anywhere on public transportation, or what Atlanta calls MARTA (Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority). That was too fraught with peril.

“Their momma didn’t like them to hang around in the streets. None of that stuff,” Ben Edwards said. “When I tell you, they ain’t never been on a MARTA bus, they don’t know what that’s like. That’s true.”

Ben only takes that Corolla out for a spin once a week, he said, just to go to the grocery store. Other than that, he just wants to sit on the porch and enjoy his peace. He’s now alone in a home that once housed seven: him, his wife, Yvette, and her four kids.

“I don’t want to go nowhere,” he said. “I feel so much safer sitting on this porch and being at this house than anyplace else. You got to really watch yourself if you go out in these streets. Shooting and killing each other left and right like there ain’t nothin’ to it.”

Off to the right of the house behind a metal fence is a basketball hoop with a backboard that’s tilted. A log is on the back of it to weigh it down. Even though the boys have been out of the house a long time, the hoop remains, a relic to all the times Anthony played his brothers, in particular Antony (nicknamed Bubba), on that hoop.

“They had little fights, would come in the house and cry a little bit,” Ben said. “Then next few minutes he’d go back out there, and see if he can beat him.”

That applied to both of them, the inseparable Ant and Bubba, who was three years older than Anthony.

“Bubba and Ant Man like glue,” Ben said. “Them two guys, man, they stuck together. They was together all the time. You seen one, you seen the other one.”

That relationship endures, with Bubba sitting in seats at the Timberwolves home games across from the bench. He’s typically seated next to Nick Maddox, one of Edwards’s best friends since high school.

Going outside to play on that hoop was one of the only times the Edwards boys were let out of the house in Oakland City. On the walls of that house, Edwards used to write his life ambitions.

“It’s still there,” Ben Edwards said. “I don’t bother with any of that stuff.”

One of the walls says, “Future McDonald’s All-American #GOAL.”

If they weren’t in the house or outside playing on the hoop, they were at school, at a gym, at football practice, or in the house eating, playing video games, or sleeping.

“They don’t know what the streets is,” Ben said.

Yvette made sure of that, and she made sure that she always knew where they were at any given moment.

“They couldn’t do nothin’,” Ben said. “She know every minute that they moved and was going somewhere, and she raised three good boys and a good girl.”

In the summer of 2023, before it launched Edwards’s signature shoe, the AE1, Adidas commissioned a custom mural of Edwards, Yvette, and Shirley in Atlanta. When he does get into his Toyota, Ben can drive a few minutes and see his grandson’s face flanked by Yvette’s and Shirley’s, a testament to the pride Oakland City has in the Edwards family. Adidas held an event to unveil it that summer with a performance from fellow Oakland City native Lil Baby.

“The highlight of my offseason? Probably was the mural,” Anthony said in September 2023. “I think that was more important than everything.”

That night, in August 2024, Dana, who spent as much time around Edwards as anybody when Edwards was growing up, reintroduced himself to Ben. Ben wasn’t frequently in attendance at Edwards’s football and basketball games. Those were for Yvette, Shirley, Edwards’s siblings, and his uncle Chris. Ben asked Dana and me that if they spoke to his grandson, “Tell him the house needs more paint.” He enjoys keeping the house and enjoys his peace of mind when nobody is around. A much different scene than a decade prior.

The conversation Ben had with Dana that evening stirred something within him. Dana knew that Ben hadn’t seen Anthony play any games since high school, and Dana offered to take Ben to see Anthony the next time the Wolves played in Atlanta. They swapped phone numbers. A few days later, Ben called Dana and said he wanted to go. They stayed in touch, and when that day came—December 23—Ben went with Dana to State Farm Arena to surprise Ant at a Hawks-Timberwolves game. Several times leading up to the game, Ben called Dana to confirm the logistics of the night, to make sure he knew what time to be ready and what to wear.

“Hey, man, it’s about time,” Ben said that night. “I have to go see him at least once.”

Dana had made a hard sell in the months between that night on the porch and the Wolves’s visit for Ben to come, that he should go see Anthony play in person while he still could.

“This man right here, talked to me like somebody who had some sense,” Ben said of Dana. “I believe him, and he just does what he says he’ll do.”

“You’re eighty-two years old, have a grandkid who’s able to ascend where he’s ascending, if you ain’t going to see it now, when you gonna see it?” Dana said. “It’s about the now. Life’s about the now, taking advantage of it.”

Anthony didn’t know his grandfather was going to show up, and after he finished his pregame warm-ups, he turned around and saw Ben sitting under a basket. Anthony ran over to him, a big smile on his face, and bent down to give him a hug before chatting with him for a few minutes. They spent some time together after the game as well.

“Sad I ain’t get the W for him, but I’m just happy he was here,” Anthony told me in my capacity as beat writer for the Star Tribune following a Wolves loss. “My heart was warm when I seen him. That was great.”

When asked if he got some of his swagger from his grandfather, Edwards laughed and said no, but he did get an important quality.

“I got my being down to earth. Just being cool under all circumstances,” he said. “I think I got that from him. Like he never let any circumstance get him out of who he is and stuff like that. Just being cool, calm, and collected through everything.”

Oh, and he got something else too—the desire to be a homebody.

“He just like me, man,” Anthony said. “I wanna go to the house, be in my game room, play my [video] game. He wanna go sit on his couch, his little chair and watch his TV shows.”

A ten-minute drive east of where Ben likes to sit on his porch is a boarded-up house and an even narrower street, now known as Andrew J. Hairston Place, where Yvette used to live before the family had to move in with Shirley and Ben. The house isn’t much recognizable to Dana, who used to drop Edwards off there after football games and basketball tournaments. He had to confirm with Edwards via text that this was, in fact, the address of the old house.

“Ant has a softness to him,” Dana said. “Nobody would ever confuse him with somebody being hard or street. That’s not Ant. Ant is really a soft kid that’s in a bigger body. He’s not about that street life. He could . . . sound country, Atlanta, all that—but soft as all get-out, which is a good thing.”

The light blue house looks a bit nicer, and seems to be a product of gradual gentrification that is creeping into Oakland City and surrounding neighborhoods near downtown Atlanta. Other lots appear as if they were condemned and abandoned for decades.

Oakland City is known for its violent crime rate and issues with drugs, especially heroin.

“You could almost know, okay, out of these fifty kids [on the team], some of them are gonna get in trouble. You can’t save them all,” Dana said. “Football is kind of their glue, but they go back out into the world, and I told Reign, be glad you know them, because if you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time, one of these kids could save you.”

Yvette never had an issue with the strict discipline the Vikings put in her son’s life. With that, she was like several single mothers, Dana said, who sent their kids to the Vikings program for discipline and to have male authority figures in their lives. Infractions in school, like skipping class, could become grounds for discipline in football practice, even though the program wasn’t affiliated with a school.

Sports were the vehicle to get Edwards out of their house in Oakland City and to keep him out of trouble. The same went for when they moved in with Shirley and Ben. It was better than hanging around outside. If Edwards wasn’t playing sports somewhere away from the neighborhood, he was inside the house playing video games.

“He lucky he got video games,” Slaughter said.

Anything besides being outside on the street. Edwards often talks about his love of video games, and back then he mostly played Madden or NBA 2K (usually with the teams of his favorite player, Kevin Durant). His love affair with gaming can often contribute to funny moments in interviews, like when he said he was unbeatable when he used to play NBA 2K as the “Grit n’ Grind” Memphis Grizzlies, whose point guard, Mike Conley, became a teammate of Edwards’s in 2023. The Netflix documentary Starting 5 also played up Edwards’s video game addiction, like showing him obsessing over a game as his family gathered for Thanksgiving, and how Edwards has a special suitcase for his system when traveling. His attachment to video games runs deep.

Video games became a part of who Edwards was, the way he and his family got through the day. They are still how he spends a significant amount of his free time. He’s not one to go out a lot, his former college roommate Tye Fagan said, but he’d always be up late playing video games.

When Edwards joined the NBA, he purchased a luxury apartment with multiple bedrooms in Atlanta. But one room, according to Reed Ridder, a graduate assistant at Georgia who worked closely with Edwards, featured just a gaming chair and a TV on the floor when Ridder visited a few summers ago.

“He’s got headphones in with his gaming chair and he’s playing that,” Ridder said. “And so I told him, ‘You got millions of dollars, man.’ And he’s like, ‘This is all I need right here, man, just the chair and the game.’”

An assistant coach who recruited Edwards to Georgia, Amir Abdur-Rahim, said he thought when Edwards entered the NBA, his penchant for video games stuck to him through the draft process, and it contributed to a perception that Edwards didn’t love playing basketball when he spent so much time gaming.

“People laugh like, ‘Man, why is this dude playing Call of Duty and NBA 2K for hours on hours. He need to get in the gym,’” Abdur-Rahim said.

Abdur-Rahim was an Atlanta native familiar with where Edwards grew up.

“He spent so much time on video games,” he said. “But, so what, man? If you knew where he came from you would be in the house too.”

Video games kept Edwards in those houses and out of trouble. He never displayed a desire to get caught in the dangers of the neighborhood.

“Ant didn’t have that. Ant wasn’t a street-type kid,” Slaughter said. “You weren’t gonna get that out of him. Ant gonna walk to the store and come back home. He ain’t hanging out.”

If Edwards was hanging out with friends, it was usually with some of his teammates who lived in other parts of Atlanta, and he’d often stay with families like the Watkinses because it would be convenient for him to get to tournaments or games with them. If those friends and their families entered Oakland City, they got in and out as quick as they could.

“That’s one of the hardest parts,” Sturdivant said. “Heroin, violence, robbing, prostitution, just to be candid. It’s tough, and that’s why I think he carries that shit on his shoulder to make it out of there.”

Added Reign: “Definitely a place where it’s not ideal to just be hanging out, especially as young kids. You see that growing up, their objective is to get out.”

Edwards’s uncle Chris played an important role in his childhood. Chris, who was Yvette’s brother, would scoop the kids up to take them to a park, a gym, a field, anywhere they could to burn off energy and get out of the house.

“It was four bedrooms. It would get to the point where it would irk me because we were always crowded in the house,” Chris Edwards said in a 2022 interview with the Star Tribune. “So I’d say, ‘Let’s go play, let’s go to the gym. Let’s go practice.’ To get them out the house was to drop them off at the gym.”

Those around Edwards credited Uncle Chris with being one of the prominent male figures in his life, since his father was not around much after Edwards was born.

“Chris did a lot,” Slaughter said. “Chris did a ton, man.”

Dana referred to Chris as a “protector” of Edwards, and it was Uncle Chris who knew how to keep his family out of trouble. He knew the streets of Oakland City, where to go and, more importantly, where not to go.

“Chris was Ant’s surrogate guardian, provider, and consummate protector,” Dana said. “Although Chris had a ‘street edge’ that was well documented with him, he was reluctant to expose Ant to any negative forces and assured that he was only left in the hands of trusted friends when he was unable to be present.”

Chris would be right there with Yvette at Vikings games making sure everyone knew Edwards was his nephew, and he wasn’t shy about putting a few dollars on Vikings games thanks to that confidence in his nephew to dominate the football field.

“Chris was one of those young uncles who got a stud nephew. Chris gonna let that be known,” Slaughter said.

But that money wasn’t always for himself; whatever costs were associated with Edwards’s athletics, Uncle Chris was there if Edwards needed equipment or team fees.

“Yvette never had to worry about costs associated with any of the sports,” Dana said. “If there were any gaps that needed to be filled, Chris most often was point person for Yvette.”

Cousin Tommy

In early February 2024, Timberwolves head coach Chris Finch was in contention to coach the Western Conference at that season’s All-Star Game. If the Wolves were able to win a few games before the All-Star break, Finch would lock up that honor (he eventually did).

At practice the day before a game against the Orlando Magic, Edwards was answering some questions about Finch’s impact on the team and his coaching style. Finch has the reputation of being no-nonsense with his players and isn’t afraid to call anyone out in a practice or film setting, and that includes Edwards and other big-name players.

“He don’t kiss nobody’s ass,” Edwards said during that media scrum.

But when Edwards was asked just how hard Finch was on him, he flashed back to his days with the Vikings.

“That shit don’t bother me, man,” Edwards said. “I grew up playing football for my cousin and my mom gave permission for him to do whatever to me if I wasn’t listening. What Finchy does to me is fuckin’ nothin’.”

Enter that cousin, Slaughter.

Throughout Edwards’s life, there are people who think they are being hard on Edwards—from Finch to Tom Crean, his coach at Georgia, even his academic adviser in high school, Rachel Little. But nobody put Edwards through the hell he experienced when he began 8-and-under ball with the Vikings playing for his cousin Slaughter. And maybe it made Edwards better equipped to handle demanding coaches ever since.

The Vikings’ methods were strict and harsh. Some might say they crossed a line, especially with kids that young. But there was a lot of pride in the results they produced and the men they cultivated, especially kids that came from tough neighborhoods. To Wynn, he was running a program to mold young men, and he was going to do it how he saw fit.

“Let me say this, when I got them kids, my thing was, one percent would probably go to . . . the NFL,” Wynn said. “But what this is going to get you ready for . . . being a positive young man to go out here in society and be productive.”

Starkey added, “Surviving.”

Wynn continued: “This is what we were teaching them.”

There was plenty of strict discipline when Edwards played 6-and-under ball, but it ramped up when he began playing for Slaughter, who was an assistant under head coach JP Jones. But Slaughter handled Ant. Slaughter first made his name around Atlanta as an AAU basketball coach. Javaris Crittenton, who went to Georgia Tech and played in the NBA, credited Slaughter with being one of the mentors who had a major influence on his career. The Vikings program didn’t move Edwards up from his 6-and-under team even though he was dominating at the time. But Slaughter told his cousin Yvette when Edwards was done with that, “I got to get him right.” Slaughter was going to coach him, and coach him hard.

“My thing was, this is my blood, I got to get him ready for ten-and-under and this man here,” Slaughter said, pointing at Wynn, who coached the 12-and-under squad. “I’m considered a real tough seven-, eight-year-old coach. Real discipline, believe in aggressiveness.”

That went double for Edwards when Slaughter was one of his coaches. Slaughter saw a young Edwards as talented and gifted but also lazy. Yvette let her cousin discipline Edwards however he felt necessary.

“She can’t save him, because we don’t want to give him that,” Slaughter said. “I could do things to Ant, discipline him, and other things that another coach couldn’t get away with.”

Said Edwards: “He used to grab my face mask, shake it, slap my helmet and shit.”

This was all okay with Yvette.

“The only coach who could get away with grabbing him, shaking his face mask without him feeling some type of way or Momma complaining,” Slaughter said. “I need to get all this in him right now before he get to [Wynn]. Because that man is going to teach him how to be a teenager, teach him responsibility.”

During practices, Slaughter believed in doing a lot of hitting drills; this way his players understood how to play through pain.

“I probably hit more than any age group,” Slaughter said. “I believed in coming off the ball, being aggressive, and being pain freaks, so when kids feel a shot, they can shake it off and be ready to roll.”

For Reign, these were the worst drills the team went through. The running on the hills and the suicides were bad enough, but the copious hitting drills were what he couldn’t take.

“The Oklahomas—they got started on that early,” Reign said. “We had some hard hitters on our team. They not showing no mercy.”

And because Slaughter was one of his coaches that year, there was no hiding for Edwards when he wanted to mess around and try to be late for practice or skip it altogether.

“Ant was my blood, so he couldn’t miss practice,” Slaughter said.

Not even when Yvette allowed him to miss one. When Yvette wanted to take Edwards to a local school’s homecoming the night before a big game, Slaughter stepped in to say, “Ant comin’ to practice.” That’s because in the upcoming game, Slaughter was planning to feed Edwards the ball a lot, and he didn’t want anybody to think it was favoritism because they were related.

“I said why would you wanna put me in a situation where they say that’s his blood, that’s why he give him the ball every play? This and that,” Slaughter said.

But Slaughter really didn’t have to worry about that. All it takes is a few glances at YouTube clips of the Vikings to understand why they were so good. Edwards physically dominated almost everybody on the field. He had the size and agility to make anybody miss or regret hitting him. The Vikings faced complaints from other teams that Edwards had to be too old to be out there with his age group, but Yvette was only too happy to shout them down.

This was one of the benefits of Edwards’s August 5 birthday; he just made the August 1 cutoff, but those extra months of growing he had on most of the other kids paid off at this point in his life. It also helped that Reign’s birthday is the 11th.

“It just worked out to their benefit that this league had an August first cutoff, so time and time again, we would be accused of having kids that were too old, because not only were they skilled, they were tall,” Dana said.

As Dana, Slaughter, Wynn, and Starkey reminisced about some of the best games the Vikings played, the details might have been fudged, games might have merged together. In one story, Slaughter claimed Edwards was dominating through a large snowstorm on the road:

“Goddamn, I never seen a kid run on ice,” Slaughter said. “It started to snow, everybody there slippin’ and fallin’. With those big ol’ feet he had, he was gliding.”

“They made us come way out there. It finna be a blizzard snowstorm coming.”

Dana chimed in, “It was flurries.”

Slaughter also said that was the same game the Vikings had to use three consecutive time-outs in the first half to allow Reign to throw up his breakfast before getting back under center. That was a separate game, the Watkins father-son duo said. But that did, in fact, happen.

“I normally don’t eat breakfast before the game,” Reign said. “This day [my mom] made breakfast. So I ate it. Got to the game, I remember it was like second quarter, all of it coming out.”

His father was on the sideline trying to help Reign get through it as the coaching staff used one time-out after another to stall. Their other quarterback wasn’t available for this game, so Slaughter was trying to milk every second he could.

“Dana come back around and tapped me on the back and said let’s rock and roll, baby,” Slaughter said.

“That’s the kind of kids y’all made,” Dana said.

The game plan after that was to give Edwards the ball as much as possible in an effort to conserve Reign’s energy.

“Look at the kind of pressure I put on



























































OEBPS/images/9780063438972_Cover.jpg
b/

The

Journey of NBA \

Incredible
Rising Star
Anthony
Edwards

" Chris Hine





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents





		Introduction



		Chapter 1: The Atlanta Vikings



		Chapter 2: Basketball, Ant’s Other Sport



		Chapter 3: Uncertain Times



		Chapter 4: Ms. Little and the Chaos of Holy Spirit



		Chapter 5: (Less Than a) Year at Georgia



		Chapter 6: Hey, Man, We from Atlanta



		Chapter 7: A1 from Day One (Sort of)



		Chapter 8: Can You Get It Done?



		Chapter 9: Change Everywhere



		Chapter 10: Head of the Snake



		Chapter 11: Always Meet Your Heroes





		Acknowledgments



		Index



		Photo Section



		About the Author



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Introduction


















		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		4



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		iv
















OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
THE INCREDIBLE JOURNEY
OF NBA RISING STAR
ANTHONY EDWARDS

CHRIS HINE

nnnnnn





