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Introduction



FANTASIA


I was promoting my most recent album, Sketchbook, at the end of 2019, when I was invited onto the morning radio show The Breakfast Club. I was excited to talk about the single “PTSD.” Sketchbook is very different from my previous albums. My past songs hadn’t been exactly positive about men. I had been in bad relationships, and I wrote songs that reflected that truth. One of my most popular albums was called Free Yourself, and it was written to empower women to walk away from bad relationships:




If you don’t want me then don’t talk to me


Go ahead and free yourself.





I had so many broken people following me, and this song healed a lot of hearts.


But Sketchbook was a different kind of album for me because I’m in a very different kind of relationship now. As I sit down to write this book, I have been married for almost seven years. When I first met Kendall, my husband, I saw in him everything I had been asking God for. And the longer I’m with him, the more I know why God sent him to me. I’m also in a different relationship with my music. Sketchbook is the first album I produced independently. That means I can make the kind of music I want. No more people telling me what I can and cannot do. That made me stupid excited about promoting it—even more than I’d usually be.


I’d never been on Breakfast Club before. Real talk, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to going on. I thank God for my gift and my ministry, but I don’t exactly love the music industry. After winning American Idol at age nineteen, I had been performing for fifteen years straight and everyone had been making money but me. My contract was structured so other people were making money on songwriting royalties and album sales; if I wanted to get paid, I had to perform. That meant I’d had to function like a workaholic. I’d spent too much time away from my children and had missed so many special moments. I’d blown out both my knees. By the fall of 2019 I was bone-tired and needed to rest.


I was also afraid that I’d make a mistake in the interview and end up on MediaTakeOut or one of the other gossip publications or websites and get roasted. So, I was nervous about going on-air.


But I love this album, and they promised they’d play my music, so I figured I’d take a chance and go. I was ready to defend myself and my art. Music is my ministry.


KENDALL


I recall well the conversation that I had with my Queen, when she was first asked to consider doing the Breakfast Club interview. The hesitancy that my wife expressed was natural and to be expected. She’s a true soul singer with a gentle spirit and didn’t necessarily fit the model of a typical B. Club guest, which has more of a “shock jock” format. Normally, doing the Breakfast Club interview wouldn’t make sense, but in this case it did because “PTSD,” the single being promoted, had crossover potential; the benefit of presenting it to the hip-hop audience was undeniable. I personally watch many Breakfast Club interviews and have my finger on the pulse of how they handle a variety of guests. I felt comfortable that my Queen would be treated with care and respect by the hosts and so I encouraged her to step outside of her comfort zone and to be open to doing the interview.


FANTASIA


The hosts, DJ Envy and Angela Yee, started off by asking me about the music. They mentioned the fact that my messages about relationships on this album were positive and asked what made me shift my tone.


I explained that because I’m married, I’m not really singing about the same things that I used to. Through sharing my gift, my ministry, in front of so many audiences, I’ve also witnessed music’s power, I said, and I knew that music can be a healer, but it can also contribute to a spirit of discord. When people listen to music about men and women fighting, they are more likely to end up at war in their relationships. I had found love and wanted other people to experience it too. I wanted to make music that brings people together.


“Do you think that’s the kind of stuff your audience wants to hear?” Angela asked me.


“Are you in a relationship?” I replied.


“No, I want to be in one and I’m looking.”


“If you keep listening to songs like ‘Free Yourself’ and ‘Bittersweet,’ you’ll never find that relationship. You’ll never find that one,” I told her.


I knew a forward statement like that could be taken out of context, but I was up to the challenge of the show, so I shared anyway. While we were chopping it up, DJ Envy told me he had been married for eighteen years and he and his wife had been together for twenty-five.


“What’s the key?” I asked him, excited to hear that they’d stayed together so long. He talked about the importance of communication and forgiveness. He had opened the door for me to take it a little further and to get into a spiritual conversation, so I went for it.


“What about prayer?”


“Every day.”


“Together?”


“Every morning I wake my wife up before I leave,” he said, then went on to describe their prayers.


“That’s what’s up!” I told him. “I salute you. We need more men to stand up and lead the way. Most women are trying to be the leader; that’s why you can’t find a man,” I said. “You can’t be the king in the house. Fall back and be the queen and let your man lead the way.”


When host Angela Yee asked what I meant, I said that a generational curse has undermined many families and caused too many women to have to handle everything all the time—work, pay the bills, raise the kids alone, make all the decisions, stand up and be strong, and act like a man. I described a vision of men and women as equals. The man as the head of the house and the woman as the neck that turns the head.


“You have to learn how to submit,” I told them. “The king needs his queen; there are certain things that he can’t do. Anybody play chess?” I explained that in chess the queen is the most powerful piece on the board.


The hosts seemed to get what I was saying. We kept talking and laughing, and when the interview ended, I was happy with myself. We focused on my music, the conversation went well and was fun, we talked a lot about God, and I didn’t get pulled into any catty drama—there was nothing for MediaTakeOut to run with.


But on the way to my car, I got a text from my hairdresser and bestie Derickus: “A lot of people are upset.”


“About what?” I texted back.


Then he replied: “Submit??”


KENDALL


I was planning to accompany my wife to the interview, but instead I agreed to a meeting while we were already in New York for Fashion Week. I was at the hotel waiting for my wife to return, and I, too, began to see the negative backlash in the comments trending. By then I knew we had to do some damage control. And by that I mean I realized it was less about “control” than a need for “clarity.” From Wendy Williams to Tavis Smiley, Erica Campbell’s talk show and so many more, the statement my wife had made about submission was spreading like a wildfire. Our friends and family started to hit us up, and we also began to be sought out regarding additional interviews. I felt that it was important for me to communicate that my wife is a very powerful Black woman, and she was doing fine running her life before she ever met me; she didn’t need me in her life to achieve great things because greatness had already been accomplished. But she is my wife, and as her husband, I felt a strong need to protect her in this uncomfortable moment.


FANTASIA


When Ken told me that my comments had gone viral, I started to get nervous; did I say something I didn’t mean? The women who have followed my career know that I’m not someone who needs a man to tell her what to do.



KENDALL


The word “submit” comes with a lot of preconceived notions. A lot of women have been scarred, mentally, emotionally, and physically, because they relinquished control to a man who proved to be unworthy. But I’m no caveman, dragging my wife into a cave of my immaturity and selfishness, and I won’t advocate for any man to act like that. It was clear that we needed to bring a little more clarity to the situation. Fantasia’s submitting was now a national narrative, and the assumption was that it was a negative thing.


FANTASIA


For many women, and especially for Black women, “submit” tends to be a loaded word. Lots of us think it means to bow down, like, “Whatever he says goes; you cook the food and shut your mouth.” They think submission equates to suppression, so some people thought I was stupid or repressed because of what I said. But that’s not what happens in my house at all, and that’s not what I said.


KENDALL


But when my wife shared her example on the radio, my particular portion of this conversation was missing. If a man goes on national radio and says he submits to his wife, no one’s upset about it on Twitter. That’s what a man in a good marriage does—and that’s what I would have said if I had been there. But if a woman says the same thing, some people experience traumatic triggers.


So, I stepped way outside of my comfort zone and went online and posted a video. I basically said, “Let me tell you how it’s supposed to work from a man’s perspective.” I explained how “submission” is a biblical word that God uses to instruct us about the balance in a healthy marriage. I said that submission requires trust; it is something that is earned. You can submit only to someone who is aligned with God.


When we met, Fantasia was carrying the world on her shoulders, handling her own just fine. She was hustling, paying her bills, being a good mother, and taking care of so many people. But she was able to off-load certain things to me that were weighing her down and preventing her from being the best person she could be. And I also could off-load certain things to her to create room for me to grow and expand into a better man as well. Individually and as a couple, we had done the work. Finally, the controversy began to pipe down and after the live video I presented, the feedback, comments, and support for our marriage exploded and increased unimaginably!


FANTASIA


Sometimes God has a sense of humor. I’d never heard Wendy Williams talk about God before, but she said that she agreed with me. Many other women began to comment, agreeing and showing support now that there was clarity around how submission functions in my marriage. Ken and I would be out to eat or shopping and we would have men and women in the grocery store coming up to me to give me a thumbs-up, and women would share their support. They would tell Ken, “Salute!”


KENDALL


Then something very interesting began to happen. Totally unrelated, just a few months earlier, we had started going live on Instagram with a little spiel to inspire people, especially couples who were married or in relationships. Just hopping in front of an iPhone and being real for sixty seconds. This week we would do a little spiel; the next week a little spiel. Then we started doing a little three-minute conversation. Then we started streaming live on Facebook at the same time. We called the segments Taylor Talks.



FANTASIA


They weren’t deep philosophical discussions. We are not psychiatrists or licensed counselors. It’s not like we’ve been therapists for twenty years. We are a real Black couple going through real-life things. But suddenly, after Breakfast Club, lots of people became curious about our marriage.


KENDALL


Because of my wife’s work, we realize that people look at us as a power couple or a celebrity couple. They were curious about how submission plays out in our marriage and started sending us messages like, “Can we talk to y’all? We can see you’re both very powerful; how do you make it work?”


FANTASIA


I’m a Cancer; I’m emotional; their messages touched me. I want to see every married person make their relationship work. My mother and father were together for twenty-seven years and then they got divorced. I wish they’d been able to work it out. Out of all my grandmother’s grandkids, I’m the only one who’s married. I’ve seen most marriages around me break. It seems like every day we hear a story about another couple going through a rocky moment or the kind of stuff that could lead to divorce. Many celebrity relationships are in trouble and that hurts me. I know lots of successful women, both inside and outside the entertainment industry, who want to have a good relationship but struggle to find one, or create one, or keep one. In general, lots of millennials aren’t marrying.1 And for lots of reasons—ranging from what it takes to overcome poverty, to trying to work and go to school, to needing to pay off college debt, to how hard it is to get a good job—this is especially true with Black millennials.2 But in spite of all that, lots of people seemed to be very inspired by our marriage.


KENDALL


People want love. People want to be married. But they don’t know how to do it—in part because they don’t have people in their lives to give them real, true advice. Too many people think they can put their marriage in a microwave and get a positive result. But that’s not how marriage works.


Our followers started asking us more and more questions, so we decided that we would go live and share our successes but also our mistakes: how we got through them, how we prayed through them, how we submitted to each other, and how we apologized and learned to forgive.


We wanted to be a celebrity couple willing to let others see humility and simplicity in the midst of having power, willing to let people see the human factor. Authenticity will always find its own audience.


FANTASIA


I’ve always been an open book. That’s what soul singers are like. I sing what I feel, and that’s how I live my life. I don’t try to hide anything from the world and that frees me from my past. I’m never afraid to share personal things because, even though I won Idol, I don’t want to be idolized. I’m human. I go through things just like everyone else does.


We wanted to be two authentic people in a world where so many people live behind filters and nobody wants to post a picture from a bad angle, much less talk about the broken places in their lives.


KENDALL


In Taylor Talks, we share our weaknesses, our scars, everything that stands in opposition to the way the entertainment industry operates. Not many public figures are willing to do that because they’re afraid to show you any kind of chink in their armor. Most celebrities know their status can be fragile, so they are afraid they will tarnish their platform that can elevate them to a godlike stature—you have to be what people expect you to be so that people can live vicariously through you.


We let people see our humanity and flaws. We invite them into that sacred place of “I messed up, man. I was sleeping on the couch. Let me tell you what I did so that y’all don’t make that mistake.” I am open to putting my mistakes on the altar in hopes that doing so will benefit another man.


FANTASIA


People also knew we didn’t start off with fancy-schmancy stories. I won Idol when I was only nineteen and have ministered to people and shared my gift, but I’ve also been burned, roasted, and dragged all through the media. Some of my most embarrassing, difficult, and even darkest moments have been presented to the public as entertainment.


Kendall has been convicted of three felonies, but that’s not all of who he is. Before I met him, he had rebuilt his life and had a multimillion-dollar business. Today he has a ministry of leading men and working with people who have been incarcerated.



KENDALL


As I study our society and talk to men at all levels, all too often marriage is not appreciated. It’s not protected, especially in our millennial generation. Many of us haven’t seen a lot of success stories, expecially those who come from communities like Fantasia and I were raised in—places where many people struggle to make ends meet, the education isn’t always the best, good job opportunities are scarce, and many men are swept into the criminal justice system.


So many couples conceal, they cheat, they have separate accounts, they have hidden accounts, their marriages are open, they swing, and they have hidden agendas.


FANTASIA


But here’s the thing: I think most people out there know what’s good, but many are too scared to do what’s right. People are too nervous to let their guard down—like, all the way down.


KENDALL


With so many marriages at war, I believe our world is in danger. When marriages fail, you have more broken children, which leads to a broken economy, which leads to a broken society. In fact, you don’t have to look far to see the distressing condition of so many of today’s youth.


THE TAYLORS


There is purpose in marriage, so there’s purpose in ours. In this season, we believe God is positioning us to be a model for others, even though we’re still looking for models to follow. With so many people looking to us for inspiration, we feel called to make marriage our ministry. We want everyone to experience healthy relationships and to be living examples of how a righteous marriage is supposed to be designed and how it will survive. But we can’t follow the same broken patterns that don’t work throughout society, didn’t work for our parents, or even the ones that didn’t work for us in previous relationships. We think it’s time to turn to some timeless principles that we believe position us to have a greater chance of success in love and in marriage.


It’s a scary thing to put ourselves on the forefront of this important endeavor. We’re still learning; we’re still trying to figure it out. We’re imperfect, and we’re nervous that what we have to say might not be good enough. But we will not succumb to a spirit of fear that we might be criticized. We know we will be criticized. Real talk!


Our goal in this book is to move our readers beyond the mind-set that marriage isn’t possible, it isn’t for you, it’s too hard, or it’s not worth the risk even to dream of getting married or to engage in the effort to make your marriage work. We prayed that as we participated in the process of writing the book that we, too, would be transformed. We expected that we would learn; we would grow; we would become stronger, closer, more whole, more aware—just as a result of engaging in the process. If we grew as we wrote it, we knew our book could be transformative to others. While writing it, we have become better as a man and a woman; closer as a husband and a wife; better parents; better leaders.


Though we are in counseling, we are not marriage counselors, therapists, or marriage experts. We do not think we have everything together. We are speaking real stuff to people like us who have been through real stuff. We’re sharing what we’ve been through. We don’t sugarcoat. We straight-up tell you when we think, I probably could have done this differently. Let me give this another try. We talk about our success but are not afraid to admit our mistakes. And we have had to do—and continue to do—a lot of apologizing and forgiving.


That said, we each have overcome tremendous obstacles and excelled in certain areas of life. For Fantasia, that has been as a vocalist and performer; for Ken, that has been in the world of business. In the process of growing, developing, and challenging ourselves to push outside of our respective comfort zones so we can reach higher levels professionally, we have experienced insights and learned skills that also serve us in marriage. Some of what we’ve learned in those areas might even help you. Just to give you an example, one of the most important things we’ve discovered is that it’s important not to bring the “crowns” we have earned out in the world into our home. That’s just one of many ways we protect ourselves from individualism, materialism, instant gratification, sexual temptation, and other destructive ideals that our society promotes but that could destroy our marriage. Even though we have both made mistakes, we have learned that our true crowns don’t exist in earthly credentials but in each other and in developing the character we need to demonstrate to experience a righteous life and marriage. At the end of the day, the only credential that matters is the crown that God bestows upon you.


We believe God is using us as a weapon and a resource for righteous marriages. Our hope is that greater numbers of people will aspire to get married and will build and protect their marriage in a world where matrimony is not celebrated. In some of the Taylor Talks, we explore a topic people have been asking us about in an engaging, he said/she said style and reach a shared perspective—not of what Kendall thinks is best for him as an individual, or of what Fantasia thinks is best for her individually—but of what is best for us as a couple: Mr. and Mrs. Taylor. Because we have discovered that a strong relationship—and especially a strong marriage—allows us to free ourselves from some of the limitations that come with just being one person and opens up the new world of possibility and synergy that can take place when “me” and “me” transform into one “we.”


We have organized the book according to the top ten topics that our followers tend to ask us about paired with our responses. Using our conversational Taylor Talks style, in each chapter we share a combination of our personal stories, spiritual principles, lessons we’ve learned, and insights we’ve reached along the way. We have learned some lessons the easy way, but many times God has chastised or even whupped us for some of our behavior and mistakes. We hope that by putting ourselves out there and being very vulnerable and transparent with the type of personal business that most people don’t share, we will help you reflect on your own relationships—whether you’re married, partnered, single, dating, or whatever—so that you experience stronger partnerships and marriages.


At the end of each chapter, we invite you to take some time to think about how some of the ideas we discuss might relate to or inspire you. Like many artists, Fantasia is very big on journaling, a practice of self-expression that can help you better understand your thoughts, feelings, and observations. She has creative journals, dream journals, and journals that she uses to capture her emotions. Journaling can be particularly helpful for creative types, who tend to use it to explore their thoughts and feelings, and catalog different ideas, images, sounds, and inspirations that might be meaningful later on. But one of the greatest works of art is the human relationship and family. We hope that putting pen to paper gives you greater clarity in imagining and creating a stronger relationship with God and a healthy partnership and family of your own.


Journaling can also help with our mental health. It can help put us in a better mood, give us a better sense of well-being, help us not feel as depressed before we have to handle the stressful parts of our lives, reduce some of the symptoms trauma often causes, and give us a place to download some of our mental clutter so we have a better memory.3 At the end of each chapter, we also suggest some exercises that we hope will help you reflect upon and strengthen you and your relationship with your partner.


We strongly believe that the depth of your vulnerability with your partner will determine the highs you will be able to achieve in your marriage—and we want you to achieve the highest highs. So, we offer you our most vulnerable selves as our way of helping God build a kingdom of married people and others in strong romantic relationships who can learn and grow together and produce strong children and families.
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CHAPTER 1



“I DO”


Marriage at First Sight


FANTASIA


I was in Charlotte, at a spot called Fahrenheit, a classy place downtown on the rooftop of a hotel, hanging out with a few close friends. We were having a good time until a slightly drunk man came up and tried to holler at me. We started talking, and we soon realized that we both were originally from High Point, North Carolina. Now, even though I was enjoying talking to this guy named Jacob about High Point and reminiscing on the old days and various places where we both used to hang out, my friends were getting a little irritated and wanted to get back to our time together. My girl to the left kept nudging me on the leg, so I was thinking of how to wrap up the conversation without being rude.



KENDALL


“Orlando, who is your man Jacob over there talking to?” I asked. “Looks like he’s trying to holler at a group of ladies at the bar.”


“I have no clue. He’s definitely had a few too many tonight, that’s for sure,” Orlando said.


“Well, besides that, how long are we planning to stay out tonight? You know I don’t party like these young cats out here,” I said.


“C’mon, bro, you just closed a major contract. We need to celebrate,” Orlando replied.


“Facts, but you know after I’ve had a few drinks, I like to get back to hiding in the shadows. Matter fact, here comes Jacob now, and why is he smiling like he’s up to something?” I asked.


“Yo! That’s Fantasia, bruh! I bought them a few drinks and they said that they might head over to this spot called Suite. What y’all trying to do?” Jacob asked.


I laughed and said, “Man, we ain’t about to be chasing no women around Charlotte. And that don’t even look like Fantasia! Don’t fool around and get catfished out here.”


FANTASIA


“Friend, he doesn’t even look like your type. Plus, he talks too much!” my friend said to me. “He’s wasted, and if I was you and I had waited for seven months fasting, I would not waste my time on that.”


True! I had just come off of a spiritual fast—no sex, no relationships, no drinking, listening to a lot of sermons and eating the word of God. I left a toxic relationship, put a ring on my own finger, and made a conscious effort to take time off from dating. I’ll tell you more about that in a minute.


“Yeah, you’re right, he’s not my type. But maybe he would be a nice catch for you?” I said, and we both laughed. “They invited us to come over to Suite and said that the drinks are on them. Let’s just go and check it out and whenever we say it’s time, we can leave.”


KENDALL


“How you even know that’s the real Fantasia? I’ve seen pics of her back in the day and that ain’t Fantasia!” I told Jacob. “And what makes you think you got a shot at that anyway?”


Everyone at my table laughed it off, but we were all in agreement about keeping the night going just a little bit longer. So, we paid for our food and drinks and then caravanned behind the ladies and headed over to Suite. It wasn’t until we pulled up to the valet and everyone began yelling Fantasia’s name and taking pics that I realized she really was who Jacob said she was. I immediately felt embarrassed by his drunken behavior and didn’t want his actions to be seen as a reflection of me and the way I carried myself.


FANTASIA


We took the escalator up to Suite and by this time I was in a great mood and was feeling myself. I had just gotten back from being on the road doing my last Broadway play, After Midnight. The way Broadway works, you have two weeks to prepare. You have to learn all the steps, the music, your blocking, when the curtain comes down, how the set is moving. It’s military-style. You have to be ready. Nothing can stand in the way. So after all that, I was ready to let my hair down—the little bit I have! I was in a mean pair of red bottoms, tight dress, and all my girls were looking good as well. Now, I was ready to go inside and turn up, but my girls were still shaky on me agreeing to Jacob’s invite. So, we stood at the entrance debating if this was how we really wanted our night to end.



KENDALL


As I came up the escalator, I saw that the ladies were in a huddle standing by the entrance to the lounge. I’m very protective of my name and character, so I walked up to the group alone.


“Good evening, my name is Kendall. I want to apologize for how Jacob was acting at the other spot. I just want to state that it’s not the character of the whole group. We don’t want to impact you ladies’ night, but if you do decide to come in, we will be sure that you have a nice time.”


After they expressed their thanks, I walked back to my crew.


FANTASIA


I turned around to all my girls and said, “Hey, do y’all see what I just saw? I didn’t see him at Fahrenheit; where was he hiding?” And before they could even reply I said, “Heaven, honey, heaven!”


They laughed at me and said, “Okay, girl, so what do you wanna do?”


“Let’s go in, even if it’s just for a little while,” I said.


KENDALL


We were in Suite chilling and my man Orlando reserved a cabana and bottle service. Everyone was mingling and enjoying the night. The only thing on my mind at the time was the business deal that I had just closed and what my next moves would be. I had only one drink and was truly ready to go as soon as someone gave me the word.


I was glancing around the room and then I looked her way and locked eyes with Fantasia, who was sitting across the table and about four or five people away. We just stared at each other for a second. Then we both turned away. But then our eyes came right back to each other and this time she said, “SMILE.” In that moment I realized I must have had a serious look on my face. Sitting there looking at her amazing smile, all I could do was smile back.


FANTASIA


The entire time that I’m sitting there, it was like I had zoned out from everything else going on around me. The club was loud, bodies were moving everywhere, and the energy was all over the place. But my attention was on how Kendall was sitting there, clearly not wanting to be there. He wasn’t acting like the other guys in his group or most men that I’ve been around.


I reached over and whispered to one of my male friends, “I really want to talk to that guy over there. But it’s been so long since I’ve talked to any man and I’m not about to go up to approach him. I don’t know?”


As soon as I said this, my favorite song at the time came on, “We Dem Boyz” by Wiz Khalifa. So, I grabbed my girls, and we all went straight to the dance floor.


Turn up, turn up, turn up!


KENDALL


The ladies bolted to the dance floor when Wiz Khalifa came on. That joint did hit pretty hard during that time. There was one guy in their group who kept trying to get my attention. When I finally acknowledged him, he nodded his head toward the dance floor like, “Go over there.” At first, I didn’t catch on to what he was hinting at.


Then he whispered across the table, “Fantasia wants to talk to you.”


“Me?” I asked.


“Yeah, you.”


“You serious? I don’t play games,” I said, not wanting to be embarrassed.


“I’m serious; she wants you to talk to her,” he replied.


I sat there for a second trying to wrap my head around this entire night. I debated whether she was genuinely interested in me or just wanted company for that night alone. I wasn’t about to be a boy toy or just some fun for the evening. But I shook it off and was like, “Whatever, let’s do it!”


The dance floor was jam-packed, with bodies everywhere and hands in the air. I couldn’t even find her at first. Then when a few people put their hands down—yeah, it was that crazy in there—I saw her in the middle of the crowd dancing and having a great time. I had already introduced myself outside, and I’m not a dancer. So, I pushed my way through the crowd until I was standing right behind her. She couldn’t see me. I wrapped my hands around her waist, and I snatched her toward me. She turned around and was startled, of course.


“Boy!” she yelled until she realized it was me. Then she produced the biggest smile.


“I just wanted to see what was up,” I said. “I’ll be out there when you get done dancing.”


FANTASIA


We talked all the way until the sun came up. We talked about everything—about family, our relentless spirits in business, the many things that had tried to destroy us, and our desire for something new and different from what we had both experienced in our pasts.


We both were hesitant and, to be honest, I think we both were a little scared to entertain the idea of something serious at that time. It was clear that we both were in a space of self-protection and both had a sense of self-worth. But the energy, the sparks, and this feeling of comfort kept pushing me to move beyond those fears, and to be open-minded, and to keep my heart open to the spirit of “what could be.” This was different. It just felt so different to me.



KENDALL


A few days later, she invited me to the Great Wolf Lodge, an indoor family water park in Concord, North Carolina. She said she was taking her kids and a friend of hers and invited me to join her. We hadn’t spoken for a few days since the night at Suite, and I was still curious about her and wanted to learn more. I walked inside the water park and began looking for her. At first, I couldn’t find her. Déjà vu, right? There were kids everywhere and water splashing on me from every crack and crevice. I literally felt like the fish who was out of water. While looking for Fantasia, I saw this woman get out of the pool, and let’s just say my search was temporarily disrupted by this amazing distraction! Hey, I mean I was single at the time, right?


“Ain’t that a shame! You supposed to be looking for me and you were out there looking at other women,” Fantasia said. “Funny when you found out it was me hopping out that pool, huh?!”


Now I was definitely glad I made the trip!


FANTASIA


Now, the whole time he had been looking for me, I was looking at him and I remember to this day what he had on: a white tee, black gym shorts, black Jordans, and a black hat.


He then told me that he had to take a call about a family reunion. I thought that was pretty cool, because I could tell he didn’t want me to get the wrong idea about him being on the phone. He even sat next to the pool and took his call, I guess to prove to me that it was what he said it was. I was also taking notes because I personally don’t know many men who sit in on family reunion calls. So, the fact that family was important to him was another positive box checked off for me. I was also cool with it because it gave me more time to check him out. I don’t know why, but for the life of me I remembered him being short that night at Suite. Maybe it was the six-inch heels I had on or the ego I was wearing that night, but I really thought he was short. But, oh my, how wrong I was!


I pulled my girlfriend to the side. “Girl, he don’t even know it yet, but that’s my boyfriend right there!” And we both just laughed.


I got out of the pool and we got all the kids together and headed upstairs to eat. Kendall came up with me and I introduced him to everyone there. I told him that I needed to take a shower really quick. He said that he would wait in the lounge area and check some emails until I was ready.


KENDALL


While I was sitting in the lounge area checking emails, I started looking around. It was my first time at the Great Wolf Lodge. I’m sitting here, looking through my businessman’s lens at the infrastructure and layout of this place in amazement. The way they embraced technology and made it kid-friendly, charging an arm and a leg for the rooms, all of the souvenirs and gadgets, et cetera. This is just how my mind works. I sit or visit a place and my mind immediately begins to break down and analyze “how.”


FANTASIA


Wait a minute. So, you’re telling me that the whole time I’m rushing myself to shower and get out there to you, hoping you’re not out there feeling like I left you stranded and alone, you were trying to figure out business stuff instead of thinking about me?


KENDALL


Of course I was thinking about you. I had you on the brain, Queen, but my brain is just wired the way it is. Can I finish?



FANTASIA


I guess…


KENDALL


So, as I was saying, I’m sitting there waiting on her to finish showering and then she comes around the corner in this long blue dress with a matching hat. She’s never been more beautiful to me than in that very moment. No makeup, no fans, and no entourage. Just her brilliant smile, her dark skin, and her peaceful presence. She apologized for taking so long and we began to talk.


FANTASIA


I took what I know was the quickest shower ever in my life! I was a little nervous, and I was asking my friend and daughter if I looked okay, and if my dress needed to be ironed—you know, girly stuff. Kinda reminds me of a few of the lyrics from “When I See U”! I couldn’t shake the nervous feeling. Usually, I am a ball of confidence when it comes to these kinds of things, and I didn’t understand why I couldn’t control this feeling in my stomach. I figured that since I’m usually the one being interviewed and hit with tons of questions because I’m an entertainer, this time I would sit back and let Kendall do most of the talking. And so that’s exactly what I did.


I asked him, “Tell me something about you that you normally wouldn’t tell people you’ve just met.”


KENDALL


“That’s a pretty loaded question,” I said. “Well, I was born in Germany. My mother and father were in the military and that’s where I jumped on the scene. Never knew my father. He left my mother before I was one year old, but I’m sure you’ve heard that kind of story before. A few years after that, my mom was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s cancer. I went to live with my grandmother in Chicago while my mother was in the hospital. It was a little over a year before she would come home, but not without having to put on the fight of her life to beat it.”


“Wow, I’m sorry to hear that,” Fantasia responded sympathetically.


“Yeah, it’s crazy to reflect on the stories she has shared about how painful and gruesome the operations and chemotherapy were,” I said. “She told me of a time that I visited her in the hospital, and I kept asking her when she would be coming home. She said that was the extra push that she needed to endure those procedures when she felt at times it would be better to just let go.”


“We take so much in life for granted,” Fantasia responded. “We really do. Are y’all still close?”


“Oh yeah. That’s my homie right there,” I said, sitting back in my chair, feeling more comfortable. “I feel insanely comfortable talking to you. It’s weird. You have honest eyes.”


“No, you got the nice eyes. They are pretty.”


“Pretty? Nothing about me is pretty.”


“You know what I mean, boy, keep talking,” Fantasia said sassily.


“Well, I never had a true father figure. Ever. From an early age I had to become the man of the house. My mother eventually married again, but that didn’t work out as they planned. Many things impacted our home during those years. I saw, heard, and learned a lot very early in my life. In school, well, school was never a challenge class-wise. I would complete my homework before class ended or, worst case, on the bus after school. Looking back, I wasn’t really being challenged and I think that played a role in me looking outside in the world for that sense of challenge. And like so many young Black boys seeking a challenge, I found it in the streets.”


“So, you were that smart but still were drawn to the streets?” she asked. “And what do you mean exactly? You don’t look anything like a street dude to me.”


“Oh, trust me,” I continued. “I don’t look like the scars that I carry. I had my son Treyshaun—yes, I have a son. I had him when I was only fifteen. Around this time is when I began selling drugs. I was expelled from every school in the city of Gastonia, North Carolina, by age sixteen. Within the same year I was in a shoot-out that left me shot twice. I still carry a bullet in my left lung. At age seventeen, I was forced to leave my mother’s home after the feds came and searched my house for weapons and drugs. Shortly after I was convicted of another felony charge. And…”


“Wait a minute, hold up! You were shot? Sold drugs, felonies? I can’t picture you doing any of those things.”


“I know, right!” I replied. “I think that used to help me during all those court dates. I would throw on a shirt and tie and even the judges couldn’t wrap their mind around the charges being mentioned and the fact that I was attached to them. Yes, God has been covering me through a lot of my mistakes. But I eventually took my mom’s advice and moved to Charlotte to try to find a new path for myself. She used to beg me to get my GED, which I didn’t see any value in. I finally agreed, and I got my GED in two days, and gave it to her. I haven’t seen it since.”


“How can you get a GED in two days?” Fantasia asked suspiciously.


“Well, I was trying to stop selling drugs, so I was working two jobs at the same time when I was nineteen. I was waiting tables in the daytime at Souper Salad, and then I was an alley coordinator for Red Lobster at night. I went to Central Piedmont Community College and I took the placement tests they give you to determine where you need help and which class to place you in. I scored high enough on my placement test where they agreed to let me just test completely out. The challenge was that I had one day where I was off on both jobs, and though they didn’t recommend it, they agreed to let me sit all day and take all of the individual tests at one time. That was a long day! But I scored high enough on all the first tests that, by the time they got to the reading and literature, they told me I had already passed. So, yeah, two days!”


“You are blowing my mind. I am trying to process all of this. All I can say is, wow!”


“I know, it’s a lot for a first date, huh?” I said with a smile.


“Oh, so we on a date now?” Fantasia asked.


“I guess we’ll see. But I’ve given you a lot about me and my past, but I don’t know much about you and yours. Tell me something about you that you normally wouldn’t share on a first date.”


“Really? All of my business and life is all on the internet already.”


“But I haven’t read anything about you,” I said. “If I can be honest, the night that we first met, I didn’t think you actually were who you are.”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“I mean, in person you don’t look anything like the pictures that I’ve seen. At all.”


“I don’t take that as a compliment, but okay.”


“Just saying, your pictures just don’t capture your beauty. That’s all I’m saying.”


“Oh, you smooth with it!” she said. “Umm, well I can share this: I was in a lot of money issues for a while and I’m proud of myself. I had to work out of a one-million-dollar hole in taxes, and I just paid it all off. That, for me, is something that I am proud of accomplishing and something I normally wouldn’t share with someone new. I really like talking with you. I really do. Maybe we can do this again sometime soon.”


“I enjoyed this too,” I answered. “And I’m cool with connecting again. I just want to be honest and say that I’m focused on running my company and not really in a place for a serious relationship. I believe in being honest and not playing with people when there is no need to.”


“So, you are saying that you ain’t trying to date, that’s what you’re telling me?”


“Basically,” I told her. “I am cool with friends and getting to know people, but I don’t want to be misleading and be looked at as one of those kinda guys.”


“Yeah, okay, I hear you. We will be seeing each other again.”


KENDALL


Our moments of transparency were so important. At first, I’d just figured she liked “bad guys.” But each of us had sacrificed to build multimillion-dollar brands and companies, and that’s how we identified ourselves at that point. When we sat there and we put all of our bs out there, it’s like we were playing show-and-tell without knowing it.


FANTASIA


It was intentional for me because I felt like I kept getting into relationships pretending to be what they wanted, and not being who I was. Kendall and I started it off with “I am telling this and I am telling that because I would rather for you to hear it from me.” I wasn’t afraid. I told him stuff about the issues I’d had earlier in my life education-wise, how growing up music was bigger in our family’s home than education; how I wouldn’t get my homework done because I was up late singing. Those seven months of fasting allowed me to see that I was beautifully made and fine just the way I was, flaws and all. And if someone’s going to love you, they’re going to love the entire package. Plus, nobody could come back and be like, “Oh, guess what I heard.” It made me feel so much better because I felt like, “You ain’t got no secrets on me. You cannot go take that and turn it into a joke.” Let us just be honest.


KENDALL


Nobody really said, “Hey, let’s do this transparency thing,” but we just started saying, “Look, this is what I been through”; “Well, this is what I been through”; “Well, I’m gonna go ahead and tell you this”; “Well, I’m gonna tell you that.” We had so many things in common on both the positive and the negative aspects of our lives.


FANTASIA


Ladies, PLEASE hear me!! Understand that after sitting with this man—a Real Man, who spoke so well, smelled so good, who looked me in my eyes the entire time while never making a sexual pass at me—I thought about him even more. Now, I was curious—curious to see how he would carry himself in my world and atmosphere and how he would deal with all the commotion that surrounds me on a daily basis. So I invited him to my birthday party in DC for our next date. Why DC? Because I love go-go music. I could already tell he really cared nothing about all the lights, and the hype, and all the noise. I mean, come on now, you heard the list of red flags he gave me on our first date. This man’s wall was up high, and it was a Great Big Wall.


Now, I already told you that before coming home to North Carolina and meeting my future husband (wink, wink), I had been on a very strong dating fast. I was living in New York City for about seven months, doing After Midnight on Broadway. It was a great time for me to totally focus on myself and allow myself to heal and figure some things out. I won’t even bring up my past relationships here, because to me, especially in the place I’m in right now, they don’t deserve the acknowledgment. But I needed some time with myself and away from men, so I decided to take a break.


I finally decided to do me, which is crazy because I wrote a song about that long ago (“I’m Doin’ Me”). Guess I was still in that place lots of women are in now, which is just wanting love so bad, and wanting it right then and there. After Midnight was a different kind of role for me. It wasn’t like playing Celie from The Color Purple, or even like when I played myself in my own Lifetime movie. This character was free and fun and very confident, so I was able to put myself in that type of headspace.


Committing to being single was a chance for me to learn to love Fantasia again. I did a lot of emotional releasing and letting go. I began to heal, grow, and educate myself in so many areas, while also preparing for the true love that my Father in heaven had waiting for me. During my fast, I took the time to assess what I was really looking for in a partner. I’d tell God, “You know what I need, but I think You’re testing me to see if I know what I need.” I needed a man to heal my heart and be a father to my kids. A praying man. A man who was intelligent, patient, and kind. I wanted a man who was wise, God-fearing, and had a calm demeanor. Someone who could see me, not just a girl on a stage. Someone special, not like the guys I’d dated before. I began writing these things down on sticky notes and index cards and taping them all over my dressing room.


I had men hitting on me back-to-back, but I stuck to my personal vows. The fasting allowed me to say to myself, You are beautifully made; you are fine just the way you are, flaws and all. If somebody’s gonna love you they’re gonna love the whole entire package. And as I fell in love with myself, I fell back in love with the industry that I’d been angry with for taking advantage of me—a gullible Southern teenager with an amazing gift. After a while I even felt like, “I’m gonna be that artist that’s cool with being alone right now.” I almost felt like I might be okay by myself. I’m gonna be singing “Free Yourself” and “Bittersweet” for the rest of my life, real talk. So I was like, “This is it for me, and if I gotta sing it, doggone it, I’ll sing it good.”


I started to understand that God could not release certain blessings or open certain doors regarding love because I wasn’t ready. Had I gotten the right man at the wrong time, I probably would have pushed him away. For real. The Father can’t bless mess and, boy, was my life pretty messy.


So after choosing myself and going through that process, I felt like I had already seen so much in Kendall—or Ken Doll, which is what I started calling him the day I met him. Why? Well, meeting him reminded me of the times I would play with my dolls as a little girl, and I would always make sure my Ken doll was protecting and treating the family well. My Ken doll loved Barbie and would do anything for her. It was already a fantasy I had carved in my mind as a little girl. The crazy part was, I never really focused on the marriage part in my fantasy world, just protection. Hmm!! That says a lot, right?! Long story short, I wanted to spend more time with him, and see if this feeling I was feeling was different, or if it was that same feeling of forcing love that I had created a pattern of in my past.


KENDALL


I have to be honest. When she asked me to consider coming to her birthday party, I was closed-minded. Not because I didn’t want to see her again, but because I don’t like to drive. At all. I prefer to fly when possible, and the thought of a six-hour drive each way to see someone that lives in my own city wasn’t something I immediately jumped at. Plus, remember that we had just met, and I didn’t understand how I would fit into her birthday bash, not knowing any of her close friends and family at the time. But, just like the night I pulled her close at Suite, I said, “Whatever, let’s do it.”


My close friend and brother, Yael, was the main one telling me that I should go and that she could be “the one.” I was confused because he knew better than most about my position on being in a serious relationship at that time. Yet, he was so persistent and adamant about me going—to the point of agreeing to come with me just to sweeten the deal. We hit the road to DC, and I met up with her at her hotel. The way she smiled and greeted me when I walked in just kept humbling my pride and making me feel like I needed to be close to her. We chatted briefly, and then I excused myself, so that she and her glam team—which, that part was very new to me—could get things in order for the evening. Yael and I checked into our room, got dressed for the party, and headed to the bar, where I had my customary old-fashioned and just relaxed awhile. To my surprise, I saw Jacob walking into the hotel with Fantasia’s friend from that night at Suite. I was bugging! I made sure I spoke, and then we both went back to our own rhythm. Interesting, huh?


I think it is important for me to take a moment to define what a birthday party meant to me prior to this night. Usually, some folks showed up, there was cake and ice cream, music, drinks, and laughter. But nah… not tonight! We pulled up to a full theater. The valet was stressing, and guests were lined up all around the building. I recall giving Yael this look, letting him know I felt that I had been set up. But the night went on and 112 hit the stage, Tweet hit the stage, and then other artists. I was taking this all in, silently, asking myself, Is this her everyday life? Is this the norm, and if so, where would I fit in? These were the things roaming through my head, all while 112 was singing “Peaches & Cream.”


Now it was time for Fantasia and her band to hit the stage and, of course, I had never witnessed her singing live. I did not know all that was incorporated into her live show. I also had not seen any of her Idol performances, so I was truly in the dark as to what was about to happen. She hit the stage and I saw something my mind couldn’t equate with the gentle and sweet little voice that I talked with at the Great Wolf. Here was this electric Black woman who was belting out these notes and commanding attention from everyone present. She had the hearts of everyone present in the palms of her hands. She was powerful, confident, sexy, fearless, unapologetic, and breathtaking!


And while I was already trying to process the atmosphere I’d found myself in, she went into “When I See U” and I literally had to sit down. Luckily, I was sitting in the highest section in the theater, where I could still clearly see the stage, because anywhere below where I was sitting, everyone was on their feet.


Absolutely insane!


Then there was a moment when she was talking to the crowd and those she labeled as “too-good-to-stand-up-and-have-a-good-time” kinda folks. So, I stood up, not wanting to appear as if I was the leader of the bunch. And all the way up from the nosebleed seats, we made eye contact, just as we did at Suite. She stopped singing and placed the mic by her side. I stood up in my seat, looking down, and I saluted her. She sent me a thousand-watt smile in return. She then lifted her hand and saluted me right back. Even with everything that was taking place around us, our spiritual connection had created an island of its own. And that is when I felt an undeniable sense of responsibility to spiritually cover and protect her. I now knew exactly where I would fit in.


FANTASIA


When he stood up on his seat, it hit a little different for me. See, in that very moment the Spirit had fallen on me. For some of you who don’t know my backstory, let me fill you in on what I mean by this. God uses me in such a unique way onstage, and when His Spirit hits me, I completely zone out. I feel His peace, power, and healing flow through the hearts of so many broken people who are in the audience, though I may not be actually looking at them while I’m singing. I felt such a deep focus and connection with Kendall in that moment, where everything and everyone else was blocked out. It was a feeling of God’s presence and love that is still hard for me to describe. After the show, a large group of us drove to my manager’s home, and Kendall and I found a quiet room and retreated there with our food and drinks. I shared my experience with him.
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