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To Donny, you truly are the love of my life. ’'m so grateful I get to
spend my days learning to love you better. Thank you for all the ways
you love, serve, and lead me and our children. May God continue to

get glory from our story. In all ways, always.

To Darlene Brock, I am forever indebted to your belief in me. I'm
privileged to call you a mentor and colleague but also a friend. Thank
you for trusting that who I was when we met was just the beginning.
I treasure all of the off-mic conversations we’ve had and I am so
proud of all we have done together so far. I promise to always take
the longer prompts in our videos and hug you a little longer than you
can tolerate—as long as you keep giving me opportunities 'm slightly
underqualified for and cheering me on as I navigate them. I hope D
and I make it like you and Dan have, one day never admitting to how
long we’ve been married but still living happily ever after through the

ups and downs.

To Ashley Johnson, thank you for taking all my words, in person and
in writing, and listening with care and invaluable insight. You are a
true treasure, and I am so proud to know you and work together as
long as God allows. I have a deep respect for you and greatly
appreciate your contribution to this project and everything at The
Grit and Grace Project.







This book is almost 20 years in the making. At the young age of 22, I
sought out a relatable marriage resource and couldn’t find what I
needed. So, now, I'm penning my own. Why? Because I know what
it’s like to wonder if your marriage is “normal,” if you’re normal, or...
if maybe you just aren't quite cut out for wife-ing—at least, not to

the degree of perfection you feel pressured to achieve.

This book is for the wife who loves her husband but struggles to like
him sometimes. Who wants her marriage to thrive but finds her life is
not as dreamy as her beloved Hallmark movies (or reality TV shows)
claim it could—or should—be. For the wifey who knows there could
be more for her marriage but is at a loss for practical ways to get there
while also managing the rest of her life. I'm that wife, and I'm still
figuring it out. But, I've learned some real steps to take and pitfalls to
avoid, and I want you to start with the right steps and skip the bad
ones so you can enjoy your man (and marriage) more—now.
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So, “Hey girl, hey!” Let’s get into it, for real.
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“And now, dear brothers and sisters, one

final thing. Fix your thoughts on what is
true, and honorable, and right, and pure,
and lovely, and admirable. Think about
things that are excellent and worthy of
praise.”

— Philippians 4:8




Py Story

I feel a need to tell you right away that I've been married twice. I was
only 21 years old when I married my college sweetheart, and after
11.5 years, I became a widow unexpectedly. Then, I married the love
of my life (whom I met on Match.com) when I was a single mom in

my mid-30s.

The marriage advice I am offering, the problems I've faced, and the
steps I suggest you take have been tested and tried with these two
men, and I’ve seen them work (for the most part) with both. I am not
sharing this so that you will simply take my word for it. Instead, I
want you to understand that I've been married to two very different
men, in two very different seasons of life, and those realities have
taught me some foundational truths about marriage that I go back to

over and over again while trying to invest in my marriage today.
To start, let’s talk about that 21-year-old girl at the first altar.

Before we go there, I should tell you that my childhood was hard. You
see, my mom was a teenager when I was born, and she wasn’t able to
raise me or my sisters. My dad was not in the picture either, actually,
because he was in jail. I grew up in my great-grandmother’s home, and
it was very turbulent. I often told myself, “It could be worse, at least
you’re not on the streets or surrounded by drugs.” I share this because,

with time and healing, I’'ve come to understand just how much my




background impacted my decisions—including my choice to clearly

ignore some serious red flags.

I was in college when I met Paul, my first husband. I was new to
embracing my faith in every area of my life—beyond just going to
church on Sunday. Paul pursued me pretty obviously, and even
though I had “sworn off dating” for a time (because, as I was growing
in my relationship with God, I realized how much my difficult
childhood had messed with my ability to judge good character in
guys), I said yes to one date. That way, I could let him down easy and
explain my need for the dating hiatus.

All it took was a little attention from a guy for me to change my no-
dating rule. Plus, Paul was a Christian, came from a home with still-
married parents, and seemed like an all-around “good guy.” I figured
that since I wasn’t incredibly attracted to him, our relationship
would be safe and could actually help me grow. And it did, for a
while. Soon, we were exclusive. I think I even dropped the “L word”
first. Looking back, I see that I was simply trying to progress in the

relationship; I wasn't in love, but I was pretty certain he was.

Our dating was kind of like that. We moved forward although I felt
an inner sense that it wasn’t right. I thought, “But he is a good guy,
and we could have a healthy relationship.” Having the right

intentions is what matters, right?

I don’t think I had any idea just how traumatized I was by my

childhood. I didn’t recognize the abandonment issues, my fear of not
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being loved and wanted, and constantly feeling like I was too much
and not enough all at the same time. I didn't see how much I craved a
man's attention because I never had a father in my life. I just knew I
wanted to be married. I didn't realize I was settling because I desired
any level of security. This was the scenario that led me to accept a
proposal from Paul, knowing in my gut that our relationship had
become truly unhealthy and codependent. (Do I even need to tell
you that I didn't know that term?)

“Getting married will solve our problems,” I thought. His anxiety
would lessen when we could spend more time together. His
workaholism (apparent even at 21) would settle down once we
shared some expenses by living together. We would be married and
having sex, so we’d have less shame over creeping close to the line that
Christian purity culture taught us to avoid like the plague. I could
help him with it all. And, I wouldn't have to worry about where to
live because he could afford to buy us a condo. I was about to

graduate college and leave my roommates, what else could I do?

So, with legitimate fear in my stomach (beyond wedding day jitters),
I vowed to follow Paul as the leader of our home, to be his helpmate,
and to love him in sickness and in health until death do us part. I had
been taking care of myself my entire life. Now, I had someone who
vowed to take care of me. And, I hoped it would all be fine because

we both claimed to want a God-centered marriage.

But it wasn’t fine. A few days later, I was crying on our honeymoon

because Paul was anxious about being away from work and wanted

to leave Jamaica early. He sent me to the front desk to find out if or
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we could get a partial refund if we left right then, and if so, how
much. They said we had prepaid at booking, and whether we stayed
or left, we’d pay the full amount—no refund. With that, he said we
could stay, but there was true annoyance and zero joy in his tone. I
knew right then we were in trouble. But he didn't seem all that fazed.

It just... was what it was.
That’s what it was like being married to Paul.

He focused on work. He truly believed his role as a husband was that
of a provider and that he was accomplishing it. But he was not able
to provide for me emotionally. Nor could he really provide for me
spiritually, because he thought I expected too much.

I know that, in some ways, I did. I expected marriage to fix our
problems, but marriage doesn't work that way. Two people must be
in it, working on it, seeing and working on the weaknesses while
developing the strengths. Weathering the trials together, growing in

and through what life throws at you, because you’re a team.

After one year of marriage, I was in the Christian living section of the
bookstore looking for advice. I wanted more. I knew what the Bible
taught about marriage, but I needed advice for when it didn’t seem to
be going that way. At times, Paul agreed that our marriage could be
better, but he was way too overwhelmed with his anxiety and work to

have the headspace to invest in it.

So, I figured I could do it. I found the book, The Power of a Praying
Wife, and just knew it would fix him (us, whatever... same thing, right?).
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The rest of the author's story has
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read more, the entire book is
available on Amazon.
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“Idon't know exactly what the future
holds, but I'm stepping forward with grit,

anchored in grace.”

—Julie Bender
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feur Stony

Now, it’s time to write Your Story.

No two stories are the same. Even if weve faced similar challenges, we
have nuances and circumstances unigue to us. As you begin to take steps
to strengthen your marriage, I want you to go back and think about

yourjoumey to date.

Tell your story bere, even if you re the only one who ever reads it. There’s

purpose and healing in reflection like this.
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“On the day I called, You answered me;
and You made me bold and confident
with [renewed] strength in my life.”

—DPsalm 138:3 AMP
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Prsblems to Foace

Marriage is a beautiful gift from a loving God. But let’s be honest, it
can be hard, too. When we say “I do,” we have dreams and hopes of
how it will be. Often, those hopes and dreams morph into
expectations. And expectations can be like slow cracks spreading
through your house, threatening the foundation of your marriage. As
you live day to day as a wife, months stacking into years, you will
undoubtedly encounter problems. I know I did, and I still do. In this
section, I address some of the common struggles I think many

marriages face.

First, I want you to be encouraged by acknowledging the fact that
every marriage experiences problems. There is no perfect marriage,
because there are no perfect people. When two sinners do life
together, they are going to experience conflict due to each person’s
own selfishness, pride, and mishandling of emotions. And then, life
will throw challenges at you that you can’t avoid (and some you

could have).
When we learn to accept and embrace the fact that marriage is going
to challenge us, we can begin to face our problems with a better

attitude and outcome.

Let’s look at five common issues many marriages face.
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Comparison

When D and I were dating, we used to go out all the time. Even after
we tied the knot, we spent more time together than we do now. I
loved how we prioritized it. Fast forward two years, and we have
added a lot of responsibilities to our plate. So, date night happens

maybe every 6-8 weeks.

I also see others around me who seem to date their spouse weekly.
Many are taking couples’ trips annually. But in my house, we are in a
season where that’s just not possible. Whether I’'m looking at other
couples around us or even back to “better times” within my own
marriage, it’s easy to fall into the comparison trap and feel

discouraged.

You've heard it said, “Comparison is the thief of joy,” and I can see
how it has the potential to kill many marriages. The grass often looks

greener in your neighbor’s yard.

Other husbands seem better, and you see them everywhere—in your
social media feed, on TV, standing at your pulpit, living down the
street. You notice the husbands who are better at making money, co-
parenting, communication, or even having fun. And suddenly,
you’re disappointed. I find myself comparing my husband of today
to who he was as my boyfriend in our first months of dating. And he

falls short.
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Have you ever compared your husband or marriage to your past
relationships or other people? If yes, what was the outcome of your

comparison?
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IS YOUR MARRIAGE NOT WHAT YOU HOPED IT
WOULD BE?

Maybe it feels too hard to handle on your own. Do you wish
you could talk to someone who understands—someone who's
made it through, could walk with you, and lead you toward

hope?
In this book. vou will find that woman.

Read ber story—a story like yours.

Discover the problems she faced and the steps she took.
Find courage through her confidence and hope.

Pen your own story and struggles on the pages provided. n.

Take comfort in realizing you don’t have to walk alone.

When you said your vows on your wedding day, you probably
pictured a blissful life with your husband. But now, that image ..
seems worlds away as you battle frequent arguments and
disagreements with the man you pledged to walk beside fora
lifetime—through the good times and the bad. —

In When Marriage Is Hard, author Julie Bender walks you
through her difficult first marriage, offering an honest picture
" of common marital challenges and the beauty in committing
to finding resolutions in her current marriage. You may be
dealing with conflict, communication issues, or other
problems that tempt you to walk away from your spouse. This

book will help you embrace the power of growth as you trace
your own marriage story alongside Julie’s and identify the

challenges you need to address. You’ll uncover the steps

needed to face these trials head-on to repair your relationship
and rebuild a healthy, resilient marriage for a lifetime.

$9.95
ISBN 978-0-9993684-3-5
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Anorher guidebook in the Smart Living in Small Bites Series.



