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Getting to Know You


(And by You, I Mean Me)


Congratulations!


That’s probably not what you were expecting the opening sentence of this book to be, given that it’s about divorce recovery. But, trust me, congratulations are in order. Sure, you’re facing a divorce and that’s about as much fun as running a marathon with two blown knees. Not that I’ve ever run a marathon. Or blown a knee. But I have lived through more than my fair share of divorces. Anyway, that’s not why I’m congratulating you. I’m congratulating you because, divorce nightmare notwithstanding, you are loved.


How do I know? Someone cared enough about you to get you this book. Either that, or you got it for yourself, which tells me you are taking good care of yourself and that’s equally awesome. However you came to possess Break Free from the Divortex, you now hold the key to reclaiming your power and unlocking your future. So keep this book handy because you’re going to need it to get from where you are now to where you’re going next, which is going to be way better. I promise.


I also know you are lovable. It’s easy to forget this when you are at the onset of a divorce. After all, when the very person you thought would love you forever is now hiring a lawyer against you, it’s hard not to take it as a referendum on your lovability. And that rejection can send you into a tailspin of self-reproach. You go around and around, blaming yourself for everything you did or did not do when you were married, and how all those things may have contributed to where you are now. But this is not the time to get bogged down in blame. (We’ll sift through your mistakes later and mine them for any lessons they hold before we permanently lay them to rest.) What happened happened. You are where you are. Mistakes don’t mean you are not lovable; they mean you are human.


You are also lucky—much luckier than I was at the start of my last divorce. (The fact that I’ve had more than one shows how well qualified I am to write this book, not how poorly qualified I am to maintain a romantic relationship.) But before I tell you about what a disaster my last divorce was, I have to fill you in on the one before that—the one where everything went smoothly.


About fifteen years ago, I finally changed my answer from “I do” to “I just can’t anymore.” My husband and I had been married for thirteen years, but the last couple of those years included a separation or two and a trial reunion. We had shared some fantastic years together and managed, without even trying, to produce the most amazing son ever born. But we had married young and as the years passed we ended up in two very different places, with conflicting visions of what we wanted the rest of our lives to look like.


I wanted to be on an upwardly mobile track, complete with a bigger house and a car with a functioning air conditioner. He wanted to downsize so he could dedicate more time to training for marathons. I believed in things like establishing retirement accounts and setting up a college fund for our son, Aaron—rules that I thought were a mandatory part of responsible adulthood. He rejected many of these rules and also bristled at conventions such as having health insurance and wearing shoes in the grocery store. But our biggest issue was this: I wanted to have another child and he was happy with just one.


After years of butting heads over an ever-growing list of disagreements, I came to realize that these weren’t matters of right or wrong; they were matters of personal belief and individual choice. Rather than forcing one person to bow to another’s worldview—and the life plan that went with it—I came to the conclusion that the kinder and healthier choice was to let each other go.


For the record, the foregoing account is my take on what happened in our relationship. I’m pretty sure he has a different view and it goes something like this: After he stuck with me through college and law school, I dumped him. Rather than debating our conflicting accounts of why we divorced, I instead consider this further confirmation of how differently we saw the world.


If we were divided on how to be married, we were surprisingly united on how to get divorced. Neither one of us was out to hurt the other, no one was in a hurry to move on to another relationship, and, most important, we were both determined to shepherd Aaron through the process while protecting his relationship with each of his parents.


We both regularly attended Aaron’s sporting events and school activities, and occasionally the three of us even went to dinner together afterward. We hardly tangled over the custody schedule and let Aaron split time between our two houses based largely on what worked best for everyone. I’m not saying it was a cakewalk. But as far as divorces go, it was as close to nontoxic as you can get and no one benefited from that more than Aaron.


I came away from that experience vigorously patting myself on the back. I was awesome! I knew how to get divorced while protecting my son from all that was negative about the process. Why couldn’t everyone handle divorce as brilliantly as I had?


Eventually I remarried, and my then-husband (whom I’ll refer to herein as either “my ex” or “That Man”) and I had a beautiful baby girl. Hannah was a gift from heaven, but the marriage was straight out of hell. With each passing year, it descended to a lower, darker level, until I finally realized that if we didn’t get a divorce, I would not be in the requisite mental and emotional state to take care of myself, let alone parent my daughter.


The marriage was grueling, but the divorce was even worse. My ex did plenty of jerky things while we were together, but once we separated he cranked up the jerkiness to 11. It was brutal from start to finish. And I learned tons of things as a result.


I learned, for example, that I was a credit hog. Much of the praise that I had lavished on myself for how well my last divorce had gone belonged to Aaron’s dad, not me. I realized that it only took one person to make a divorce toxic, but it took two people to keep things positive. And if you’re not the one who wants the divorce but you still manage to be decent about the whole thing, you deserve a far bigger share of the credit.


I learned that I was strong. Not “I can lift a car with only my index finger” strong, but Girl Power strong. The years I spent in a bad marriage had definitely caused me to forget that. It took me a while to remember I had once possessed that strength and even longer to summon it again. But once I did, I could handle just about anything.


I also learned that I was human. Despite my best efforts, I still made mistakes. I was okay with that as long as I studied them for whatever lessons they held and did my best to avoid repeating them.


Finally, I learned that I was powerful. Who I was and what I did from that moment on were up to me. I wasn’t going to hand any of my power over to my ex by letting him push my buttons. I wasn’t going to waste any of my present obsessing over the past. There was an open road ahead of me, and I was ready to punch the accelerator and move forward.


Then I started to get phone calls and emails from other women. Perhaps because I am a lawyer, or because my divorce was so nasty, or because I’m not stingy with my opinions, for whatever reason I started hearing from friends—and friends of friends, acquaintances, and even the occasional stranger.


These women weren’t looking for legal advice—after all, I didn’t practice family law. They were looking for directions. They wanted to know how to break free from what I call the “divortex” and get on with their lives. What’s the divortex? Good question. (Don’t bother to look it up on Wikipedia. It’s not there yet, but I’m working on that.) The divortex is the gravitational pull that forces all your thoughts and energy to endlessly orbit around your divorce and your ex. (We’ll circle back to this concept later. Pun intended.)


As I listened to their stories, I noticed some very clear patterns—common mistakes women made that not only cost time and money but also jeopardized custody issues and settlement outcomes. In the process they were seriously imperiling their futures.


I realized that there is a dangerous chasm between the domain of divorce lawyers and the theater of therapists. In this unmapped territory, no one is there to lead the way because divorce lawyers are too expensive and therapists are not always mindful of the ramifications of certain behavior when you’re a party to a lawsuit. (And no one should ever forget that a divorce is a lawsuit.) In this no-man’s-land, women often stumble into traps and trip over land mines that complicate their divorces and drive up their legal bills, and this in turn causes them to get really mad at their lawyers.


To help women find their way forward, I wrote a series of articles called “Divorce Boot Camp.” The response I got led me to develop a curriculum to help women get through their divorces and back on their feet. And Emotional Hardbody Divorce Boot Camp was born.


Emotional Hardbody Divorce Boot Camp seeks to do for divorcing women what childbirth class does for women who are pregnant: provide an overview of what they’re up against and help them to prepare for what life will be like in the future. The classes also offer social support by connecting women with others who are in the same boat.


I began hearing from women who wanted to attend Divorce Boot Camp but either didn’t live in the area or couldn’t afford the tuition. They always asked the same question: Was there a book I could recommend? Finally, the answer to that question is yes. Break Free from the Divortex is a survival manual for women who feel cut off at the knees by their divorce, which brings me to one more thing I know about you: Your divorce is hitting you hard. Maybe it’s because you didn’t see it coming. Maybe it’s because the problems had been slowly building up for years. Maybe it’s because he was controlling, or a cheater, or emotionally unavailable, or a narcissist—or all of the above. Why your divorce has knocked you flat doesn’t matter. The fact that it has makes this the book for you.


So, here we are. You need help and I am here to provide it. Let’s get started.




PART ONE:


HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM




1.


Ground Zero


(Welcome to the Worst Time of Your Life. Don’t Unpack Your Things.)


Divorce sucks. In fact, it sucks so much you can’t even enjoy the life-threatening amount of weight that you’ll drop in the process. Most of us are happy whenever we see any downward movement on the scale. But when the weight-loss formula is massive amounts of stress and soul-crushing despair, no one really feels much like celebrating. It’s sort of the opposite of happy hour: You’re anything but happy and the experience lasts a lot longer than an hour.


People refer to this phenomenon as the “divorce diet.” But that term doesn’t begin to do the whole experience justice. The weight loss comes with a not-so-complimentary makeover that includes bags under your eyes and a haggard “scarecrow chic” look—all scary and nothing to crow about.


During my divorce, people would often comment on all the weight I was dropping. Notice I said “comment,” not “compliment.” The truth was, I didn’t take the remarks as compliments. I had mirrors in my house. I could see what I looked like. And I sure knew what I felt like. These remarks only added insult to injury—as out of line as commenting on the accidental loss of a limb. No one would ever say, “Wow, your arm is completely gone! That chainsaw just cut it clean off!”


That’s how it felt to me during the initial days of my divorce, as if I was trying to go through the motions of everyday life (shopping, returning library books, picking up my daughter from school, making dinner) with one arm shorn off and blood gushing everywhere. I knew my gaping wound was obvious, but I sure didn’t want the librarian to comment on it.


All of this is to say that I understand where you are right now, because I have been in the exact same place and remember what it was like in painful detail. I’m not going to insult you by sugarcoating it: You’re at Ground Zero. Your life has been blown to bits and you are knocked flat. You feel dazed, stunned, and beat up. You don’t even know if it’s worth the effort to try to crawl out from under the burning wreckage that was your marriage because you don’t know where to go from here. Your normal life is gone and you don’t have anything to replace it.


Here’s some good news: I also know where I am now. I am thousands of miles away from my Ground Zero, right smack in the middle of my new normal life—a life that I really love. It is a gazillion times better than my Ground Zero, but it is also infinitely better than what my life was like before I got a divorce.


The best part is that I paid careful attention along the way, taking notes and sketching a detailed road map, so I know exactly how I got from Ground Zero to my new normal life. I’m not going to just hand all that information over to you; I’m going to do something even better. I’ll be your coach to get you into shape for the expedition and then I’ll be your cocaptain on your trek from Ground Zero to your new normal life. I will be equal parts friend, drill sergeant, personal trainer, BFF, and tour guide. Sometimes you’ll love me; other times you might hate me. But you will always be able to trust me to lead you in the right direction—away from dysfunction and despair and toward health and happiness.


You don’t have to simply take my word for this. After all, going through a divorce can make you wonder whether you can trust anyone, let alone someone you’ve just met. So, I’m going to give you a tool you can use to chart your own progress and verify that you’re heading in the right direction. It’s called the Calendar Trick.


Have you ever been in an exercise class in which the instructor has everyone doing repetitions of something really hard—like pushups—but she doesn’t give you any clue when she’s going to stop torturing you? When you have no idea how many pushups you’re expected to do, you’re likely to quit after ten. But if she tells you up front that you’re doing three sets of fifteen, you are more likely to be able to hang in there for all of them.


I’ve found that’s true whenever you’re doing anything difficult. If you don’t know how long the misery is going to last, it’s tempting to just throw in the towel. But if you know how long you’re expected to take the pain, then you can pace yourself and make it through.


This is where the Calendar Trick comes in handy. Today’s date is your personal Ground Zero. Grab a calendar and mark the date with whatever symbol you feel is fitting—a frownie face, a bomb, or a steaming pile of dog poo. Then, flip ahead and circle the date exactly six months from today and decorate that day with something more upbeat, such as a cupcake or a star, for example. Finally, flip ahead another six months (a full year from your personal Ground Zero) and mark that date with something even better, like a bottle of champagne, balloons, or confetti—dealer’s choice.


As time goes by, note milestones or positive progress on your calendar: the date you unpacked your last box in your new house, the deadline when you turned in all the documents your lawyer requested in order to answer a discovery request, the first weekend without your kids you didn’t cry. This calendar is for noting “up” days and forward progress, not “down” days or backsliding.


There is no way of knowing right now exactly how long your divorce is going to take from start to finish. (If you follow all my advice, you will be doing your part to ensure that it goes as quickly as possible. And if your ex also behaves, there’s an excellent chance you can wrap it up in six to twelve months.) Even though you don’t know exactly when your divorce will be over, the sheer passage of time has tremendous healing power. When you get to the six-month mark, you will feel worlds better than you do today, even if your divorce is not final. When you get to the one-year anniversary, you will be blown away at how far you’ve come and how much better your life is already—and the trajectory goes up from there.


In the meantime, whenever you are having a low day, get out your calendar. Count the days or weeks that have passed since your personal Ground Zero. Think about how you felt during those first few days, consider how far you have already come, and appreciate how much you have already accomplished. Look at how much closer you are to those six- and twelve-month milestones. Having a calendar that reflects completed milestones you can take pride in and future milestones you can look forward to will help you realize that, however terrible things might seem at the moment, the bad times will not last forever. Time is your ally because each and every day it moves you further away from your personal Ground Zero and toward the launch date of your new life.


Ground Zero Flashback


Before we move forward, I want to tell you about my Ground Zero. Before I moved out of the house I “shared” with That Man, there were things I knew and things I didn’t know. I knew that my marriage was badly broken. I knew that That Man was truth-challenged and had control issues. I knew he was jealous of my son from a previous marriage. When That Man told me that Aaron—a self-supporting recent college graduate—could only stop by the house to visit two times a month, I knew I had to leave.


What I didn’t realize at the time was just how harrowing the whole divorce would be. It’s not as if I expected it to be a walk in the park. After all, I was very aware of the personality I was dealing with. But I guess I thought the relief and happiness would always outweigh the stress and despair. That was not the case.


That’s why I was so surprised when shortly after I moved out, two uninvited houseguests muscled their way into my new home. Their names were Fear and Sadness. Before then, I wasn’t really on a first-name basis with either of them, but, once the divorce was under way, they were my constant companions for a few very long months.


Sadness showed up first. She arrived the very weekend I was moving out. That Man and I had agreed that our daughter, Hannah, six years old at the time, would stay with him while I got things unpacked and set up her room. I thought the point was to minimize the stress and disruption for her. But That Man thought it was an excellent opportunity to introduce Hannah to his new lady friend—the one with whom, his cell phone records later made clear, he was already quite well acquainted.


Sadness saw my empty house and decided to make herself at home. She had a way of making me cry. A lot. It wasn’t that I was never happy during this time. Despite my uncertain future, I was tremendously relieved that I no longer had to live in the same house with That Man. Even though I was worried about what I was putting my daughter through, I understood intellectually that divorce was the only answer and I was proud that I had mustered the courage to begin the process.


That didn’t stop Sadness from bullying me. She would follow me around from room to room. I would jump in my car to get away from her, but she always managed to come along for the ride. When I was having lunch with a friend or pushing my grocery cart through the produce aisle, she would pop up out of nowhere and make me start crying again. And the fact that I was crying over a divorce I knew was really the only option for my kids and me made me even more depressed.


I felt like the cartoon character in that TV ad for Zoloft—the one who has an individual-size rain cloud hovering over her head indoors and out, threatening a downpour at any time. But unlike the person in the TV commercial, I never got to the part at the end where the sun comes out and the cloud disappears. My personal weather forecast for those few months was always “despondent with a chance of sobbing.”


Shortly after Sadness moved in, Fear showed up. Sadness pretended not to know him, but I wasn’t fooled. They worked like a team. Fear had me worrying about everything. How was I going to support myself? Where would I get health insurance? How much of an emotional toll was the divorce taking on Hannah? Could my ex really get custody of her, as he was threatening? During the day, my exhaustion made it that much easier for Sadness to push my buttons. And come nightfall, being emotionally wrung out made it easy for Fear to rattle my cage all night long.


My ex saw my weakened state and tried his best to exploit it. He closed my bank account without my knowledge and changed the beneficiaries of life insurance policies in contravention of court orders. He altered our tax return so that our tax refund—which amounted to tens of thousands of dollars—would be directly deposited into his separate bank account. He wined and dined his new lady friend, buying her cowboy boots and an iPod and taking her on trips, all financed with community funds. I felt as if I was in a game of divorce Whac-A-Mole, not knowing what the next jerk move would be or which direction it would come from.


After a few months, I realized that Fear and Sadness were hijacking my time with Hannah. I was so preoccupied with them that I was unable to really focus on my daughter when she was with me. I was broody, moody, mopey, and terrified, and I could see it was wearing on her.


Then something crystallized for me. I hadn’t managed to send Fear and Sadness packing because I couldn’t muster the strength to do it for myself. But my inability to get the upper hand was causing Hannah to feel further unsettled at a time when her life was already in turmoil. Once I recognized this, I knew that regardless of whether I was able to banish these emotions for me, I had no choice but to do it for her.


As I tried to figure out a war plan, two additional guests—Anger and Humor—showed up at my door. At first I was unnerved by these additional intruders. I already had an emotionally full house; I didn’t have room for more pity-party crashers. But it didn’t take long for me to figure out that Anger and Humor had enlisted as soldiers in my war against Sadness and Fear. And I knew I could use all the help I could get.


Anger took on Sadness and it was really no contest. Sadness’s display of tears not only failed to evoke any sympathy from Anger but actually served to enrage her. Every time Sadness tried to pull one of her little stunts, Anger was ready with a swift kick.


Whenever Fear tried to spook me, Humor was right there making fun of him. In the middle of the night, Fear would shake me awake and tell me that I wasn’t going to be able to support myself. But Humor always pushed back. “Oh, right! With only a law degree she probably won’t be able to get a job anywhere. Such a shame.” Fear would slink away emasculated, his thunder totally stolen from him.


The first couple of weeks of this were fantastic. Anger and Humor were my own personal superheroes. Watching them win round after round with Fear and Sadness, which had been sapping all my strength for months, was thrilling. The dynamic duo generated power—power that helped me stand up for myself and my daughter, and fight back.


Anger and Humor kicked Sadness and Fear out of the house and locked the door. Then they trained me so that I knew what to do should those two ever dare to show up again. Suddenly, I felt much better. I was sleeping fine. I was laughing again. I was fighting my own battles. I was back.


The vibe in the house improved seemingly overnight, and Hannah perked up immediately. The sun finally broke through the clouds of that antidepressant commercial that I had been trapped in for months. Hannah could count on me to be a source of strength again—a role model for Girl Power. I was standing on solid emotional ground and, more important, so was she.


The Importance of Being Angry


I knew it wouldn’t be healthy for Hannah to see me go through something as major as a divorce from her father and look as if I didn’t even miss a beat. But the problem is, sadness has a very short shelf life when it comes to its usefulness. If it lingers too long, it can be really counterproductive. You stay mired in the past. You feel lousy about yourself and your future. You can’t make decisions. It saps your strength and drains your motivation for embarking on new projects. In short, it prevents you from getting over your divorce and moving on.


But anger is a different story.


My former hairstylist first pointed out how these two emotions differ in usefulness. She told me about a friend whose husband had failed to make their house payments for several months and spent all their savings without her knowing it. Then, just as the house of cards was collapsing around them, he up and left her and the kids. A couple of months later when I was in for another haircut, I asked how her friend was doing.


“Not well,” she replied. “She’s still sad. She needs to get over being sad and move onto being mad. Then she can start getting things done.”


I was fascinated by this analysis. Once I stopped to think about it, I was surprised at how many women followed that pattern. They experienced crippling sadness at the onset of their divorce, but then later graduated to anger and a burst of productivity, personal growth, and healing immediately followed. Singer-songwriter and 2012 Grammy Award hoarder Adele is a great example. She went through a bad breakup and at first she was crushed. But then she got mad. She harnessed that power and used it to create an album that swept up every award for which it was nominated. Although famous people’s success stories can be inspirational, they can also seem removed from our everyday lives. It’s often more empowering to hear stories of triumph from ordinary people because they are easier to relate to, and Kelly’s story of post-divorce triumph fueled by anger is my favorite.


Kelly always had an interest in acting, but, with three kids and a husband whose job required him to travel a lot, she never had the time to pursue it. Plus, acting was something for which her husband had low regard. After all, being an actor in local theater productions was not an endeavor that would make any real money—the only measure of value he recognized. To him, acting seemed like both an ego trip and a pipe dream all mixed together. If she wanted to do something that would make some money, such as selling real estate, he would have been all over that. But acting? Not only was he not supportive of the idea, he couldn’t hide his disdain for it.


Not surprisingly, Kelly and her husband eventually split up. It turns out that, while he was away on business and she was at home with the kids, he had developed some outside interests of his own. These interests had names like Crystal and Kandi and were creative enough to compose steamy texts, but not smart enough to keep straight which nights he was out of town and which nights he was at home with Kelly and the kids.


The divorce hit Kelly hard. She spent the first few months adrift and forlorn. The kids were older, so she had sizable chunks of time on her hands. Then she got mad. She was mad that she had shelved her own interests in order to appease her husband. She was mad that, while she was at home clipping coupons, helping the kids with homework, and making sure everyone got three square meals a day, he was in cities like Las Vegas and Los Angeles wining and dining the likes of Crystal and Kandi with family funds. But it was the fact that she had spent months moping around after splitting up with such a jerk that made her really furious—at herself.


She recognized that she needed to do something with all that anger. To move on, she needed a project to throw herself into, so she signed up for an acting class and converted all that anger into energy for her new craft. This was a critically important step.


She wasn’t trying to become famous so she could show her ex. She was pursuing something that she enjoyed for herself. She wanted to get past being mad over her divorce and mad at herself for putting her own interests last for so long. She figured that a good way to do this was to pick an interest and prioritize it.


Not surprisingly, things really took off. Her acting teacher connected her with an agent and before she knew it, she was getting cast in local TV commercials. She found a new set of friends, she loved what she was doing, and the money she was making from her new hobby was a nice supplement to her regular income. She was so busy that she didn’t even notice exactly when she stopped being angry. And being sad was such a distant memory it seemed like a whole lifetime ago. Kelly was finally happy. That’s when she knew she had turned an important corner in her divorce.


The story could have stopped there and it would have been a happy ending all by itself. But this is one of those delicious tales that ends with both extra icing and a huge cherry on top. Kelly was cast in an ad for a local hospital and a huge photo of her smiling face was plastered on a billboard alongside a busy highway—on the exact stretch that her ex-husband and many of his coworkers drove every morning to get to work. As they say in the movie business, “Roll the credits. That’s a wrap.”


And speaking of raps, it seems like anger always gets a bad one. Popular psychology tells people that in order to heal, they have to let go of their anger. But that advice is misleading. The thing is, anger is a lot like gasoline. Gasoline can both burn your house to the ground and make your car go.


The same is true of anger. If it’s not handled the right way, it can destroy you. But if you harness its power and make it work for you rather than against you, anger can propel you to do incredible things. If you follow the conventional wisdom and simply let go of your anger, you’ve just walked away from a very valuable resource. It’s like throwing away a gift card for a year’s supply of free gasoline.


Be careful not to confuse helpful anger with her trashy and destructive cousins, rage and obsession. Rage tries to get you to do negative things such as slashing your ex’s tires or keying his car. Obsession leads to stalker-type behavior such as fixating on your ex’s every move. Neither rage nor obsession has any place in healthy divorce recovery. If you discover either of these losers taking up residence in your head and you can’t quickly usher them out by yourself, find a good therapist on the double.


As Adele put it in one of her six Grammy acceptance speeches in 2012, breaking up from a “rubbish relationship” is something everyone experiences. You have to work through your sadness but not get stuck there. Eventually, you will turn the corner from sad to mad and, when you do, make sure to treat your anger like a rocket ship. Pointing it at your own house would be self-destructive. Targeting it at your ex’s house would keep you focused on your past. Instead, choose an exciting new destination and aim it in that direction. And remember, when you’re traveling by rocket ship, the sky is the limit.


Countdown to Liftoff


I told you not to unpack your things. After all, Ground Zero is no place to settle in. The conditions are incredibly harsh and not at all conducive to sustaining healthy human life. So, we’ll be shipping off immediately. This is Day One of your odyssey to your new normal life.


Just as astronauts and athletes have to endure rigorous training, so do you. The chapters that follow will train you up while coaching you through. Some days you’ll feel that you’ve made huge progress, and other days you’ll feel as if you’re spinning your wheels or maybe even losing some ground. There will be intense challenges along the way, and at times you will wonder if you have it in you to go the distance. I’ll be there to remind you that you do. Although we’ll do our best to navigate around it, there will be some turbulence. But the overall trajectory for you from this point is up, not down. You do your part and I’ll do mine, and your divorce will go faster and cost less, and every day you will get closer to the finish line. Together we will get you to your final destination—and you’re going to love it there.


Now turn the page so we can blast off and be on our way.




2.


The Lowdown on Lawyering Up


Once you have made the decision to get a divorce (or the decision has been made for you by your soon-to-be ex), the first item on your “to-do” list is to hire a lawyer. The initial step of calling an attorney to schedule a consultation can be surprisingly daunting. Even though I am a lawyer and have no shortage of lawyer friends, the thought of calling a divorce lawyer to set up an appointment crippled me with fear. I knew it was something I had to do—sooner rather than later—but I still couldn’t bring myself to dial the number. Day after day, I kept making excuses to put it off.


I felt like I was confronted with a horse with a broken leg. It was obvious that the horse was in pain. I knew it was not going to get better, and the only humane and responsible thing to do was to put the horse down. But that didn’t make pulling the trigger any easier. I just couldn’t do it. It seemed so irreversible.


Not to beat a dead horse, but in this tortured metaphor the mortally wounded horse represents a terminally ill marriage and calling a lawyer is tantamount to pulling the trigger. There I was—immobilized and terrified. I worried that I’d be putting events into motion that I wouldn’t be able to stop, even though I knew there was no other option.


Chances are you feel the same way. If so, here’s what you don’t realize: Even though making that call is really hard, once you’ve done it you will instantly feel relieved. I’m not saying all your stress will melt away, but I promise you will feel at least a little, and quite possibly a lot, better. Because once you’ve made that call, rather than feeling that (brace yourself for a change in similes here—we’re going from equestrian to nautical) you are adrift in the marital equivalent of the Dead Sea, you’ll feel as if you’ve made contact with the Coast Guard and there’s a rescue boat headed your way. (This might be a good time to tell you that I am a huge fan of similes and metaphors—and I’m not above mixing them. So, gird your loins and prepare for takeoff.)


Making that first call to set up a consultation with a lawyer takes some pretty big ovaries. (In this book, rather than using the tired and off-the-mark term “balls” as a euphemism for courage, we’re going with the much more appropriate term “ovaries.” And if that wigs you out, it’s time for you to grow a pair.) Once you take that first step, each subsequent step will get progressively easier.


In case you’re still feeling paralyzed by the prospect of diving in, I’m going to give you an assignment that will buy you a little time. But first there are two nagging issues we need to get out of the way:


1. Do not try this at home. In case you are one of those people wondering whether hiring a lawyer is really necessary, the answer is—as Sally in When Harry Met Sally would say—“Yes, yes, yes, yes, YES!” Do you know the saying, “The lawyer who represents herself has a fool for a client”? Well, the opposite is also true: The nonlawyer who represents herself has a fool for a lawyer.


Your divorce has the potential to affect virtually every aspect of your life—from how much time you get to spend with your kids, to how much say you have in their lives, to how much time you have alone, to where you live, to what you own, to how much money you have now, to what you owe, to whether and how you can retire. The outcome of your divorce can have a ripple effect that lasts until you draw your last breath.


When you stop to consider the magnitude of this, the thought of just winging it without someone in your corner who actually knows the legal landscape and is not emotionally invested in the outcome of your case is as irresponsible as it is crazy. And no, mooching free advice from a lawyer friend does not count as representation.


A client once told me she didn’t need a lawyer because she and her husband didn’t own anything and the only money there was to divide up was what her mom left to her when she passed away. She was prepared to fork over half the funds she inherited to her ex and walk away. What she didn’t realize was that since her husband’s profitable construction company was started by him after they got married, it was community property and half hers. But the money she inherited from her mom was by law separate property and therefore entirely hers. Because she didn’t know the rules, she didn’t know how to identify what items were and were not part of the community estate.


If you don’t know what comprises the community estate, how can you hope to accurately calculate your fair share? You would never hear someone say, “I have cancer, but I’m just going to treat it on my own and avoid the expense of going to a doctor.” You only get one shot at this divorce. There’s no do-over if you represent yourself and botch the outcome. So, act like the grownup that you are and handle your case responsibly.


2. Fight for your fair share of the community estate. If I had a dime for every time I’ve heard a woman going through a divorce say, “I don’t care about the money. I just want to have my kids as much as possible,” I would have plenty of extra money to give away. And I’d give it to each of these women. Lord knows they could use it, because more often than not they have a really hard time making ends meet.
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