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Dedication




"Au milieu de l'hiver, j'ai découvert en moi un été invincible" – Camus





This book is dedicated to my family especially my son who I would do anything for. I feel gratitude that I was given the opportunity to clearly understand how far I would go to protect my family and my children. It is also dedicated to all the parents out there who are confused and hurt and are beginning to realize that they need to fight to keep their children in their life. The system is unfair and not terribly useful to sort out family matters. This book contains all the information that I wish I had at the beginning and I hope it is of deep use to you on your journey. 
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Introduction


What this book is for (and what is isn't)





Who This Book Is for (and Who It Isn't)

The best divorce, if there is such a thing, is a conscious and cordial uncoupling that puts the children first, leaving little need for legal involvement. If that’s your situation, congratulations. It’s the best course for everyone involved. 

But that’s not who this book is intended for. 

This book is for anyone who finds themself deep in the legal system, facing serious parenting disputes, and needing strategic clarity to ensure personal survival and that the outcome truly reflects the best interests of the children. Even if no children are involved, this book still offers a clear, tactical path toward a fair and principled resolution for other court matters.

What This Is (and What It Isn’t)

To be clear up front: None of this is legal advice, and it should not be taken as such. This book is an account of the information I wish I had known at the beginning of my separation and divorce journey. I am neither a legal professional nor am I writing this book as a therapist or in a professional capacity. I’m a parent with a background in systems thinking who found myself navigating an alien system with no roadmap.

I’m also not covering division of assets or financial battles beyond what’s necessary to fund your legal fight. Asset division was not a major issue in my case, and it’s not the focus of this book. I believe in child support and paying it if you owe it. That’s just doing right by your kids. This book is about the parenting battle and protecting your relationship with your children. However, many of these tools will apply to any high-conflict situation even if the stakes are lower and just about assets. 

Why This Matters

I do believe that what I’m writing is of utmost importance to anyone going through a divorce process. It is a deeply unfair process for all parties involved. Understanding and accepting that is key to an outcome that’s in everyone’s best interest. At the beginning, I had no clue how far south the whole thing would go. I gained a deep realization that I had to make the most important decisions of my family’s life while I was at a point where I had very limited ability to think and very limited knowledge about what each decision would mean.

I sought out a divorce coach who had been through the process before: Jude Sandvall the Divorced Dadvocate. The advice they had was “be strategic.” So I kid you not, I developed strategic plans using PowerPoint presentations for myself and began to learn and understand as much as I could about this new legal world. PowerPoint was my way of organizing my thoughts and staying focused. It also helped me explain my long-term strategy to my lawyer and what tactics might work along the way.

What You’ll Find Here

In the chapters that follow, I will unabashedly share my journey of successes and setbacks, and I will pack it with tips and tricks to help you “win your divorce.”

When I say “win,” I mean achieving the outcome that protects what matters most: your relationship with your children and their wellbeing. Although divorce should not be a competition, or something to win, when you end up in a situation where conflict is high, it is imperative that you do everything you can to “win” in order to keep the best interests of the child and family front and center. 

This process will test you in ways you’ve never imagined. You’ll discover that the system isn’t designed for fairness. It’s designed for efficiency. You’ll be forced to think strategically while your heart is breaking. You’ll have to make crucial decisions while your brain is fogged with grief and anger. But if you understand that from the start, you can work within it instead of being destroyed by it.

In this book you’ll find the strategic framework I developed through trial and error, the emotional tools that kept me sane, and the practical tactics that helped me achieve everything I was fighting for: 50/50 parenting time, financial stability, and my son’s continued wellbeing.

How to Use This Book

This book is designed to work in either of two ways. Read it straight through for the complete strategic framework as it develops, or jump to specific chapters when you’re facing those particular challenges. If you’re in crisis mode right now, start with Chapter2 (about understanding the unfairness) and Chapter3 (about managing your emotions and thinking). These will help stabilize your mindset so you can make better decisions.

Each chapter builds on the previous ones, but everyone’s situation is unique. Use them as a strategic framework, not a recipe to follow exactly. Laws vary by location, and what worked in my case may need to be adapted for yours. As your situation evolves, you’ll probably find yourself coming back to different chapters. That’s intentional.

Most important, remember that your brain isn’t functioning at full capacity right now. That’s normal. Don’t expect to absorb everything on the first read. Take what helps immediately, and revisit the rest when you’re ready.

You’re not just going through a divorce. You’re fighting for your child(ren) and your family’s future. Let’s make sure you’re equipped for that fight.








  
  

Chapter one

My Story





Ididn’t typically think of myself as naïve, but wow! I quickly realized how much I underestimated where this process would end up. I had thought my ex would be mad for a couple weeks, and then we would come together with a mediator through our lawyers. And whether or not they’d be happy about the process, we would come to some sort of amenable resolution. I did not expect to not have any access to my child. 

I worked 35.5 hours a week with some full days at home. When not at work, I spent every moment with my son, but now it had been practically reduced to no access to him. Although I technically could have taken him back by storming into their house, the practicality of it was made clear to me that it would negatively affect working toward 50/50 custody. It was also made clear that shared parenting was not guaranteed. Before anything even began I had dropped more money between two lawyers than I had ever dropped on anything else in my life, without question. Why did I do that? Because I had a singular focus on ensuring that my son’s wellbeing would be maintained and his relationship with me would be protected. Initially I had two lawyers because there were jurisdictional questions between states, and it wasn’t apparent under which jurisdiction the proceedings would take place. 

Everything Changed in Days

Within a matter of one day, the place we lived was switched on me—by 2000 km. I had to give up my job in the province where we lived and quickly find a rental within the city I was now in because my ex had unilaterally moved. I had misunderstood both the reaction when I emailed them a separation email and how the system protects the first mover. I was waiting for the previously mentioned two weeks without filing so we could work out an agreement without lawyers getting too involved. Then I received an email that stated I could visit my child for two hours. This was my last naïve moment. 

When I went to visit, I was instead served papers in front of my child, and within the next few days I realized that I had to prove what was already true—that I was a very involved parent. 

I quickly saw how an unfair situation was brewing. I had always provided our house before, but in the way affidavits were written, I was quickly described as homeless and in an unstable living situation. Throughout the whole process I had to balance moving so that I would be close to where they were to ensure that shared parenting seemed like an easy decision for a judge. I also had to be careful to not move too many times because it would be used against me as being unstable. The whole situation was agonizing, but as you’ll see in Chapters 2 and 5, strategic thinking and accepting that unfairness can actually become an advantage are keys to success.

Brain Fog When You Need to Think Most

What I also didn’t understand was how much the pain of having access restricted to your child and the fear of having it discontinued would affect my ability to think. A deep fog and deeper pain descended on me to make it quite difficult to think at the very time I was responsible for making the biggest decisions of my and my son’s lives. In a way I was at my weakest and least intelligent while having to plan and make decisions that were of the utmost importance. It was very important to have a network at this point, and we’ll go into this later in the book. You need multiple people to both check your decision making, to help you focus on the right direction, and sometimes to be your strength when you must continue while feeling hopeless. They will come, and this is what I think is the single most difficult part of the whole process: moving forward when everything doesn’t only feel hopeless but also your perception is that it actually is hopeless and there’s no way forward. This can go on for a significant period of time. And it is of utmost importance to move calmly and strategically forward even when there is no light. We will cover strategies for this in chapter 5.

Becoming a Money Making Machine

I knew I would have to become a money-making machine. The amount this was going to cost was much, much more than I could fathom.

I made enough money to be comfortable, but I realized I had to increase my revenue by 75–100 percent in order to fight. It became very apparent that between taxes and child support, every dollar was worth much less as I increased my revenue.

I firmly believe in paying child support and that it should be paid immediately after the separation using a conservative calculation. I overpaid on purpose. 

To figure out your calculations, find an online calculator in your state or jurisdiction. If you’re self-employed, doublecheck your laws, but for quick and dirty go by how much you’re taking out for yourself in revenue until the accountants and lawyers help you figure it out. If there is a difference in wages, child support makes sense. If the wage gap closes in cases of 50/50 parenting, I have questions, but to me, paying child support actually feels good.

Remember that doing everything right can financially destroy you, but it’s probably still worth it.

When 50 percent of my money was going to lawyers, the addition of approximately 10 percent of revenue toward child support makes it difficult to sustain working excessive hours. The amount of extra work I was doing was not sustainable for longer than a couple years. And I was stunned at how much my taxes rose as my income climbed.

To be able to rapidly increase my income was a privileged position. But if someone making six figures gets crushed by this system, most people don’t stand a chance. Although I didn’t self-represent, I saw others who did, and my ex did for a while. There are some strategic advantages to self-representation, the most important of which is the other party is outspending significantly. Check out Chapter 7 on self-representation. As I said previously, contrary to the TV portrayal, self-representation has benefits that offset the downsides.








  
  

Chapter two

Accept the Reality





Prior to my separation and divorce, I wasn’t a stranger to life being unfair. My father had severe, sometimes suicidal, depression growing up, which meant I raised myself. And my mother had a stroke at fifty-eight, my siblings couldn’t help, and as the only nurse in the family, overnight I became her primary caregiver. Until she had a full recovery, someone had to handle her care and medical decisions. So I did, and this started a pattern of being there for family during their most acute life situations. More importantly, it started a pattern of accepting reality and moving forward to help family. 

I learned quickly that the legal process rewards strategic thinking over good faith efforts. My first mistake was assuming we could work things out collaboratively before involving lawyers. While I was trying to arrange informal discussions about parenting plans, I was served papers in front of my son—a tactical move by the other party possibly designed to provoke an emotional reaction. The affidavit painted me as an incompetent parent, which was factually untrue but strategically effective because I had to use time, money and energy to refute it. This taught me a crucial lesson: In family court, your actual parenting doesn't matter as much as how it’s presented on paper. The other side wasn’t interested in truth; they were building a case. (For this chapter and others I have put helpful exercises and deeper explanations in the appendices. For this chapter see Appendix A).

Examples of How the System Is Unfair

Many other examples of events could have been perceived as unfair, some of which I suspect are common.

Out of twelve court appearances and multiple alternative dispute resolution processes (appendix C) I never once sensed that the judges had read an affidavit beyond skimming. Putting together these pieces of evidence is important, but I witnessed a lawyer who was representing a different divorce ask the judge if he had read their affidavit, and he said he had only skimmed. Every time I was before a judge, it was apparent that they were going by what we said in our description of the affidavit and what appeared to be gut feelings more than logically following the evidence outlined in competing affidavits to tease out a just resolution.

My lawyer missed closing the loop with a mediator, and it took an additional six months to get to mediation, which was a required step before we could go to court to work on a parenting agreement. It set me back six months during the period when I had reduced parenting time with my son.

My efforts to fight for custody were repeatedly used against me. I moved to be closer to my son, hoping it would improve my chances of getting 50/50 custody. But even this reasonable decision was twisted in court. My ex had initially lied about our plans to relocate to her parents’ city, when our actual life and careers were established where we lived.








