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“In Please Don’t Say You’re Sorry, Nicole Sodoma shows us that marital struggles, separation, and divorce do not need to be taboo. Quite the opposite, in fact. Sodoma exhibits the experience, humanity, and legal insights that show us how the most tumultuous times can empower great personal choice. Realistic and raw, funny and frank, this book is must-read for anyone trying to find a way to stay in or move past their marriage.”


—SONIA CHOQUETTE, Globally Renowned Spiritual Teacher and 27x New York Times or International Best-selling Author


“Nicole offers a refreshing mix of hope, straight talk, and battle-tested experience. Her compassion for the reader comes through with heart and valuable insights.”


—CHRIS JARVIS, Best-selling Financial Author, Creator of the Go Wild Assessment, and Entrepreneur Coach


“A thoughtful guide to getting through divorce with the least amount of stress and emotional pain.”


—STACY D. PHILLIPS, ESQ., Partner at BLANK ROME and Author of Divorce: It’s All About Control; How to Win the Emotional, Psychological and Legal Wars


“It’s about time we pull back the dark velvet curtain that is the delicacy of divorce. Please Don’t Say You’re Sorry is a conversational companion, full of heart and empathy, plus facts from an expert to help you feel a little less alone in this abyss. Page after page you feel that Nicole Sodoma is able to meet you where you are at and help reframe the relationship to yourself as you un-relationship to another. I’m definitely not sorry I read this book. And you won’t be either.”


—ABIGAIL SPENCER, Actress, Writer, and Producer


“Please Don’t Say You’re Sorry is a realistic and straightforward book that helps prepare people for a good divorce or save a good marriage. For anyone looking for an approachable resource, I highly recommend this book.”


—ELIZABETH EARNSHAW, LMFT, Relationship Expert, Founder of @lizlistens, and Author of I Want This to Work
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For my three birds.


May your inner compass be your guide, no matter what direction you take.


May you remain open to growing and evolving with each step of the journey.


And may you always remember that you are the only one in your way.










1 It Takes Two to Say “I Do” and One to Say “I Don’t”



I DIDN’T KNOW I was going to get divorced. Sometimes women just spontaneously combust.


It all began when I rang in my thirtieth year. I celebrated that milestone birthday by setting a rule for myself as a single professional woman. I decided I would accept any dates I was asked to go on during the two weeks that followed to see what might happen. One of those dates was with the man now known as my former husband. He was thirty-six at the time, ambitious, and—dare I say—charming. Our first real date took place in his 1960s white convertible Chevrolet Impala. Dressed in a crisp shirt and sporting a pair of Converse tennis shoes, he took me to a small neighboring town with an old-fashioned drive-in theater. We sat there on the car’s cozy red leather seats watching the big screen and eating Thai food. I didn’t kiss him on the first date (which I surmised sparked his interest), and I asked a lot of questions about him, which meant he got to talk the whole time.


Two months later, he asked (in an email) if I wanted to move across the country to Seattle, Washington, where a new job awaited him. My narrative created around the move was that it would be good for “us”; it would allow us to grow together. Despite being nervous and a bit numb, the fantastical idea of marriage and commitment singlehandedly led me to leave behind my network of friends and family in Charlotte, North Carolina, and head west. Was I crazy? I hadn’t even introduced my knight to my friends before galloping away on his white horse!


The truth about the not-so-beneficial nature of leaving everything I knew behind was somehow lost in the whirlwind. The story I told myself made friends with my lingering fear that romance might not triumph over what experience had taught me about relationships. My parents’ divorce had made a huge impact on my childhood, scarring me with abandonment issues. Yet when faced with the prospect of this new adventure of the heart, I seemed to forget all about that. What I should have been doing was revisiting those fears and pumping the brakes. Instead, I propelled us forward like a sports car in high gear, making checklists, sourcing relocation companies, and securing new housing. Then came the decision to get married.


From the moment my former husband (herein known as Mr. Former, or M.F. for short) proposed to me, there were signs I ignored. And I mean actual signs. We were overlooking a waterfall when he popped the question, and if the steep, rocky descent before us wasn’t enough of a hint about what was to come, I had also walked directly over a yellow post on the path leading there that read CAUTION.


I was thirty-one years old and forty minutes late to our wedding when we tied the knot in Anguilla. Ironically, the letter Mr. Former gave me on our big day said that he had waited a lifetime to find me. So what harm was there in waiting another forty minutes? While I believed in forever, it occurred to me that I had never lived anywhere longer than five years. I was scared to death of committing to anything long term. I showed up to the nuptials in tears, terrified of the unknown, having talked myself into getting married. It is the right time. This is the right person, I think. My mother had even told me it was the right decision for me. What ultimately got me walking down the sandy aisle was the (il)logical thought that, as a divorce attorney and the child of very divorced parents, I understood divorce, so maybe I didn’t have to think about my marriage as being forever.


On my special day, I was center stage at the beautiful beach wedding of my dreams. The difference between my fantasy and reality was that absolutely no friends or family were there to share in it. Mr. Former and I “agreed” it would be just us. Of course, one of his best friends couldn’t make the reception we were planning to host back home, so he rolled up on the shores of Anguilla and crashed our guestless wedding. As we welcomed our wedding crasher into our fairy tale, I had never felt more alone at an occasion that was supposed to be one of the happiest of my life. As M.F. toasted what I imagined was a glass of expensive liquor with one of his best friends, I sat alone on the bed of my hotel room trying to call home for the much-needed affirmation that everything was going to be okay. Just hours into my marriage, I had already started to question whether I had made the right decision.


We lasted all of fifteen months in Seattle before moving back to Charlotte, and as we edged further away from the honeymoon phase of our relationship, the unpleasant parts began to creep in. Those parts—the ones that are not meant for fairy tales—got shoved way down below the surface, scarring my soul a little more. My panic attacks became increasingly difficult to hide. M.F. called them “meltdowns.” However, as it turned out, he was having physical symptoms, too, in the form of chest pains. We should have known then that these were a sign of trouble. The truth is, I should have known then.


LIFE CHANGED US DIFFERENTLY.


I think our marriage worked for thirteen years because, much like our first date, I liked to ask questions and to try to make (keep) him happy. The little rational voice in my head knew that marriage should feel like a warm blanket—stable and comforting. In its embrace we should feel heard, understood, and close while also feeling free, untamed, and unrestricted. That wasn’t always the case for us. As we went through life together, we lost jobs and started new ones; lost babies and had babies; lost businesses, sold businesses, and even started businesses. We bought promising houses and we also mourned the loss of family members. Along the way, these giant life events were uniquely received by us. They changed us differently. Although at times it felt like we were really strong—us against the world—our goals and values diverged, taking two vastly different roads. Naturally, I tried to convince myself that this wasn’t happening.


I married a man who was career driven and who brimmed with confidence. He was someone I believed could take care of me in all ways. For so long in our marriage, he told me that he would die for me, and he truly meant that he would, so long as I loved him the way he wanted to be loved and I accepted the way he loved me. I thought he cared deeply enough to do what I needed—what we needed—but that’s not how everything played out. It always felt like things had to be his way and on his time.


Being a litigation attorney meant that I was in the middle of conflict all day, making decisions for everyone else. By the time I got home, I was exhausted and no longer had it in me to fight for what I wanted. With each passing year, I began to forget what it was that I desired or needed. Rarely did I question things or push back because I often felt as though I didn’t have the opportunity or energy to do so. Whenever it became decision time, I felt like I had only a small peephole of a window in which to act, and those actions were frequently driven by the force of ultimatums I was never ready for. Communication was sticky. Eventually, I shut down. That’s when everything blew up.


IN THE INTERVENING YEARS, I EVOLVED.


No longer codependent and relationship focused, I wanted answers, and I wanted out. I also wanted a moment to speak! And so I found someone to talk to—a therapist (or two). Before our separation, M.F. said that if I ever wanted to go to couple’s therapy, it would be the end of our marriage. To him, therapy came just before divorce. I disagreed and went to therapy alone.


Following some insights I had while in the cozy chair at the therapist’s office, I took myself on two getaways. The trips were intended as a reprieve from the madness of my marriage. I wanted a week without crying or having intrusive thoughts such as, If I just hit that tree with my car.… Things had admittedly gotten so bad that I considered causing just enough self-harm to land me in the hospital, surrounded by people who might listen. I longed for someone to take care of me and love me in the way I wanted and needed, maybe just for a week or ten days.


After my second getaway, I came back with the intention of throwing Mr. Former the best fiftieth birthday party ever. I invited his closest friends from all over the country and celebrated in style at a local country club. The next morning a handful of us were to leave for a surprise voyage around the British Virgin Islands aboard a fifty-five-foot private catamaran. When it came time for the big reveal, I pulled up a picture of the boat on my computer screen. The blue sky, bright sun, and sailboat never looked more enticing than on that winter night. M.F. glanced at the image, paused, then told me unequivocally that he didn’t want to go because he didn’t like the other couples I had invited.


For the first time I chose for me and not for us. I went alone and sailed on a catamaran that was ironically named No Regrets. Going alone was the bravest thing I had done in our marriage. To fight with Mr. Former over that topic, or any other topic, was the equivalent of poking an angry bear. My attempted rejuvenation through two getaways had failed and the trauma started resurfacing. It didn’t look as if there would be an end to the craziness. I didn’t know how to communicate effectively with Mr. Former. All I really wanted was for him to take care of himself and find happiness. I went sailing, he finally agreed to counseling, and in time we ended up divorced.


Two to Tango, One to Trot


In my law practice, I had seen divorce many, many times over. But to unexpectedly experience it myself was a whole different ballgame. There’s no denying that divorce sucks. You’ve invested years in a relationship. You’ve entered into life, business, and—in many cases—parenthood with your partner. Then one day you wake up… or they wake up. The hard truth of the dissolution of a marriage is that, while it takes two to say “I do,” it takes only one to say “I don’t.”


It can be incredibly frustrating to think that one person has the right to end a marriage that two people are in, whether they cheated on you or you were doing the cheating, or whether you are being left or are the one doing the leaving. On that fateful day when one person says “I don’t,” the other person is almost always left feeling blindsided. My ex-husband still hates me for what I believe to be forcing a choice on him that he didn’t want. (And to this day, he seems to find great joy in reminding me of how I alone destroyed him and our three boys.) I left the marriage feeling attacked, hurt, bruised, frustrated, and scared. The giant finger of blame became permanently pointed at me. Although I wasn’t angry, I was exhausted.


Divorce is sometimes seen as the easy way out—a get-out-of-jail-free card. But it is most definitely not free (or even cheap). It costs both parties a lot, and the milling of forest trees to cover the legal paperwork costs the earth too. Trust me, divorce is not a hall pass. While it can feel like freedom to some, it can feel like death to others. Either way, it inevitably comes rushing upstream carrying a containership of grief and guilt. It’s like a bad dream, even when you didn’t realize you were asleep.



YOU CONTROL YOU AND ONLY YOU.


If you haven’t considered the unintended consequences divorce will have on you, your spouse, your kids, your friends, and your community, then buckle up. It will indeed have an impact. But remember throughout the ordeal that you control you and only you, not everyone else who will become involved.


You should also note that if you choose to divorce, the experience can and will change you, but it doesn’t have to define you. You get to choose which decision is best for you and how your story plays out from there.


As a divorce attorney for more than two decades, I have seen and heard it all. Almost nothing surprises me. Because of my unique perspective, family and friends often ask me to share what I’ve learned… or to simply answer their bold questions: Who do you think will be next? Did you hear that so-and-so is sleeping with so-and-so? Do you think their marriage will make it? Do you think he cheated on him? Or, further from home, What happened with [insert celebrity name here]?


Such speculations aside, I attempt to answer your many questions about divorce in this book, drawing from my vast library of wild and crazy stories, which I’ve gathered while growing up in a blended family of divorced parents, enduring my own divorce, and representing clients who have experienced every circumstance imaginable (and a few that you wouldn’t imagine possible). Despite what you may think about divorce attorneys or the title of this book, I’m not a fan of divorce. I believe that it is possible to be tough, to take control of your happiness, and to still like (or love) the idea of marriage.


Divorce isn’t always the right path. Maybe I’m too simple or I’m making it seem too straightforward, but to me, divorce is about choice. When I think about how much my perspective on divorce has changed since going through it myself, I realize that my views have really evolved. I see divorce as the experience of knowing where you are and where you want to go, then making the necessary choices to get there. Choice is the only thing you can control.


You are likely reading this book because you ignored your gut at some point and now you are faced with a similar choice: find a way to make your marriage work or find a way out that won’t destroy you. You’ve lost track of just how many voices are currently holding boardroom-level discussions in your head. If you choose divorce, you’ll be confronted with more resolution options than you typically face on New Year’s Eve (all weightier than your vow to diet starting January 1). The journey can be wholly overwhelming and emotionally exhausting; however, it doesn’t have to be the worst thing that’s ever happened to you!


This book is about looking at the separation and divorce process differently, through a unique lens and with a new perspective. It’s about keeping afloat in the choppy waters of separation or divorce, but it’s also a book about how to stay married if that is what is right for you.


It takes courage to figure out what you want, especially when the decisions are being made by or with someone else. As you work on finding a path forward, I’ll offer insightful tidbits (read: antidotes for sleepless nights) and a heaping spoonful of empowerment. Of course, you’ll get a good dose of humor, too, because those voices in your head need a laugh or two right now!


Inside these pages are tales from and lessons learned during my personal and professional experiences with divorce. Whether you are looking for advice on how to better your marriage, are considering separation, or find yourself already knee-deep in divorce, this book has something for you. This, however, will not be a body of work that glorifies divorce because I’ve seen it from every angle and I will be very straight with you. In addition to exposing the realities of relationships, I will offer some empowering principles to help you live and sustain a happy, real marriage, and I explore how to know when that’s just not possible (and what to realistically expect from there). From hard truths about communication, the popularity of seeking sole custody, and the harsh realities of court proceedings, we’ll cover it all, without the heavy details that are likely to overwhelm you. In each chapter, you’ll find a set of “Tough Questions.” Focus on these. Use them. They will help you get the answers and direction you need. In every chapter you will also find a section of practical resources and tips called “Technically Speaking,” because I personally know how much of a difference a helping hand (from a divorce attorney) can make.


TODAY IS THE FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIFE.


Choice is the reason this book exists. I’ve had to make my own choice. I’ve also been privy to the choices of many others because of the nature of my work. And I want you to know that you are not alone in the moments when you are trying to make those seemingly impossible decisions for yourself. You define you, and the only question remaining after that is, Where will you go from there? Believe me when I tell you that today is the first day of the rest of your life, and now is your time. You get to choose if you want a new beginning, whether you decide to stay in your marriage or move beyond it. On the flip side, you also get to choose how you respond to someone else’s decision even if you didn’t see it coming. Your decision and/or response may change the lives of many, most notably your own. But don’t worry—things are looking up because you’ve now got a badass, no-holds-barred divorce attorney by your side.










2 Please Don’t Say You’re Sorry



IN MATTERS OF separation and divorce, you can expect sympathy from your sidekicks. However, if you are the one expressing sympathy to your pal who separated or divorced, don’t offer such a big wad of it that it will stick with them like a bad case of bubblegum to the shoe, weighing them down with every step. (On rare occasions, large amounts of bubblegum have their use, as I’ll explain in a bit.)


A decade into my family law career, a client came to the firm wanting to fight for custody of his son. Mr. Out of State and his then ex-wife were married for a decade in one State, moved to another State for two years, separated just after the birth of their only son, and then divorced. They agreed to joint legal custody; however, the permanent custody order issued by the Court indicated that his ex-wife had primary custody and he had secondary custody. While they were to make major decisions about their son together, she had the final say (which, by the way, really isn’t joint legal custody). A year later, a lawsuit was filed and a motion was made to modify the custody terms. After his ex-wife remarried, moved to another State, and got pregnant with another child, she started denying Mr. Out of State access to their son. She wanted full custody, and he wanted more time.


Although Mr. Out of State was a busy entrepreneur and business owner fighting a legal battle across State lines, he was willing to do whatever it took to see his son. Unfortunately, during a temporary hearing, there were allegations that he had abused drugs and had not properly submitted himself for hair follicle tests as required by the Court. Even though you’re supposed to be innocent until proven guilty in a criminal court, things tend to work differently in family court. At the most basic levels, you have to show the Court that you are capable, safe, and acting in the best interests of your child. Because of the allegations made, the judge erred on the side of caution, issuing a temporary order that granted my client only supervised visits with his son. However, the judge also made it very clear that if Mr. Out of State could prove he was clean, she would give him an opportunity for shared custody and more time with his son.


My job was to help Mr. Out of State make the judge’s promise a reality. We knew that the drug allegations were false, but there would inevitably be plenty of bad or exaggerated stories told about him in the courtroom. I wanted to prove that he was a good person and a good father. The Court needed to see the things he and his son loved to do together. Their relationship was strong and steady. I wanted him to feel like he controlled his case and was not a victim.


INSTEAD OF GOING ON THE DEFENSIVE, CHOOSE TO BE THE OFFENSE ON THE PLAYING FIELD.


The alternative to saying, “F* you, I don’t have a drug problem,” was to go on the offensive and exemplify just how bogus the drug claim was. And so, every single week I sent Mr. Out of State to a local facility for a drug screen. Over eleven months, we quietly and intentionally accumulated more than 180 (negative) test results. By the time the trial began, we had boxes full of test results. (A small forest of trees was sacrificed to provide all the paper they were written on!) I walked into the courtroom with those boxes in tow. I also came bearing a giant fishbowl of individually wrapped pieces of bubblegum.


Every morning of the four-day trial, I would start off by (quite obviously) breaking into a fresh piece of that luscious gum. I’d offer a piece to the court clerk, opposing counsel, my paralegal, and my client. When it came time for my closing argument, I pointed out that the fishbowl contained 180 pieces of gum on day one of the trial and that we had hardly made a dent in the bowl after four days of testimony. One hundred eighty was the number of days my client took time off work, drove thirty minutes each way, and paid $120 per drug test to show the Court he was committed to his son. It was exactly the kind of evidence I knew would stick in Court (pardon the pun). On the big screen, I posted a written version of what the judge essentially told my client at his initial hearing: If you can prove you are clean, I will give you an opportunity. The judge decided that she owed it to him to give him what he gave her: the assurance he was not what others said he was.1 My client was granted more time with his son.


A Symphony of Sympathies


The dissolution of a marriage or relationship of any kind is like the ocean: you can’t stop the waves from coming. All you can do is grab your surfboard and figure out how to not drown. It’s important to realize that you always have a choice in how you act, react, and reach forward. You can swim or not swim. You can surf in the areas marked DANGEROUS, or you can stay away. You can either wait for the right wave or take the first one you see. No one said that knowing what to do is going to be easy or obvious, but you get to ride however you decide. It’s all about having the right information so you can make the best choice for you.


Mr. Out of State spent five years going through divorce and in litigation in different cities and States. While fighting for custody, he said he had no idea how much “emotional endurance” would be required of him during his case. He was exhausted. Anyone could have said they were sorry for what he was going through, placing him in the victim box and causing him to lose sight of what he wanted and was battling for. Instead, he chose to surround himself with people who were his supporters—those who encouraged his happiness, who knew his intentions were solid, and who stood by him through the most challenging times. He was willing to fight for what he felt was best for his son and, ultimately, for himself. He kept his eyes on the ocean, prepared for the best wave, and rode with intention. In the end, he didn’t have to say he was sorry for something he didn’t do or something he wasn’t.


THE WORDS “I’M SORRY” ARE A SURE-FIRE WAY TO SEND YOU STRAIGHT BACK TO A PLACE OF GUILT AND SORROW.


Why it is that people say “I’m sorry” when we divorce? “Sorry,” a word used to express empathy for someone’s misfortune, hardly seems fitting for a circumstance where you are choosing to do what is in the best interest of your happiness (and perhaps that of your partner and children too). When Mr. Former and I split, I believed the damage was irreparable. The “I’m sorry” messages rolled in like an annoyingly leaky faucet I couldn’t put a wrench to. Through the cacophony of sympathies, all I wanted to tell everyone was, Please don’t say you’re sorry! The tears I had fought so hard to hold back streamed down my face at night when no one was watching. Hearing the words “I’m sorry” became a sure-fire way to trigger deep feelings of guilt and sorrow. No passing Go. No collecting $200. My thoughts would swirl with apologies I should make, remorse I felt, and then, ultimately, the soul-crushing shame I endured. I would not be a victim, but the incoming stream of “sorries” sure had me feeling like one. I longed to bottle up every single apology and give it with my whole heart to my three boys. I was not the badass tough cookie I thought I was, but I was always their mom, no matter what. In the end, I was sorry too.


After the initial separation, the roller coaster of grief and freedom I had been riding began to steady. I attended an event at a local restaurant in celebration of a long-time friend’s partnership at her financial advisory firm. There I ran into an old colleague, and we shared some prosecco (a little bubbly at the end of a day makes me feel like I am celebrating, no matter what kind of day it was). As we caught up on old gossip, I said, “You heard, right?” She replied, “Heard what?” I told her Mr. Former and I had split. Then she said it. The dreaded leaky-faucet drip I couldn’t fix grew louder: “I am so sorry.”


Those words made me cringe every single time, reverberating in my ears like my aunt’s high-pitched cackle, a loud crack of thunder waking me from a sound sleep, or the worst heavy metal song I could think of from the 1980s. I flipped. What are all these people sorry for?! Busting out in uncomfortable laughter, I said, “Sorry for what? You don’t know where I have been or whether I chose to be where I am now. You don’t know if I woke up one morning and ruined someone’s life or if I escaped a lifetime of unhappiness.”


I’d hit my breaking point. Amid all the labels, grief, loss, change, and fear, the last thing I wanted or needed was another woe-is-me conversation. Endlessly explaining the how and why of my seemingly perfect marriage’s end had weighed me down long enough. I had also spent a lifetime watching people apologize for things they may or may not have been sorry for. At least when we marry and people say “Congratulations,” we are being wished something happy. Though, ironically, we are heading into a partnership and life that’s going to require growth, work, and even hardship! And for that, I’m sorry.


Challenging the State of Sorry


What are you really sorry for? Say that! Sorry for a love lost. Sorry that you are sad. Sorry for your grief. Please don’t leave us hanging. And how about using the word “sorry” in a truly heartfelt way that does not make the hurting party relive the trauma or even feel obliged to forgive you (if you were the person causing the hurt)?


IF YOU ARE GOING TO SAY YOU ARE SORRY, AT LEAST FINISH THE SENTENCE!


Despite hearing “sorry” incessantly during my own divorce, I never used the word during a divorce consultation with a client before (or since) then. Why? Because I didn’t know what stage of the emotional process they were in or what was going on in their relationship. Were they the one leaving or being left? My questions and sympathies set the tone for our meeting, and I never wanted a client to start off feeling like a victim. Instead, I would tell them that I was sorry they were there in that chair… but that there had also been a lot of other people in that chair! Whatever their story, we had information to gather and choices to make, and in our work together, we would never be sorry.
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