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Hugh and Wendy have been married for 
nearly 15 years.  They have three children, 
ages 8, 10 and 12.  Hugh works as a Branch 
Manager at a local bank, Wendy received 
a degree in business prior to meeting 
Hugh and was working in the insurance 
industry when they married.   Hugh and 
Wendy decided Wendy would stay home 
after the arrival of their first child and she 
has been a stay at home mom for the past 
12 years.  Wendy performs some part-
time consulting work while the children 
are in school for the past few years.

Hugh and Wendy have always maintained separate 
bank accounts and credit cards in their own names, 
and have a joint checking account to pay household 
bills.  Hugh deposits enough into the joint account 
each month to cover the mortgage, groceries and all 
other household bills, the children’s tuition, as well as 
pay for the kids’ sporting activities. Hugh manages 
all the household finances.  To Wendy’s knowledge, 
there has always been more than enough money in 
the account to cover all of the monthly bills.  Wendy 
deposits her income from the consulting business 
into her own separate checking account. Hugh and 
Wendy each pay their own credit card bills.

Wendy has never been knowledgeable of Hugh’s 
actual salary and bonuses he receives.  Wendy 
simply knows that he has been successful enough to 
allow her to stay home with the children, the family 

to live comfortably, enjoy several vacations each year, 
and to keep the children in private school.  

Wendy has decided that she no longer loves Hugh 
and she wants to file for a divorce.  She is concerned 
about her financial future because she has not been 
involved in the payment of the household bills. 
Additionally, she doesn’t know how much money 
she will need to live on, or how much money may be 
available to her.   Wendy is extremely nervous and 
came to me for advice.  

My advice to Wendy is as follows:
Start Educating Yourself About The Finances 
Now – Before You Separate.  Since Wendy doesn’t 
know anything about the amount of the monthly 
bills, retirement or investment accounts, savings, 
or anything about Hugh’s income, she needs to 
start getting involved and gathering important 
documents.  These documents will be needed as part 
of the mandatory divorce disclosure requirements 
as well, so she needs to start gathering them now 
and using them to educate herself about the current 
financial situation.  Knowledge about the finances 
will help alleviate some of Wendy’s worrying over 
the “unknown.”  I recommended that Wendy obtain 
copies of the following documents:  
· Income Tax Returns for the past 3 years; 

· Retirement savings plan statements for 
last 3 years;

· Any and all bank account statements, 
checking, savings, credit unions;

· Any and all insurance policies, life, auto, 
house, etc.

· Mortgage statements, HELOC or second 
Mortgage documents, property tax bill;

· Credit Cards statements;

· Paystubs, last 3 months, as well as W2’s 
and/or 1099’s;

· Health insurance documentation;

· Monthly statements and receipts for household 
expenses such as utilities, groceries, phone, 
internet, cable, landscaping, home repairs, 
clothing, entertainment, recreation, medical 
expenses, gas, health and wellness, gym, salon/
hair, pet care, children’s tuition and sports/
extracurricular expenses;

· Real estate documents, title and loan documents;
· A current Credit Report.

Hopefully, there is a family filing cabinet used to 
maintain all of the above records that Wendy may 
access to retrieve the necessary documents.  I advised 
her to watch the mail as well to see what statements 
are arriving and note the name and address of each 
entity.  Some statements may be paperless and she 
will need to call the provider to request copies of 
the statements.  I told Wendy to make copies 
of the documents, but not to take the originals, 
because Hugh is also entitled to have access to the 
documents.  I recommended that Wendy start a file 
folder to hold all of the copies and keep it outside 
of the house in a safe place, such as with a trusted 
friend or family member.  She should not keep the 
documents in her automobile, to avoid the risk of 
them being stolen and used for identity theft.  
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Create a Realistic Budget.  In order for Wendy 
to know how much money she will need on 
a monthly basis to make ends meet, she will 
need to create a realistic monthly budget.  
The information gathered from review of the 
monthly statements and bank account records 
should help her to understand how much is 
currently being spent on household items.  
When preparing a budget of all of her antici-
pated monthly expenses, I recommend Wendy 
group the items together as follows:

· Household –  mortgage (incl. taxes and  
insurance) or rent, utilities (gas, electricity, 
water, phone, cable, garbage), groceries 
(incl. dining out), maintenance & repair costs; 

· Automobile –  car loan, licensing and 
registration, gas and maintenance 
& repair costs; 

· School – tuition, school fees, school supplies, 
class photos, field trips, yearbooks and lunches; 

· Day care – include before-school care, 
after-school care and babysitting;

· Health care –  co-payments and deductibles, 
prescription drugs, eyeglasses, dental care, 
braces & other health care costs not covered 
by insurance;

· Insurance –  life & health insurance costs; 

· Credit cards and loans – scheduled payments 
on credit cards, department store cards, lines 
of credit, installment loans and other personal 
loans;

· Miscellaneous – the “catch-all” category that 
includes clothes, work lunches, hair care, birth-
day and holiday gifts, pet expenses, entertain-
ment and hobby expenses, vacations, subscrip-
tions and dues, donations, retirement savings 
and any other additional expense that doesn’t 
fall in the other categories. 
 

Please visit my website at 
www.shearerlawandmediation.com 
for a sample budget template.  

Once Wendy understands her anticipated 
monthly expenses and what income and assets 
are available, she can better assess her needs 
for spousal and child support and develop a 
plan to help transition to living on her own and 
becoming financially independent.  

In California, detailed information regarding 
the income and expenses of the household as 
well as the assets and debts of the marriage 
must be obtained and shared with your spouse 
during a divorce proceeding, regardless of 
whether you choose Mediation, Collaborative 
Process, or Litigation to dissolve the marriage.   
If you are considering separation or divorce, 
I recommend that you start getting involved 
with the household finances now to educate 
yourself.  Knowledge about your finances will 
help alleviate some of the anxiety and stress 
of not knowing how you will make ends meet 
once you are on your own.
Please visit our website at 
www.shearerlawandmediation.com for 
further information, or call our office for a 
confidential consultation at (916) 226-1305.


