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⚖ Legal Disclaimer⚖ 

 

This publication is provided free of charge for informational and/or educational 

purposes only. It is not intended as legal advice and does not establish an attorney-

client relationship with the reader. Every divorce case is unique, and legal outcomes 

vary depending on specific facts and circumstances. 

 

This guide is an independent publication created by Justin Andersson, Esq. It is not 

affiliated with, endorsed by, or distributed on behalf of the Florida court system or 

any judge. No public funds were used in its production. 

 

You should consult with a qualified Florida attorney licensed in your jurisdiction for 

advice regarding your individual situation. The author, Justin Andersson, Esq., and 

Justin Andersson, P.A., disclaim all liability for any actions taken or not taken 

based on the contents of this guide. 

 

Hiring a lawyer is an important decision that should not be based solely upon 

advertisements. Before you decide, ask us to send you free written information 

about our qualifications and experience, as required by Rule 4-7.13 of the Florida 

Rules of Professional Conduct. 

 

© 2025 Justin Andersson, Esq. All rights reserved. Unauthorized reproduction or 

distribution of this guide is prohibited. 
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About the Author: Your 850 Divorce Lawyer - Not Your Average Suit 

Let’s get something out of the way: I’m not the kind of lawyer who was born in a 

blazer and raised on courtroom reruns. I grew up right here in Panama City, in the 

kind of home where the word “divorce” wasn’t whispered-it was reality. I’m a child 

of two divorced parents, which means I didn’t just study this stuff-I lived it. 

Before law school, I studied history (because what screams financial security like a 

degree in dead people and dates?), and then earned a master’s degree in strategic 

communications - which basically means I know how to talk my way through almost 

anything, including messy custody hearings and awkward co-parenting calendars. 

I went on to attend Loyola New Orleans College of Law, where I accidentally fell in 

love with family law during my final semester. Up until that point, I thought I was 

doomed for a career as a Tax attorney-because hey, why not rack up three legal 

certificates just to keep things interesting? (Tax Law, Health Law, and 

International Law, if you’re curious.) Falling for family law was kind of like one of 

those romantic comedies where the protagonist doesn’t realize the right person’s 

been there all along-just hiding behind alimony statutes and mandatory disclosures. 

After being admitted to the Florida Bar, I did what every bright-eyed new attorney 

does: applied for the only local family law job available. I went through two long 

interviews, thought things went great… and then never heard back! No call, no 

email-just the professional equivalent of ghosting. So, like any stubborn Gulf Coast 

Gen Xer with student loans and a spine, I opened my own practice. Not because I 

had a five-year plan, but because I had no other local option-and because I wasn’t 

about to give up on doing what I was meant to do! 

This guide? It’s the product of all that. My education, my passion, a few fictionalized 

moments for effect, and-most importantly - current Federal and Florida law. It’s 

designed to help real people navigate one of life’s hardest seasons with a mix of 

humor, straight talk, and an actual game plan. Because divorce isn’t just 

paperwork-it’s emotional triage, identity reconstruction, and a logistical 

nightmare… and that’s before anyone even mentions the dog or cat. 

As family lawyers, we joke that we’re the funeral directors of the legal profession-

because we help people bury something deeply personal and carry on with dignity. 

But if I’ve done my job, this guide won’t just help you survive it. It’ll help you walk 

out stronger, clearer, and with both feet planted in your new future. 

You’ve got this. And I’ve got your back. 

- Justin 
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Chapter 1: Start Here: A Personal Note from Your 850 Divorce 

Lawyer 
 

First things first: If you’re reading this, something hard is happening in your life. 

Divorce isn’t easy. It’s not quick, it’s not fun, and it’s rarely something people wake 

up excited about. Unless you’re the kind of person who reads breakup poems at 

brunch for fun… in which case, hey, no judgment-but this guide isn’t poetry. It’s a 

flashlight in a storm. 

 

My name is Justin Andersson, Esq. I’m a divorce attorney here in Panama City, 

Florida. People call me the '850 Divorce Lawyer,' and while I didn’t exactly set out 

to be the legal version of a funeral director (second most depressing life event, 

remember?), I’ve come to believe that family law is where real help is needed the 

most. 

 

This guide exists because you deserve more than legal jargon and anxiety. You 

deserve answers. You deserve clarity. You deserve to feel like someone out there 

knows what you’re going through-and has a plan to help you get to the other side 

without losing your kids, your savings, or your dignity. 

 

We’ll walk through the process-filing, parenting plans, alimony, the infamous 

Florida 20-Day Answer Rule-and we’ll also talk about real life. Things like how to 

act in court, why social media can torpedo your case faster than a hurricane hitting 

the Gulf, and what to do when your ex is a narcissist with a God complex. 

 

Some of this will be funny. Some will feel heavy. That’s okay. I built this guide to 

reflect real people-our neighbors here in Northwest Florida-who are navigating one 

of the hardest things life throws at you. 

 

If you need legal help, I’m here. If you just need a plan, that’s here too. And if you’re 

reading this in your car outside the courthouse while Googling 'what is equitable 

distribution?' then take a deep breath-you’re not alone. 

 

Let’s get started. 

 

- Justin Andersson, Esq. 

Your 850 Divorce Lawyer 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

7 

Chapter 2: Should I Get Divorced? 

 

So here you are, staring at this page, maybe Googling things like “Florida divorce 

checklist” or “Am I crazy for thinking about leaving?” 

 

Let me start with this: You’re not crazy. You’re human! 

 

Divorce doesn’t usually show up like a lightning strike. It’s more like a slow-moving 

storm on the Gulf-quiet at first, then louder, and louder still, until finally, you can’t 

ignore it anymore. And if you're reading this, something inside you is stirring. 

Maybe you're done. Maybe you're unsure. Maybe you're hoping someone, 

somewhere, will just tell you what to do. 

 

I won’t do that. But I will give you the tools to ask the right questions. Because the 

moment you start asking honest questions, you start finding honest answers. 

 

Questions to Ask Yourself: 

1. Am I safe in this relationship? 

2. Have we genuinely tried to work it out? 

3. Would I want my child to grow up and have a marriage like this one? 

4. Do I feel more like a roommate, caretaker, enemy, or ghost? 

5. Do I feel guilt for thinking about leaving-or grief that I already stayed too 

long? 

 

Top 10 Divorce Triggers in Northwest Florida 

1. Infidelity – Reconnecting with old flames 

2. Substance Abuse – Alcohol + Bay County Nightlife = chaos 

3. Financial Stress – One income, two Amazon addictions 

4. In-Laws Interference – “Mama said I shouldn’t have married 

you…” 

5. Growing Apart – “We’re just roommates now.” 
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6. Lack of Intimacy – Physical and Emotional 

7. Parenting Conflicts – Disagreements on discipline, priorities 

8. Control or Emotional Abuse – Micromanaging every move or 

decision 

9. Midlife Crises – Yes, even in Callaway 

10. Hurricane Recovery Stress – FEMA drama, roof leaks, and 

all the rest 

 

Staying Safe in Unhealthy Relationships 

 

Florida law provides protection for victims of domestic violence, emotional abuse, 

stalking, and harassment-even before you file for divorce. If you’re in an unsafe 

situation: 

- Call a local domestic violence shelter or hotline 

- Speak to an attorney (quietly, safely) 

- Consider filing for an injunction (restraining order) 

- Document everything in a private, secure place 

 

Even if you don’t feel “abused” in the traditional sense, gaslighting, isolation, 

financial control, and repeated intimidation can absolutely form the basis of 

emotional abuse. 

 

You are not weak for leaving. You are strong for surviving 

 

CHECK LIST: IS IT TIME TO CONSIDER DIVORCE? 

Y/N     I’ve tried to fix things, but nothing’s changed 

Y/N     I don’t feel emotionally or physically safe 

Y/N     I’ve lost myself in this relationship 
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Y/N     My children are seeing more damage than love 

Y/N     I feel more relief than guilt when I imagine leaving 

Y/N     I’ve spoken to a therapist or attorney about options 

Y/N     I’m reading this chapter and nodding a little too often 

 

 

If you checked even two of those boxes-especially the safety one-it may be time to 

seriously consider what life after this relationship could look like. 

 

Final Thought 

 

Getting divorced is not a failure. Staying in something that hurts you… is! 

Divorce doesn’t mean you didn’t love hard. It means you loved yourself enough to 

stop hurting. 

 

You don’t have to decide today. But you do have to start being honest with yourself. 

And this guide? It’ll walk beside you, whichever road you choose. 
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Chapter 3: Choosing the Right Lawyer (and What to Expect 

After You Do) 
 

Let’s be blunt: Not all lawyers are created equal. 

 

And no matter what you’ve seen on TV, your divorce lawyer won’t walk into the 

courtroom in slow motion, wearing Armani and quoting Shakespeare.  (If they do, 

run!!) 

 

Divorce is personal. So is picking the person who’s going to stand between you and 

financial ruin, child custody mistakes, or a legal migraine you didn’t ask for.   

 

This chapter is about finding the right lawyer, understanding how that relationship 

works, and setting expectations from the first phone call to the final hearing. 

 

How to Pick the Right Lawyer for You 

 

Every billboard attorney, slick-talking website, and online review is going to 

promise the same things: experience, compassion, results.   

 

But here’s what actually matters: 

• Do they practice family law full-time?   

• Do they know the local courts?   

• Do they listen without judging?   

• Do they explain things clearly? 

 

Pro Tip: Florida’s family law system varies by circuit. You want someone who 

understands how it’s done here - not just in Miami, Tampa, or Orlando. 

 

Check Credentials (and Watch for Red Flags) 

 

Before you hire anyone: 

• Look them up on the Florida Bar’s Website: www.FloridaBar.org 

• Make sure they’re in good standing. 

• Look for disciplinary history - or reviews with recurring complaints (e.g., 

ghosting clients, excessive billing). 

 

Red flags to run from: 

http://www.floridabar.org/
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• They guarantee a specific outcome (“You’ll get full custody!”) 

• They pressure you to hire on the spot 

• They won’t give you a clear fee agreement in writing 

 

Under Florida Bar Rule 4-7.13, attorneys cannot make misleading or unverifiable 

claims in advertising. If it feels scammy - it probably is. 

 

Big Firm vs Solo Attorney - Which is Better? 

 

There’s no one right answer. It depends on your case and your personality. 

 

Solo or small firm: 

• Personalized attention 

• Direct access to your attorney 

• Less “pass around” between departments 

 

Large firm: 

• More internal resources 

• Often higher cost 

• You may mostly deal with junior associates or paralegals 

 

Ask who will actually be handling your case day to day. 

 

Understanding Legal Fees (The Basics) 

 

Before you sign that retainer: 

• Ask the hourly rate of the attorney and staff 

• Understand the initial retainer amount 

• Clarify how and when you're billed 

• Ask how often you'll get invoices 

 

Many firms charge in 6-minute increments - so even a quick phone call can appear 

on your bill. 

 

At Justin Andersson, P.A., we always explain your fee structure up front and give 

you tools to keep your costs predictable and reasonable. 

 

The Consultation: What Happens When You Call In 
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1. Initial Intake Call 

You’ll speak with a staff member who gathers basic info to make sure there 

are no conflicts of interest and that all parties involved are a good match. 

2. Scheduling the Consultation 

You’ll be offered available times and told if there’s a consultation fee (some 

lawyers charge, some don’t, sometimes the fee is credited upon retaining the 

attorney). 

3. The Actual Consultation 

You’ll meet with the lawyer, explain your situation, and hear preliminary 

advice or options. 

4. Next Steps Outlined 

You’ll get a clear path forward - with costs, expectations, and strategy 

explained. 

 

What to Expect from Your Lawyer (and What They Expect from You) 

 

What You Should Expect from Your Lawyer: 

• Regular updates (even if the update is “we’re still waiting”) 

• Honest advice - even if it’s not what you want to hear 

• Respect for your time and your story 

• Clear billing and clear communication 

• Strategy tailored to your goals - not theirs 

 

What Your Lawyer Expects from You: 

 

• Tell the truth. We can’t help you with what you hide. 

• Answer emails and phone calls promptly. 

• Turn over documents in a timely fashion. 

• Don’t post your legal drama on Facebook. 

• Understand that no attorney can promise a specific outcome - and if 

they do, they’re violating Florida ethics rules. 

 

Signs You Picked the Wrong Lawyer 

 

• They miss court deadlines or filings 

• You can never get a straight answer 

• They interrupt or talk down to you 

• You feel worse after every conversation 
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• They stir up drama instead of seeking solutions 

Good lawyers are focused, not flashy. If your gut says “this isn’t right” - trust it. 

 

Should I Just Represent Myself? 

 

Unless: 

• You have no kids 

• No real estate or debt 

• And you’ve signed a full agreement 

...you’re playing with fire. 

 

Family law is full of traps - forms, deadlines, missing language, incorrect 

calculations, and jurisdictional quirks. Even lawyers hire lawyers for their own 

divorces. 

 

This isn’t the time to wing it with a DIY packet and hope for the best. 

 

Bonus: Consultation Checklist (Bring This With You) 

 

• Dates of marriage and separation 

• Full legal names of both spouses and all children 

• Recent pay stubs and tax returns 

• List of major assets and debts 

• Parenting concerns (if applicable) 

• List of goals and fears (what matters most to you) 

 

Final Thought 

 

I don’t care if you hire me or not - seriously. I care that you hire someone who 

will show up for you when it counts. 

 

Divorce is not just a legal battle. It’s emotional. It’s financial. It’s parental. It’s 

personal. 

 

It’s also the first step toward the rest of your life. So choose someone who takes 

that seriously. 

 

And if that person turns out to be me? Well, welcome aboard. Let’s get to work. 
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Chapter 4: What Happens After You File (or Get Served) 
 

Whether you filed the Petition or got served with one, this chapter is your crash 

course in “What Happens Next.” And if the words “twenty-day rule,” “mandatory 

disclosure,” or “standing family law order” mean nothing to you yet - buckle up. 

We’re about to change that. 

 

This isn’t just about forms. It’s about reclaiming control in the middle of chaos. 

 

Step-by-Step Timeline of the Florida Divorce Process 

 

Here’s the typical flow of what happens after you file (or are served): 

 

1. Petition Filed – One spouse (the “Petitioner”) files for divorce. 

↓ 

2. Petition Served – The other spouse (the “Respondent”) is formally served. 

↓ 

3. 20-Day Rule – The Respondent has 20 days to file an “Answer.” 

↓ 

4. Mandatory Disclosure Deadline – Within 45 days of service, both parties 

must turn over key financial documents. 

↓ 

5. Case Management Conference (CMC) – Some counties require an early 

court check-in. 

↓ 

6. Mediation Ordered – You’ll likely be ordered to try mediation before trial. 

↓ 

7. Temporary Relief Hearings – Either party can request temporary child 

support, alimony, or time-sharing. 

↓ 

8. Discovery & Depositions – If the case is contested, you’ll exchange more 

information. 

↓ 

9. Pre-Trial Conference – A final court meeting before trial. 

↓ 

10. Trial or Final Hearing – If it’s contested, you’ll go before a judge. If it’s      

uncontested, you may be done here. 
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Florida’s 20-Day Answer Rule 

 

If you’ve been served, you have exactly 20 calendar days to file a formal “Answer” 

to the Petition. Miss this deadline and your spouse could request a default 

judgment, meaning the court can proceed without you. That’s like letting the other 

team score without even stepping onto the field. 

 

Pro Tip: Hire an attorney before the 20 days are up. The sooner we’re in your 

corner, the better we can protect your rights! 

 

Flowchart: From Petition to Final Judgment 

 

(Petition Filed)   

↓   

(Service Completed)   

↓   

(Answer Due in 20 Days)   

↓   

(Mandatory Disclosure Exchanged)   

↓   

(Mediation)   

↓   

(Hearings, Motions, Discovery)   

↓   

(Final Judgment Signed) 

 

What If My Spouse Doesn’t Respond? 

 

If the other side ignores the papers and ghosted the court, you can file for default. 

But don’t assume this means automatic victory. You’ll still need a hearing to 

present your side and explain why your proposals are fair. 

 

Judges don’t rubber-stamp revenge fantasies. But they will protect people who 

follow the rules. 

 

Standing Family Law Order (SFLO): The Ground Rules 
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In many Florida counties, the court automatically enters a Standing Family Law 

Order the moment the case is filed. This order says: 

- No selling assets 

- No cutting off insurance 

- No hiding the kids 

- No draining accounts 

 

Breaking it = contempt of court. So read it. Seriously. 

 

When the Court Doesn’t Move Quickly 

 

Frustrated that nothing’s happened in weeks? Welcome to family court. Judges are 

juggling hundreds of cases. That’s why having a proactive attorney matters - we file 

motions, schedule hearings, and push the case forward when it stalls. 

 

Final Thought 

 

Divorce isn’t a one-and-done form. It’s a process. A messy, bureaucratic, emotional, 

winnable process.   

 

The more you understand the timeline, the more peace you’ll feel in the middle of it. 

 

No one controls the storm - but we can build a stronger boat! 
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Chapter 5: Custody & Parenting Plans in Florida 

 

Let’s talk about the thing that keeps most divorcing parents up at night: the kids. 

 

Custody is no longer called “custody” in Florida law. The court uses terms like 

“parental responsibility” and “time-sharing,” which sound more like HR policies 

than life-altering decisions. But make no mistake - these are the most important 

parts of your divorce case. 

 

Best Interests of the Child (a.k.a. the Holy Grail) 

 

Florida courts base every parenting decision on one golden standard: the best 

interests of the child. That doesn’t mean “the most obedient parent,” or “the one 

who bought the judge Starbucks,” or even “the mom.” 

 

It means: Which arrangement will serve the child’s overall well-being? 

 

Judges look at: 

- Who gets the child to school on time 

- Who goes to doctor visits 

- Who supports the child’s emotional needs 

- Who’s NOT badmouthing the other parent 

- And whether you both can act like adults after the divorce 

 

Sample Parenting Plan Schedules 

 

These vary depending on how far apart you live, work schedules, and the child’s 

needs. 

 

Equal Time-Sharing Example: 

- Week 1: Parent A (Mon–Sun)   

- Week 2: Parent B (Mon–Sun)   

- Repeat 
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Alternating Weekends + Midweek: 

- Parent A: Mon–Fri   

- Parent B: Every other weekend + Wednesday 

night dinner 

 

Long Distance (50+ miles): 

- One parent has school year   

- Other gets summer + long holidays 

 

What Judges Want vs. What Parents Argue About 

 

What Judges Want What Parents Argue About 

1. Stability Holiday pickup times 

2. Child’s school 

performance 

Who buys the Halloween 

costume 

3. Co-parenting 

communication 

Instagram posts of new 

partners 

4. Emotional maturity Who gets the dog/cat 

 

Co-Parenting Do’s and Don’ts 

 

DO: 

- Use apps like OurFamilyWizard to communicate 

- Follow the court-ordered schedule 

- Support your child’s relationship with the other parent 

 

 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

19 

 

 

DON’T: 

- Weaponize time-sharing to “punish” the other parent 

- Involve your kid in adult fights 

- Trash talk in texts or DMs (judges read screenshots too) 

 

Final Thought 

 

Your kid only gets one childhood. Do your best not to screw it up just because you’re 

hurting. 

 

Good parenting isn’t about being perfect. It’s about showing up, even when things 

are messy. And in family court, the parent who shows up well often wins. 
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Chapter 6: Child Support & Alimony 

 

Let’s get into the money stuff - not because it’s the most important, but because it’s 

the one that causes the most fights. 

 

Child support and alimony are the financial backbones of a post-divorce life. 

Whether you're worried about being stuck paying too much or terrified of getting 

nothing at all, this chapter is about understanding your rights, responsibilities, and 

what Florida law actually says. 

 

Child Support: The Basics 

 

Florida uses a mathematical formula to determine child support. It’s based on: 

- Both parents’ net income 

- Number of overnights with each parent 

- Health insurance costs 

- Childcare expenses 

 

Example Formula (Simplified): 

Parent A – Earns $4000/month. 

Parent B – Earns $2000/month. 

Both Parents share 60/40 overnights. 

 

Child Support = Parent A contributes more because 

they earn more and have fewer overnights. 

 

 

 
 

 

Alimony: The Alphabet Soup of Spousal Support 

 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

21 

Florida recognizes FOUR different types of alimony, each with a distinct purpose. 

 

Pendente Lite: 

Temporary support while the divorce is pending 

Bridge-the-Gap: 

Short-term support to ease the transition to single life (max 2 years) 

Rehabilitative: 

Support tied to a specific plan for gaining skills or education (max 5 years) 

Durational: 

Time-limited support based on marriage length 

 

Florida no longer recognizes permanent alimony.  

Note: Permanent alimony orders from before July 1, 2023 may still be enforceable  

 

What Triggers Alimony in NW Florida? 

 

Common Alimony Awards by Marriage Length and Income Gap 

• Length of marriage (short: Less than 10 years, moderate: between 10-20 

years, long: greater than 20 years) 

• Big Income disparity 

• One Spouse gave up career to raise kids 

• Serious health problems 

Level of award Short (<10 yrs) Moderate (10-20 yrs) Long (>20 yrs) 

LOW LOW MODERATE HIGH 

Marriage  HIGH HIGH 

 

Florida’s Income Guidelines Table 

 

Florida uses income shares to calculate child support. A guideline table sets out 

expected contributions based on combined income. 

 

Child Support Example 

Combined Monthly 

Income 

1 Child 2 Children 

$2000 $442 $686 
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$4000 $740 $1139 

$6000 $1036 $1589 

 

Final Thought 

 

Child support isn’t optional. Alimony isn’t a punishment. 

 

These aren’t just line items on a budget. They’re about helping families stay afloat 

after a major life change. And Florida courts expect both sides to step up. 
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Chapter 7: Dividing Assets & Debts 
 

Dividing up the life you built together is a lot like untangling Christmas lights: 

annoying, confusing, and half the time you don’t even know where the knot starts. 

 

Welcome to Florida’s version of “fairness”: equitable distribution. 

 

Equitable ≠ Equal 

 

Florida law says marital property must be divided equitably - not necessarily 50/50. 

Sometimes “fair” means 60/40, especially if one person wasted marital money or ran 

up secret credit cards. 

 

What Counts as Marital Property? 

 

Generally, anything acquired during the marriage - regardless of who paid for it. 

 

Examples of Marital Assets: 

- House (even if only one name is on the deed) 

- Cars 

- Retirement accounts earned during marriage 

- Bank accounts 

- Debts racked up during the marriage 

 

Non-Marital Assets: 

- Pre-marriage property 

- Inheritances (unless co-mingled) 

- Gifts specifically to one spouse 

 

What Happens to the House? 

 

Situation Likely Outcome 

Both names on mortgage/title Sell or buy-out split 

One name, but bought during 

marriage 

Still marital, still split 

Gifted or inherited pre-marriage Likely non-marital (maybe) 
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Mistakes That Hurt Asset Division 

 

- Transferring property to family during divorce 

- Draining joint accounts out of spite 

- Hiding assets (spoiler: we’ll find them) 

- Refusing to negotiate on small items (e.g., patio furniture) 

 

Debts Count Too 

 

Divorce doesn’t make debt disappear. If it was racked up during the marriage - even 

secretly - it may be considered marital. 

 

Be honest, document everything, and resist the urge to buy a new Harley “to cheer 

yourself up.” 

 

Final Thought 

 

Your assets and debts tell the story of your marriage. The division process should be 

about fairness, not revenge. 

 

Don’t burn the barn down trying to win the farm! 
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Chapter 8: The Courtroom Guide: How to Dress, Act, and Speak 

in Court 

 

Let’s be honest: nobody likes going to court - not even lawyers. But if you’re going to 

be in front of a judge, you need to look, act, and speak the part. 

 

This isn’t about pretending to be something you’re not. It’s about showing respect 

for the process - and giving the judge zero reasons to side against you. 

 

Dress Code Breakdown 

 

For Men: 

- Collared shirt, tucked in 

- Slacks or clean jeans 

- Closed-toe shoes 

- No hats, tank tops, or graphic tees 

 

For Women: 

- Modest top (no cleavage) 

- Skirt/pants at appropriate length 

- Flats or low heels 

- Avoid flashy jewelry, clubwear 

 

Remember: If you wouldn’t wear it to a job interview, don’t wear it to court. 

 

Behavior Do’s and Don’ts 

 

DO: 

- Stand when the judge enters 

- Say “Your Honor” 

- Stay calm, even if your ex is provoking you 

- Bring documents organized and labeled 

 

DON’T: 

- Interrupt the judge 

- Roll your eyes or sigh loudly 

- Mumble or speak over others 

- Text while seated at the table 
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Script Samples for Addressing the Judge 

 

“Good morning, Your Honor. I’m Justin Andersson, and I represent the Petitioner.”   

“Yes, Your Honor. I understand.”   

“I’d like to present the parenting plan for consideration.” 

 

Avoid: 

- “Look, I’m just saying…” 

- “Well, technically…” 

- “No offense, but…” 

 

Final Thought 

 

You don’t need to be perfect. You just need to be prepared. 

 

Judges are people. They notice the person who shows respect, takes the process 

seriously, and isn’t there to throw gasoline on an already burning fire. 
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Chapter 9: What NOT to Do During Divorce 

 

Divorce can make people act... weird. Not you, of course - you’re reading this guide, 

which means you're already ahead of the curve. 

 

But for everyone else, here’s the definitive guide to What Not To Do - a landmine 

map to keep you from blowing up your own case. 

 

Social Media Mistakes 

Your divorce judge isn’t following your Instagram - but your ex’s attorney probably 

is. 

Don’t: 

- Post your new relationship 

- Brag about purchases while claiming you’re broke 

- Trash talk your ex, your ex’s lawyer, or the court 

- Post vague quotes like “Some people don’t deserve loyalty” 

 

Remember: Even if you block your ex, screenshots live forever! 

 

Financial Sabotage 

 

You’d be shocked how many people: 

- Drain joint accounts 

- Quit their job to avoid child support 

- Buy a new car to “hide” money 

- Stop paying bills out of spite 

 

Courts notice. Judges don’t like petty. And sabotaging your financials can blow back 

hard. 

 

Moving Out Too Soon 

 

In some cases, moving out of the marital home before a court order can be used 

against you - especially in custody fights. 
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Checklist: 

- Do you have a written parenting plan or temporary order? 

- Are you leaving the kids behind? 

- Are you moving into a stable, safe place? 

 

Leaving doesn't forfeit your rights - but you need to plan it right. 

 

Don’t Make These 10 Mistakes 

 

✅ Don’t threaten your ex   

✅ Don’t send rage texts   

✅ Don’t skip mediation   

✅ Don’t hide assets   

✅ Don’t use your kids as messengers   

✅ Don’t “accidentally” break court orders   

✅ Don’t cohabitate with a new partner mid-case   

✅ Don’t go full ghost mode on your lawyer   

✅ Don’t show up to court unprepared   

✅ Don’t assume the judge “will just understand” 

 

Final Thought 

 

Sometimes the best move isn’t what you do - it’s what you don’t do. 

 

You’re building your future. Don’t burn the foundation while the house is still under 

construction. 
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Chapter 10: When Your Spouse Is a Narcissist or Abuser 

 

I want to help you to protect yourself and your children from manipulation and 

control! 

 

If your spouse is a narcissist, abuser, or master manipulator, the standard divorce 

advice might not work for you. 

 

This isn’t just about “disagreeing on the cable bill.” This is about protecting your 

peace, your children, and your long-term safety. 

 

Legal Strategies for High-Conflict Personalities 

 

1. Parallel Parenting, Not Co-Parenting: 

 

Don’t try to “work together” with someone who uses cooperation as bait. In high-conflict 

cases, parallel parenting is your best defense. You don’t share decisions-you divide 

responsibility. 

 

Use structured plans. Avoid gray areas. Let court orders speak for you. 

 

2. Communication in Writing:  

 

Use platforms like TalkingParents or OurFamilyWizard. These apps create a non-

editable record of every word said. Judges trust them. Narcissists hate them. 

Never argue in texts or emails. Keep it short, factual, and polite. Think of every 

message as something you’ll show a judge. 

 

 

3. Request Court Protections: 

 

If your spouse is physically abusive, harassing you, or threatening you-even 

subtly-ask the court for: 

• Supervised exchanges or visitation 

• Restrictive pickup/drop-off locations 

• Injunction for Protection (civil restraining order) 

• Exclusive use of the home during proceedings 

Florida law allows these measures under Chapter 741, and judges will act 

swiftly if you bring evidence 
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4. Avoid Triggering Their Ego: 

 

Narcissists live for drama. They want emotional chaos. Don’t feed it. 

Let your attorney be the one who speaks. You stay calm, collected, and silent in 

court. Rage is their weapon. Your silence is yours. 

 

 

Parallel Parenting vs Co-Parenting 

 

Element Co-Parenting Parallel Parenting 

Communication Frequent, informal Minimal, business-like 

Decision-making Joint discussions Court orders controls it 

Parental contact Often collaborate Separated responsibilities 

 

If your ex insists on fighting about everything-from lunch boxes to bedtimes-parallel 

parenting gives you breathing room. It protects your sanity and your kids. 

 

Example: High-Conflict Documentation Log 

 

DATE INCIDENT EVIDENCE 

Jan 12 Yelled in front of kids at 

exchange 

Audio Clip 

Jan 18 Threatening text 

messages 

Screenshot 

Jan 23 Missed school pickup School note 

 

You are building a paper trail! Document EVERYTHING! The judge can’t act on 

vibes – they need facts! If you didn’t document it, it didn’t happen (in court). 

 

Recognizing Narcissistic Abuse in the Legal Process 

 

A narcissist may: 

• File frivolous motions to drain your money 

• Demand unnecessary hearings just to control you 

• Manipulate mediators and therapists with charm 

• Weaponize the children with lies or guilt 
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• Accuse you of what they themselves are doing (DARVO: Deny, Attack, Reverse 

Victim and Offender) 

 

Don’t take the bait. Focus on facts, not feelings. 

 

Special Requests for Your Parenting Plan 

 

When drafting or modifying your parenting plan, consider asking the court to 

include: 

• No derogatory remarks about the other parent to or in front of the 

children 

• Communication limited to parenting app only 

• Clear time-sharing exchanges with exact times and locations 

• First-right-of-refusal (so they can’t leave kids with strangers out of spite) 

• Make-up time limitations to prevent manipulation 

 

These aren’t petty demands-they’re legal guardrails for toxic patterns. 

 

Psychological Warfare: Don't Play Their Game 

 

Narcissists want chaos. The moment you respond emotionally, they feel powerful. 

Let your attorney speak. Stay stone-faced in court. Document every petty demand, 

every outburst, every lie. Let the judge see the pattern. You don’t have to explain a 

narcissist - their own behavior will do it for you. 

 

Resources for Domestic Violence Victims in NW Florida 

 

If you’re experiencing emotional, verbal, physical, or sexual abuse, you are not alone 

- and you are not without options. 

• Shelters in Northwest Florida: Safe housing for you and your children 

• Injunction for Protection: Free to file, and courts prioritize these cases 

• Florida Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-500-1119 

• Bay County Legal Services: Free legal assistance for victims of abuse 

 

Resources for DV Victims 

 

- Shelters in NW Florida 

- Injunction for Protection (aka Restraining Order) 
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- Florida Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-500-1119 

- Free Legal Aid (Bay County Legal Services) 

 

Final Thought 

 

You are NOT crazy. 

 

You are NOT alone. 

 

And you are NOT powerless. 

 

If your spouse is a narcissist, an abuser, or a manipulator, the legal system 

can level the playing field - but only if you use it the right way. 

 

Your power comes from preparation, documentation, boundaries, and silence when 

it counts. 

 

The court can't change the past. But it can protect your future! 
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Chapter 11: How to Present a Strong Relocation Case 

 

What to know before you pack the movie truck. 

 

So, you want to move. Or maybe your ex does. Either way, you're staring down one 

of the toughest custody battles in Florida: a relocation case. 

 

The court isn’t just deciding where the child sleeps. They’re deciding whether to 

permanently change the geography of a parent-child relationship. 

 

Let’s break it down. 

 

What Counts as Relocation? 

 

Under Fla. Stat. § 61.13001, “relocation” means moving more than 50 miles away 

from your current residence for 60+ days or more, not counting vacations, school 

trips, or temporary work travel. 

 

This law applies to: 

 

• Either parent 

• Anyone with physical custody or significant time-sharing 

• Anyone trying to move with the child 

 

So yes - even Grandma can trigger this law if she’s the one caring for the child and 

plans to relocate. 

 

You Need Permission 

 

Relocation is not “ask for forgiveness later.” It’s “get permission first.” 

 

You need either: 

• A written agreement from the other parent (must include the new address, 

travel plan, and time-sharing agreement), AND it must be filed with the 

court, 

 

OR 
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• A court order after a judge weighs all statutory factors 

 

Moving without permission? You risk: 

 

• Being forced to return the child 

• Losing custody 

• Being held in contempt of court 

 

Key Factors in Florida Relocation Cases 

 

Factor How it Helps or Hurts 

Reason for the move Job or military orders = good  

Spite or avoidance = bad 

Impact on child’s relationship  Less time with one parent is a serious 

red flag unless mitigated 

Child’s age and developmental needs Younger children need consistency. 

Teens may need input. 

Whether the move improves quality of 

life 

Safer area? Better schools? 

History of parent involvement A hands-on parent has more relocation 

weight. Absent parents often struggle 

to block a move. 

Childs preference (if mature enough) Judges may consider it, especially for 

teens. 

Other family relationships Will the move isolate the child – or 

support them with extended family? 

 

How to Build a Case 

 

Judges don’t just ask, “Is this a good move?” They ask, “Is this in the best interest of 

the child?” 

 

To make your case strong: 

• Show that the move benefits the child, not just you 

• Provide a detailed long-distance parenting plan that allows meaningful, 

structured time with the other parent 

• Offer to pay travel costs for visits or video calls 
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• Get letters of support from teachers, counselors, or doctors if the move 

supports the child’s growth 

• Stay calm and solution-focused - courts reward maturity 

 

Long-Distance Parenting Plan 

 

Your Long-Distance Parenting Plan Should Include: 

• Travel arrangements (who pays, who flies, who escorts) 

• Summer and holiday schedules 

• Weekly video call expectations 

• Who holds the child’s passport or travel documents 

• First refusal for long weekends 

• Transition times to avoid school interference 

 

The more thought-out and cooperative your plan is, the more seriously the court will 

take you. 

 

Opposing a Relocation? 

You have rights. 

 

To challenge a relocation request: 

• Emphasize that the child is thriving in their current environment 

• Undermine the necessity or benefit of the move 

• Present realistic alternatives, like jobs or support systems nearby 

• Point out logistical or emotional harms (e.g., school disruption, social 

isolation, loss of extracurriculars) 

 

Most importantly: show that you're not opposing the move out of spite-but out of 

love for your child’s stability. 

 

Example 

 

Megan and Tyler shared 50/50 custody of their daughter. Megan got a job offer in 

Atlanta and filed for relocation. She proposed weekend flights and offered to pay all 

costs. Tyler objected, showing their daughter was excelling in her current school 

and had close ties to both sides of the family locally. 
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The court denied Megan’s request-not because the job offer wasn’t real-but 

because the move did more harm than good to the child’s relationships and routine. 

Megan took a different job locally, and a revised time-sharing schedule was worked 

out. 

Final Thought 

 

Relocation cases aren’t about punishing a parent-they’re about preserving 

relationships. 

 

Florida courts know that children benefit from stable routines and strong bonds 

with both parents. If a move weakens one of those bonds, the burden is on you to 

prove the long-term benefit outweighs the loss. 

 

This isn’t about who wants to move. It’s about what’s best for the child-now and in 

the future! 
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Chapter 12: Military Divorce in Florida 

 

Let’s face it, dividing a marriage is difficult while defending a nation! 

 

Military divorces come with a whole different set of marching orders. 

 

PCS moves, deployments, Tricare, and SBP plans - it’s alphabet soup unless you 

know the lingo. Good thing we do. 

 

Unique Challenges of Military Divorce 

 

Military divorces blend federal law, state law, and military regulations. Key areas 

of concern include: 

• Residency requirements for filing in Florida 

• Active-duty protections under the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act 

(SCRA) 

• Dividing military retirement pay and benefits 

• Time-sharing while deployed or transferred 

• Jurisdiction when spouses live in different states or countries 

 

Florida Filing Requirements for Service Members 

 

Florida allows service members to file for divorce here even if they're 

stationed elsewhere, as long as: 

 

• They claim Florida as their legal residence (e.g., on LES or voter 

registration), 

• OR their spouse lives here, 

• OR they were previously stationed here and maintained legal ties. 

 

This flexibility helps military families avoid chasing each other around the globe to 

file. 

 

SCRA Protections: What They Mean 

 

The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act provides key protections: 

• A default divorce cannot be entered against a service member who hasn’t 

been properly notified or is deployed. 
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• Courts may delay proceedings if military service materially affects 

participation. 

• A service member can waive these rights, but it must be done knowingly and 

in writing. 

 

Translation: You can’t be blindsided by legal action while overseas or under orders. 

 

Retirement Division (SBP, VA Waivers) 

 

Yes-military retirement is divisible as marital property in Florida. But it's 

complicated. 

 

Term What it Means 

10/10 Rule Direct payments from DFAS require 10 years of marriage 

overlapping 10 years of creditable service. Without it, the 

spouse still gets a share-but payments must go through the 

ex-spouse directly. 

SBP (Survivor 

Benefit Plan) 

Protects continued pension payments after the service 

member dies. Must be elected and court-ordered during the 

divorce or it’s lost. 

VA Disability Cannot be divided. VA benefits are excluded from marital 

distribution and may reduce the total amount available for 

division if they offset retirement pay. 

COA Language Include “timely submission” language for SBP and 

retirement, or DFAS may reject the court order. 

 

Pro Tip: Include language requiring both parties to sign all DFAS forms 

immediately following judgment. 

 

Example: Military Pension Division in Practice 

 

Scenario: The couple was married for 12 years. The service member had 18 years of 

military service, with 10 overlapping years. 

Outcome: 

• Spouse is entitled to half of the marital portion (10/18 of the pension, then 

divided by 2). 

• DFAS will pay the non-military spouse directly. 

• Court requires service member to elect SBP at divorce and names ex-spouse 

as “former spouse beneficiary.” 

 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

39 

Time-Sharing Complications 

 

Custody and deployment don’t mix well-but the law is catching up. 

 

Smart Parenting Plans for Military Families: 

• Plan for temporary custody reversion during deployments 

• Build in virtual visitation expectations (Zoom, FaceTime, etc.) 

• Address block leave flexibility to maximize time when home 

• Include clauses for automatic restoration of timesharing after deployment 

ends 

 

PCS Orders are not enough by themselves to justify relocation with the child. You 

still need court permission-see Chapter 11. 

 

Child Support & BAH Considerations 

 

• Florida includes Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) when calculating 

income. 

• Include LES or pay stubs in financial disclosures. 

• Imputing income may apply if the service member is voluntarily 

underemployed. 

 

Tips for Military Families 

 

- Use your base legal office for basic guidance - but hire private counsel for the 

actual divorce 

- Keep copies of LES, DD-214, and retirement point statements 

- Prepare for delays if one spouse is deployed or overseas 

 

Tips for Military Families Going Through Divorce 

 

• Use your base legal office for general advice-but know they can’t represent 

you in court. 

• Hire private civilian counsel familiar with both Florida law and military 

regulations. 

• Gather key documents early: 

o LES (Leave and Earnings Statement) 

o DD-214 (discharge paperwork) 
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o Military Retirement Points (for reservists) 

o SBP election forms (DD Form 2656-1) 

 

Common Pitfalls to Avoid 

 

• Failing to include SBP in the divorce judgment 

• Waiting too long to file retirement orders with DFAS 

• Assuming you can relocate with a child due to orders 

• Ignoring the SCRA timeline for responding to petitions 

 

Final Thoughts 

 

Military divorce doesn’t change your right to a fair outcome-but it does change 

the roadmap. 

 

You’ve served your country. The courtroom should serve you with clarity and 

respect. 

 

With the right legal guidance, your divorce can honor your sacrifice-and protect 

your future. 
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Chapter 13: Uncontested Divorce - Is It Right for You? 

 

The Cheapest, fastest way out - but only if you’re sure! 

 

Uncontested divorce is the unicorn of family law: peaceful, cheap, and fast. But is it 

real? And is it right for you? 

 

Let’s break down what it is - and what it isn’t. 

 

What Is an Uncontested Divorce? 

 

An uncontested divorce is when both parties agree on EVERYTHING: 

• Division of assets, debts, property 

• Who keeps the house, car, dog, or Keurig 

• Parenting plan and child support (if you have kids) 

• Alimony (or explicitly agree there won’t be any) 

 

Once signed and filed, you might never even have to step foot in a courtroom. 

 

But beware: an uncontested divorce only works when both spouses are fully 

informed, mutually respectful, and not hiding anything. 

 

Regular vs. Simplified Divorce in Florida 

 

Type  Simplified Divorce Regular Uncontested 

Divorce 

Children? No Children May Have Children 

Alimony? No Alimony Alimony possible 

Assets/Debts? Must Agree on everything Must Agree on everything 

Final Hearing? Usually required Sometimes waived or via 

Zoom 

Must Appear 

Together? 

Yes Not always 

 

Most people with children or shared property will use the regular uncontested 

process-not the simplified one. 

 

How It Works in Bay County 
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1. Draft a detailed Marital Settlement Agreement (MSA) 

2. Complete a Parenting Plan and Child Support Guidelines Worksheet (if 

applicable) 

3. File the appropriate Petition for Dissolution of Marriage (simplified or 

regular) 

4. Schedule or attend a final hearing (sometimes waived in uncontested cases) 

 

Pros & Cons 

 

Pros: 

- Cheaper than litigation 

- Faster turnaround (weeks, not months) 

- Lower emotional stress 

- Keeps decision-making in your hands, not the court’s 

 

Cons: 

- No discovery – your spouse doesn’t have to show their full financial picture  

- Easy to overlook tax consequences or retirement divisions 

- You may feel pressured to agree just to “get it over with” 

- No one’s cross-checking the deal to make sure it’s fair and equitable 

 

How It Works in Bay County 

 

1. Draft a Marital Settlement Agreement 

2. Complete Parenting Plan if you have kids 

3. File simplified or regular dissolution forms 

4. Attend final hearing (or maybe not - some are Zoom or waived) 

 

Real-Life Example Where It Worked: 

Ashley and David agreed on custody, debt division, and Ashley kept the home. They 

filed a clean MSA, had it reviewed by counsel, and divorced within 30 days - no 

surprises. 

 

Real-Life	Example	Where It Backfired: 

Mike trusted his ex to “split everything fairly.” She had $42,000 in hidden credit 

card debt and a second 401(k) account he didn’t know about. He signed without 

legal advice and got stuck paying the debt. 
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Checklist: Are You Eligible? 

 

Question Must Be True 

Do you both want a divorce? Yes 

Do you agree on everything? Yes 

Is either spouse pregnant? No 

Is there a serious power imbalance or history of abuse? No 

Are you both willing to sign and file documents promptly? Yes 

 

Common Mistakes to Avoid 

 

• Forgetting to divide retirement accounts or pensions 

• Not addressing future college costs or medical expenses for kids 

• Overlooking marital debt or loans in only one name 

• Failing to include who claims the child on taxes 

 

Even the friendliest divorce can lead to bitter surprises later if you skip over the 

details now. 

 

Final Thoughts 

If you can work together like grownups one last time, an uncontested divorce may 

be your golden parachute out of the marriage. 

 

But don’t mistake convenience for protection. 

 

Before you sign your future away, have a trusted attorney review your agreement. 

It may be uncontested-but it’s still binding. 
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Chapter 14: Mediation - Your Secret Weapon 

 

Mediation isn’t just court-ordered group therapy - it’s your chance to take control of 

your case before it spirals. 

 

Whether you’re hoping to avoid trial or just find common ground, mediation is 

where a lot of magic happens. 

 

What Is Mediation? 

 

It’s a private meeting where both parties - and usually their lawyers - sit with a 

neutral third party (the mediator) to try to resolve disputes. 

 

It’s confidential. Nothing you say can be used in court if you don’t settle. 

 

What Settles at Mediation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISSUE Likelihood of Settling 

Property Division 

Alimony 

Child Support 

Parenting Time 

Relocation 

High 

Medium 

High 

Medium-High 

Low 
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How to Prepare (Mentally & Legally) 

- Know your priorities: What’s non-negotiable vs what’s flexible? 

- Bring documents: pay stubs, mortgage statements, parenting calendars 

- Eat something and breathe: it might be a long day 

 

Legal Prep Checklist: 

✅ Talk general plan with your lawyer   

✅ Prepare proposed agreements   

✅ Consider your BATNA (Best Alternative To a Negotiated Agreement) 

 

What to Expect on Mediation Day 

 

Mediation day isn’t court. You won’t be sworn in. There’s no judge, no witness 

stand, no TV-drama objections. 

 

But it is serious - and it’s your best shot at getting out without a trial. 

 

Here's how a typical day goes: 

 

Step 1: Arrival and Setup 

You’ll be in one room (with or without your lawyer). Your ex will be in 

another. The mediator bounces between the rooms like a legal referee, 

carrying offers, counteroffers, questions, and occasional sarcasm. 

 

Step 2: Opening Offer 

 

You’ll present your initial position: what you want on parenting time, 

property division, alimony, etc. Keep it reasonable and rooted in facts. Don’t 

open with “I want full custody, the house, the dog, and I never want to see 

him again.” 

 

Step 3: The Back-and-Forth 

 

This is the slow part. Offers are exchanged. Emotions simmer. The mediator 

reminds everyone that “you’re closer than you think.” Some sessions last 2 

hours, others go all day. Don’t make evening plans. 

 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

46 

Step 4: The Fork in the Road 

 

Either: 

• You reach a full or partial agreement and sign a document called 

a Mediated Settlement Agreement, or 

• You walk away and prep for trial. 

 

If you do settle, the agreement is binding. No take-backs the next day because 

you changed your mind. 

 

Emotional Pitfalls to Avoid 

 

• Don’t try to win. Try to resolve. 

• Don’t negotiate from pain. Be strategic, not reactive. 

• Don’t use mediation to “be heard.” That’s for therapy. Mediation is for 

decisions. 

• Don’t get bullied. If it feels off, speak up to your attorney-or ask for a break. 

 

Sample Mediation Prep Worksheet (Consider including in Appendix) 

Issue My Ideal 

Outcome 

My Minimum 

Acceptable 

Dealbreaker 

Parenting 

Schedule 

50/50 rotating 

weeks 

Every other 

weekend 

No time with kids 

House I keep it Sell and split He Keeps it 

outright 

Alimony $1000/month 3 

years 

$500/month 18 

months 

No alimony 

Retirement 

Account 

60/40 split 50/50 split I get nothing 

 

What the Mediator Actually Does 

 

They don’t “decide” anything. They’re not a judge. 
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What they do: 

• Reality-check both sides 

• Reframe positions as interests 

• Help you think about outcomes, not emotions 

• Keep the process moving without bloodshed 

 

A good mediator won’t let one side dominate the process-and if things get unfair, 

they’ll say so. And if you have a lawyer, trust them to read the room, push where 

needed, and pull you back when it’s time to compromise. 

 

Pro Tip: Don’t expect a hug-it-out resolution. 

 

Good mediation feels like a win-win. Great mediation feels like a compromise you 

can live with - and the satisfaction of not paying for a trial. 

 

Final Thought 

 

Mediation is where smart divorces are born. 

 

Come in calm, clear, and coached - and you just might walk out with peace. 
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Chapter 15: Modifying Your Divorce Order 

 

Life changes - court orders sometimes should too! 

 

Divorce orders aren’t written in stone. Life changes - and Florida law lets you 

update certain parts of your final judgment if something big shifts. 

 

But it’s not automatic, and it’s not easy. 

 

What You CAN Modify 

 

- Child Support 

- Parenting Plans / Time-Sharing 

- Alimony (sometimes) 

 

These are all ongoing obligations, which means they’re subject to change when new 

facts come into play. But you’ll need to jump through the right legal hoops. 

 

What You Usually CAN NOT Modify 

 

- Property division (once final, it’s done) 

- Past due support (except in rare exceptions) 

 

What Qualifies as a Substantial Change? 

 

✅ Job loss or major income shift   

✅ One parent moves   

✅ Remarriage or new child   

✅ Health or safety concerns for child   

✅ Changes in child’s needs or schedule 

 

Florida courts won’t modify your order just because you’re frustrated, or life feels 

inconvenient. The change must be: 

 

Requirement What it Means 

Substantial It’s big – not just temporary hiccup 
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Material It directly affects the issue you’re trying 

to change (e.g. parenting time) 

Permanent It’s not something likely to resolve on 

its own in a month or two. 

Unanticipated You couldn’t have seen it coming when 

the original order was entered 

Involuntary (for financial changes) You didn’t cause the change on purpose 

– like quitting a job to pay less. 

 

Examples of Successful Modifications 

What Works: 

 

• Dad loses job after 12 years and can’t make the same support payments. 

• Mom gets military PCS orders and needs to relocate 8 hours away. 

• Child develops a learning disability and needs more structure or routine. 

• Ex remarries and household dynamics shift dramatically. 

• Parent begins abusing alcohol and the child’s safety is at risk. 

 

What Doesn’t Work: 

 

• “My work schedule changed and I want a new plan.” 

• “He’s difficult to co-parent with.” 

• “She’s letting the kids stay up too late.” 

• “I’ve changed my mind about the parenting plan.” 

• “I got remarried and have more bills now.” 

 

These may feel stressful, but they’re not legally sufficient unless backed by evidence 

and framed in the child’s best interest. 

 

The Court’s Focus: Best Interests of the Child 

 

In parenting or timesharing modifications, the court uses the same test it did 

during your original case: What’s best for the child? 

 

You must prove that the new plan or adjustment serves the child’s stability, 

development, safety, or health. 

 

How to Request a Modification 
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The process plays out like a “mini-divorce”: 

 

1. File a Supplemental Petition for Modification with the clerk of court 

2. Serve the other party with legal notice, just like in your original case 

3. Mandatory financial disclosure is required if support is involved 

4. Mediation may be ordered before you ever see a judge 

5. If no agreement is reached, a hearing or trial will decide the outcome 

 

Note: Even if you and your ex agree on the change, it’s smart (and safest) to get it 

officially modified by court order.  

 

Modifying Temporary Orders 

 

If your case hasn’t yet been finalized, you can still modify temporary orders - 

especially if new facts emerge. For example: 

 

• Your ex takes a new job and can’t follow the temporary schedule 

• A child becomes ill and needs a different timesharing plan 

• Someone begins violating the temporary order and you need clarity or 

enforcement 

 

Just because it's “temporary” doesn’t mean you're stuck. But again, you'll need 

proof. 

 

Documents That Help You Succeed 

 

Bring receipts - literally. Here’s what courts respond to: 

 

• Termination letters, tax returns, or W-2s 

• Medical records or school letters showing a child’s new needs 

• Police reports or screenshots of threats or violations 

• Letters from therapists, doctors, or counselors 

• Email or text chains documenting unanticipated events 

 

Judges don’t want a story. They want evidence. 

 

Modification Myths-Busted 
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• “We agreed to change things, so we’re good.” → Not unless the court signs off. 

• “I stopped paying because my situation changed.” → You’re still liable until 

modified. 

• “I don’t need a lawyer for this.” → You may not be required to have one, but 

navigating a modification without legal advice is risky - especially when 

timesharing or money is on the line. 

 

Final Thought 

 

The court understands that life happens. 

 

But the burden is on you to prove that your change is real, meaningful, and in the 

child’s best interests. 

 

Bring facts - not just feelings. Be clear, be calm, and come prepared. If the law is on 

your side and the change is legitimate, Florida courts can and will make 

adjustments. 
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Chapter 16: Enforcing Your Court Orders 

 

This chapter is for when your ex (or you) thinks the judge was just kidding. 

 

Your divorce order isn’t a suggestion - it’s a legal command. But what happens 

when your ex (or you) ignores it? 

 

That’s where enforcement and contempt proceedings come in. 

 

When to File for Enforcement 

 

File when your ex is willfully violating a court order by: 

- Missed child support or alimony payments 

- Denied parenting time 

- Refusal to turn over assets or property 

- Violating parenting plan terms 

 

“Willful” means they had the ability to comply but chose not to. 

 

Enforcement vs. Contempt - What’s the Difference? 

 

• Enforcement: You want the court to order compliance. 

Example: “Make them pay what they owe or give back my property.” 

 

• Contempt: You want the court to punish the other party for violating the 

order. 

Example: “They’re ignoring the parenting plan. They need consequences.” 

 

Often, motions are filed as “Motion for Contempt and Enforcement” so the judge can 

choose either route - or both. 

 

Civil vs. Criminal Contempt in Florida 

 

• Civil Contempt: Coercive. Used to force compliance.  

Example: “You’re $4,000 behind in support. You’ll stay in jail until you pay 

$1,000 as a purge.” 
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• Criminal Contempt: Punitive. Used to punish willful disobedience. 

Example: “You violated the parenting plan four times. You’re sentenced to 5 

days in jail.” 

 

The standard of proof is higher for criminal contempt (beyond a reasonable doubt), 

and the court must appoint counsel if jail is a possibility. 

 

Timeline of Enforcement Process 

 

1. File a Motion for Contempt or Enforcement 

2. Get a hearing date - Court issues hearing date (may take several 

weeks) 

3. Serve Notice to other party  

4. Both sides present evidence, logs, and testimony 

5. Judge makes ruling – may order: 

§ Compliance 

§ Attorney’s fees 

§ Fines 

§ Jail (for egregious or repeated violations) 

§ Make-up parenting time 

§ Wage garnishment or liens 

Note: Judges don’t love jailing parents. But they will - especially when it's about 

unpaid support, denied parenting time, or repeat offenders! 

Real-Life Enforcement Example 

Samantha’s ex stopped paying child support for six months and ignored her calls. 

She kept a log, bank records, and text messages. After filing a Motion for Contempt 

and Enforcement, the judge: 

• Ordered automatic income withholding 

• Granted attorney’s fees 

• Set a monthly arrearage payment 

• Warned her ex-spouse that jail was next if he missed another payment 

Common Mistakes to Avoid 

 

• Waiting too long: The longer you wait, the harder to prove a pattern. 

• No documentation: If it’s not in writing, it didn’t happen (in court’s eyes). 
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• Taking matters into your own hands: Denying visitation in response 

makes you the violator. 

• Filing emotionally: Judges reward clear, calm facts - not angry rants. 

 

Tools for Enforcement 

 

Tool What It Does 

Income Withholding Order (IWO) Automatically deducts support from 

paychecks 

Driver’s license suspension Used for chronic nonpayment of child 

support 

Tax refund intercept Seizes IRS refund for unpaid support 

Contempt citation Court order to comply, with possible jail 

Writ of Bodily Attachment Civil arrest warrant if they skip court 

Liens on property or garnishments Used for large judgments or hidden 

assets 

 

Can You Get Attorney’s Fees? 

 

Yes. Florida law often allows the prevailing party in enforcement actions to 

recover reasonable attorney’s fees and costs - especially in support enforcement. 

 

Filing with a lawyer can often pay for itself if your ex has the ability to comply and 

chose not to. 

 

Can You Recover Back Support? 

 

Yes. Judges can order retroactive support payments going back months - or even 

years - depending on what’s owed and how egregious the violation was. 

 

Final Thought 

 

You did the hard work of getting the court order. Now make sure it gets followed. 

 

Because in family law, justice delayed is more than justice denied - it’s parenting 

time lost or bills unpaid. 
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Don’t wait. Don’t guess. 

 

Enforce your rights - with proof, patience, and strategic legal plan! 
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Chapter 17: Name Changes, Estate Plans & Other Loose Ends 

 

The final step before you truly move on. 

 

The divorce is done - or almost. But before you throw a party or a dart at your 

wedding photo, there are a few final tasks to wrap up. 

 

This chapter covers those post-divorce “loose ends” that too many people forget. 

 

Changing Your Name 

 

If you requested it in your Final Judgment, congratulations - your name change 

is already legal. 

But here’s the catch: You still need to update everything else. 

 

Start here with this checklist: 

• Social Security (Form SS-5): Bring your final judgment, ID, and complete 

the form - this step is essential. 

• Driver’s License / DMV: Florida law requires you to update your name on 

your license within 30 days under Fla. Stat. § 322.19. 

• Bank accounts & credit cards: Make sure your identity matches to avoid 

transaction blocks. 

• Utilities & Leases: Change the name on the electric bill, internet, 

apartment lease, etc. 

• Voter Registration: Update your voter ID to avoid problems at the polls. 

• TSA Pre-Check / Passport / Airline Miles: These often get forgotten but 

can be a huge headache if ignored. 

• Workplace & HR Systems: Payroll, benefits, email login, even your name 

on the office door. 

 

Pro Tip: Start with Social Security. Once that’s updated, the rest go much 

smoother. 

 

Didn’t Request a Name Change in the Divorce? 

 

You’ll need to file a separate petition for a name change in civil court. 

It’s a simple process - but not free and not automatic. 

 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

57 

If your Final Judgment doesn’t mention a name change, the DMV and Social 

Security will not update your records. 

 

Updating Your Estate Plan 

 

Here’s the scary truth: Your ex is probably still your: 

• Health care surrogate 

• Power of attorney 

• Life insurance beneficiary 

• Executor of your will 

• Beneficiary of your 401(k) or IRA 

• Emergency contact on file at your doctor’s office 

 

Unless you take action, the law won’t always fix this for you - and courts don’t like 

guessing your wishes after the fact. 

 

Post-Divorce Estate To-Do List: 

 

• Draft a new will (the old one doesn’t magically vanish) 

• Reassign power of attorney and healthcare surrogate 

• Update beneficiaries on life insurance, retirement plans, and transfer-on-

death accounts 

• Update trust documents if you have one 

 

Note: Parents of minor children: You should also designate a guardian for your 

child in your new will - just in case. This doesn't override your co-parent's rights but 

helps in case of tragedy. 

 

Other Post-Divorce Cleanup Tasks 

 

• Re-title vehicles or real estate now awarded to you 

• Close or separate joint accounts - and remove ex-spouses from credit 

cards, PayPal, Amazon, etc. 

• Update school records and emergency contacts (especially for kids) 

• Digitally archive your Final Judgment and all court orders. Save to 

cloud, encrypted USB, or password-protected folder 

• Check your credit report to monitor for lingering joint debts or hidden 

accounts 
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Pro	Tip:	Don’t trust your ex to handle this cleanup. If your name is still on 

something, you’re still responsible. 

 

Real-Life Warning 

 

Before their divorce, Jake named his spouse on his $250,000 life insurance policy. 

Florida law (Fla. Stat. § 732.703) automatically voided that naming once the divorce 

was final - even though it was in their settlement agreement. When his ex-spouse 

later passed away, the policy did not pay out to Jake's children but instead 

distributed according to the beneficiary list in effect at death. Unless the ex-spouse 

or court explicitly reinstated Jake, the payout went elsewhere. Moral: If it 

matters, update it after the divorce - or specify it clearly in your decree. 

 

Final Thought 

 

Divorce is like moving out of an old house - the big stuff’s done, but you still have 

to clean out the junk drawer. 

 

Don’t leave your future tied to your past. 

 

Tie up the loose ends. 

 

Protect your name, your money, and your peace. 

 

This is your fresh legal start - make sure it’s clean and complete. 
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Chapter 18: Rebuilding After Divorce 

 

This next chapter is yours to write. 

 

Let’s talk about what happens after the paperwork, the lawyers, and the court dates 

are behind you. 

 

This is the part they don’t teach in law school - how to rebuild your life. 

 

Emotional Healing Tips 

 

• Feel all the feelings: Grief, relief, rage, guilt, freedom - it’s normal. Divorce 

is loss, even if you initiated it. 

• Talk to a therapist: Not because you’re broken, but because divorce is a 

psychological injury. You wouldn’t walk on a broken leg - don’t try to “push 

through” this without support. 

• Avoid numbing: Alcohol, overspending, revenge dating - tempting, but 

short-term escapes. 

• Give yourself time: Your legal status changed. Your routines changed. Your 

identity probably did too. Let yourself grieve the old version of your life. 

• Find your anchor: Family, faith, friends, journaling, nature - whatever 

helps you reconnect with yourself. 

 

Financial Recovery Strategies 

 

• Make a new budget: Even if you’re the “stable” one, your cash flow may 

look very different now. 

• Deal with debt: Divorce often results in legal fees, credit card use, or a 

change in income. Prioritize paying down high-interest balances first. 

• Build (or rebuild) your emergency fund: Life still throws curveballs. Set 

aside 3–6 months of expenses if you can. 

• Reevaluate your goals: Maybe you deferred your own career. Maybe your 

retirement accounts were split. It’s okay to start again - just start. 

 

Pro Tip: Check your credit report every 4–6 months after divorce. Make sure there 

are no leftover joint accounts or identity mix-ups. 

 

Co-Parenting Goals 
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Even if your ex is awful, your child deserves peace. Co-parenting isn’t about 

friendship - it’s about commitment to your child’s future. 

 

Tips for long-term co-parenting health: 

• Stick to the schedule. Stability builds security. 

• Communicate respectfully, in writing when needed. 

• Let your child love both parents freely. 

• Never use the child as a messenger, spy, or therapist. 

• If you remarry, blend families slowly - and respectfully. 

 

Remember: What your child remembers 10 years from now won’t be the divorce - 

it’ll be how you showed up during it. 

 

Legal & Identity Cleanup 

 

• Update your will, powers of attorney, and beneficiaries 

• Renew or reassign legal guardianship if you have children 

• Change your name on passport, voter registration, TSA/Global Entry, 

etc. 

• Create a secure digital archive of all final orders - and keep backups 

 

Career & Purpose Pivot 

 

• Take that course you put off 

• Explore remote work or flexible hours if you’re the primary parent 

• Apply for scholarships - many schools and programs offer “returning adult” 

incentives 

• Think about legacy. What do you want the next chapter of your life to stand 

for? 

 

Dating After Divorce 

 

• Your relationship status doesn’t define you 

• Kids don’t need a new stepparent - they need you to be stable 

• Take your time and watch for red flags 

• Set clear boundaries with your co-parent about introductions, overnights, and 

respect 
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Florida law doesn’t prohibit you from dating after divorce, but overnight guests can 

affect custody if they disrupt your child’s wellbeing - or violate morality clauses in 

your parenting plan. 

 

Reflections from Survivors 

 

“I used to cry every morning. Now I wake up with purpose.” 

“I thought I’d never trust again - but I learned to trust myself.” 

“Divorce didn’t destroy me. It stripped away everything that wasn’t mine to carry.” 

 

Reframing Exercise 

 

Finish these sentences to shift your mindset: 

• I am most proud of myself for… 

• The hardest part of this process was… 

• I now realize that I am capable of… 

• I want the next year of my life to feel like… 

 

Final Thought 

 

You survived divorce. 

 

That’s not nothing - that’s courage, grit, and rebirth all rolled into one. 

 

This isn’t the end. It’s just the end of that chapter. 

 

And now? The story is yours to write. 
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Chapter 19: Divorce FAQs 

 

Questions You’re Too Stressed (or Embarrassed) to Ask - Answered Honestly 

 

Here are answers to the questions we hear most often in consultations, courtrooms, 

and those late-night, panicked emails. 

 

“Can I date during my divorce?” 

Legally? Yes. 

Smart? Not always. 

 

Dating can: 

• Anger your ex (and make negotiations harder) 

• Confuse your kids 

• Be used in custody arguments (especially if the kids meet your new 

partner too soon) 

 

If you’re going to date, keep it discreet, slow, and separate from the kids - 

until the ink is dry. 

 

“Can my spouse take my stuff?” 

Not without a court order. 

 

But beware of: 

• Sneaky withdrawals from joint accounts 

• Surprise visits to the house when you’re not home 

• “Borrowed” items that never come back 

 

Take inventory early. Take photos or video. Let your attorney know if there’s 

anything valuable, irreplaceable, or sentimental you want protected. 

 

“What if I lose my job?” 

 

• If you're paying child support or alimony: File a modification request 

immediately. The court can't reduce your obligation retroactively. Every 

day you wait can cost you. 

• If you're receiving support: Notify your attorney. It could change 

settlement negotiations, or impact how the court views your need. 
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Job loss is hard. Don’t let it blow up your whole case. 

 

“Will I have to go to court?” 

Not always. 

 

Many divorces resolve through settlement, especially with mediation. But you 

may still need to attend: 

• Temporary hearings 

• Mediation sessions 

• A short final hearing (especially if the case is uncontested) 

 

Bottom line: If you’re told to appear - appear. No-shows hurt your case. 

 

“Can I move out of the house?” 

Yes - but think twice before you do. 

 

If you leave: 

• It could affect your claim to the house or personal property 

• It might affect custody if the kids stay behind 

• It may be used against you as “abandonment” (especially if you're not 

on the deed or lease) 

	

Pro	Tip:	Talk to your lawyer before you move. Sometimes it's strategic - other 

times, it's a trap. 

 

“Can I read my spouse’s texts or emails?” 

Only if they’re on a shared account or device. DO NOT hack into their phone, 

email, or social media. 

 

In Florida, doing so may violate the Security of Communications Act (Fla. 

Stat. § 934.03) - a third-degree felony. Courts may also throw out any 

evidence you got through shady means. 

 

Stick to what’s accessible and legal. Let your lawyer subpoena the rest. 

 

“What if my ex violates the parenting plan?” 

Start documenting immediately. 
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Use: 

• Text messages 

• Missed exchanges (noted on calendars) 

• Screenshots of messages 

• Emails or voicemails 

 

Then, speak to your attorney. Repeated violations can lead to a Motion for 

Contempt or Enforcement, and may even result in a time-sharing 

modification if serious. 

 

Judges care about patterns - so keep a cool, complete record. 

 

“Can I represent myself?” 

You can - just like you could pull your own tooth or change your own brakes. 

But that doesn’t mean it’s wise. 

 

Family law is full of complex forms, deadlines, and legal strategy. Even small 

mistakes can lead to big consequences, especially in custody or support cases. 

 

Pro	Tip:	If you wouldn’t do your own surgery - don’t DIY your divorce. 

 

“How do I get the most out of working with my attorney?” 

This is a great question - and one we wish more people asked. 

 

Here’s how to keep things efficient and effective: 

• Be honest, even about the messy stuff 

• Keep your documents organized and labeled 

• Don’t use your lawyer as your therapist (unless they charge therapist 

rates) 

• Batch your questions - multiple short calls = higher cost 

• Be respectful of your lawyer’s time and boundaries 

	

Remember: Clear communication saves time, money, and stress. 

 

Final Thought 
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There are no stupid questions in divorce - only expensive ones you didn’t ask in 

time. When in doubt, ask your lawyer. 

 

Because in family law, knowledge isn’t just power - it’s protection. 
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Chapter 20: 10 Questions to Ask Any Divorce Lawyer 

 

Choosing a divorce lawyer is like picking a surgeon - they’re about to cut into your 

life. 

 

Don’t just go with the first name that pops up in Google. Ask questions. Get clarity. 

Trust your gut. 

 

Also, don’t worry about asking too many questions. Worry about not getting clear 

answers. 

 

Sample Questions (and Why They Matter) 

 

1. Do you practice family law exclusively? 

   → You want a specialist, not a dabbler. 

 

2. How often do your cases settle out of court? 

   → You want someone who can fight - but also resolve things smartly. 

 

3. What’s your philosophy on custody/time-sharing? 

   → Their values should align with yours. 

 

4. How will you communicate with me? 

   → Clear expectations on calls, emails, updates. 

 

5. What are your fees - and what’s NOT included? 

   → No one likes surprise bills. 

 

6. What’s the worst-case scenario in my case? 

   → A lawyer who only gives good news is sugarcoating it. 

 

7. Have you handled cases like mine before? 

   → Especially important in complex or high-conflict matters. 

 

8. Who else in your office will I be working with? 

   → Know the team. Know who you’ll actually talk to. 

 

9. What do you need from me to help my case?   



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

67 

   → Collaboration is key. 

 

10. If you were in my shoes, what would you do?   

   → It’s a gut check on their honesty and experience. 

 

Final Thought 

 

Your lawyer is your guide, your fighter, and your strategist. Choose wisely - 

and ask away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions? Call 850-871-7397 or visit www.850DivorceLawyer.com 
Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. It does not constitute legal advice or create an 

attorney-client relationship. You should always consult a licensed Florida attorney for guidance on your 

specific situation. 

68 

Conclusion: This Is Not the End - It’s the Beginning 

 

If you’ve made it this far through this guide, one thing is already clear: 

You’re not someone who gives up easily.   

You’re someone who prepares, who asks questions, who wants to do this right. 

That alone sets you apart. 

Divorce is one of life’s hardest transitions - second only, perhaps, to death itself. It 

scrapes you raw, flips your world upside down, and forces you to make decisions 

while your heart is still bleeding. It’s grief, it’s paperwork, it’s court hearings, and 

it’s waking up in a house that suddenly feels too quiet or too full. 

But it’s also a doorway. 

A doorway to peace.   

A doorway to self-respect.   

A doorway to a life you get to build, brick by brick, starting now. 

Maybe that life looks like quiet weekends with your kids.   

Maybe it’s dinner for one and not having to compromise on the remote.   

Maybe it’s healing, slowly and bravely, from years of hurt. 

Whatever your “next” looks like, know this: 

- You have the right to move forward.   

- You have the right to heal without guilt.   

- You have the right to demand clarity, boundaries, and respect - in court, 

and in life. 

And if no one else has told you lately:   

You’re doing better than you think. 

This guide wasn’t just about statutes and forms. It was about survival. It was about 

strategy. It was about helping you reclaim control when it feels like everything is 

spinning out. 

So take a deep breath.   

Reread what you need.   

Highlight the parts that hit home.   

Cross out the stuff that no longer applies. 
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And if you need a guide - a real, human guide - through the next steps, my door is 

open. 

I’m not here to sell you anything.   

I’m here because I’ve seen what this process can do to people.   

And I’ve also seen what happens when the right help shows up at the right time. 

Be proud. Stay strong. And let’s rebuild. 

You’re not just surviving divorce. 

You’re starting over - wisely, legally, and powerfully. 

 


