When people walk into a divorce lawyer's office in Maryland, they usually have two fears: Divorce Lawyer In
Maryland losing their children and getting buried in their spouse’s debt. The second one often blindsides them.
They tell me, “The credit cards are all in his name, so I'm safe,” or, “The student loans are hers, so they're her

problem.”
That is not how Maryland courts see it.

If you are thinking about separation, already living apart, or in the middle of a divorce, understanding how
Maryland treats debt is one of the best ways to protect your future. It affects everything: whether you can keep

the house, how much support you might pay or receive, and what your financial life looks like five years from now.

This is not just about numbers on a spreadsheet. It is about whether you can sleep at night without wondering if a

judge is going to attach your paycheck to cover your ex’s spending.

Let's walk through how Maryland courts actually divide debt, how that connects to property and support, and

what you can do now to avoid the most expensive mistakes.

First, the big picture: Maryland is an “equitable distribution” state

Maryland is not a "50/50 automatically” state. It is an equitable distribution state. That one word, "equitable,”

drives almost every decision a judge makes about marital property and marital debt.
Equitable means fair, not necessarily equal.

When a judge in Maryland divides property or allocates debt, the law does not require an even split. Instead, the
court looks at a series of factors: how and when the debt was incurred, each spouse’s financial and nonfinancial
contributions, the length of the marriage, whether one spouse dissipated assets, and several more. The same
concept applies whether the question is “Is my wife entitled to half my 401k in a divorce?” or “Am | responsible for

my spouse'’s credit card debt in divorce?”

This is the first mindset shift to make: you are not arguing over technicalities about whose name is on the bill. You

are presenting a story about what is fair, backed by records, dates, and numbers.

Marital vs nonmarital debt: the key distinction
Maryland courts draw the same line for debt that they do for property: marital vs nonmarital.

Marital debt is generally any debt incurred during the marriage for the benefit of either spouse or the family. This
can include:

® Credit card balances for household expenses

* Mortgages and home equity loans

® Car loans

* Medical bills

® Some student loans
Nonmarital debt usually includes:

® Debts incurred before the marriage

® Debts clearly tied to nonmarital property (for example, a loan secured by a premarital investment account)
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* Debts that benefit only one spouse and are unrelated to the family, especially if secret or reckless
Here is the part that shocks many people: a debt can be “marital” even if it is only in one spouse’s name.

If your spouse took out a credit card during the marriage, used it for groceries, kids' clothes, and family travel, that
is likely marital debt in the eyes of the court, even if you never touched the card. Whether the bank can sue you
personally is a different question from whether the divorce court treats the balance as part of the marital pot when

it adjusts property rights between you and your spouse.

On the other hand, if your spouse hid a secret credit card, used it for hotel rooms and gifts for an affair partner,
and kept you in the dark, most judges will treat that very differently and may classify that as nonmarital, or as

dissipation that gets counted against the offending spouse.

How judges actually allocate debt in Maryland divorces
Maryland judges do not literally “divide” debt order by order. The process is more nuanced.

First, the court identifies whether an asset or debt is marital or nonmarital. Second, it values the property and
recognizes the debt. Third, instead of awarding a bank account here and a credit card there, the court often

balances everything using a "monetary award.”

For example, the judge might let one spouse keep the marital home (and the mortgage) but award the other
spouse a cash monetary award or a larger share of retirement assets to balance it out. Debt allocation is rarely a

clean half and half. It is woven into the overall property division.

This is why the question “Am | responsible for my spouse’s credit card debt in divorce?” is not answered with a yes
or no. The better question is: “How is the judge likely to treat this debt in the fairness calculation, and what can |

document about how it was used?”
A few patterns tend to show up:

® Family-purpose debts incurred during the marriage usually get treated as marital and shared in some fashion

through the overall property adjustment.

® Debts clearly tied to nonmarital assets, like a loan taken on a premarital rental property, typically stay with the

spouse who owns that asset.

* Wasteful or secret spending sometimes counts as “dissipation,” which can lead to the other spouse getting a

larger monetary award to offset the damage.

Your strategy with your Divorce Lawyer In Maryland should be to build a narrative about each major debt: when it

started, what it paid for, and who benefited.

Credit card debt: the ticking time bomb in many divorces

Credit card accounts cause more stress than almost any other type of debt. They are easy to open, interest rates

are high, and one party may have run up the balance without ever discussing it.
If you are asking, “Am | responsible for my spouse’s credit card debt in divorce?” you need to separate two issues:

1. Who the creditor can legally pursue.

2. How the divorce court views the debt between spouses.

If the card is only in your spouse’s name, the bank generally cannot sue you or report nonpayment on your credit.
But in divorce court, a judge can look at that same balance and say, “This was used to pay for the family’s lifestyle,



so it is a marital debt,” then give your spouse a larger share of assets or a monetary award to reflect that.

On the flip side, if your name is on the account but your spouse alone did the spending, the bank can absolutely
chase you. The divorce court can order your spouse to indemnify you or to pay it, but if they default, your credit

takes the hit, and you might have to go back to court on an enforcement action.

This is one reason “Why should you never leave your house in a divorce?” and “Why is moving out the biggest
mistake in a divorce?” are questions good lawyers take seriously. When one spouse moves out with no financial
plan or agreement in place, the other may keep spending on joint cards or running up new balances on individual

accounts. The spouse who left often loses visibility, then shows up in court months later stunned by the numbers.

Mortgages, cars, and secured debt: intertwined with assets
Secured debts come with built-in leverage: if you do not pay, you lose the asset.

In Maryland, when judges decide who keeps the house, the follow-up question is who is responsible for the
mortgage, and what happens if there is not enough equity to offset other assets. Similar issues come up with car

loans.

These debts are almost always treated as marital if incurred during the marriage, unless tied to a clearly nonmarital

property. The real arguments tend to be about:
* Whether it is financially realistic for one spouse to keep the home or car.

® Whether a refinance is possible, and on what timeline.

* How to equalize things if one spouse walks away with more debt on paper but also more long-term benefit.

If a spouse insists on keeping an underwater house “for the kids,” a judge might allow it, but at some point
practical math wins. The court will look hard at cash flow, support obligations, and whether keeping an asset that

drags both parties into deeper debt is truly in the children’s best interest.

Student loans and medical debt: gray areas the court weighs carefully
Student loans and medical bills are classic gray-area debts.

If your spouse took out student loans before the marriage and used them to attend school, those are usually
nonmarital, at least in classification. But if they refinanced them during the marriage or a significant portion was
borrowed while you were married, a judge can look at how that education benefited the family. Did your spouse’s
higher degree lead to income that funded your lifestyle or allowed you to stay home with the children? That

matters.

Medical debts generally follow the same marital/nonmarital rules, but with more sympathy. Judges understand
that serious illness or emergency treatment is rarely a “choice.” If the medical care occurred during the marriage
and benefited the family’s health, the debt often becomes part of the marital picture, especially when it

contributed to lost wages or ballooning expenses.

This is one reason it is dangerous to walk into negotiation or mediation unprepared. If you do not understand

how a judge might view each category of debt, you can agree to “take” more than is fair or give away leverage.

How debt interacts with support: alimony and child support



Debt does not exist in a vacuum. It affects alimony and child support, even though Maryland uses guidelines and

specific factors for both.

When a court looks at “What qualifies you for alimony in Maryland?” or whether to deviate from guideline child
support, debt comes into play. Reasonable monthly payments on marital debts can reduce a party's available

income. Judges can consider who is servicing which debts when they decide:

® The amount and duration of alimony.
® Whether one spouse truly cannot meet their needs.

* Whether an apparent “ability to pay” is realistic once obligations are accounted for.

A common mistake is to agree, informally, to take on large chunks of marital debt in exchange for a promise of “no
alimony,” believing it keeps things simple. Six months later, the paying spouse realizes their cash flow is

unsustainable and the receiving spouse discovers they gave up alimony they might have qualified for.

Before making any side deals, you should know how a Maryland judge would likely weigh your respective incomes,
debts, and needs. That analysis is part financial planning, part courtroom experience. It is one of the reasons many
people eventually hire counsel even if they begin the process asking, “How much does a divorce lawyer cost in

Maryland, and can | afford one?”

In most contested cases, you are looking at several thousand dollars as a starting point, often landing in the five
figure range if issues are complex. The cost of an early, smart consultation is usually much lower than the cost of

trying to fix a bad agreement later.

What assets are harder to touch when dividing debt and property?

People often ask in the same breath: "What assets cannot be touched in a divorce?” and "What assets are
untouchable during divorce?” There is no such thing as absolutely untouchable if you misuse or commingle them,

but some categories get more protection in Maryland.
Examples include:

® Property you owned before the marriage, if you kept it strictly separate.
® Inheritances or gifts from third parties to only one spouse, again if not commingled.

e Certain personal injury or disability benefits that compensate for pain and suffering, rather than replacing lost

wages.

* Assets covered by a valid prenuptial or postnuptial agreement.

These assets may be considered nonmarital. That does not mean a judge Divorce Lawyer In Maryland can never
consider them. The existence of substantial nonmarital assets can influence whether a spouse truly needs a large

monetary award or long-term alimony. But the property itself might remain titled only in that spouse’s name.

Retirement accounts fit into this conversation as well. Questions like “Is my wife entitled to half my 401k in a
divorce?” or “"Does my wife get half my pension if we divorce?” all hinge on one point: the marital portion. The part
earned during the marriage is usually marital and subject to division, often via a QDRO or similar order. The part

earned before marriage is typically nonmarital, though records are needed to document it.

Knowing what is tentatively protected helps you understand what is realistically available to absorb marital debt as

part of the overall resolution.
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Quick answers to the scariest questions about debt and divorce in
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1. Who pays for a divorce in Maryland?

Each party usually pays their own attorney, but courts can order one spouse to contribute to the other's legal

fees, especially when income is very unequal or one spouse drove up costs through bad behavior.
2. Can my husband cut me off financially during separation?

He can certainly try, which is why “What should a wife not do during separation?” often starts with “Do not
move out or agree to leave yourself financially stranded.” Courts can issue support and use and possession

orders, but you may face a painful gap if you leave without a plan.
3. Does Maryland require a separation notice?

No formal “separation notice” is required, but physical separation and intent to end the marriage still matter
legally, especially under the updated grounds. Document when you began living separate lives if that will be

relevant.
4. What is the new law for divorce in Maryland?

As of late 2023, Maryland simplified grounds for absolute divorce. Limited divorce was eliminated, and the
focus is now on mutual consent, a six month separation in some cases, or irreconcilable differences. Fault

concepts still surface in financial decisions, including dissipation of assets and, sometimes, attorney’s fees.

5. What is the biggest mistake during a divorce related to money and debt?



The two | see most: moving out without a financial plan and signing a property or debt agreement you do not
fully understand because you are exhausted and just want it over. Those are also prime answers to “How not

to get screwed in divorce.”

Mediation, judges, and how you present debt issues

Many Maryland cases settle in mediation. That can be a good thing, but only if you know “What not to say in

divorce mediation” and how to frame your concerns.

Showing up unprepared and saying, “I will just take my own debts and you take yours,” without any analysis of
how and why those debts arose can haunt you. So can making broad accusations like, “He is a financial abuser,”

without bank records, statements, or a clear timeline.

Instead, think in terms of how you would “impress a judge in family court,” even if you hope never to see that
judge. Judges respect organization, specificity, and honesty about both good and bad facts. Mediators are no
different.

In court, optics matter to a point. Questions like “What colors do judges like to see?” are less important than being
appropriately dressed, calm, and respectful to the process. If you want to “show the court you are a good parent,”
you do it by demonstrating that you are child focused, organized, and able to foster a stable, financially realistic

environment, not by picking the right shade of blue.

The same mindset applies to debt. Neutral, fact based explanations carry far more weight than emotional claims.
“We put every family expense on this card, and here are the statements,” is more persuasive than, “He always

spent too much.”

Practical steps before you file: how to protect yourself financially

Before you decide whether or not to hire a Divorce Lawyer In Maryland, there are concrete steps you can take to

protect money before divorce and prepare for the debt conversation.
Here is a focused checklist:
1. Gather documents.

Collect at least one to two years of bank statements, credit card statements, loan documents, mortgage

statements, retirement account summaries, and pay stubs. Make copies and store them safely.
2. Pull your credit report.

Get a full report from all three bureaus. You need to know which accounts list you as an obligor or co-signer,

and whether any joint accounts exist that you had forgotten.
3. Stop adding to marital debt if you can.

Avoid new large purchases or cash advances. If your spouse is still using joint cards, talk to counsel about
whether to close or freeze them. Be careful not to strand your spouse without basic access to food or

necessary medical care, as that can backfire.
4. Open individual accounts ethically.

Setting up your own checking account and a modest credit card in your own name is often wise. Do not raid

joint accounts or hide money, but do create a structure where your income can be received and tracked.



5. Consult with counsel early.

Even a single meeting can help you understand what to know before you divorce, what assets might be
protected, how debts are likely to be viewed, and whether moving out of the house right now would hurt or

help you.

Taking these steps does not make you sneaky or aggressive. It makes you informed. That is the difference between

negotiating from fear and negotiating with a clear picture of your options.

Moving out, the marital home, and who has to leave

Few topics are as emotionally charged as the family home. People ask: “"Who has to leave the house in a separation

in Maryland?” and "Why is moving out the biggest mistake in a divorce?”

Legally, neither spouse is automatically required to leave just because the other files for divorce. Both have equal
rights to live in the marital home unless a court orders otherwise, for example in a protective order case or a use

and possession order involving children.
Practically, however, the spouse who moves out often loses leverage. They may end up:

® Paying support while also funding a second residence.
® | osing day to day contact with the children.

® Having less insight into ongoing spending and debt accumulation.

None of this means you must stay in an unsafe or truly toxic situation. Your physical and emotional safety comes
first. But leaving the home without a safety plan, a clear budget, and at least some legal advice is frequently “the

biggest mistake in a divorce” from a financial standpoint.

If you must leave, document the condition of the home, the contents, and existing debts before you go. That

evidence can become crucial later.

How much authority does the judge really have over debt?
It is important to understand both the power and the limits of the court.
The judge can:

¢ C(lassify debts as marital or nonmarital.
® Consider debt burdens when awarding a monetary award, dividing property, and ordering alimony.

® Order one spouse to indemnify the other or to be exclusively responsible for paying certain debts as between

the two of you.
The judge cannot:

® Rewrite your contracts with banks or lenders.
® Remove your name from a joint account without the creditor’'s consent.
® Guarantee that a spouse ordered to pay will actually pay.
That is why a good settlement or judgment anticipates nonpayment. If your spouse is ordered to pay a joint card

or a HELOC, your lawyer should think through remedies and enforcement. Otherwise, even if you “win” in court,

you may still be cleaning up credit damage for years.



Do you really need a lawyer?

You do not need “the best divorce attorney in Maryland” in the sense of hiring whoever advertises the loudest or
charges the highest hourly rate. What you need is someone who understands the judges, the local practice, and

the financial landscape you are dealing with.

When people ask “How much does a divorce lawyer cost in Maryland?” they are usually in shock from seeing

retainers in the range of several thousand dollars. The better way to think about it is in terms of trade offs:

* How much is at stake in terms of debt, equity, and future support?
* How complex are your assets: retirement, businesses, multiple properties?

* How realistic is it that you and your spouse can cooperate and negotiate in good faith?

If your assets are minimal, your debts are modest and cleanly separated, and you both agree on parenting, a
limited scope consultation or mediation might be enough. If, on the other hand, there are serious disputes about
who created which debts, questions about hidden accounts, or a risk one spouse will be cut off financially,

investing in solid legal guidance is less about winning and more about not stepping into long term traps.

Ultimately, learning “How not to get screwed in divorce” is not about gamesmanship. It is about understanding
how Maryland courts think about fairness, which pieces of your financial puzzle judges can adjust, and where you

need to protect yourself because no court order can fully bail you out later.

If you are staring at a stack of bills with both your name and your spouse’s, and wondering if you are stuck with
their choices, the answer is: not automatically, but you need to be proactive. The sooner you understand your

rights and responsibilities, the more options you have to shape a fair, livable outcome.
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