Credit card statements are often the first documents that make a person realize something is truly wrong in the
marriage. | have sat across from many clients in Maryland who came in certain that they should not be stuck with

a spouse’s spending, and others who were quietly terrified that secret balances were about to come to light.

Maryland law does not give a simple yes or no answer to the question, “Am | responsible for my spouse’s credit
card debt in a divorce?” The answer is, “It depends” - but not in the vague way people throw that phrase around.
It depends on when the debt was incurred, why it was incurred, how it was used, and how the court views the

overall fairness of your financial picture.

Understanding those moving parts is critical if you want to protect yourself, avoid the biggest mistakes during a

divorce, and walk away with a workable financial future.
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How Maryland Looks at Marital Debt

Maryland is an equitable distribution state, not a community property state. That distinction matters.

Equitable distribution means the court aims for a division of property and debt that is fair under the
circumstances, not necessarily an automatic 50/50 split. Many people come in asking, “Is my wife entitled to half
my 401k in a divorce?” or "Does my wife get half my pension if we divorce?” The better question is how a judge

will balance all the marital assets and marital debts together to reach a reasonable outcome.
Credit card balances are part of that equation. The court looks at whether a particular debt is:

1. Marital (incurred during the marriage for marital purposes), or



2. Nonmarital (incurred before the marriage, after the separation, or clearly for one spouse’s sole, nonmarital
benefit)

If a balance is treated as marital, it goes into the same pot as the house equity, retirement accounts, cars, and

other marital property. If it is nonmarital, the spouse who created it usually carries it out of the marriage alone.

Note that equitable does not always mean equal. A judge can assign more of a marital credit card balance to the

higher earner, or to the person who did most of the spending on that card, depending on the facts.

Marriage, Credit Cards, and Contract Law

One of the most misunderstood pieces of this puzzle has nothing to do with divorce law at all. It has to do with

contract law.

The credit card company cares about whose name is on the account, not what the family judge later decides is
“fair.” If the card is solely in your spouse’s name, you generally are not liable to the creditor, even if the charges
were for groceries, kids' clothes, or vacations you both enjoyed. The creditor can only pursue the person who

signed the card agreement (and any authorized joint account holder).

However, in the divorce, the judge can still treat those balances as marital debt that benefits both spouses, and

offset them against the assets and overall division between you. That is the fine line that confuses people.

On the flip side, if the card is in your name alone and your spouse ran it up buying luxury items, the credit card
company can absolutely pursue you, even if the judge says it was primarily “their” debt. The court can order your

spouse to reimburse you, but you are still the one the creditor will sue if payments stop.

Clients often ask, “How not to get screwed in divorce when it comes to debt?” One key is to understand this split:
the divorce court can deal with fairness between you and your spouse. It cannot rewrite the contracts you signed
with banks.

When Is Credit Card Debt “Marital” in Maryland?

Maryland courts focus more on the purpose and timing of the debt than on whose name is on the card.
In broad strokes, a balance is usually treated as marital if:

® |t was incurred during the marriage and before your final separation, and

® |t was used for family or household purposes, or to support the marriage
Think about expenses like:

Groceries, gas, kids' clothing, medical bills, family car repairs, or basic home furnishings. These are typical marital

purposes, even if one spouse made most of the charges.
On the other hand, debt is more likely to be treated as nonmarital if it was:

Used for a clearly separate purpose, such as a secret affair, gambling, or one spouse’s purely personal project that
did not benefit the family. Or if it was incurred after a clear and final separation, for that person’s living expenses

alone.

The tricky area is the period when a couple is technically separated but still financially entangled. Maryland no
longer requires a formal separation period as a specific ground for divorce the way it did in the past, but there is
still a concept of when the marital relationship has realistically ended. The new law for divorce in Maryland,

effective October 2023, streamlined grounds into:



¢ Mutual consent
* |rreconcilable differences

® Six months’ separation

While you may no longer need a long formal separation, the date you stopped functioning as a married unit still
matters when sorting out debt. If, for example, one spouse moved out, opened a hidden card, and funded a new

dating life, that is very different from a card keeping the lights on for the kids.

Joint Cards, Authorized Users, and Hidden Accounts
Many couples do not realize how their cards are structured until things go sideways.

If you are a joint account holder, you and your spouse are both fully liable to the creditor, even if you never made
a single charge. If you are merely an authorized user on your spouse’s card, you typically are not liable to the

creditor, but the card can still show on your credit report.
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In divorce, judges look at how the card was used, and by whom. | have seen situations where:

One spouse handled all household bills, including joint cards, and the other spouse truly had no idea what
balances existed. The debt was still marital, but the court weighed that lack of knowledge when deciding who

should carry more of it, or how to structure a monetary award.

In other cases, one spouse secretly opened multiple cards, hid statements, and used them for online gambling or
supporting a second household. When the truth came out, the court attributed most of that debt to the person

who benefitted from it, despite the timing.



If you suspect hidden accounts, you need to bring that up early with a Divorce Lawyer in Maryland who
understands financial discovery. Bank statements, credit reports, and subpoenas to credit card companies are
routine tools. What you do not know about cannot be fairly divided, and it is much harder to fix after the divorce

is final.

A Practical Checklist: Questions to Ask About Each Card

Before you start dividing balances on a napkin or agreeing in mediation to “just split everything,” slow down and

work through each account.
Here is one compact list that often helps my clients organize their thinking:

* Whose name is on the account: joint, one spouse, or one spouse with the other as an authorized user?
* When were the largest balances run up: before marriage, during the marriage, or after separation?

* What were the primary types of charges: household bills, children’s needs, medical, business expenses, or

clearly personal items?
* Who made the majority of the charges, and who controlled payments and access to statements?

* Are there rewards points or cash back tied to the card that also need to be valued and divided?

Bringing this breakdown to your lawyer makes conversations about strategy more concrete and less emotional. It
is easier to talk about specific time frames and categories than to argue in broad strokes about who is “bad with

money."

Court Orders vs. Creditor Rights

Even if the judge orders your spouse to pay a particular card, the creditor is not bound by your divorce decree.

That point cannot be emphasized enough.

If the account is in your name or jointly in both names, the creditor can still come after you if payments stop, late
fees pile up, or it goes to collections. The divorce judgment is a contract between you and your spouse, not

between you and the bank.
Judges often handle this by:
Assigning responsibility for certain cards to one spouse, and

Offsetting that responsibility with more of an asset, such as more equity from the home or a larger slice of a

retirement account

If a spouse fails to pay a card they were ordered to cover, you can seek enforcement through the family court.
That might mean a contempt petition, wage garnishment, or a judgment against them. But meanwhile, your credit

can still take a hit if your name is on the account.

This is why one of the best practical moves, whenever possible, is to close or freeze joint cards and refinance or
transfer balances into the name of the spouse who will be responsible. It is not always feasible - income or credit

scores may not allow it immediately - but it should at least be a goal.

Mediation, Negotiation, and What Not to Say

A lot of credit card issues get resolved in mediation rather than a courtroom, which is usually better. It is cheaper,

faster, and you retain more control over the outcome.



People often ask what not to say in divorce mediation. When it comes to debt, avoid blanket statements like:
“I am not paying for any of his / her debt, period.”
“You spent Family Lawyer In Maryland it, you own it.”

Those kinds of lines might feel satisfying in the moment, but they shut down productive negotiation and ignore

how Maryland treats marital obligations. A better approach is to talk about:
Your actual capacity to pay,

The long term impact on each of you if one person leaves the marriage with unmanageable balances, and Trade

offs with other assets, such as keeping more of a 401k or pension in exchange for taking on more debt

You also want to avoid threatening to “walk away with nothing” or “leave you with everything” purely out of
anger. Statements like that can backfire if later quoted in court, or if they cause your spouse to dig in rather than

consider a rational compromise.

Assets That Cannot Be Touched, and Those That Can

People dealing with debt often cling to certain accounts as “untouchable.” Some are right to do so; others are

mistaken.

When clients ask, “What assets cannot be touched in a divorce?” and “What assets are untouchable during
divorce?” in Maryland, the short answer is that few things are truly off limits, but some are much better protected

than others.
Typically better protected:

Certain retirement assets, such as 401k and pension plans, are not literally off limits, but they are divided under
specific rules and often with a Qualified Domestic Relations Order (QDRO). Whether your wife is entitled to half
your 401k in a divorce, or half your pension, depends on how much was earned during the marriage versus
before, and on the balance of other assets and debts. The judge does not automatically slice them down the
middle.

Typically not protected:
Equity in the marital home, even if only one name is on the deed or the mortgage.
Bank accounts and investment accounts built up during the marriage, even if titled in one spouse’s name.

If you have significant debt, a court may allow you to retain more of certain accounts while assigning you more of

the liability, to reach a fair overall picture.

The idea that some accounts are “untouchable” can lead to the biggest mistake during a divorce: refusing to

consider trading part of a treasured asset to rid yourself of dangerous long term debt.

Moving Out, Staying Put, and Financial Leverage

Few topics generate more heated questions than the house. "Who has to leave the house in a separation in

Maryland?” and “"Why is moving out the biggest mistake in a divorce?” come up constantly.

Legally, moving out does not forfeit your interest in the house or your right to see your children. But practically, it

can change the dynamics of both custody and finances, especially when combined with credit card debt.
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If you move out impulsively without a plan:

You may end up paying for two households at once while your spouse adds groceries, kids' expenses, and utilities

to credit cards, creating more “marital” debt.
You lose day to day visibility into spending patterns, which can conceal the build up of new balances.

This is why some lawyers bluntly tell clients, “Why should you never leave your house in a divorce without a plan?”
It is not about trapping anyone. It is about avoiding a situation where you shoulder rent somewhere else, help
with the mortgage, and then also watch marital credit card debt climb.

Sometimes moving out is necessary for safety or sanity, and in those cases, you do it. But then you need a

strategy for managing who is paying what, and how those payments are documented.

Alimony, Support, and Getting Cut Off Financially

Debt interacts closely with alimony and support. One spouse often asks, “Can my husband cut me off financially

during separation?” or "“What should a wife not do during separation when it comes to money?”

A spouse cannot legally abandon financial responsibilities, especially where children are involved, but they can
certainly stop voluntarily paying joint cards or providing spending money. If that happens, you may need to seek

temporary support or pendente lite relief, which can include orders about who pays what bills during the case.

What qualifies you for alimony in Maryland includes factors like the length of the marriage, the standard of living
you established, each spouse’s income and earning capacity, and who sacrificed career or education opportunities
for the family. Heavy credit card balances that one spouse cannot reasonably pay while trying to get back on their

feet can support a request for spousal support, at least for a time.

On the other hand, if a judge sees one spouse continuing to rack up unnecessary charges during separation, that

can hurt their credibility and undercut arguments for more support.

How to Protect Money and Credit Before and During Divorce

People often Google, "How to protect money before divorce” or "How not to get screwed in divorce” when they

are already scared. There are steps you can take that are firm but still ethical and legal.

Here is a short list | wish more people followed early:
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* Get your credit reports from all three major bureaus, and identify every open account in your name or jointly

® Close or freeze joint cards where possible, or at least lower limits, and document any agreements in writing

¢ Shift as many recurring bills as possible off joint cards and onto individual accounts, so you clearly see who is
paying what

e Start keeping a simple, dated log of major expenditures, cash withdrawals, and balance transfers that either of
you make

* Avoid moving or hiding large sums without counsel; judges punish gamesmanship more than they punish

honest caution

The goal is transparency and control, not ambush. Judges tend to respond better to spouses who can show

organized records, a steady approach, and an effort to be fair, even when they are hurt or angry.

Presenting Yourself Well in Court

When credit card debt is in dispute, the judge is assessing more than math. The court is looking at credibility,

judgment, and how each of you handled the family finances.

People sometimes ask surprisingly granular questions, like “What colors do judges like to see?” and “How to
impress a judge in family court?” The answer is that substance matters far more than wardrobe, but appearance
does play a role. Choose neat, conservative clothing in subdued colors, speak directly to the judge, and avoid
dramatics.

More important is how you talk about the money. Judges are wary of:

Vague accusations like “He ruined my credit” without documents to back it up.



Self righteous refusal to acknowledge any benefit from spending that clearly supported the household.

If you want to show the court you are a good parent and a responsible adult, bring organized statements, be
ready to explain how you tried to manage finances, and admit honestly where you could have done better. That

kind of candor stands out in a court flooded with finger pointing.

Costs, Lawyers, and Choosing the Right Help

Many people are reluctant to involve counsel because they worry, "How much does a divorce lawyer cost in
Maryland?” Prices vary widely based on complexity, location, and whether you resolve things through mediation or
full litigation. For a straightforward case, some people manage with limited scope representation, such as paying
for a few strategy sessions and document review. For a high conflict case with heavy debt and contested custody,

full representation is often worth the investment.

Be skeptical of marketing around “Who is the best divorce attorney in Maryland.” The better question is who is the
best divorce attorney in Maryland for your specific situation: someone who understands complex financials if you

have business or significant debt, or someone with a strong custody focus if children are your primary concern.

As for who pays for a divorce in Maryland, each spouse generally pays their own attorney’s fees unless the court
orders otherwise. A judge can require one spouse to contribute to the other's fees if there is a large disparity in

income or if one person has behaved badly in the litigation, such as hiding information or dragging things out.

What to Know Before You Divorce in Maryland

Before you take the first formal step, whether that is filing or even bringing up divorce with your spouse, get clear

on a few things:
What cards exist, what they were used for, and what your realistic capacity is to pay them.

Which assets matter most to you, and which you could trade in exchange for relief from debt. How your choices

about moving out, cutting off access to funds, or continuing to use joint cards will look to a judge later.

Also remember that not every credit card argument needs to be settled by a judge. Well prepared spouses, with
guidance from a seasoned Divorce Lawyer in Maryland, can often craft their own agreement: who pays which

cards, how to split rewards, whether to refinance or transfer balances, and how to close things out cleanly.

Debt is rarely just numbers on a page. It is often a record of how you lived together: the trips you took, the
emergencies you survived, the habits that helped or hurt you. The law'’s job is not to punish one person for every

questionable purchase, but to unwind a shared financial life in a way that lets both of you move forward.

If you approach your case with clear eyes, realistic expectations, and a willingness to document rather than guess,
you stand a much better chance of coming through your Divorce Lawyer In Maryland Maryland divorce with

your credit, your sanity, and your future intact.
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