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Business
No joy in splitsville, but adviser can help
Firm offers financial guidance after divorce
By Joyce Pellino Crane
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT 
CHELMSFORD - The husband of 27 years who left Nancy Olex is long gone, but the financial planner who ensured her long-term independence has become a friend and confidante.

Olex, a  54-year-old resident of Hopkinton, has a nest egg for the future, a pending job, and hope for a new relationship someday. But perhaps her most significant asset is the relationship she's established with James McCusker, who helps people negotiate an equitable divorce settlement for the present and futue.

McCusker is the principal and founder of Chelmsford-based James McCusker & Associates, a 17-year-old firm that carved a divorce financial-planning specialty out of a series of lawyers' referrals, and is now one of a handful of area companies offering the service, according to the Institute for Divorce Financial Analysts.

"It came from queries from different divorce professionals," he said of his specialty​. "The next thing you know, they're calling you an expert. There is a huge need for this out there."

From January to September 2003, there were about 27,000 marriages in Massachusetts and 12,000 divorces, according to a report by the National Center for Health Statistics.

For the eternally married, the never-been-hitched, and those too young to worry about it, divorce may seem like little more than a conflict of personalities and morals.

But for those seeking a legal disentanglement from the "till death do us part" contract, divorce is about custody of children and the splitting of finances and assets​. McCusker leaves the custody issues to the lawyers and focuses on the money. 

"There's two institutions you have to answer to during the divorce," McCusker said . "You have to answer to the court system, which has its own financial guidelines, and you have to comply with [Internal Revenue Service] guidelines....My job is to make that settlement as financially efficient as possible so both parties walk away with as much money as they possibly can."
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Nancy Olex said she relied on advice from James McCusker & Associates.
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Too often, the need to anticipate the fi​nancial impact of divorce and to tie up loose ends eludes even the most seasoned of divorce attorneys, who can fail to in​form clients about the tax implications of alimony and the outcome of selling the family home, he said.

Financial settlements typically involve the division of cash and securities, retire​ment plans, and the splitting of equity in the family home. A couple that owns a business may seek to have it valued by a professional business valuator so that its worth can be divided. Stock options and tangible possessions such as automobiles and the family china are also divided. Child support and alimony payments based on both parties' earnings are deter​mined.

McCusker, who is also a certified public accountant, estimates that he man​ages $75 million for 150 long-term cli​ents, for whom he provides financial planning, investment management, tax planning and preparation, and education funding services. Those clients are charged on a fee-based asset manage​ment basis.

About half of his business focuses on clients going through divorce who are charged an hourly fee of $175. His part​ners are Dennis O'Leary, a certified finan​cial planner and certified public account​ant, and Leslie Cormier, a tax preparer. Like O'Leary, McCusker is a certified fi​nancial planner. He is also a registered in​vestment adviser with the Securities and Exchange Commission..

McCusker said he helps divorcing cli​ents figure out what type of lifestyle they'll have after the split, and what they can afford on one income.

"This is what your cash flow is going to look like after the divorce," he said he tells them. "This is the support that you've agreed upon. This is what you'll wind up with on an after-tax basis. Does it make sense to stay in the house? Is this an asset that you should hold onto?"

As a mediator and attorney, Lynda Robbins of Chelmsford refers clients to McCusker's practice to help them under​stand the long-term consequences of their asset divisions.
"I find that the perspective he can give to the client to help them move forward with their lives is very important," said Robbins.
The split between Olex and her hus​band was fair and equitable, she said, but she entered a uncertain world feeling vulnerable and insecure. She needed help.
"I didn't have an income," she said. "I didn't have a profession. There's a financial and emotional component of divorce. Both are deadly."
In June 2002, Olex graduated from a  four-year doctoral program in clinical psychology. The next month her husband left, and he has since remarried. The emotional toll was heavy, but today, she has a job offer as a psychologist, her house has no mortgage, her invested assets are pulling a 7 percent annual return, and she is working through her life changes.
Olex said her former spouse was generous in the settlement. Olex, who has no children, was sitting on cash that needed to be invested, so at her lawyer's recommendation, she traveled from her Hopkinton home to McCusker's Chelmsford office.
"When we divided up our assets", she said, "I got the house; he got the cash. It was an equitable split."
Olex's former husband, who asked that his name not be used in the article, declined to comment.
For Denise Thompson of Andover, McCusker helped answer some financial questions that pushed divorce mediation sessions with her husband of 20 years to conclusion in June.
The mother of two boys, ages 11 and 14, Thompson is so financially secure she just finished having a swimming pool installed in her backyard.
"I asked Jim, `Can I afford a pool?' " she said. "And he said, `Sure, why not?'  And I did."
The 46-year-old real estate agent receives alimony and child support. Her home has no mortgage and she received a cash divorce settlement, which McCusker helped her to invest. "He's respectful of the fact that this is what I have, and I'm a single mother;" she said.

Then, summing up a sentiment that Olex shares, Thompson said, "I really like him. We have a very good rapport.  I just really clicked with him."
'
Olex put it another way. "He's my male confidante about financial matters," she said.
Joyce Pellino Crane can be reached at crane@globe.com.

