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When it first happens.
The first weeks of separation — what to do when nothing makes sense.

If you’re reading this, the floor has just dropped out.

Maybe she told you last night. Maybe you told her. Maybe it’s been coming
for a year and it finally became real. Either way, everything you counted on
— your home, your routine, your picture of the next twenty years — has
shifted at once.

This guide won’t fix that. It’s here to get you through the next few weeks
without adding damage you’ll spend years undoing — because the first
month is when the worst decisions get made. The angry texts. The 2am
phone calls. The conversations with your kids you can’t take back. Read it
tonight. Read it again in a week.

I N S I D E  T H I S  G U I D E

W H E R E  T H I S  G U I D E  F I T S

WEEKS 1–4
Shock

MONTHS 2–3
Function returns

MONTHS 4–9
The middle

MONTHS 10–18
The rebuild starts

YEAR 2
The new chapter

The first weeks and months.

I F  T O N I G H T  I S  B A D

Call Lifeline on 13 11 14 or MensLine on 1300 78 99 78. Both are free and
there 24/7. If you or anyone else is in danger, call 000.

The first 72 hours1
What to say to your kids — and what not to2
The four mistakes most men make in the first month3
The grief nobody names4
How to ask for help — the way men actually can5
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A  N O T E  F R O M  A L E X

Why I wrote these.
In 2009 my marriage ended. I had two young
kids, and within weeks I was renting a place
nearby on Sydney’s Northern Beaches so I
could stay close to them. I remember waking
up on a foam mattress in an empty rental,
wondering how my life had ended up there.

I won’t pretend I handled it well. I didn’t. Some
nights were very dark.

What got me through wasn’t one big thing. It
was counselling — which I resisted, and which
changed my life. It was training: push-ups, runs, chin-ups, anything that
burned it off. It was learning to sit still. And it was one rule I tried to hold,
even on the days I didn’t manage it: the kids come first, and I don’t make
it harder for them.

Afterwards I spent two years reading everything I could find about
fatherhood, relationships and what it means to be a man. BetterDads
came out of that. These five guides are the short version of what I wish
someone had handed me in that first week.

Today I’m a father of five. It does get better — but you never stop learning.
It’s a lifetime of it.

Like I’ve always said, I’ve probably made, and still make, some huge
mistakes. But I’m learning — or trying to, anyway. I’m here to learn from
you, and I’ll pass on anything good I come across.

Alex Laguna
Founder, BetterDads
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The first 72 hours
Your body is in shock, even if you look fine from the outside. Adrenaline
is running the show. Sleep breaks up, your appetite disappears, and
your mind runs the same loop at 3am. None of that is weakness. It’s
what a nervous system does when the ground moves.

So the first three days aren’t for fixing anything. They’re for getting
steady enough to think.

T O N I G H T

Drink water. Eat something, even if it’s toast.

Stay sober. Alcohol turns up the volume on everything you’re feeling.
You don’t need it louder.

Text three people who love you: “Something big has happened. I’ll fill
you in soon — can you check on me this week?” You don’t have to
explain yet.

Don’t post anything. Don’t send the long message. What feels urgent
at 11pm reads very differently at 9am.

Sit somewhere quiet for ten minutes. No phone. Let your body catch
up with what’s happened.

Lie down, even if sleep doesn’t come.

If your thoughts turn to not wanting to be here, call Lifeline on 13 11 14
or the Suicide Call Back Service on 1300 659 467 now, not later. If
you’re in danger, call 000.

T O M O R R O W

Move your body. A walk around the block counts.
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D O  T H I S

The 24-hour rule
For anything that isn’t genuinely urgent — a heated text, a money
move, a big announcement, an agreement about the kids — wait 24
hours before you act.

If it still makes sense tomorrow, do it then. Most of the time, it won’t.

Tell work only what they need to know: “I’ve got a family matter. I
might need some flexibility this week.”

Book a GP appointment for this week — your usual GP if you have
one — and tell them what’s happened. They can help with sleep, and
if you need more support, refer you to a psychologist with a
Medicare rebate.

Tell one person the whole story. A mate, a brother, your father —
someone who won’t judge.

If you have kids, be where you said you’d be. On time.

D AY  T H R E E

Get the map. Call the Family Relationship Advice Line on 
1800 050 321. It’s free. They’ll explain how arrangements for kids and
money usually get worked out. You don’t have to decide anything
yet.

Write two lists: what’s genuinely urgent (money this week, where
you’re sleeping, the kids’ routine) and everything else. Most of it
belongs on the second list.

Pick one thing for tomorrow you know you can do. Then do it.
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What to say to your kids — and what not to
Your kids don’t need the full story. They need to feel that you’re still
here and still steady. The way you handle yourself will tell them more
than anything you say.

When you do talk to them, three messages cover most of it. Say them
simply, and say them often.

If you and their mum can tell them together, calmly, do. If you can’t, try
to agree on the same basic words, so they’re not left holding two
different stories.

W H E N  Y O U  T E L L  T H E M

“Mum and I have decided we’re going to live in different houses.
We both still love you. This isn’t your fault, and there’s nothing
you did to cause it. We’re both still your parents, and we’re both
going to keep showing up for you.”

W H E N  T H E Y  A S K  W H Y

“That’s a fair question. Sometimes grown-up relationships change
in ways kids don’t need to carry. What you need to know is that
we both love you, and neither of us is going anywhere.”

“This isn’t your fault.”1

“We both still love you, and that’s not changing.”2

“You’ll still see both of us.”3
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What not to say. Nothing about who’s to blame — and “ask your
mother” is blame in a different coat. No adult details: money, lawyers,
new partners, who did what. No promises you can’t keep, like “nothing’s
going to change.” And never “you’re the man of the house now.” No
child should carry that.

If they ask how you’re doing, don’t pretend. Try: “I’m sad about it, and
I’m going to be okay. Looking after you is my job, not yours.”

Then do the thing that matters most: keep their world as normal as you
can. Same bedtime. Same school run. Same Saturday sport. Routine
tells a child the world still works. Guide 5 goes deeper, with scripts by
age.

03

The four mistakes most men make in the
first month
None of these feel like mistakes at the time. They feel justified, or
urgent, or like the only option. That’s what makes them dangerous.

Moving out overnight. Agreeing to a schedule for the kids. Signing
something. Quitting the job, selling the car, making the grand gesture.
Decisions made on adrenaline are the ones men spend years undoing.

Use the 24-hour rule. And before you agree to where the kids will live or
how their time is split, have one conversation with the Advice Line or a
family lawyer. Arrangements made in the first weeks have a way of
becoming the pattern. (Moving out doesn’t mean giving up your share
of the house — but it’s worth knowing where you stand before you go.)

Deciding big things in the storm1
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If anyone’s safety is at risk, that comes first. Call 000. And if your own
anger is scaring you or anyone around you, the Men’s Referral Service
(1300 766 491) is free, confidential and there 24/7.

The long text at 1am. The voice message you record four times. The
email to her family. Pleading or raging, it doesn’t matter which — both
make things harder, and both get screenshotted.

Write it in your notes app instead. Read it in the morning. Most of them
never need to be sent. And assume anything you do send could one
day be read by a mediator or a judge.

A few drinks to get to sleep. The phone till 2am. Working till midnight so
you don’t have to go home. Numbing works for about an hour, then
sends you the bill the next day.

Keep the basics instead: eat, move, sleep. Stay sober on the nights you
have the kids, and on the nights you’re struggling most.

Most men tell nobody — or tell one person a cleaned-up version. It
feels like protecting people. What it actually does is put the full weight
on one set of shoulders, at the worst possible time. Which is why the
last section of this guide matters.

The midnight message2

Numbing it3

Going it alone4
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The grief nobody names
Nobody’s died. There’s no funeral, no week off work, no one dropping
round with a casserole. So most men don’t call it grief. They call it
stress, or anger, or a rough patch.

But it is grief. You’re losing a partner, a home, a daily life with your kids,
and a future you’d already pictured — the Christmases, the holidays,
the growing old. Psychologists even have a name for loss the world
doesn’t recognise: disenfranchised grief. Real grief, with no permission
to feel it.

It won’t move in a straight line. A good morning, a terrible afternoon.
Relief, then guilt about the relief. Anger at her, then missing her,
sometimes in the same hour. A song in the supermarket can flatten you.
All of that is normal.

It tends to hit hardest in the same places: the first night in a new place.
The quiet drive home after handing the kids over. Sunday nights.
Birthdays. The first Christmas.

W H A T  H E L P S

Call it what it is. Say it to yourself: this is grief. It takes some of the
confusion out.

Give it somewhere to go. A hard walk, a run, the gym, the surf. Or
write it down at night so it isn’t circling at 3am.

Let it come in waves. You don’t have to feel all of it today.

Don’t try to skip it. Grief you fast-forward through tends to turn up
again later — often in your next relationship.
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How to ask for help — the way men
actually can
Most men will never say, “I’m struggling. Can we talk about my feelings?”
That’s fine. There are other ways in.

A  T E X T  Y O U  C A N  S E N D  T O N I G H T

“Mate — we’ve split up. I’m not great. Up for a walk this week?”

Nobody should do this part alone — and you don’t have to.

Side by side, not face to face. Ask a mate for a walk, a surf, a drive, a
job in the shed. Men talk more easily shoulder to shoulder. Say one
true thing on the way.

Make the ask small and specific. “Can you ring me Thursday night?”
is easier to say yes to than “I need support.”

Text it if saying it is too hard. There’s one below you can send
tonight.

Pay someone to listen — or use the free ones. A counsellor isn’t a
last resort. It’s a tool. Your usual GP can refer you to a psychologist
with a Medicare rebate if it’s right for you. MensLine (1300 78 99 78)
offers free counselling for men by phone, video or online chat, 24/7.
Medicare Mental Health Check In (1800 595 212) is free on
weekdays, with no referral needed.

Talk to men who’ve been there. Dads in Distress (1300 853 437) is
free peer support run by separated fathers — a phone line, meetings
and online groups.
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W H E R E  T H I S  C O M E S  F R O M

Doka, K. J. (Ed.) (1989). Disenfranchised Grief: Recognizing Hidden Sorrow. Lexington Books.

You’re not meant to have this figured out. Nobody does at this
point. The job right now is simple: stay steady, protect your
judgement, and don’t add damage you’ll have to repair later.

Clarity comes later. First, you get through the week.

BetterDads · When it first happens 11



W H E N  I T  F I R S T  H A P P E N S  ·  T H E  S H O R T  V E R S I O N

Keep this page.
Screenshot it. Stick it on the fridge. Come back to it on the hard days.

Tonight, any time: Lifeline 13 11 14 · MensLine 1300 78 99 78 · Emergency 000

Don’t decide big things in the storm. Use the 24-hour rule.

Water, food, sleep, sober. That’s maintenance, not weakness.

Text three people. Tell one of them the whole story.

Tell the kids: not your fault, still loved, still see both of us. Keep
their routine.

Write the midnight message in your notes app. Don’t send it.

Call it what it is: grief. Let it come in waves.

Book the GP this week. Get the map: 1800 050 321.

Be where you said you’d be.
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S U P P O R T  ·  S AV E  T H E S E  N U M B E R S

Someone to call.
Free, confidential, and there for exactly this. You don’t need to be in crisis to call. On
your phone, tap a number to dial. If you or anyone else is in danger right now, call 
000.

A N Y  T I M E ,  D AY  O R  N I G H T

Lifeline
Crisis support, 24/7. Or text 0477 13 11 14. 13 11 14

Suicide Call Back Service
If you’re having thoughts of suicide, 24/7. 1300 659 467

MensLine Australia
Counselling for men: phone, video or chat, 24/7. 1300 78 99 78

Beyond Blue
Anxiety, depression and feeling low, 24/7. 1300 22 4636

Medicare Mental Health Check In
Free support for stress, low mood and sleep. No referral. Weekdays. 1800 595 212

13YARN
For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 24/7. 13 92 76

T H E  S E P A R A T I O N  I T S E L F

Family Relationship Advice Line
Kids’ arrangements, mediation, where to start. Mon–Sat. 1800 050 321

Dads in Distress (Parents Beyond Breakup)
Free peer support run by separated fathers. Daytime, 7 days. 1300 853 437

Relationships Australia
Counselling and family dispute resolution. 1300 364 277

A N G E R ,  A L C O H O L ,  S A F E T Y  A T  H O M E

Men’s Referral Service
If you’re worried about your own anger or behaviour, 24/7. 1300 766 491

1800RESPECT
For anyone affected by family or domestic violence, 24/7. 1800 737 732

National Alcohol and Other Drug Hotline
Free, confidential advice, 24/7. 1800 250 015

F O R  Y O U R  K I D S

Kids Helpline
For young people aged 5 to 25, 24/7. 1800 55 1800

Your usual GP is a good first stop too. They can help with sleep and stress, and refer you to a psychologist with
a Medicare rebate if it’s right for you. Numbers checked September 2026. This guide is general information,
not legal, medical or financial advice.
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T H E  S E P A R A T I O N  S E R I E S

Five short guides for the hardest
stretch.

G E T  A L L  F I V E

Got this one on its own?
Get the whole series in your inbox, one guide at a time — one email address,
no spam: betterdads.com/separation/series

Know a man going through this? Send him the same link. Nobody should do
this part alone.

W H E N  Y O U ’ R E  R E A D Y

Rebuild — a 28-day reset.
Built for men going through separation. Twenty to thirty minutes a day for four
weeks: stabilise, regain direction, build momentum, own it. 
betterdads.com/programs/rebuild

When it first happens
The first weeks. How to hold yourself together — and not make it worse.

1 Y O U ’ R E  H E R E

The middle stage
Months three to twelve. The loneliness, the rebound trap, and settling it without a war.

2 U P  N E X T

The rebuild
Year two. The four pillars, and the man this version of your life needs.

3

What not to do
The seven mistakes that do the most lasting damage — and what to do instead.

4

What your children need right now
The five things kids need from their father through a separation.

5

BetterDads · When it first happens 14

https://betterdads.com/separation/series
https://betterdads.com/programs/rebuild


Know yourself.
Show up.
Keep going.
For men who give a damn about who they’re becoming.

B E T T E R D A D S

betterdads.com

© 2026 BetterDads. Pass it on whole, to anyone who needs it.
This guide is general information only. It isn’t legal, medical, financial or psychological advice. For advice
about your own situation, talk to a qualified professional. If you or someone else is in danger, call 000.
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