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Whether you’re dying or healthy: Tasks and documents to address now
Your will

You can include a list of all your possessions and the people or charities you want to provide for, including any property you may wish to divide in a certain way. A will can name guardians for any dependent children or pets and record your wish to leave money or property in trust for children or grandchildren. You could also write a letter of wishes to the children’s guardians or your heirs. 

Make sure it is drawn up legally, and have it checked by a lawyer.
Choose your child’s guardian

The other parent will often be the choice, but this may not always be possible or appropriate. Consider who you think would be able to offer love, warmth, stability, patience, continuing contact with friends and relatives, and the minimum of other changes to their life. Seek the agreement of your chosen guardian(s), and then write your wishes into your will. Also think about whom you would like to tell your children that you are dying or have died, and make your wish known to those looking after you.
Advance directive documents and Power of Attorney 

· A living will - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Advance_directives#Living_will 

· A Power-of-Attorney - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Power_of_attorney 

· Funeral-service instructions – speakers, music, location, preferred attendees

· Burial or cremation preferences (and any pre-paid existing agreements with a funeral home)

In the living will, you might want to state your preferences for the following:

· Where you would like to be cared for (hospital, nursing home, hospice, at home, etc.)

· Whether you would want to know about the increasing symptoms of your illness or the effects of any treatment (or non-treatment) you may be offered

· Whether you would want to be told when you are close to death (assuming your doctors are able to predict this), and whether you want others to know

· Who should talk to your children, or other close family such as elderly parents, about your impending death if you are unable to do so

· Who should look after your pets while you are still alive yet incapacitated

· How you want your final days to look and sound (flowers, pictures, radio, TV and so on)

· Who you would like to visit you near the end
Legal trust agreements (if necessary)

A document of your important data

· Telephone numbers and addresses of close (and distant) friends, family, and colleagues

· Insurance policies (life, health, car, home, and other policies, including business policies) 

· Bank accounts, CDs, and debit cards

· Credit cards (card numbers, expiration date, statements, and login & password information)

· Mortgages or loans (Name of mortgage or loan company, and a copy of the agreement)

· Retirement plans (401(k), 403(b), IRAs, Roth IRAs, SEP, Keough, and/or SARSEP)

· Investments (statements, account numbers, online password, and advisor’s information)

· Property titles or deeds (real estate, motor vehicles, boats)

· Safe deposit box (Location, box keys, and location of box keys)

· Trusts (Declarations of trust or agreements, trust lawyer’s name, and bank trust account info)

· Household utility statements (electricity, gas/oil, water, phone, cable, internet) 

· Online business accounts and passwords   (Amazon, PayPal, Ebay)

· Automatically renewing medications (name of medications, pharmacy, and doctor)

· Email addresses and passwords

· Social media accounts and passwords (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, etc.)

· Estate planners’ contact information (lawyers, accountants, insurance agent)

· Will (location of copy, copies of older versions, and name of attorney who helped)

· Advance directives (living will, health care power of attorney, Do Not Resuscitate (DNR))

· Power of attorney (POA’s name, POA documentation, and attorney who created the POA)

· Identity and marriage papers (social security card, birth certificate, passport, armed forces discharge papers, marriage certificate, prenuptial agreements, divorce certificates, divorce settlements, etc.)

· Tax forms (Recent W-2 forms; federal self-employment tax return; federal and state returns for the current and previous year, including 1040 variations & 1099s; property-tax forms, details of your tax district, and gift tax returns)

· Written instructions or ideas for your funeral (This is not a legal document and not required, but it will make it easier for those you leave behind.)

· Location of house keys and other keys
· USB memory stick (flash drive) holding any important digital files for loved ones to have

· Other important documents

Mementoes for loved ones

Letters from deceased family members and old photographs and narratives are often our dearest possessions. Something as simple as writing a letter to your family can help you stay connected to future generations. You might want to write about parts of your life that your family didn’t know about or feelings you find too difficult to express face to face. You could think about writing a personal history, or leaving a ‘memory box’ containing items that have a special meaning for you. Technology lets us create other kinds of memories, such as audio recordings, videos and DVDs. Many hospices organize creative workshops with artists, film-makers, poets, songwriters and musicians to help people express their feelings and tell their story in order to complete their lives and prepare themselves to face what lies ahead.

Learn all the facts of your illness

You have a right to know all the facts, opinions, and conclusions that your doctors know, information that can be of great assistance as you make decisions about treatment. Specifically ask for it if you want it. Some of us want this knowledge and others don’t, whether a patient or a relative. If you have been diagnosed with a serious illness and want to be informed as fully as possible, make it clear not just that this is your wish, but also that you can bear to hear bad news.

A dying couple’s free online videos; their real jobs were “death-and-dying” counselors
Your computer will need Adobe Flash to watch the videos.

From Stephen and Ondrea Levine:

http://levinetalks.com/Videos 

http://levinetalks.com/About-Us
Websites for palliative care, hospice, and caregiving
· Caring Bridge is a free website-service to connect caregivers and the sick: http://www.caringbridge.org/createwelcomevideo.  They give you your own website so that you can give updates to all of your caregivers at once.  It’s a great way to marshal assistance from many people in a crisis.  Their homepage is http://www.caringbridge.org.

· Also see Lots Helping Hands: www.lotsahelpinghands.com 

· A comprehensive “list of checklists” for caregivers - http://www.agis.com/Eldercare-Checklist/default.aspx 

· Resources from the National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization http://www.nhpco.org/i4a/pages/Index.cfm?pageID=3254 

· Another resource page from the National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization http://www.caringinfo.org
· Difference between palliative care and hospice - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Palliative_care#Comparison_to_hospice_in_the_United_States
· Hospice: http://dying.about.com/od/hospicecare/u/hospice_UP.htm
· National Family Caregivers Association - http://www.thefamilycaregiver.org
· For information about services in your local area - http://www.seriousillness.org 

· General info - http://dying.about.com/  

Very good books on dying and grieving
In general

· Dying Well, by Ira Byock, http://tinyurl.com/65rpyvz 

· Who Dies?: An Investigation of Conscious Living and Conscious Dying, by Stephen and Ondrea Levine, http://tinyurl.com/6xl3ruq 

· Being with Dying: Cultivating Compassion and Fearlessness in the Presence of Death, by Joan Halifax, http://tinyurl.com/6bgfm29 

· Final Gifts: Understanding the Special Awareness, Needs, and Communications of the Dying, by Maggie Callanan and Patricia Kelley, http://tinyurl.com/6an3qzb 

· When People Grieve: The Power of Love in the Midst of Pain, by Paula D'Arcy, http://tinyurl.com/62jjwtm  

· The Way Of Transition: Embracing Life's Most Difficult Moments, by William Bridges, http://tinyurl.com/63okfxq 

· Between Heaven and Hell: A Dialog Somewhere Beyond Death with John F. Kennedy, C. S. Lewis & Aldous Huxley, by Peter Kreeft, http://tinyurl.com/5w8onyk 

· Tuesdays with Morrie: An Old Man, a Young Man, and Life's Greatest Lesson, by Mitch Albom, http://tinyurl.com/65nuyyf 

· Now That You've Gone Home: Courage and Comfort for Times of Grief, by Joyce Hutchison and Joyce Rupp, http://tinyurl.com/67o3qt2 

· Life After Life: The Investigation of a Phenomenon--Survival of Bodily Death, by Raymond Moody, Foreword by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, http://tinyurl.com/65fhbvc 

· Glimpses of Eternity, by Raymond Moody and Paul Perry, http://tinyurl.com/67lfyno 

· Death in Slow Motion : A Memoir of a Daughter, Her Mother, and the Beast Called Alzheimer's, by Eleanor Cooney, http://tinyurl.com/6gfg7jz 

· A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss, by Jerry Sittser, http://tinyurl.com/63m6f76 

· Praying Our Goodbyes: A Spiritual Companion Through Life's Losses and Sorrows, by Joyce Rupp, http://tinyurl.com/66r7fy3 

· Death and Dying, by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, http://tinyurl.com/5rusl5d 

· Tear Soup, by Pat Schweibert, Chuck DeKlyen, and Taylor Bills, http://tinyurl.com/6ynqt48 
For spouses and significant others

· Living on the Seabed: A Memoir of Love, Life and Survival, by Lindsay Nicholson, http://tinyurl.com/k752fhu
· A Grief Observed, by C.S. Lewis, http://tinyurl.com/3wstxx2 

· After You: Letters of Love, and Loss, To a Husband and Father, by Natascha McElhone, http://tinyurl.com/loqxolc  

Christian books

· Healing After Loss: Daily Meditations For Working Through Grief, by Martha W. Hickman, http://tinyurl.com/64t37uz
· Turn My Mourning into Dancing, by Henri Nouwen, http://tinyurl.com/5sfv2pn
· The Art of Dying: Living Fully Into the Life to Come, by Rob Moll, http://tinyurl.com/6zgrpv6 

· Our Greatest Gift: A Meditation on Dying and Caring, by Henri Nouwen, http://tinyurl.com/69svyyl
Jewish books

· A Jewish Book of Comfort, by Alan Kay, http://tinyurl.com/3bejck2   


· The Jewish Way in Death and Mourning, by Maurice Lamm, http://tinyurl.com/3pw8wtg 

· Saying Kaddish: How to Comfort the Dying, Bury the Dead, and Mourn as a Jew, by Anita Diamant, http://tinyurl.com/66hpahx
· Wrestling With the Angel: Jewish Insights on Death and Mourning, by Jack Riemer, http://tinyurl.com/63754h7 

· A Time to Mourn, a Time to Comfort: A Guide to Jewish Bereavement, by Ron Wolfson, http://tinyurl.com/67wvgyk 

· The Death of Death: Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish Thought, by Neil Gillman, http://tinyurl.com/6czrp63
Caregiving for the dying

Building a care-giving support network

If you are a caregiver, find a palliative or hospice team early.  Let your care team help you anticipate problems.  Ask, "When should I call you?"  

Also build your caregiver-support network.  Caregivers have to rest. You cannot deal with this without rest.  Use Lotsa Helping Hands (www.lotsahelpinghands.com) or CaringBridge (www.caringbridge.org) and post a list of things you need help with.  Try to give people who want to help specific things to do, like walking the dog.  Giving them something to do is a way to help everybody because the sense of helplessness is extreme not only for the person who's losing someone, but for everyone around them.  Lastly, assign family members roles that correspond with their skills.

Emotionally powerful hugs to give to the dying family member

1. 30-second-long silent hugs 
2. Silent hugs with words to reflect on as both of you breathe and hug each other:

a. Beginning level

i. 1st breath cycle: "I myself may not be here long, but I am here now."

ii. 2nd breath cycle: "This person may not be here long, but they are here now."

iii. 3rd breath cycle: "We may not be here long, but we here now."

b. Advanced level

i. 1st breath cycle: "Breathing in, she (or he) is alive in my arms. Breathing out, I feel so happy."
ii. 2nd breath cycle: "Breathing in, I see myself as already dead. Breathing out, she is alive."
iii. 3rd breath cycle: "Breathing in, she is already dead in my arms. Breathing out, I am alive."
iv. 4th breath cycle: "Breathing in, she is alive in my arms. Breathing out, I feel so happy."
What is hospice?

Hospice is a team approach to care for the dying that supplements family and other care.  Most services are provided in the home, but patients can also be seen in inpatient hospices, nursing homes, and hospitals.  Using palliative care, hospice focuses on easing symptoms, rather than curing a disease.  Studies show that patients receiving this type of care often live longer than those getting aggressive cancer treatment, but most patients often start hospice too late.  Most insurance plans include hospice benefits.

A typical hospice team includes a nurse, social worker, aide, chaplain, and bereavement specialist.  Patients may also see physical, music, or art therapists.  The team helps families manage care and pain, and they also provide medicines and supplies.

The amount and type of hospice help are individualized. An aide may come to the home daily or less frequently to bathe and change the patient and provide assistance.  The aide typically stays 90 minutes to two hours.  Nurses see the patient several times a week.  Since these hospice people do not come more frequently, you may need to hire additional help, or ask the hospice people to teach you how to do certain tasks when giving care to your loved one.

Making a room for your loved one
You'll need a room that's big enough for caregivers to work around three sides of the bed. You may also want to have a second bed for the caregiver nearby and chairs for visitors.  In many homes, the living room or dining room makes sense.  A bedroom is likely to be isolated.  This is good if a patient is agitated and needs less stimulation.  Otherwise, other rooms may allow the patient to experience more of the life of the house.  If the room is upstairs, think about whether the caregiver can safely go up and down stairs repeatedly.

How many steps is it to the bathroom? You may need a commode.

The bed

You will probably want to get a hospital bed, but it can be surprisingly uncomfortable.  An egg crate foam pad can make the bed more comfortable.  As incontinence is common, use a waterproof mattress cover.  Waterproof covers that are cotton on top and waterproof on the bottom tend to be cozier.  They also wrinkle less, reducing the chances of bed sores.

Since twin sheets don't fit hospital beds, you may need to buy extra-long or stretchy sheets or tuck in larger flat sheets.  Learn about draw sheets and transferring before your loved one cannot stand or follow directions.  To make a draw sheet, fold a flat sheet and place it under your loved one. You then can pull on the sheet to slide your patient or roll him on his side for diapering and washing.

Special supplies and clothes

Keep all your supplies and medications nearby.  Stock up on latex gloves for when you have to clean the patient if they soil the bed.  If the patient is incontinent, how far do you have to go for another set of pajamas or sheets?

Many people put a baby monitor in the room so that caregivers can hear requests and noises while in other rooms.  A hand bell for summoning the caregiver works well too.  If you the caregiver have to leave the room, turn on the television or a talk-radio show so that the patient feels less lonely.  A stereo for the patient’s choice of music is a must as well.

The dying patient needs loose clothing that's easy to get on and off.  Adult diapers aren't great.  Have at least two hospital gowns for the patient and plan on doing a lot of laundry.  Female patients might want a surgical bra that can be closed with velcro.

Swallowing difficulty and dry mouths

As the brain slows down, swallowing gets harder. This can make saliva build up in the throat, causing the gurgling death rattle so closely associated with death. It is heard within hours or a couple days of death.

A buildup of saliva in the throat can be managed with drops that dry secretions.  Caregivers will need to puree foods or offer smoothies, baby food, or yogurt.  Apricot nectar is a favorite apparently.  “Thick-it” powder thickens liquids to help swallowing. You can buy it at the grocery store.

To help moisten a dry mouth, make ice chips by putting ice cubes into the blender.

Communicating

Early on, patients begin withdrawing from activities and other people.  This often happens before there is even a diagnosis.  Then there is the increasing confusion that the patient feels, partly because of awareness of their situation, partly because of their pain medications, and partly because of any oxygen deprivation if that is an issue.  The patient’s increasing confusion is the most frequent reason that families call hospice nurses.

Patients often find it supportive to talk about religious or spiritual concerns. Listening intently, even to jokes and throwaway lines, is the best way to engage in such conversation. Sit silently with them, breathe slowly, hold their hand and perhaps their gaze too.

In their last week of life, they often dream of a loved one who has already died.  They have a sense of that person being in the room.  If this happens, you can give them permission to talk about it by saying, "Tell me who's been here to see you,” and they can take that any way they want.  Some patients also begin using "journey language," a symbolic way of discussing death.  A lot of people will wake up and say, “I need to go home or . . . what time is the train coming? Do I have my ticket?”

The final hours

Even with an advance directive and lots of advance talking, it's hard to tell when to give up.  The feeling of 'This is it' is a myth.  The decision to stop tube feeding is extremely hard.

In the final hours, breathing becomes fast and shallow, punctuated with breaths that may be seconds apart. Eventually, they stop, often without the telltale signs of death you'll see in movies.  The only way to know about the last breath is that there is no breath that follows it.

Arrangements with the funeral home

Pick a funeral home as early as you can stand to do it. Someone has to come for the body. It's no fun to shop at the last minute.  The morticians take the body out in a body bag.  Decide whether you want to see that.

When children are affected by death

A dying child

Children aren't supposed to die, yet unfortunately some do. Confronting this difficult reality for yourself is the first step you can take to help the dying child.

You will probably come to accept the fact of the child's impending death over time, and it may not be until the child actually dies that you fully and finally acknowledge the reality. This is normal.  For now, though, try to accept the reality of the child's medical condition, if only with your head. You will later come to accept it with your heart.

Don't underestimate the child's capacity to understand.  They understand more than we give them credit for.  Sometimes in an effort to protect them we assume that children are incapable of understanding or should be protected from the truth.  We don't talk directly to dying children about their prognoses, which can leave them feeling alone and isolated.

Children can cope with what they know. They can't cope with what they don't know.  Dying children deserve an atmosphere that creates open, two-way communication.  Many terminally ill children will go back and forth between wanting to know details about their illness and not wanting to acknowledge they are even sick. It is critical to follow their lead.  Always listen first as you support open dialogue about any feelings, concerns, or questions they might have. If they ask something and you don't know the answer, simply say, "I don't know."

Be honest with the child about her coming death.  As the child comes to comprehend her illness and its severity, explain to her that she will likely die, in language she will understand. This may be the hardest thing you have ever done.  But honest love is what the dying child needs most.

Depending on her age and developmental maturity, she may not immediately (or ever) fully understand what this means. But she will begin to incorporate the notion of death into her remaining life and will have the opportunity to think about it and ask questions. She will also have the privilege of saying goodbye.

Do not protect the child by lying to her about her condition.  The dying child who is told she will get better will notice the disparity between this false hope and the way those around her are acting.  She will be confused, frustrated and perhaps angry.  We show our love and respect for all children by being honest and open with them, so help this child understand why she is dying.

Encourage open communication, but do not force it.  Children will naturally "dose" themselves as they encounter the reality of the illness in their life. They aren't able to take in all the information at once, nor will they want to.

Answer only what is asked in the child's terms.  Don't over-respond out of your own anxiety. Children will determine with whom they want to share their pain.  Often, the child wants to protect his parents or other close adults and will adopt a "chin up" attitude around them.  This is a normal response and should be respected.

Watch for the child's indirect communication.  Children, particularly seriously ill children, are not always direct about their thoughts and feelings. They may make statements, display behaviors, or ask questions that indirectly suggest their understanding or awareness of a situation. These cues reflect underlying needs and deserve loving responses.  Pay special attention to the child's non-verbal means of trying to communicate any needs or concerns.

Aside from the considerable physical toll terminal illness can take, dying also affects a child's head, heart, and spirit.  While you wouldn't want to prescribe what a child might feel, do be aware that they may experience a variety of emotions.  Fear, anxiety, anger, sadness and loneliness are just a few of the emotions they may feel, one at a time or simultaneously.  These feelings are a natural response to serious illness.  Perhaps you can be among those who enter into the child's feelings without thinking they have to help the child "get over" these feelings.

Help the dying child live. Terminal illness presents human beings with an exceedingly difficult and contradictory challenge: You are dying, you know you are dying, yet it is your nature to want to live. Dying children often feel this tension, too.  If the adults around them have been honest, they understand that they will soon die, but they still want to live and laugh and play as often as they can.

Help the dying child live happily.  Do what is in your power to make him comfortable. Create special, memorable moments for him. Don't completely abandon his normal routine (this may make him feel out-of-control and unprotected), but do work to make each remaining day count. Above all, spend time with him. See that the people who mean the most to him are around him as often as possible.

Peer relationships are very important to children, and the illness will likely create some social and physical barriers to these friendships.  See to it that friendships continue to be nurtured when possible.  Arrange a special party for the dying child.  Make play dates with the child's one or two best friends.  Help the children write letters back and forth when personal contact isn't possible, or have them video-chat with their friends.

Help the child take advantage of resources for the dying.  Local hospices are well-staffed and trained to help both the dying child and the dying child's family.  Their mission is to help the dying die with comfort, dignity and love, and to help survivors cope both before and after the death.  Other organizations, like the Make-A-Wish Foundation (http://www.wish.org), help dying children find joy in their short remaining lives.

Support other important adults in the child's life.  A child's terminal illness impacts everyone who loves the child.  Not only should you be supportive of the child, but also be available to support and nurture other family members and close friends.  The adult response to the illness will influence the child's response.  So, in supporting adults you are supporting the child.

Perhaps you can be a caring companion to the family and help in practical ways.  Offer to provide food for the family, wash clothes, and clean the house.  Listen when they need to talk. Sit with the ill child to give parents a break.  Help with other children in the family.  While words may be inadequate, your supportive behavior will be remembered forever.

Don't forget siblings.  Take special note of the dying child's siblings.  Because so much time and attention is being focused on the dying child right now, his brothers and sisters may feel emotionally abandoned.  Go out of your way to ensure their needs are being met as well.

Finally, embrace your own faith or spirituality. Surround yourself with those who understand and support your religious beliefs.

Books for you, the healthy adult
· The Private Worlds of Dying Children, by Myra Bluebond-Langner, http://tinyurl.com/6dk4but 

· See pp. 100-113 of Who Dies?, by Stephen and Ondrea Levine

A dying parent with a healthy child

Do the best you can to help your child understand and cope with your terminal illness.  Explain what's happening to your body in ways they'll understand, and remind them that you are still the same person inside despite your outward appearance. Gentle honesty is important; answer every question. 
Two common questions:

· What will happen at the funeral and can I be involved? 

· Who will look after me afterwards?  

Don’t tell them that you won’t die in the short run. An unrelated freak accident could still occur.

Pack in as much family time as possible and have the conversations you can't have later on.  
Also, try to connect your illness with your child’s hobby or interest so that they can read a child-friendly book that combines the illness and the hobby topic.  

Pie-graph metaphor for the child
Lastly, the child, if old enough, could use some advice on grieving from you while you can still speak. Draw out a pie graph – with two slices - that shows how we think about the loved one who has died. The first slice is our overwhelming sadness and the second slice is when we smile while reflecting on a fond memory about the loved one. At the very beginning, immediately after the loved one’s death, the first slice makes up 99.99% of the pie; only a tiny crumb on the edge of the crust represents the second slice. During this time, we can’t imagine that we will ever smile with fond memories of the one who has died, without then succumbing to overwhelming grief.

Gradually, over months, years, and even decades, the first slice gets smaller and smaller, and the second slice expands to take over practically the whole pie. Fond reflections with a smile occur more and more frequently. However, even in the final years of the survivor’s life, there will always be at least a crumb of heavy sadness. 
Bereavement camps for children
Many fun-filled bereavement camps exist: http://tinyurl.com/3kqheo9. The most well-known one is Camp Erin: http://www.moyerfoundation.org/programs/camperin.aspx.
Books for children about death

· The Fall of Freddie the Leaf, by Leo Buscaglia, http://tinyurl.com/6gcn45f 

· Lifetimes, by Bryan Mellonie, http://tinyurl.com/6d68kp3 

· Gentle Willow: A Story for Children about Dying, by Joyce C. Mills, http://tinyurl.com/5wkfnc6 

· Tear Soup, by Pat Schweibert, Chuck DeKlyen, and Taylor Bills, http://tinyurl.com/6ynqt48 

· A Parent's Guide to Raising Grieving Children: Rebuilding Your Family After the Death of a Loved One, by Phyllis R. Silverman and Madelyn Kelly, http://tinyurl.com/6jp5hds 

Executor’s checklist for the estate

This checklist is prepared for the estate of ________  [Decedent].

Immediate tasks

_____
Security and care of family: Make sure decedent's home and belongings are secure.  Make sure family members, particularly any children, have care and assistance and that immediate financial needs are met.  Also take care of pets, plants and perishable items.  


_____
Consider whether organ donation is appropriate.  Check decedent's personal papers and driver's license for organ donation statement. Confer with family members and attending physician, as appropriate.

_____
Funeral arrangements: Review any available written or video statement of preferences left by decedent.  Discuss with family members.  Notify funeral home and clergy.  Contact cemetery and locate deed to plot when necessary.  Notify family and friends to provide all receipts for funeral expenses. 

_____
Help the family prepare and distribute the obituary.  Check decedent's personal papers for vita or other similar document.

_____
Notify bank(s). Find bank statements.  If named executor, administrator or trustee, contact bank and find out name of administration officer.  Determine if there are any regular electronic withdrawals for bill payment, such as insurance premiums or mortgage payments.  The automatic payments should be stopped and policies and contracts terminated.  Notify custodians for IRA, 401(k), Keogh accounts, and any other retirement plans. 

_____
Hold mail at post office.  Check, too, for mailboxes and stop newspapers and other deliveries where needed.

Collecting necessary paperwork

_____
Death certificate: Many offices and agencies will require a certified copy or photocopy of the death certificate.  In most cases, no more than 20 certified copies are needed.  You'll need them to close bank accounts and settle debts.  Certified copies are usually available from the county health department, or can be obtained with the help of the funeral director.  When a US citizen dies outside the country, the death certificate is issued by the US Department of State.  

_____
Will and any trust agreements: Original wills are often maintained by a lawyer or in a safe deposit box or with other personal papers.  

_____
Copies of all insurance policies: Consider life insurance, mortgage or loan insurance, home insurance, excess liability insurance, and accident or auto insurance (if applicable).  Contact insurance agent, if known, for help.

_____
Copy of most recent income tax return: This is helpful when filing current year's return and may be needed to secure Social Security and other benefits.
Hire a lawyer to help

Consider retaining the attorney who prepared decedent's estate plan, if available.  Discuss the choice with family members when appropriate and get fee arrangement in writing.  

Professionals in the lawyer's office know what to do and can do it faster than you can.  If you are anxious to reduce the costs of settling the estate, ask what you can do to help.  But unless you are skilled in this type of activity, you may be more hindrance than help.

Your lawyer's role is to make sure that you are legally protected.  Your lawyer should review the terms of the will with you and explain its implications.  Unless the deceased's lawyer was named as the executor, you need not use him or her to settle the estate.  If no one is specified in the will, you are free to choose another lawyer should you decide to do so.

The lawyer is usually the first advisor you see.  It is preferable to take a friend or family member with you to help you remember the substance of your discussion.  For this same reason, ask the lawyer to send you a letter summarizing this meeting, reviewing what was covered, and what action you need to take.

At this first meeting, ask how long he or she estimates it will take to settle the estate and when you can expect interim distributions.  Request a written estimate of what it will cost to take you through the estate settlement process.  Many state bar associations require your lawyer to send you a letter of engagement, which includes this information.  The fee is usually an hourly rate or a percentage of the assets involved and is paid from the estate assets.  Also request periodic itemized bills so you can question any fee that appears to be out of line.  This avoids you being shocked by a huge bill at the time the estate is finally settled.

Find out whom you should call if you have a question.  Most probate lawyers have very knowledgeable assistants and paralegals that are more readily available than the lawyer and can answer most questions you might have.

You should also establish what records you should keep and what the lawyer will keep.  When in doubt, ask - and don't throw anything away.  If you are inexperienced in dealing with financial matters, the lawyer can arrange to have a staff member come to your home and sort through things with you or you can gather it all up and bring it to the lawyer's office.  Of course you will be charged for this.

Other important contacts

_____
Social Security Administration: Call 1 (800) 772-1213 to report the death and to investigate benefits. Visit http://www.ssa.gov for general information.  Two different benefits may be available: 

· Survivor benefits for a spouse and/or children 

· Up to $225 toward burial expenses for surviving spouse or children
_____
Current employer: If decedent was employed at the time of death, he or she may qualify for one or more of the following:

· Benefits under group life, health or accident plans 

· Vested interest in pension, profit-sharing, or savings plans

· Final paycheck, including accrued vacation and sick leave

· Workers' compensation benefits (if death was work related)

_____
Prior employers: Decedent may have vested interest in pension or savings plans, including benefits for survivors. 

_____
Pension plan administrators: If decedent was retired and receiving pension payments at death, surviving spouse or children may be entitled to benefits.

_____
Veteran's administration: Call 1 (800) 827-1000 or visit http://www.va.gov.  If the deceased was a veteran, survivors may be eligible for a small lump sum payment for burial expenses and financial help for a grave marker.  Survivors of disabled veterans may also receive continued disability benefits.

_____
Credit card companies: Cards held exclusively by the deceased should be cancelled.  Destroy the cards.  Amounts due should be paid by the estate.  Cards issued jointly should be re-issued.

_____
Life insurance company: Notify life insurance underwriters, if any, of death and assist beneficiaries in making claims.  Consider benefits that might be available from health or accident policies, too.  

_____
Other insurance companies: Cancel health insurance, credit card insurance and other policies.  Keep auto coverage until vehicle(s) is sold, but notify company of death.

_____
Investment advisor

_____
The family accountant: You may need to see this person as well as well as the attorney. 

Get authority from probate court

You must file the will with the probate court right away.  Most states require you to file a will within a certain number of days of the person's death.  

Property owned in joint tenancy (with the spouse) with right of survivorship will not be probated but will go directly to the survivor.  U.S. savings bonds that are co-owned or payable to a beneficiary are not included in the probate estate.  Life insurance policies, deferred annuities, and IRA and other retirement plan benefits (unless the proceeds are payable to the deceased's estate or the beneficiary has died) will be paid to the named beneficiary.  Assets held in a living trust also escape the probate process.  

The probate court will issue letters of appointment certifying the authority of the executor, letters that you will be certified to supply in order to transfer assets.  The various banks, brokerage firms, and other entities you contact usually require a recently dated letter of appointment (within the last 60 days).  Therefore, you may have to go back to the probate court for more copies later.  It depends on the complexity of your situation, but it is usually advisable to request 20 copies initially.  When in doubt, provide the parties requesting the letter of appointment with a copy.  If they need an original, they will tell you.

_____
Submit will for probate.  Confer first with attorney for the estate and consider the option for simplified administration for small estates.  

_____
Obtain formal appointment to act for estate.  With the attorney, prepare petition to probate court for " letters of appointment," the document issued by the court that formally appoints the executor or administrator.  This gives the executor permission to spend the estate's money and to sell, lease, or invest property of the estate.  File periodic reports with the court showing property received and amount spent from the estate.

_____
Open a checking account in name of the estate, and use this to pay the estate’s bills.  Ask for receipts, and keep a record of any expenses incurred while settling the estate.  Any income the widow/widower receives that was due before the deceased's death (such as dividend checks) should be kept in this account, separate from the rest of the widow's/widower's money.  Set up a separate account for each minor child who is a beneficiary.   

_____
Locate all assets, including both real and personal property, whether tangible and intangible.  Maintain an inventory, including location, date of death value, whether there are co-owners, how the distribution is determined, and to whom it should be distributed.  Appraisals of personal property and real estate may be necessary, consult with estate's attorney.  Arrange for an appraisal of these assets.  This information must be filed with the probate court, usually within 90 days from the date of death.  

· Transfer cash to checking account in estate's name

· Review securities (stocks and bonds) for handling.  Consider limits on trading imposed by law and will or trust of decedent.  Transfer jointly held securities to the widow's/widower's name.

· If decedent had a safe deposit box, contact the bank to arrange for opening and inventory.  If unsure, contact any bank where decedent had account and inquire.

_____
Make required notices.  When the probate court grants letters of appointment, publicize it according to state law after consulting with the attorney.  Send statutory notices to creditors and make publication as required by law.

_____
Get a bond, as required.  Contact an insurance agent or other professional to arrange for the bond.  Note that many wills provide the executor is not required to have a bond.

_____
Do you elect against the will?  If decedent was married at time of death, consult with attorney regarding right of surviving spouse to "elect against the will," or take statutory amount in lieu of share provided by will or trust.

What you can do without the lawyer

_____
Initial tax matters: See Publication 950, Introduction to Estate and Gift Taxes, for a primer on federal taxes.  This publication and forms are available online at http://www.irs.treas.gov or call 1-800-829-3676.

· Obtain a Federal Identification Number, IRS Form SS-4, Request for Employer Identification Number.

· Notify the IRS of authority to act for the decedent, IRS Form 56, Notice Concerning Fiduciary Relationship.
_____
Sell or dispose of all perishables.

_____
Arrange for safe keeping of valuables.  Jewelry, furs, art and other valuable personal effects must be kept safe from loss, theft and damage.  It may be necessary to get a safe deposit box in name of estate.

_____
Real estate: Inspect and arrange for security, maintenance and upkeep of all business and personal real estate.  Determine if any tax payments are due (including overdue amounts not paid by decedent).  If investment property, review leases, arrange for management and notify tenants of new payee for rent.  

_____
Current obligations, debts, and liabilities: Inventory the debts of decedent and pay as appropriate.  Credit cards, utilities, medical bills and the like should be paid from the estate's account.  

_____
Explore tax elections.  With decedents who had business interests, larger estates or those where more sophisticated planning was involved, consider these options with the estate attorney and any tax advisors:

· Section 6166 Federal Estate Tax Deferral

· Section 2056A QTIP Election

· Section 2033A Family Owned Business Exclusion

· Section 2032A Special Use Election

· Alternate Valuation

· Allocation of Generation Skipping Transfer Exemption

_____
File necessary tax returns.  Some or all of the following federal returns may be required.  In addition, comparable or other state returns may be due.

· Decedent's final income tax return for the year of death, Form 1040

· Estate tax return, generally due within 9 months of death

· Gift tax return, Form 709 or Form 709A

· Estate and/or trust fiduciary income tax returns, Form 1041

· Business and/or employer related returns if decedent had business interests

_____
Pay fees of appraisers, accountants, lawyers, and other professional advisors, and court costs.

Dealing with investment securities

If a person dies owning a security, it becomes part of the decedent's estate and must be either sold or transferred to the new owners: the beneficiaries (based on a will or trust) or the heirs at law (based on state laws controlling distribution).  To make the transfer official, the records of the issuer must be adjusted to show the name of the new owner.  Before it will make that transfer, the issuer (usually through a bank or other company acting as transfer agent) must ensure that the person requesting the sale or transfer is truly the new owner.  A stock power is the written instruction to the transfer agent to sell or transfer the stock.  

When an owner is deceased, a stock power must be signed by all of the necessary parties. The necessary signers will likely come from one of three groups: 1) all of the heirs or beneficiaries, 2) the trustee of the trust established by the decedent, or 3) the person appointed by the probate Court to settle the estate (an executor, administrator, or personal representative) for the estate of the decedent.  

When a living individual owns the stock, only that person can sign the stock power.  When a living trust holds the stock, only the trustee on behalf of the living trust can sign the stock power.

A bank or stockbroker must guarantee the signature with a "medallion signature guarantee."  This special kind of guarantee stamp will be provided only if all of the necessary parties sign the stock power in front of the banker or broker that will provide the guarantee. Contact the issuer to determine whether a signature guarantee is required.  The medallion signature guarantee is different from a notary public seal.  A notary's acknowledgement will not satisfy the issuer in most cases.  Issuers and brokers require the medallion signature guarantee as protection from unauthorized transfers of stocks and bonds, and to verify the identity and authority of the person signing. 

When completed, a copy of the stock power is normally transmitted to the issuer with the certificates to be transferred.  The firm designated as agent to complete the transfer will normally complete this task.  It is now common for a brokerage firm to hold stocks and bonds in its "street account" for the benefit of the owner.  If the securities are held in a street account, contact the brokerage firm to find out how to complete this form, or request their form.

Estate’s distribution and closing

_____
Distribute assets.  Property distributions are generally handled as follows:

· Specific bequests of cash and property are made to individuals and charities, including transfer of ownership of securities.

· Liquidate (i.e., sell) property as necessary.

· Establish any trusts provided in will.

· Distribute remaining assets of estate.

_____
Obtain tax clearances from appropriate government agencies.

_____
File final report. Account fully for all assets collected and expenditures made from the estate. Include accounting of all receipts, disbursements and other activities and distribute to all beneficiaries.

_____
Close estate account.  After final expenses are paid and surety bond discharge is obtained (if needed), close any remaining accounts in name of estate.  ….
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