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Dear Reader,
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Pam

Hi! Im so glad that you found this book and beyond grateful that, once you did find it, you decided to pick it up and give it a read. I genuinely hope you find it worth your time.

I was inspired to write this book after my husband died from brain cancer. I was truly baffled by the challenges I faced as a new widow, even though we had the resources, the time to plan after Jons diagnosis, and his experience as a successful financial planner. During one of my many emotional meltdowns, I vividly remember shouting, How do people do this when they have no heads up? How do they do it with none of the resources Ive had? How do they do it when their heart is broken, and they can barely get out of bed? HOW?? HOW?? HOW??

Those who know me know that I dont shy away from a challenge. In fact, I tend to lean into them in an almost obsessive way, which is what I did with this. I couldnt stop thinking about how to make this whole death thing easier for the masses to manage and, ultimately, decided that writing a book would be the best way to do that.

There were a couple of problems with my plan, however. First of all, Im not a writer. Second of all, no one really likes to talk about death and dying, and they sure as shit dont want to read about it. The third problem: Most people also dont like to read about finances and all of the boring topics surrounding finances. After Jon died, I read so many books on finance stuff because I was sure that someone out there was going to try and pull a fast one on me. I hated all of them and found them extremely difficult to digest because, as I just mentioned, they were all boring AF. And finally, sure, Ive now been through the process, so I have personal experience, but I am in no way an expert in this field. Minor details

In the next wave of obsessively coming up with a plan of action, I worked my way through each of these issues. Okay, so Im not a writer, but I can tell a good story, so I decided to focus on that the storytelling. Problem number one solved.

Problems two and three were a little trickier. I knew that it would be very unlikely to make death, dying, and finances a titillating topic, but I could craft the storytelling to at least make them a lot less scary and maybe even less boringespecially if I could make it more aesthetically pleasing to the eye (this is where Sydneys artistic talent comes into playthank you, Sydney!). I also realized that I would have to make the solid point that everyone, literally everyone, would benefit from implementing the strategies throughout this book before their person dies instead of being forced to do their reckoning while also grieving. Hopefully, along the way, that was also accomplished.

As for problem number four? Well, that was the easiest problem to solve. Sometimes, its not what you know but who you know, and I happen to know some very top-notch experts in the field of finance, and one of my favorites is my nephew, Cameron. I shared my book idea with Cameron, and thankfully, he was immediately on board with joining my efforts to turn my thoughts and our experiences into a book that would help the masses in an easy-to-follow, step-by-step guide to getting all those ducks in a row when your mind is clear, your energy is high, and your heart isnt shattered into a million pieces.

Our goal for you, Dear Reader, is for you to read this book in any order that works for you. Take your time. Digest the information as quickly or as slowly as you need to, but start implementing the strategies now. It will take a while for all of the action items to be completed and fully optimized for your own personal circumstancesbut dont put it off. I know, I know, it feels like you have all the time in the world, but take a look around. Chances are, you already know someone (or many someones) who has suddenly lost a person that they are financially connected to (spouse, partner, parent, child, business partneryou get the picture). As much as we avoid talking about death, it is truly the one thing in this life that is inevitable and will happen to every single one of us, so do yourself a favor and GO GET IT DONE! And always remember you now have me and Cameron with you every step of the way.





CHAPTER 1
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How Did We
Get Here?
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Pam

On November 12th, 2021, I lost my husband to glioblastoma. Jon and I had been married for 24 years but were together for 32 years after meeting my freshman year in college. Jon was a financial advisor and owned his own company. He was really good at his job, and because of that, he built a very successful practice.

When he was diagnosed with cancer in October of 2018, it was a huge shock to the entire family. Jon was extremely healthy and did everything right, so it didnt make sense that he would get this brutal disease. Does it ever make sense, though? No matter how healthy or unhealthy a person seems or if theyve done all the right things or lived a lifetime of bad habits, its shocking to get a cancer diagnosisand it definitely was for us.

Jon was one of the top financial advisors in the country and had helped thousands of people plan for a similar scenario. His diagnosis gave him very little chance of survival, and though we knew the end would come sooner than we expected, we had time to prepare. Jon was given 12 to 14 months to live, and he worked his ass off to beat his death sentence. In the end, he beat the odds and lived just over three years after diagnosis, and, for most of those years, he maintained a pretty decent quality of life.

Whats crazy is that Jon was a financial planner, so we had time to plan for his death and had a whole team in place, including a lawyer, an accountant, and an entire staff to help us prepare. We were both well-educated and connected people, but despite all of that, my transition to widowhood was extremely difficultand not just emotionally. Dont get me wrong, it was also challenging emotionally, but it was surprisingly complicated in every other business sense.

It got me thinking that if the legalities of transitioning to life after someone close to you dies was so difficult for me, with all the resources and time I had to plan, then how does someone whose husband dies unexpectedly with no plan in place handle it? What about the guy whose wife dies in a car accident? What about the adult children of the aging? How do they handle all of those crazy little details that make life so damn difficult when the person you love dies?

What makes it even more difficult is that people are so uncomfortable talking about death. In fact, we are so uncomfortable thinking about losing the people we love that we put it off until we cant put it off any longer. What sucks about that is the fact that, by waiting until your person dies, you are trying to deal with all of the legal aspects of death while also mourning their loss. Its an impossible situation, to be honest.

There were so many questions I never thought to ask before Jon died. There were so many things that he didnt think of to make life easier for me once he died. Everyone dies at some point; we just dont know until we know. Thats kind of the point of this whole book, and Im hoping that it will serve as a resource so you can get your ducks in a row before you, or someone close to you, passes away. If youre already in a situation where youve lost someone recently, this will also serve as a great resource so you dont have to figure things out all on your own while trying to navigate this new stage of life.

I encourage you to think of this book as a blueprint for your dream home. Each chapter will cover a specific important topic, or room. As you work through each chapter, the rooms of your ideal plan will start to be built around you. Just like when building a home, some aspects will take more time and energy (and potentially more frustration) to complete. By staying consistent and diligent until the end, you will be able to see your dream home come to fruition.

Jon and I have had a safe in our room for many years. For some reason, Ive never been able to get into it. The dial of the safe seems counterintuitive, and it requires a key to be inserted simultaneously, so it always led to significant frustration whenever I tried to get in. After a few failed attempts, I stopped trying and always relied on Jon to open it. He told me time and time again that I needed to figure it out because one day I would need to open it and he wouldnt be there to help me. As much as I hate to admit when Jon was right, he was 100% right with this. That day came long before I thought it would.

After Jon passed away, I was on a mad hunt for our will, and guess what? First of all, I couldnt find the key, and second of all, no matter how hard I tried, I couldnt get into the effing safe! Talk about adding salt to the wound! Here I was in full-fledged mourning mode, trying to piece my life together, and all I could think was, Well, damn. He was right again. So, take it from me and ask yourself this very important question: Wheres the key to the safe?

[image: ]

Cam

My mom and Pam are sisters and very close. My sister and I were raised going to Pam and Jons house almost daily and spent summers at the lake with them and my cousins. Jon was a father figure, and I always admired the life he built for himself. I knew that I wanted to follow in his footsteps when I entered college, but my goal of working for him was disrupted at the beginning of my senior year at the University of Georgia when I learned of Jons diagnosis.

Our family circled the wagons, and Jon fought a hard battle he ultimately lost. During this time, I started working at his company, got my CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER (CFP) certification, and began moving up the ranks. Working there made his death a lot harder due to the daily reminder of his passing, the daily questions and condolences from the staff and clients, the unknowns about what would happen to the company, and the responsibility that fell partly on me to keep everything progressing for the successful sale of the business.

There was also Pam, who was very scared for her financial future. She needed to get comfortable with her new reality of not having a household income on top of losing her husband, while also completing all the necessary work that comes along with the passing of someone.

The two to three years following Jons death were the most stressful time of my life. Thankfully, Jon taught me a lot during my lifetime and helped to prepare me for this challenge. I will always be grateful for his parting gift: the realization of how imperative it is to have a solid financial and estate plan in place.

The idea for this book spawned from the many moments Pam and I shared scratching our heads and saying, Why didnt we think of doing this while Jon was alive? With the team we had in place, Jons background as a CFP professional, and the ample time we had to prepare, it was baffling at the amount of stuff we missed and had to figure out after his passing. This left us wondering how in the world a surviving spouse, friend, or family member manages to pick up the pieces if their loved one passes away unexpectedly, or without a proper estate plan or team in place while continuing to take care of children, get out of bed and go to work every day, and continue completing lifes daily tasks to keep their own life in orderall while grieving. We were fortunate that, as a wealth advisor, I had the experience and resources at my disposal to help Pam through this process as efficiently as possible. However, this is not to say this was an easy undertaking, and we were humbled more than a few times by our lack of preparedness.

This book is not only a guide on how not to leave a mess behind after you die, but also serves as a cautionary tale of everything that can go wrong if you do not take the time to establish a proper plan before it is too late. We hope the information presented gives you the firepower to get your aging parent, friend, spouse, yourself, or whoever you know who may be delaying their estate planning to realize the problems that will arise for those left behind if they do not act now. Planning for life after a death is not only about creating a will and other documents. You need to be financially literate to understand how and why your choices today will impact you or your loved ones in the future.

Every dream home needs a good foundation, and our goal is for you to have a solid financial foundation after reading this book. Because of that, I will also cover many topics to give you a crash course in financial planning. This should give you the confidence to speak with insurance agents, financial advisors, tax professionals, or whoever else is necessary to get your finances in order.

If you have questions after reading the following information or need help determining where to start, we would love to connect and point you in the right direction. The topics covered in this book are what I work on daily with my clients. Pam and I have created an email helpline you can access: contact@lastinglegacyconsulting.com. Additionally, if you or someone you know is widowed, Pam has also created a fabulous social group called Widows Who Wine and launched an app with the same name in 2024 for widows across the country to meet and form their own local chapters. For additional information, you can reach out to the email address above. Our goal is to be a resource, prevent others from experiencing the same hardships we endured after Jons passing, and try to create something joyous from the worst experiences of our lives.





CHAPTER 2
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The Bare Minimum
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Pam

In this chapter, we wanted to cover essential documents and the benefits of having a team in place before you or your person passes away. That person could be a spouse, parent, adult, or even a younger child. This is truly intended to make it easier for those left behind because they are, understandably, processing their own emotions and likely trying to manage the emotions of others within the family.

[image: ]

I have been very fortunate to be a stay-at-home mom with my four children since the very first day that my oldest son, Gavin, was born. My husband Jon became a financial planner shortly after graduating college and was a hustler in all the best ways. A hustler can get a bad reputation because it leaves a shady connotation, but he was a hustler in the sense that he wasnt afraid to ask anyone to meet with them or to talk about building their financial future. He would stop people everywhere we went, whether it was on an elevator, while at the grocery store, or even shopping at Target. Quite frankly, I found it rather embarrassing at the time because I didnt appreciate the hustle. Still, I certainly appreciate all the effort he put into building the kind of life that allowed us to live comfortably as a family. That all being said, Im the first to point out that I am NOT a numbers person, and despite Jons best efforts to keep me engaged in the state of our financial being, I would literally get glassy-eyed and zone out every time he tried to go over our portfolio with me. While he thought that it was imperative for me to be fully informed about all things financial with our family, I felt like, Hey this is his profession. Why do I need to spend my time doing this when I have him to do it for me?

For the record, I would strongly discourage this approach. Had I known then what I know now, I would have paid much closer attention because I never expected that we would fulfill until death do us part quite so early in the game. I think its safe to say that none of us really do.

In October of 2018, a golf ball-sized tumor was discovered in Jons right frontal lobe after suffering for a couple of weeks with pretty tremendous headaches. We had exactly eight days to get our shit together before undergoing brain surgery in an attempt to remove the tumor and determine the cause. Jon was a very healthy person and lived a very clean lifestyle, so the prospect of having brain cancer seemed completely unfathomable.

We both felt an extreme sense of urgency to get our affairs in order, especially given that he was a very successful financial planner and I am an extreme planner by nature. This was no small task, given our circumstances. We have four children, two of whom have cystic fibrosis



























	Probate
	Probate is the process of disseminating your estate to your beneficiaries. Your will is reviewed by a court, and your assets are transferred to your beneficiaries accordingly. If there is any ambiguity or assets left with no named beneficiary, a judge will make the final decision as to who will receive your assets. Probate is public, lengthy, and potentially costly. Since probate is public, anyone has access to court records and could stake claim to your estate. If you have family members that you intend to disinherit, you need to make as many of your assets pass to beneficiaries outside of probate. The more assets that need to be probated (i.e., bank accounts, investment accounts, real estate), the longer the process will be. This could deny your beneficiaries from their assets for a considerable amount of time and cause them to spend more money on attorneys and court fees.



	Will
	Most people know what a will is from a young age. However, many do not know what the purpose of the will is. A will directs your assets that either have no beneficiaries or assets that you are not able to name beneficiaries for through the probate process. Common items that pass through your will are cars and other tangible assets. Your will serves as a road map for a judge and/or attorney and dictates who should get your assets and belongings once you have passed away. In a good estate plan, your will should pass as few assets as possible to your beneficiaries in order to minimize the probate process.



	Executor/Executrix
	Your executor will settle your estate once you pass away. This can be a significant undertaking, and you will want to ensure whomever you name is up to the challenge. Executors will be responsible for initiating the probate process, distributing assets to beneficiaries, making funeral arrangements, closing accounts, and many more tasks. Your executor will use your will as guidance during this process, but it is essential to communicate with your executor prior to your passing so that they follow your wishes as closely as possible. You will generally name a successor executor as well if your executor cannot or does not wish to fulfill their duties. There is also the option to name a corporate executor, such as a bank. This would reduce the burden on friends or family when you pass but can be costly. Additionally, a corporate executor will follow your will word for word to avoid liability, whereas a friend or family member may act more in line with your ultimate wishes.



	Trust
	A trust is a more advanced planning tool that moves assets from your estate into the trust and bypasses the probate process. A trust can give you the power to direct how your assets are used from the grave. There are multiple types of trusts that serve too many functions to properly explore in this book. Most estate plans do not require a trust, and trusts cost more to create than your typical estate planning documents. Be sure you know how the trust works and its purpose before establishing one. Many attorneys will recommend a trust to clients without explaining the purpose of the trust or how to use it, causing the trust to go unfunded or be misused. If you are working with a financial advisor, explain your estate planning goals and ask their opinion on whether you need a trust.



	Beneficiary Designations
	Beneficiary designations are used to transfer assets to beneficiaries outside of your will or probate. Common accounts you can add beneficiary designations to are retirement accounts such as an IRA or 401k and life insurance contracts. The benefit of using beneficiary designations rather than leaving these assets to your estate is they are distributed much faster. Your beneficiary will need to provide a death certificate and complete some paperwork to receive the asset rather than having to wait until it is probated. Remember that beneficiary designations always trump your will. If you do not have beneficiaries in mind, you can also name a charity as a beneficiary. Just like your estate plan, beneficiary designations can always be changed later. You will also be able to name contingent beneficiaries if your primary beneficiaries predecease you.



	TOD/POD
	A transfer on death (TOD) and a payable on death (POD) are designations used for accounts without beneficiary designations. These typically include bank accounts and taxable and joint brokerage accounts. Just like with beneficiary designations, your heirs will be able to access these accounts much faster after your passing if you add TOD or POD designations. You can also name contingent heirs. Accounts with a TOD or POD designation will bypass your will.



	Agent
	An agent, in terms of our discussion, is an individual you have granted certain powers under certain circumstances. These powers are usually granted from a power of attorney, which begins when you are incapacitated and ends at the time of your death.














	Financial Power of Attorney
	A power of attorney for finance (POA) is a document that names an agent and gives that agent the right to interact with financial institutions on your behalf. This is an essential piece of any estate plan because it allows your agent to access your bank account, pay your bills, access investments, or any other financial need you may have if you are incapacitated. This document expires at the time of your death, and the powers granted are then transferred to the executor of your estate.



	Medical Power of Attorney
	Just like a POA for finance, a medical POA names an agent. This agents powers allow them to talk with doctors and make medical decisions on your behalf. If you are married, having powers of attorney in place is still critical. There are many famous cases of spouses of an incapacitated person battling the persons parents or children in court over who can make medical and financial decisions. A doctors duty is to preserve life, and their decisions may be in direct opposition to your choice if you were able to communicate. Your medical POA is in place to make sure your wishes are honored. Over communicate your wishes to your POA and reduce the number of decisions they will need to make in the event you are incapacitated.



	Advanced Medical Directive
	Your advanced medical directive consists of multiple documents, including your medical POA. Most commonly, it will also contain a living will and a do-not-resuscitate order (DNR). A living will outlines medical treatments and services you would or would not like to receive if you cannot communicate these decisions for yourself. You can also outline conditions in which you would or would not like medical intervention. You want to be as specific as possible to avoid your medical POA from having to make difficult decisions on when to pull the plug.

For example: I would like artificial nutrition and hydration only if I am able to recover and independently perform 5 out of 6 activities of daily living (bathing, eating, dressing, mobility, transferring, toileting).

A DNR outlines when you would or would not like to be resuscitated in the event your heart stops beating. Just like your living will, be hyper-specific about when you would or would not want to be resuscitated. Your POA will use these documents as a guide, so make sure they are clear and that you effectively communicate your wishes to your POA.



	HIPAA Release Form
	A HIPAA Release Form allows the release of medical information to whomever you name in the form. This becomes important in the event you are incapacitated and family or friends need information on your condition. You can set this up for whomever you want, but be sure to include your medical POA. This power can be changed or revoked at any time if you wish.



	Guardian
	A guardian is an individual named to care for dependents and/or pets. This is a massive undertaking, so you will want to make sure you talk with the potential guardian prior to naming them.









	I dont know where to start. If you do not know where to start, begin with a document you think will be the easiest to complete. If you know your sister is very trustworthy and makes sound financial decisions, she would probably be someone you would want to name as a financial power of attorney, and you can start drafting that document now. If you are working with a financial advisor, get their opinion and request a referral for an online software or attorney.

	What if I havent thought of everything? A good estate planning attorney and most online estate planning software will lead you through a series of questions when drafting these documents. You can always update your plan later if you want to make changes or additions.

	I do not know who I would pick as ____. Or, Who I want to leave my ____ to. Work on an estate plan in small increments. Instead of drafting an entire will in one sitting, pause and come back. For more difficult decisions like who to name as guardians for children and/or pets, this may require deeper conversations with your spouse and/or family and friends.

	I feel guilty not choosing ____ as my ___. You can select different people for the different roles that need to be played. Do not burden yourself with guilt when selecting agents and/or guardians. Everyone is good at different things, and you want to select the people that you think will do the best job in that particular role.

	If you are someone who needs a push, meet with an estate planning attorney. A good estate planning attorney will ask you questions and keep the process moving. Think of them as a personal trainer at the gym. Instead of making your body stronger, you are making your beneficiaries lives easier.

	If you are struggling to get someone else to complete their estate planning documents, do not lead with emotionally charged questions like, Dont you care about us? This usually creates conflict and only sours the process for that person even more. Instead, ask questions like Who do you admire for their financial knowledge and/or decisions? and Who do you think knows you the best? Such questions can lead the person to develop names for their POAs and be more likely to complete those documents. Questions like these can help you as well if you are stuck.











	Failing to implement a proper estate plan will create an emotional and financial burden for whoever you leave behind.

	This chapter highlights the bare minimum of documents needed for a complete estate plan, and you should seek advice on whether a more specialized plan is necessary for your situation.

	If you are still trying to figure out where to begin, start with the document or decision that is easiest for you to complete. Seek professional help if you are taking too long to complete your plan.

	If you are struggling with getting a loved one to complete their estate plan, ask thought-provoking questions rather than emotionally charged ones and complete elements of their estate plan in more miniature stages.






	What would happen if I got in a car accident and was incapacitated today?

	What would happen if I got in a car accident and passed away today?

	How would my incapacitation and/or death affect those financially tied to me or responsible for my estate?





	Identify which estate planning documents you have in place, which need to be updated, and which must be drafted.

	Establish a timeline and plan for how and when you will complete updating and drafting these documents.

	Establish a timeline to communicate your estate plan to your friends and family members who will play a role in your estate plan.
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