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Introduction
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This practical book is intended for anyone who has recently been bereaved and believes that he or she will assume  responsibility for managing an estate with a large digital legacy. Unfortunately, one of the lingering effects of the covid-19 epidemic was the work-from-home movement  and resulting changes in staffing in government and financial institutions that affect estates. Many additional difficulties have arisen because changing work environments have been coupled with many efforts to change administrative processes to ones that are primarily online. Learning how to navigate these complexities is especially relevant in the primary focus of this book — how to create and manage a n estate if these are few or no actual paper records. 

The discussion here is based on my own experiences when my son died of the Covid-19 virus during the height of that epidemic. I believed that the estate had significant value at the time of death and required reestablishing multiple revenue streams for potential future digital business earnings.

I knew nothing about the banks that he used or any brokerage or investment account that he may have had. There were no paper records at all, and this lack caused enormous problems when it came to managing his estate.

The practical advice given here is especially relevant in the changed world in which most financial dealings are best done remotely using phones and computers. In fact, with long-term changes in many financial industries, performing many of the duties of an estate administrator can be done only remotely because of reduced office staffs in many financial and government offices. There simply isn't much of a paper trail in many cases, and there may not even be a paper trail at all. Even if there is a paper trail, you probably can’t do much of the estate’s business via snail mail or in person. Physical property, including a house or its contents, perhaps, but not much of the deceased’s digital life.

Here's why. You'll recall that enormous societal changes occurred during that epidemic. Many schools went to remote learning, either partially or totally.  The effects of that seismic change which no one in the education field had planned for, are showing up now in the form of lower skill levels of students. With many school age children now at home during the day, many parents did not go to their normal workplace, even if their workplace was open. Some workers in some types of businesses were able to, and often required to, work from home. The demand for telemedicine services greatly increased.

For a time, the US Post Office had great difficulty providing reliable mail service, due to staffing changes, reorganization, and many other issues. Wearing masks all day was extremely tiring, especially for workers who needed to wear them all day. Mail delivery still seems very slow.

Since many workers who had gone to workplaces previously were now working at home, companies that once ran restaurants and hotels now had few, if any, customers. Office buildings were essentially vacant. Many businesses closed.

Other companies recognized the opportunity to go digital. Banks that had served a large number of office workers who had been walk-in customers during the day closed many of their branches in some areas. Brokerages did the same. Government services often were provided by workers who could do their jobs remotely from home could now do so, provided that they had reliable access to necessary data and a good internet connection. The same trend of moving to remote service remains true for many jobs in the private sector, especially those in the financial industry.

The only guidance I had in handling my son's estate was a remembered conversation when his mother and I  asked what he wanted done with his online businesses in case of unexpected death and he said that everything will go to his minor daughter. He was divorced and his ex-wife had remarried since. I knew it was my responsibility to make sure his wishes were carried out. Fortunately, my ex-daughter-in-law and I were on very good terms so that she was able to take both the initial and the yearly distributions that I would make from the estate and put them to good use in my granddaughter's education and for other needs..

I knew that my son had been both an author of ebooks and also an ebook publisher. I knew he had been to China and to several international book fairs where he had arranged with both authors and publishers to publish their books. I did not know any details about his specific arrangements with any publishers.

This book describes my journey to make this financial analysis and reconstruction of businesses happen. It is presented in roughly the order of what I had done and the many things that had to be done, with some differences when hindsight makes it clear that I should have done some things differently. (There is one exception to this. One of the first steps in managing any deceased person's estate is obtaining an official death certificate. I have placed the discussion of that issue at the end of the narrative, because it was an extremely complicated process due to Covid and still is extremely painful for anyone to read.)

There were successes and failures. One of the most helpful accomplishments was being able to see all the files on his two computers, even without knowing the passwords. A custodial estate account was set up for the benefit of my minor granddaughter. The companies that our son had been receiving payments from were contacted and revenue streams were sent to the appropriate custodial account. Bank accounts, stockbrokerage accounts, IRAs, Treasury bills, and the like were found and sent to  the right places. Most, but not all, of the business income earned after his death, was  able to be transferred to the custodial account for his daughter. Other moneys, including a larger than expected refund from an insurance company were found using a state website devoted to handling unclaimed money deposited into the estate account.

The failures were all caused by the same problem —the restrictive privacy policies of most tech companies, including many telecom companies. Due to recent policy changes, there are now ways to get at least some access to a deceased person’s online data. We discuss such methods in a chapter near the end of this book as well as ways that readers of this book can arrange for access to their affairs in the event of an untimely death..
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As with most things in life, solving a complicated problem required some help. My wife, daughter, son-in-law, and ex-daughter-in-law were all extremely helpful. We used the offices of the same attorney who had created our will to explain the processes involved, create the estate, and handle some of the correspondence. She and her staff solved many problems. There were many helpful conversations with bereavement sections of multiple banks and companies. I also had help from several state and government offices. Some personnel at tech companies provided assistance, even though they could not provide access to accounts due to privacy policies.
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About me: I was retired, so had the time to navigate phone trees to seek out essential helpful personnel at multiple organizations.

The last twenty-five years of my career were spent as a Professor of Computer Science, with nine of those years as a department Chair. So, even though I have been retired since 2010, I know a lot about computers. I had even written a book on data recovery.

This level of computer knowledge shouldn't scare you, however. There are only two paragraphs in this entire book that describe anything that a person who uses the Internet, email, and how to create a file and write a message using something like Microsoft Word or create an Excel spreadsheet would not be able to do. These two paragraphs are written at the level of a brief article or  technical advice column that might appear in a newspaper or online news feed.

I learned a lot of things during the process of recreating this estate and have included information on all of them here. I hope this book helps you deal with such an unpleasant task. Be sure to use the contact information and website information given in the References chapter.
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This book is available in both electronic and print formats.
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First Steps
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My wife and I were among the first people to learn of our son's death during the Covid-19 epidemic. We were notified that he had died when two officers of the Baltimore City Police Department came to our house late one night and told us. The officers had been asked to investigate by neighbors because there was a box of Chewy dog food that had been left on the steps for several days. The officers were highly professional and tried to console us appropriately. They provided us with a business card that had contact information for the lead officer, the Chief Medical Examiner, and for a company that specialized in doing  Covid-19 bioremediation.

We notified our daughter about her brother's death that night. The next day we contacted our ex-daughter-in-law about the death and told her that, with her permission, we would handle things for a while. She would handle the possibility of telling her daughter. I was the only one who would be allowed to have any access to our deceased son's house until after I had met with the bioremediation company technician, the bioremediation was completed, and the house was considered to be safe.

Early the next morning, we contacted the bioremediation company and we arranged for a team that they sent over to our son's house a few hours later. Our always helpful son-in-law came over to help, providing some sealable plastic boxes that he thought I would need.

The lead bioremediation technician took us through the process and I signed some paperwork. There was  homeowners insurance on the contents of the house and we were told what to say when I talked to the insurance company. The technician had made a rough estimate of the interior dimensions of the corner Baltimore City townhouse. Then the technician donned a hazmat suit and went inside to do an initial inventory. The bioremediation protocols required discarding the hazmat suit and putting on a new one every two hours.

I let the bioremediation technician into the house and awaited his report. As my son-in-law and I waited outside, many of my son's friends and neighbors came by and told us lovely stories of their interactions. I gave the unopened carton of Chewy dog food that had been left on the front steps to a friendly dog owner.
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