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Get your affairs in order 
When the doctor tells you to get your affairs in order, don’t. If you couldn’t get organized 

under the best of circumstances, impending doom won’t make it easier. And don’t imagine a 
half-hearted effort helps your family. When death is imminent, anything you might attempt in a 
panic is better done by someone else once you’re gone, or at least comatose. 

If you see yourself in that scenario, this article is not for you. This article is for the planners; 
for those people whose idea of a good time includes preparing a personal financial statement on a 
Saturday night.  

To get your affairs in order, make a will, sign powers of attorney, list your assets, prepare a 
cash flow statement, and leave all where your family or agents can find them. A safe deposit box 
is a good investment. Don’t forget passwords, or, better yet, the credentials to your password 
manager. Absent passwords, throw in year-end statements for each account, for contact 
information and a semi-recent balance. 

Decedents’ estates exit probate one asset at a time, not one will at a time. The better 
organized your business, the lower the probate lawyer’s bill. The effort saves money for your 
heirs, and is an invaluable gift to a surviving spouse. 

For the selfish, consider that disability is inevitable, and that organization extends the time 
you can remain at home. The more manageable your business, the longer you can manage it. 
When you cannot manage alone, a C.P.A. or bookkeeper will be more enthused and less 
expensive if your business is tidy. Friends and family will do more for you if not confronted with 
an unholy mess. Disorganized packrats go to the nursing home first.  

For model forms, visit http://rwhpc.com/order_affairs. A balance sheet, listing debts and 
assets, is useful for financial planning, and when probating an estate. But to help friends or 
family help you, nothing beats a cash flow statement, listing utilities, out-of-pocket medical and 
prescription expenses, property and income taxes, and other essentials of independent living.  

Forms can be overwhelming, so start simple. Keep two spreadsheets, one for debts and 
assets, and a second for income and expenses. Update them every time you open the mail or pay 
a bill, and your forms will build themselves. 

We write wills and go to probate court. We offer no-obligation initial interviews for estate 
planning and administration, so it costs nothing to hear specific recommendations that suit your 
needs. Foreign nationals and international families welcome. 

Russell W. Hall, J.D., LL.M. (Tax), Board Certified–Estate Planning and Probate Law, 
Texas Board of Legal Specialization, 6750 West Loop So. Ste. 920, Bellaire, Texas 77401, 
713.662.3853, www.rwhpc.com 
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N
am

e (s)

ASSETS
Title (W

ho ow
ns this 

asset?)[1]

Rights of Survivorship 
(if m

ultiple ow
ners, do 

surviving ow
ners 

autom
atically inherit?) 

[2]

Agent (W
ho can act 

w
hen the ow

ner is 
disabled?)[3]

D
esignated Beneficiary 

(W
ho inherits w

hen the 
last ow

ner dies?)[4]
Approxim

ate Value
Com

m
ents

H
om

e

O
ther real estate

O
il, gas and other m

ineral interests

Stocks, bonds, m
utual funds and other investm

ents

Cash, CD
s, m

oney m
arket accounts ("after‐tax")

Autom
obiles, m

otorcyles, boats, trailers and other 
vehicles

Valuable collections/collectibles/heirloom
s

Retirem
ent assets, such as 401(k) plans, profit sharing 

plans, pension plans, IRAs, etc ("pre‐tax")

Life insurance  (“Approxim
ate Value” here m

eans cash 
value; note the death benefit in Com

m
ents)

Closely held business interests (describe)

O
ther m

iscellaneous assets (describe)

Total assets
‐

$                                  

[3] Don't assum
e your law

yer's pow
er of attorney w

ill be recognized by the bank or broker. Banks often require the agent be designated on the original account agreem
ent. Brokers usually perm

it an agent to be nam
ed later, but require their form

 be used. 
Before relying on a pow

er of attorney, the agent should present it to the bank or other institution and confirm
 they w

ill accept it, w
hile there is still tim

e for the ow
ner to com

plete the preferred form
.

[1] Look to the m
onthly statem

ent, or better yet, the deed, car or other title, or account agreem
ent to determ

ine the ow
ner(s). 

[2] Rights of survivorship trum
p the w

ill, m
aking these nonprobate assets. "JTW

RO
S" on a m

onthly statem
ent usually confirm

s a right of survivorship am
ong joint ow

ners. Look to the account agreem
ent to be certain. Com

plete account agreem
ents can be 

difficult to locate (because they incorporate additional term
s and definitions from

 another docum
ent), but buried in the fine print is often a right of survivorship, especially am

ong institutions that follow
 N
ew

 York law
. The effect can be to leave all to 

som
eone that w

as added as an afterthought, e.g., for disability planning.

[4] Beneficiary designations trum
p the w

ill. M
ost estate planning attorneys offer suggested beneficiary designations to coordinate these nonprobate assets w

ith the w
ill.

PERSO
N
AL BALAN

CE SH
EET
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LIABILITIES
Borrow

er(s)
Cosigner(s)

Com
m
ents

M
ortgage on hom

e
[N
am

e the lender and account num
ber]

O
ther real estate m

ortgages
[N
am

e the lender and account num
ber]

Personal debt (credit cards, car notes, etc.)
[N
am

e lender and account num
ber]

[N
am

e lender and account num
ber]

[N
am

e lender and account num
ber]

[List doctor/dentist bills]

Accrued taxes
[Incom

e tax]
[Property tax]

O
ther debts
[E.g., charitable pledge, life insurance loan, intrafam

ily loan]

Total liabilities
‐

$                                  

N
ET W

O
RTH

‐
$                                 
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N
am

e (s)

CASH
 IN

FLO
W
S

Checking
Savings

M
oney M

arket
Credit Card

Subtotal
Com

m
ents

[1]
W
ages and salaries

‐
                    

Self‐em
ploym

ent incom
e

‐
                    

Bonuses and com
m
issions

‐
                    

Pensions and annuities [2]
‐

                    
Social Security [3]

‐
                    

IRA distributions [4]
‐

                    
Pensions

‐
                    

Annuities
‐

                    
Investm

ent Incom
e

‐
                    

Interest
‐

                    
Dividends

‐
                    

Sale of securities
‐

                    
O
ther incom

e
‐

                    

Total incom
e

‐
$                  

[1] If m
anaged online, record w

ebsite, userid, and passw
ord som

ew
here. Visit Lastpass.com

 for a passw
ord m

anager.
[2] Is incom

e tax w
ithheld? How

 m
uch? W

ill estim
ated quarterly paym

ents be necessary?
[3] Are M

edicare prem
ium

s deducted or incom
e tax w

ithheld?
[4] Are m

inim
um

 required distributions required? Are they autom
atic or is a specific request necessary each year?

CASH
 O
U
TFLO

W
S

Checking
Savings

M
oney M

arket
Credit Card

Subtotal
Com

m
ents

Housing
‐

                    
Rent/m

ortgage paym
ents

‐
                    

Yard m
an

‐
                    

Cleaning lady
‐

                    
Repairs and m

aintenance
‐

                    
U
tilities

‐
                    

Alarm
‐

                    
G
as

‐
                    

Electric
‐

                    
W
ater

‐
                    

Phone
‐

                    
Cable and internet

‐
                    

Com
puter backup

‐
                    

Food
‐

                    
G
roceries

‐
                    

Dining out
‐

                    
Autos

‐
                    

PERSO
N
AL CASH

 FLO
W
 STATEM

EN
T
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Checking
Savings

M
oney M

arket
Credit Card

Subtotal
Com

m
ents

Loan
‐

                    
Registration and inspection fees

‐
                    

G
as, tires, m

aintenance
‐

                    
M
edical

‐
                    

Deductible and out‐of‐pocket
‐

                    
Prescription

‐
                    

Clothing
‐

                    
Insurance [5]

‐
                    

Auto
‐

                    
Disability

‐
                    

Long term
 care

‐
                    

Life
‐

                    
Flood

‐
                    

Hom
eow

ner's
‐

                    
M
edical

‐
                    

Prescription
‐

                    
Taxes

‐
                    

Incom
e

‐
                    

Property
‐

                    
Tax preparation fees

‐
                    

Appliances, furniture
‐

                    
Loan paym

ents
‐

                    
Purchase and repairs

‐
                    

Personal care
‐

                    
Laundry and dry cleaning

‐
                    

Cosm
etics and hair

‐
                    

Recreation
‐

                    
Entertainm

ent
‐

                    
Vacation

‐
                    

G
ifts

‐
                    

Charitable contributions
‐

                    
Cash [6]

‐
                    

Credit card paym
ents

‐
                    

Total expenses
‐

$                  

CASH
 SU

RPLU
S (O

R D
EFICIT)

‐
$                  

[6] Technically, cash isn't an expense. How
ever, this cash flow

 statem
ent is as m

uch for household m
anagem

ent as budgeting. If you pay the yard m
an and others in cash, buy groceries or m

eals 
w
ith cash, etc., it's fine to sum

m
arize  cash here rather than item

ize elsew
here.

[5] Don’t post the cost of insurance provided by em
ployer or through payroll deduction, but do identify those coverages in the com

m
ents. E.g., "$250,000 group life at w

ork" or "$10,000 death 
benefit at w

ork." 
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Passing the torch 
If you live long enough, one day you’ll discover the kids are in charge. If you don’t make it 

that far, you died, and the kids are in charge anyway.  
Either way, estate planning lightens their load and reduces the legal fees. Make a will, sign 

powers of attorney, update beneficiaries, list your assets, discuss with family. Visit 
www.rwhpc.com/order_your_affairs for suggestions and worksheets. 

These are difficult, thankless tasks. “Discuss with family” is in a category by itself. 
Otherwise rational people prefer death or natural childbirth to discussing money. If you can’t or 
shouldn’t talk money with family, ask your financial advisor. Many offer resources for talking 
with loved ones, and alternatives when they can’t handle the responsibility. 

If you are an adult child, visit www.davidsolie.com/ about starting the conversation. The 
“When the Bottom Falls Out Mind Map” is priceless. 

In a perfect world, you never lose your mind, and the kids are grateful to help. As age robs 
you of endurance, but before a crisis, the kids start reading your leftover mail. Once a week is 
enough. You’re still in charge, and they’re not doing anything, just reading. But they start 
posting your assets to a balance sheet, and your income and expenses to a cash flow statement. 
It’s slow going. Some statements are quarterly. Others, like insurance summaries, come just once 
a year. It’s a couple of years before they can get through the mail without surprises. 

At some point you send your powers of attorney to each bank and broker, and confirm they 
work. Account by account, the kids are confirmed as agents. You’re still in charge, but when you 
have questions now, you ask the kids first. 

They set up a password manager for you. The kids can see your utilities, your prescription 
drugs, even your bank accounts. Did that insurance check clear? The kids know before you do. 

You stop preparing your own taxes and get a CPA. The kids scanned your 1099s, and 
compile your tax information. You still review and sign your return, but it’s nice having help. 

You have a couple of financial advisors, but they don’t talk. The kids organize long overdue 
meetings with each one. 

You go to the hospital one day. You survive, but go to skilled nursing instead of home. When 
the first bill arrives, the kids pay it with your money rather than theirs.  

You weren’t prepared for this day, but they were. Congratulations, you passed the torch. 
We write wills and go to probate court. We offer no-obligation initial interviews for estate 

planning and administration, so it costs nothing to hear specific recommendations that suit your 
needs. Foreign nationals and international families welcome. 

Russell W. Hall, J.D., LL.M. (Tax), Board Certified–Estate Planning and Probate Law, 
Texas Board of Legal Specialization, 6750 West Loop So. Ste. 920, Bellaire, Texas 77401, 
713.662.3853, www.rwhpc.com 
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Checklist for Family Caregivers 
I love the AARP’s Sally Balch Hurme, and now she knows it.  Together with the American 

Bar Association, she has published three checklists, one for estate planning, a second for probate, 
and now a third one for caregiving.  

When the bottom falls out and you have to pick up the pieces for someone else, reach for her 
latest book, the Checklist for Family Caregivers: A Guide to Making It Manageable. Like the 
first two books, each chapter leads with to-do’s, explains what they mean, and ends with 
checklists to complete.  

The forms are available for free at www.ambar.org/caregivers. Buy the book. For $17, Aunt 
Sally shares helpful hints your lawyer never knew, or that are expensive to learn on your own. 
Thought Mom needed a CPA? Maybe a daily money manager is a better fit (www.aadmm.com). 
Not sure how to manage money yourself? Aunt Sally suggests 
www.consumerfinance.gov/blog/managing-someone-elses-money/. Hiring a sitter for Mom? 
Reach chapter 6, Deciphering Contracts.  

Chapter 4, Making Decisions for Someone Else, is worth a semester of law school. Maybe 
two. Aunt Sally explains what it means to be an agent, a trustee, a representative payee, and a 
guardian, and does it well enough that lawyers and clients should take turns reading the chapter 
out loud to each other. 

This one humbled me as I read it: you can’t get a power of attorney over someone; it has to 
be given to you. The agent doesn’t take over and make decisions for the principal. The agent 
makes sure the principal’s decisions are accomplished. In other words, if you have Mom’s power 
of attorney, you are her servant, not her master.  

Checklists are not enough, and Aunt Sally knows it. She suggests www.guardianship.org for 
standards of practice that are as helpful to the amateur as the professional. When Dad falls in 
your lap, are you supposed to balance his checkbook or rebalance his portfolio first? Even if you 
are not a guardian, knowing where they start and what they do gives you something concrete to 
discuss with Dad and the rest of the family. 

The references in the Checklist for Family Caregivers are golden, but How to Care for Your 
Aging Parents, by Virginia Morris, makes a nice companion title, especially when you’re tired of 
homework and just want an answer. Morris shares everything she knows; Balche Hurme 
highlights the shorter list of things every caregiver should know. 

We write wills and go to probate court. We offer no-obligation initial interviews for estate 
planning and administration, so it costs nothing to hear specific recommendations that suit your 
needs. Foreign nationals and international families welcome. 

Russell W. Hall, J.D., LL.M. (Tax), Board Certified–Estate Planning and Probate Law, 
Texas Board of Legal Specialization, 6750 West Loop So. Ste. 920, Bellaire, Texas 77401, 
713.662.3853, www.rwhpc.com 
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