WHAT OTHERS ARE SAYING ABOUT LOSS OF A PARENT PRACTICAL 500+ RESOURCE GUIDE (A.K.A MOM MINUS DAD...)
Finalist in the Foreword Magazine’s Book of the Year Awards
—Foreword Magazine
Honorable Mention for Non-Fiction in the Writer’s Digest Magazine’s 16th Annual 2008 International Self-Publishing Awards
—Writer’s Digest Magazine
“For caregivers of ill or aging parents; compassionate, concise and packed with resources and advice.”
—National Funeral Directors Association
“…Written with care and concern, Mom Minus Dad, offers consolation through the lens of personal experience.”
—Rehab and Community Care Medicine Magazine; Toronto, Canada
“…Mom Minus Dad is filled with more than 500 Web sites, companies, government resources, U.S. laws, books and nonprofit organizations to assist adult children with a newly widowed parent.”
—Southern Seasons Magazine
“…Grief and loss resources for these sons and daughters are everywhere, but no one - until now, that is - has compiled the more than five hundred resources to assist adults with a newly widowed parent in one place.”
—Atlanta Hospital News
“Mom Minus Dad is a good, steady companion for anyone facing the inevitable life transition of the death of a parent and the ensuing grief….I enthusiastically recommend this book to anyone coping with or anticipating the death of a parent.”
—Jeffrey Brantley MD, director of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Program at Duke Integrative Medicine and author of Calming Your Anxious Mind, and coauthor of the Five Good Minutes book series
“Mom Minus Dad would have been so helpful to me when I lost my own dad so many years ago---unfortunately, it hadn't been written yet. I want to applaud the author for doing such in depth research. She also demonstrates an understanding, both personally and professionally, of what the adult child is experiencing and challenged by in caring for a widowed parent….It will also prove to be a valuable resource for professionals (clergy, counselors, therapists, etc) and one they will want to keep on their shelves.”
—Pamela D. Blair, Co-Author I Wasn't Ready to Say Goodbye: Surviving, Coping and Healing After the Sudden Death of a Loved One
“Mom Minus Dad is a treasure trove of resources for coping with the challenging transition after the loss of a parent. The author writes with compassion and wisdom as she shares her personal experience and practical suggestions, making this book both enjoyable to read and very workable in its application. I've been recommending it to my clients and highly recommend it to anyone who has just lost a parent.”
—Alexandra Kennedy, author of Losing a Parent
“…It’s like sitting down over the kitchen table with a good friend who, through the lens of her own personal experience, acts like a mentor, guide, and soft shoulder to lean on. Rich with resources and packed with very practical and “doable” suggestions. A “must-have” for anyone who has suffered the loss of a parent. Our firm will be recommending the book to our own clients.”
—Gene Osofsky, Elder Law Attorney, San Francisco Bay Area
“… Mom Minus Dad contains an impressive 113 pages of resources covering almost every topic a child might encounter while helping a grieving parent, including low-cost airfares available to the bereaved, food delivery services, state-by-state bereavement support groups, bookkeepers, moving companies, online communities, and legal issues.”
—Elderlawanswers.com
“This is the most incredible resource I have ever seen—prepared with such care and concern, as well as always-needed humor and reassurance. Ms. Haverkampf not only shares from her own experience but also has organized exhaustive research, which will make your journey much easier!”
—Lulu Orr, executive director, Good Grief Center for Bereavement Support
“…Pastor’s and Stephen’s Ministers may find these books to be useful resources for sharing with those who suddenly find themselves caring for a parent. Let us not forget that the Fifth Commandments is “Honor your father and mother.”"
— Rev. Chris Barbieri writing for the Wesleyan Christian Advocate Newspaper
“… In between her own story of losing a father, the author proves solid resources available to make things easier for the rest of us. The hours she and her sister spent researching the internet for their mother is now in one informative book.”
—Fresno Bee’s CentralValleyMoms.com
“…Mom Minus Dad is indeed an essential resource guide for every adult child who helps a surviving parent navigate the maze of practical responsibilities before or after a loved one’s death…”
—Yvette Colón, PhD, MSW, Director of Education and Internet Services, The American Pain Foundation
“Mom Minus Dad is like having a best friend to guide you through one of the toughest times of your life. Compassionate, concise, and packed with resources and the advice you need just when you need it most. A must read for caregivers of ill or aging parents.”
—Sheila Warnock, founder and president, SharetheCaregiving, Inc. Coauthor, Share the Care, How to Organize a Group to Care for Someone Who Is Seriously Ill
“…Mom Minus Dad provides a real service to anyone facing the death of a loved one. No one in our culture wants to discuss death and its surrounding grief and responsibilities. Jamieson not only provides an encyclopedic guide to resources and information but also shares her own personal struggle with her father’s death. By sharing the experiences she, her mother, and sister endured, she will make the journey for others less difficult.”
—Carolyn Newton Curry PhD, founder and director, Women Alone Together®
“Jamieson and her family have lived the nightmare that keeps the rest of us awake at night— just thinking about the journey ahead….Mom Minus Dad acts as the travel guide for adult children and aging parents to follow as they face the inevitable end-of-life issues. On the road map, Jamieson has posted warning signs based upon personal experience to keep you on the right track, and she offers pot-hole-free roads to follow with her extensive resource listing. This is a must-have resource book for all families.”
—Jeanne K. Smith, estate organization expert Founder of Exit Stage Right®
“A widowed person’s emotional and physical health, as well as that of his or her adult children, is often overlooked. Paperwork, legal confusion, and stressful family dynamics delay the grieving process, leaving everyone exhausted and struggling to cope.Mom Minus Dad hopes to keep this from happening. This book contains the levelheaded advice and essential resources adults need to navigate such a difficult time…”
—Ladieswholaunch.com
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jamieson Haverkampf knows the frustrations, struggles and successes of caregiving for ill, aging, and dying parents first hand. In her early thirties, Ms. Haverkampf and her sister supported and advised their 61-year-old father with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma through eleven months of chemotherapy, radiation, a stem cell transplant and a clinical trial at M.D. Anderson Cancer Hospital. After their father’s death in 2001, Ms. Haverkampf and her sister shifted gears to assist their fifty-six-year-old mother through the heart-wrenching and decision-loaded journey of unexpected widowhood.
Along her caregiving journey, Ms. Haverkampf hunted for books with resources and advice to help her navigate her new role as a “surrogate spouse” of a newly widowed parent. Additionally, Ms. Haverkampf needed tools to balance her own life with changing family dynamics and new responsibilities. She found many books about bereavement, grief, and loss written to counsel widows or widowers, but most of these books didn’t address the modern needs of busy adult sons and daughters of these widows or widowers who end up guiding—and in some cases making— many decisions for their widowed parent. Ms. Haverkampf’s quest for a resource guide to assist adults with a newly widowed parent ended in 2004 when she realized the book she so urgently needed didn’t exist.
As she gathered her own helpful resources, advice, and strategies to use with her widowed mother, Ms. Haverkampf wanted to help the more than twelve million people who lose a parent every year with this information she accumulated. Mom Minus Dad: The Essential Resource Guide for Busy Adults with a Newly Widowed Parent is a compilation of her best hands-on tips, resources, and advice for other adult sons and daughters struggling to balance life while assisting a newly widowed parent.
Along her journey of loss and healing, Ms. Haverkampf became certified as a Grief Recovery Specialist through the Grief Recovery Institute in Sherman Oaks, California. She lives in Atlanta, Georgia, with her two-year-old Cavalier dog, Fritz, who loves to curl up under her desk and sleep while Jamieson writes.
Mom Minus Dad has won five book awards from Writer’s Digest Magazine, Foreword Magazine, Mom’s Choice Awards, Indie Book Awards and the Georgia Writers’ Association.
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PREFACE
A NOTE TO THE READER
Mom Minus Dad was not written to assist you in managing your grief after the loss of a parent, but instead to support you with resources and ideas as you juggle new responsibilities and life changes with a newly widowed parent. Grief looms large as a natural emotion associated with the death and loss that affects people in numerous ways and at unpredictable times. Although I am trained as a Grief Recovery Specialist, I am not a professional therapist. Because grief is an important emotion to understand as you deal with loss, below are two well-known resources for managing and understanding grief and its symptoms to complement the resources and suggestions in Mom Minus Dad.
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross became a pioneer in identifying and labeling the various grieving stages when she wrote her book, On Death and Dying, published in 1969. She based her information on her evaluation of the grieving stages of terminally ill patients. Those stages quickly became used in the grief-and-loss field, and the media’s use of them created mainstream acceptance of Kübler-Ross’s finding. Kübler-Ross’s five grief stages are denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. For more information on Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s work and her many books, see Part III: “Resources”.
Another respected and well-known grief resource, the Grief Recovery Institute has provided grief assistance for more than twenty years. Through seminars, programs, and literature, the Grief Recovery Institute builds skills and tools both for grieving individuals and those who counsel others through their grief. The institute’s three book offerings include The Grief Recovery Handbook: The Action Program for Moving beyond Death, Divorce, and Other Losses; When Children Grieve; and Moving On: Dump Your Relationship Baggage and Make Room for the Love of Your Life. These books explore and lay out a grief-recovery action program using a loss-history graph, letter-writing techniques, and community as resource. The coauthors of these books are Grief Recovery Specialists and have trained and certified others to teach Grief Recovery workshops throughout the United States.
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and the Grief Recovery Institute are only two grief resources of many available in the marketplace. Review other grief books in Part III: “Resources” under the First Weeks after Loss section. Find a grief resource or two that works for you when you want to understand or need to go deeper as you work with your personal grief.
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
Mom Minus Dad grew out of my and my sister’s personal experience aiding my mother in the months and years following my father’s unexpected death. Ivy and I did not have such a comprehensive guide to follow, so this book was written in hopes of offering you a manual as you walk down this difficult path as the adult child of a widowed parent.
BOLD FACED RESOURCES THROUGHOUT BOOK
You have already noticed the boldfaced type in the above references to the Grief Recovery Institute. Throughout this book, you will find numerous boldfaced references to help point you to a huge array of resources. each reference’s full description can be found in Part III: “Resources”.
In addition, a lengthy index can help you pull up resources as you need them, and an annotated table of contents can help you navigate your way through the book in the areas you have need. As with many resource guides, Mom Minus Dad is written and designed for you to delve into the areas that you most need at the time, and skim over those that do not apply to your current situation. Part I introduces you to our family’s story and struggles following Dad’s death. Part II offers ten corresponding dilemmas and numerous solutions to help you in your own situation. At the end of each section in the chapters, you’ll also find a list of questions to help you evaluate you and your parent’s current needs regarding that topic. Part III is a large list of resources we compiled through our own needs and research.
In addition, throughout the book, I have woven in pieces of our story—mine, my sister Ivy’s, and Mom’s—as we walked together through the struggles after such a great loss, many of which can last for years. Whether you are minus a mom or minus a dad, my hope is that you will find Mom Minus Dad an invaluable resource during your and your widowed parent’s time of grief and recovery.
As you read Mom Minus Dad, I would love to hear your feedback through any comments, suggestions or corrections. Just send me an email to the address below.
Warm Wishes,
Jamieson Haverkampf
mailto:jamieson@theparentlossbook.com
TERMS USED IN THIS BOOK
To help you quickly locate the information you need as you seek resources for your particular situation, five different terms identify specific content throughout the book. Here’s what each term means:
Our Story: Our Story indicates a short section on how my family managed, struggled, or succeeded with the chapter topic.
Benefits: This section alerts you to the benefits of addressing the chapter topic.
Special Note: Special Note signals a special tip related to the chapter topic.
Resources: Here you will find the best resources to assist you and your parent with more information on the chapter topic.
Questions: This section alerts you to a section of questions for you to ask yourself or your parent regarding the chapter topic. These questions help you brainstorm solutions for your particular situation.
PART I
Introduction
Two Daughters Face the Challenges of the Loss of a Parent
and a Newly Widowed Parent
My phone rang for the tenth time that day with Mom on the other end of the phone two thousand miles away. Six months prior, cancer had taken the life of my sixty-two-year old father, who was my mother’s husband and partner for thirty-four years. Mom cried into the phone uncontrollably when I answered. I cried too. I was torn deeply between the two worlds I most cared about—my mother and my own life. When your newly widowed parent needs your assistance, how do you determine where your job as a loving daughter or son ends so you can also take care of your own life? My sister, Ivy, and I both wrestled daily with the answer to that question. One day compassion for our mother led our decisions, the next day our own worries came first.
Dad’s death from cancer was unexpected because we were told by doctors that the remission rate for stage-three non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma was high—80 percent after five years. When Dad was diagnosed in September 2000, we talked to doctors and friends to determine the best treatment. We considered many treatments, doctors, and facilities for treating his lymphoma, such as Memorial Sloan-Kettering Center, Johns Hopkins Hospital, the Mayo Clinic, and the University of Washington Medical Center. In the end, we selected Virginia Commonwealth University’s Massey Cancer Center in Richmond, Virginia, because it was one of sixty National Cancer Institute–designated centers in the United States and had a highly respected lymphoma doctor who could administer Dad’s recommended chemotherapy treatment. Treated at Massey, my father could live at home with all his creature comforts. Of all Dad’s choices, the Massey Cancer Center seemed ideal. We expected him to survive; however, after months of chemotherapy, a failed stem-cell transplant at Georgetown University Hospital, and an experimental clinical trial at M. D. Anderson Cancer Center, Dad died in hospice eleven months after his initial diagnosis.
After Dad’s death, Mom was lost. Our family of four had defined Mom’s world, and she created her identity from the family role she played. She tried to work in the real estate, interior design, and horticulture fields, but my stockbroker father always needed her to travel on short notice for important business events. Therefore Mom adapted and put her husband’s career first. Her choice to support her husband and children’s dreams built her whole adult life; she fundamentally knew no other.
New Surrogate Spouse Roles
Forced into an unimaginable world without Dad’s support, Mom sought advice from her next-best-trusted confidants, her two daughters. Together Ivy and I temporarily became surrogate spouses to Mom, guiding her through seemingly endless meetings with her estate attorney, investment advisors, and CPAs.
Initially my sister and I planned to stay a week or two in Richmond after Dad’s funeral to straighten out estate paperwork and be with Mom. We lived across the country in San Francisco. At the time, we thought two weeks was long enough to sort out everything. Mom needed our eyes, ears, and shoulders to manage the piles of old and new paperwork, create a new bill-paying system, find a grief counselor, and organize the first steps to settle Dad’s estate. Because Dad had paid the monthly bills and managed the investments, Mom needed guidance for creating a new budget and understanding her financial situation. My parents’ finances were complicated because Dad worked as an investor. In those beginning weeks when Mom faced new widowhood, we wished we had known about many of the financial resources listed in “Paperwork and Finances”.
At the same time, my sister and I still owed rent on our San Francisco apartment and we had to figure out a way to restore the shambles of our lives. We talked about moving back to Richmond, but because Ivy and I loved the people and opportunities in San Francisco, we decided to return there. However, our new responsibilities to aid Mom weighed heavily on our minds and hearts. We did not know how to leave Mom and attend to the other parts of our lives. There was too much to do and Mom was lost. My sister and I needed support in order to continue to function as Mom’s cheerleaders and advisors. Grief-and-loss resources were expensive and hard to find. Mom needed new money management, paperwork, and accounting systems—fast.
Because Dad’s death was unexpected, no one was prepared for the consequences and problems we faced—especially Ivy and me. We struggled with the shock of loss, exhaustion, and the reality of living far away from a widowed parent. Our divided attention created a loss of steady income, which amplified our stress. Boundaries grew murky. Parental-loss grief groups proved hard to find. Our health suffered as we gained weight, drank too much coffee for energy, and ate junk food on the run. Family members and friends didn’t know how to help. Mom was isolated, depressed, and had lost her thirty-four-year identity as a married woman. We all faced innumerable challenges, but my sister and I, as adult children of a fifty-six-year-old newly widowed mother, faced ten particularly tough ordeals. (These ten issues, or dilemmas, form the basis for the ten chapters in part II.)
Exhaustion from Caregiving a Sick Parent
After Dad died, my sister and I were exhausted from caring for our sick father and distraught mother during the previous eleven months. During Dad’s eight months of chemotherapy treatments and later stem-cell transplant, my sister and I flew across the country from San Francisco to Richmond one week a month to boost Mom and Dad’s morale. At my parents’ home, we spent long hours surfing the Internet for any nugget of information to make the nightmare go away. We eventually left San Francisco for three months to be with Mom and Dad during the last months of Dad’s life at M. D. Anderson Cancer Center in Houston, Texas, as a clinical-trial drug was administered. Every day for two and a half months, Mom, Ivy, and I walked from our hotel to the connecting bridge to Dad’s hospital room for the 7:30 a.m. blood count evaluations to see if the new drug was working. We jockeyed between spending time with our father, researching on the Internet, or being on the phone seeking clinical-trial drugs or advice. We hired a few night nurses, but we caught all of them asleep on the job. When we walked into my parents’ home a day after Dad’s death, we practically collapsed.
Mom had been my father’s sole caregiver for the prior few years before his death. Three years before the cancer invasion, my mother nursed my father after emergency surgery in which the doctors removed a large portion of Dad’s large intestine. Soon after he recovered from that, he needed a hip replacement. For Mom, Dad’s ailments never seemed to end. Mom shuffled through the tough last year of Dad’s life with cancer as an exhausted caregiver.
After an eleven-month nightmare, planning Dad’s funeral and memorial service was the last task we wanted to take on, but Mom, Ivy, and I figured out the many details. We had to decide about costs, memorial service locations, and catering options for both an Atlanta funeral and memorial service and a second service in Richmond. Review chapter 1 and “First Weeks after Loss” for better suggestions on how to handle a funeral, memorial service, and the many tasks surrounding both events.
Two Thousand Miles Apart
The two thousand miles between our home in San Francisco and Mom’s in Richmond, Virginia, created another problem. A trip from San Francisco to Richmond was a four-hundred-dollar plane flight and a four-to-six hour cross-country flight one-way. Mom called daily with questions about the location of files, bills, passwords, paperwork, or tech support needs. Because I lived so far away, I couldn’t drive over after work to find what Mom needed. Because other family members lived in Chicago, Arizona, and Atlanta, they were not able to offer Mom regular local assistance in Richmond. If we had known about the National Association of Professional Organizers, AARP’s local offices, the National Alliance for Caregiving, Geek Squad, or GoToMyPC, the distance between our homes might have been more manageable.
Lack of Income
Three months before our father’s diagnosis, my sister and I drove from Atlanta to San Francisco together, armed with a craving for adventure but with no place to live and no jobs. In our twenties, we both had pursued various fields after college. My career included work in art direction, graphic design, and illustration, whereas my sister’s included Internet sales, research, and fashion. Like our parents, Ivy and I were and are entrepreneurs at heart with restless and curious spirits. After Dad was diagnosed, we worked in San Francisco in temporary or part-time jobs that accommodated our need for a flexible schedule to fly to our parents’ home frequently.
Since we were virtually self-employed, the Family Leave and Medical Act—a government program that allows qualified employees of companies to leave work on unpaid leave for a maximum of twelve weeks—did not apply to us. We had no guarantee of jobs or income waiting for us after we took time off to assist my dying father, and later, our widowed mother. After Dad died we struggled with where to best spend our time—help Mom manage her investments, pursue graduate degrees, or continue to work in the red-hot California real estate and mortgage businesses in 2001.
Loss of Mom’s Financial Manager and Investment Advisor
During my parents’ decades of marriage, they shared the assorted responsibilities of running a household. My father paid the bills, made the money, and managed the investment decisions because he worked in the world of finance as a stockbroker. Mom embraced her role as a homemaker in charge of social planning and entertaining my father’s clients’ wives on business trips. She enjoyed and excelled at the role of family social director. Mom orchestrated our household—from renovations to cooking dinner to finishing projects that my father energetically started, then abandoned when business called.
Because Mom grew up in a traditional gender-role family where the husband managed the money, she was stunned and full of fear when Dad’s death put her in charge of managing the investments they had built together. She had learned about stock investments by being married to Dad, but relied heavily on my father to make larger investment decisions. Mom was used to managing a smaller portion of their household budget, not the entire household’s budget and complicated investments.
The first few months after Dad’s death, Mom was vulnerable and worried about handling all the financial responsibilities. We worried about her being approached by an unethical financial person who wanted to take advantage of her or by a man offering to marry her and take care of her financial worries. We knew Mom, in her weakened state, could be a target for romantic swindlers and financial shams.
Apparently Mom and Dad didn’t regularly discuss their finances or household budget together. Money management was understood to be Dad’s job in their marriage. If Dad had delegated more financial and investment responsibility to Mom, automated their regular bills, or outsourced their accounting to a firm, we wouldn’t have had so much to manage. If we had known about Women’s Institute for Financial Education, American Association of Retired Persons’ Finance Guide, Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement, American Association of Individual Investors, or the National Association of Professional Organizers, all of which offered financial advice, Mom’s financial management transition might have been easier.
Mom’s Additional Job as Executor
Mom’s job as executor of Dad’s estate forced her into a year of paperwork and legal overload. The executor’s job required Mom to assemble a list of my father’s assets, including all things big and small, such as his car and any U.S. bonds he had purchased. Mom started to worry that she wouldn’t have enough money to support herself. After we spoke with her estate attorney, Ivy and I assisted Mom with the search for necessary estate documents and tried to help Mom see and understand her real financial situation.
When he was alive, Dad did not discuss the majority of my parents’ financial and legal issues with my sister and me either. He also did not leave a note in a safety deposit box or in a file outlining who to call and where specific files were located if something happened to him. We looked for anything that resembled an account. We reviewed old copies of Dad’s resumé to see if any companies he worked for in the past might still be holding an unredeemed pension benefit. We sorted through files and made a list of people to call. Dad’s paper files went back thirty years. Fortunately for us, Dad’s files showed understandable categories. Yet this was only the beginning of Mom’s job as executor; the job took Mom and her estate attorney fifteen months to complete.
I wish we had known then about AARP’s grief-and-loss checklists for settling an estate, the Internal Revenue Service’s booklet #559, or Treasury Direct, or read Facing a Death in the Family: Caring for Someone Through Illness and Dying, Arranging the Funeral, Dealing with the Will and Estate when Mom first became executor.
Limited Family Support
Our limited family support added to our liabilities. Dad had been a strong support to all of us, and we didn’t have a strong faith community to lean on. Because we have a smaller-sized family and Ivy and I were unmarried, we didn’t have access to any family members or extended family who were CPAs, lawyers, accountants, or money managers to ask for advice. Some family members assisted us with various needs initially, but after some time had passed, their focus understandably turned back to their own lives, and my sister and I were on our own to answer Mom’s questions. Two other deaths in the family the same year my father died—my mother’s father and my father’s mother—contributed to other family members’ restricted abilities to offer us stronger assistance. Mom, Ivy, and I wanted to support each other’s needs, but constant stress ran rampant through all of us.
Grief Support Hard to Find
My sister and I faced compounding losses: our father, our family as we knew it, our sense of home, income, personal time, career, and future dreams. We needed grief counselors to help us work through our own grief. Because Dad died in hospice, we did eventually find out we all could receive one year of free hospice counseling through the Medicare Hospice Benefit, section 40.2.3; however, at the time, when we searched for grief counselors through hospice programs, we did not receive useful counsel. If you are in a similar situation, I suggest doing research on multiple hospice counselors available in your local area and understanding their counseling methods prior to making an appointment. This will help you avoid negative or awkward experiences. For example, I went to one hospice counselor without understanding her background or counseling methods. The first time I talked with her, she told me to fall on my knees and beg God for mercy. At the time I wasn’t an overly religious person, and this comment wasn’t helpful in my fragile state. In those first few months after the loss of my father, I craved a nurturing counselor to be present for me, to simply listen and offer useful suggestions, based on his or her knowledge of working with grief and loss, as I sorted through my struggle of multiple losses and new decisions.
Since finances and time were limited due to our many responsibilities, we didn’t want to spend extra money or time on other counselors. Friends were empathetic but many couldn’t relate to our situation. We coped by trying to support each other, yet without a regular grief support group, we lacked perspective. If we had known about the many other local and online grief-support options, such as Griefshare, Vitas Innovative Hospice Care, Kara or GriefNet, we could have found parental-loss grief support early after our father’s death to vent our own grief and concerns for our mother.
Because Dad died in a hospice out of town, Mom searched for new grief-and-loss resources back in Richmond. When she couldn’t find a hospice or grief counselor initially after Dad’s funeral, she searched for widows’ groups in Richmond. The only grief support groups she could find had either much older members or members grieving a different kind of loss. She craved a support group with women closer to her age who had lost a spouse. In the meantime, Ivy and I functioned as Mom’s motivational cheerleaders when she had a rough day. When we went home a few months after my father’s death, we found for Mom, through our research on the Internet, a useful grief counselor who practiced in Richmond. If Mom had known about AARP’s grief-and-loss message boards, Healing the Spirit, Senior Navigator, or GriefShare, she would have had found grief support earlier, reduced her isolation, and lessened our worry about her.
My Deteriorating Health
During the three years after Dad died, my health spiraled out of control. I was juggling too many new responsibilities between Mom’s needs and running my real estate business. Workouts became optional instead of part of my regular routine. My sister and I lived on easy-to-grab, low-nutrition food and caffeine to keep us going. I worried about Mom’s health and survival too. Three years after my father died, my cholesterol hit three hundred. Eventually I burned out. I wish I had read “The Hour-Long Vacation” or “Grounding Yourself” and consulted the corresponding resources at the time to have known better ways to take care of myself in the years after Dad’s death. If I had known about Dinewise, Home Bistro or Magic Kitchen, my sister, mother, and I might have been able to eat healthier the first few months after the loss of my father, reducing the extra task of going to the grocery store or cooking meals.
No Resource Guide to Aid Busy Adults with a Newly Widowed Parent
Ivy and I needed resources and trustworthy people to delegate the mounting responsibilities of encouraging and guiding Mom with her numerous and major financial choices, in addition to our many other needs. Yet we could not locate any practical resource guides anywhere to assist us—the adult children of a newly widowed parent. My sister and I painstakingly found bits and pieces of resources as we went along. We needed information about many new issues, such as finding grief counselors to guide us with a widowed parent’s issues and needs and coping with huge family dynamic changes. We looked for outside aid to provide Mom with technology support issues that drained my sister’s and my energies. We searched for easy systems for Mom to set up to manage tasks on her own.
A thorough resource book with practical advice, Web sites, and organizations to aid adult children with widowed parents was nowhere to be found. The only grief and loss books available focused on guiding the widow or widower, not assisting adult children to become strong and balanced advisors to their widowed parent. We needed a book offering the majority of the resources for adult children along with additional resources for widows, because the issues are intertwined. We needed advice specific to our own needs along with guidance for acting as a widowed parent’s main trusted support system. After three years of fruitless searching for a comprehensive resource book for adult children with a newly widowed parent, the idea for Mom Minus Dad was born.
Mom Minus Dad is a compilation of the resources and strategies my sister and I found or wish we had found during my father’s illness and the years after his death. Part II describes specific situations you could encounter with a widowed parent and the specific resources that may be of assistance. Part III lists descriptions and further information about more than five hundred useful associations, Web sites, books, nonprofit organizations, and other resources mentioned throughout the text of the book. The resources give you a starting point to reach out to others for advice, information, counseling, groups, or whatever you might need.
Even though my story of loss may be distinctly dissimilar from yours, my hope in Mom Minus Dad is for you to use the solutions, suggestions, ideas, and resources listed in this book as a place to start to find assistance to keep your life more balanced while aiding your newly widowed parent.
PART II
Dilemmas and Solutions after the Loss of a Parent
CHAPTER ONE
FIRST WEEKS AFTER LOSS
The first days and weeks following the death of a loved one are difficult for many reasons. First is the huge shock of loss and onset of the grieving process, which is experienced differently among family members. Then, to add to the emotional onslaught, many important and difficult decisions must be made quickly and definitively by those who are reeling from the impact of the loss of one they dearly loved. The suggestions that follow will help you and your surviving parent navigate the difficult and emotional first weeks following the loss of your mom or dad.
Do Only Essential Tasks
I can’t imagine how you feel after the loss of your parent. You may be in shock, sad, relieved, or plain exhausted—depending on how the death happened. When a parent’s death takes place, no matter if the death was unexpected or not, new roles, responsibilities, choices, and changes fall into the widow or widower’s, and other family members’ laps. Especially when an unexpected death of a parent occurs, many families aren’t prepared to deal with the many consequences.
Your widowed parent may turn to you to figure out immediate solutions to pressing problems, including finding wills, organizing a funeral and memorial service, and writing obituaries and eulogies. Other family members may stick to the sidelines not knowing how to help. Meanwhile, your own life, jam-packed with activities and responsibilities, screams for your attention. Torn between two worlds you care about, you try to juggle both. You think you have no choice. Actually, you do.
One Solution for the First Weeks after the Loss of a Parent
After the loss of a parent, people want to contribute and can do a good—if not better—job than you can. No one judges your performance at your time of grief. Life’s pace bounces hectically around you, but if you need to bow out of the spotlight temporarily, it’s okay. Do what you can, but access resources and solicit support from others to assist with the funeral and memorial service planning. Friends, extended family members, clergy or other religious leaders, funeral directors, and even professional organizers can offer assistance. Friends and family members want to donate their time and energy; tell them how.
Our Story
When my sister, mother, and I walked back into my parents’ home after losing Dad to cancer, the exhaustion and stress of those last eleven months piled high on our shoulders. Our grief coursed through our veins. The idea of turning to friends to plan the funeral and memorial service seemed selfish. My mother, my sister, Ivy, and I all went into robotic organizer mode. We knocked out tasks methodically one at a time. When I wrote Dad’s obituary, I hit my breaking point.
We all struggled with releasing control to others because everything seemed important to handle personally. The dark circles under our eyes darkened even more while we drank coffee practically nonstop and pushed on day after day. After my sister and I spent months away from our home in San Francisco, neglected work and bills called for our attention. After difficult nights of little to no sleep, we were all a mess. The workload was too much. Finally we sought help from other people, which provided solutions and reduced our tasks.
We took one task at a time and determined which duties were important for us personally to handle and which could be accomplished by others. Good friends made some of the necessary phone calls and coached us in making decisions about funeral and memorial service details. After we released some control and tasks to others we trusted, sleep came easier. We then had time to take care of ourselves by taking breaks or a walk, calling supportive friends, getting a manicure, or simply taking a nap.
We ignored our own needs when we tried to do everything ourselves. Your family may want you to take part in the planning, but you also need to take care of yourself. You may be captive to unexpected public meltdowns of emotion when you take on too much. If you try to avoid the grief that comes along with the death of a mother or father, unresolved grief only delays your natural grieving process.
Grieving Your Own Way
Everyone grieves uniquely. Your distinctive circumstances create specific issues to sort out. You don’t “get over” the death of a parent; you process and release grief at your own pace. You may ask, “How can I be okay with being selfish after the loss of a parent or spouse?” I’m not saying to be selfish, but don’t forget about your own health and needs.
Resources for Grief
To find book, audio, and video products about grief and loss, go to the Web sites of In-Sight Books, Roberts Press, Compassion Books, the Grief Recovery Institute, or Elizabeth Kübler-Ross. Other insightful and helpful books about grief include This Thing Called Grief, I Wasn’t Ready to Say Good-bye, and the daily reader Healing after Loss. If you find yourself thinking about your parent’s death and his or her well-being after death, you might want to check out Life after Death, What They Saw . . . at the Hour of Death, Life after Life, or the Bible.
Resources for Time Off Work
You may not be able to afford to quit or jeopardize your job. If possible, though, try to reduce your job from full-time to part-time or at least take off as many days as possible without causing problems. If receiving time off work is an issue for you, contact your employer or your local U.S. Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour District Office to see if you qualify for twelve weeks of legal leave from work through the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). Read the section “Time Off from Work” in chapter 3 for more information.
Resources for Eating Healthy after Loss
Food may be the last thing on anyone’s mind, but when hunger strikes, available food brings comfort. Friends will ask how to support you. An easy answer is to ask them to make or order food to be delivered to your home. Friends who want to provide support with food needs can either cook meals for you or arrange a week or two of fresh meal delivery for your family from companies such as Gourmet Grocery Online, Dinewise, Home Bistro, or Magic Kitchen. Food gift baskets from catalogues such as Harry and David also provide healthy eating options for grieving families. Another option is to have friends arrange for personal chefs like Big City Chefs to come to your home to make food for your family. Organic food is another healthy food choice for friends or family members during times of grief. Arrange to have it delivered to the home from companies such as Diamond Organics. Friends can also order takeout from local restaurants and have food delivered from a service such as Takeout Taxi. Even small gifts of food from other people bring you and your family comfort and reduce stress. If you live far away from your parent, friends can order groceries to be delivered to your parent’s home. Online grocers who make home deliveries include Amazon, Peapod, Netgrocer, and Safeway. Let someone else exert energy picking out groceries and delivering them. You and your parent need to conserve all your energy and reduce the daily decisions you need to make.
Resources for Additional Funeral or Memorial Service Help
If you need additional funeral or memorial service assistance outside family members, friends, clergy or funeral directors, try contacting the National Association of Professional Organizers to find a professional organizer. Your local Chamber of Commerce may provide referrals of event planners to aid in organizing a memorial service. For more information on planning a funeral or memorial service, read the next section, “Create an Energy Team”. Check out Part III: Resources, under “First Weeks after Loss” for more grief, funeral, and memorial service resources.
Questions to Ask about Only Doing Essential Tasks
1. Why does my parent or I have to do everything?
2. What do I miss when I let a few things go?
3. What few comforting things can I do for myself if I have extra time? Speak with a grief counselor? Get a nurturing massage? Take a long walk?
4. What can I postpone until later?
5. What can I not do or what simply doesn’t have to be done at all?
Go ahead and flex your muscles from time to time, but try to let friends and family take over when you need a break. Down the road, you will get a chance to flex your muscles for them. Life promises that fact.
What do we live for, if not to make life less difficult for each other?
--GEORGE ELLIOT
CREATE AN ENERGY TEAM
When you snow ski down a “black diamond” run for the first time, navigating the hill’s unexpected moguls and hazardous ice patches can be quite a challenge. A sudden blizzard can make it worse. Back at the top of the mountain, your skiing buddies offered encouragement and spiked your confidence. They promised to pay for a large hot cocoa and lunch if you arrived inside the lodge in ten minutes. Halfway down the run, your friends’ waves revive your motivation to keep going.
Sometimes we all need someone else to fill us with hope and encouragement when we are pushed to our limit. If you forge alone through the first weeks after the loss of a parent without an assembled support team, you might push yourself beyond what you can handle. When you’re alone, the work and grief loom large. With support, burdens shrink.
How to Remedy Low Energy
One solution is for you to create an “energy team” from the beginning. An energy team is a group of friends or family members taking on separate funeral or memorial service duties, which allows immediate family members to conserve energy for essential tasks. An energy team provides motivating vigor, liveliness, and oomph for you when you are depleted.
Over the next few months, your depleted energy because of loss and grief might only be able to help you manage a few critical jobs for your widowed parent. Your body needs to conserve energy for the transition that lies in the days ahead. During the first weeks after loss, with an energy team in place, you conserve energy that will pay off in the days, months, and even years ahead.
Our Story
After the eleven-month nightmare of my father’s failing health, the last tasks we wanted to tackle were creating plans for a funeral and multiple memorial services, but choices and decisions were required. Thankfully other family members, whom were in the Houston hospice when Dad died, took care of managing the delicate procedures with the funeral home and cremation facilities.
At my parents’ home, we numbly made calls and sorted three months of mail, energized solely by coffee or diet colas. We tried to sleep, but almost nightly we took prescribed or over-the-counter sleeping pills to aid our restless nights. We had lots to do to plan the funeral and services and we had no energy.
How to Build an Energy Team
Unfortunately for us, we took on most of our tasks ourselves. If I had everything to do all over again, I would gather seven friends or family members with various talents and ask them to be our energy team. Our energy team could’ve supplied the energy we lacked for tasks.
Build your energy team and watch yourself call on them again and again. A team consists of energy team managers, funeral managers, memorial service planners, writer/Web site designers, house-sitter coordinators, home and estate organizers, and a small transportation team. You may not need all seven positions; we could have used them all. In choosing to have more than one person working on each job, the workload is less burdensome. With two people per team, people can discuss choices together and cover for each other when one person has an emergency or is out of town.
Energy Team Managers: The first members of the team, the energy team managers, are close friends of the family who work as a contact between the family and the rest of the team. If possible, they live in the community where the funeral and memorial service will be held. The main three jobs for the energy team managers is to assist the other managers on the team; track gifts, food, and other assistance provided during the first few weeks after loss so the family members can send thank-you notes later; and gather a meeting with the energy team members and the family.
The energy team members can initially gather the rest of the team members with the family to meet and discuss the family’s needs and specific requests and introduce themselves to each other. This meeting can also function as a brainstorming session to make a list of others to fill empty positions. By setting up this meeting, the family can state their wishes once to everyone involved, freeing up their energy to tend to their grief and other needs.
Funeral Managers: Ask your most decisive friends with prior experience with funerals to manage details with the funeral home. These funeral managers can present to the family reduced selections and options regarding urns or caskets; take care of cremation, organ donation, or embalming requests of the family; and handle burial plot questions and calls from the funeral home. The funeral managers coordinate plans with a minister, rabbi, or other spiritual advisor for the family. The handling and positioning of flowers, donation materials, sign-in books, and framed photographs are other tasks for the funeral managers. If family members want to play a larger role in the funeral decision-making process, their direct involvement with your funeral managers and funeral director may assist in the family members’ grieving process.
The many decisions a funeral requires are overwhelming. Many online resources make your many choices easier. If you or your funeral managers have questions about funeral protocol, read Emily Post’s etiquette book’s chapter on grieving and condolence. The Funeral Planning 101 Web site offers all kinds of information on planning funerals, including contrary religious traditions, writing a eulogy, funeral costs, and memorials. The National Funeral Directors Association Web site connects you to grief-related organizations, discusses end-of-life issues, and provides a list of charitable organizations. Read about the Federal Trade Commission’s Funeral Rule Law as well as its two informative brochures about your rights as a consumer when you purchase funeral goods and services. If your deceased parent was a veteran, you can ask your funeral manager to call the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs for information on funeral, burial plot, and other death benefits available to your family. Refer to the books Caring for the Dead or Facing a Death in the Family for more detailed funeral information. Also, see appendix D for information about payment options for funeral homes. If you are on a tight budget, go to the Funeral Help Web site. Funeral Help offers advice and a book on saving money in planning funerals. For information on bereavement airfares, go to the About Web site and type in “Family Emergencies and Bereavement Fares.” Also try the Smarter Travel Web site and review its article on bereavement fares.
Memorial Service Planners: Your most competent juggler and detail-oriented friends should be your memorial service planners. Friends who regularly plan parties, weddings, or special events may be a good selection. Your memorial service planners coordinate the memorial service and location(s), create the invitation list, screen phone calls from the service location, and coordinate food and beverages. Your memorial service planners can also handle the flowers, donation materials, sign-in book, and framed photographs if these are not supervised by the funeral manager. Memorial services typically take place at a church, restaurant, favorite place of the deceased, your home, the beach, or wherever seems appropriate for your family’s needs. For alternative memorial services, see the Eternal Reef Web site or AARP’s “Ways to Remember” article on its Web site. If you need charitable organization ideas, go to the Guidestar Web site.
Writers and Web Site Designers: Your next team members to identify are obituary writers and Web site designers, if you want to create a memorial Web site. The best people for the job are close friends with good writing or computer skills who knew your deceased parent.
Your writers work with the family to write an obituary. An obituary creates a biographical account of a person’s life in a summarized form. The obituary might include a person’s life’s work, education, awards, achievements, and surviving family members. You will also want to list where people can make donations in the deceased’s name, where to send flowers, and any Web site created in honor of the deceased. Take a look at Legacy for ideas on obituaries from more than 175 newspapers. After the family approves the obituary, the writer distributes the obituary to the appropriate newspaper(s).
Special Note
See appendix A for three sample obituaries: someone who has lived a good, ordinary life; a successful businessman—an attorney; and a woman who was an academic.
Additionally the writers can create a handout for the memorial service with the obituary, donation information, and the address to which friends, neighbors, and out-of-town attendees can send flowers to the family after the memorial service and funeral. One suggestion we used on our handout was to add family members’ mailing addresses, e-mail addresses, and phone numbers to allow attendees to write condolence notes or contact the family after the funeral to offer support. For privacy reasons, you may not wish to include personal information. For us, out-of-touch friends who attended the services were easily able to contact us later to offer
support and reestablish friendships.
If the family desires a memorial Web site, the designers can post a simple one-page site with all the funeral and memorial service information. This can be a fast way to reduce the number of phone calls you’ll receive from people asking about details. You may want to consider setting up a blog for the family or the Web site designer to keep friends and family informed with regular updates on funeral or memorial service plans. Friends can post comments to the blog offering support to the family. If you are interested in learning more about building a memorial Website, go to Memory-Of.
House-Sitter Coordinators: Assign two friends to be your house-sitter coordinators, who arrange for two people to stay at the family’s home during the funeral or memorial service. Many homes are broken into during funerals by thieves who read the newspaper obituaries to find out which homes will be empty and when. Two house-sitters can ensure activity in the home if they rotate lights and place cars in the driveway.
Home and Estate Organizers: As your paperwork builds, the home and estate organizers begin assisting the family by putting both bills and estate papers in order during the first two weeks after loss. Because of the confidentiality of certain estate papers, you may want to select one person, the home organizer, to handle the less-sensitive home paperwork—including utilities, magazine subscriptions, and junk mail—and the other person to manage the more sensitive estate paperwork. The home organizer could be a friend, extended family member, professional organizer, or assistant. The estate organizer needs to be resourceful, organized, and someone you trust with your confidential papers.
During the initial weeks after the death, you or your estate organizer will be required to get a few papers together, such as ten to fifteen certified copies of the death certificate, marriage and birth certificates, life insurance policies, and will and/or trust(s). Missing life insurance policies can be found using suggestions from the American Council of Life Insurance Policy’s Web site or Medical Information Bureau Policy Locator Service. Death certificates are acquired from your funeral director, your local city hall, or Vitalchek. Your estate organizer can assist your parent in contacting the Social Security Administration to stop benefits of the deceased parent, if any, and inquire about your parent’s eligibility for widow or widower’s benefits. The estate organizer can also help you contact health and life insurance companies, your deceased parent’s employer, credit card companies, as well as transferring automobile titles.
In addition, you may have been out of town for a period of time before planning the funeral and have other bills and mail to sort through. If you are completely trusting of your Home Organizer with going into personal effects and bills, they can sift through those papers and present the family with the most urgent ones first and take care of them as required. The Estate Organizer should review online or order the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) book Final Details from the AARP Web site for a list of paperwork to assemble. See also the General Paperwork to Gather worksheet in appendix C.
Transportation Team: Many grievers don’t think clearly during the shock of initial grief and are susceptible to car accidents. Your transportation team assists with driving family members to funeral homes, attorney meetings, friends’ homes, grocery stores, or any other location they need to go. Consider assigning one or two people to manage and coordinate other volunteer drivers. The size of your transportation team depends on the number of family members who need assistance. Drivers for the family members during the initial weeks after death can reduce the risk of injury to grieving family members. Friends are the best source of volunteer drivers. If friends are not available, check with reputable local staffing companies for temporary workers or post an ad on Craigslist and ask for drivers’ references before hiring anyone you don’t know. You may have other specific needs or jobs that are not listed above. Add or delete positions that best suit your family and aid in alleviating stress and tasks.
Benefits of an Energy Team
You create more time to grieve and get the support you need from friends, family members, and counselors after you assign those seven roles. You and your family benefit from answering fewer phone calls often filled with emotionally difficult questions from strangers. You also benefit from not having to talk with everyone and go through numerous explanations, repeatedly answering the same questions about what happened and how everyone is doing. With an energy team, you and your family can spend more time calling friends and family members and making important time-sensitive decisions. An energy team can substantially reduce your stress.
All seven team member assignments may not be necessary for you and your family. You may not want a Web site designed, for instance. If seven people aren’t available, team members can expand their duties. If you can relieve at least some tasks from the family, you can greatly reduce the stress family members’ experience.
You may already have friends working on similar tasks, and you can adapt them to build your own energy team. If you want to take on all those roles yourself, reduce your own life’s workload to make things easier.
Wherever you stand with the funeral and memorial service plans, start to assemble your team and delegate tasks. As each friend takes over duties, your energy refills its empty well, and you can focus on your most pressing needs and conserve energy. For more energy team resources, browse Part III: Resources, under “First Weeks after Loss.” If you are struggling with depleted energy from caring for a terminally ill surviving parent, read Share the Care: How to Organize a Group to Care for Someone Who Is Seriously Ill.
Questions to Ask about Funeral and Memorial Service Duties
1. Who can my parent or I ask for support?
2. Do I really have the energy for all those tasks?
3. What can my widowed parent, siblings, or other family members supervise or manage?
4. Do I want to run the loss marathon alone? Why?
5. What local friends want to provide time and energy to assist with funeral and memorial service duties? What are their talents?
6. Which seven friends can build a strong energy team for me?
You might be on a black-diamond run—the most difficult ski slope—for the first time in your life. Alone, the current list of to-do tasks may loom as difficult moguls and ice patches. If you attempt to tackle each obstacle and ice patch alone, you may suffer burnout or exhaustion, and feel overwhelmed. If friends or family members are available to assist, accept their offers. After conquering a black-diamond run in a blizzard, nothing beats sharing steaming hot cups of cocoa together with friends inside a warm lodge.
The truest help we can render an afflicted man is not totake his burden from him,
but to call out his best energy, that he may be able to bear the burden.
—PHILLIP BROOKS
CHAPTER TWO
BUILD YOUR SUPPORT TEAM
Grieving the loss of someone you loved, especially a spouse or parent, is a long, emotional path with many ups and downs. You and your parent will not quickly run through the steps of grief and then move on. You will need not only each other but many others to help you through the days, weeks, and years to come. How you develop that support system is not as crucial as the fact that you intentionally do build a support team around you to help you in many ways. You and your surviving parent will need that support, and you can find a variety of options to build that foundation.
Support Groups: What Are Your Options?
Support is critical while grieving and assisting a widow or widower. Support can be received from friends, spouses, family members, or community groups. However, sometimes an unbiased perspective from grief-and-loss, widow, or parental-loss support groups can be valuable.
As you hear other people’s stories and struggles in groups, the magnitude of your own loss may be lessened. Support-group members give you valuable feedback that allows you to see your own growth and progress. While you listen to how others handled various situations, you may gather new ideas and tools to deal with your own grief or situation. Grief is not a mental illness or sickness, but part of everyone’s life.
Four Ideas about Support Groups
When seeking the right grief-and-loss support group, keep four key ideas in mind:
1. If you spend time and test diverse groups, you will find a good support group.
2. Because grief counseling traditionally caters to the senior market, the majority of spousal and parental-loss support groups have older members. If you or your widowed parent prefers support groups with members closer to your ages, seek groups with members in a similar age range. The ages and personalities in a group may be a hodgepodge, though the wisdom of the group may be exactly what you need to hear.
3. Online grief-and-loss groups may provide another tool for managing grief along with an in-person group. Busy schedules, managing young children, or work may make in-person support groups difficult to attend.
4. Groups with a professional moderator or facilitator may monitor the group to make sure the conversation sticks to the group’s guidelines as well as maintaining a safe nurturing place to share your feelings.
Our Story
In Houston at M. D. Anderson Cancer Center, where Dad was receiving care, my mother, my sister, Ivy, and I were burdened with everything we had to do for my father, therefore we didn’t allocate time to find strong support groups. Initially the three of us went to one or two cancer support groups at M. D. Anderson while Dad was undergoing evaluation and clinical trials. We were torn between spending time with my father and seeking support for ourselves, which felt selfish. A close friend suggested I look at the Yahoo groups online under Dad’s disease, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, to find support and information after Dad was asleep at night. I joined an online group and found an incredible amount of support and knowledge from both patients and caregivers of family members with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Their daily posts of support and inspirational stories kept me going.
Looking back, our decision not to prioritize community support took its toll. Back in Richmond, Mom looked into widow grief groups at churches and other community centers, but became only more depressed because every woman in the group was twenty years older than she. Unfortunately the grief groups Mom attended either did not have a professional group leader experienced in grief and loss or had a poorly experienced leader. Therefore, none of the group leaders guided Mom toward a more age-appropriate grief group.
As our lives have stabilized and the years have passed, we each have looked into more faith-based support groups and individual therapy. I enjoy my faith-based support group because women in the group provide consistent support, feedback, inspiration, and perspective. When I hear other people’s struggles and problems, my heart fills with compassion for their lives and gratitude for the gifts in my own life, while my own problems lessen in severity.
How to Find a Support Group
To find a support group, call your friends and ask them if they know of any active local grief-and-loss support groups. Spend time checking out your local community center, gym, church, or even online grief chat rooms, bulletin boards, listservs, or e-mail support groups if you are comfortable with the idea of seeking support online. Read “Online Support Groups” in this chapter for more information. Another option is to check with the Grief Recovery Institute to see if any local grief-recovery personal workshops are offered where you live.
The American Heart Association, the American Cancer Society, churches, temples, and other spiritual centers can be a great place to find immediate support. Vitas Innovative Hospice Care, Griefshare, or 2-1-1 can provide connections to support groups. If your parent needs support from other widows or widowers, check to see if your local AARP office supports a Widowed Persons Service where your parent lives. Community center and health-club bulletin boards usually have postings for support groups. Hospitals or rehabilitation centers that deal with addictions usually have grief and support groups to support the issue of loss, which is a big part of their patients’ recovery process. For a list of support groups for all fifty states and various other countries, look in Part III: Resources under “Support by Location”.
Group work isn’t easy. When you share in a group, you test your courage, your open-mindedness, and the guts to be vulnerable. Groups may seem awkward to you at first, but attend a handful of groups before you decide if support groups in general are for you. If you keep attending, support groups will ease the unpredictable phases of grief.
If You’re Uncomfortable with Support Groups
Maybe support groups are not for you or your widowed parent. You may search for the right group and get frustrated. Or maybe the vibe of the group doesn’t work for you or the age differences make it difficult to find common ground. Whatever your reasons, support groups simply may not be the right fit for you. If you try a particular group and the group doesn’t work for you, that’s okay. Try another group, consider individual counseling sessions, or find assistance through other books or CDs. When you continue to seek tools to work through your grief, benefits abound. Read the next section “Individual Therapy: Is Therapy for Me?” if you are interested in learning more about individual counseling instead of group therapy.
Children and Support Groups
Grief organizations providing support for children are well-established and widely available. Try contacting Rainbows, the National Institute for Trauma and Loss in Children, or A Little HOPE. The Grief Recovery Institute created a book specifically for assisting grieving children called When Children Grieve. Additionally, a new book for parents raising grieving children that was co-written by Dr. Phyllis Silverman, a top expert of bereavement and children is now available called A Parent's Guide to Raising Grieving Children: Rebuilding Your Family After the Death of a Loved One.
Questions to Ask about Support Groups
1. Is my parent or I interested in finding a support group?
2. If I cannot talk to a group of people about my grief-and-loss issues, whom can I confide in to work through those issues?
3. Is individual therapy a more comfortable solution for me?
4. If I am not ready for support groups yet, what other personal ways can I deal with my grief regularly, such as journaling, taking time to meditate, or otherwise spending time reflecting on my grief and expressing my feelings of loss, hurt, anger or whatever else surfaces?
As you cast a wide net, your search may leave you empty-handed or turn up a good group or two. No matter what kind of grief support you try—group or individual—keep searching until you find the right fit. Grief support may seem as if you are wasting your time, but you’re not. You will be rewarded with hope, courage, and gradual healing if you reach out to others.
Support groups provide you with stability in the middle of chaos and changes in a life after loss. You may have to spend some time researching the right group, but the benefits of an additional support system outweigh the loss of time. Pick a group and give group support a try.
Find out how much God has given you and from it take what you need;
the remainder is needed by others.
—SAINT AUGUSTINE
INDIVIDUAL THERAPY:
IS IT FOR ME?
When you sit inside a doctor’s examining room for the first time, the room can be cold and uncomfortable. You don’t know if you should disrobe for a complete stranger or greet him or her sitting fully clothed. Let’s face it—the situation is awkward for everyone in a similar position. A first therapy appointment can be comparable.
In a new therapy session, you are meeting a complete stranger who wants you to reveal intimate problems or emotions. The therapist may provide some framework and suggest tools to try, depending on what you share. In a session, emotional conversations may leave you feeling exposed. For therapy to work, you will need ongoing courage to be vulnerable to another person. The process can be humiliating and embarrassing, but it can also provide invaluable help in the grieving process.
Two Ideas about One-On-One Therapy
Individual therapy, like group therapy, can provide you with support in terms of tools, feedback, and perspective after your loss. Before undertaking individual therapy, take into account these two ideas:
1. Like finding a support group, finding the right therapist may take some time. If affordable, try three distinctive therapists and evaluate their insights into your problem and your ease when talking to them. Trust your gut instinct. If individual therapists don’t work for you, move on to other options.
2. If you find yourself uncomfortable in a one-on-one situation with the spotlight on you, look into group therapy. It’s usually less expensive, and you receive a variety of perspectives and feedback from many people instead of one therapist. Group therapy usually is most beneficial when a trained leader guides the group.
Our Story
After Dad died, Mom, my sister, Ivy, and I were not much support for each other. Each of us dealt with our own grief in our own way; we all had many new life choices and responsibilities to manage. The three of us were overwhelmed individually and together.
Luckily Ivy and I discovered that if a parent passes away in hospice, the family can receive one year of free hospice counseling. Under the Medicare Hospice Benefit, section 40.2.3, bereavement counseling to family members must be made available after a patient’s death in a hospice. To learn more about the Medicare Hospice Benefit policy, review the guidelines on the Medicare Web site.
Mom actively sought support; however, at age fifty-six, compatible grief support was hard to find. Mom tried hospice counselors, social workers, psychotherapists, and local church programs and finally found a hospice counselor in her hometown about three to four months after Dad’s death. Once Mom had professional support, my sister and I received relief from the constant daily emotional support Mom required. As our responsibility lessened, we diverted our energy back to rejuvenating our own lives.
Eventually we all found counselors who were a good fit for our individual personalities and needs. Therapy appointments created some structure for all of us, structure that hadn’t been there for the first months after my father’s death. The most successful counseling strategy for all of us was a blend of faith-based group therapy and individual counseling.
Benefits of Individual Therapy
After getting into individual counseling with a compatible therapist, I found many benefits. My therapist provided me with tools to implement, options for my circumstances, and unbiased feedback from someone outside my family and friends. She provided a fresh perspective of my situation and a confidential, stable place to go to talk through new problems and concerns.
If Individual Therapy or Group Therapy Doesn’t Work
Combining individual and group therapy may not work for you. That’s fine. Try other successful ways of dealing with your grief, such as journaling, taking vacation time from work, or talking with other friends who have lost parents or loved ones. Whatever you decide to do, don’t avoid dealing with your grief. It is important to work through grief, in whatever way or time that is successful for you.
Yes, Therapy Is Awkward, But . . .
Yes, the first visit to a therapist’s office can be excruciatingly uncomfortable and awkward. You may only want to reveal a little at a time. That’s okay. Without any kind of grief therapy, you miss out on a large amount of available support. When you withdraw from support, you lose an outside perspective, new ideas for dealing with new loss issues, and beneficial structures for dealing with your grief.
Resources and Options
As soon as you are able, start investigating your options. Call friends who have experienced working through loss in therapy and ask for referrals. Many types of therapists treat grief-and-loss issues—psychotherapists, social workers, and psychologists. Ask each therapist you contact if they have experience in counseling patients dealing with grief.
For other referrals, try a local hospice, such as Vitas Innovative Hospice Care, as well as talking to individual grief-and-loss counselors. Try Psychology Today’s Web site, the National Board of Certified Counselors Web site, or the Family and Marriage Counseling Online Directory for searchable databases of counselors by state, marriage and family counselors, or psychotherapists in your neighborhood. If those resources aren’t the right fit, find social workers through the National Association of Social Workers Web site or look for church programs. The Society of Military Widows and 2-1-1 also have grief-and-loss resources. You can talk to licensed counselors by phone through Phone Counseling.
Keep knocking on doors, and eventually a good one will open. If individual therapy isn’t right for you, find out more about group therapy in the previous section. For additional resources, take a look at Part III: Resources under the “Support Groups, Grief-and-Loss Centers, and Individual Therapy” sections.
Questions to Ask about Individual Therapy
1. Is my parent or I ready to talk with a therapist about unsettling issues?
2. Is a group setting more comfortable for me?
3. Who in my network of friends and family can I go to for advice or support if I am not comfortable talking with a therapist?
A good therapist’s office should put you at ease and create a safe place to expose your feelings. Fortunately you have many choices. Select an educated and experienced counselor to assist you in managing and working through all the emotions loss can create. Typically when you lose your fear of vulnerability, other people can offer support that quickly improves your life. Put fear aside and watch the universe place someone on your path to bring you new hope.
The best way out of a problem is through it.
—ANONYMOUS
ONLINE SUPPORT GROUPS
When you open your e-mail inbox, it could be filled with supportive and heart-filled messages from Australia, Greece, or even Hong Kong. Online support groups provide another tool for dealing with grief along with the traditional support options of group or individual therapy.
Five Ideas about Online Support Groups
Online support works best in five situations:
1. You want to remain anonymous.
2. It is difficult to attend or find local in-person support groups close to work or home.
3. You require support immediately and can’t wait until a scheduled meeting. Online groups are available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.
4. You want another tool for dealing with grief or loss of a parent in addition to group or individual therapy.
5. The online support group is either monitored daily for adherence to the group guidelines for communication or the group e-mails are censored or moderated by a professional counselor before they are sent to the group. Censorship is especially important in children’s online support groups.
Our Story
When I was at M. D. Anderson Cancer Center in the last months of my father’s life, a Yahoo online support group for non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma fit my needs perfectly. Away from home and surrounded by unfamiliar people and services, I had no easy immediate support options. I was getting only minimal assistance in Houston where I was temporarily located, and my schedule was erratic. During our two-and-a-half month stay in Houston, I needed daily support. The members of the Yahoo online group supported me with inspiration and information on the disease, specialists, and hospitals. Additionally, I was able to connect late at night after Dad was asleep and still be with him during the day.
When I left Houston, I had difficulty finding grief support from support groups or individual therapists where my parents lived in Richmond and in San Francisco where I lived. Because I was focused on accomplishing funeral and memorial service tasks with Mom, I often forgot to take care of my own needs. I wish I had spent the time to find an online grief support group after Dad’s death. Even though I had many friends offering support, when I talked with people who had lost a loved one, their understanding and reassurance brought me great comfort.
Benefits of Online Support Groups
Traditional support groups are usually held in person at a designated place and time. Many people who could benefit from a traditional group still prefer to participate in an online forum. I believe the greatest benefit comes from combining online support groups with in-person support.
Online groups offer many advantages, such as serving people who are unable to participate in a face-to-face group and providing low-cost grief therapy moderated by a professional counselor or peer leader. Web-based groups can include video, sound, or computer graphics along with text, and participants can review information multiple times. Online group members can participate from a private, comfortable environment, and the relative anonymity of an online support group may help facilitate meaningful dialogue. A person can receive help and support simply by reading about the experiences and comforting words others have posted.
Drawbacks of Online Support
An online group wasn’t perfect, but the Yahoo group was the best I could find for my circumstances. As the years have passed, I have gotten involved with local faith-based support groups. I found they have provided more encouragement as I connected with group members in person. Besides, they provide additional local resources and the physicality I miss online. Online support is not perfect. People can misrepresent themselves in chat groups. Read “How to Stay Safe Online” in this section for more information.
If Online Support Is a Bad Fit
If you try an online group and don’t find the comments useful, the forum may be the wrong one for you or maybe online support is not the right support avenue. Individual therapy or an in-person support group may be a better fit. When you find grief therapy that suits you, the process should ease you forward through your grief.
Special Note: Different Online Group Formats
Online groups can be conducted either in “virtual time” or “real time.” When you write to members in a “virtual time” support group, the other members may not be in front of their computers as you write. Examples of “virtual time” support groups are message boards or e-mail listserv groups. Alternatively in a “real time”
support group everyone is in front of their computers at a designated time. Chat rooms are examples of “real time” support groups.
Cendra Lynn, founder of GriefNet, says that e-mail virtual support groups, such as the fifty groups she monitors on GriefNet, create a greater intimacy because each member receives each message posted, creating a greater sense of community. This creates more of a personal letter environment that facilitates intimacy without the typical nonverbal distractions people face when involved with an in-person group. Online groups are divided into three categories:
Chat Group (or Chat Room): A chat group is a real-time exchange in which everyone is at their computers at the same time, “chatting” with each other—much like a telephone conference call. At a predetermined time, the members of the group sign into the group using a special chat program so they can communicate with each other. GROWW has chat rooms available for adults facing parent or grandparent loss.
Bulletin Board (or Message Board): A bulletin board is a Web program or location in which participants can read and write messages at any time that can be read by any other participant. The messages remain for the duration of the group, posted sequentially and usually organized by topic. The AARP’s grief-and-loss message boards and Beyond Indigo are examples of bulletin boards.
Mailing Lists (or Listserv): A mailing list is a private e-mail subscription in which each subscriber receives a separate copy, via e-mail, of each message that is posted. Through these messages, members can maintain ongoing communication with other list members who share a particular situation or common concern. Yahoo Groups and GriefNet are examples of listservs.
Resources and Options
A good place to start for a grief support message board is Beyond Indigo. Click on its message-board tab and either search past the listed topic postings or register to become a member and post to the discussions. For loss-of-parent groups, try GriefNet or Healthboards. For widows or widowers try Grief Support Services, GriefNet, or AARP’s grief-and-loss message boards. For a list of other online groups, go to Part III: Resources.
Questions to Ask about Online Support Choices
1. Does my parent or I want to use the Internet as a grief-support tool?
2. Do I have time to review additional e-mail every day?
3. How will I go about finding the right online groups for me?
4. Is my current schedule inconsistent? Will online support work better for my current lifestyle?
Special Note: How to Stay Safe Online
Here are some general safety guidelines to understand before getting involved with an online support group. For additional online security information go to Stay Safe Online or OnGuardOnline.
1. If you are feeling suicidal, then you need in-person help either through your emergency room or national hotline numbers (U.S. National Suicide Hotlines: 1-800-SUICIDE or 1-800-273-TALK).
2. Because the Internet can create a place for fraudulent identities and inaccurate information, use caution and withhold sensitive personal information in online conversations. Do not post information about your surviving children if they are under the age of eighteen, such as name, place of residence, school, and activities. Make up a name if you wish to refer to them by name instead of daughter, son, etc. Many people look on message boards to find information about children to abuse them. Once you get to know someone, swap information through e-mail. Play it safe.
3. If you are still having depressive symptoms after six months of grieving, you definitely need in-person support as well as online.
4. Online support is never a replacement for professional help.
5. Remember that posting online is public information. This means people can search by your name or the information you put in the post and it will appear in a search engine.
Sharing with others can provide new ideas, directions, or guidance on how to work through our unique situations. Sometimes it’s best to sit at home in your pajamas and surf online. Whether you go online, find a local group, or seek individual counseling, find support that works. Reaching out is the critical action. Try an online group or two and see how the interaction fits your life and needs. If the e-mails get to be too much, try other support methods when the time seems right. Support exists in abundance no matter where you search.
Nobody makes a greater mistake than he who did nothing
because he could only do a little.
—EDMUND BURKE
CHAPTER THREE
TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF
You have experienced one of the most difficult transitions in life—the loss of a parent. Yet you cannot simply go away and grieve, because your surviving parent now needs you in ways he or she never has before. If you do not take care of yourself during these next days, weeks, and months, you will not be able to provide the support to your newly widowed parent that you genuinely desire to give. You must consider how to protect and preserve yourself and still be available to help your mom or dad.
Time Off From Work
Life insurance policies can be expensive, but the price usually pays off if the policy or policies provide financial security for the family or heirs after a death. While assisting your widowed parent, you may want to invest in your own version of an insurance policy—a “priority policy.” Intense self-care after loss is critical because grief affects you physically and can threaten your own health as well as your newly widowed parent’s health. When you prioritize and reduce or shift work and extracurricular activities in your schedule, you buy the best insurance money can acquire—sanity and better health. Additionally, with a “priority policy,” you may suffer a short-term financial setback but you’ll prevent a long-term financial or health crisis.
Four Time-Off-Work Options
A priority policy, my own concept, is a fictitious policy for creating sanity and taking care of yourself. You create a priority policy when you combine time management and prioritize new and current tasks. When creating your priority policy, four options are available:
1. See if unpaid leave under the U.S. Department of Labor’s Family and Medical Leave Act is an option for you. The Family and Medical Leave Act, a government program, allows qualified employees to leave work on unpaid leave for a maximum of twelve weeks. If you don’t qualify or can’t afford to leave work, reduce your hours, if manageable and allowed by an employer. Employers sometimes are able to offer you flexible schedules, reduced hours, telecommuting, or four-day workweeks for a reduction in pay. It doesn’t hurt to ask. Take a look at Telecommuting Jobs or QuintCareers online for more information on flexible job options.
2. If your employer is unwilling to reduce your hours or days at work, freelance. With the Internet, e-mail and cell phones, work options have changed. If you work in the creative, intelligence technology, programming, writing, accounting, administration, research, or consulting industries, many freelancing opportunities are posted online. Be aware, however, that freelancing may lead to a reduced income or take time to create steady income. If freelancing is of interest to you, take a look at Elance or Guru online.
3. Part-time assistance for you through a virtual or personal assistant may be an option. New companies such as AssistU (U.S.-based) and Brickworks (India-based) can offer virtual assistants at affordable rates from $15-100+ an hour.
4. If none of the options above seem plausible, temporarily reduce all or most of your extracurricular activities. After experiencing parental loss, it’s important to maintain some activities to provide you with a diversion; however, new responsibilities combined with a previously packed schedule may become too much to handle. Read the book Six Months Off: How to Plan, Negotiate, and Take the Break You Need without Burning Bridges or Going Broke for more ideas.
Our Story
My sister, Ivy, and I had been working in part-time jobs since our father was diagnosed. When we returned after Dad’s funeral, we had established strong friendships in California and wanted to stay there rather than move back to Richmond to live closer to Mom.
Because of our decision and the weak job market in San Francisco at the time, we started our own businesses in mortgages and real estate to pay our bills. During the next four years, Ivy and I struggled financially and emotionally trying to build new lives, run our businesses, and take care of issues with Mom. We had put too much work pressure on ourselves and underestimated the effects of my father’s death. Eventually the stress of managing everything from opposite coasts overcame us. We burned out and made the decision to move back to Mom’s new home in Atlanta.
Looking back, I have mixed emotions about my decision to stay in California and not move immediately; however, because we started new businesses while stressed and grieving, they were destined to fail. It was too much. I misjudged the time required to aid Mom with new needs and major decisions she wasn’t prepared to make alone.
If I had all the responsibilities to do all over again, my business and volunteering priorities would have been reduced from the beginning. Instead of starting a new business, I would have temporarily worked for someone else. When Mom’s issues and new responsibilities stabilized, I would have taken more career and financial risks.
Benefits of a Priority Policy
If you invest in a priority policy for yourself, you avoid becoming overwhelmed. Instead of running on survival mode and showing poor performance at work or with children because of your new responsibilities, with a priority policy, you maintain good relationships, preserve your reputation in the business community, and maintain your self-esteem. When you create a more workable schedule, you also reduce the possibility of harboring resentments toward your widowed parent or other family members. If you have a flexible schedule or can afford assistance, you are in the best position to address all the issues that may emerge after a death. Because of your priority policy, you are able to be more sensitive, balanced, and healthy.
If the additional tasks of assisting your widowed parent will not affect your current schedule, that’s fine. However, if your tasks become too much to handle, create a priority policy.
As you make extra time to tend to your widowed parent’s issues, you may miss your own life. Remember, the change is only temporary. You’re actually protecting your life. If you temporarily stop or reduce your workload, you manage your stress levels, keep yourself healthy, and reduce the time spent sorting everything out. Remind yourself that reducing your own schedule is only temporary until your widowed parent is able to manage the majority of tasks on his or her own.
Resources and Options
Be realistic and look at your individual situation. For the time being, stop or reduce your community service or volunteering efforts. Look into the Family and Medical Leave Work Act or call your boss to discuss options. Search online and look in Part III: Resources, for freelance job–posting Web sites and other resources to aid in making work decisions.
Questions to Ask about Priorities
1. Can I afford to take some time off work?
2. Can I manage my current schedule along with new tasks to assist my widowed parent?
3. Does the physical distance between my widowed parent and me make things more difficult?
4. Can siblings or relatives who live closer to our parent handle things without me?
5. Can I do my job from a remote location?
6. Can I reduce my work week?
7. Can I take on freelance projects to pay my bills while I assist my widowed parent?
8. Will my ability to pay my bills remain intact if I make a job change or cut back on work hours?
9. What is the best for my family’s situation?
Investing in a priority policy for yourself takes time and usually some sacrifice but will pay huge dividends later. Paychecks and health benefits are great to have, but if your sanity, positive attitude, and reputation are lost because of excessive responsibilities, your job might not be the insurance policy you need. Strategizing and prioritizing ahead of time brings a sense of balance to an otherwise potentially chaotic and difficult situation.
The way to be safe is never to be secure.
—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
HEALTHY BOUNDARIES
Switzerland is notorious for being politically neutral. In the middle of Europe and close to feuding countries, Switzerland stands its ground. It’s small but powerful because of its strong stance. The country guards its borders, as they are tested all the time. While inside the country, its citizens ski, enjoy the picturesque countryside, and protect their country’s peaceful ways. As you work through your own grief-and-loss issues, you must build your own secure sanctuary—a mythical Switzerland.
Three Strategies for Building Healthy Boundaries
To build your own secure sanctuary or protected place, you need to assess three areas:
1. Consider how much short-term and long-term assistance your widowed parent will require. Be realistic.
2. Define for yourself what is essential in your life to maintain balance with regard to your time, energy, and money.
3. Figure out what tasks to give to others and who will be selected to accomplish those tasks.
Our Story
After I lost Dad, my secure sanctuary was destroyed. As I focused on taking care of too many of Mom’s needs and ignoring too many of my own, I experienced weight gain, souring friendships, health troubles, and income loss. Periodically I tried to address these growing concerns but was drawn back into the whirlwind of Mom’s crises. My own life’s boundaries became blurred when I was determining how much to put my life’s activities on hold to support my grieving mother. The tug-of-war between my needs and my mother’s went on inside me for years until I learned to maintain stronger personal boundaries. Learning to say no was empowering and allowed me to say yes to important needs in my own life.
Four years after my father’s death, I looked at my life, which previously had sparkled with fun, friends, and creativity. Instead I had a life I did not want. I knew I had to set boundaries if I wanted to get my life back on track.
First, I determined what needed to be reestablished for me to maintain my previous levels of energy, time, and money. For me, regular exercise and better time management became essential to preserve my own sanctuary. I established two boundaries—exercise and my own work and personal schedule. I found making time for self-care provided more energy to support my mother when she needed comfort.
As I continued to sort through unsatisfactory areas of my life, I reestablished activities and new boundaries. I joined a support group and took time for fun-filled breaks. My sister and I guided Mom in hiring new advisors and local handymen. Mom called us less with daily emergencies as she grew accustomed to the newly built systems—such as online bill pay—we created to help with all her new responsibilities. I learned to say no to preserve my own life. Eventually I restored my own secure sanctuary guarding my life.
Build a Protected Place
Without saying no when appropriate, you lose yourself. After the loss of a spouse, a widowed parent’s new needs are important, but the adult children’s needs are equally important, especially since adult children typically look after the widowed parent the most. As you assist your parent, establish early boundaries, perhaps as your parent did while raising you. Parent-child roles may get reversed, but the essential job of encouraging and assisting each other has not changed. You both grow. Of course you will have occasional emergencies. The borders of your secure sanctuary aren’t meant to be permanently rigid walls but bridges that allow entrance when urgent needs arise.
If Boundaries are Not Maintained
If you don’t take the time to reassess your personal boundaries, you react to whatever circumstances are thrown your way. Without any grounding in your own routine or rituals, you operate lopsided. If boundaries are not established, the widowed parent’s new needs could consistently override an adult child’s own energy, time, and financial needs. Clear communication and respect for each other’s lives should be a high priority for both the widowed parent and adult children.
Without honest communication and understood boundaries, you and others may ignore the time you need for daily rituals that give you energy, grounding, and soul feeding. You may lie awake at night wondering what happened to time during the day. Unpaid bills may lie untouched in your mailbox while late payment charges accumulate. When you have no boundaries, many of your needs become blurred and sometimes forgotten.
Resources and Options
If you already have strongly maintained boundaries, stick to them. If not, read the book Boundaries: When to Say Yes, When to Say No to Take Control of Your Life. If you have an elderly parent, review Eldercare Resources for additional assistance in managing the needs of elderly parents, and read Coping with Your Difficult Older Parent: A Guide for Stressed-Out Children for more ideas and boundary-setting strategies with parents.
Questions to Ask about Boundaries
1. Do my parent and I respect each other’s boundaries?
2. What is essential for my own life to run on survival mode for a little while?
3. What activities could I reduce and not miss?
4. How will I carve out small amounts of personal time to unwind?
5. What areas will I be flexible with, and which boundaries need to be permanently closed to others?
Your mythical Switzerland is always vulnerable to boundary attacks. As its only commander in chief, your job is to protect and monitor your boundaries while balancing the needs of a widowed parent. Remember, saying no to others means saying yes to yourself.
The best place to find a helping hand is at the end of your own arm.
—SWEDISH PROVERB
SHOULD WE CREATE A CAREGIVER CONTRACT?
Housewives get a bad rap. Many housewives, especially those who take care of children, also perform income-worthy tasks. Many duties they perform—paying bills, cleaning the home, running errands, doing laundry, washing windows, and grocery shopping—are full- or part-time legitimate jobs and businesses.
Nowadays, full-time bookkeepers, housecleaners, errand runners, window washers, and personal assistants do these same tasks for other people; it is their job. The employees or freelancers who perform those payable jobs charge from fifteen to a hundred dollars an hour, depending on their location and expertise.
When you or another family member leave full-time work, or work part-time to support a widowed parent, you may perform payable jobs for your parent, such as tech support, housecleaning, errand running, coaching, organizing, moving, and bill paying. If it’s affordable for your parent, getting paid for your time will balance your income loss and reduce resentments between you and your parent— possibly other siblings or family members. You may want to consult an attorney if you choose to draft a caregiver contract.
What Is a Caregiver Contract?
A caregiver or personal care contract—if between family members—is a written legal agreement between a caregiver and a parent. The contract outlines salary, terms of payment, schedule, duties, performance reviews, pay increases, restrictions, dismissal, and termination options. A caregiver contract creates a legitimate way for a parent to pay adult child caregivers financial compensation for their assistance, which provides income for the caregiver and, in some cases, may reduce so-called “death taxes” on the parent’s estate.
Not an Option for Everyone
A caregiver contract may not work for you or your parent. Many people can’t afford to pay for assistance. In such a case, you or other family members will spend time executing tasks, possibly reducing your own income or personal time. Maybe other things of value can be bartered for your time, such as a lunch or dinner at Mom or Dad’s home or free babysitting if you have children.
Four Caregiver Contract Considerations
When determining if a caregiver contract is right for your situation, keep four considerations in mind:
1. If you or another family member were not facilitating tasks for your widowed parent, he or she might have to pay someone else to do them.
2. If you leave your job or take time off work to assist your widowed parent, you will face the consequences of your choice. Those consequences may be loss of income, loss of health benefits, or loss of job security, all of which have financial repercussions.
3. As you receive an income from your time spent taking care of your widowed parent, you reduce resentment toward your widowed parent or other family members for not contributing assistance.
4. When your widowed parent pays you or other family members, payments may reduce the estate, which may result in reduced “death taxes” upon the parent’s demise, (i.e. estate taxes, probate fees, and in some states, inheritance taxes). Also, if these payments are made from the parent’s savings, the payments may legitimately reduce the parent’s countable resources and—in some cases—thereby render the parent eligible for Medicaid, which a widowed parent may need. Many families contact elder-law attorneys to create a written caregiver contract, summarizing the tasks and fees agreed to by the parent, and his or her adult children.
Our Story
When my mother was widowed, my sister and I each spent close to thirty hours a week assisting Mom with financial, technological, and paperwork issues, and we lost income opportunities. We assisted Mom through long-distance phone calls and cross-country trips to Virginia. The financial implications for my sister and me were tremendous. We paid for travel and long-distance phone bills and sacrificed time away from income-producing jobs. Mom assisted with some expenses when she could. We maintained that crazy pace for three years.
Because my sister and I were self-employed, we had limited income-producing options. We were torn between Mom’s new needs and tending to our own lives, two worlds that were both important. Our parent and child roles reversed.
My sister and I struggled with choices that Mom made over the years we were growing up, sacrificing for us. As Mom chose when we were growing up, Ivy and I decided what was okay to sacrifice in our lives and when Mom’s issues needed critical immediate attention.
I developed health problems and became depressed. My sadness grew for my compounding losses. I lost my Dad, my sense of home, my income, and my personal relaxation time with friends and dates. My career and life plans were put on hold. Mom had changed from a fun-loving energetic mother to a lost friend who needed constant advice and comfort. Our whole situation broke my heart.
You May Need to Rethink Your Situation after the Loss of a Parent
About nine months after my father died, Mom sold the Virginia home that had been our family home for the previous twelve years and rented in various cities for three years. At the end of three years, Mom decided to move to Atlanta permanently. Soon after Mom bought her Atlanta home, Ivy and I left San Francisco and the three-year-old businesses we built there to move temporarily to Mom’s Atlanta home.
We moved to build a less financially stressful life for ourselves and to aid Mom with important tasks and decisions. As we untangled Mom’s financial and accounting issues, we all decided my sister and I should get paid for our time. In our situation, having Mom compensate us for our time was the right thing to do.
The Benefits of a Caregiver Contract
After Mom talked with professional money managers, organizers, and bookkeepers and learned how much they charged for the tasks my sister and I were doing for her, she valued our efforts all the more. Because we received payment for work completed to aid our mother, we reduced resentments and created some income for ourselves as we pursued new careers. Our agreement created the beginning of some financial stability for my Ivy and me. The biggest benefit was that all three of our relationships became less strained.
Unexpected Times Call for Creative Solutions
Money is a sensitive topic. If you talk with your parents about money exchanging hands or creating a caregiver contract, discussions can be awkward. If you have the extra time to do a few tasks for your parent, that’s great. Simply make sure that you are not being so generous with your time and resources that you forget about taking care of yourself. Brainstorm creative and maybe unconventional bartering solutions that benefit both you and your parent.
Resources and Options
Contact the National Academy of Elder Law Attorneys, the National Alliance for Caregiving, or the National Family Caregivers Association for more information about creating a caregiver contract.
Questions to Ask about a Caregiver Contract
1. Is my parent willing to pay a family member(s) for caregiving assistance?
2. Could my family create a caregiver contract that benefits everyone involved?
3. How much time each week will caregiving tasks require?
4. Will I have to quit my job to do caregiving tasks for my parent?
5. Does my parent want my assistance?
6. What do other professionals charge to take care of tasks?
7. Do I currently do too much and resent my widowed parent or other family members for not pitching in more?
8.What are the consequences for me in taking on additional responsibilities?
Most likely you are doing tasks for your widowed parent that a legitimate business or service provides for someone else. If you have had to reduce your own income to provide specific support, talk to your parent about getting paid or compensated in another way for your time. Talk with an elder-law attorney to see if you can craft a legal caregiver contract outlining your caregiving duties and compensation. When you make the situation clear, emotion plays a less important role. The agreement becomes a business arrangement between parties.
If you ignore your own financial needs, you will face the consequences. Value yourself, your talents, and your time. Give as much as you can, but if you are resentful, irritated, or bitter, it’s time to make some changes. When you both value and respect each other’s talents and time, everyone wins.
Circumstances are the rulers of the weak; they are but the instruments of the wise.
—SAMUEL LOVER
THE HOUR-LONG VACATION
When you go to a movie, you snuggle into the theater’s padded bucket chair; pop your drink into its holder; and crunch on salty, butter-drenched handfuls of popcorn. Happily settled in your seat, you’re ready to be entertained and escape from your problems. Going to the movies is a healthy one-to-two-hour vacation for the brain. As your brain swirls around your parent’s numerous new problems, you may need to take short one-to-two-hour vacations regularly to provide relief.
Four Hour-Long Vacation Ideas
When creating your one-hour vacations, take into account these four ideas:
1. Get out of your normal environment. If you normally walk, take a yoga class. If you live in a city, drive to the country for a hike. Spend an hour in a botanical garden. Whatever your situation, do something you don’t normally do in your everyday life.
2. Invigorate yourself through your senses—smell, touch, sight, sound, or touch. Make an appointment for a spa treatment. Go see a movie. Listen to relaxing music. Order flowers for your office. Write in a brand-new journal. Take an exotic cooking class or stretching class. Take a hike or volunteer. (Volunteer only if tasks are easy for you and they replenish your soul.) Do whatever rejuvenates.
3. Laugh. See a stand-up comic live or listen to a comedy performance on audio. Go see a silly movie. Try to laugh. Laugh often. Laughter eases stress.
4. When you go on your hour vacation, don’t think. Give your brain a break from problem solving. Let your brain enjoy time off and whatever sight, smell, touch, taste, or sound you bring to its attention.
Our Story
After we spent a month at M. D. Anderson Cancer Center in Houston with Dad, our brains were fried. Every day was filled with new and complicated decisions, adrenaline rushes, and exhaustion. Our brains swirled twenty-four hours a day trying to figure out a way to save Dad’s life while dealing with our own needs. We were in dire need of a break from hospitals, blood-test results, and bad hospital and on-the-go convenience food.
One day my sister suggested seeing a movie. During the movie, for the first time in the month we had spent at M. D. Anderson, I felt my brain relax a little. Sure, I thought about my father from time to time, but the story kept me entertained enough to experience some relief and escape.
As we have collaborated with Mom on her new and big decisions over the years since Dad died, a walk or bike ride provided me with the best one-hour vacations. Daily walks or bike rides in nature revitalized all my deadened senses. While walking or riding my bike, I focused on everything going on around me, not the problems in my head I had been intensely trying to solve. Many times a solution came to me during my one-hour vacation.
Before I tried the one-hour vacation, I used to focus on solving my mother’s problems all the time. Soon I realized focusing on Mom’s problems and not my own wasn’t working for me. I needed a new strategy to relax and take a break. Repeatedly rehashing problems in my mind or with others did not create solutions. It only made me worry more.
Benefits of One-Hour Vacations
I shifted gears and tried the one-hour vacation idea. Because I took a break, got out of my normal environment, and stimulated my senses, workable solutions to Mom’s problems surfaced. Constant focus and worry about your current situation won’t make solutions come. Realize your parent’s new problems can’t be solved in one afternoon. Inject time for quiet and fun, and you create better balance for yourself and reduce stress. New environments, smells, sounds, and sights can quiet the logical mind and turn on the more creative and intuitive brain. When you turn off logic to solve the problem, the solution may come sooner.
Resources and Options
Some people’s schedules allow one hour off a day, while other people’s schedules may only have five free minutes. Any kind of break from five minutes to a few hours can create a change in perspective and a break from the intensive decision making. The one-hour vacation doesn’t have to be complicated: take a cooking class such as Viking or find one on Shaw Guides, eat healthy food from your local farmers’ market, watch a movie (try Netflix), or listen to a comedian (try Comedy Day). Botanical gardens can be very relaxing. If you like outdoor or weekend breaks, look at the Web sites Gorp or Worldwide Bed and Breakfast for ideas. To find a spa, go to the SpaFinder Web site. Do what invigorates you. For more hour-long vacation ideas, look in Part III: Resources.
Questions to Ask about One-Hour Vacations
1. What could I do to dramatically change my environment in one to two hours?
2. What places are located nearby that I have always wanted to visit but never had the time?
3. Which one of my senses is really in a need of a fix?
4. What do my body, mind, and spirit need to refresh? An Italian meal? A mineral bath? An art gallery? A botanical garden? A concert?
5. Has my brain been working too hard on solving one big problem?
6. Am I willing to try several one-hour vacation strategies?
7. After I stopped and took a break, did the time off clear my mind or did new ideas come to me?
Don’t overplan your one-hour vacation. Make the escape fun and not a task on your to-do list. Enjoy your time off; you deserve it. If your brain is working overtime, take at least an hour off every day to chill out.
Nowhere can man find a quieter or more untroubled retreat then in his own soul.
—MARCUS AURELIUS
GROUND YOURSELF
Many athletes, dancers, and chefs prepare themselves for their jobs and daily lives through grounding practices, habits, or rituals. Without their daily practice or routine, they don’t nurture themselves, and their performance suffers. By learning to practice mindfulness—a friendly and non-judging attention to inner and outer experience—we can “ground” or “center” ourselves in the present moment whenever we wish—even in the most challenging situations.
How Do You Ground Yourself?
People often use terms like grounding, focus, or centering to refer to an experience of coming back into the present moment with conscious attention. Mindfulness, or coming back to the present moment, is easier than you may think, but it does require knowing that grounding is important, and having some skills for directing and stabilizing your attention in the present moment.
According to Dr. Jeff Brantley, founder and director of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Program at Duke University’s Center for Integrative Medicine, mindfulness is a natural human capacity for awareness that arises when you pay attention on purpose without trying to change or judge what you notice. Dr. Brantley suggests that you can develop your capacity for mindfulness by starting to notice your inner life, the sensations of breathing and walking, and letting a kind and compassionate attitude inform your attention to that and all other experience. Dr. Brantley says when your mind wanders or your attention moves elsewhere, you have not made a mistake or done anything wrong. Have patience with yourself and gently bring attention back to your focus in the present moment, noticing your breathing, body sensations, or sounds for example.ˡ
Three Grounding Ideas
When taking on new caregiving responsibilities in your new role, a daily grounding practice may protect your own life, needs, and boundaries. Grounding assists you in not losing yourself. As you explore new grounding routines, keep three important ideas in mind:
1. It is paramount to put yourself first daily. When you are pulled in many directions, you must first meet your own needs.
2. A grounding routine can include listening to music, a walk in the woods, making a phone call, journaling, or your established spiritual practice. Choose a good fit for your personality and interests.
3. Your sleep and relaxing time are equally as important to establishing a regular grounding practice. As you rest and relax, your body is able to repair itself. Setting your personal sleeping times or daily resting breaks can be healthy new practices.
Our Story
After a few years of coaching Mom, I had become much too focused on her needs and not mine. Ignored and forgotten, my own life had shriveled into a lifeless mess. Instead of focusing on my own life, I concentrated on tasks that made Mom’s situation easier. Before my life got any worse, I knew I needed to find me again and get grounded.
As a writer and voracious reader, I chose to take an hour each morning and read from inspirational books and write in a journal. I still use journaling and reading inspirational books for my daily ritual. If I miss my hour, I am off balance and get easily stressed out, lacking a healthy perspective. As I have grown in my own mindfulness, I have explored prayer, meditation, and yoga as well as other new practices to learn to stay centered in present-moment awareness.
My restless sleep was also an issue. I couldn’t quiet my mind from worry. A nutritionist prescribed a natural sleep remedy for me that led to more peaceful sleep. Instead of tossing and turning for five hours a night, over time I started sleeping for seven to eight hours a night in a calm, deep sleep. Over time I needed the natural sleeping remedy only sporadically and changed to using meditative CDs to relax my mind before sleep. One good meditative CD to try is Your Present: A Half Hour of Peace. For more ideas on how to improve your sleep, read the book How to Get a Good Night’s Sleep: More than 100 Ways You Can Improve Your Sleep.
When I did not have a daily grounding routine to keep the focus on myself, I got lost in Mom’s task list. When I took care of myself first and established a personal practice, I rebuilt a healthy new life. During my most challenging days, an hour of focused nurturing brought soul-warming rewards. My resentment toward others was reduced. As I protected my sleep, my invigorated body burst with new energy. I found huge benefits in taking the time to ground myself every day.
Nurturing Benefits of Grounding Yourself
Dr. Jeff Brantley suggests three reasons why the experience of being grounded or present is felt as nurturing:
First, our lives happen only in the present moment, so to return there, bringing our attention back from past ruminations, or future worries and plans, can be liberating. In addition, by establishing attention steadily in the present moment, we free ourselves from being hijacked by habits of reactivity in mind and body that tend to feed feelings of inner distress and upset, and to lead to neglect of important activities such as self-care and stress management. Finally, establishing ourselves consciously, and repeatedly here, in the present moment, has the benefit of putting us back in touch with our wholeness as human beings. When we can feel our bodies again, notice our breathing, or hear sounds around us, we gain immediate respite from the proliferating thought chains and inner narratives that can drive and narrow our lives.²
When you center yourself with a comfortable daily routine or practice, you create strong footing from which you can build activities of the day. Grounding roots and reconnects you with your innermost soul. When you take the time to cultivate a daily calming practice, you balance yourself and your mind for the work you are about to do. Grounding yourself provides stability, confidence, and a comfortable daily place to find comfort.
If you already do something every day that grounds you, stick with your practice. If you’re hesitant or don’t think you have time, reconsider. Try a short five-minute practice and watch the changes in your stress, reactions, and state of mind.
Resources and Options
What’s the risk? Try putting yourself first and create a new practice or routine. Set a sleeping schedule and slip into bed at the hour you establish as bedtime. As you try new ideas, see what grounds you in your day. If you are searching for inspirational daily readers, try Simple Abundance or Journey to the Heart. For information on using journaling to work through grief, check out How to Journal through Grief or the Center for Journal Therapy.
Dr. Jeff Brantley has written three books with Wendy Millstine on mindfulness-based stress reduction, including Five Good Minutes in the Morning: 100 Morning Practices to Help You Stay Calm and Focused All Day Long, Five Good Minutes in the Evening: 100 Mindful Practices to Help You Unwind from the Day and Make the Most of Your Night, and Five Good Minutes at Work: 100 Mindful Practices to Help You Relieve Stress and Bring Your Best to Work. Each of these books offer a wide variety of mindfulness-based practices that can be a foundation or support for personal rituals and ceremonies that can help with living a richer and more balanced life. For additional ideas on daily routines and practices, check out True Balance or Part III: Resources.
Questions to Ask about a Grounding Routine or Practice
1. What routines or practice(s) could ground me daily, weekly, or monthly?
2. Am I putting myself first daily?
3. If not, why not?
4. Does getting more sleep or sticking to a regular schedule give me more energy during the day?
5. What benefit does grounding create in my life?
6. Am I more grounded and less stressed when talking with my parent?
Be smart and start a grounding routine or practice. Put yourself first on your to-do list. If you’re sleepy, take a nap; your body may need the rest. Quiet your mind and body before your day begins. Athletes do it. Dancers do it. You may need to do it too.
Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
CHAPTER FOUR
PAPERWORK AND FINANCES
One of the more mundane and frustrating, yet extremely crucial tasks following your parent’s death is the location, organization, and maintenance of paperwork, finances, and the estate. Juggling attorneys, financial advisors, budgets, and accountants is hard enough in your daily life, but even more so when helping your widowed parent deal with it all while grieving such a huge loss. The following suggestions can help you avoid costly or emotional mistakes in dealing with paperwork and finances at this time.
ORGANIZERS, ASSISTANTS, AND BOOKKEEPERS
Imagine a CPA’s desk on April 14, papers piled high with random manila folders peeking out of askew paper stacks. Orange, pink, and neon green Post-it notes stick out everywhere, attempting to organize the chaos. As you familiarize yourself with your own paperwork situation, choose what’s more important to you–your time or your money.
Three Questions to Ask
Before you hire extra assistance, you may want to know the answers to three important questions:
1. Is your widowed parent willing to release control of personal paperwork?
2. How involved does your parent want to be?
3. Do you have time for your parent’s weekly or even daily paperwork questions while you also manage your own affairs?
Our Story
After coordinating Dad’s last treatment efforts and his funeral and memorial service, my sister and I were in no condition to tackle the mounds of paperwork at Mom’s home with her. Because Dad managed the household bills and records, Mom was unfamiliar with his paperwork management systems. Together we had to create new systems for Mom while unraveling foreign-looking life insurance policies as well as numerous hospital billing requests for information.
To be honest, we still struggle to find information at tax time regarding my father’s previous investments. Mom tried a few professional organizers but hasn’t found the right fit yet. We recently hired a part-time bookkeeper to organize Mom’s accounting, files, and tax information. I wish we had hired a bookkeeper from the beginning.
After a few years of trying to manage everything ourselves, I realized the paperwork issue was about control, trust, and time versus money. Yet without Mom’s online bank passwords, a local assistant or organizer could have relieved my sister and me of most paperwork problems during the first year after our father’s death.
A part-time personal assistant could have provided Mom daily companionship while sorting through paperwork. Without an assistant, no one acted as a buffer to handle emotionally difficult questions with phone calls from the hospitals and Mom’s attorney. With Mom’s daily support in place, our focus could have shifted back to rebuilding our own lives.
You Don’t Have to Pay Everyone
If you’ve determined that you need additional helping hands but don’t have the resources to pay others, ask your parents’ or your friends. Rally a small group of three to five people to spend an hour or two on alternate days handling tasks. Give them a specific task for several weeks or cycles. Sharing the work avoids too much pressure on one person. Volunteers at local churches or your local AARP chapter can also be good resources to look for low-cost assistance. If you have privacy concerns, ask friends or volunteers to handle less sensitive documents such as household bills or phone calls to hospitals or insurance companies. Set boundaries if you do the work yourself. Maybe two hours a week is all the extra time you can feasibly spend while maintaining balance in your own life. Talk openly with your spouse or significant other about the extra time you need to spend with your parent assisting them with paperwork.
If Extra Paperwork or Systems Don’t Create a Problem
Some lucky people have parents who share their paperwork systems and their overall financial picture with each other, even if they divide household roles. If your parents shared financial information or household records regularly with each other, you won’t have to be as involved or hire assistance, because your parent will know what to do. However, even if your parents were quite competent in these matters before the death occurred, a grieving parent might need additional support. You may want to suggest a parent temporarily hire an organizer, part-time assistant, or bookkeeper.
Resources and Options
Remember that CPA’s desk on April 14? You could be sitting behind that desk—by default—if you aren’t careful. As paperwork grows after the funeral, you may need a game plan to manage the work. First, take into account the actual extra time you have to dedicate to those matters, and then talk to your parent about specific assistance needs. If financially viable, hire advisors and delegate as much paperwork to others as possible. Planning ahead may prevent inundation later. Don’t wait. Get started right away.
If you need a bookkeeper, contact the American Institute for Professional Bookkeepers or Brickworks. To find an organizer, contact the National Association for Professional Organizers. Personal assistants can be found through Craigslist, AssistU, Domestic Placement Network or the International Association of Administrative Professionals. The Lindquist Group places top-notch domestic support staff in cities such as New York, Greenwich, Atlanta, London, or Palm Beach. Check out Part III: Resources for other assistance suggestions.
Questions to Discuss with Your Parent about Hiring Assistance
1. Does my parent want paperwork assistance?
2. How does my parent want assistance handled?
3. What in my life am I willing to relinquish to have time to assist my parent?
4. Could I delegate some tasks and handle the rest with my parent?
5. At what point will I draw the line and say no to more responsibility?
6. How many hours a week or month or year can I realistically handle managing those new duties along with my own schedule?
7. How could I sacrifice some control and thus be less overwhelmed?
If you or your parent thought you could handle all the paperwork and accounting but you’re having second thoughts, you’re not alone. Competent part-time employees and freelancers are ready to work. Whether you choose a team of friends, a professional, or yourself, extra hands make lighter work. Usually CPAs have a team working for them and you may want a team too. It’s the only way CPAs see the tops of their desks on April 16.
The smartest thing I ever said was, “Help Me!”
—ANONYMOUS
MERGE, PURGE, AND AUTOMATE
The offices of famous organizers such as Martha Stewart or Peter Walsh, a professional organizer from the Learning Channel’s Clean Sweep TV show, may be perfectly painted and in near perfect order. Categorized, color-coordinated, and labeled files may be standard office protocol. Franklin Covey planners or BlackBerrys may keep all of Martha’s or Peter’s activities flawlessly coordinated. Fresh flowers may bloom daily on their desks. Unneeded papers may be shredded by personal assistants. They may have created true office bliss.
Is your parent’s office similar? How about your parent’s files? If your parent’s office or files are not as organized, do you expect to see an office more like one that Einstein or Andy Warhol used? If your parent requests your assistance in reorganizing files, the job will no doubt be easier if your parent had either Martha’s or Peter’s organizing vision. I hope your parents created offices like Martha or Peter. If not, don’t fear.
No matter whether your parents are married, divorced, remarried, or single, they have some kind of filing or accounting system. They may make piles, folders, or stuffed shoeboxes. Their system may not make any sense to you; however, the system worked for them.
As you dig into your parents’ paperwork and bills, two dissimilar systems, no system, or one system without a user’s manual may exist. Blending those two worlds sooner rather than later will divert questions and frustration ahead. You can merge those two worlds using a solid strategy.
If you were born into a family that keeps neat, orderly files and online accounts similar to a professional organizer, you are incredibly blessed. Your parent may already know about his or her spouse’s filing, bill paying, and money management system. If not, read on.
Four Paperwork Choices
Before tackling the paperwork piles, you have four choices:
1. Ignore the paperwork and hope someone else offers assistance.
2. Leave the paperwork to your widowed parent to figure out; but your parent will probably call you frequently to ask questions.
3. Take the time to coach your parent immediately by suggesting the most efficient way to arrange a new system and shred the old one.
4. Hire a professional bookkeeper, organizer, or accountant with high ethics and privacy standards to create a new filing, bill-paying, or general paperwork system for your parent.
Our Story
Dad’s death changed everything for Mom. Dad paid all the bills and kept all the important files organized. After he died, Mom’s thirty-four-year marriage role changed overnight. For the first time, Mom had to pay all the bills, maintain tax-receipt files, and organize new filing systems to manage all the financial and legal household paperwork. The piles of paper grew into problems for all of us. Mom needed new working systems fast.
First we paid the current bills. Next my sister and I pulled out all the statements from Dad’s files and entered new payees into our parents’ joint online bank account. You can write paper checks if you are uncomfortable with online banking; however, we preferred online banking because of the option to automate payments.
Special Note
Online banking is more comfortable for some people than others. Because money is a sensitive topic for widows and widowers, automatic drafts from bank accounts and the release of control of managing their bills themselves creates vulnerability. Some people embrace technology, while others are hesitant. Explore your parent’s wishes about paper statements, online bill paying, and automatic drafts before implementing.
While we typed in Mom’s payee information in her bank accounts online, we reduced her paperwork by stopping delivery of her paper statements. We installed Quicken, a money-management program, to download her transactions until we could find a bookkeeper. We installed the money-management program, even though implementing a computer program was an additional step, because the electronic program made Mom’s budgeting and tax preparation easier.
After some stressful discussions with Mom’s accountant, we took more action. With color-coded folders, a good shredder, and a list from the accountant on what files to keep, we dug in. We labeled new files with categories my mother could understand and use. We went through her accumulated paper piles and filed only the important ones. Finally, we tackled Dad’s files. We purged unnecessary papers and incorporated the rest into Mom’s new system. The establishment of Mom’s new filing system was a good start.
Benefits of Creating a New System
Mom’s new system, without Dad’s handwriting on all the files reminding Mom of her loss, reduced her emotional stress. After we finished, she had an easily accessible system that was tailored to her new needs. Mom traveled more confidently, knowing she could pay her bills online. At first she felt uncomfortable not receiving paper statements, but eventually she saw the advantages. We now are all less stressed about bills and finding papers because we took the time to create new systems.
Accountants, lawyers, and the Internal Revenue Service request various estate papers years after your parent’s passing. Your parent needs a system that makes locating those papers easy. If a parent plans to move, converting paper to electronic files or creating a new portable file system brings smoother paper management. If those problems have already become an issue, take the time to merge, purge, and automate.
Special Note
When someone dies, unique state laws and bank protocols determine how money is released to family members. First, you may want to ask your bank to release all joint bank account funds to your parent. In some states, joint bank accounts are automatically frozen upon the death of one spouse. You may also have to request authorization needed for family members to access accounts. If your parent has any problems accessing jointly held accounts or questions regarding bank laws, consult an estate attorney.
Resources and Options
Purging, merging, and automating Mom’s paperwork, files and accounts worked for us. If our system doesn’t suit you or your family, a bookkeeper or a professional organizer might be a good option, or ask your CPA or your AARP local office for a referral. See the previous section for more information if you want to hire assistance. You and your parent must spend either time or money. First ask your parent what he or she prefers. When you and your parent establish new systems, it is worth your time. Order online office supplies from Office Max, Office Depot, Staples, or Discounted Office Supplies. See Part III: Resources for more merging, purging, and automating resources. See appendix C for a general list of filing categories.
Special Note
Before you get started, check with your accountant and lawyer to find out what the current rules are for saving financial or legal paper or electronic files. Determine what files your parent needs to keep and how long will they need to maintain a record of those files.
Questions to Ask about Purging, Merging, and Automating your Parent’s Files
1. Does my parent want my help with purging, merging, and automating paper files?
2. If I spent time to aid my widowed parent, how could it save me time in the future?
3. What sacrifices do I already have to make in my own life to accommodate my widowed parent’s questions regarding paperwork and bills?
4. Are bill paying and paperwork management pushing my widowed parent into further isolation away from supportive communities and friends?
To reduce future problems, take a day or two to assist your parent to merge, purge, and automate papers and files. If affordable, hire a professional organizer. It may be a good long-term investment. Your parent’s new system doesn’t have to look like Martha’s, Peter’s, or a Pottery Barn catalog office. A simple, easy-to-use individualized system for your parent will allow you and your parent to reduce unnecessary panic and stress.
The man who removes a mountain begins by carrying away small stones.
—CHINESE PROVERB
CREATE A NEW BUDGET
When a widowed parent faces finances alone, possibly for the first time, the many decisions can be shocking. However, to avoid future decision paralysis and maintain momentum, a widowed parent needs to face the financial reality as a newly single person and consider changes.
Three Budgeting Factors
When you discuss the sensitive area of money with your parent, remember three important factors:
1. Women who outlive their husbands still pay 80 percent of the expenses they had when they were two people living under one roof, according to WISER, the Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement³. The widow or widower’s expenses typically do not reduce to half, as many people might expect. Larger fixed cost—a person’s mortgage, utilities, medical expenses, and health insurance—all stay the same after the loss of a spouse, while the reduction of Social Security or pension income may be reduced or regular income from a spouse’s paycheck may cease.
2. The way your parents prioritized their expenses together will probably differ when one parent is alone, and a newly widowed parent needs to understand his or her relationship to money. Are they used to budgeting? Did they discuss a large household budget with their spouse? Are they a spender or a saver? Many times after the death of a spouse, the surviving spouse will become the opposite of what he or she was before. Savers go on shopping sprees and spenders refuse to spend a dime. As the surviving parent goes through the potential financial changes after the loss of a spouse, he or she needs to be mentally prepared to go through this process and acknowledge that everything is different.
First encourage your parent to determine his or her current income, then budget in fixed costs. Once this is determined, stop and take a break. Keep in mind that if your widowed parent will still receive the same amount of income as before the spouse died, your parent may want to allocate the 20 percent excess income—if that is, in fact, the case—to a new financial priority, such as a new expense or investment. After creating an initial income and expense framework, encourage your parent to think about the things he or she might want to do or not do as a newly single person. Are they going to travel more or less? Are they going to move? Will they be paying for more or less entertainment or events outside the home such as movies or dinners out with friends? Encourage your parent to revisit these questions every three months or so until the budget is worked out.
3. Widows or widowers will be more or less comfortable with budgeting depending on how involved they were with the couple’s finances. Some widows from traditional gender-role marriages who let their husbands manage the finances may feel less comfortable making financial decisions now that they are on their own. Other widows or widowers who managed the household budget or couple’s investments may feel very comfortable making financial decisions.
Our Story
In our situation, Mom understood she needed to make new financial choices. Self-restraint on her spending preferences required changing old habits. Mom was used to managing basic household expenses but not the mortgage, various insurance policies, or larger expenses. After paying all the bills, Mom realized the total income required to maintain her current lifestyle—and that number shocked her. Initially Mom tried to make a few small changes to reduce expenses. Over the next five years, Mom reevaluated memberships, subscriptions, credit cards, and insurance to decide if certain discretionary purchases brought substantial value to her new single life.
Creating a New Budget May Take Time
Be forewarned. Your parent may not build a new working budget in one afternoon. The new budget process may take weeks, months, or even years for a widow or widower to let go of old lifestyle expenses or income levels. Let the financial transformation happen at the pace your parent can manage. Don’t force the issue. Expense changes trigger large amounts of grief when a parent releases his or her past lifestyle. When some widowed parents evaluate their new income and expenses, current reality can hit hard; however, a widowed parent’s acceptance of financial reality is critical to moving forward.
Rebudget Early
If a widowed parent avoids reviewing their regular bills and spending habits, big problems may surface. Some widows or widowers can be incapable or afraid of handling their finances. When your parent’s income is either reduced or increased through the payment or lack of payment of a large life-insurance inheritance, large or even smaller purchase decisions change. As a widowed parent overspends or charges large items and bills to credit card(s) without a way to pay them off, financial trouble brews. Budgeting or financial messes can be avoided if your parent addresses his or her own issues surrounding finances soon after being widowed. If your parent denies the financial reality, consult with a financial counselor.
If Your Parent Managed the Financial Affairs
Regardless of your widowed parent’s financial experience, after the loss of a spouse, he or she will need to possibly rebudget, seek financial assistance, and rework an investment portfolio. If your widowed parent was previously managing your parents’ financial affairs, he or she may not seek advice from you. Keep in mind, however, even if your parent is a budgeting wiz, he or she may struggle with other financial decisions, such as buying, selling, or managing stocks, bonds, ETFs, mutual funds, or real estate assets and may require outside support and advice.
Resources and Options
Talk to your parent to see if he or she needs budget assistance. If your parent requests assistance, divide expenses into three categories—simple survival expenses, little luxuries, and splurges—to clarify choices. Survival expenses are essential costs, such as rent or a mortgage, utilities, loans, insurance, or taxes. Little luxuries can be gym memberships, manicures, Starbucks coffee, or movies. Splurges can be vacations, shopping sprees, furniture, or a motorcycle. Little luxuries for some people may be survival for others. Budgeting and money-management choices are based on individual preferences. Encourage your parent to determine his or her own specific priorities, not necessarily the same choices made when part of a couple.
If your mother is your widowed parent, the Women’s Institute for Financial Education has created local Money Clubs around the United States. In the clubs, women learn how to better understand and manage finances. Encourage your mother to read Kiplinger’s Money Smart Women, written by the executive editor of Kiplinger’s Personal Finance magazine or join the Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement.
If your widowed parent is age fifty-five or older, Senior Discounts lists discounts available to seniors. Unbelievably Good Deals and Great Adventures That You Absolutely Can’t Get Unless You’re over Fifty is another excellent discount resource for your parent. For general budgeting information, grab a copy of the Personal Budgeting Kit, The Everything Budgeting Book, or the Pocket Idiot’s Guide to Living on a Budget. For more budgeting resources, review Part III: Resources.
Questions for Widowed Parents to Ask about Budgeting
1. Do I have a good idea of my entire household budget?
2. Is the budget written down?
3. What things could I cut back on?
4. How will I reduce my spending by 20 percent or whatever is needed to avoid going into debt or bankruptcy?
5. Do I need budgeting advice or do I want to create a new budget myself?
Positive change can’t take place until old blocks are removed. A few tweaks and your parent’s new budget will allow him or her to keep moving forward. If your widowed parent reviews his or her finances early, future decisions are easier, confidence is boosted, and your parent’s future financial security can be preserved.
Every worthwhile accomplishment, big or little, has its stages of drudgery and triumph;
a beginning, a struggle, and a victory.
—ANONYMOUS
HOW TO SETTLE AN ESTATE
On Friday afternoon at the end of a hard workweek, you may want to go home and relax. What if your work required you to keep laboring through the weekend to prepare for a new client meeting Monday morning? After surviving the funeral and memorial service, the doors to settling your parent’s estate open. Your free time or weekends may be filled assisting your parent with sorting through estate and legal paperwork. Before you and your widowed parent dig too deep into estate paperwork, talk about some critical questions.
Four Estate Questions
Before beginning to settle an estate, know the answers to these four questions:
1. Did the deceased leave a will?
2. Is an executor of the estate mentioned in a will?
3. If my parent is named as executor, does he or she want assistance from me or other family members in settling the estate?
4. Should our family hire an estate attorney?
The Role of an Estate Attorney
Estate attorneys can assist in many aspects of settling an estate, including explaining the will contents. Professionals with high ethics can prevent fraud or stealing from the estate from devious family members. If an executor is not named in a will, the estate attorney will consider the deceased’s previous marriages, children, state laws, and other considerations before they approach the local court to obtain the required court order appointing an executor of the estate.
The Role of an Executor
An executor, either named in a will or assigned by a court, is a person who accomplishes the wishes written out in a will. Spouses typically are assigned the executor role; however, some people choose executors other than spouses. The duties of an executor including regular estate attorney meetings, and sorting through legal paperwork can take a toll on a spouse along with his or her grief. An executor manages a lot of responsibility in the required tasks of administration of a large amount of legal and financial paperwork.
Unfortunately not everyone assigned to the position of executor has everyone’s best interest at heart. When money is involved, illegal or unethical situations can occur. Sometimes, especially when large amounts of money are at stake, individuals and family squabbles get ugly. Sometimes greedy or squirrelly family members persuade the grieving spouse to allow them to step in and take over. When the role of executor falls into unethical hands, the assets of the estate can diminish overnight.
Sometimes the widowed parent may not able to perform the role of executor because of illness, impairment, or lack of interest in performing the job. If an alternate is needed, a trustworthy family member may have to be appointed. An ethical estate attorney can assist with sticky executor situations.
How Long Does an Estate Take to Settle?
Typically, you send the final estate tax return to the Internal Revenue Service within twelve to eighteen months. An estate settlement time can be shortened or prolonged by many factors. Ask an estate attorney about your specific situation.
Our Story
After my father’s funeral and memorial service, Mom didn’t want to deal with mountains of paperwork and attorneys; however, she was executor of Dad’s estate. So Mom hired an estate attorney to assist her with her executor’s job.
The estate attorney proved to be a stellar investment for Mom. The estate attorney facilitated paperwork and provided solid legal advice. The estate attorney brought trusted counsel into our chaotic world. She provided structure, logical thinking, and support.
Nevertheless, even with an estate attorney’s assistance, Mom’s executor job required her to make countless phone calls, take notarized documents to banks and investment companies, and photocopy various needed papers daily. In one of Mom’s typical days during this time, she would photocopy Dad’s death certificate, open or close accounts, deal with insurance companies, and look for papers in my father’s old files. Because Mom did the executor’s many meticulous tasks while isolated and grieving, she grew depressed. An executor’s role can be a burden in many cases, especially when spouses carry their deep grief along on the job. Don’t misjudge
the power of grief.
Mom’s daily life in the months after Dad died consisted of the tedious tasks of the estate work combined with managing all the unfamiliar household bills and chores. Across the country, my sister and I struggled to support Mom with her new responsibilities and put food on our own table. Unfortunately for us, we didn’t have a good alternative for the executor role. Mom had no other choice.
Mom went to probate court, opened estate checking accounts, and renamed the retirement accounts. She kept an official log of all related death expenses for taxes. Mom created a personal inventory of my father’s belongings and talked to insurance companies. She worked with her investment company to figure out date-of-death-cost basis of stocks Dad owned. She sent thank-you notes to friends who donated to charities in Dad’s name. Even though some days were tougher than others, fifteen months later, Mom completed her executor’s job. The estate settled. If Mom became an executor of an estate again, she would hire an organizer or paralegal or ask close friends for some assistance.
A Personal Friend as an Estate Attorney
If your widowed parent or a family member is an attorney, his or her legal knowledge will be useful, but you may want to hire outside legal assistance to diffuse any potential family tension. A nonbiased legal opinion may maintain clear perspective on how to handle touchy situations.
Resources and Options
If you can afford an estate attorney or extra assistance, the money is well spent. To find an estate attorney, contact AARP Legal Services, the American College of Trust and Estate Council or online resources such as the Lawyers Web site or the 1-800Probate Web site.
Not everyone can afford an estate attorney or pay for outside paperwork assistance. If outside aid is unaffordable, ask honest and loyal friends to assist with some of the less sensitive nonfinancial tasks, such as making phone calls or addressing thank-you notes. Another resource for legal information is Nolo Publishing, which produces a wide variety of legal reference books on wills, executor roles, and trusts. If your parent is a member of AARP, call its local office to ask for referrals for reduced-cost estate attorneys. Read Facing a Death in the Family: Caring for Someone through Illness and Dying, Arranging the Funeral, Dealing with the Will and Estate for details on administering an estate.
For other ideas on how to be an executor, locate a death certificate, find lost insurance policies or safe deposit boxes, or find an estate attorney, look over the Part III: Resources, under “Paperwork and Finances” for more estate and legal resources.
Questions to Ask When You and Your Parent Sort Out an Estate
1. If my parent is named as executor in the will, can he or she perform duties that could require eighteen months worth of work?
2. Does my parent or I know a trustworthy estate attorney?
3. Should my parent or I ask close friends or hire an organizer or paralegal to manage the estate paperwork?
When anyone settles an estate, no matter how much assistance a person has, an executor’s duties can be extensive. If you or your parent understands the responsibilities of an executor, the estate’s paperwork management will run smoother. You can prevent family members from overstepping boundaries and trying to control the estate distributions in their favor if you hire a professional estate attorney. Once properly executed, the estate settles, and the executor can spend more time on more uplifting activities.
One step and then another, and the longest walk is ended.
One stitch and then another, and the longest rent is mended.
One brick upon another, and the tallest wall is made.
One flake and then another, and the deepest snow is made.
—ANONYMOUS
WHO WILL MANAGE THE INVESTMENTS?
After the loss of your parent’s spouse, your widowed parent may need to decide if he or she wants to self-manage the finances, hire a financial planner or investment counselor, ask a family member to manage the finances, or stay with his or her current financial advisor. Your parent may make this decision based on his or her own views about how finances should be managed and how involved he or she was with your parents’ finances before the loss of the spouse. When a spouse dies, the surviving partner may face many unfamiliar financial tasks if managing the couple’s finances was not one of his or her roles in the marriage. If your widowed parent fears managing investments alone, financial planners or investment counselors can provide guidance. As we have seen from the effects of the 2008 bear market, the financial decision of who is going to manage the finances well is critical to future financial security.
Four Investment Management Ideas
With all the financial management options available for your widowed parent, keep four ideas in mind:
1. If your parent has a professional financial planner or investment counselor who manages your parent’s finances appropriately with success, a change in management may be unnecessary. After the loss of a spouse, many widowed parents will appreciate the security of discussing changing finances with a familiar advisor.
2. If your parent wants to hire a financial planner or investment counselor, find someone your parent can trust who has a similar investment philosophy. A professional financial manager should be able to advise your parent on a variety of options and provide advice based on your parent’s comprehensive financial picture.
3. If your parent wants to manage his or her own finances, make sure he or she will have the time and energy needed to research investments, handle transactions, and track tax information.
4. Financial education is important to pursue no matter who manages your parent’s finances. Your parent can make more educated money-management decisions if they read financial books, listen to financial audio tapes, attend financial seminars or conferences, review information on financial Web sites, and join investment associations and organizations.
Our Story
My sister, Ivy, and I were raised and actively educated as children of a stockbroker. Fortunately for us, Dad believed that women, especially his daughters, should understand business and make their own stock-market investment decisions.
Regularly, my father took Mom, Ivy, and I to dinners at new restaurants with investment potential. Dad asked for our input on his possible stock purchases. He tested our investment choices with questions. My father encouraged us to think about the products we bought and the companies behind those products. We invested in the products and companies that made sense to us. Every day Dad discussed with us new products to test and companies to buy or sell.
Ivy and I placed our own stock trades when we were fifteen years old. Dad groomed us to depend on our own investment instincts. His stock-market and business teachings made a big and permanent impression on us both. Dad taught us investment tools to use for life.
His financially independent mind-set was enforced when, months before Dad died, he and I drove home from his unsuccessful stem-cell transplant in Washington D.C. He talked to me about what to do about investment advisors if something happened to him. He stared blankly out the window. He must have understood at that moment that the self-management philosophy of investments he encouraged in us would be implemented by his children and wife at his unexpected, early death. Dad counted on more time to make additional financial planning decisions in his retirement but ran out of time. I knew he didn’t have a suggested advisor’s name to tell me to contact if he died. Dad knew that if given a name, we would have followed that advice. Yet he trusted us to manage the investments more than any other advisor he could name, even after networking in the investment business for over forty years. The silence in the car clearly spoke his mind.
After Dad died, as Ivy and I juggled our own businesses and Mom struggled with being overwhelmed, we tried to use financial advisors. As time passed, we recognized that the advisors we chose charged high fees and produced low returns, invading Mom’s principal. The three of us decided to tackle the investments on our own. We joined associations and groups, ordered newsletters, took investment classes to get additional perspectives, and took over the management of our futures.
Our choice to manage Mom’s finances empowered us. After we looked at our talents and background, our management of Mom’s investments was an obvious choice. We knew Mom’s future financial security was in the hands of the people who cared most about her. We had not planned to manage Mom’s investments, but considered our job another avenue for growth and education and, we hoped, success.
Our mother’s choice to allow her adult children to assist her in managing her investments will not necessarily be the right choice for everyone. Carefully consider your own parent’s situation and resources as well as your own and the resources provided in this book before making any new financial management decision. Monitor financial accounts closely to secure solid returns, whether you, your parent, or an advisor invests your parent’s money.
Financial Management Options
Before your parent decides which financial management choice he or she prefers, ask your parent what type of financial advice they need. Will your parent need the same or additional financial planning assistance because of the loss of his or her spouse? Does your parent need help with estate planning or stock-market investments or both? If your parent manages his or her finances, does he or she need additional resources? Once your parent has identified the need, then ask friends or other advisors, such as your accountant or attorney, for referrals to financial planners, investment counselors, or investment resources.
Financial Management Option #1
Your Parent Wants to Stay with His or Her Current Financial Advisor
Many people hire a money manager to reduce their own worry over financial management. If your parent feels comfortable with his or her current advisor, don’t force a change; instead, encourage your parent to meet with the advisor to discuss the financial implication of the loss of a spouse.
Financial Management Option #2
Your Parent Wants to Hire a New Financial Advisor
Before hiring a new financial advisor, encourage your parent to consult the book The Right Way to Hire Financial Help: A Complete Guide to Choosing and Managing Brokers, Financial Planners, Insurance Agents, Lawyers, Tax Preparers, Bankers, and Real Estate Agents. This book helps your parent prepare questions to ask any potential advisors—such as portfolio value requirements, services offered by an advisor, and an advisor’s financial specialties. Your parent can then set up in-person meetings with a few advisors.
Tell your parent to ask any financial advisor they meet with to review their ADV. This document includes information about the advisor’s education, disciplinary history within the last ten years, and professional designations such as Certified Financial Planner (CFP). This document also reveals how the advisor is compensated as well as business relationships they maintain with specific insurance or mutual-fund companies. These business relationships are legal, as long as the relationship is disclosed to clients.
Before your parent leaves a meeting with a potential advisor, make sure your parent understands how the advisor is compensated. Advisors can be fee-only, commission-based, fee-and-commission, or salaried. Ask for a written plan from each advisor on what it will cost to both create a plan and manage your parent’s investments.
Financial planners and investment advisors work at full-service investment companies such as Smith Barney or Edward Jones. Your parent can find fee-only comprehensive financial planners through the National Association for Personal Financial Advisors. To find a financial planner or advisor, consult the Financial Planning Association or the Personal Financial Planning division of the American Institute for CPAs. Before your parent hands over his or her life savings, contact the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority or the Securities and Exchange Commission to make sure no disciplinary action has been taken against your advisor.
Special Note
Before your parent chooses an investment advisor, suggest he or she research and investigate a handful of advisors. Some people prefer multiple advisors to reduce the risks of one manager, company, or person guiding all their investment choices, while other people prefer one manager.
Financial Management Option #3
Your Parent Wants to Self-Manage His or Her Finances or Learn More about Investments
When your parent manages his or her own finances, he or she can save advisor management fees every year that can cost from 0.5 to 2 percent of your parent’s total portfolio in some cases. Additionally, when your parent manages his or her finances, he or she alleviates the issue of discussing changes in a portfolio prior to placing trades. On the other hand, managing your own finances is stressful and time-consuming, and your parent will need to seek out information and do research. If your parent initially wants to manage his or her own finances but then gets overwhelmed, he or she can hire a financial manager later.
More companies and investment vehicles are available today than ever before through premium, full-service, and discount brokers. If your parent wants to buy mutual funds, Fidelity, T. Rowe Price, and Vanguard all offer low-cost, no-load mutual funds. Morningstar offers free information on funds and stocks as well as a fee-based service for researching mutual funds and stocks using their fully researched analyst reports. Discount brokers such as Tradeking, Firsttrade, or OptionsExpress all offer the least-expensive trading commissions. Review SmartMoney magazine’s annual broker survey for detailed descriptions of the top premium, full-service, and discount brokers.
Index funds or ETFs (exchange traded funds) also offer other lower-cost investment options. These are passively managed and hold multiple stocks that track different sectors or indexes, such as the S & P 500, if your parent is uncomfortable picking individual stocks. Your parent can learn more about index funds or ETFs on many online financial Web sites and magazines such as CNN Money Personal Finance, Kiplinger’s Personal Finance magazine, or Yahoo! Finance. Your parent can also subscribe to business newspapers such as Investor’s Business Daily or the Wall Street Journal to stay on top of current financial trends and gather new financial investment ideas. For additional information and rankings of online brokers and mutual funds, review the personal finance section of Consumer Reports’s Web site.
Encourage your parent to join an investment group to share and learn investment ideas from other individual investors. American Association of Individual Investors and Better Investing are well-known independent investment educational associations. If your widowed parent is your mother, encourage her to seek out information from a women’s financial organization such as Women’s Institute for Financial Education (WIFE) or a national nonprofit such as Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement (WISER) and register for a newsletter or class. For more investment resources, thumb through Part III: Resources under “Paperwork and Finances.”
Questions to Ask about Your Parent’s Investments
1. What does my widowed parent want to do about financial management?
2. Does my parent prefer someone else manage his or her investments or prefer to manage the investments himself or herself? Is my parent too overwhelmed to manage investments?
3. Does my parent already have a trusted advisor who has performed well for him or her? Does my parent want to continue to work with that advisor?
4. If my parent asks me to manage his or her finances, do I want the job and do I have time to educate myself about my parent’s best financial choices?
5. Should Mom or Dad hire a financial manager to invest money now and reconsider self-management of investments in the future?
6. Could my parent find one investment resource listed in Part III: Resources that he or she wants to research further to aid in making a decision?
Support whatever financial-management decision makes your parent the most comfortable. Each possible choice has specific benefits and drawbacks. Whomever your parent initially chooses to manage his or her investments is not a permanent selection. If the relationship doesn’t work out, your parent can make another choice.
Only those means of security are good,
are certain, are lasting,
that depend on yourself and your own vigor.
—NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI
CHAPTER FIVE
TECHNOLOGY TIME-SAVERS
Technology today is designed to make our lives easier. You have likely adjusted to using it daily, even hourly, to manage your life, schedule, communication, and finances. Your newly widowed parent, however, may not be as comfortable with technology, or as confident in its ability to make his or her life easier. Helping your parent find ways to automate some of the paperwork and tasks of daily life can ease some frustration for them.
AUTOMATE EVERYTHING
Your parent may face never-ending piles of paper without using technology. With free online bill-paying options at most banks and free shipping offered by many online delivery services, automating bills and tasks can free your time. Even monthly deliveries of groceries, drugstore items, or office supplies can be automated. Automation provides an extra set of invisible hands that reduce energy and attention on less important tasks.
What Is Automation?
Automation is an electronic process created to deduct or move specific amounts of money in regular intervals (daily, weekly, monthly, yearly, etc.) with bank, investment, and other electronic accounts. Automation relieves individual management of recurring monthly bills, financial statements, and deliveries, providing more freedom for your parent. Automation also eliminates time and money spent on stamps to mail check payments.
Three Benefits of Automation
Automation can benefit your widowed parent’s situation three ways:
1. Your parent reduces time spent on isolating, unfulfilling, and monotonous tasks when he or she automates payments for regular bills, such as utilities, mortgage, insurance, and memberships.
2. When your parent does tasks such as bill paying and grocery or drugstore shopping, these activities may trigger memories of the deceased spouse and the spouse’s past role. Your parent reduces these repetitive tasks when he or she elects to pay bills or receive regular drugstore and grocery deliveries automatically.
3. When a parent automates routine tasks, he or she creates more free time and spends less time alone without support.
Our Story
Right before Dad was diagnosed in 2000, he entered a few accounts—also called payees—in an online bank bill-paying program. Before online bill pay was available, my father paid all the bills by check. After Dad died, the paper bills he had tried to reduce flooded Mom’s mailbox daily. Mom spent many miserable days at home alone as she tried to sort through the paperwork and locate Dad’s passwords for access to his online accounts. She wasn’t prepared to handle the required volume of bill paying and paper management.
The more my sister and I unraveled our parents’ bills and lifestyle, the more we knew Mom needed to automate. Mom focused on all the paperwork but neglected to see the more important big picture of her income and expenses.
The Beauty of Technology
Technology eases widowed parents’ financial accounting burdens when they are comfortable with computers and understand how to use their computer software. If you regularly download Quicken, pay your bills online, and check e-mail a few times a day, keep in mind those same activities may not be part of your parent’s normal daily or weekly experience. For your parent, daily use of technology for common household duties may be outside the normal comfort zone. View the situation from your parent’s perspective. Go slow and respect all small jumps forward. If your parent already uses automatic or online bill pay, be grateful for such organization; your parent’s skill will save you time.
Resources and Options
Initially, if you or your parent suffers from lack of computer experience or unease with the Internet and paying bills online, technology forces a vertical learning curve. However, the time technology saves is well worth the challenge. To automate monthly drugstore needs, go to the Drugstore Web site. Netgrocer can automate you or your parent’s grocery deliveries. Amazon.com can now automate both drugstore and grocery items in one delivery. Efax or GoDaddy can both set up faxes to be sent to you or your parent’s e-mail address instead of fussing with a fax machine. Contact a financial organizer through the National Association of Professional Organizers to automate your bills or banking transactions. If your parent wants to save all online passwords for accounts in one place, go to RoboForm, Any Password, or Splash Data. For more automation resources, check out Part III: Resources under the Technology section.
Questions to Ask about Your Parent’s Automation Possibilities
1. Does my parent have regular income that provides a specific amount in a bank account every month? Is my parent comfortable with automatic payments deducted each month from that bank account?
2. What other items, aside from regular bills or monthly deliveries, could be automated to reduce the workload?
3. Has my parent automated membership dues, prescriptions, condo dues, investments, insurance payments, utilities, phone bills, or cell phone bills?
4. How else could my parent and I simplify bill pay systems?
Automation of even a few bills or deliveries may relieve some anxiety. If used correctly and monitored well, technology will make both your and your parent’s lives simpler.
Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!
I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not
a hundred or a thousand … Simplify, Simplify.
—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
ONLINE AND LOCAL TECH SUPPORT
Few stores are open twenty-four hours a day. Okay, maybe Waffle House, but how healthy do the customers and waitresses really look at 2:00 a.m.? I bet one night or two you will have no choice but to coach your parent through some kind of technology or computer issue. Things happen; however, make future plans to let the technology support companies that stay open for business twenty-four-hours a day, seven days a week be on call for your parent instead of you.
Three Technology Support Questions
Before your parent hires online or local technology support, discuss the following three questions:
1. Is your parent computer proficient enough to use online tech-support tools like live chat, remote access software, and message boards?
2. Is your parent more comfortable learning from a technology support technician at home or at a local store?
3. Is your parent self-conscious about a lack of computer knowledge? Would he or she prefer to learn about computers in a group environment?
Our Story
Mom normally used her Apple laptop computer and wasn’t familiar with my father’s Windows operating system. As the months progressed, Mom struggled with Dad’s computer to locate files. Mom had technical problems and questions almost daily about both my parents’ computers.
After I came home from a long day at work, Mom called me with a technical question she needed answered to make an important financial decision. Because of Mom’s lack of knowledge about computers and my sister’s and my more developed computer skills, technology support calls from Mom were frequent. That particular night I had plans for a long workout and dinner with friends to blow off stress, plans that ended up getting cancelled.
After months of similar weekly or even daily calls, my sister, Ivy, and I needed to hire outside technology support. Although qualified, Ivy and I grew frustrated with Mom’s around-the-clock need for our technology support, but we weren’t sure who else could answer Mom’s computer questions late at night.
Outsourced Technology Support Benefits
If Ivy and I had found Mom local technology support, or even online technology support, we all would have benefited. If Mom hired outside technology support, she could have called a hotline about her technology questions while my sister and I stabilized our lives and jobs. Mom would have indirectly benefited from human interaction at a local technology support store or from a technician who provided in-home technology support. Local computer training courses could have provided Mom additional support and a reason to get out of the home. Mom would have seen others struggling to understand with her in a class. We all would have been less frustrated if we had hired outside technology support for Mom.
If Your Widowed Parent Is Computer Proficient
If your parent excels at computer troubleshooting, he or she may fix his or her own computer problems. A monthly or per-call technology support program is still an option if your parent gets frustrated regularly.
Technology Support Costs Cash
Most technology support costs money. Lower-cost technology support is also offered at community centers, libraries, and churches. If those are unavailable and your parent is comfortable online, try online message boards.
Resources and Options
If you or your parent is interested in online assistance for a monthly fee, investigate PC Pitstop, PC Pinpoint, Plum Choice, or Ask Dr. Tech. To find out more about local technology support, visit Geek Squad or Geeks on Time. Review remote-access software companies online such as GoToMyPC, Mionet, and Avvenu’s Access n’ Share. GCF Global Learning offers free online computer classes and its Web site locates local computer classes. If your parent needs a lighter and less-expensive laptop-like computer with wireless access, take a look at Dana by Alphasmart. Browse Part III: Resources under “Technology” for more technology support ideas.
Questions to Ask about Your Parent and Online or Local Technology Support
1. Does my parent need technology support?
2. Do I want to be available to offer technology support for my parent? Is technology support better outsourced to someone else?
3. Could I give more valuable advice to my parent in areas other than technology?
4. What is the most effective tech support for my parent—online, in-person, or a combination of both?
5. Could someone in my parent’s community who charges less than other services assist him or her?
6. What lower-cost technology support services are available in my parent’s community—library, community center, or churches?
7. Does my parent lack technical skills?
8. Would my parent be more comfortable asking technology support questions in a computer class with others instead of alone?
As soon as possible, determine your tech support “office hours” available for your parent’s technical questions. Stick to them. Twenty-five dollars a month for around-the-clock technology support may seem a high price to pay, but after one long day at work, a quiet phone may provide a million dollars’ worth of peace and rest.
The driver knows how much the ox can carry,
and keeps the ox from being overloaded.
You know your way and your state of mind.
Do not carry too much.
—ZEN SAYING
CHAPTER SIX
MOVING FORWARD
If you have moved past the crucial immediate days and weeks following your mom or dad’s death, some tasks may be behind you now. Yet other challenges still lie ahead. As you walk through grief, it can become easy for each day to meld into the next, with no change and nothing positive to anticipate. Don’t let yourself or your parent become paralyzed and listless, unable to move forward. At first you can’t imagine life without your parent. Yet inevitably you must push forward with your life while you remember and honor the memory of your parent. Finding the motivation to move forward, one day at a time, will help you and your widowed parent find new life and energy again.
CRITICAL MOTIVATORS
What motivates you? Travel inspires me. No matter if I walk down the street or fly to California, I escape my problems or daily work engrossed in the spontaneity of the outside world. When I encounter people or places that motivate me, I return to my regular life renewed and recharged.
As you and your widowed parent learn how to move forward in your lives after loss, carefully chosen motivators bring invigorating energy. When you take the time to change your environment, depleted motivation returns reactivated.
Four Ideas about Motivation
Reflect on the following four ideas as you note your own motivators:
1. Get involved in motivating environments. Encouraging environments can include work, church, volunteering, classes, book clubs, community gyms, small groups, or group therapy. When you surround yourself with uplifting experiences and people, you increase your energy, and new, hopeful attitudes attract new opportunities. If you choose to isolate, low energy and depression grow.
2. Absorb solution-based and positive thinking information in books, affirmation or meditation CDs, classes, or seminars. Those motivators encourage enthusiasm for self-improvement and attract interaction with others. When you read newspapers and the nightly news, an opposite and isolating effect occurs.
3. Get exposure to a world outside of your usual life and you’ll create movement, perspective, energy shifts, and lifted moods. Even if you have time to do only something small, get out of your typical environment. You deplete yourself and lack motivation when you stay in the same environment without a break.
4. For many widows and widowers, regular interaction with their grown children and possible grandchildren may be critical motivators to move forward with life. Newly widowed parents make the choice to fight through their despair after loss to support their children or grandchildren. Adult children and grandchildren may give the widowed parent a reason to live, especially after the loss of a spouse from a long-term marriage.
Our Story
After my sister and I returned home to California after organizing and supporting Mom during the month following my father’s death, Mom talked to us on the phone about the same unresolved issues over and over again. Meanwhile we had to run our real estate and mortgage businesses. We jammed our days with work and little play. I tried to make life work, but over time, my motivation diminished, and I burned out from work overload. I craved rejuvenation but wasn’t sure how to make time for play.
My motivation strategy, a combination of approaches, pulled me out of a burned-out state. I began individual therapy, read memoirs about loss, and listened to relaxation CDs to rejuvenate myself. I reduced my daily news intake and forced myself to create variety within my daily schedule. I also attended a long weekend certification training of the Grief Recovery Outreach Program. During that weekend, I worked through my father’s death as well as outstanding relationship issues. When I changed old habits, new positive energy invigorated me.
Benefits of Motivational Environments, Books, and People
Optimistic and hopeful environments and people stimulated me to seek new directions. Old problems dissipated when new solutions surfaced. When I heard other people’s stories, compassion filled my heart and loneliness left. When I altered my lunch routine or called an old friend, my energy changed and new environments or conversations inspired me. Small changes motivated me while we continued to tackle the big problems Mom, my sister, and I faced.
If You Are Already Highly Motivated
I consider myself a motivated, driven personality; however, my constant tug-of-war between Mom’s needs and my needs eroded my drive and motivation over time. Many people avoid their own feelings about their loss through working too much. Seek outlets that motivate you if you overwork and crave rejuvenation.
Resources and Options
You must take action to create dynamic new energy in your daily life. Surround yourself and your parent with exciting environments and solution-based CDs, books, or classes to create new positive habits. Naomi Levy’s book, To Begin Again: The Journey toward Comfort, Strength, and Faith in Difficult Times, covers what brings comfort during grief; how to rebuild your life; and transformation after grief, prayer, and ritual. Relax to Your Present: A Half Hour of Peace, an award-winning CD that fosters deep relaxation and reduces stress. Order the magazine Living with Loss Magazine: Hope & Healing for the Body, Mind, and Spirit to inspire you or your parent. You can find motivational speakers and their products in one place on the Get Motivation Web site. Achievement Radio, an Internet fee-based radio station, broadcasts motivational and inspiring broadcasts by speakers who focus on self-improvement topics to members. If you or your parent is interested in taking some adult education classes, try the Learning Annex or Shaw Guides. Glance through Part III: Resources, under “Moving Forward” for more motivation resources.
Questions to Ask about Motivation
1. In the past when I was stuck, what did I do? Did I go on a trip? Take a few days off work? Go fishing? Spend a weekend hiking in the mountains?
2. Which of my environments motivate me?
3. Who or what are great motivators in my life? How can I immediately spend more time around those people or activities?
4. What classes, books, seminars, online workshops, or CDs could provide perspective and motivation after my loss?
5. What could I do to change my normal routine?
6. Before my loss, what used to motivate me?
7. What or who drains me?
8. What habits deplete my energy?
When you search for new motivating environments, remain open-minded and expect to be surprised. You shut yourself off from beneficial motivators when you sit at home or work in your office late at night. Seek motivation and see what surprises wait to encourage you and your parent.
Where the willingness is great, the difficulties cannot be great.
—NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI
THINK SHORT-TERM
When a parent dies, survivors experience a loss of long-term relationship security. The foundation upon which your security stood may seem to fall apart. Everything you built on that secure foundation may wobble and crumble. Short-term thinking may rebuild a new foundation.
Three Concepts on Short-Term Thinking
When you shift to short-term thinking, keep three important concepts in mind:
1. If you build a daily or weekly structure after suffering a huge personal loss, you create consistency and stability. Without a structure, you or your parent may fail to gain momentum to move forward.
2. You or your parent can avoid pointless worrying about future events that may or may not happen when you maintain present-moment thinking.
3. Circumstances change daily. Small action steps push you forward in the direction of accomplishment. You change your circumstances by taking action.
Our Story
When Mom settled into her new life alone after my sister, Ivy, and I went back home to California, her days lacked structure. Mom didn’t work outside the home. During Dad’s illness, she left her volunteer and community groups to care for him. Mom’s home—surrounded by woods and off the beaten track from where her other friends lived—enforced her isolation from community. As her estate and household paperwork increased, Mom’s isolation deepened as she worked at home, and Ivy and I worried about her. Initially, we suggested Mom balance her time between paperwork and community involvement. Because Mom was overwhelmed and worried about long-term situations, her focus on smaller goals and daily activity bred better results.
Mom worked on smaller achievements. She added simple things in her day to create routine. Morning jaunts to the gym grounded her in the day. After a few weeks, Mom attended church. Sunday church events surrounded her with friendly faces and pulled her out of isolation. Mom found a grief counselor who met with her weekly. Small activities built Mom an initial structure. Her small steps paved the way for bigger ones.
All three of us focused on what we could do in the present moment. During regular conversations on the phone, Ivy and I focused Mom on small steps, and she appreciated our support. After a year passed, the three of us talked about the upcoming summer or winter but still avoided discussions about next year or beyond.
When Mom talked about events beyond one month in the future, her brain stopped in “analysis paralysis.” Mom settled Dad’s estate with small daily steps. When she was ready to sell her home, she took small steps to decide where to move. Currently, several years after Dad’s death, the three of us talk about and plan for next year.
When Mom used smaller action steps to make big decisions, she wasn’t so overwhelmed. My sister and I supported Mom with deadline-based instead of emotionally based what-if scenarios. Speculative scenarios, for us, produced unnecessary fear and anxiety; short-term thinking created calm.
A simple structure created a foundation for Mom to rebuild her life and develop an identity as a newly single person. When Mom took and celebrated small action steps, all three of us saw her accomplishments multiply. Without small steps, we all spun in circles of worry. Mom listened to our suggestions and took action on many of them.
If Mom Is Your Widowed Parent
If your widowed mother developed a strong sense of identity through work or community and avoided traditional gender roles, she may adapt and make choices alone better than a more traditional woman after the loss of a spouse. Regardless, if your mother is traditional or not, the death of a husband can devastate any wife. Parents’ financial knowledge as well as a support system outside the home may also play roles in their success after loss. Stay sensitive to your parent’s situation and dramatic life change. Go easy.
Resources and Options
Try short-term thinking in your own life. It can keep you balanced during the often emotionally turbulent first year after loss. Focus on what you can do in one day. Try not to worry about next year. Build a temporary structure for your life while you sort through your parent’s and your own new problems and emotional issues.
According to Raphael Cushnir4, author of Unconditional Bliss: Finding Happiness in the Face of Hardship, when something negative happens in our lives, our usual response is to resist it. A better approach, Cushnir suggests, is to stay connected to the emotions and sensations that the situation evokes, moment by moment by moment. When we accept our painful emotions in this way, without analyzing, judging, or bargaining them, they dissipate quickly and easily, leaving a joyful peace in their wake.
When you seek outside perspective, you receive new insights. Call a friend or therapist, or join a support group to take small action steps. Read Eckhart Tolle’s books The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment or The New Earth:Awakening to Your Life’s Purpose. Other books to encourage you to embrace short-term thinking include Present Moment Awareness: A Simple Step-by-Step Guide to Living in the Now or Live, Laugh, and Be Blessed: Finding Humor and Holiness in Everyday Moments.
Questions to Ask Yourself about Short-Term Thinking
1. How has my parent’s or my old security been shattered?
2. What weekly or daily structure encourages short-term thinking?
3. When we focus on what we can do one day at a time, do we accomplish more?
4. Does anyone talk too much about next year or sometime in the future?
5. Do we worry about events in the future too much when our circumstances could dramatically change at any moment?
One day can shatter long-term security. Grievers understand that fact better than most people. Stay in the present moment if your foundation is cracked and crumbled. Do small, manageable things. Each day provides small opportunities for success. Grab a jackhammer or some Crazy Glue and make your old foundation a little stronger for the future one step at a time.
The best thing about the future is that it comes only one day at a time.
—ABRAHAM LINCOLN
CELEBRATE MILESTONES
A star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame celebrates a person’s success. Your version of success may be a dream home, a grandchild’s birth, or enough money to retire. Your widowed parent may find success when making the first big decision on his or her own or when the deceased spouse’s estate finally settles. Whatever success means to you or your parent, make sure you both celebrate the smallest of achievements.
Three Milestone Celebration Ideas
Keep three points in mind as you celebrate successes:
1. How you celebrate the small things doesn’t matter; the celebrating matters most.
2. Stay sensitive to a widowed parent’s smaller achievements. When your widowed parent makes decisions alone, without his or her spouse available for discussion, your parent’s self-esteem is tested and represents a huge step forward for your widowed parent.
3. When you celebrate the little moments, you acknowledge small steps forward. Celebrations along the way boost energy and motivate you and your parent toward other future achievements.
Our Story
Because I have been self-employed for a long time, certain financial tasks come naturally, such as downloading bank transactions into Quicken, paying bills online, and talking with my accountant about taxes. As for Mom, Dad handled all the financial tasks for their joint household for thirty-four years. After my father died, all those foreign tasks fell into my mother’s lap. Initially we were frustrated that Mom didn’t know how to handle everything, and my sister and I sorted out Mom’s finances. As Mom gradually learned how to pay all the bills and understand financial choices herself, we checked that task off our list. When Mom accepted her responsibility and mustered the courage to try, she reached her first financial milestone. My sister and I saw the achievement but didn’t celebrate her success.
As Mom continued to step outside of her comfort zone, she continued to blossom. My sister and I saw her change many old habits. My sister and I achieved small victories along the way. Over time, we celebrated all the small achievements each of us made along our recovery after Dad’s death.
When you and your parent celebrate daily successes, fewer breakdowns occur over the what-ifs of the future. Celebrated milestones build self-esteem as you both identify your small steps of growth. You may think celebrations of small achievements may seem like a waste of time or silly. Do what pleases you, but celebrating milestones moves both you and your parent forward faster.
Resources and Options
Go ahead and plan your next milestone celebration for when you succeed with a small step. Celebrations could be a day off, a night out, or a quiet night in. Get celebration ideas through the fun-filled card deck 52 Ways to Celebrate Life. Send you or your parent an e-card through the Blue Mountain or Hallmark Web sites. Read Wow! Celebrations for the Successes of Life for lists and enjoyable stories about celebrating. Make your celebration count. Check out Part III: Resources under the “Moving Forward” section for more celebration resources.
Questions to Ask about Milestone Celebrations
1. What are some recent small accomplishments I achieved that went unnoticed?
2. What has my parent accomplished that I can celebrate?
3. What can I do to recognize any accomplishments?
4. Do I stop to celebrate? If celebrating is difficult for me, what can I do to change that behavior?
5. When I celebrated events in the past, did I relax?
6. What are the top three celebrations I will put into practice in my life to recognize small feats?
As you determine what milestones to celebrate, encourage your parent to do the same. Put on your party hats from time to time and watch your self-esteem rise and your and energy reemerge.
No matter what looms ahead, if you can eat today,
enjoy the sunlight today, mix good cheer with friends today, enjoy it and bless God for it.
—HENRY WARD BEECHER
CHAPTER SEVEN
HOLIDAYS AND ANNIVERSARIES
Ask anyone who has lost a loved one and they’ll likely tell you that the most difficult times in the following months and years are the holidays and anniversaries that inevitably come. Instead of dreading these days as they approach, learn how to find ways to honor your loved one on these occasions, perhaps even bringing some relief and renewal to yourself and your widowed parent as well.
RETHINK YOUR HOLIDAY ROUTINE
When you think about Christmas, Thanksgiving, or Hanukkah, what comes to your mind first? Eggnog? Christmas trees? Turkey? Menorahs? Presents? Or maybe difficult relatives or hectic plane travel? Whatever your past holiday memories, the first holidays after the death of a parent create challenges. The year you lose a loved one, rethink your holiday routine. You or your parent may or may not want to make changes, but if you need to make changes to make the holidays work for both you and your newly widowed parent, that’s okay.
Four Holiday-after-Loss Issues
When you plan the first holidays after the loss of a parent, think about four holiday realities:
1. Tension, emotional anxiety, and grief may run high with all or various family members.
2. Holiday ads that showcase the perfect American family and the gifts they give each other explode in malls, on TV, in magazines, and newspapers during the holiday season.
3. Everyone may not remember your deceased parent in the same way.
4. You can decline holiday invitations if you don’t want to attend.
Our Story
In the past, we alternated Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays in various locations where we had family members. We dreaded our first Thanksgiving without Dad, packed with memories of Thanksgivings past. Our family of three chose to be with some family members, but not at our typical holiday location. We spent that week with Dad’s brother and his family in Arizona.
The first Christmas after my father’s death, we vacationed in an unfamiliar but interesting city with nearby access to pampering options. We didn’t exchange gifts but decided our vacation was our gift to each other that year. This way we avoided the retail Christmas barrage.
Because we spent the holidays in a new environment, we distracted ourselves for four days with new stimulation and conversation instead of old memories. This was what we needed to do to cope. We allowed others to care for us awhile, which brought us comfort and conserved our energies. We ate out without worrying about coordinating or creating meals, which lowered our stress. Because we stayed at a hotel with different activities available, each of us could do what we wanted. We could have a massage, relax, or read by the pool. Because we couldn’t offer much support for each other the first holiday after loss, the combination of interacting with family members and staying at a nurturing hotel retreat was the best way for us to minimize the effects of the first holidays without Dad.
Rethink the Holidays at Home
If you share the holidays in your typical location, determine if any holiday routines need to change or not. Holiday memories of the loved one who died can be both comforting and distressing to different family members. Everyone in your family will handle their grief differently. Some people stay strong to keep the holidays the same as usual. Others will break down and need to leave. It’s all okay.
Low-Cost Holiday Routine Changes
Under many circumstances, a week-long holiday away from home isn’t necessary or affordable. Yet you can change your holiday routine without travel or high costs. Ask close family friends if your family can join theirs in celebrations during the holiday season. Contribute food or drink to celebrations but place someone else in charge of the holiday meals. Some funeral homes or various places of worship offer holiday remembrance services. Go to your local day spa and get a massage. Go to a midnight holiday mass or other spiritual event that brings you comfort. Volunteer to serve holiday meals to the homeless or deliver presents to less fortunate children on the holiday which can take the focus off your own troubles. Sometimes simple changes to your normal holiday routine can make the holidays more tolerable.
For some ideas on managing grief during the holidays, read Healing Your Holiday Grief: 100 Practical Ideas for Blending Mourning and Celebration During the Holiday Season.
Out-of-Town Holiday Resources and Options
If you are stuck on what to do, plan a holiday trip outdoors, on a cruise, or at a ranch. Your holiday can stretch the full holiday week or a two- or three-day weekend depending on what you can manage. Check out travel companies such as Iexplore, Cruise411, and RanchWeb. Other options include an RV trip with family on GoRVing. Search for bike trips on Mike Bentley’s Web site. Use SpaFinder online to find a relaxing spa or rent a villa in an interesting destination by using Homeaway or VRBO . Tennis Resorts Online and Travel Golf offer tennis and golf vacation options. If you want to splurge, rent a villa in the Caribbean or South America through Turquoise Net. Club Med offers package vacations for their worldwide resorts. For families with young children, review the Family Travel Network or Family Travel Files Web sites.
Whether you stay close to home or take a trip away, don’t wait to make plans for the holidays. Create a game plan and talk to other family members. Review Part III: Resources for other holiday-planning help, as well as the book The Empty Chair: Handling Grief on Holidays and Special Occasions and a book from a Christian perspective, A Decembered Grief: Living with Loss while Others Are Celebrating.
Questions to Ask about Holiday and Anniversary Plans
1. How do I want to change my family holiday plans for the current year if at all?
2. What have my family or I always wished our family did for the holidays?
3. Where are family members we have not seen for a while that might be interested in visiting with us?
4. How can my parent and I nurture and comfort ourselves to make the holidays a little more tolerable?
Open your mind to new possibilities. You might develop a better holiday routine than you and your family created before. Don’t wait too long to decide. As you explore new holiday ideas, build in comfort and nurturing activities for you and your parent. Listen to what your bodies, minds, and spirits need most.
Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.
—THEODORE ROOSEVELT
CREATE A YEARLY MEMORIAL
Personal yearly rituals can take many forms. Whether you clean out your closet in the spring or take a summer beach trip, yearly rituals ground us in time. A yearly memorial ritual to honor your deceased parent’s memory can mark an important relationship in your life.
Three Yearly Memorial Strategies
Before you commit to a yearly ritual, keep three strategies in mind:
1. Choose a time of year you associate with good memories about your deceased parent. Birthdays, anniversaries, favorite annual trips, or Mother’s or Father’s Day may stand out.
2. Commit to a written plan. A memorial may be as simple as a visit to the grave with flowers, a yearly trip, or a day with your widowed parent. Create whatever memorial works for you.
3. Plan to do the same activity every year. You maintain a deep, continuing connection with your parent through a repeated ritual.
Our Story
Every spring, I loved the celebrations surrounding Dad’s birthday. I scoured stores for the perfect card and present to make Dad smile. On his birthday, Dad allowed others to dote on him. Because Dad’s birthday marks an important date in my life, I celebrate Dad’s yearly memorial on his birthday. Every year I browse through a scrapbook with pictures, letters, e-mails, and cards my father sent me over many years. My spring ritual connects me to reminders of my father’s advice, wisdom, and friendship every year.
I began this annual ritual the second year after my father died. The first year after Dad’s death, Mom, my sister and I prepared Mom’s home for a spring sale. As time passed, I missed my father’s friendship. When I created a scrapbook of my best memories of Dad, my bond to my father was reconnected. Through Dad’s written words and my memory, he retains a strong presence in my life.
Do What Works for You
A yearly memorial trip or a visit to your parent’s gravesite may not work for you. That’s okay. Do what reconnects you to your parent. For some people, a yearly event may be too infrequent. Regular gravesite visits, especially soon after your parent’s death, may be what you need most. Or maybe that’s too tough. Revisit the idea of a yearly ritual after some time has passed. In some cases, no memorial works best. That’s fine. If you had a negative or abusive relationship with your parent and don’t want to honor them with an ongoing celebration, engaging in one final ritual that feels comfortable to you may provide closure on the relationship. The need for memorial rituals varies for everyone. Again, do what brings you comfort—nothing more or less.
If you want to share a yearly ritual with your family and everyone lives far apart, one option is to set a date and time for everyone to do something in memory of your parent at the same time. You can create an annual event in which all family members can participate, such as releasing balloons in the air, raising a glass in a toast, or whatever activity is personal for your family. When you coordinate a yearly event for everyone to share, your family members create annual connection with each other while honoring the deceased parent.
Resources and Options
When you create your own yearly memorial, only your imagination limits you. You could create a scrapbook of personal letters and photos or post a memorial Web site. See Scrapbooking, Personalized Memorial, or Memory-Of for scrapbook and memorial ideas. If your parent passed away of a disease such as leukemia or lymphoma or another disease for which marathons or walks raise funds, you could run, walk, or bike a half or full marathon to raise money for other patients. Team in Training raises money through sports events for leukemia or lymphoma research. To support others with a similar loss, research Fundraisers for more ideas. Check out Part III: Resources for more ideas on memorial rituals.
Questions to Ask about a Yearly Memorial
1. Is a yearly ritual a comfortable way for me to remember my parent?
2. What other ways could I remember my parent through the year if a yearly ritual sounds too far away in the future?
3. Was my parent someone I want to celebrate and remember?
4. What is the best way to remember my parent: create a scrapbook, take a trip, go to the cemetery, bring flowers, talk to him or her aloud, or bring a piece of cake?
5. What works for me?
6. What date works best for me to create or celebrate a personal memorial to my parent?
Once you figure out what fits best, you may be grateful for your ritual. When you choose to remember your parent, you weave the loss into your life story and benefit from the ritual’s healing nature. When the time is right, create a small ritual to remember your parent. Through tears or grief, a good memory may make you smile.
Praising what is lost makes the remembrance dear.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
CHAPTER EIGHT
MOVING MOM OR DAD
Perhaps the most emotional decision a widow or widower can make in the weeks and months following a spouse’ death is whether to stay in the home he or she shared with that partner. Decisions about staying or moving, where to go, when to go—all are filled with emotional attachments. As the adult child of a recently widowed parent, you will likely be a part of these decisions. Prepare yourself and your parent with the suggestions that follow.
Suggest Mom or Dad Wait to Move, If Possible
If your parent faces the choice of staying in his or her current home or moving after the loss of a spouse, the right decision may not be immediately clear. Florida may sound like the perfect place for your widowed parent. Days filled with golf, tennis, or walks on beaches or palm tree–lined streets may lift your parent’s spirits. With succulent mango, calamari, and fish caught fresh that morning and beautiful cluster homes and condos available, how could Mom or Dad not love fresh food and a beautiful environment? What more could they want in retirement? Your parent may love Phoenix; the dry, desert environment surrounded by interesting western states and attractions, golf, and tennis available at every turn entices him or her. You may think your widowed parent should try Florida or Phoenix and build a new life in a new environment. Yes, many retirees relocate South or West, but those places don’t fit everyone’s needs. When a widowed parent makes an impulsive choice to move too soon after the death of a spouse, the decision may be a huge mistake.
Five Points about Possible Moves
If your parent asks you to assist him or her in deciding about a move, mull over the following points:
1. A newly widowed parent’s main support network centers around his or her current home. If your parent moves, he or she might lose critical support. Local support is vital during the first year after loss.
2. A newly widowed parent’s home provides comfort and stability when everything else in your parent’s life turns upside down.
3. If a parent relocates, the move forces him or her to rebuild a new community as a single or widowed person.
4. A parent’s identity is forced to change after the loss of a spouse. Where a parent lives creates an aspect of his or her identity.
5. Easy access to household files and legal papers shifts to a higher priority in the twelve to eighteen months after the loss of a spouse.
Our Story
The first six months after our loss, many decisions swirled around all of us. Everything changed for Mom, my sister, Ivy, and me overnight: life without a father, an unexpected widowhood, and the family roles we each played. The thought of selling, packing, and moving Mom’s home exhausted us; however, nine months after my father died, the three of us agreed that Mom should sell her home to allow her more flexibility in future choices. Mom wanted to sell the home when she had the opportunity. She said, “I don’t know where I want to live yet, but I don’t want to be stuck in a lonely big home in the woods.” Mom could rent or buy, stay in Richmond or move to other cities. She eventually settled on Atlanta because of previous history and family in the area.
The over-five-hundred-mile move from Richmond to Atlanta presented more challenges than the sale of the home. Because of the large amount of furniture and breakables my parents’ owned, Mom hired a large national moving company to pack and move her. The moving company, with two to three of its packers at work daily along with all three of us, packed Mom’s belongings and furniture in three days. The two weeks prior to her move, we all had dropped off donations, consigned unwanted possessions, and packed and taped hundred of boxes.
On moving day, Mom said good-bye to her home by herself. After she closed the front door, Mom joined us in her car packed to the ceiling for the ten-hour drive. Mom was filled with conflicting emotions as she permanently left the only life she ever knew in her adulthood—a life as part of a couple. The gravel popped beneath our car tires as we drove out of my parent’s driveway for the last time, headed to Mom’s three-bedroom apartment in Atlanta. We had not seen the apartment that would serve as our “family home” for our newly altered family. We arrived late at night in Atlanta after the ten-hour drive.
The next morning, Mom, Ivy, and I drove together to her apartment. Ivy and I walked up one flight of stairs to see our new family home. One-eighth the size of my parents’ home in Richmond, the small apartment sat dark and empty. Mom followed us into her new home. The apartment’s small dining room overlooked a parking lot. A narrow galley kitchen hosted black-and-white linoleum floors. Small windows blocked the light from outside. Views of restful woods from the living room created the one upside. Our new reality hit us all hard.
The apartment provided Mom a temporary living solution. I pondered if everything in the moving van would fit in the apartment and the unit at the storage facility. Mom’s new apartment was a shock; however, the apartment was safe, affordable for Mom, and available.
We quietly unloaded the valuables from Mom’s car and drove to meet the movers at the self-storage facility. After they moved the last box into the unit, we drove back to the rental apartment and waited for the movers to unload furniture, beds, and boxes.
Throughout the day, old friends of ours from Atlanta delivered food, plants, well wishes, and hugs. Those drop-bys brought comfort. After a few hours, the truck was empty, and we crashed on the sofa, bleary-eyed and exhausted. The move took us more than two weeks and plenty of elbow grease and patience, but Mom successfully sold her home and moved to another city.
After the move, Mom questioned if she left too soon. She missed her friends. She sat in an unfamiliar apartment with only a few familiar comforts around her. She had moved back to Atlanta where we all used to live. Now, as a widow, she saw the city and her old friends who still lived in Atlanta with changed eyes. Old friends with whom she raised her children and organizations she belonged to as part of a couple didn’t fit her anymore. For the three years after the sale of her home, Mom rented in two different cities. She felt unsettled and directionless as her social identity changed.
Because Mom delayed moving, even for nine months in her case, she reaped worthwhile benefits. She experienced the reality and cost of all the household bills. She took time to weigh all the possibilities instead of acting on impulse. As the months rolled on, Mom gained confidence when she made decisions. She saw some friends act awkwardly while others provided great comfort. Mom received invitations for social activities with other divorced, widowed, or single women. She could search for legal files in one familiar place during those first months. Because Mom delayed her purchase of a home, she made better long-term decisions.
After renting for three years, Mom bought another home. Mom chose, by herself, the home to buy and the city to move to as my sister coached her on mortgage options. A permanent home purchase grounded Mom as she committed to a new life. Three years of renting allowed Mom time to figure out where she wanted to live. The new home solved many problems. The decision gave her clarity for the immediate future. The home provided a permanent location for Mom’s files and bills. A new neighborhood of potential friends awaited her. The purchase of the home marked the first big financial decision Mom made alone as a widow.
If Your Widowed Parent Wants to Move
If your parent’s home contains many memories of happier days or if the spouse died at home, living in the home may intensify sad memories. Your parent’s new life labeled as a widow or widower in the community may result in fewer or no social invitations. Friends may act odd or avoid contact. Encourage your parent to not pack and leave but delay a move for at least a year and you could avoid disaster. After a year, a widowed parent often builds enough perspective to choose better options; however, everyone’s situation is different and some people who choose to move within twelve months after loss find the move made the most sense for them.
If Your Parent Has To Move
Sometimes, soon after the loss of a spouse, a widowed parent can’t afford to stay in their current home. If your parent faces this situation, decide if your parent will sell the home himself or herself or use a real estate agent. If you choose to use an agent, contact one with the Senior Real Estate Specialist designation to find out about the current real estate market. Consider contacting the National Association of Senior Move Managers to find a senior move manager to talk with about the realities and implications of your parent making a move. If you need to research potential assisted-living communities for your parent, go to Care Pathways. Order and read Moving Mom and Dad: The Stress-Free Guide to Helping Seniors Move in preparation for the move. Call Aging Network Services for information on housing options. When you reach out for professional advice, your parent’s undesired move might be easier for everyone.
Resources and Options
If your parent is considering moving to a retirement community, encourage him or her to spend some time reviewing the Retirement Living Information Center Web site or read about various locations in Where to Retire magazine. For more moving ideas and resources, thumb through Part III: Resources.
Questions to Ask about Moving Mom or Dad
1. Can Mom or Dad afford to stay in his or her home?
2. Does my parent have access to a large support network where he or she currently lives?
3. If my parent did not move, would his or her home provide some stability?
4. Is my parent ready to go through the stressful and emotional process of the sale of his or her home?
5. Is my parent ready and equipped with the energy required to rebuild a new community as a single person in a new place?
6. Does my parent have a strong identity outside of his or her life as a couple?
7. Was my parent’s entire identity associated to his or her spouse and children?
8. Does my parent think a move will solve all his or her current problems?
9. Does my parent view costs realistically?
10. Where are all the legal and important papers filed in my parent’s home? Are they paper or electronic?
11. Could my parent create a portable file system to access while in transition?
The new Florida or Arizona life works for some people, but not all. A move to another community may only delay your widowed parent’s reality. Discuss all your parent’s options with him or her. After you both weigh all the factors, your parent can make the best decision for his or her current circumstances. Before your parent grabs the mango-coconut-shrimp lifestyle, he or she may want to rent or visit before making a permanent move.
No matter how far you have gone on a wrong road, turn back.
—TURKISH PROVERB
WHERE SHOULD MOM OR DAD RETIRE?
How do people pick out a college or university? They research the school’s majors, extracurricular activities, sports teams, social life, and campus location. Eventually they visit the school and spend the weekend with a current student. After an initial evaluation, a handful of schools are chosen and ranked and applications sent. In the end, hopeful attendees cross their fingers and hope their number-one choice school accepts them. Widowed parents might choose a retirement location in a similar way.
Three Retirement Issues
When you and your parent discuss his or her retirement options at the appropriate time, explore three thoughts:
1. An easy-to-build friend network may be critical for your parent’s happiness in a new location.
2. The best place for your widowed parent to live may not be the city you live in.
3. Don’t count on your Mom or Dad’s current friends to stay where they currently live.
Our Story
Mom sold her home the first year after my father died. The decision for Mom to buy a home took three more years. Before Mom purchased a new home, Mom tested different lifestyles when she rented apartments in three states. Initially Mom believed if she moved to a retirement community, a new environment might solve her loneliness, lack of companionship, and grief. As Mom visited various retirement options, the reality of particular communities became clear. When she spent time within those communities, they lost their initial glitter and allure. Where Mom chose to live needed to suit her personal daily needs and interests, regardless of how her neighbors spent their time. When Mom experienced day-to-day living in retirement communities, she knew a retirement community didn’t solve all of her problems. No matter where she traveled, she faced widowhood.
Retirement Community Illusions
Many retirement communities create a false illusion. New retirees buy into retirement communities when they assume legions of comparable-aged people float around in abundance within the community. Retirees think they bought a new reliable community. Unfortunately new homeowners in the communities often are disappointed. Many retirement community homeowners travel, spend time at clubs with established networks, visit children and grandchildren, and spend six months of the year somewhere else.
A Supportive Community
When your parent is ready to discuss retirement options, examine the distance and cost required to visit supportive friends and family from various choices. If a newly widowed parent moves closer to you, stronger dependency on you results, because he or she has been uprooted from familiar support. A parent’s hobbies or interests could determine the best place to relocate. Keep in mind if your parent is a younger widow or widower on the verge of retirement in his or her fifties or sixties, friends may not sit home all the time. Friends may try out their own retirement options. Keep the location of a parent’s friends a secondary consideration. Focus on how your parent plans to rebuild a new support system without you at its central core. Encourage the parent to put new roots in a place with a variety of support options.
Plan and Avoid the What-ifs Later
Encourage your parent to get an early taste of various retirement communities of interest. If your parent samples retirement communities, he or she makes an educated decision on where to live and diverts the what-ifs that may surface later. After the right choice is made, everyone sleeps better.
Resources and Options
When your parent is ready, build with your parent a top-ten list of retirement possibilities within his or her budget and rank them. Next your parent should make a list of hobbies, interests, or fields of work desired in a new community. Review the two lists together and brainstorm. If your parent is interested in retirement communities, he or she may want to look at the Retirement Living Information Center or Where to Retire magazine for ideas. AARP The Magazine has an online questionnaire called “Location Scout” to narrow down choices. If your parent needs assisted living, go to Care Pathways to find local choices. Explore Part III: Resources for more ideas about retirement communities.
Some parents are happy with their current location and may not move. That’s fine. Everyone saves energy, time, and money when a parent doesn’t move. If you don’t live in the same city as your parent, make sure you jointly create a Community Extra-Hands List (see appendix C for a worksheet), for future needs and both you and your parent keep copies handy.
Questions to Discuss with Your Parent about Retirement Options
1. Do you want to stay where you are or move?
2. What places offer the most opportunities for your interests?
3. Do you want good medical facilities nearby?
4. Are retirement communities affordable on your budget?
5. Do you want to live near a university or community college to take classes or get a degree?
6. Do you need to be in a community that creates activities for homeowners?
7. Can you meet people on your own, or do you need scheduled activities?
8. Do you want to buy or rent?
9. Do you prefer a low-maintenance condo over a higher maintenance home? What can you afford?
If your parent wants to move to a retirement community, encourage him or her to make plans to visit or stay with friends in retirement communities of interest. With plans in place, you avoid a parent’s long-term, flip-flop thinking. Applaud definitive choices. Well-researched decisions bring your parent the best choice.
To know what you prefer, instead of humbly saying
”Amen” to what the world tells you you
ought to prefer,is to keep your soul alive.
—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
HOW TO HELP A PARENT PREPARE FOR A MOVE,
GIVE AWAY BELONGINGS, OR CLEAN OUT A HOME
Sometimes, after the death of a spouse, your parent may need your assistance giving away personal belongings or cleaning out the home to prepare for a move or an upcoming sale of the house. When you and your parent sort through possessions, the decision of what to keep, donate, sell, or liquidate will be easier if you both prepare ahead of time.
Your parent’s home, condo, or apartment holds many memories; possessions remind Mom or Dad of bad, good, and possibly unfinished discussions, histories, or relationships. When you or your parent returns to the family home after the loss of a parent, past memories bubble to the surface. A lifetime of possessions to sort through can challenge anyone, but the task can be completed. Tackle each task one small step at a time. If your parent doesn’t have to meet a moving deadline, he or she can sort through or clean out personal belongings at a pace that feels comfortable. No rules exist that your parent must clean out the spouse’s belongings in a certain number of months or even years.
Five Ideas to Consider before Taking Action
Before your parent prepares for a move, gives away personal belongings of his or her spouse, or cleans out the family home, think about these five ideas:
1. If you can, encourage your parent to postpone cleaning out the home, personal possessions, and clothing until at least six months after your parent’s death. Suggest that your parent wait to implement any big changes until the initial chaos after loss settles. Certain belongings may offer stability and comfort during the first year after loss.
2. Start with the emotionally easier rooms to maintain motivation and energy levels. You need to determine which rooms will be the least difficult to clean out. The choice is different for each family.
3. Reward yourselves for achieving progress, no matter how small, with walks outside, take-out lunches, calls to friends, and coffee or water breaks.
4. Don’t expect to accomplish these tasks in one weekend. As you and your parent sort personal family belongings, you both get emotionally drained. Logically you may think you can complete the process in one weekend; however, delays are inevitable as you face unexpected emotional reactions from yourself or others.
5. For the more difficult rooms and spaces, you may want to encourage your parent to hire a professional or gather a group of close friends to assist. When your parent involves others, additional support creates more steady progress. Friends that help may appreciate your parent giving them a small possession of the deceased such as a favorite book, sports equipment, or memento that may serve as a happy reminder of your parent.
Our Story
Luckily for us, my parents lived in their last home together only twelve years. We moved and cleaned out my childhood home of eighteen years during my college years. My parents had amassed more stuff than they had in their previous home. At Mom’s request, we started the home clean-out process the year Dad was sick. My sister, Ivy, or I spent at least an hour in the attic or basement each day. Every item brought back old memories, but the attic or basement provided a private place to go for some time alone after Dad was asleep for the night.
After my father’s death, we stayed with Mom for the month after Dad’s death to assist her with estate matters before returning to California. Mom planned on selling the home quickly. With Mom’s approval, my sister and I started cleaning out Dad’s possessions by throwing out his unimportant possessions, such as shampoo and old medicines, along with cleaning out the basement and attic within two weeks after my father’s funeral. Because Mom was having difficulty sleeping in my parents’ bedroom packed with reminders of Dad, we thought reducing visible signs of Dad would reduce Mom’s deep grief. After cleaning out Dad’s bathroom supplies, we made the mistake of cleaning out a very emotional area of the home—my father’s closet. We considered which of his possessions to keep, give to his friends, or donate. We didn’t know what else to do.
Instead of a garage sale, Mom consigned and donated unneeded items; the consigned pieces generated cash to assist paying for the expensive move and Mom received a tax deduction for donated items. When multiple charities refused to collect attic and basement items, Mom rented a truck and loaded items to take to a donation center with assistance from a few friends
Ivy and I worked feverishly to get everything done before we left to go back to San Francisco. We had selfish motives for our decisions after a two-month absence from our regular lives. We had come to a crossroads with no map to guide us in our next choices. Because we were unprepared for the uncharted territory, we acted on impulse. We were torn between assisting our mother and tending to our lives and careers in California, but we had to make choices. Either way, each choice had large side effects, good and bad. The pull between our lives and assisting our mother continued to create conflicts inside us.
During our feverish pace to complete many critical tasks, my sister and I rarely took breaks or rewarded ourselves for our accomplishments. We saw our tasks as small steps within one big project to complete. Needless to say, we burned out fast. The weeks after Dad’s death were a time of whirlwind decision making and numbness for all of us. We found out later, through therapists, the impulsive choice to clean out the home soon after Dad’s death might have been a mistake. At the time, we all did what we thought was the right thing to do. If Mom moved again, we would hire a professional estate organizer or senior move manager to assist in the move, planning, and tasks.
If Your Parent Needs to Prepare for a Move
If your parent is moving to a smaller home, he or she needs to work through nine critical steps:
1. Your parent needs to identify what to take to the new home. Ask your parent to consider how the current furniture, clothes, and other belongings match the weather, lifestyle, and space of the new residence.
2. After your parent identifies items to move to the new location, family members need to identify which items they want to receive from what possessions remain.
3. Your parent then needs to decide what to do with the remaining items—either sell them at an estate sale, donate them, or use a liquidator to sell them. Start by setting up an area in each room of the items to be moved to the new home. Then, place removable stickers on each item and write down a list of items to be moved if your parent chooses to hire movers. If your parent chooses to hire someone to sell the remaining items in an estate sale, the remaining items in each room can then be assessed by the estate-sale professional and you receive a quote to sell the items without having to unpack boxes. The online company Estate Sales lists many estate-sale companies.
If your parent chooses to have his or her own estate sale, do research to understand values of items you plan to sell. You might suggest finding and hiring a personal-property appraiser through the Appraisers Association of America or the International Society of Appraisers prior to selling items. Also, take a look at EHow’s article on how to create a successful estate sale.
If your parent chooses to donate everything that remains, call nonprofits that will come to the home and pick up items for donation, including the Salvation Army. If you have trouble finding non profits who are able to pick up donations, search for smaller, more privately run local non profits such as thrift shops, hospices, small cancer societies, or shelters who might be able to schedule a pick up. Use Turbo Tax’s free online program Turbo Tax ItsDeductible to track household-item donations and generate the highest tax deductions for the estate tax return. Check out Just Give for ideas of charities and types of donations needed.
Special Note
Ask the charity’s donation coordinator specifically what type of items they accept and the required condition (new, slightly worn, no stains, no damage, etc.). Certain charities accept only items within specific “acceptable quality” guidelines.
If your parent chooses to have a liquidator purchase the remainder of items instead of an estate sale, hire a personal-property appraiser to come appraise the items first. Ask the appraiser to price items at ”independent family” values not ”insurance” values. An appraisal will give you an idea of the real value of the items before the liquidator makes you an offer. You can find liquidators in your local phone book under “estate sale,” “auctioneers,” or “liquidators.”
4. Decide if your parent will hire movers to pack and move the contents of the home. If the cost of hiring movers fits in your parent’s budget, hire licensed movers. The charge for the packing is well worth the family not having to do it. Ask friends for personal referrals. Ask the movers to unpack and remove packing materials at the destination too. If you plan to do the work yourself, accumulate supplies in advance, such as boxes, dollies, bubble wrap, strapping tape, and special equipment to move heavy furniture. Hand pack and carry jewelry, silver, and other expensive items. File special papers and photographs in a portable filing system for long-distance moves. Pack breakables or heirlooms yourself or hire a qualified mover who specializes in antiques or delicate belongings.
5. Create a workable schedule for cleaning out the home. Be sure to include dates and times, friends or family involved, hired assistance, and scheduled breaks. When you take time to make a workable schedule, coupled with assistance from friends or professionals, the large task reduces to a more manageable one. If many people are involved, make sure one person, most likely your parent, is in charge of all final decisions to avoid chaos. Create a plan for everyone to work together in the same room. When everyone cleans out one room at a time, you will minimize distractions and questions about other belongings in other rooms of the home. A focused clean-out strategy maximizes support and dissipates stress. A schedule that tackles the emotionally easy rooms first keeps energy and motivation higher from the beginning.
6. Research your local approved facilities that accept toxic waste materials such as paint, metal items or computer equipment. Make arrangements for those facilities to pick up your toxic materials or drop off items at their location. See Earth 911 and My Green Electronics under “Recycling Resources.”
7. Finally, merge and purge paper files with your parent. Review “Merge, Purge, and Automate” from chapter 4 for more details. Together, create a mobile working file system for your parent to use daily. Your parent will need to use the mobile files before, during, and after the move.
8. Don’t forget to buy or order your packing or cleaning supplies ahead of time. Check out PacKing for online packing supplies.
9. As you take small steps in packing and preparing, reward yourselves to prevent burnout.
Helping Your Parent Clean Out a Home
If you need additional organizing strategies prior to a move or cleaning out a home, grab Peter Walsh’s book, How to Organize Everything on how to handle organizing anything your parent might own. The book presents more than five hundred easy-to-follow organizing solutions created by the professional organizer of the TLC hit TV show, Clean Sweep. The book offers solutions and resources for storage, paper, home, e-mail, filing, financial, family affairs, and event issues.
If Your Parent Plans to Give Away or Clean Out the Deceased’s Personal Belongings
When you clean out the deceased parent’s personal belongings, you may want to bring in more support. For each room with the deceased person’s possessions, put together six boxes and label them: keep, sell, toss, donate, give to friends, and reconsider in one year. The six-box system creates a simple structure for what to do with each item.
Another option is to have the person who holds legal control and fiduciary power for the deceased’s estate—usually an executor or trustee of the estate, a trust officer, a conservator, or a private professional fiduciary—hire a professional estate organizer such as Exit Stage Right to aid the family with sorting out estate issues. Estate-organizing companies like Exit Stage Right work closely as the agent of the estate administrator to organize the contents, information, and records of the home for the estate administrator to review. For example, an estate organizer might gather all the family memorabilia or old personal files together in one place for the family to then make decisions on what to keep or shred. Additionally an estate organizer may take digital photographs of household items that correspond to a spreadsheet with descriptions and appraised value of items to help an executor make decisions about estate goods. If you hire an estate organizer, the cost is tax deductible on the estate tax return. I wish we had known about this service. If we had hired an estate organizer, Mom’s estate work, move, and cleaning out process would have been simplified.
For other resources, thumb through Part III: Resources under the section “Moving Mom or Dad” for more ideas on estate sales, auctions, and cleaning out a home.
Questions to Ask about Helping Your Parent Prepare for a Move, Give Away Belongings or Clean Out the Home
1. Does Mom or Dad have the energy required to prepare for a move, give away belongings, or clean out his or her home now, or is it better for me to encourage him or her to wait?
2. What completion deadline does my parent need to meet such as a real estate closing date or moving date?
3. How does Mom or Dad prefer to clean out his or her home?
4. Which rooms will be the easiest for my parent to clean out first?
5. Do I see any items I could encourage my parent to sell that they may not need? Could the sale of these unneeded items substantially reduce the moving costs for my parent?
6. Does Mom or Dad have supportive family or friends who can give their time and energy when they are needed?
7. Could Mom or Dad afford a professional organizer to sort out and categorize household items?
8. What rewards will my family members give ourselves when each of us completes small tasks?
Encourage your parent to take advantage of all the packing, moving, or organizing support available. Relatives and friends can provide more hands and support to create lighter work. With a plan and extra hands, preparing for a move or cleaning out your parent’s possessions changes from a daunting task to a manageable spring cleaning.
Little strokes fell great oaks.
—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
WHEN AND HOW TO SELL YOUR PARENT’S HOME
When your parent weighs the pros and cons of selling his or her home, emotional comfort plays a large role in any decision. Do I want to move? Where will I move? Do I need to stay near my friends? Will my friends move to retirement homes soon and leave me here alone? Will I stay in the same city I live now or move to another city? I love my home. Will I find a new home that brings me as much comfort as this one? For many widows or widowers, a home creates a predictable place to be when chaos from the loss of a spouse affects all the other areas of their life.
Finances also play a large role in determining if your parent sells his or her home. Real-estate agents are readily available to assist your parent when he or she is ready to sell the home, however, the current real estate market may not be a seller’s market. Your parent may wonder about the following: If I sell the home, will I buy another home or rent? Can I sell my home in the current market at a fair price? If I stay in my home, can I afford it? Can I afford to pay movers? If I can’t sell my home, should I rent it out? For many widowed parents, finances determine the final decision to sell their home.
As you assist your parent in answering all the different questions about a home sale, include a discussion about the energy and time required from your parent and other family members to prepare for a move. Multiple meetings with a real estate agent, stager, or organizer will take time and energy. The best time to sell your parent’s home is when your parent is both emotionally and financially ready.
Five Selling-the-House Issues
As you talk with your parent to determine the best decision about selling the home, discuss five issues:
1. Your parent is forced to make numerous decisions regarding the sale of his or her home that may create months of erratic and unpredictable emotions.
2. When your parent waits until a year after the loss of the spouse to sell the home, time provides clarity and perspective to make the best decision instead of a forced decision.
3. The real estate market where your parent lives changes. If the local market favors buyers and your parent wants to move, you can suggest your parent rent out the home, if financially feasible. When your parent chooses to rent out the home, he or she can still move to a new environment and possibly create rental income. If so, keep in mind the high potential for property destruction and wear and tear.
4. If your parent can’t sell the home, another option to consider is a reverse mortgage.
Special Note
A reverse mortgage loan—available to people sixty-two years old or older that own their own home—allows either a single lump sum of cash, a consistent monthly payment, or a line of credit that lets the homeowner decide when to take the cash and how much. When the owner dies, permanently moves out of the home, or sells the home, a reverse mortgage loan becomes due.
5. You or other family members may need to schedule travel, take time off work, or coordinate child or pet care to assist your parent with the preparation before or after the sale of the home.
Our Story
During the twelve years Mom lived in Richmond, Virginia, my parents enjoyed many friendships and cherished their home. After Dad’s death, Mom’s social interactions evaporated when her network of single female friends in Richmond refused to drive at night. The combined loss of her husband, reduced social invitations, and isolation of the location of her home sent Mom into a negative spiral.
After the first winter alone in her home, Mom felt quarantined. She wanted to sell the home and move back to Atlanta, Georgia, where she had spent eighteen years prior to the move to Richmond. Mom believed Atlanta provided old friends, more opportunities for educational advancement, more organizations and groups to join, and more like-minded single and divorced women to build her social network.
After her experience with Dad’s cancer treatments, one of the reasons Mom chose Atlanta was because of its better hospitals and doctors in case she required future medical care. My sister and I worried about the massive change of Mom’s move, but her decision didn’t surprise us.
Mom signed a lease on an apartment in Atlanta. She rented because she couldn’t decide if she wanted to make Atlanta her permanent home. One of Mom’s friends cautioned her to wait a year before instigating a move, but Mom feared the loss of the opportunity to sell her home for a top price in a sellers’ market. Mom chose financial freedom over the stability of living in her home. Because spring is usually the best time to sell a home, Mom put her home on the market in April.
Mom never considered selling the home herself. She determined that her investments, executor work, and managing her bills required her focused attention. So she interviewed three real estate agents from three competing brokerage firms in her area. Mom selected a listing price positioned in the middle of the comparable sales of the neighborhood, with hope for a quick sale. A two-woman real estate team won the listing. They referred Mom to a stager who prepared the interior of the home for upcoming showings. Mom’s choice to hire a team worked well; when one agent was unavailable or on vacation, the other, who knew the property well, answered questions or calls.
Before the first ad hit the local newspaper, agents presented multiple offers to Mom’s agent. The successful bidders were represented by one of the realtors Mom interviewed who did not get the listing. One condition the buyers offered in the contract, a sixty-day closing period, gave Mom the breathing space she needed to stay in her home longer to pack. Nine months after Dad died, Mom sold her home.
How to Sell the Home Option #1:
Hiring a Real-Estate Broker
Before you hire anyone to sell your home, you need to understand certain industry terms: real estate broker, real estate agent, and a Realtor.
A real estate broker is a real estate company licensed by the state. The brokers buy and sell real estate and handle all aspects of real estate transactions for themselves as licensees, as well as any independent real estate agents or salespeople. Brokers take additional training beyond the requirements of an agent or salesperson and take on a great deal of risk and liability for any independent real estate agents or salespeople they hire to work under their brokerage. Because real estate brokers take on additional risk for the independent agents or salespeople they hire, they receive a percentage of each agent’s buying and selling transactions. A real estate agent works under a licensed real estate broker and buys and sells property for clients for a percentage of the typical 2 to 3 percent—per selling or buying side—commission.
Every state has unique laws for real estate brokers and agents. The more reputable brokers require their agents or salespeople to join local real estate boards, which require membership in the National Association of Realtors (NAR). NAR membership gives real estate agents the Realtor credential; that designation holds them to a higher ethical standard. You and your parent should review the real estate laws for your parent’s particular state before you decide whether to use a real estate broker or sell the home yourself.
What Do Real-Estate Agents Do for Your Listing?
No matter which real estate broker or agent you hire to sell your parent’s home, a good real estate salesperson can save you time, energy, and money. Professional real estate agents attend to the many details of a selling transaction, which provides the sellers time to focus on transitioning their lives.
Initially real estate agents advise the seller how to make the property most attractive to a targeted buyer through repair, advertising, listing price, design, and clutter removal. An agent prepares all the legal paperwork, takes photos of the home, and uploads the information to the local Multiple Listing Service (MLS). Agents prepare flyers for open houses and office distribution as well as announce your home for sale at company meetings. Many times other agents in their office represent potential buyers. A good agent’s ability to market property well makes the agent a valuable asset.
Special Note
Many agents prefer to work with agents they know. Agents know other agents’ abilities and reliability based on past transactions and the ability to represent qualified buyers who will follow through on the purchase of a home. Respected agents manage many issues that arise during the transaction with little drama and usually close on time. An agent’s connections in the real estate community offer an essential perk a smart seller should require when he or she hires an agent. An agent’s experience can be especially important when the seller’s finances are tight and homes are on the market longer.
Agents negotiate the details of any purchase offers the seller receives with the seller’s best interest in mind. During the selling transaction, a good agent attends home inspections and monitors repairs. Real-estate closing practices vary from state to state; therefore, the agent’s role changes depending on the state in which your widowed parent purchases or sells a home. For example, California uses title companies to facilitate closings, while Georgia uses closing attorneys, not title companies. The seller saves themselves many headaches if they find a professional and honest real estate agent.
If You Decide to Hire a Broker
With all the other difficulties a parent faces after a spouse’s death, the decision to hire a Realtor or real estate agent may be worth the commission. Encourage your parent to interview at least three agents from competing real estate companies to receive different perspectives on pricing the home and gain understanding of the buying demand. When your parent exposes his or her home to three brokerages, that strategy may bring in more buyers, as those agents can talk about previewing the new listing at their firms’ company meetings. When your parent interviews real estate agents, ask if they have the designation of Senior Residential Specialist. The Senior Residential Specialist designation shows the agent’s advanced level of training to work with senior lifestyle issues and relocation concerns and questions.
When your parent meets with an agent, ask for comparable sales—homes in the neighborhood with same number of bedrooms and baths and square feet as your parent’s home—from the previous six months. The comparable sales list gives a good view of current demand to aid in picking the best price to list the home. If you price your parent’s home for sale accurately from the beginning, the home sells faster.
Special Note
The real estate agent who pitches the highest listing price for the home may not prove to be the best choice. Why? Many agents may want to use a high listing price as a way to broker the listing and persuade their client later to reduce the listing price.
How to Sell the House Option #2:
For Sale by Owner
If your parent wants to sell the property on his or her own, weigh four issues:
1. For a majority of home buyers, for-sale-by-owner properties create fear or distrust of the seller’s disclosures about the property problems. If your parent sells the home, he or she may reduce the potential of a fast sale and limit buyer interest.
2. For-sale-by-owner properties tend to take longer to sell and may create legal problems for both buyer and seller because of the seller’s lack of knowledge about appropriate disclosures, inspection requirements, and required closing paperwork. Generally, unless you or your parent holds a real estate license or builds homes, the choice to list a home for sale with a real estate broker may create a faster sale at a better price, with repair and legal considerations brokered instead, reducing potential problems.
3. You or your parent will spend time and energy to market the property, handle showings, and answer phone calls from interested buyers.
4. If your parent successfully sells the home without a broker, he or she will save money by not paying 5 to 6 percent of the listing price of the home in broker commissions.
If your parent decides to sell the home himself or herself, many Web sites exist to make the process easier, such as For Sale by Owner and Homes by Owner. Current books describe techniques for owners to sell his or her home, including The For-Sale-by-Owner Handbook: FSBO FAQ’s: From Pricing Your Home Right and Increasing Its Curb Appeal to Negotiating the Contract and Hassle-Free Closing or How to Sell Your Home without a Broker.
Resources: Senior Moving Organizers
Many memories rest in the rooms and possessions of a family home. When a widowed parent prepares a home for sale alone, the isolation and memories personal possessions create can be devastating. If you or your siblings are unavailable to help your parent prepare the home for sale, hire a professional organizer through the National Association of Professional Organizers or a moving company that specializes in senior relocations such as Moving Solutions or Ultimate Moves that supplies alternative packing assistance. The National Association of Senior Move Managers or Exit Stage Right can connect your parent with a senior move manager or an estate organizer in his or her area. If you hire a resourceful real estate agent, he or she will provide local moving resources.
If your parent wants to move himself or herself or can’t afford the fees of larger moving companies, Uhaul and Budget, among other companies, provide low-cost rental vans, trucks, and dollies for short or cross-country journeys. Portable storage container companies such as PODS or Door-to-Door provide an alternative to traditional van or truck moves. Those companies deliver portable storage containers to clients’ homes or offices for the client to pack themselves. After a storage container is filled, a transport truck collects and delivers the container to the client’s requested destination.
In addition, the book Moving Mom and Dad: The Stress-Free Guide to Helping Seniors Move is a good resource to consult. Written by the owner of a senior transition specialist moving company based in Northern California called Ultimate Moves, Moving Mom and Dad offers information on how to choose where to move a parent, housing options, and how to avoid the moving problems. The book also includes a cost worksheet. For more home-selling resources, go to Part III: Resources under “Moving Mom or Dad.”
Resources: Repairmen and Stagers
When you prepare a home for sale, you need to make small repairs and organize items, even if the home has been maintained well. If your parent hires an unknown handyman, it can create a safety issue, especially for widows who might be more vulnerable when strangers enter her home. Consult with your real estate agent for recommendations for a repairperson as part of the prelisting repair part of the agent’s services. To find a local handyman, look at Angie’s List.
Some people hire stagers—professionals who make homes look cozier through design techniques—to wow home buyers. Although staging can be expensive, staging sometimes brings more profits or a quicker sale. To find a professional stager consult the International Association of Home Staging Professionals.
Resources: Garage and Estate Sales
Your parent may want to purge excess possessions prior to the marketing of a home for sale. When you reduce or downsize possessions, five choices are available: (1) donate them to a charity such as Salvation Army or Goodwill—to find other charitable organizations, go to Just Give; (2) have a yard or garage sale to sell the goods—see EHow or read The Great Garage Sale Book: How to Run a Garage, Tag, Attic, Barn or Yard Sale, The Complete Guidebook to the Business of Tag and Estate Sales, or The Pocket Idiot’s Guide to Garage and Yard Sales; (3) hire an estate or auction home to sell the goods—the Antiques Roadshow Web site is a good place to start to look for one; (4) sell the items online on a Web site like Ebay; or (5) take them to the local recycling center or landfill.
If you or your parent needs outside appraisals for items you intend to sell, contact the International Society of Appraisers or Appraisers Association of America or search the Antiques Roadshow Web site for sources.
Special Note
Keep con artists—people who appraise possessions at low prices to buy an antique or valuable item for less than the item’s worth—and safety in mind when your parent allows personal-property appraisers into the home to evaluate goods. Find a personal-property appraiser through a respected appraiser organization to reduce risk.
Questions to Discuss with Your Parent about Selling the Home
1. Do you want to move?
2. Who could you hire to assist with all the moving tasks?
3. Do you want to hire a Realtor or sell the home yourself?
4. Do you know any handymen, stagers, or organizers?
5. Do you want to hold a garage or estate sale?
6. What could you donate and receive tax advantages?
7. Do you want to hire a moving company or move yourself?
8. Do you want to use traditional moving trucks or an alternative portable storage company?
9. Who will assist you at the destination location?
If you prepare ahead of time for pitfalls and problems, everyone saves time and money. Talk to your parent to see when is the best time to sell the home, and don’t forget the most important planning task—stock cold drinks for moving day.
Start by doing what’s necessary, then what’s possible,
and suddenly you are doing the impossible.
—SAINT FRANCIS OF ASSISI
CHAPTER NINE
CHANGES IN FAMILY DYNAMICS
Change is inevitable after your parent’s death—changes in your widowed parent’s living situations, changes in how your family relates to one another, changes in family responsibilities. Navigating these family challenges in positive ways can keep your relationships from eroding and help lay the path to a hopeful future for you, your parent, and your entire family.
Everyone Needs a New Family Job
After a parent dies, family dynamics shift. Your deceased parent left behind certain tasks or roles he or she performed or filled. Your widowed parent may not be able to handle or manage those tasks or roles alone. Other family members, especially those who live closest to the widowed parent, step in—sometimes volunteering and sometimes appointed by other family members due to proximity—to fill needed family positions. Jobs such as accounting, investment and financial management, technology support, paperwork management and organizing, planning for a move, and many others leave vacancies for family members to either fill or assist the parent in hiring outside help.
Along with new family jobs, you and your family members juggle new expectations of each other, resentments, or gaps in family duties. The challenges a death creates for family members force change. Critical questions arise, such as: How can other family members support the family member who handles the majority of a widowed parent’s regular needs? How can other family members who live far away lend a hand? Does your widowed parent’s professional advisor(s)—certified public accountants, money managers, or lawyers—fit with your family’s new roles? These questions provide the initial discussion points for dividing new family jobs and roles.
Five Issues Surrounding New Family Jobs
When you discuss new roles or jobs for family members, keep in mind five potential issues:
1. The absence of one parent creates new family roles or job openings.
2. Old family resentments, sibling order, and gender-role expectations can emerge or be challenged. Traditionally minded female family members might be forced to fill roles outside of their normal habits, preferences, or roles, such as the management of finances or investments.
3. Family members may grieve at alternating times; some members jump to offer their time and energy, while others avoid the reality of their parent’s death. Some family members struggle with limited energy or intense grief.
4. Past family advisors, such as certified public accountants and money managers, who advised your family or parents for years, may not be the preferred advisors with new family member roles. Female family members who take on financial roles may or may not experience opposition from long-standing family male advisors. However, if a male advisor views women in unhealthy ways, and his ego is threatened by women in control of financial choices, be prepared for disagreements or hostility. When you hire advisors who fit in with family members in new roles, then better communication and understanding of your widowed parent’s financial situation result.
5. Relationships with extended family and close friends of the deceased parent may change or end.
Our Story
In my parents’ marriage, my father played the traditional male role of the money and investment manager. After Dad’s death, all his duties shifted to his wife and indirectly to his two daughters. When the three of us interviewed financial managers, we discussed investments and financial choices for Mom. Many of the men said directly or indirectly, “You ladies don’t worry about things; your father didn’t want you to worry. I’ll take care of you.” Dad never acted condescending to us when we discussed financial choices. He left big shoes to fill.
Dad taught Mom, my sister, Ivy, and me to manage our own investments by his example. After his death, Mom wrestled with what to do with the investments my father left her to manage. Mom asked us for advice. Initially Ivy and I considered managing the money ourselves, but we got nervous and suggested Mom talk to money managers suggested by friends.
Many of the fifty- or sixty-something financial managers we interviewed acted days away from retirement. Their attitude suggested a lack of interest or motivation in taking Mom on as a new client. Mom didn’t know whom to trust, and our extended family presented no alternative options. For the next five years, Mom hired and dissolved two financial-manager business relationships. Eventually the three of us determined we cared the most about Mom’s investments. We trusted each other’s decisions. Dad had trained Ivy and I, over several years, how to buy various stock market investments.
When we finally accepted the fact that a traditional financial manager didn’t fit our new female family of three, we adapted. Luckily for us, past experience in investing, mortgages, and real estate built a strong foundation for us to make solid financial decisions. Along the way, we had both investing mistakes and successes. More importantly, our futures rested in our own hands, as Dad taught us.
Initially our roles organically grew until clear delineations emerged. As Mom gathered more energy, she took an active part in more financial decisions. Because of our small family, we each played more roles. My sister and I zapped resentments by airing our irritations with each other early. We lacked time for disagreements; our ability to communicate and cooperate as a team determined our survival.
Benefits of New Family Jobs
When you assign new roles in your family to cover new needs, you spread out responsibilities and create a structure of support. As jobs and roles sort themselves out, open and honest communication with your family members provides the best solutions. Leave your old role and fill a new one if you are the best person for the job. Maintain your boundaries and say no if your family violates them. Shifting roles can create discomfort, but change is necessary. New roles take years to iron out. Don’t expect new family roles to fall into place overnight. You accomplish tasks faster and reduce resentments toward other family members when everyone takes on roles that suit their unique talents.
Resources and Options
For a list of typical family jobs or roles that are created after the loss of a parent, see appendix C: New Family Jobs worksheet. Use this worksheet as a starting point to determine who among your family members can handle what job and share support roles for your widowed parent. If you handle most of the responsibilities assisting your parent, talk to your family about creating a caregivers contract (see “Should We Create a Caregivers Contract?” in chapter 3) if finances permit. As families see members’ income and personal time reduced by caregiving for parents, many agree to compensate the participating family members.
As you put together new family roles and jobs, review the books Living beyond Loss: Death in the Family or In the Presence of Grief: Helping Family Members Resolve Death, Dying and Bereavement Issues. Both offer solutions for common family dynamics problems, issues, and concerns. Also use Part III: Resources for more resources on how to handle elderly parent issues and changing family dynamics, especially the Sandwich Generation.
Questions to Ask about Family Roles and New Jobs
1. What duties did my deceased parent do?
2. Does my parent need assistance with certain jobs?
3. Who lives closest to my parent? How can other family members support the family member who handles the majority of my parent’s regular needs?
4. How can other family members who live far away lend a hand?
5. Who in the family understands investments? How about accounting? Is anyone knowledgeable in technology? Who excels in paperwork management or organizing? Who has experience with moving or real estate? Who does my parent prefer to have in those roles?
6. What duties is my parent uncomfortable managing?
7. Do my parent’s advisors—certified public accountants, money managers, or lawyers—fit with my family’s new roles? Can my parent and I communicate easily with them?
New puzzles challenge everyone. As time passes, your parent and other family members will bring their own unique talents and skills to vacant roles and jobs and family life and relationship stabilize within the new framework.
If you have no will to change it,
you have no right to criticize it.
—ANONYMOUS
STAY SENSITIVE TO BIG CHANGES
You breathe fresh energy into your soul when you drive to the countryside for the weekend. While you cruise along, your tire suddenly blows out. Your car rolls to a stop. You search for your cell phone, but it’s nowhere to be found. You open the trunk of your car to find no spare tire. The next gas station sits miles away. Your good spirits and sense of security sink. Nightfall comes. You sit all alone against whatever lies ahead in the darkness.
Many widows and widowers experience similar fear and loneliness—but a thousand times stronger and deeper emotions, when their spouse dies. Embrace compassion and sensitivity to your widowed parent’s tremendous daily life change.
Three Ideas about Sensitivity to Big Changes
Keep these three ideas in mind when considering the effects of change on both your parent and yourself:
1. Widowed parents suffer their own kind of death when their spouse dies. Past familiar companionship and routines evaporates. Self-esteem sinks. Money concerns take center stage.
2. You and your parent must swallow the painful finality of death and the abrupt halt of communication with your deceased parent. Life continues but changes for both of you. Your view of your parent’s situation and your parent’s view of the same situation can differ, though.
3. Be patient; a newly widowed parent experiences a massive change and may suffer from indecision or overwhelm. If your parent appears embarrassed or acts frustrated when he or she does a task, reassure or calm him or her. Everyone fights through undesired change in his or her own way.
Our Story
Dad orchestrated all his and Mom’s finances during their marriage. For the longest time, my sister and I questioned why our mother barked at us when we reminded her of unpaid bills or decisions about investments.
One day Mom voiced her dread about spearheading her personal financial decisions and tasks; she felt too embarrassed to tell us before. She said, “Dad made all our big financial choices because he knew more about investments than I did.” After Mom’s revelation, we encouraged her to enroll in some computer classes to learn software and online bill-paying options. She subscribed to financial newsletters and registered for financial education classes. My sister and I facilitated new paperwork systems for Mom that matched her lifestyle and needs.
Because we empowered Mom through financial and computer education, her frustration left and her self-esteem rose. Sensitivity toward Mom’s daily life changes brought us compassion and patience with her progress.
Resources and Options
Your circumstances swirl around issues particular to your widowed parent. If your widowed parent paid the bills himself or herself, sparkles with high self-esteem, or enjoys monitoring finances, he or she may experience more of an emotional loss than a practical loss. Because every relationship and its loss are unique to the individuals involved, that loss evokes unexpected and differing reactions and emotions—even among family members.
Read Living beyond Loss: Death in the Family to learn more about the effect of death on various types of families and how they handled it. Another book that offers advice about survivor problems and issues is In the Presence of Grief: Helping Family Members Resolve Death, Dying, and Bereavement Issues. If your father is your widowed parent and you are a woman, you can read When Men Grieve: Why Men Grieve Differently and How You Can Help to understand the unique issues men face during grief. Life after Loss: A Personal Guide Dealing with Death, Divorce, Job Change, and Relocation, written by a pastor with twenty-five years of grief-support-group and counseling experience, offers advice about intense feelings after loss and a chapter on sudden loss versus prolonged loss. If you struggle with unresolved issues with your deceased parent, read She Loved Me, She Loved Me Not: Adult Parent Loss after a Conflicted Relationship. Use Part III: Resources to find more help on how to gain sensitivity to grief, loss, and change.
Questions to Ask about Your Sensitivity to Change
1. What areas of life—spiritual, personal, business, finances, relationships, or relaxation—will my parent struggle with after the loss of his or her spouse?
2. What boosts my parent’s self-esteem in those difficult areas?
3. Does my parent push back when I ask him or her to do certain tasks?
4. How could I facilitate easier decision making for my parent?
5. How has the loss of my parent affected my life?
6. Do I enjoy new tasks created because of the death of my parent or do they make me vulnerable or nervous?
7. Am I the right person in my family to take on those tasks?
One day you might be the person in that car alone. Shift gears and think of your parent in that vulnerable position. In time, all tasks will be done. Stay patient and give your newly widowed parent space to breathe in this new foreign life.
Happy the man who early learns
the wide chasm that lies between
his wishes and his powers.
—ANONYMOUS
UNBLOCK, CHANGE, AND BOOST ENERGY
Change is never easy; however, if you fight it, you create blocked energy. As your family processes the diverse seasons after loss, some people, jobs, or things don’t fit anymore. You or your parent may experience blockage in one or more areas of your lives. As you release old routines, emotions, people, or habits, you increase your energy and make room for new opportunities.
Three Ideas to Boost Your Energy
As you determine your own blocked areas, utilize these three ideas:
1. Find your energy drains. Examine the seven areas of your life—spiritual, personal, career, finances, relaxation, relationships, or routine life-maintenance errands—for energy drains. What area(s) exhaust you? Create energy-boosting solutions. Could you rearrange furniture, throw out clutter, or move? Current homes, possessions, friends, files, or holiday plans can block energy.
2. Watch out for consistent frustration. When you or your parent experiences continued irritation as you engage in a new activity or task, devise a way to unclog the block.
3. When you hold on to unresolved emotions such as anger, bitterness, and blame, this negativity can block rejuvenating life-enhancing energy. If you struggle with negative emotions, professional therapy can help you work on forgiveness and release unsettled destructive emotions. Read “Individual Therapy: Is It for Me?” in chapter 2 to learn more about various therapy options.
Our Story
Paperwork and chaos in Mom’s home created by clutter and losing Dad blocked all of our energy. Since Dad’s death in 2001, we have all overhauled our energy drains. Healing changes were needed for new energy to flow again.
Three big energy drains for Mom were financial systems, budget, and lifestyle changes. With time and effort, we transformed my father’s old file system into a better system to fit Mom’s needs. The three of us renovated Dad’s old budget for Mom to fit her new financial reality. Mom’s identity changed from an executive wife who entertained constantly at home to a single woman who attended more social events outside her home. Over time, Mom changed her living spaces from formal to casual. One by one, Mom released her energy drains.
Big energy drains for Ivy and me included lack of exercise, unhealthy eating, toxic friendships, unfulfilling careers, and lack of fun-filled personal time. My sister and I released our energy drains by regular workouts, eating well, severing unhealthy friendships, pursuing new careers, and making time for fun-filled activities. At first all the change spun us in circles, but after time, we adapted. When we avoided change, we only frustrated ourselves and stopped the flow of good energy into our lives.
Resources and Options
First, unblock a few minor frustrations. Professional organizers can offer you unblocking assistance and advice. Thumb through the books Soaring through Setbacks and When Life Changes or You Wish It Would: A Guide to Finding Your Next Step Despite Fear, Obstacles, or Confusion for more ideas on how to deal with change. Check out interior-design books such as Six Steps to Design on a Dime or Feng Shui Dos and Taboos: A Guide to What to Place Where for ideas on clearing out bad energy in a home. If your friendships shift, take a look at the book When Friendship Hurts: How to Deal with Friends Who Betray, Abandon, or Wound You for more insight on how to unblock.
Natural Remedies for Low energy
Read books on alternative medicine that provide natural energy solutions, such as Natural Health, Natural Medicine or Prescription for Nutritional Healing: A Practical A-to-Z Reference to Drug-Free Remedies Using Vitamins, Minerals, Herbs & Food Supplements or Perfect Health: The Complete Mind/Body Guide. Always consult a doctor before you take any new medicines or herbal supplements. Check Part III: Resources for more ways to unblock and ideas on increasing energy.
Questions to Ask about Energy Blocks
1. Do I have a strategy in place for adapting to change?
2. Does my parent or I suffer from depression or low energy?
3. Does the energy feel unbalanced in my home or office?
4. What trips or celebrations does my family participate in every year? Does my parent or I enjoy those times? Do I want to continue to take trips or have celebrations as we did before, or do I want to change gears and do something else?
5. Are my feelings toward friends changing? What friends have moved in an opposite direction in their lives? Should I end any toxic friendships?
6. Is my current budget representative of my priorities? What services or products does my parent or I pay for that are underused or not used?
7. Does my lifestyle still fit my newly changed world? Does my parent’s fit his or hers? What issues do my parent and I constantly fight over that needs to be examined?
When you don’t declutter and unblock, low energy runs rampant. You appear stuck and tired. As you take time to figure out what needs work, you release blocks. Actively seek ways to bring good energy back into your life and the life of your parent. Stay open to things or people who don’t appear to fit you or your parent’s changed lives. When you derail the blocked energy, you make room for new potential, sparkle, and zing.
Self-knowledge is the beginning of self-improvement.
—SPANISH PROVERB
CHAPTER TEN
COMMUNITY
No one walks through life alone. You and your widowed parent are surrounded by people in your family, work lives, neighborhoods, and friendships. How you let these communities help you during your life after losing your parent can make a huge difference in the present and the future. Be willing to seek community, and encourage your parent to do the same, as you move forward into this new phase of your lives.
DON’T UNDERESTIMATE THE POWER OF COMMUNITY
What do church congregations, the G8 Summit, and the Rolling Stones have in common? They all formed groups because they knew they would be more successful together than apart. As you guide your widowed parent through new life changes, don’t underestimate the power of community and groups.
Three Benefits of Community
Community resources and groups can provide three huge benefits to you and your widowed parent:
1. Groups brainstorm new solutions to problems that you might not have thought of on your own.
2. Other people know of local resources that could be useful to you or your parent.
3. New community can provide unexpected support.
Our Story
Initially my sister, Ivy, and I sought solutions to everything ourselves. Our communities were scattered in distance and limited in scope. Eventually our resources and own energies became depleted, and we needed to delegate. After our mother moved to a new city, she needed new therapists, new loss-support groups, a new CPA, and a new lawyer. Ivy and I were tapped out. Mom needed a new list of local community services (see “Community Extra-Hands List” in appendix C). She updated her list with new local vendors for when she needed outside assistance.
Because we stayed open to new resources, we reaped the rewards of fresh ideas, support, and community. As outside assistance grew, Mom felt less like a burden to her children. She also felt less alone and more assured she could find assistance. The responsibilities my sister and I carried lessened. Mom hired others or asked friends for advice to avoid her dependence on us too much. She empathized with our own struggles. With Mom’s new local handyman, housekeeper, and accountant, she accomplished tasks that before had created arguments between the three of us, though we all did the best we could at the time.
If Your Community Is Strong
Your family may not need to unearth new resources. If your extended family includes a doctor, an investment advisor, or a handyman, outside assistance may be unnecessary or minimal. Your parent may have lived in the same location for years and may have a solid list of resources and contacts. If your parent has good local support, encourage him or her to use those contacts.
Resources and Options
Your or your parent’s community creates a powerful and supportive force. Ask for assistance from others and let some things go. If your parent has recently bought a home, a Realtor can be a great source of local contacts. Your parent can explore Meetup or audit university classes for free or a low-cost (see universities offering class discounts to seniors) as avenues to meet new people with similar interests. If your parent is interested in volunteering, try Senior Corps or VolunteerMatch. When and if your parent is interested in socializing in mixed-gender environments in the future, Match or Eharmony provide online options. See appendix C for a sample local “Community Extra-Hands List” and Part III: Resources for other community ideas.
Questions to Ask about Your or Your Parent’s Community
1. Am I too overwhelmed with responsibilities and duties?
2. Does my parent worry about being a burden?
3. What family members can I place on my parent’s Community Extra-Hands List, and what duties need to be filled by other community members?
4. Who could my parent or I call in my parent’s or my community who seems to know who to call for anything?
5. If my parent has moved to a new city, has my parent called the local Chamber of Commerce for local resources or referrals? Has my parent contacted local newcomer resources?
Two or more brains together come up with many more ideas than just one. Build a strong local extra-hands list with your widowed parent for when he or she needs extra help or advice, and sit back and watch the power of community go to work.
Everything that lives, lives not alone, nor for itself.
—WILLIAM BLAKE
FIND OUT WHO YOUR REAL FRIENDS ARE
When you come back from a vacation, your real life looks different. If you visited an exotic locale, the customs, attitudes, or foods may be in stark contrast to your own neighborhood. After the loss of your parent, you experience an internal transformation similar to the après vacation experience. You return from the experience of loss a changed person; some of your friends will not like the change.
Four Ideas about Changing Friendships
As you sort through friends supporting and abandoning you after loss, keep these four ideas in mind:
1. When you leave old friendships, the foundation you built around those relationships shakes and unnerves you. The friends who stick around might surprise you. The friends who leave might shock you.
2. Don’t carry any guilt when those friendship turning points occur. After the loss of a parent, your widowed parent’s situation and your new family responsibilities rise to a higher priority. Your choice to assist a newly widowed parent could create extra stress, money issues, or volatile emotions, depending on your relationship with each parent.
3. Your relationships—including spousal or friendships—change because of your limited energy and your change in priorities. The management of your own energy becomes critical and your weaker relationships unravel.
4. Friends can be sympathetic to your situation but limited in understanding your daily struggles, especially if they haven’t experienced a difficult loss. In addition, many people don’t know how to react to death or grieving. Old losses of their own may surface that make them uncomfortable. Don’t take their reactions personally. As your new world and interests form, some friendships
may not survive.
Our Story
The first three years after my father died, my friends supported me much more than I was able to support them. One newer friend I’d only known a few years, who had large losses from her past, offered regular advice and a listening ear to my many questions about pending decisions. After awhile, she needed to leave the friendship. I let her friendship go, but the loss tore my heart wide open. Her abrupt departure from my life left me shocked and vulnerable. As time went on and I moved out of state, my life moved in a contrary direction from when I knew her. The loss stung, but with time and distance, the parting made sense. Our friendship didn’t fit anymore.
Friends who had known me for over fifteen years jumped to provide support. They tolerated the endless questions and discussions. They told me I wasn’t a burden, and they said they enjoyed lending support. I’m sure they grew tired of the topic from time to time, but they never let me know. Many of my old friends stood by my side, but it is common for old friends to abandon those who experience the death of a parent or spouse after the initial time after loss passes. When friendships end unexpectedly, the griever faces an additional loss.
Without Dad around, our relationships with his old friends and family, former sources of support, disappeared. At Dad’s memorial service, many of his friends and work associates, whom I had spoken to many times, awkwardly avoided talking to me, while other parental acquaintances I’d never met told me how they lost their parent at a young age. Death is a touchy subject for people; you never know how anyone will react until the time comes.
What to Expect
Friendships are hard to make and break. The friends that stick by you soothe your heart and give you strength to keep going. When old friendships end, unsettling emotions persist. It’s normal. Expect casual or work relationships to change. Everyone reacts to death based on their own personal issues. As you evolve, your friendships will either grow with your change or end. If you lived in the same city for a long time, your older, more stable friendships may survive. If you are new to an area or live in a transient big city, expect some reshuffling.
Resources and Options
If you think your friendships will not change after the loss of a parent, don’t be fooled. Friendships change because you change. You can hope your friends stick around through the difficult times, but prepare yourself for some shake-ups. If friendships shift, take a look at the book When Friendship Hurts: How to Deal with Friends Who Betray, Abandon, or Wound You for more insights.
As your friendships get tested, seek out new friends who have lost parents or experienced large losses. They may relate better to your situation and give sound advice based in experience. Parental loss support groups offer a good place to start. You can review Part III: Resources for more resources on parental-loss support groups.
Questions to Ask about Your Friendships
1. Have any of my close friends lost parents?
2. Who is the best person to ask advice about my dilemmas with regard to my newly widowed parent?
3. How can I find a local parental-loss support group?
4. Does an online group work better with my schedule?
5. Which of my weak friendships may not survive?
6. What unhealthy friendships, partnerships, or work relationships do I need to end to protect my own health?
7. Is my spouse or significant other prepared to support me as I go through the various aspects of the loss of my parent? Do I need to let him or her know how to support me?
8. Do I need to have an open and honest discussion with my spouse or significant other about needing more time alone?
9. Do I have any friendships that don’t work anymore?
Good-byes challenge everyone, but they can release you from negative to more positive relationships. Stay open to your friends as they choose to stay or leave the friendship. As you blend old and new friendships after loss, new stability supports you.
Things do not change; we change.
—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
GROUP TRAVEL OPPORTUNITIES
If you attend your high-school reunion alone, standing alone can be awkward. You bolt over to a group of old friends while conversations around you strain for common ground after years, or possibly decades, have passed. You’ve changed, while others stayed the same. You bump into an attractive classmate you passed in the hall in high school, and after a lengthy conversation, receive an offer for a date in return. One connection legitimizes the new shoes you bought or the ten pounds you lost for the occasion. Your risk and nerve to attend the event alone garnered a reward. High-school reunions unnerve you, but can also inspire you. Group travel for your widowed parent can work the same way.
One Travel Solution: Groups
When you suggest group travel to your parent, start by explaining some of the benefits. When you travel on group trips, especially group trips for singles, everyone enjoys other people, no matter if they are widowed, divorced, or married. Group trips based around your parent’s hobby also can be a great way to build a new community, and many trips are affordable for all kinds of budgets.
Our Story
Mom traveled frequently with Dad on business trips. As a widow, she faced the choice of either traveling alone or not at all. Familiar with the group-trip concept, Mom selected a biking trip run by a familiar company. She knew what to expect from the company, enjoyed traveling with the group and felt less alone. Because the trip provided for varying skill levels, fellow bikers of her skill level were always available. When she researched other trips after she returned, she discovered trips involving her hobbies of golf, learning, and wellness. When Mom takes trips— mostly with groups—she enjoys traveling. As she travels and changes her environment, she thinks less about her widowhood.
The Benefits of Group Travel
Widows or widowers experience belonging instead of being ignored or avoided when they take trips with social, welcoming people in a group. Hobby-based vacations work well, as everyone immediately has a common ground that trumps marital status. Group travel is affordable to almost everyone. Churches, AARP, and Elderhostel also provide low-cost group trips.
Hobby-Based Travel Groups
If your parent likes to travel, encourage him or her to get involved in local groups organized around a favorite hobby. Local groups have day trips, conferences, or field trips that may interest your parent. Take a look at Shaw Guides for ideas on local art groups, cooking schools, golf or tennis, photography, or writing and language classes in the United States and abroad. When your parent stays connected to inclusive, not exclusive, groups or communities, he or she builds a village of support.
Resources and Options
Encourage your parent to go online and explore travel options. With the growth of the group-travel business, many organizations offer opportunities. If your parent is adventurous, encourage him or her to look at Specialty Travel Index or Fifty-Plus Expeditions. Religious group trips are available through Globus Journeys, World Mission Tours, or Adventures in Missions. If your mother is your widowed parent, Gutsy Women Travel, Gordon’s Guide, or Transitions Abroad trips may suit her needs. If your father is your widowed parent, he and his friends can plan a trip or get trip ideas using the Web site Mancations. The Groople Web site creates an easy way for your parent and his or her friends to plan their own group trip. Check Part III: Resources for more ideas on available group trips.
Questions to Ask about Your Parent and Travel
1. Does my parent want to travel? Is he or she open to a group trip?
2. Is my parent ready to travel?
3. What is my parent’s budget for a vacation?
4. Has my parent been on any group trips before with an organization or company he or she liked?
5. What hobbies does my parent pursue? Do those hobbies have a national organization with a national conference, group trip, or local organization? Golf? Tennis? Collectibles? Biking? Learning? Women’s or men’s groups?
Without new avenues for friendships and community, your parent is reminded his or her old world of living as part of a couple doesn’t fit anymore. Persuade your parent to try a group trip. Your widowed parent will love being included and not avoided or left out. You never know what a group trip may lead to a new romance, a lifelong friendship, or a new attitude toward widowhood.
Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
—ANONYMOUS
LET MOM OR DAD TRY ANYTHING
Everyone fantasizes about an alternative life. Sail around the world on a yacht. Spend more time with your family. Start a nonprofit. Join the circus. Play golf every day of the year. Volunteer to serve others every day. Sleep until noon every day. Live without a budget. Become a self-made millionaire. Live in Paris. Your parent fantasizes too. When it’s time, no matter how crazy the idea seems, encourage your parent’s pursuit.
Four Ideas for Encouraging Your Parent
As you coach your parent regarding his or her career, volunteer work, education, or new life choices, keep these four ideas in mind:
1. A career counselor may be a great resource and advisor to present your newly widowed parent with multiple possibilities.
2. If a parent volunteers, takes a new job, or goes back to school, he or she is choosing excellent ways to build a new community. Your parent may want to go back to school to pursue an interest or investigate a new career field.
3. When your parent moves in a new direction, he or she becomes receptive to fresh relationship, career, and learning possibilities.
4. After facing the death of his or her spouse and the intense awareness of his or her own limited time on earth, your parent may be interested in pursuing a new or reinvigorated spiritual path or better physical health.
Our Story
In our case, Mom never expected to be on her own at age fifty-six, but luckily Dad made good investments so Mom could take some time to figure out how to create an income and life that worked for her as a single widow. She had acquired a degree in interior design but wasn’t interested in beginning a design business. When she asked our advice, Ivy and I suggested career counselors and talks with her friends. The best approach was to explore her options.
Mom visited friends in contrasting retirement towns. She took workshops, conferences, and seminars. She brainstormed with career counselors. She wrestled daily to figure out the second life she never expected. She explored her options while she and the estate attorney settled my father’s estate and got used to new household and financial systems. We knew she was overwhelmed, but we needed to rebuild our own lives too.
At the end of five years, Mom embraced a new life that blended pursuit of a master’s degree and PhD in nutrition, renovating rental properties, and travel. Her current choices are not permanent, but work for now and constantly evolve. Her choice was not one main interest but a blend of several smaller interests pursued together.
Career Counselors and Classes
A career counselor may suggest plausible options that your parent had not considered. Career counselors have local connections that can open doors for your parent. If your parent has a scattered resumé or limited work experience, career counselors can restructure your parent’s resumé to match current job opportunities.
Because your parent took time off work or reduced activity in organizations before or after the death of the spouse, free time may be available for your parent to try something new. Many universities offer low-cost or free classes for senior citizens to audit. These classes allow your parent to test the idea of going back to school or build a community of like-minded people.
If Your Parent Doesn’t Want to Try New Things
Some parents do not want to change. They find comfort sticking to the same old routine they have followed for years. That’s okay. A familiar world in the middle of big personal changes brings comfort. Yet don’t be surprised if one day they announce out of the blue they are going back to school in, say, theater.
Resources and Options
A widowed parent who explores new options is healthy. Your parent may overlook opportunities he or she never knew existed if new options are not investigated. Your parent may want to read Too Young to Retire: 101 Ways to Start the Rest of Your Life or Unbelievably Good Deals and Great Adventures That You Absolutely Can’t Get Unless You’re Over Fifty for inspiration. If your parent wants to try a career before committing, have him or her research Vocation Vacations’s career vacations. To investigate job opportunities, guide your parent to Seniors for Hire, Workforce 50, the Senior Community Service Employment Program, or AARP’s Best Employers for Workers over 50 list.
The Learning Annex offers low-cost classes in many major cities on various hobbies and careers. If your parent lives in North Carolina, contact the NC Center for Creative Retirement in Asheville. The center offers workshops and life-transition classes. Review Part III, Resources, for a list of other volunteer, work, and education resources.
Questions to Ask about Your Parent’s New Experiments
1. Am I preventing my parent from trying new things?
2. Did my parent have to sacrifice a career or volunteer opportunities to care for his or her family?
3. Does my parent want to go back to school and earn another degree?
4. Does my parent live near local universities that offer senior citizen low-cost classes?
5. Should I encourage my parent to talk with a career counselor?
6. Would my parent enjoy a blend of many interests in his or her new life or a focus on one?
7. Is my parent concerned about his or her outdated or unimpressive resumé?
8. How can my parent find a local writer to produce a stronger resumé for himself or herself?
Old fantasies can come true. Encourage your parent to stay open to new adventures and experiences even though he or she may be uncomfortable at first. Whether your parent pursues volunteer, work, or education opportunities, pursuit of an interest is vital.
Hope is grief’s best music.
—ANONYMOUS
ENDNOTES
1 Dr. Jeff Brantley in discussion with the author, October 2007.
2 Dr. Jeff Brantley in discussion with the author, October 2007.
3 Edited by Jeffrey R. Lewis and Cindy Hounsell. What Women Need to Know About Retirement, (Washington D.C.: A joint project of the Heinz Family Philanthropies and The Women's Institute for a Secure Retirement.), P6.
4 Raphael Cushnir in discussion with the author, October 2007.
PART III
RESOURCES
RESOURCES FOR CHAPTER ONE
First Weeks After Loss
The majority of the listings below refer to the resources named in Part I and II of the book. Additional resources may be included. Listings include relevant books, Web sites, companies, people, nonprofits, national U.S. laws, and retail stores. All information listed here was accurate at the time of writing, but due to constant informational changes, some Web links or information may have changed. First an overview of the section headers is listed and then the resources for the chapter with full descriptions, phone numbers and web sites.
RESOURCE LIST OVERVIEW FOR CHAPTER ONE
Bereavement and Low-Cost, Last-Minute Airfares, Energy Team Example, Flowers, Food, Meals, and Meal Delivery, Funeral and Memorial Service Assistance, Funeral Planning Web Sites and Services, Funeral Planning Books, Grief , Grief and Loss Book Publishers , Grieving and Condolence Protocol, Investigating the Afterlife (or Life after Physical Death), Online Grocery Shopping, Paperwork, Work Leave
BEREAVEMENT AND LOW-COST, LAST-MINUTE AIRFARES
About
Many airlines offer 50 percent discount off tickets purchased the same day as travel at the airport counter, or “walk up” rates. Funeral homes can obtain copies of the death certificate or provide a letter stating a death has occurred, which may be required for bereavement rates to be offered. The About Web site weighs the pursuit of a bereavement airfare rate versus an online low-price ticket.
http://www.airtravel.about.com/cs/airtravellinks/a/bereavement.htm
Last-Minute Travel Web Sites
Some funeral homes also offer to arrange these last-minute flights for clients, but if you need to make the arrangements yourself below are some popular sites travel Web sites that specialize in low fares for last-minute travel plans.
http://www.lastminutetravel.com
http://www.priceline.com
http://www.expedia.com/daily/deals/lastminute_deals
http://www.lastminute.com
http://www.skyauction.com
http://www.travelocity.lmdeals.com
Smartertravel
The Smarter Travel Web site posts an article outlining various airlines and its bereavement fare options.
http://www.smartertravel.com/travel-advice/Bereavement-fares.html?id=323904
ENERGY TEAM EXAMPLE
Capossela, Cappy and Sheila Warnock. Share the Care: How to Organize a Group to Care for Someone Who Is Seriously Ill. Rev. ed. New York: Fireside, 2004.
Share the Care shows you how to turn a group of friends, neighbors, family members, or volunteers into a powerful and balanced caregiving team for someone with a serious or chronic illness, those in rehabilitation from surgery or an accident, or to fill the needs of an elderly parent.
http://www.sharethecare.org
FLOWERS
1-800-Flowers (U.S. and international flower delivery)
This thirty-year-old flower company sells and delivers flowers, plants, gift baskets, and food. The Web site offers an extensive section filled with information about grief, sympathy and funeral flowers, and funeral flower etiquette articles from the Emily Post Institute.
U.S. orders: PHONE: (800) FLOWERS, http://www.1800flowers.com
International orders: PHONE: (800) 858-5039, http://www.1800flowers.com/international
Calyx and Corolla
The company sells high-end flower arrangements available to be shipped within the continental United States. If you need international delivery, contact their partner Gifts for Europe.
PHONE: (800) 800-7788
http://www.calyxandcorolla.com/calyx.storefront
http://www.giftsforeurope.com/CalyxCorolla/welcome.htm
Just Flowers
A Los Angeles-based flower company, Just Flowers sells flowers, balloons, plants, and gift baskets. Domestic and international deliveries are available.
PHONE: (800) 597-4489
http://www.justflowers.com
FOOD, MEALS, AND MEAL DELIVERY
Big City Chefs
Prepared food can be a thoughtful and useful gift for a griever from friends or family, especially during the first few months after the loss of a spouse or loved one. In most major cities, Big City Chefs, a national company, prescreens and staffs qualified personal chefs to provide specific food needs for families and individuals.
PHONE: (866) 321-2433
http://www.bigcitychefs.com
Diamond Organics
Diamond Organics sells fresh organic foods from California with nationwide overnight home delivery. During a parent’s or a family’s early grief, easily available healthy foods offer comfort.
PHONE: (888) 674-2642
http://www.diamondorganics.com
Dinewise
This food delivery company offers gourmet frozen meals for healthy eating, seniors, diabetics, and many other specific food needs. Nationwide delivery and gift certificates are available.
PHONE: (800) 749-1170
http://www.dinewise.com
Fresh ’n Fit Cuisine
Available in Atlanta, Fresh ’n Fit Cuisine offers a five- and seven-day prepared meal plan that meets the guidelines of the American Diabetes Association, the American Heart Association, and the American Cancer Society for nutrition. Meals are available in 1200- or 2000-calorie-a-day programs and are available for local pickup or delivery for an extra fee.
PHONE: (877) 363-2572
http://www.freshnfitcuisine.com
Gourmet Grocery Online
This online grocer offers gift baskets and prepared meals and soups, among many other food options. Each meal notes the number of people it serves. Sampler meals can serve up to twelve people. Nationwide delivery available.
PHONE: (866) 682-1052
http://www.gourmetgroceryonline.com
Harry and David
Known for its gourmet gift baskets, Harry and David offers fresh fruits, vegetables, gourmet hams, turkeys, and seafood to ship to grievers and their families.
PHONE: (877) 322-1200
http://www.harryanddavid.com
Home Bistro
Fresh meals are made in New England’s Lake Champlain Valley using local ingredients, then vacuum-sealed and flash frozen. Meals are designed for one person and will stay fresh in the freezer up to one year. Special diets such as low-fat, low-carb, low-sodium, and diabetic meals are offered. No preservatives are added. All orders are shipped in an insulated cooler filled with dry ice. Nationwide delivery available.
PHONE: (800) 628-5588
http://www.homebistro.com
Magic Kitchen
The chef-prepared gourmet frozen meals at Magic Kitchen are made to serve two to four people. They also offer senior, heart-healthy, low-fat, and low-carb meals as well as gift certificates. Nationwide delivery available.
PHONE: (877) 516-2442
http://www.magickitchen.com
Takeout Taxi
Takeout Taxi, a national home delivery service, delivers takeout food from local restaurants in various cities.
http://www.takeouttaxi.com
FUNERAL AND MEMORIAL SERVICE ASSISTANCE
Chamber of Commerce
To find your local Chamber of Commerce, use the national Web site. Call your local chamber and ask for referrals to special-event planners or professional organizers to assist with a memorial service, funeral, or general organizational support.
http://www.chamberofcommerce.com
National Association of Professional Organizers (NAPO)
The National Association of Professional Organizers operates as the national association dedicated to the field of organizing and provides referrals to local organizers. On its Web site, you will find local organizers to assist with memorial service planning or general organizing assistance. You can find a referral to a local organizer for short-term or long-term projects or a part-time personal assistant on the Web site. The organizers are either generalists in the field of organizing or specialists in particular areas, such as cleaning out garages/attics/basements, working with seniors, electronic and paper organization, estate sales, and moving and relocation.
PHONE: (847) 375-4746
http://www.napo.net
FUNERAL PLANNING WEB SITES AND SERVICES
American Association of Retired Persons Grief-and-Loss Program (AARP)
AARP, with more than thirty-five million members, is a highly respected nonprofit organization for people age fifty and older in the United States. The AARP Web site packs the grief-and-loss section with useful checklists, local and national resources, articles, funeral and memorial service ideas, grief-and-loss message boards, and publications on grief. The “Ways to Remember” article lists ideas you can incorporate into a memorial service. AARP supports the newly widowed and their families through support groups, educational meetings and online assistance.
Since 2004 AARP’s Grief-and-Loss program is not a national AARP program. In some states, local AARP grief-and-loss bereavement support programs and Widowed Persons Services (WPS) programs will continue to be affiliated with AARP and will be managed by the appropriate AARP state office.
PHONE: (888) 687-2277
http://www.griefandloss.org
AARP Grief-and-Loss Article/Publication Section
The grief-and-loss section of the AARP Web site is the best place I have found on the Internet for estate and paperwork checklists you need quickly when assembling information
after a death. Useful lists include Final Details, Urgent Details, Steps to Take, Necessary Papers, and Claiming Benefits. Final Details includes a list of documents you will need to organize for an estate attorney.
http://www.griefandloss.org
Your local AARP office
Use the AARP direct link below to connect your to a local AARP office.
http://www.aarp.org/states
Costco
Costco, a wholesale and retail corporation with far-reaching businesses and products, offers eight different caskets for sale at reasonable prices on its Web site. Some caskets cost less than half of what an average funeral home charges. Costco can ship caskets to twenty-six U.S. states with expedited overnight shipping available. Casket prices on its Web site range from $924 to $2,999.
PHONE: (800) 774-2678 (general member services)
http://www.costco.com
Cremation Association of North America
Founded in 1913, the Cremation Association of North America is an organization of more than 1,500 members composed of cemeterians, cremationists, funeral directors, crematorium industry suppliers, and consultants. The organization provides a searchable database of members, information on how to pick a crematorium, and links to a variety of companies providing services or products related to funerals.
PHONE: (312) 245-1077
http://www.cremationassociation.org
Eternal Reefs
Eternal Reef offers a unique environmentally friendly memorial service for your loved one. You can create an eternal reef designed out of cast concrete to commemorate a deceased parent or loved one. The concrete eternal reef can include the remains of a loved one and is placed in the ocean. After the reef cures for a month, the reef is placed in a designated body of water—the area must be preapproved and permits received—that requires new reefs to protect the environment. The Eternal Reef staff helps family members and/or friends cast the loved one’s memorial reef, imprint handprints, or provide a rubbing of the loved one’s bronze or other type of memorial plaque. After the memorial is cast, the Eternal Reef team lowers the memorial reef into the ocean and inspects the memorial periodically. The Eternal Reef memorial is particularly appropriate for a loved one who loved the sea, animal life, or the environment. A unique memorial, such as an Eternal Reef, might be selected as a place of remembrance to visit instead of a headstone. Reef locations are available from Atlantic City, New Jersey, to South Padre Island, Texas. Future upcoming locations include the Pacific Northwest.
PHONE:(888) 423-7333
http://www.eternalreefs.com/index.html
Federal Trade Commission’s Funeral Rule Law
The FTC Web site describes the United States Funeral Rule enforced by the Federal Trade Commission. The Funeral Rule law requires funeral homes to offer consumers a general price list upon first entering a funeral home to plan a funeral. The Federal Trade Commission has two informative brochures: “Paying Final Respects: Your Rights When Buying Funeral Goods and Services” and the more-detailed guide “Funerals: A Consumer Guide.”
PHONE: (877) 382-4357 (Consumer Response Center of FTC)
http://www.ftc.gov/funerals
Funeral Consumers Alliance
The Funeral Consumers Alliance, a nonprofit, protects consumers from funeral industry abuse. The alliance offers guidance to consumers about funeral-related questions.
PHONE: (800) 765-0107
http://www.funerals.org
Funeral Depot
Funeral Depot sells a range of funeral products and services and offers discounts to AARP members.
PHONE: (800) 318-8707
http://www.funeraldepot.com
Guidestar
Sometimes your family may prefer friends or family give donations to charitable causes instead of sending flowers for the memorial service or funeral. Guidestar provides lists of a variety of nonprofit organizations in the United States and abroad interested in receiving donations. You should mention the chosen recipient for donations in all funeral or memorial notices, including the newspaper obituary.
PHONE: (757) 229-4631
http://www.guidestar.org
Funeral Help Program
The Funeral Help Program offers budget-minded advice about funeral planning. The book The Affordable Funeral: Going in Style, Not in Debt provides dozens of tips on arranging for a sudden death or an anticipated funeral as well as preplanning a funeral service, which can save you money on expensive funeral costs. The book includes helpful funeral resources and a detailed funeral checklist. Additionally the companion software program (on CD) Going in Style: A Funeral Planning Program for Families is available to aid families in preplanning estate issues.
PHONE: (877) 427-0220
http://www.funeral-help.com
Funeral Planning 101
The Funeral Planning 101 Web site offers a variety of informational and useful links on planning funerals. The Web site covers numerous religious traditions, eulogies, costs, and memorials.
http://www.funeralplanning101.com
Memory-Of
Memory-Of provides a place to create a memorial Web site with photos and thoughts of the deceased parent or loved one. A memorial Web site can offer comfort, provide a place for family members to pay tribute, and celebrate the loved one’s life. You can upload video and audio files, create a family tree, and provide an area for others to post comments. Hosting is free for two weeks.
http://www.memory-of.com/
National Funeral Directors Association (NFDA)
The NFDA is the world’s largest funeral service association. Its Web site provides links to state funeral associations, a searchable directory of NFDA-member funeral homes, and information about creating meaningful funeral and memorial services. Additionally the NFDA Web site provides information on grief, explaining death to a child, and advance funeral planning. See the “Types of Tributes” page for ceremony ideas.
PHONE: 800-228-6332 or 262-789-1880
http://www.nfda.org
Legacy
Legacy provides a nationwide resource for obituary sites for more than 175 national newspapers.
http://www.legacy.com
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
If a parent worked in the military, the Veterans Benefits Administration Web site provides benefits information and services available to both widowed spouses and dependents of military personnel who died while in active military service and also to the survivors of veterans who died after active service. Its Web site links connect you to other federal agencies and organizations offering related benefits and services. You can download forms from the Web site to start the benefit process.
PHONE: (800) 827-1000
http://www.va.gov
http://www.vba.va.gov/survivors/index.htm (survivors benefits)
FUNERAL PLANNING BOOKS
Brown, Adele. What A Way to Go . . . Fabulous Funerals of the Famous and Infamous. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2002.
Various pop culture and political icons’ deaths, funeral services, and burials are summarized, including Princess Diana Spencer, Muppet creator Jim Henson, Winston Churchill, Grace Kelly, and Martin Luther King Jr., among others.
Carlson, Lisa. Caring for the Dead: Your Final Act of Love. Hinesburg, VT: Upper Access Books, 1998.
Caring for the Dead, written by the executive director of the Funeral and Memorial Societies of America, explains death and funeral issues such as cremation, burials, cemeteries, caskets, and embalming. The book also discusses specific death and funeral practices for each state.
Kerr, Margaret, and JoAnn Kurtz. Facing a Death in the Family: Caring for Someone through Illness and Dying, Arranging the Funeral, Dealing with the Will and Estate. 1st. ed. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 1999.
If you need guidance on difficult death issues before or after a death, consult this funeral-planning book. Facing a Death in the Family spells out ways to prepare in advance for death issues, including how to find the right kind of care, administer an estate, plan a funeral, or hire workers for home care.
GRIEF
Centering Corporation and Grief Digest Magazine
The Centering Corporation offers a quarterly magazine and books on grief as well as an online store with many grief and loss resources for all ages.
PHONE: (866) 218-0101
http://www.centeringcorp.com/catalog/index.php
Edelman, Hope. Motherless Daughters: The Legacy of Loss. 2nd ed. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2006.
Motherless Daughters covers grief, life, and identity issues for women who have lost their mothers. The author includes professional bereavement research and resources.
Ellis, Thomas M. This Thing Called Grief: New Understandings of Loss. Minneapolis, MN: Syren Book Company, 2006.
This book about grief, written by Thomas Ellis—a second-generation funeral director, licensed marriage and family therapist, and executive director at the Center for Grief, Loss, and Transition—walks you through different ways people grieve and offers advice on how you can use loss to heal and grow.
Hickman, Martha Whitmore. Healing after Loss: Daily Meditations for Working through Grief. New York: Harper Perennial, 1999.
A small meditation book, Healing after Loss presents you with daily nuggets of encouragement after a death or loss.
James, John and Russell Friedman. The Grief Recovery Handbook: The Action Program for Moving beyond Death, Divorce, and Other Losses. Rev. ed. New York: HarperCollins, 1998.
The Grief Recovery Handbook explains grief and offers action-oriented recovery steps you can take to complete your grief.
http://www.grief.net
James, John, and Russell Friedman. When Children Grieve: For Adults to Help Children Deal with Death, Divorce, Pet Loss, Moving and Other Losses. Reprint ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2002.
When Children Grieve aids parents in supporting their children through loss.
http://www.grief.net
James, John, and Russell Friedman. Moving On: Dump Your Relationship Baggage and Make Room for the Love of Your Life. New York: M. Evans and Company, Inc., 2006.
Moving On shows readers how to work through debilitating old relationship issues in order to move on to a better life.
http://www.grief.net
Kübler-Ross, Elizabeth. On Death and Dying: What the Dying Have to Teach Doctors, Nurses, Clergy, and Their Own Families. New York: Touchtone, 1969.
In this classic book about grief, Kübler-Ross explains the stages of grief that became widely used in the grief-and-loss field. The media’s use of Kübler-Ross’s stages—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance—created mainstream acceptance of Kübler-Ross’s finding.
http://www.elisabethkublerross.com/index.html
Levang, Elizabeth. When Men Grieve: Why Men Grieve Differently and How You Can Help. Minneapolis, MN: Fairview Press, 1998.
When Men Grieve explains how men’s grief differs from women’s grief. If you want to understand your male spouse, brother, or father’s emotions or behaviors during grief, When Men Grieve might provide needed perspective.
Noel, Brook, and Pamela D Blair. I Wasn’t Ready to Say Good-bye: Surviving, Coping and Healing after the Death of a Loved One. Belgium, WI: Champion Press, 2000.
An excellent book about grief and the different feelings you struggle with after a sudden death. Chapters include how to handle the first few weeks, awareness of the emotional and physical effects of grief, both the loss of a parent and partner, grief recovery exercises, and resources.
GRIEF-AND-LOSS BOOK PUBLISHERS
Compassion Books
Compassion Books offers more than four hundred books, videos, and audio products for adults and children from various publishers about grief and loss.
PHONE: (800) 970-4220
http://www.compassionbooks.com
In-Sight Books
In-Sight Books produces books, audio cassettes, greeting cards, gifts, videos, and framed art to aid children, teens, and adults who experience grief and loss. In-Sight Books products apply most to caregivers of elderly parents and grief and loss.
PHONE: (800) 658-9262
http://www.insightbooks.com
Roberts Press
Roberts Press, a Canadian publisher, produces books and videos for children, teenagers, and adults on topics about grief and loss.
PHONE: (866) 582-5558 (Canada)
http://www.robertspress.ca
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/1704 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!