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Turning Points     2     Losing a Spouse

Questions
n Are you taking care of yourself?

n Are you organized?

n Do you have at least 10 copies of 
the death certificate?

n What other vital documents do 
you need?

n Did you notify the right people to 
begin collecting benefits?

n Did you protect your spouse’s 
identity from theft?

n Do you need professional 
financial advisers?

n Will you have to go through 
probate?

n Will you owe taxes?

n Can you afford to be patient?

n Do you know what it costs to live?

n Do you know what you owe, 
including credit cards?

n Do you know what you own?

n Is your financial status a lot worse 
than you thought?

n Do you have a credit rating in 
your own name?

n Have you updated your will and 
your own paperwork?

n Are you taking charge of your 
life, both day to day and long term?

Losing a spouse disrupts your world in every 

way. At first, your deep sense of emotional 

loss may eclipse your physical and financial 

needs. Yet taking care of yourself at every 

level will be essential to maintain your 

health and safeguard your financial future.

Preparing to survive and even thrive on 

your own begins with asking yourself tough 

questions about how to handle short-term 

demands and plan for long-term financial 

stability. Tackling these challenges in the 

midst of your grief can be grueling, but it will 

help you stay on track as you move forward 

to rebuild your life.

Are you taking care of 
yourself?
Losing a spouse can be emotionally 

devastating. That emotional devastation 

can lead to physical issues, especially if you 

neglect basic needs such as nutrition and 

exercise. The combined impact of emotional 

distress, difficulty sleeping and physical 

problems can lead you to neglect obligations 

in other parts of your life, such as financial 

affairs or workplace duties.

The process of rebuilding your life after the 

loss of a spouse begins with taking care of 

yourself. Create routines for your health and 

welfare, from maintaining your schedule for 

medications and vitamins to getting enough 

exercise. 

At the same time, pay attention to mundane 

tasks. While you may be able to slow down 

some elements of your life, the world will 

continue to rotate at the same rate. That 

means you must continue to fetch the mail, 

read correspondence, pay bills, and fill the 

car with gasoline. 

Accepting offers of help from friends can 

give you valuable time to regroup and 

ponder your next steps. Look for other 

sources of help as well. Talk to your doctor 

or health-care providers about physical and 

Rebuild Your Life After 
A Life Partner Dies

 by Darla Dernovsek
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Turning Points     3     Losing a Spouse

emotional issues. Check with local social 

service agencies for support groups aimed 

at coping with grief. Make a telephone call to 

friends who have experienced the death of 

a spouse. 

Feeling better will take time, but financial 

decisions you make now can have a lasting 

impact. Avoid allowing your long-term future 

to be held hostage by shortsighted decisions 

made while you’re grieving.

Are you organized?
Grieving is stressful. Stress affects 

your ability to think quickly, 

remember clearly, and maintain 

a record of your actions. Being 

organized will help protect you 

from some stress by making it easy to track 

the actions you’ve taken and the documents 

you’ve received.

Even if you’ve never been organized before, 

you must start now. Keep track of all the 

legal and financial issues related to your 

spouse’s death and your financial future. 

Consider creating binders or file folders to 

sort information by categories such as death 

certificates, insurance, the will, probate, 

loan or credit card payments, bills, and 

miscellaneous. 

If this seems overwhelming, then pull out 

some old shoe boxes or large, clear plastic 

storage bags, write labels on them, and 

set them in a specific spot on the kitchen 

counter. The key is to retain, sort, and store 

documents so you can find them when you 

need them. 

Do you have at least 
10 copies of the death 
certificate?
The death certificate is an essential legal 

document for the surviving spouse. You 

cannot file for insurance or Social Security 

benefits, claim control of joint assets, or 

obtain your inheritance without a death 

certificate. Expect many different businesses 

and agencies to require a copy of the death 

certificate to respond to your requests 

and rights as a surviving spouse. Some 

organizations allow you to fax a copy of the 

death certificate to them, while others will 

require a certified copy. 

Funeral homes often provide certified 

copies of the death certificate as part of 

their standard services. Certified copies 

also are available for a small fee from local 

government offices such as the Health 

Department or Register of Deeds.

Share copies of the death certificate only 

with organizations you know and trust. 

Remember that thieves can use a death 

certificate to steal the identity of you or your 

spouse to commit fraud. Keep extra copies of 

the death certificate in your safe or another 

secure location.

What other vital documents 
do you need?
Filing for insurance, benefits, and joint 

assets will require making contact with 

the appropriate organizations and then 

supplying vital documents. Be prepared by 

assembling this information:

n Insurance policies, which may include 

life, health, mortgage, auto, credit card, and 

accident policies. Check with your spouse’s 

employer to see if there was workplace 

coverage. Coverage may vary depending 

on the circumstances and your personal 

situation, so be thorough. If your spouse is 

killed in a vehicle accident, for example, your 

policy may include a death benefit provision 

that delivers a lump-sum payment. 

n Social Security numbers for you, your 

spouse, and dependent children.

n Military discharge papers, required to 

apply for veterans’ benefits. You can obtain 

a copy by contacting the National Archives at 

866-272-6272 or online. 

n Birth certificates for dependent children, 

required to file for benefits such as Social 

Security payments.

n Your marriage certificate, which allows 

you to apply for benefits related to 

your status as the surviving spouse.

n The will, which allows you to 

begin the process of probate and 

claim ownership of some assets.

n Documents that prove ownership 

of assets, ranging from IRAs (individual 

retirement accounts) to savings accounts to 

vehicles.

Did you notify the right 
people to begin collecting 
benefits?
Filing for benefits can help you create the 

cash flow you need to deal with debts, pay 

ongoing expenses, or cope with the loss 

of your spouse’s income. You may need to 

file for benefits with several companies or 

government authorities, including:

n Insurance companies. Expect to file a 

separate claim with each company involved.

n Social Security. Assuming your spouse 

was eligible for Social Security benefits, you 

can claim a one-time death benefit to help 

cover burial expenses. In addition, monthly 

survivor’s benefit payments are available to 

spouses age 60 or older, disabled widows 

age 50 or older, or spouses who care for 

children who are disabled or younger than 

age 18. Funeral directors often handle 

notification of Social Security, or you can 

contact the Social Security Administration 

directly at 800-772-1213. More information 

about death benefits for both surviving 

Avoid Allowing your long-term future 
to be held hostAge by shortsighted 
decisions mAde while you’re grieving.

http://www.archives.gov/veterans/military-service-records/
http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/deathbenefits.htm
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and divorced spouses is available in the 

“survivors” section of the Social Security 

Administration Web site.  

n Your spouse’s current employer. If 

your spouse’s employer offered workplace 

insurance policies, you may be able to claim 

a death benefit. In addition, you should 

arrange to collect payment for any unused 

vacation or sick pay, depending 

on the company’s policies. 

Finally, if your spouse’s death 

was related to the workplace, 

you may be able to negotiate 

additional compensation in 

the form of workplace-related 

benefits unrelated to workers’ 

compensation.

n Workers’ compensation 

authorities, if applicable. 

If your spouse’s death was 

workplace-related, you may 

be able to collect workers’ compensation 

benefits. Contact your state’s Labor 

Department or its equivalent for more 

information.

n Pension administrators. If your spouse 

was retired and covered by an employer-

based pension plan, find out if you will 

continue to receive full or partial payments.

n Your spouse’s union or professional 

organization. Some unions or organizations 

offer death benefits for members’ survivors. 

In addition, if your spouse was receiving a 

union-based pension, check with the union 

to find out if the pension will continue and 

the amount of your payments.

n Your spouse’s past employers. Your 

spouse may be covered by pension plans 

through a former employer. It can be 

worthwhile to contact these employers to 

learn whether benefits exist and how to 

claim them. 

n The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), 

if applicable. The VA offers many different 

types of benefits for spouses and dependent 

children of a veteran. Contact the VA at:

  •  800-827-1000 for information about 

benefits; 

  •  877-294-6380 for information about 

pension payments to beneficiaries; 

  •  800-669-8477 for information about 

death benefits; or

  •  the VA Web site . 

n Other products or services that offer 

death benefits. For example, your credit 

union and some credit cards may offer death 

benefits. 

Did you protect your 
spouse’s identity from theft? 
Failing to notify financial institutions and 

credit agencies about your spouse’s death 

leaves the door open for identity thieves 

to use your spouse’s vital information to 

commit fraud. This fraud can hurt your credit 

rating and might even expose accounts or 

other assets to theft unless you act promptly. 

Start by contacting someone at your credit 

union and any other financial institutions 

that hold a deposit, investment, or loan 

account in your spouse’s name. You will 

need to transfer accounts to your name 

or close accounts. Whenever you close an 

account, ask the organization to list it as 

“Closed. Account holder is deceased.” 

Cut up your spouse’s credit cards to ensure 

they no longer can be used. When your 

spouse was the sole holder of an account, 

notify the company so the account is closed. 

You may or may not be liable for a debt your 

spouse owed; consult your attorney. Weigh 

how you want to handle joint credit card 

accounts (see below).

As soon as possible, contact credit-reporting 

agencies—in writing—to notify 

them of your spouse’s death and 

ask to have a “deceased” alert 

placed on your spouse’s file. 

Begin by contacting the credit 

reporting agencies online or by 

telephone to create a short-term 

alert and obtain an address for 

filing a permanent change. Follow 

up by mail as directed and keep 

records of all correspondence. 

In addition, request a copy of 

the credit report to be sure you 

know about all the accounts opened in 

your spouse’s name. The three major credit 

reporting agencies are: 

n Equifax, 888-766-0008 to request a fraud 

alert; 800-685-1111 for credit reports; 

n Experian, 888-397-3742;

n TransUnion, 800-888-4213

Contact the Department of Motor Vehicles to 

cancel your spouse’s driver’s license or state 

identification card and to transfer vehicle 

registrations. 

Finally, contact any agencies or organizations 

that may have a membership record for your 

spouse. Put professional organizations that 

issue licenses at the top of your list, but also 

include the library or membership programs 

such as the fitness club or YMCA. 

Do you need professional 
financial advisers?
You likely will need access to professional 

advice as you sort through your financial 

affairs. 

http://www.ssa.gov
http://www.vba.va.gov/survivors/vabenefits.htm
http://www.equifax.com/credit-information/
http://www.experian.com
http://www.transunion.com/corporate/personal/personal.page


Turning Points     5     Losing a Spouse

Decisions carry high costs
Stories abound about widows and widowers who make poor financial 
decisions in the months or years following the death of a spouse.

n Betty thought she couldn’t bear to continue to live in 
the large house left to her after her husband Carl died 
of cancer. She immediately bought an appealing 
lakefront home. But the new home’s many stairs 
troubled her knees and her old home lingered on the 
market. She eventually sold the lakefront home and 
returned to the unsold home she shared with Carl, 
losing a considerable sum in the process.

n When his wife Mary died, Lester was desperate 
to leave behind the memories that remained in the 
house the couple shared. The day after the funeral, 
a neighbor called and offered to buy the house. Lester 
accepted the offer without a market analysis. His adult 
children believe he lost thousands of dollars as a result.

n Hannah refused to sell anything her husband owned, even the expensive 
pickup truck she didn’t like to drive. She allowed the late-model pickup 
truck to sit outside in the snow, where it declined in value.

If you need advice for handling daily 

expenses and budgeting for the future, you 

may need to talk to a financial counselor. 

Many credit unions offer financial counseling 

or seminars about issues such as budgeting 

or building a credit score. 

Another option is working with a nonprofit 

Consumer Credit Counseling Service (CCCS) 

agency. The CCCS provides free or low-cost 

confidential consultations with professional 

budget counselors trained and certified 

by the National Foundation for Credit 

Counseling (NFCC). Call 800-388-2227. 

To protect yourself from potential scams, 

look for an agency that is a member of the 

NFCC. For more information, visit the Federal 

Trade Commission Web site and search for 

“Choosing a credit counselor.” 

If you need help figuring out how to invest 

lump-sum payments such as insurance 

or benefit payouts, talk to a financial or 

investment adviser. Many credit unions offer 

referrals to reputable investment advisers. 

These advisers can help you invest your 

money in a way that matches your risk 

tolerance and long-term goals, such as 

helping children pay for college or saving for 

your retirement. 

You may need help dealing with legal issues, 

taxes, and other concerns. An accountant 

and attorney can help you sort through 

these issues. If you don’t already have 

relationships in place, now is a good time to 

ask friends for referrals. Check references to 

find trustworthy professionals.

While it’s fine to ask friends and advisers 

for general advice, it’s best to share 

the specifics of your situation only with 

professionals and immediate family 

members. Share information sparingly 

because, sadly, family members and 

friends often lead the list of those who 

commit identity theft. Keep details about 

your financial holdings and relationships 

confidential to protect yourself from fraud 

and financial scams.

Will you have to go through 
probate?

Probate is a legal proceeding 

used to wind up the 

deceased’s personal 

affairs, including 

paying debts and 

taxes as well as 

collecting and 

distributing 

assets to 

beneficiaries. 

The need 

for probate 

depends on 

where your spouse 

lived, how much he 

or she owned, and how 

his or her assets are titled. 

Some states exempt certain property from 

probate or provide a simplified probate 

process if the estate is less than a certain 

http://nfcc.org/
http://nfcc.org/
http://www.ftc.gov
http://www.ftc.gov
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value or if all property is going to a surviving 

spouse, so check requirements in your state. 

Proper estate planning can reduce the assets 

required to go through probate altogether. 

For example, assets titled with 

a “right of survivorship” pass 

directly to the survivor.

As part of the probate 

process, expect the court 

to name an individual to 

manage administration 

of the estate. If there is a 

will, that person typically 

is the executor or personal 

representative named in the 

will. If the decedent died 

without a will, the court will 

appoint an administrator.

The probate process 

includes confirming that 

the will is valid; informing 

creditors, heirs, and 

beneficiaries about the decendent’s death 

and pending distribution of the estate; 

collecting and managing assets until probate 

is completed; paying debts and state and 

federal taxes; and disposing of assets and 

distributing assets of the estate as specified 

by state law and the will. 

Expect to pay a fee—out of the estate— 

to complete the probate process. If your 

spouse’s estate is large or complex, consider 

retaining a lawyer to help you through the 

process.

Will you owe taxes?
The amount of tax you may owe depends on 

where you live, what you own, and what you 

inherit.

Income taxes for your spouse will be due for 

the year in which your spouse died. You may 

file a joint income tax return for the year of 

the death. Your filing status will change the 

following year, which may affect taxes you 

owe as well. Check current rules for filing by 

visiting the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 

Web site  and searching for “decedents.” 

Whether you’ll owe income taxes related to 

your spouse’s estate is a trickier question. 

The estate usually pays income taxes due on 

the estate’s income. You could be liable for 

income taxes due to the federal government 

by the estate if you received income from the 

decedent or the estate for which taxes were 

not previously paid. These taxes also may be 

called “death taxes.” Estates valued worth 

more than $3.5 million in 2009 may have 

to pay estate taxes. The federal estate tax 

affects only the wealthiest 2% of Americans, 

according to the IRS. Each state has its own 

estate tax rules.

Tax rules can vary significantly by state and 

may change from 

year-to-year as tax 

laws are created, 

altered, expire, or 

are repealed. Again, 

check the IRS Web site 

and your state’s tax 

department’s Web site 

for current rules. 

Because taxes involve 

complex laws and 

regulations, consider 

getting professional 

help from attorneys and 

accountants. 

Can you afford 
to be patient?

Many widows and widowers make poor 

decisions in the days, weeks, and even 

months following the loss of a spouse (see 

sidebar). Even when money is tight, you 

might benefit from taking time to figure out 

how your life will change and what options 

are available. 

While you may need to sell your home for 

financial reasons, proceed thoughtfully. 

Check with financial advisers to see if a 

reverse mortgage might be a better option 

than a sale. With a reverse mortgage, if you 

are older than 62 and qualify, you convert 

the equity in your home into cash in the form 

of a lump sum or monthly payments. You 

or your heirs repay the borrower when the 

home is sold. 

If you decide to sell your house, work with 

reputable real estate professionals to 

increase your chance of getting a good price. 

Whenever you make a major financial 

decision in the first year following your 

Allowing your spouse’s 
beloved motorcycle to 
sit in the gArAge for five 
yeArs is likely to cAuse 
its vAlue to erode. think 
About whether you cAn 
remember your spouse 
with A photogrAph rAther 
thAn keeping the item.

http://www.irs.gov
http://www.irs.gov/businesses/small/article/0,,id=164871,00.html
http://www.hud.gov/buying/rvrsmort.cfm
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spouse’s death, think carefully about 

whether it’s better to go forward now or wait 

a little longer. Bear in mind, however, that 

waiting too long sometimes can cause an 

asset to lose value. For example, allowing 

your spouse’s beloved motorcycle to sit in 

the garage for five years is likely to cause its 

value to erode. Think about whether you can 

remember your spouse with a photograph 

rather than keeping the item.

Do you know what you owe?
Find out what you owe and to whom. It’s 

important to contact all creditors to notify 

them of your spouse’s death. The executor/

administrator generally does this. In most 

situations, you should close joint accounts 

and open a new account in your name. 

The exception: You may want to keep some 

joint credit card accounts, if you lack a 

credit rating in your own name (see more 

information). 

It’s especially important to know about all 

debts if you live in a state with “community 

property” laws. Generally, in a community 

property state, all debts your spouse 

incurred are considered joint debts, even if 

the account was listed only in your spouse’s 

name. That means you most likely are now 

responsible for the outstanding balance on 

any account.

Do you know what you own?
If your spouse has a will, learn what it says 

about how property is to be distributed. If 

there is no will, assets will be distributed 

according to state “intestacy” laws. 

Make a list of everything you own, including 

items you inherited from your parents or 

your spouse’s parents or owned jointly 

with others. If your spouse owned all or 

part of a business, check the ownership of 

equipment, buildings, and other assets.  

You may need to claim ownership of some 

assets by filing for a change of ownership or 

title. Items to consider include:

n Bank accounts

n Safe deposit boxes

n Stocks

A New Career
Judy was in her early 40s when her 
husband died. Three of the couple’s 
five children were independent, but 
two were attending local public 
schools. 

Judy continued to run an in-home 
day care for the first year after 
her husband’s death while she 
explored her options. She learned 
that courses she had taken earlier 
to obtain and maintain her day 
care license would count toward 
completing a bachelor’s degree in 
education, letting her become a 
teacher in less than three years. 

She combined the benefits she 
received with loans to fund her 
education. After graduation, 
she found a teaching job in her 
community, which allowed her 
children to remain in the same 
school system and enabled Judy to 
remain in the family home. 

Do you know what it costs to live?
If you’ve been paying the bills, you probably have a good handle on your 
ongoing expenses. If your spouse handled the bills, you need to figure out how 
much you need each month to cover your costs.

Remember to compute how the loss of your spouse will affect income and 
expenses. For example, you may need to pay for vehicle oil changes, house 
cleaning, or home maintenance services your spouse once performed. Widows 
and widowers say it can take 18 to 24 months to discover these expenses and 
determine the best way to handle them. 

Creating a budget will help you balance income and expenses. Start by 
recording one month’s expenses for daily living. Next, record all the other 
expenses that arise over a typical 12-month period, such as taxes, home 
repairs, insurance premiums, or medical expenses. Divide this total by 12 and 
add it to your monthly budget so you know how much to set aside each month. 

Estimate your income for the year, then determine whether you earn enough to 
cover your expenses or changes are needed. Many credit unions offer budget 
counseling, classes, and materials to guide you through this process. 



Turning Points     8     Losing a Spouse

n Bonds

n Retirement accounts

n Vehicles

n Real estate, including your home

Remember, ownership often carries an 

expense in the form of storage 

fees, registrations, insurance, loan 

payments, or taxes. Determine if you 

should continue to pay the expense or 

sell the asset.  

Is your financial status 
a lot worse than you 
thought?
If your spouse managed the money, 

you may be unaware of what you owe 

and what you own. In other cases, 

you may be unaware of provisions related 

to insurance, pensions, or other assets. For 

example, some widows and widowers have 

been stunned to learn that the pension they 

relied on for ongoing income ended or was 

severely reduced when their spouse died.

When your financial outlook is grim, you 

may not be able to afford to follow the rule 

of thumb of waiting for a year before making 

changes in your living situation. Instead, 

promptly begin looking at your options 

and how you can adjust your expenses to 

match your income. Consulting a financial 

counselor can be invaluable as you explore 

your options.

In general, move quickly to end ongoing 

expenses that have minimal impact on your 

life. For example, if your spouse belonged to 

a fitness club and you don’t use it, cancel it 

immediately. 

Begin considering your options for housing 

and transportation; these items account for 

as much as half of your household budget. 

You may be able to continue to live in your 

house, but only if you give up traveling or 

other activities. On the other hand, moving 

to an apartment or a smaller house may 

reduce costs and free up disposable income. 

Aim to match your values to your financial 

decisions. 

Weigh your workplace and career options 

as well. These will vary with your age, your 

family size, and your personal situation. 

If you’re working part time, you may want 

to consider full-time employment. If you 

have many years in the workplace ahead of 

you but lack the training for advancement, 

consider using insurance benefits to fund a 

return to school. Even if you’re retired, you 

may decide to get a part-time job to increase 

your income and meet new people. 

If you learn that you’re heavily in debt, talk 

with your attorney about your rights and 

responsibilities, which can vary depending 

on whether you live in a community property 

state. If debts are burdensome, consider 

working with a Consumer Credit Counseling 

Service (CCCS) agency to create a plan for 

debt repayment. 

Do you have a credit rating 
in your own name?
You already have a credit rating if you 

established and maintained good credit in 

your own name, including loans and credit 

cards.  

But if you relied on your spouse for access 

to credit, you may lack a credit rating. 

That means it’s important to handle credit 

cards carefully. If you have a joint account, 

laws prohibit credit card issuers from 

automatically closing an account or altering 

an account’s terms due to the death of a 

spouse. That means you can continue to 

use the account if you choose.

When notified of a cardholder’s death 

for a joint account, some card issuers 

will let you change the joint account to 

an individual account. Others may ask 

you to apply for a new card and then 

decide whether to offer credit to you and 

on what terms. As a result, some widows 

and widowers who lack a credit rating 

end up with significantly lower credit 

limits, higher interest rates, or even are 

refused credit. 

Even if you keep joint accounts open, begin 

building credit in your own name. If your 

income and lack of credit history make it 

difficult to get a credit card, check with a 

loan officer at your credit union to see if it 

offers a “secured credit card” that ties the 

credit limit to assets held at the credit union, 

such as a savings account. Make payments 

promptly on credit cards and other loans to 

build and maintain a good credit rating. After 

handling a secured credit card responsibly 

for a year or so, you typically will be eligible 

for other types of credit cards and loans at 

competitive interest rates.

Have you updated your will 
and your own paperwork?
Many legal documents created while your 

spouse was alive will be outdated now. Go 

through all your legal documents to make 

sure your wishes will be followed in the 

event of your own death. Documents to 

consider include:

n Your will

n Beneficiaries listed on insurance policies, 

IRAs, and other assets
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n Your living will, power of attorney, and 

health-care power of attorney. All three 

documents specify who has authority to act 

on your behalf in specific situations if you 

are incapacitated.

Are you taking charge of 
your life, day to day and long 
term?
Emotional loss sometimes causes people to 

drift. You need to grieve, but you also need 

to deal with everyday life and plan for the 

future. 

On a day-to-day basis, it’s important to 

maintain a routine. Stay in touch with your 

family. Connect with social and spiritual 

groups to develop a network that will sustain 

your mental and physical health. Make plans 

to meet with friends, volunteer, exercise, and 

participate in activities you enjoy. 

Over time, you may learn that your spouse’s 

benefits make it possible to change 

careers, return to college, or pursue other 

opportunities that will give you a better 

financial future. Thoughtfully consider your 

options. Remain mindful of long-term goals, 

such as saving for your children’s college 

education and preparing for your own 

retirement. 

Grieving has its own schedule. While the 

immediate pain of loss is likely to gradually 

ease with time, you may find that your grief 

ebbs and flows along with life events. 

Give yourself time to experience your loss. 

While moving forward is essential, it’s also 

important to set aside time to grieve, rest, 

ponder, remember, and plan for the future. 

If you feel like you just aren’t managing 

well and need outside help, talk to a clergy 

member, or a physician. Your employee 

assistance program (EAP) also may have 

information about how to contact someone 

who can help.

By taking care of yourself emotionally, 

physically, and financially after the loss 

of your spouse, you’ll set the stage for an 

independent and fulfilling future—even as 

you honor your shared past.

Making a Life
After the death of her husband in an industrial accident, Lucy, then 36, 
put two daughters through college, established a career as a manager in 
municipal government, built a network of friends and family, and worked 
toward a secure retirement.

Today, Lucy credits a mix of good advisers, good friends, and good 
benefits for surviving her loss.

When her husband Ernie died in 1983, Lucy negotiated with his employer 
for extended health benefits for the family. She also received a settlement 
from workers’ compensation, Social Security payments for her daughters, 
and lump sum payments from life insurance. Mortgage insurance paid off 
her home mortgage.

Still, Lucy was surprised by the endless adjustments required to adapt to 
the loss of Ernie, who was a “do-it-yourselfer” skilled in maintenance and 
repairs. 

She didn’t know how to change the oil in the car, so she had to pay to have 
it done, Lucy says. “The wood-burning stove had to go” because there was 
no one to cut the wood. She had to hire a handyman to do all the small 
repairs that Ernie once completed.

“I had to go through almost a year of unexpected things I hadn’t thought 
about to know what was ahead,” Lucy adds. She also had to work to 
overcome her anger at Ernie and at God when she became a single parent 
suddenly in charge of handling everything on her own. 

An attorney for the municipality where Lucy worked shepherded her 
through probate. She worked with a financial adviser to invest most of 
the insurance settlements, setting the goals of paying for her daughters’ 
education and retiring at age 55.  

Today, Lucy has met those goals. She is financially secure, but chooses to 
share her home with her daughter and her grandson. She leads a church 
project to house the homeless, travels, regularly joins friends for outings, 
and participates in community organizations.

She credits taking things step-by-step and avoiding rash decisions for her 
financial and emotional security. 

“You have to give yourself time.” 
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Useful resources
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Equifax, 888-766-0008 to request a fraud alert; 800-685-1111 for credit reports

Experian, 888-397-3742 

Federal Trade Commission

Internal Revenue Service, 800-829-1040

National Archives, Request Copies of Military Personnel Records: 866-272-6272 or online 

Social Security Administration: 800-772-1213 

TransUnion, 800-888-4213

Veterans Administration: 800-827-1000, VA benefits, death benefits; 877-294-6380, pension payments to beneficiaries;  

or 800-669-8477, life insurance benefits

http://www.equifax.com/credit-information/
http://www.experian.com/
http://www.ftc.gov/
http://www.irs.gov/
http://www.archives.gov/veterans/military-service-records/
http://www.ssa.gov/pgm/links_survivor.htm
http://www.transunion.com
http://www.vba.va.gov/VBA/
http://www.vba.va.gov/survivors/vabenefits.htm



