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When Chanel Reynolds’s husband died
suddenly and too young, she knew
nothing about his side of their financial hf61
he’'d never even told her his passwords.
She's not going to let that happen

t0 you. BY SANDY M. FERNANDEZ

conversation
every couple

need
to hay

ithin 30 minutes of meeting Chanel
Reynolds, you'll likely be talking
with her about disaster: What if
something happened to you, or to your hus-
band? What if your life, with no warning,
was ripped apart? She doesn’t want to freak
you out—she wants you to be ready. “Because
when it happened to me, [ wasn’t,” she says.

“And I'll never forget that.”

On a Friday evening three years ago, she
and her 43-year-old husband, José Hernando,
were volleying about their plans. She wanted
him to come to a barbecue with her and their
5-year-old son, Gabriel. But José—a Seattle
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*"for scary stuff is the
moskloving thing you
can do for your family.
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Web developer and serious amateur cyclist—
wanted to stretch out his muscles before a
race the next day. Chanel suggested he take
Gabi along in a trailer bike seat since she'd be
on child duty most of the weekend, but José
didn’t want to do that, either. What he did
want was a kiss before he left. “He was being
really cute, and José had an amazing ability
to remain adorable even as he was being irri-
tating,” Chanel says. “So finally I said, ‘T'll
kiss you, but I'm still mad at you.’

“It’s lovely and reassuring to me that our last
conversation was us joking and negotiating,”
she says today. “It’s like a small snippet of what
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Chanel, son Gabriel,
and stepdaughter
Lyric, in their first
family photo after

we had over nine years of marriage.”

That night, as Chanel and Gabriel
hung out with friends (José’s daughter
from a previous relationship, Lyric,
was away at camp), the cell phone in
Chanel’s purse filled up with messages.
By the time she checked it, around
8 p.m., there were many, all saying the
same thing: There had been an accident.

hospital, she'd tried to unlock José’s
iPhone and realized she didn’t know his
password. Then, when a staffer asked if
José had a will, Chanel said yes—before
it hit her, “like a ton of bricks,” she says,
that while the wills had been prepared,
they'd never been signed. “We just
hadn’t gotten around to it,” she says. The
ensuing days would bring more ques-

¢6] was devastated,
leveled completely. But if this

was happening to me,
what did it mean for the other
people in the ICU?22

José was in the hospital. Come quick.

A left-turning van had hit José head-
on, crushing him and causing an
immediate cardiac arrest. Doctors said
it was only because he was in such
incredible shape that he was alive at all.

In the long, terrible hours and days
that followed, Chanel—by nature a plan-
ner and an organizer—tried to imagine
what the future would look like. “The
world had just fallen out from under
me,” she says. “And [ found out I was
financially and legally vulnerable also.”
It began when, newly arrived at the
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tions and frustrations. Had José signed
up for long-term care through work> She
didn’t know. Short-term? Ditto. Like
many couples, they had split financial
responsibilities—I’ll pay the mortgage,
you deal with the utilities—and
assumed they'd be around to answer
each other’s questions. José’s half of
their world was suddenly closed off, a
mystery. The couple had a four-bedroom
house but not much savings, and Cha-
nel, a freelance digital project manager,
lacked a paid family-leave benefit. Over-
night, the family had no income.

“I was dealing with this crushing grief
and losing my husband and soul mate,”
she says. “I was facing becoming a single
mom. But I had a hard time focusing on
what the doctors were telling me,
because all this other stuff was crowding
into my head. Would I lose the house?
Would I go bankrupt? I said to a friend,
‘Oh, my God, I don’t have my s--t togeth-
er. [ don’t. And I'm a smart, professional
person with an education and resources.
I should not be screwed, but I am.”

A few days later, the doctors made it
clear: There was no hope of José’s ever
waking up. Chanel, stricken, didn’t have
his end-of-life wishes in a signed docu-
ment but opted to remove life support.
She knew that her active, vibrant hus-
band wouldn't want the barely-there exis-
tence doctors were predicting for him.

“I was devastated, leveled completely,”
she says. “But there was also an aware-
ness that if this was happening to me,
what did it mean for everybody else I saw
walking the halls of the ICU? The people
without my resources, or the people
there alone? What happens to them?”

Chanel’s safety net—at least in the
short term—was her family and friends.
Concerned friends sent her donations
through PayPal, which helped bridge the
lean period until José’s life-insurance
payment came through. It was a couple
hundred thousand dollars, much less
than experts recommend—but still, as
she says, “much better than nothing.”

José Hernando:
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husband, dad, cyclist,
happy man.
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That payment allowed her to stay
in the house for a year and give the
kids a less traumatic transition,
before selling it at a big loss.

Almost four years later, Chanel
and Gabriel, now 9, live in a mod-
ern apartment in a different part
of town. Chanel has a will—
signed. She has a medical power
of attorney, and a six-month
emergency savings account,
seeded by what was left of the
insurance. She sent an email to
people close to her, telling them
where, if the worst happens, they
can find everything from her
estate documents to her social
media passwords.

But she never forgot those other
families in the hospital.

One evening this January, she
posted on her Facebook page:
“When José was killed 1 was far
more vulnerable than I should have
been, and a few very basic things
would have saved me a mountain of
unnecessary suffering when it was
already hard enough to just get
dressed in the morning. I..want
you to have them so you can better
protect yourself.”

Attached was a link to a site
she had been working on for sev-
eral years. It offers free examples
of core documents of estate plan-
ning: a sample will (based on
hers), a living will, and a power
of attorney, which gives someone
else the right to make financial
and medical decisions for you if
you can’t. It has a printable
checklist of just-in-case tasks,
like buying life insurance and
writing down passwords, con-
tacts, and accounts. “Take it
from me,” she instructs. “It is
nothing short of punishing to
call credit card companies and
government offices, saying over
and over, ‘My husband died and
I am trying to locate/get access
to xxxx.”” The site is named after
the typically blunt mantra that
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ran through her mind over and over
during the darkest days at the hospi-
tal: getyourshittogether.org.

Chanel says she expected a few hun-
dred people to visit the site, mostly
friends and family. But that would have
been preaching to the choir. Among the
couple’s circle, says José’s former col-
league Carrie Vincent, “everyone had
already gotten started on getting their
stuff together. You couldn’t see what
Chanel went through and not do it.”
Instead, the link was forwarded on to
friends of friends and beyond: It was
shared over 100 times within just the
first few hours. Now Chanel’s checklist
has been downloaded more than
100,000 times. She’s heard from parents
jolted into action, the congregation of a
synagogue in Texas, and a woman in
Abu Dhabi. A widow wrote, describing
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- Your get-it-together checklist :

We know we need to plan ahead,
but these things tend to fall to

the bottom of the to-do list. In fact,
about 60 percent of Americans
don’t have a legal will. Setting your
affairs in order shows family and
friends how deeply you care about
them, Chanel says. Consider these
steps acts of love:

MAKE A LISTOF PERSONAL
DETAILS They can make life
miserable if they go astray: contacts;
passwordes; lists of credit cards,
investments, and social media
accounts; the location of important
documents like Social Security cards.

GETYOURPAPERWORKIN
ORDER The basic estate planning
package is a will, a durable power
of attorney, and a guardianship
agreement for kids or pets.
Preparing these is not that different
than, say, buying a washing
machine: There’s a basic model that
will do, or you can add bells and
whistles. Getyourshittogether.org
has simple examples; Nolo and
Quicken have packages tailored to
your state laws for about $60; hiring
a lawyer can cost $300 to $1,500.

......................................................

how she'd fondly watched the back of
her husband’s head as he rode away in
a cab—noting his hair had started to
thin, never imagining the accident that
would take his life later that day. “That
struck a chord,” Chanel says. “This
kind of traumatic loss leaves you with
all these ordinary and clear moments of
just before it happened—and then it’s
all gone. It’s really hard to reconcile.”

Chanel is quick to clarify that she’s
not a financial planner or a lawyer.
“I'm someone who could be your best
friend sitting across from you at a cof-
fee shop, saying, ‘Chica, pull it togeth-
er. You are so smart and amazing in all
these ways—you've got to get this
taken care of.” Consider her site that
conversation: “This is so important,”
Chanel says. “We weren't ready, but I
want everyone else to be.” @

MAKETHEHARDDECISIONS
ABOUTYOURDEATH This
begins with talks with your spouse
or loved ones about how you—and
they—wish to be cared for in case
of iliness or imminent death. Leave
a medical power of attorney and
advance directives, and even write
a notice directly to your doctor.

PURCHASELIFEINSURANCE
You and your spouse need to leave
enough money to make up for
your missing income. Think about
whether you want long- and short-
term disability coverage as well.

LEAVETRACES OF YOURSELF
Parents are often the ones taking the
pictures—not the ones in them. But

if you were gone, what would your
family have to remember you by?
Make an effort to create mementos.
“It's tangible; it matters,” Chanel says.

FINISHUNFINISHED BUSINESS
Chanel adds a personal note: You
don’t always get a grace period
to clean up old resentments, so ask
for forgiveness, or say what’s in your
heart. Do it today. It'll make for a
more peaceful ending, and a more
peaceful life.




