
A  G E N T L E  G U I D E  F O R
C A L I F O R N I A  F A M I L I E S

After a Loved
One Passes
A calm, practical checklist for the first

days, weeks, and months, so you know

what to do next, and what can wait.

P R E P A R E D  B Y  ·  
A I S H A  W I L L I A M S  L A W



Some things can wait. Some should be handled sooner.

B E G I N  H E R E

First, take a breath.

Losing someone you love is overwhelming.

Even when a death is expected, it can still feel

impossible to know what to do next.

This checklist was created to give you a calm place to start. You

do not need to do everything at once. What happens next

depends on how your loved one's assets were owned, whether

they had a trust or will, and whether any accounts had

beneficiaries listed.

I N  T H E  F I R S T  F E W  D A Y S

Your priorities are simple.

0 1 Make sure your loved one is in the care of a funeral home or medical provider.

0 2 Notify close family and anyone who needs to know right away.

0 3 Secure the home, pets, vehicles, mail, and valuables.

0 4 Look for estate planning documents, such as a trust or will.

0 5 Order certified copies of the death certificate.



T H E  F I R S T  F E W  D A Y S

Three steps to steady the ground.

S T E P  0 1  ·  N O T I F Y

Tell the people who need
to know first.

Begin with immediate family, close

friends, and clergy. Then move outward as

you have capacity.

Funeral home or mortuary

Attorney & financial advisor

CPA or tax preparer

Employer or caregiver

S T E P  0 2  ·  S E C U R E

Make the home and
belongings safe.

Lock doors and windows, bring in

mail, remove perishables, and arrange

care for pets.

Medications, cash, jewelry

Checkbooks & credit cards

Firearms, if any

Important paperwork

S T E P  0 3  ·  G A T H E R

Locate the important documents.

You don't need every paper at once, just enough to understand what comes next.

Trust, will, burial wishes. Life insurance policies. Bank, investment,

retirement. Deeds, titles, recent taxes

A helpful reminder... A power of attorney usually no longer works after someone dies. After

death, authority comes from a trust, a court appointment, a beneficiary designation, or

another legal process, not the POA your loved one signed while living.

A  N O T E  O N  B E L O N G I N G S

It is usually best not to give away personal belongings right away. Even when everyone

has good intentions, distributing items too early can create confusion or conflict later.



A N  A S S E T  S N A P S H O T

What did your loved one own?
You don't need perfect numbers. A simple list is enough to begin.

R E A L  E S T A T E

Home · Rental property · Vacation home · Land · Timeshare

F I N A N C I A L  A C C O U N T S

Checking · Savings · CDs · Brokerage · Stocks & bonds

R E T I R E M E N T  &  I N S U R A N C E

IRA · 401(k) · Pension · Annuity · Life insurance

P E R S O N A L  P R O P E R T Y

Vehicles · Jewelry · Art · Collectibles · Household items

B U S I N E S S  I N T E R E S T S

LLC interests · Corporation shares · Partnership interests · Business bank accounts

W H A T  M A Y  A V O I D  P R O B A T E

Not everything goes through probate.
Some assets transfer without formal probate, depending on how they were set up. Check

titles and beneficiary designations before assuming probate is required.

Held in a living trust
Jointly owned with right of survivorship
Payable-on-death or transfer-on-death accounts
Retirement accounts with named beneficiaries
Life insurance with named beneficiaries
Small estates that qualify for California's simplified procedures

Small estate procedures... California may allow

transfer of certain personal property by small estate

affidavit if the estate qualifies. Families usually must

wait at least 40 days after death. Confirm the current

dollar threshold before relying on it.

Primary residence shortcut... California has a special

process for certain primary residences under a

specific value limit. It can be simpler than full

probate, but it is still a court process with specific

requirements.



F I N D I N G  O U T  W H O  H A S  A U T H O R I T Y

Trust, will, or neither, each
path is different.

P A T H  A

There is a living trust.

The named successor trustee may handle

trust assets. A trust can often avoid formal

probate, but only if assets were properly titled

into it. The successor trustee should speak

with an attorney before distributing anything.

P A T H  B

There is a will.

A will does not automatically avoid

probate. The original may need to be filed

with the court, and the named executor

usually has no authority to act until

officially appointed by a judge.

P A T H  C

California law decides
who inherits. This is
called dying intestate.

The right person to act may be a spouse, registered

domestic partner, adult child, or another family member.

This doesn't always mean full probate is required, but it does

mean to get guidance before moving money or property.

No trust or will

One year, four seasons of work.
A rough rhythm for what tends to come first, and what can wait.

D A Y  1  –  3

First few days.

Contact funeral home or

mortuary. Notify close

family & key people.

Secure the home, pets,

mail, vehicles. Look for

estate planning

documents. Order

certified death certificates

W E E K  1  –  2

First two weeks.

Determine if there is a

trust or will. Identify

trustee or executor. Begin

a list of assets & debts.

Contact attorney, CPA, or

advisor

Keep insurance active,

track expenses

D A Y  3 0  –  6 0

First two months.

Decide: probate, trust

admin, or simplified. Notify

banks, insurers, custodians.

Review beneficiary

designations. Speak with a

CPA about tax filings. Avoid

distributions until authority

is clear

M O N T H  3  –  1 2

The longer arc.

Continue trust

administration or probate.

Pay valid expenses and

debts. Transfer assets with

proper authority. File

required tax returns. Make

final distributions when

appropriate



W H A T  N O T  T O  D O  T O O  S O O N

When in doubt, pause.
During a difficult time, it is natural to want to wrap things up quickly.

But some actions can create problems if they happen too early. 

Give away money or belongings before authority is confirmed

Use the deceased person's credit cards

Sell a house or car before title is reviewed

Let homeowner's insurance lapse

Close bank accounts too quickly

Assume the oldest child has authority

Pay debts personally unless responsible

Ignore taxes, creditors, or court deadlines

Consider speaking with an attorney if…

Your loved one owned real estate There is no trust or will
The home was not in a trust Family members disagree

There are minor children A beneficiary has special needs

There is a blended family The person owned a business

There are significant debts
Assets are in more than one state

You cannot find the original documents
You were named trustee or executor

A  C L O S I N G  N O T E

You do not have to figure
this out alone.

Aisha Williams Law helps California families navigate probate,

trust administration, and post-death estate matters with clarity and

care. You do not need to know everything before asking for help.

This guide is for general educational purposes only and is not legal advice. Estate planning, probate, public benefits, and tax rules depend on your

specific facts. Reading this guide does not create an attorney-client relationship. For advice about your situation, speak with a qualified California

estate planning attorney.

clientcare@aishawilliamslaw.com

619-354-0770

Carlsbad, CA 92008

@aishawilliamslaw

aishawilliamslaw.com

T R Y  N O T  T O :
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